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Abstract

This thesis explores the concept of musical accessibility. The term is viewed from a
number of perspectives with the intention of investigating relevant ideas from a range
of disciplines. The main methodology consists of the deployment of three case studies
as examples to bring issues into focus. These are: the rise of punk rock, Vaughan
Williams' tract National Music and street samba in Brazil and Wales. By way of
definition, musical accessibility is split into three levels: physical access, (individual)
reception, and participation. These are not designed to correspond to the three case
studies but are used to investigate them and to apply the term 'accessibility’ more
precisely. It is discovered that while the levels can be clearly differentiated, they also

interact with each other.

The research introduces pertinent psychological theories and sociological
perspectives. The aesthetics of modernism and postmodernism are discussed as well
as notions of art music and vernacular music. The study of samba allows an
examination of audience participation, performance style and the functioning of
adopted music. 'Receptual' accessibility is found to be linked to cultural and social
factors, and also diachronically in flux, particularly at times of 'culture shift.
Nevertheless, there appears to be a field of interpretation opened up by musical
structures and practices, which carries a constrained range of possibilities.
Furthermore, the review of empirical work reveals human tendencies due to
psychological perception processes, and individual variation linked to personality

factors.

The exploratory nature of this study means that it would be inappropriate to offer an
all encompassing conclusion. Instead an integration of the main issues is attempted.
This establishes that musical accessibility has to be viewed as a combination of

musical, individual human and social factors in a dynamic process of articulation.
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Aims, Methodology and Overview

The aim of this study is to explore possible meanings of the word 'accessible' as applied
to music and, by examining the issues arising from those meanings, to open up the
concept of musical accessibility as a field of discourse. Since the term itself has not been
the subject of extensive and direct academic scrutiny, but is implicitly discussed in
aesthetics, cultural studies, sociology of music, music psychology and other areas, it is
accepted and intended that this exploration will be of an interdisciplinary nature. Such an
approach represents a 'growing intellectual movement', indeed; 'Critical musicology has
revealed what it means to regard musicology as an infertextual field and why this, rather
than the notions of a discipline, offers a more productive epistemological framework for

research' (Scott 2003: 4).

The methodology employed in the present work is to undertake an initial exploration of
background issues and definitions (Chapters 1 and 2). There then follow three case
studies which represent the main core of the thesis. Each of these has the purpose of
raising particular issues of musical accessibility. They are deliberately drawn from
disparate areas of the musical field: popular music, Western art music and 'ethnic' music.
This is in order to be able to gain a genuine overview of how musical accessibility can be
conceived, rather than become enmeshed in purely 'local' concerns. It is hoped that
sufficient focus is ensured by the determined pursuit of the concept of accessibility itself.
Furthermore, the three case studies are intended to furnish specific and coherent examples
of music, practices and ideas which are explored in depth. Other instances are drawn on
from time to time, but the case studies are the recurring reference points and accessibility

is the guiding star.

The three case studies are presented as pairs of chapters. In Case Studies 1 and 2, the first



of each pair examines the research material and places it in context. The second then
discusses the relevant issues revealed by the example. The pair of chapters on Bahia and
samba in Wales is slightly different in that both present a particular field study and work
through its theoretical implications. They are nevertheless linked. Thus there are three

pairs of chapters relating to the three case studies.

Chapter 3 looks at the 'cultural shift' brought about by the rise of punk rock in the UK,
analysing it as a fashion and taste change that turned against progressive rock. The
following chapter takes up the question of how accessibility changes over time,
particularly in relation to musical genres and subcultures. It also discusses the

accessibility of shock.

Chapter 5 examines a series of lectures by Vaughan Williams published under the title
National Music. In it he makes a case for building an accessible English art music by
using and extrapolating from folk-song, of which he was a notable collector. The
companion chapter concerns itself with notions of art and vernacular music and asks how
these relate to accessibility. An attempt is also made to apply Vaughan Williams' ideas to
the present situation by asking: could new art music be revitalised, and made more

accessible, by a rapprochement with popular music?

Chapter 7 introduces musical culture in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil and particularly the
institution of Carnaval in that city. Attention is drawn to attitudes to, and practices
concerning physical access, performance and participation in various musical situations in
Salvador. Uses and meanings of Bahian music relating to exclusivity, identity and
resistance are covered and there is a theoretical discussion of accessibility and Carnaval.
The following chapter is about the adoption of Brazilian street samba percussion by a
group in North Wales and asks how this music from an alien culture can be accessible,

meaningful and useful in a completely new context.

Running through the thesis there are a considerable number of references to and several




extended sections devoted to modernist Western art music and contemporary art music in
the UK. These partly arise from the cases studies. Vaughan Williams' use of folk idiom
was anachronistically in opposition to mainstream modernist ideas but his approach
suggested another way forward for British art music. Chapter 6 develops this into an
examination of accessibility in modernist and vernacular music. Case Study 1 is
concerned with popular music, but there are points of contact with modernist aesthetics
and ethics. It appears from this research that musical modernism, and the ideas that lead
to it, have widely influenced attitudes and practices concerning musical accessibility in
the developed world. Therefore a study of this area needs to keep this music and its

theoretical underpinnings in view.

Since the thesis does not set out to answer a question or to test an hypothesis, there is no
attempt at a single conclusion. It is rather hoped that the exploration will lead to a fuller
and more complete picture of why accessibility is a useful and current term in relation to
music, what may be meant by it, and what questions and issues are relevant. With
reference to pertinent literatures, important ideas about these questions and issues are
identified and discussed throughout. The last chapter recounts the main themes and
definitions that have been discovered or proposed, as well as building on these to offer
further insights. A postlogue; "Possible Schemas, Integrations and Future Directions', asks
what can be said in summary about the areas explored and how the suggested

conceptualisations might be combined.



Chapter 1

Raising the Issues

Introduction

This chapter sets the scene for the subsequent explorations. The issues introduced here
are either fundamental to the entire project, and/or will be specifically addressed later.
Because of the expositional nature of the chapter the individual themes are not dealt with
in great detail at this point, but rather their connection with musical accessibility is
established and they are proposed as largely interconnected areas in the context of which

the following enquiry will be conducted.

Initially the term 'accessibility' itself is discussed and some parameters for dealing with it
are established. A broad preliminary definition of the word as it relates to music is
offered. The concept is then situated historically as particularly pertinent to late
modernity. The importance of culture and subculture to the intelligibility of musical
meaning is introduced and acknowledged. Class and status are also recognised as

fundamental to the use and functioning of musical accessibility and inaccessibility.

Another important aspect of accessibility raised is that of its mutation over time. Taste
changes as indeed do musical styles. This diachronic dimension is given a preliminary
delineation. Although culture, subculture, class and fashion are important factors, the
choice of music according to one's taste, or what appears accessible, is partly an
individual decision which defines the person vis-a-vis herself and others. Increasing
social fragmentation and individualisation have lead to this kind of choice, and the role

that musical accessibility plays in it, gaining importance. Commodification and




globalisation further mean that there is an ever wider range of musical options and this
raises the question of how unfamiliar music is accessible, sometimes in the absence of a
cultural context, or at least in the absence of its intended context. These aspects of

accessibility are also raised here and more fully explored later in the thesis.

A documentary illustration of a situation in which accessibility was explicitly at issue and
intentionally manipulated is provided by an account of the attitudes towards performance
and audience of the early musical modernism of Schoenberg's circle in Vienna. This is
posited as an important moment in the development of attitudes towards accessibility,
especially for art music but also for other creative spheres. These attitudes often revolve
around notions of moral worth. This idea is introduced with reference to the work of
Bourdieu and Kant. Related to these issues is the question of political correlations.
Accessibility in music is variously viewed as 'democratic' and 'reactionary' and has been
espoused by and associated with a number of movements and regimes. This is described

and discussed.

The final section of this chapter addresses the issue of essential features of music and of
the human perception of music, in the process referring to essentialism as a concept in the
study of culture. The increasing influence of new advances in genetics on all branches of
the humanities is noted and its significance for the present enquiry discussed. Various
psychological theories and research findings are then recounted with reference to their
bearing on musical accessibility. These phenomena are described here in order to signal
that an awareness of psycho-physiological aspects of musical perception is crucial to this

exploration.

In the beginning was the word

The word 'accessible' is not one widely used in academic writing in relation to music,

although its attendant issues are frequently discussed under various guises. It is however



in common use in a wide variety of contexts in which it communicates a number of
meanings relatively clearly.' The present study seeks to explore important meanings of
the term in relation to musical contact, choice and participation, and to discover their
implications and backgrounds. This opens up a number of areas of enquiry. One is to
determine what the word may be used to indicate in relation to music. Another is to
examine the developments, circumstances and attitudes from which it derives sense and
relevance. Yet another is to explore how attitudes towards accessibility vary. Also,
comparisons can be made between what is deemed accessible by different people in
different situations. Finally it is hoped that some insights can be gained into what can
make music accessible or inaccessible. It is not the intention here only to deconstruct, but
also to study why calling music 'accessible' is meaningful in everyday language, and how

the present field of music allows and indeed seems to require such a category.

On a very fundamental level the concept of musical accessibility is concerned with who
can understand, enjoy, use, participate in, or create music. What is meant by the term in
general (and it is not the intention here to propose a specialised academic usage) is that
accessible music is relatively easy to appreciate, enjoy and understand. It does not require
specialised prior knowledge, training or experience, and it does not repulse the listener.
When we ask whether a genre is accessible, we are partly enquiring into whether it
includes or excludes; whether it welcomes or repels; whether it communicates or is

opaque.

As soon as one considers particular examples, it becomes clear that most music can
operate at both poles. In other words most music both includes and excludes, welcomes
and repels, communicates and obfuscates. It has these effects on different groups of
listeners to different extents, partly due to differing intentions on the part of the creators
of the music. We need to be mindful of the fact that behind every music are people and

that they cast their creations in a way that serves their purposes, beliefs and tastes. These

' Appendix 1 gives a selection of examples from the internet.
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in turn will be related to the culture or subculture in which those people operate. One
question which arises here is whether we need to gain an understanding of a socio-
cultural group in order to grasp music associated with it or whether, conversely, the music
can tell us something about their culture and values. In terms of the music makers and
creators it is also relevant to ask; is this music infended to be inclusive or exclusive? Who
is it supposed to include or exclude, and why? Does it actually function in this way? Who

does it repel or attract and does this change over time?

Culture and Society

The concept of accessibility as a product of (late) modernity

A necessity for the notion of accessibility of music has only fully developed in the context
of a consumerist, socially mobile, technologised, moderately well educated, globalised
world. It presupposes a measure of 'choice offered’ (or Angebot), allowing us to select or
reject music of varying levels of ‘'difficulty'. Adorno describes this as the
'Konsumentengewohnheil' (Adorno 1997 [1963]: 189) or the 'habit of the consumer'. In
other words accessibility as an issue is opened up by capitalism to some extent, and only
fully by late capitalism (or postmodern society) which Jameson recognises as belonging
to 'a new type of social life and a new economic order — what is often euphemistically
called modernization, post-industrial or consumer society, the society of the media or the
spectacle, or multinational capitalism' (1993: 193). This is a world marked by extensive
affluence in some regions, widespread leisure time, multiple mass-media, widely

available interpersonal communications and physical and social mobility.

In historical situations where the individual was deeply integrated in a tribe, class, trade,
religion and/or locality and had limited opportunity for contact outside that level of
identity, the question of accessibility hardly arose. Usually the socio-cultural location had

its built-in musical practice and tradition, such as that of a church, or an aristocracy. A

11




member of such a group or institution would be surrounded by, and at least to some
extent educated in, her own musical world. To reject the music of her surroundings would
be nigh on impossible and to adopt or espouse another equally difficult. A similarly
deterministic case has been made for a society predominantly stratified according to class
(Bourdieu 1984) although the relaxation of social boundaries begins to some extent with
industrialisation. Talcott Parsons posits that with the advent of industrial society, status is
achieved meritocratically whereas in traditional society it would be ascribed at birth
(Abbott 1998: 22-3). A parallel can be drawn here with cultural expression and

consumption which is more flexible in industrial society or 'modernity":

...tradition or established habit orders life within relatively set channels.
Modernity confronts the individual with a complex diversity of choices and,
because it is non-foundational, at the same time offers little help as to which

options should be selected.

(Giddens 1991: 80)

This is the situation in which we find ourselves every day to an even greater extent in the
post-industrial epoch. Rather than being 'assigned’ a musical culture, we choose or reject
musics of different classes, ages and cultures. In fact this is not merely an option but a
problematic necessity.* Like the American sandwich shop where you cannot eat unless
you can say which of the dozen types of cheese you want, our world necessitates choice
just as the pre-modern world largely precluded it. In the words of Leonard B. Meyer: 'the

price of freedom is the imperative of choice' (1989: 89).

2 Something akin to the changing identification with and availability of different musics is delineated, in

relation to Britain's folk music, by Middleton referring initially to A.L. Lloyd's position:' “Primitive” song
had spoken for the whole of society but when social differentiation made this impossible, folk song split
away to express the specific situation of the lower class. This view has run into trouble in recent years, when
increased social mobility and the effects of the mass media have resulted in a multiplicity of new hybrids
and audiences, and made the old boundaries difficult to police, and when, within historical analysis, the
problems with isolating lower-class culture from “high” and commercial “popular” cultures have become
clear.'
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The amount to choice in an environment is negatively correlated with the level of cultural
coherence as discussed by Smelser (1992). Some theorists (Tylor and to some extent
Durkheim) claim that culture is essentially fragmentary or 'normless'. Others, like Morgan
and Engels can be found at the 'coherence end of the spectrum' (Smelser 1992: 3).
Benedict (1934) is situated between these positions. Whereas she thought that a culture
could be found to be dominated by a particular idea (such as the Dionysian or
Apollonian) she also differentiated between cultures which manifest a large measure of
incoherence and those which appear more coherent. Incoherence according to Benedict is
often associated with peoples situated in liminal regions between cultural clusters and
subject to influences from divergent traditions. Alternatively they may have been
impinged on by an intrusive group. Western civilisation, according to her appraisal,
consists of subgroups such as classes which may have a dominant cultural engine. It is

also marked by the changes of orientation over time.

Subcultures and scenes

More 'subgroups' have become recognised since the 1930s when Benedict was writing
and contribute to what became perceived as a patchwork of subcultures through the work
of the Chicago School of sociologists in the 1950s and '60s and the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies in the '70s and '80s ( Jenks 2005), within which, different
groups are associated with certain musics. This has been theorised extensively in the
contexts of class, race, gender and subcultural identities (Willis 1977; Gilroy 1993;
Gottlieb & Wald 1994; Hebdige 1979). There has been an emphasis, particularly latterly,
on avoiding essentialist interpretations which would imply for instance that rock is
inherently 'male’ and thus appeals to males. Rather than proposing a straightforward link,
writers such as Negus (1996) and Middleton (1990) have favoured the notion of

articulation’ between music and social grouping;



By adopting this concept of articulation along with a non-essentialist approach to
identity, critical questions can be raised about the way that particular cultural
forms become connected to specific political agendas and social identities
without aséuming a necessary link between someone's social labels (black, Latin,
lesbian or working class) and a particular type of music.

(Negus 1996: 135)

In this way we are encouraged to explain the association with a musical genre in a more
fine-grained way than as a straight correspondence. The approach also leaves more room
to explain the adoption of music which goes against expectations. If we take goths, lorry
drivers and male homosexuals as random examples, it becomes immediately apparent that
whereas we may well be able to think of appropriate musical genres for each group (e.g.
death metal, country, opera), these will not be exclusive to, or appeal to every member of
each group. There will be subdivisions within groups and indeed the groups can overlap,
as can the musical predilections. The non-exclusive nature of subcultures has been
indicated by the use of the term 'scene' to indicate a more porous socio-musical entity

(Bennett, and Peterson 2004).

Subculture or scene and musical preference are partly chosen (if one allows for a measure
of human agency) and partly related to one's generation, sex and class, as well as one's
social, ethnie, cultural and religious background. Furthermore, 'inequalities in education
are linked to differences in tastes' (Gracyk 1996: 213). To some extent subcultures are
'made' to receive certain individuals who then tend to gravitate towards them and
perpetuate the group, which often has its particular associated musical genres and
practices. An individual who becomes integrated into the group will become heavily
exposed to these which is likely to result in a preference developing for them. In some
cases a subculture may be defined by an activity or proclivity which has nothing to do
with music, but there can still be associated musical genres and practices (e.g.
motorcyclists have had a preference for heavy metal and particular dance moves). In the

case of punks, or salsa dancers, the music is the central defining aspect of the subculture,
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which nevertheless incorporates a wide range of extra- and paramusical phenomena.

Musics have a wide variety of social applications and the relationships of subcultures to
their music may vary as widely as between different tribal societies. Salsa, for instance, is
a partner dance and in urban situations a vehicle for meeting members of the opposite sex
for liaisons. Samba, on the other hand, is a group activity and functions more as a
generator of group cohesion. Musics may be generated within a particular social setting
(hip hop) or adopted and adapted to serve or even create a social sub-group (e.g. samba in
Europe). The accessibility of a particular music to its potential participants or consumers
is partly a function of its usefulness to that group of people. Understanding music is much
to with knowing what to do with it, with having a use for its 'affordances' (Gibson 1979).
Paradoxically the inaccessibility of a music to other groups or individuals may be one of
these uses. This is particularly true of new youth musics, which may at first confound
older listeners and thus create an exclusive cultural space for sections of the younger

population:

It is the nature of 'youth' music to articulate, for each generation in its own way,
values and issues specific to the time, and it is subject to genre-specific
production styles... And every time older generations complain about
'unlistenable’ noise.

Mike Howlett *

This expresses clearly the value of inaccessibility to members of the new generation or
the section of it that makes up a subculture or scene. It is the fact that such music
excludes outsiders that is a facet of accessibility to insiders which functions as a point of
identification and orientation. Paul Willis made the following pertinent observation about

progressive rock:

* The Guardian, 29/8/2006. Mike Howlett (chairman of the Music Producers Guild), "Young bands should
be respected - and paid - for their music." P. 27.
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The elements of surprise, contradiction and uncertainty in their music - the
elements which made it almost threatening to the 'straight' listener - were
precisely the elements that were prized by the hippies .

Willis (1978: 160)

Class

Belonging to a musical subculture or scene with a measure of exclusiveness ensures a
certain status for young people vis-a-vis peers and other age groups. Inaccessibility can
function in other ways to reinforce the status of an audience, confirming it as possessing
the wherewithal (money, time, education, taste etc.) to appreciate what others do not.
Such views have been proposed notably by Veblen (2005[1899])* and Bourdieu (1984).
They have also been latterly adapted and developed by Heath and Potter (2004) who have
related them to fashion and style, and Peterson and Simkus (1992) who found higher
status represented by people being versed in a wider range of cultural product, rather that

just a particular, less accessible genre.

Class will be a recurring issue in this thesis because it intersects with musical
accessibility in a number of ways. There is the abovementioned relationship between
inaccessibility and social status. Another aspect is class as an element of social structure
which can have a bearing on the use and consumption of culture. Closely associated with
this is the idea of a class as a cultural grouping with its particular practices, habits and
predilections. The notion of youth subculture has also frequently been discussed in the
context of class (Hebdige 1979; Willis 1977; Hall & Jefferson 1976). Lastly there is the
relation of class to political power, struggle and discourse, which will be further dealt
with in this chapter. Clearly all these facets of class are interrelated, yet they will make

their presence felt at different points of this exploration in their various forms. It is

* See also Veblen, Thorstein (2004[1899]) The Theory of the Leisure Class.
<http://www.gutenberg.org/dirs/etext97/totlc1 | .txt>
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impossible to deal with class and musical accessibility in a single unified way because of
its multiple implications, yet neither can it be neatly dissected into a number of discrete
concepts. Despite this all-pervasiveness of the issue of class, some readings of (late)
modernity have drawn attention to processes of fragmentation and individualisation

which have appeared to weaken the importance of class structures and identities (Giddens

1991, Beck 2002).

Individualisation

Such approaches, through a recognition of the effects of rapid and far reaching changes in
technology and social structures, have lead to an acknowledgement that individual life-
style choice has to some extent taken the place of class identification. This does not imply

that equality has been achieved but that:

...persisting or intensifying inequalities coincide with elements of a no longer
traditional, individualized post-class society...If this assessment is correct, a
variant of social structure which neither Marx nor Weber foresaw will gain in
importance. Class society will pale into insignificance beside an individualized
society of employees.

(Beck 2002: 39)

The apparent contradiction between 'persisting or intensifying' inequality and the
dissolution of class boundaries can be explained by a greater extent of shared culture
through media technology. Choice of lifestyle elements such as music becomes at once
liberated, more difficult and important, since it is not implied by social position but

defines personal identity.

Despite the loosening grip of social strata on individuals and their musical practices in the

contemporary developed world, we may ask whether there is not some overarching
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'motivation' as Benedict would call it, or ideology, in the non-Marxist sense. One
candidate would be the 'choice posture', the aforementioned Konsumentengewohnheit
itself. This perspective has the levelling effect of reducing every act of musical
engagement to a market transaction. However, just as social mobility is not guaranteed, so
even the superficial freedom of consumerism is constrained by social factors. One does
not necessarily choose to be a lorry driver or single, and while being a member of one of
these groups still leaves considerable scope for free choice of music, the relevance of
certain aspects of country music and salsa to one's circumstances makes those genres
more likely to be accessible, and hence more likely to be chosen. The apparent free choice
of music is relativated by the appropriateness of a particular musical genre to one's
situation - probably not many grunge fans born before 1950; probably not many
scaffolders listen to Schoenberg - and that social situation is not entirely a matter of
choice. But within a framework for the operation of musical accessibility consisting of
culture, class and subculture, the individual stands not just as a passive entity, but as
someone with particular sensibilities, with a project of individuation and of constructing a
personal 'role' (Goffman 1971) and with the agency to select and interpret musics in

response to their own circumstances and their subjective posture towards them.

Time and fashion

In imagining such a framework of individuals, musics, cultural contexts, options and
social structures it must be remembered that the whole is also in motion through time.
Tastes change, music changes, cultures change. Generations come and go, as do eras in
the arts. An obvious and easily observable manifestation of such diachronicity is fashion
change in popular music culture. However similar phenomena exist in other cultural and

social spheres (Smelser 1962).

The fashionable is desired because it grants access to a particular part of society. To have

'the look’, 'the sound' or the ideas of the time - to belong to the Zeitgeist - also makes us
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part of the living socio-cultural moment, 'in touch' with current developments of our time
and place. Fashion is firmly associated with the popular, accessible and ephemeral as
opposed to high culture and art. But how accessible is the fashionable? In terms of the
youth culture of developed countries, fashion is not (supposed to be) particularly
accessible to the comparatively old. As has already been observed, one of its primary
functions is to provide a way for the young to assert and individuate themselves. But even
within the 'target' age group, there are formidable barriers to accessibility. Spending
power may be one, as fashionable clothes and other items may involve considerable
expense. On a physical level, fashionable clothes are by no means always comfortable.
Female wearers of pointy-toed stilettos in the 1960s and the first decade of the twentyfirst
century would undergo considerable pain in order to look like other fashionably dressed

women.

Similarly, in the realm of popular music, we find sounds which are abrasive, abstract,
atonal and innovative (e.g. punk, techno), lyrics which are heavily encoded and not easily
intelligible for many outside the immediate originating culture (hip hop), packaging
which is obscure and arcane (White Album) with user-hostile liner notes. All these suggest
that neither the fashionable nor the popular are always universally accessible, but that
there is often an 'entry fee' to belonging. This may take the form of expense, discomfort,
and learning to read, understand, and indeed to like, particular texts. In other words, a
young person may have to 'work' to belong to his or her fashion group. Meanings have to
be deciphered, negotiated and arrived at in a way which may ironically remind us of
Adorno's view that listening to (‘serious') 'new music' assumes certain 'Krdifie im
Empfangenden® (strengths in the recipient). Fashionable popular music is accessible in
the sense that in its time, people desperately want to access it. It is intelligible to many
because it is born of the moment; the audience wants to be part of that moment and will
spend the requisite time, money and effort to understand and belong to the movement, the

fashion. This is part of the meaning of every fashion: belonging; to the group, to the time

* Adorno (1997[1963]: 189).
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and place, being part of the new or the now 'thing'. Beyond that there are other meanings
which appear obvious in the early days of a movement, but which become more and more
diffuse as it progresses and becomes more widely accessed. Long hair in men for
instance, seemed to many in the 1960s to be an outrageous affront to the socio-sexual
order, eliding important gender distinctions and refusing the posture of the disciplined
and disciplining militaristic male. As it became more widely worn by men in all walks of
life, its power to communicate resistance, change and hippy values (peace and love)
waned and eventually disappeared altogether. In this sense it appears that the more widely
used a cultural gesture is, the more denatured its meaning becomes. This may help to
explain the cornucopia of ever new fashions and movements. They arrive to forge new
meaning when the old significances have become diluted, superannuated tropes. The
passé fashion is overused, cheapened and, to use the classic elitist pejorative, banal. It is

overaccessible and therefore no longer confers any special or desirable status (Heath &

Potter 2004).

Accessibility of music from other places and times

While new fashions present us with one kind of novel experience, the marketing and
distribution of music from many parts of the world by the global record industry has made
that music accessible, in the physical sense, to many consumers in the developed world.
What is intriguing is why that music should also be aesthetically accessible, particularly
from the point of view of ethnomusicological discourse, which emphasises the
embeddedness of music in culture and the derivation of musical meaning from its cultural
sphere. I have previously discussed this issue in a paper on the adoption of samba by

groups in Wales (Eisentraut 2001).

There are a number of points which go some way towards explaining the phenomenon of
people being drawn to and using music which has no immediate connection with their

cultural background:
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a) The type of music available as 'world music', is often combined with western pop

elements.

b) The proximity of some of this music to the Afro-American styles so dominant in

western culture.

¢) Certain preconceptions about the origins and uses of those musics (e.g. perceived

authenticity).

However this is not sufficient to explain why some Americans want to sing Bulgarian
folk song, or why Mongolian throat singing should draw significant European audiences.
Is it possible that there is some unmediated communication between musical sound and
human being? If not, how do we understand and respond to alien music? Why is it
sometimes 'accessible'? The same questions may be asked of our responses to music from
the distant past, yet the unearthing and performing of ancient music is a strong current in
western art music. Do we 'construct' our own meanings for such alien sounds? If so are

these meanings entirely unrelated the original ones?

The interest in music from different cultures demonstrates that listeners are sometimes
attracted to what they do not know. Music is not accessible only through familiarity, but
also because it engages and interests the recipient. This it sometimes does by
incorporating novelty of some kind, which can derive from fashion change, formal
innovation or extraneous, or exotic elements. A further point of access is finding some
subjective or objective use for a musical style. A foreign music may lend itself to uses
and interpretations not readily available in local genres and thus appear accessible to

people who are receptive to the resulting meanings and applications.
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Early Modernism, Politics and Ethics

Accessibility and early modernism

In the spheres of art and art music the early twentieth century marked the beginning of a
series of revolutionary changes, which have made accessibility a contentious and loaded
issue. The necessity of the concept was ultimately obviated by the inception of its
converse; inaccessibility. The advent of artistic products which were beyond the
comprehension of large sections of society came about with the rise of modernism. At a
time when social barriers became more porous, and mass culture, transport and education
enabled the majority to access books, galleries and music, the creators of cutting edge
high culture such as Joyce, Stravinsky and Picasso moved their art beyond the conceptual
reach of those who might now have found it within their economic means and social

radius:

In response to the revolt of the masses, intellectuals generated the idea of a
natural aristocracy, consisting of intellectuals.

(Carey 1992: 71)

Thus, as the old elite was losing much of its particular power and exclusivity due to social
and political changes, a new marker was being forged for a new select group. Carey
quotes Pound from 1916 claiming that his new kind of drama would be: 'distinguished,
indirect, and symbolic, and having no need of mob or press to pay its way...'® Charles
Rosen views the period more from the point of view of the artists, but the trajectory of

decreasing accessibility is clearly delineated:

It must be remembered that the artists of that time knew in advance that each step

they took, however small, in the only direction they were convinced did not

® Loc. cit.



betray their art, would inevitably bring them a still greater distance away from
their public.
(Rosen 1975: 15)

Of particular interest from this crucial period in art music is Schoenberg's Society for
Private Musical Performances. Active between 1918 and 1921, it was intended to allow
the new music good performances and a fair hearing. The hope was to 'give artists and
music lovers a real and exact knowledge of modern music'.” This is clearly educational
and paternalistic in a way that would not be unfamiliar to many other twentieth-century
composers who became involved in activities meant to bring the public closer to their
own perspective of musical development. Paternalism is confirmed by the assertion that
'specially lacking in lucidity is the public's consciousness of its own needs and wishes'.®
We might surmise a desire to include and emancipate people but as the name of the

Society suggests: '...the performances shall be in all respects private...guests (foreign
visitors excepted) shall not be admitted'.” This gives us inaccessibility in its purest, most
literal form. In the sense in which it is used in Geography and attendant disciplines;

meaning physically difficult or impossible to reach.

Alban Berg, the author of the Society's "prospectus’ is clearly acutely aware of the issue of

accessibility as he discusses its converse, given as 'obscurity' :

The attitude of the public toward modern music is affected to an immense degree
by the circumstance that the impression it receives from that music is inevitably
one of obscurity. Aim, tendency, intention, scope and manner of expression,

value, essence, and goal, all are obscure...'°

7 From the prospectus of the Society for Private Musical Performances, written by Alban Berg given in
Auner, Joseph (2003) 4 Schoenberg Reader Yale University Press, New Haven pp. 150-153.

¥ Loc. cit.

? Loc. cit.

" Loc. cit.
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A key strategy in combating this obscurity for the select few who were members of the
Society'' was repetition of performances, and secret programmes, so that hearing works
repeatedly could not be avoided by the audience.'* Repetition makes the strange familiar
and can render the obscure accessible. This process is engagingly portrayed by von

Kralik, reporting on a series of rehearsals open to Society members:

Along with Schoenberg and fifteen valiant musicians, a no less valiant
adventurous flock of listeners tackled the vile beast. One cacophonous passage
after another was tackled, and the muscular power of one's aural apparatus was
steeled by the struggle with its sharp points, its hard surfaces, and its asperities.
And, even before the day of the tenth and final rehearsal, the players were played-
in, the listeners listened-in. The worst had been overcome. The terrifying
apparitions looked less full of menace, their appearance had taken on a new
mildness, their way of living a new accessibility. One began to feel thoroughly at

home and cheerful in their company. '*

The issue of resistance to new work is also reflected in another, earlier, 'prospectus'; that
for the Society of Creative Musicians which mounted concerts in 1904-5. The authorship
of this manifesto is uncertain'* but with Schoenberg as one of the founders and coming as
it does at a time of great artistic innovation it is illuminating nevertheless. Much is made
of the resistance that 'anything new' in musical life has had to overcome and it is stated
that; 'All progress, all development, leads from the simple to the complex'. (Both these
assertions will be addressed in later chapters). We again find a belief in the need for

familiarisation with new work and the "prospectus’ closes with the following plea:

"' 320 members in 1919. Ibid.

" In the early to mid 1970s progressive rock was extremely popular amongst British grammar school boys.
Many would lend vinyl L.P.s to their friends, often with the advice that repeated auditions would be
necessary to appreciate the music. There is also the German expression: Schonhéren a verb which means 'to
make beautiful by [repeated] listening'.

" In Auner's preface to his extract from the 'prospectus'. Ibid.

" Ibid.: p. 42, possibly written by composer and conductor Oskar Posa. The society was founded by
Schoenberg and Zemlinsky and was a forerunner of the Society for Private Musical Performances.
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As for the public, let them judge the works presented to them, not by whether
they are easier or harder to comprehend, nor by how suave, or otherwise, their
language is, but solely and simply by the degree of artistry manifest in them; by

the magnitude of the artistic achievement these works record.

This places the onus firmly on the listener to appreciate the greatness of the composer
rather than expecting the work to be amenable in any way. Even the obvious desire to
communicate to the elite audience inherent in the Society for Private Musical
Performances was on condition that such communication was strictly one-way. All
applause, 'demonstrations of disapproval' and even thanks, were banned (Auner 2003:

151-2).

The reaction of the musical avant-garde to the highly critical and yet attentive concert
going public of early twentieth-century Vienna, was to withdraw into a protected
environment. In many ways new western 'serious' music has been in such a greenhouse
ever since, in the form of the academy and public subsidy. Rather than being faced with
howls of criticism as were many early performances of modernist work, the heirs of this
tradition are now more usually met with a wall of indifference. Certainly discussion of
new work in the UK is highly marginal outside academic circles. This is particularly
marked in music, visual art having retained its ability to provoke reactions, positive and
negative, in the public arena to a much greater extent, as media coverage of the work of

British artists such as Tracy Emin, Damien Hirst and Antony Gormley shows.

Accessibility and political discourse

If creative expressions are to contribute to public discourse, and influence the cultural

" Ibid.: 45, my italics.
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climate, having an impact outside a small circle of devotees clearly matters greatly, and
accessibility will have a bearing on this. The analyses of the Frankfurt School insist that
artistic work has political significance and again accessibility is at issue. Let us examine
the relationship between musical accessibility and some of the main political currents of
the twentieth century. This is an area shot through with remarkable paradoxes. In western
Europe and the United States, progressive modernist art was associated with the
intellectual left (most notably the Frankfurt School itself). This makes sense in so far as
the Nazi regime, which was implacably opposed to the left in all its shades, supported
retrogressive, figurative, 'volksy' art and tonal music (Potter 2001).'® Furthermore, older
high art, which fell into these categories, was regarded as bourgeois and Marxists are
sworn to oppose the bourgeoisie, which could be done by shocking it with provocative

and inaccessible works of art.

So far there is a certain amount of logic in these oppositions. However, contradictions
soon become apparent. In the West it was evident that the working class, on whose side
the left supposedly stood, found the modernist avant-gardes even more impenetrable than
their bourgeois 'betters'. In fact it was a particular educated segment of the middle class
which appreciated new work (as emphasised by Bourdieu 1984). When we come to look
beyond the Iron Curtain, we find that after an initial flirtation with progressive artists in
the years after the soviet revolution, the eastern bloc despots, particularly Stalin, favoured
a conservative and unchallenging mode of propagandist creativity (socialist realism) not
dissimilar to that promoted by Nazi Germany. Thus the apparent disparity between far
right and far left approaches to art disappears when we look at the actual regimes and

their policies.

From the middle of the twentieth century left wing intellectuals in the West became more
and more careful to differentiate themselves from the 'actual existing socialism' of the

Soviet Bloc. However such a position became largely untenable after the collapse of the

'® What the regime did not appreciate was shown in the famous exhibition: 'Entartete Kunst' consisting of
modernist work.
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Soviet system, partly because the whole project seemed somehow bankrupt and also
because the full horror and cynicism of the communist regimes emerged (e.g. Figes
1996). The recent study of Mao by Jung Chang and Jon Halliday (2005) confirms that in
China during the cultural revolution all art except for the most sycophantic, obvious (i.e.
largely accessible at the level of perception) and politically 'pure' was banned on pain of

torture and even death.

Many of the great creative iconoclasts of the last century such as Stravinsky or Picasso,
resisted political categorisation and are not easily grouped together under any ideological
umbrella. Nor are their less experimental colleagues for that matter; Vaughan Williams,
to whom a later chapter is dedicated, has been regarded as a rather conservative
composer, but was left leaning in his political attitude (Harrington 1989). What emerges
then is a confusing picture. Difficult and experimental art has been associated with and
supported by those on the intellectual left, but has been shunned by the proletariat which
the left idealises. The supposedly diametrically opposed ideologies of extreme right and
left had, in their actual incarnations, quite similar policies; supporting the conservative,
tonal, and figurative.'” The avant-garde has had as one of its aims the intention of
shocking the bourgeoisie, but its supporters and apologists are almost entirely educated
and middle class. Prime amongst these have been critical theorists such as Adorno and
Horkheimer, who condemn accessible popular culture for abetting capitalist exploitation
and the instrumentalisation of the individual. Bourdieu (1984), no less of the left, takes
the view that knowledge of high culture, including the avant-gardes, represents 'cultural
capital' with which the upper classes confirm their status and keep the proletariat in its
place. In fact it is easily possible to portray (experimental) modernist art and music as

elitist (Carey 1992) and this is in no small part due to its perceived inaccessibility.

It is the widely espoused aim of public arts bodies and funders in the UK to make culture

accessible, and frequently funding is made dependent on an effort in this direction. While

'" Both also tried to suppress jazz and supported particular kinds of folk art.

27



such an attitude has its roots partly in the reforming ideas of democratic socialists such as
R.H. Tawney, it is the political right, with a Thatcherist determination to see proof of a
return on public money spent, which has pushed arts policy further in this direction. It is
clear then that the correlation between musical accessibility and political couleur is all but

clear.

One last perspective on the issue deserves attention at this point. There is a less literal
correlation between Marxism and modernism (and inaccessibility) based on a shared
meta-narrative of historical progress. The idea that humanity is destined to strive for
improvement through continual revolution contains within it also a disdain for traditional
forms which may appear natural but are perceived as the chains of ideology. Thus old
social and family structures are as much candidates for liquidation as melody and
harmony. Here perhaps there is a parallel between politics and accessibility that can be
sustained, but this is to take the argument into a purely conceptual realm. In practice all

the above qualifications and contradictions apply.

Accessibility, aesthetics and moral judegements

While the connection with politics turns out to be complex, there are other frequently
implied relationships to be found between accessibility and inaccessibility in music and
oppositions such as 'art - popular’, 'high - low', 'pure - vulgar', 'demanding - facile' and so
on. Bourdieu's analysis (1979: 486-7) uses the work of Kant and Schopenhauer to
demonstrate how disgust at art which 'offers pleasures that are too immediately accessible'
is juxtaposed with that which denies or at least delays pleasure, giving a higher value that
implies freedom (from blindly seeking sensory satisfaction), distance and
disinterestedness. The mind — body opposition is not far from this, with links to religious
asceticism and denial of the body for the sake of a more spiritual existence. Insofar as art
has replaced religion in secular society, as a repository of higher ideals and a meditative

life, this is a cogent connection.,
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It is a small step then to an absolute moral judgement that condemns the accessible as
sensual and venal, while valorising the difficult as good and edifying. Denial of the body,
as corrupt and prone to the vagaries of desire is as much a part of this ethical position as
the protestant work ethic with its suspicion of anything gained without the requisite
effort. The reception of 'pure' art thus becomes a recurring re-run of the Fall, where we
resist the temptation of the apple in a way Eve would not. In a more worldly context the
refusal of easy sensual satisfaction in the consumption of expressions which pander to our
base desires, places us in the realm of the 'civilised' as opposed to the 'barbaric'. Bourdieu

expresses clearly the position which he also criticises, when he says that:

Pure pleasure - ascetic, empty pleasure which implies the renunciation of
pleasure, pleasure purified of pleasure — is predisposed to become a symbol of
moral excellence, and the work of art is a test of ethical superiority, an
indisputable measure of the capacity for sublimation which defines the truly
human man.

(Bourdieu 1979: 491)

Whereas such attitudes remained dominant during the initial growth of social democracy
as a global political and intellectual movement, and even received ideological
reinforcement from thinkers working in the Marxist tradition, it was inevitable that some

would question the dismissal of the accessible, which was aligned with the popular:

Indeed, even if one assumes the worst about popular culture, the attention and
affection it receives merit explanation, which is why labor historians were among
the first to explore the popular arts in any detail. So were more theoretically
minded writers keenly attuned to the gaps in the visions of preceding generations
of intellectuals. At its best, such work testified to the democratic spirit that has
animated U.S. scholarship since the 1960s.

(Cullen 1996: 12)
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This 'democratic spirit', together with a desire on the part of thinkers of the emerging new
left of the 1960s to be identified with working class interests, has underpinned an
egalitarian readjustment of aesthetics, the repercussions of which are still working
themselves out. At this point it is relevant to recognise that this change of attitude towards
popular art suggests an inversion of the value system which equates high art with moral
superiority. The popular now becomes that which is neglected (by the establishment) and
deserves to be rehabilitated. Its humble roots are its virtue, they contain the goodness, the
'authenticity' hallmarked by poverty and oppression.'® It is not difficult to discern this
slant in much ethnographic writing. The social democratic concern with universal
education, and the attendant desire to bring (high) culture to the masses, at once
acknowledges the received ethical hierarchies of the arts, but in the same breath dedicates
itself to enabling access to art for the (often unwilling) masses. Thus we arrive at a point
where the accessible, with all the possible seduction, corporeality and baseness it may

contain, becomes the domain to strive for.

The authority of 'high' culture is further undermined by the emergence of the 'postmodern

condition' both as way of life and as a system of ideas:

If popular cultural signs and media images are taking over in defining our sense
of reality for us, and if this means that style takes precedence over content, then it
becomes more difficult to maintain a meaningful distinction between art and
popular culture. There are no longer any agreed and inviolable criteria which can
serve to differentiate art from popular culture.

(Strinati 1995: 225)

Through the postmodern refusal of moral authority, meta-narratives and single centre

systems, the 'rehabilitation of the vernacular' (Matthews 1989: 240) has been integrated

' This could apply both from a Christian and socialist perspective.
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into the great landscape of equivalence and the refusal of value judgements. Whether in
anthropology when studying other cultures, or in art when looking at the popular, the
default position is now that all is equal and equally valid. Everything has to be judged
from inside its own context. This is in conscious contrast to the colonial ethnocentric
attitudes of previous generations. However, Islamist terrorism is facilitating the work of
the new right in promoting a 'refusal to refuse' judgement. The multicultural approach is
no longer tenable when difference is seen as fermenting deadly malcontents. Whether this
will lead to a pushing back of the cultural equivalence position on a broader front remains
to be seen. For now we can recognise that alongside the traditional hierarchical view of
art there exists an egalitarian one and even a grass roots perspective which valorises the
popular above the high-brow and refined. Thus inaccessibility and accessibility, insofar as
they are commensurate with such categories, cannot simply be placed in a high — low
ethical relation, as this — in true relativistic style — will depend on the position from which

such a judgement is made.

In terms of the present work, notions of cultural and moral superiority attached to musics
and their relative accessibility will recur in a number of different contexts. In Brazil, as in
British arts policy, accessibility is valued positively because it is seen to further social
inclusion. Vaughan Williams championed the espousal of an arguably moribund (but
'virtuous') folk idiom to grant access to sophisticated music to the English populace. Punk
rockers saw progressive rock as the decadent and indefensible outgrowth of cosy middle
class hippydom. Inevitably the web of connections is complex, but it is hoped that the
juxtaposition of different contexts will provide useful insights into this contentious area.
If the objection is raised that one cannot compare the value derived from 'pure' art music
and that of Brazilian Carnaval, the riposte would be that music, and the (moral) worth of
music comes in a myriad of forms and yet issues of accessibility transect them all.
Looking at one situation may further refine or indeed (usefully) call into question the

conclusions drawn from another.
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Nature, Nurture and Psychology

The blank slate and the empty signifier

At the heart of the 'art is new art''’ vs. 'mew art isn't art' debate is a dialectic that
juxtaposes certain traditional forms of expression (harmony, representation) with
modernist values of progress. The conservative and often non-specialist side of this
dichotomy has long been out of favour in the humanities partly because it usually
contains more than a hint of essentialism. The kind of essentialism meant here supposes
that art has to have certain elements in order to be art, that it is not entirely free to be or
become whatever an artist desires and that it is bound by certain limits. This position may
be viewed in relation to the use of the term essentialism in aesthetics, where it frames the
discussion of whether it is possible to formulate defining (or essential) features of art.
Philosophical discourse differentiates between the 'essential and accidental' properties of
things, where the former are those without which things would cease to exist or be what
they are. Accidental properties on the other hand can be temporary attributes, or ones
which only appertain in certain situations. In philosophy a distinction is also made
between 'quiddity’ and 'haecceity' - 'whatness' and 'thisness'. Quiddity refers to the quality
that defines a category, whereas haecceity is the quality essential to an individual thing
that sets it apart from the category it belongs to.” The use (or avoidance) of the concept
of essences in cultural studies has been referred to earlier in this chapter. Here questions
of quiddity regarding groups of people belonging to a sex, race, culture or class are at
issue and the question of whether certain attributes necessarily appertain to (all) members
of a particular group. At this level it is clear that there is a thin line between essentialism
and prejudice, although at the most literal (and perhaps tautological) level it is difficult to
avoid conceding that males have male physical and genetic characteristics, or that French

people have a connection with France.

19 Schoenberg wrote: 'Art means New Art' (Schoenberg 1975: 115).
* Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (1996) Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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One can discern a thread running through these different concerns with essence and they
arise in the present study in several guises. At this point two manifestations of
essentialism of particular interest to us must be introduced. One concerns musical
material, the other human beings. In the former, the essentialist tendency is most clearly
represented by a defence of triadic harmony with reference to the harmonic series as
proposed by Rameau and later supported by Hindemith and even Webern.?' Hindemith

describes the major triad as:

...to the trained and the naive listener alike one of the most impressive
phenomena of nature, simple and elemental as rain, snow and wind. Music, as
long as it exists, will always take its departure from the major triad and return to
it. The musician cannot escape it any more than the painter his primary colors, or
the architect his three dimensions. In composition the triad can never be avoided
for more than a short time without completely confusing the listener...In the
world of tones, the triad corresponds to the force of gravity. It serves as our
constant guiding point, our unit of measure, and our goal, even in those sections
of compositions which avoid it.

(Hindemith 1945: 22)

Essentialism in this context suggests that there is something inherently musical, appealing
and communicative to humans in triadic harmony, because it is natural. Schoenberg

expresses a view directly opposed to this:

Tonality has been revealed as no postulate of natural conditions, but as a
utilization of natural possibilities; it is a product of art, a product of the technique

of art. Since tonality is no condition imposed by nature, it is meaningless to insist

*' In Webern's thinking the twelve-note system was a natural system in the same precise sense as tonality
had been for the theorists of the eighteenth century, and the difference was merely that music based on
twelve notes utilized a greater number of overtones.
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on preserving it because of natural law.?

(Schoenberg 1975: 284)

Thus he claims the link between the harmonic series and tonality is no more than what
Johnson calls 'the traditional association of the natural with the conventional' (1999: 42).
This corresponds to the semiotic view of language as a system of empty signs. A word (or
signifier) has no meaning until it is given such by being related by learning or convention
to a signified idea. A similar approach has long prevailed in music, as far as extramusical
meaning was acknowledged at all. Where a contrary argument was mounted, such as by
Deryck Cooke (1959), it was used by other authors mainly as a cautionary example of
how far one can go astray (e.g. Budd 185: 122-3, Nattiez 1990: 18). There are manifold
reasons for the predominance of the 'empty signifier' position regarding music. Reference
to linguistics and semiotics is one. Scott, while not claiming that music is a language,
argues that 'music and language are both signifying practices that make use of arbitrary
signifiers' (2003: 9). (Scott's circumspect formulation 'make use of' means that there is
strictly speaking no disagreement with this here. The contention is simply that there are
also other processes in operation where music is concerned.) The underwriting of the
modernist project is another, since the idea that eventually its music will reach a wider
public is helped by the notion that the sounds are fundamentally a matter of interpretation
and familiarity. It also supports a relativist argument which deems all sounds equal until
they are invested with significance by a cultural system. This is convenient for
ethnomusicologists and popular music scholars, who usually research extramusical
phenomena in great detail and have to implicitly defend their musical subject matter from

unfavourable comparisons with art music.

Returning to the musical material, we must further differentiate between measurable

5 Schoenberg's position on this was not always so dogmatic. Elsewhere he concedes the natural power of
tonality but insisted that it could be overcome. For instance: 'The appeal to (tonality's) origin in nature can
be refuted if one recalls that just as tones pull toward triads, and triads toward tonality, gravity pulls us
down toward the earth; yet an airplane carries us up and away from it' (1975: 262). Interestingly both he and
Hindemith use gravity as an analogy.
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essential qualities and those which can only be humanly perceived. Thus a major triad's
relatedness to the harmonic series is easily demonstrated, and the volume of a sound. or
the attack and decay of a note, can be recorded and graphically represented. However, to
claim that 'minor chords are sad' is to ascribe emotion to vibrations of the air and is only
reasonable if it is taken to mean that it makes one feel sad. Yet both the measurable and
perceivable qualities point to the human component of the essentialist view, which would
claim that we are predisposed to responding to certain sounds in particular ways. Whereas
Blacking (1973) allows for a general musicality as part of the human condition, an
extrapolation of such essentialism raises the question of particular hardwired elements in
the reception of music and indeed in musical ability. (The acknowledgement of different
individual levels of musical talent is commonplace in music education). Here we are
approaching one of the difficulties of this argument because if this is the case, the hard
wiring may vary between individuals, social and ethnic groups, and ultimately between
races. If musicality is partly racially determined, so might other things be, such as
intelligence. This is clearly dangerous territory and the laudable mainstay underlying
much theory in social anthropology and the arts has been an unshakeable faith in ultimate
human equivalence and adaptability, with nurture having the upper hand over nature and
culture over genetics. In the study of popular music there has also been a consistent move

against related forms of essentialism:

This concerns a shift from essentialist ideas about cultural identity - the notion
that individuals of a particular social type possess certain essential characteristics
and that these are found expressed in particular cultural practices - towards the
idea that cultural identities are not fixed in any essential way...

(Negus: 1996: 100)

It is not the intention here to take issue with such a position as the concern is rather with
essential Auman and musical attributes, it does however help to illustrate how
essentialism became anathema. The human starts out as a fabula rasa, before being

acculturated and moulded, the opposite view is dangerous because it is ultimately linked
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to racism, sexism and a raft of discredited, misconceived and repulsive theories and

practices from phrenology to eugenics.

However there are two strong reasons for holding one's nose and admitting the pariah to
the debate. One is that, as any open-minded examination of the nature/nurture question
soon discovers, much in human life is the result of a combination of both, rather than a
one-sided product of one or the other. The second reason is that while the humanities
have promoted what Halton refers to as 'the etherialized view of culture or mind as
subjectivistic and set apart from nature' (1992: 62), sceptical of physical determinants and
preferring to concentrate on what is learned in culture, advances in genetics have been so
monumental in recent years, that in the biological sciences genetic explanations have
made major inroads into areas formerly at the intersection of the humanities and science,
such as psychology and psychiatry. A chasm has long existed between cultural theory that
avails itself freely of Freudian ideas and empirical psychologists who toe a strict line of
logical positivism. Keen to protect their scientific credentials the latter frequently dismiss
Freud's theories as so much hocus-pocus. The mapping of the human genome has done
more than aggravate this division. It has made it insupportable. Cross assures us that an
'evolutionary perspective' allows for 'a more rounded account [which] interprets mature
adult behaviours as shaped by both biology and culture' (2003: 24). A polemic on this
point is provided in Pinker (2002) who also emphasises that individual differences are

often found to be more marked than those between groups. Cross concurs with this view:

...contemporary evolutionary thinking offers comfort neither to genetic
determinists nor to racists. Evolution is currently seen as impacting on human
mind and behaviour not by shaping or determining complex behaviours directly
but by providing general constraints on how minds interact with their
environments.

(Cross 2003 : 21)

This lessens the risk of supplying ammunition to racism or sexism. It is clear that whereas
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musics are strongly associated with particular groups of people, including races,
preferences cut across most categories. Thus jazz has been identified as rooted in the
Afro-American experience, and this is a well supported historical reading. However it is
incontrovertible that individuals from most backgrounds are attracted to various forms of

jazz and come to understand, compose and perform it at the highest level.

The importance of developments in genetics for a discussion of the accessibility of music
is to open up the field of analysis beyond the collision of the empty signifier with the
blank slate. The foregone conclusion of such an approach would be that people
understand and like the music that they have learned to ascribe certain meanings to. The
intention is not to ignore such processes, but to extend the discussion by allowing for
further possibilities in music reception. One might be what Barthes called 'motivated'
signs(1990[1967]: 216-7). A motivated sign (or signifier) has physical characteristics
which mimic or suggest a signified and may therefore be meaningful to the uninitiated.
Thus a lullaby may be structurally analogous to a physiological state of sleep. Other
options are human predispositions, such as for being able to better remember certain
kinds of musical structure, such as short phrases as opposed to long ones. Further, one
might allow for Gibson's already mentioned 'affordances', which are aspects of the (in this
case musical) environment which by their structural properties lend themselves to certain
uses or interpretations, in a similar way to a chair being the right shape for sitting on.
Uses might be dancing, meditating or making love, interpretations may be 'aggressive' or

'soothing'.

An essentialist approach would assume that there is music which is more accessible than
other music on an absolute scale, one independent of experience or training. Hindemith
would probably claim such accessibility for music containing major triads. This
exploration does not subscribe to such a position uncritically, but is determined to explore
what Nattiez refers to as 'the great diversity of possible dimensions of musical meaning
[which] links music to other human facts - biological, social, and cultural' (1987: 102).

The aim then is to examine the web of possible attraction, repulsion, seduction,



predisposition, culture and education that may be involved in making humans choose to

access one music rather than another.

Musical universals?

Middleton (1990: 172-5) discusses levels of communicative musical code such as 'norms’,
'dialects' and 'styles’. He also describes Stefani's musical code hierarchy as 'perhaps the
best available' and the ideas and research quoted in this section include and operate in

conjunction with Stefani's General Codes level of musical competence which:

...covers all basic categorisation schemas, applying to music and other modes of
symbolization: sensorial-perceptual schemas (high/low, and so on); logical
schemas (same/different and so on); formal/textural schemas (rounded/pointed;
smooth/rough, and so on). This 'anthropological' level is theoretically open to all
members of the human species.

(Middleton 1990: 175)

Some of the processes explored take place at an even more physiological level, but most

are at the interface of biological and psychological functioning.

Gestalt psychology

The study of perception, psychoacoustics and musical perception in particular can add to
an understanding of possible constraints and features of musical accessibility in terms of
listening, understanding and engaging. One of the formative perception theories is Gestalt
psychology, founded by Max Wertheimer, which demonstrates a human tendency to

organise sensory information in certain interpretative ways; grouping, completing,
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continuing and selecting stimuli in the brain.”® Jay Dowling (1994) points out the
relevance of Gestalt theory to melodic perception, using such concepts as proximity, good
continuation, and similarity. The case is made by demonstrating that melody recognition
is made more difficult by displacing pitches into different octaves, thus breaking up the

contour.

To perceive a melody, we must perceive a coherence within the sequence of
pitches that make up the melody. We group sounds according to various
perceptual and cognitive organisational mechanisms.

(Dowling 1994: 175)

These mechanisms contribute to how we perceive features such as contour, timbre,
tempo, rhythm and dynamics, and involve a two-way process. Firstly we are inclined to
impose organisational structure on what we perceive and secondly understanding is
facilitated if the perceived stimuli lend themselves to being thus organised; if they display
at least suggestions of structural organisation which the brain can complete. This clearly
has a bearing on perceptual musical accessibility since stimuli which evade mental
bunching and binding will be more difficult to remember and interpret. While there is in
Gestalt theory a clear implication of an inherent tendency to mentally group and organise
sensory information, the actual form of the structures the brain uses are likely to have a

learned component:

A key defines a set of more or less expected pitches within the range of
possibilities. When a melody follows those expectations, it is easier to follow

and to remember.

(Dowling 1994: 181)

* Boree, George (2000) Gestalt Psychology. <http://www.ship.edu/~cgboeree/gestalt. htmI>
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Memo

The close association between 'following', and remembering in this explanation brings us
to another pertinent psychological sub-discipline; the study of memory. Cognitive

psychologists separate memory into:

1. Echoic memory and early processing
2. Short-term memory

3. Long-term memory

Echoic memory is the immediate trace of raw stimuli in physiological systems. It is on
this that early processing can act in the initial 'perceptual categorisation' processes of
'feature extraction' and 'perceptual binding' which display some of the fundamental
Gestalt principles (Snyder 2000: 4). Short-term memory overlaps with momentary
conscious awareness and constitutes what was contained in that awareness a few seconds
carlier. Capacity here is small. Around seven units can usually be retained, such as a six
figure phone number, or perhaps a longer string of numbers which can be mentally
broken up into a smaller number of groups, such as dates. What passes through short-term
memory is soon forgotten unless it is a) particularly salient, b) related to items held in
long-term memory, ¢) rehearsed or repeated. Repetition obviously relates closely to issues
of musical form and structure, which are usually defined around reiterative sequences
(ABA, AABA, ABABCABB). The connection with long-term memory arises by a
process of comparison with remembered constellations known as 'pattern recognition'.
Here the connection is more likely one with cultural experience and learned expectations.
Long-term memory does not only foreground patterns previously remembered when we
encounter them in an unusual context (e.g. a familiar word in a foreign language), but can
move mundane experiences to the background of awareness through the process of
habituation (such as ceasing to hear traffic outside one's window). The process of

habituation (more fully discussed in Chapter 4) suggests that unchanging stimuli may lead
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to a preference, or at least a heightened perception of novel patterns.

Even though these memory categories are universal in human brain functioning, their
precise action is not therefore identical in everyone, nor are all the processes described
pre-hardwired in every detail. Snyder differentiates between unconscious 'primitive
grouping' occurring at the early processing stage, and 'top-down grouping' which 'involves
long term memory and is dependent on experience, learning and musical culture' (2000:
33). The former, primitive, grouping effects however, appear to be 'remarkably consistent
across different individuals, which suggests that they are not learned, but are innate, the

result of evolution' (p. 32). The two levels are highly interdependent as Snyder points out:

All learned groupings are formed from features that were originally primitively
grouped, This makes primitive groupings especially important when dealing with
materials that are unfamiliar because it enables long-term memory schemas to be
built up out of basic features.

(2000: 33)

Memory employs the grouping and structuring processes described by Gestalt theory to
construct hierarchical systems which allow the small amount of information we are able
to retain in short term memory (often referred to as 7+/-2 items) to be integrated into
pyramidal networks of around 3000 items (Snyder 2000: 55). Thus it would appear that
the intelligibility of unfamiliar music is partly a function of how readily it lends itself to

being organised or grouped by innate brain processes.

Evolutionary psychology

McDermott and Hauser (2005: 29) refer to much speculation in the literature regarding
the adaptive value of human musicality which appears to have 'no obvious benefits for

those who partake of it'. Musical functions with survival (and therefore evolutionary)
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value have been postulated in areas such as social cohesion, courtship, religion and war.
Darwin (1988[1871]) saw the value of music for courtship and founded this on the
observation that many animals use vocalisations in this way. Indeed if musical activity is
instinctive in humans, then one would expect to find evidence of its appropriate
application as much in the present as in the speculative mists of our origins. Today, the
importance of music and attendant dance in romance and sex (and vice versa) is
compellingly all-pervasive, from hip-hop dance moves, to song lyrics of most genres.
Furthermore procreation provides the nexus where evolutionary adaptations act most
directly. Being able to charm a mate by singing and consequently producing offspring is a
more direct way of ensuring the passing on of genes than many a more '"practical’ ability.
In the same way that the extravagant plumage of birds of paradise is the direct result of
reproductive competition, so it is equally possible that musicality evolved for similar

ends.?

Within the theoretical ambit of innate musical abilities lies the possibility that capacities
and constraints which determine our musical predilections and activities evolved to serve
different ends, such as language, and that music is thus a by-product or 'exaptation' of
such capabilities. This concept has only a partial bearing on perceptual accessibility since
constraints are constraints and preferences are preferences, whether they evolved
musically or for other purposes. Of more particular interest here is what such constraints
and preferences might be. In order to winnow out cultural and learned aspects researchers
have had recourse to infant and cross-cultural studies to determine which, if any, features

of human interaction with music are universal and inherited.

Summarising such research Justus and Hustler (2005: 11) have identified a number of key
areas in music recognition which are likely to have an innate component. One of these is
the 'perceived similarity of pitches separated by octaves and other simple ratios'. The

ability to privilege both consecutive and simultaneous pitch relationships of fifths, fourths

* See also: Miller, G.F. (2000) The Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the Evolution of Human
Nature. New York: Doubleday.
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and octaves develops in the early months of life and appears to be consistent across
cultures. McDermott and Hauser (2005: 45) also cite research which suggests that infants
more easily remember melodies made up of simple intervals than 'atonal' ones not based
on a key and including dissonant intervals. In the area of rhythm infant listeners perceive
and remember groupings and are sensitive to tempo changes from as early as 2 months.
The abilities to group events and to 'extract' temporal regularity have been posited as

possible universals (Drake 1998).

Another likely innate ability is that of registering melodic contour rather than specific
pitches. In other words the shape is remembered even if a sequence is transposed or
individual notes changed. When this is done but the contour is preserved, infants are still
able to recognise it. This concurs with findings which suggest that scale and contour
processing are distinct (Justus and Hustler 2005: 11). Related to this is the universal

tendency to hear pitch as relative rather than absolute:

...the centrality of relative pitch suggests a role for an innately specified auditory
mechanism for encoding stimuli in terms of the distances between pitches.

(McDermott and Hauser 2005: 33).

Theoretically different musical systems have differing numbers of subdivisions of the
octave. The Western tradition now recognises 12 in equal temperament, but there are
more if the view is taken into account that the 'same note' can, and arguably should, be
pitched differently by singers and string players when functioning as a minor third rather
than a leading note. However in practice, in any one particular piece, heptatonic and
pentatonic scales tend to be used in most cultures, with unequal interval sizes giving each
note a unique position in the sequence of pitches. While tuning systems vary, there tends
to be a tonal hierarchy, privileging certain tones in the scale over others (frequently the
fourth and fifth) with experimental subjects across different cultures preferring tones

within the scale to those outside it once the scale is established in memory. The tendency
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towards five or seven note modes interestingly coincides with the 7+/-2 constraint of

short-term memory.

Justus and Hustler summarise that:

The currently available research in these areas suggests that the strongest
candidates [for evolved innate constraints] include the special status of the octave
and perfect fifth, pitch processing relative to scales and contours, basic principles
of grouping and meter and unequal interval sizes in scales and the tonal
hierarchies that result from them.

(2005: 15)
McDermott and Hauser broadly concur with this view, concluding that:
In our view there is suggestive evidence that, at least to some extent the structure

of music is constrained by innate features of the brain.

(2005: 51)

Deep structure

A classic opposition between nature and nurture approaches to human abilities has
existed between the strict behaviourism of B. F. Skinner and Noam Chomsky's concept of
generative grammar. The former's position was broadly that everything is learned through
experience, particularly by way of punishment and reward. Chomsky, who is a linguist,
claims that underneath the surface variation in language, and between different languages,
there is a 'universal grammar'. Emphasising the existence of similar parts of speech in the
world's languages rather than their syntactical variations, Chomsky argues that the brain is
not only predisposed to learn language, but that it is hard wired to learn language within

particular parameters (Pinker 2002: 37-8). A connection could be made between this
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approach and cultural variation in music, which also exhibits fundamental commonalities.
The idea of deep and surface structure is clearly related to structuralist concepts of culture
and a relationship has also been noted between this approach and Schenkerian analysis of
tonal music, which reduces surface expressions to a simplified underlying skeleton

(Aiello 1994, Lerdahl & Jackendoff 1983, and Bernstein 1976).

Lullabies

An intriguing example of research that is both developmental and inter-cultural into a
concrete musical form is the work of Sandra Trehub, Anna Unyk and their associates in
the area of lullabies.” These have a number of universal features such as slow tempo,
considerable repetition and a preponderance of descending intervals to which infants
respond favourably, particularly when performed in an 'infant-directed' manner. 'Infant-
directed' singing differs from normal performance by being higher in pitch and slower
with a particular timbre and vibrato. Listeners can differentiate (blindly) between two

performances of the same lullaby when one has been sung to a child and the other has not.

This is a compelling example of a musical practice which, according to such research,
appears to be universal in and unique to humans. Yet if we classed this as a utilitarian
music (for soothing infants) with certain apt textural, melodic and rhythmic features
which mimic the desired physical and psychological state in musical form, then it could
perhaps stand alongside others, such as 'dance music', 'war music' and 'love music' all of

which might be found to display equivalent features across different cultures.

Identification of such commonalities would support notions of the 'maturalness' of music
as opposed to culturalist approaches which emphasise learned aspects which are

particular to a specific context. Clearly in the 'natural' scenario, accessibility would

* Various papers cited in McDermott & Hauser 2005: 33-34.
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depend on the extent to which music conformed to the inherited preponderances of
human perception, whereas in the 'cultural' one, prior experience would be crucial. It
should be reiterated however that it is not the intention of the present study to present a
partisan case. In the light of the evidence referred to above it appears highly plausible that
there are both innate and learned components involved in the perception of music. It
follows that some music may be more natural than other music and that this 'naturalness'

may be akin to accessibility.

Summary

This chapter has raised a number of issues in the cultural and social sphere which have a
bearing on how music is accessed, understood and used. It has been emphasised that these
issues impinge on each other in complex ways, but that they also have to be seen in
conjunction with the individualised and individuating self, which in the context of
modern and late modern trends appears to be gaining in relative importance. The latter
part of the chapter has reviewed a number of well documented phenomena of human
perception and information processing which point to the existence of a range of
hardwired psycho-physiological parameters which are likely to have constraining effects

on music perception.

The term essentialism has arisen in relation first to subcultural identities, and second to
questions of 'naturalness' in musical perception. The exploration of this thesis deals
specifically with processes involved in adopting (or rejecting) new or 'alien' musical
genres and it is not proposed that these are determined by racial or gender characteristics.
However, a somewhat different sense of essentialism is inherent in the notion of human
limitations and preponderances in musical perception, and the acceptance of the
possibility that these may to some extent be genetically determined. In this sense it is
argued that a measure of essentialism is permissible. Some reasons for the circumspection

in the humanities concerning essentialism have been traced and set against progress in the
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biological sciences and psychology, which has demonstrated genetic components in many

aspects of human development and behaviour.

The main documentary example of the chapter involved attitudes to performance and the
audience of the early musical modernists in Vienna. Interestingly they reacted to the
problems of audience reception of their music by staging concerts which were physically
inaccessible due to the restrictive approach to admissions. The artistic trajectory of
increasing romantic chromaticism eventually denaturing tonality to the point where it had
to be abandoned is part of the musicological narrative of that historical moment. The
changing social circumstances that lead to art and music furnishing a new kind of
exclusivity have been referred to. But why was modernist music inaccessible; simply
because it was new? Would ordinary people eventually catch up and learn to love the
emancipation of dissonance? These questions will arise again in the course of this
enquiry, but in the context of this chapter it may pointed out that the twelve tone method
that was the culmination of early musical modernism breaks with a number of the
perceptual musical constraints discovered by music psychologists: perceptible melodic
contours; the memory parameter of 7 +/- 2 units; easily groupable rthythmic figures; a
scale of 7+/-2 pitches with varying distances between them; a hierarchy amongst the
pitches; privileging of octave, fourth and/or fifth. All of these are specifically banned in
tone row serialism by way of liberating humanity and music from archaic limitations.
Looked at from this perspective it is not surprising that accessibility suffered and that
music in this tradition struggles to find an audience to this day. One pertinent question is
whether the inaccessibility of the new music was a by-product of artistic developments or
whether, as Carey (1992) suggests, it was actually an intended effect which enabled and
encouraged the identification of an intellectual elite. Such a reading would be compatible
with the ideas of Veblen (2005) and Bourdieu (1984), which posit the use of arcane

cultural goods to declare or maintain special status.
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Chapter 2

Three Levels of Accessibility

Introduction

A preliminary examination of issues raised by the term accessibility has demonstrated
that these are manifold and that its meanings require classification in order to allow
further analysis and the use of specific examples. To break down the possible meanings
of accessibility three levels are proposed in Table 1: physical access, reception and
participation. An aspect of the first of these; disabled access, which represents a common
usage of the word 'accessibility’, will be excluded from the current work as this most
frequently refers to access to buildings or parts of buildings. Music may be performed in
these places but accessibility in this case is concerned primarily with access to the space

and only indirectly with access to the music and its meanings.

The three levels proposed are taxonomical categories which are emphatically not discrete.
Thus music which allows for the recognition or construction of personal meaning by a
listener may equally, and by virtue of the same tropes, enable that listener to participate in
the music in a social context. Both of these levels of engagement are necessarily
dependent on physical access, because without first hearing the sounds the listener cannot
engage in any direct way. The categorisation will nevertheless be helpful when discussing
accessibility, in identifying a particular aspect of the ease or difficulty of encounters with
musical sound. A brief outline of what is included in each level will be followed by a

wider discussion.
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Table 1: Three Levels of Musical Accessibility

Level I - Physical access (LI)

Level II - Reception (LII)

Level III - Participation (LIII)

Means being able to:

a) Find

b) Hear

¢) Afford

d) Gain physical access

Means being able to:

a) Tolerate

b) Understand

¢) Interpret

d) Gain meaning from
e) Learn about

/) Find relevance in
g) Enjoy

h) Engage with

i) Mentally process

J) Respond emotionally to
k) Have a use for
(personally)

) Remember

Means being able to:

a) Participate

b) Create

c¢) Perform

d) Compose

e) Be part of

/) Have a use for (socially)

g) Learn to do
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Taxonomy, Use and Music as Action

Three Levels' of accessibility

In order to be able to address particular issues more precisely, three Levels of musical
accessibility are proposed. What is included at each of these is outlined in Table 1 and

further elaborated below.

1) Level I is concerned with the necessary physical contact between music and audience.
Accessibility here means being able to listen to a piece or type of music. Sounds produced
only by an isolated tribe of Pygmies would be inaccessible to most of the rest of
humanity, most of the time. The experience of hearing an opera performed live may be
inaccessible to many people because of prohibitively priced tickets and particular
performance locations. However, for those in the 'developed' world, true physical
inaccessibility of types of music (rather than particular performances) is rare. Through
published field recordings of ethnomusicologists such as Arom and Turnbull we can hear
Pygmy music if we so desire and even if attendance at a full priced opera is impossible,
approximations in the shape of television broadcasts, DVDs and cheaper, small scale
performances are widely available. In fact, anyone with a computer and internet
connection can potentially hear a vast variety of music for nothing, albeit illegally. Let us
not forget however that those with computers are in a minority in global terms. Therefore
this Level of physical access to music is a function of wealth and an indicator of unequal

development.

Whereas the internet and a position of (consumer) choice marks the current state of
economically enabled techno-culture for many, what is more common globally is the

wide dissemination of musics via broadcast media with a much more limited range of

' Henceforth in the text these Levels will be capitalised to emphasise that they refer to this exposition of
their definitions.
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choice presented to listeners.” In fact the extensive reach of television and radio and the
heavy dependence of these media on music, albeit frequently a truncated range of
standardised product, means that there is much involuntary contact with music. Access,
however, implies choice. To have access means one can engage with music. Quasi
enforced contact is rather different, as it may be denying access to other music, thereby

actually narrowing potential choice.’

2) Level II deals with reception® in the sense of the personal, subjective response of the
listener. Much of this is in the realm of what is dealt with in music aesthetics, semiotics
and the psychology of perception: can we discern something meaningful in the music?
Does it affect us emotionally? Can we follow structure to some extent? Would we choose
to, or feel a need to, listen to it either as a primary focus, or to accompany some other
activity? Can we find some purchase from which to gather knowledge of the piece and
thence the repertoire of which it forms a part, or does it 'all sound the same'? This Level

clearly encompasses a wide range of types of engagement; for instance:

a) Being able to recognise and contemplate intramusical structures, relationships
and events such as phrases, harmonic progressions and timbral contrasts.

Recognising this as a rewarding process.

b) Using music as a background to an activity such as housework, in the hope it will

engender and sustain one's energy.

¢) Listening to music in order to illuminate, reinforce, accompany or counteract

experiences or emotions.

* See Chapter 7.

* The predominance of a narrow range of popular music amongst free digital television music channels in
the UK at the time of writing, is a good example of limited, one-dimensional choice being offered on a
segment of a particular medium.

* 'Reception' is used in a sense rather different from that in 'reception studies', where reaction to music on a
more public, social level is studied.
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All of these examples are mainly about the personal. They involve solitary choice, often
solitary listening and individual motivations and benefits, even if there are social

implications.

3) Level III is concerned with participation and the social. In crossing the boundary
between (apparently) passive and active, we join a musical dialogue of some kind; we
interact with musicians. These may have been dead for several hundred years, or they may
reside on the opposite side of the planet, but in learning to sing or play, or dance to their
music we are responding to what is being communicated to us on more than an
introspective or consumerist level. Participation does not necessarily mean performing
music. It can mean moving to it, or wearing the clothes of a pop movement or belonging
in some way to a community which is musically defined. Regularly attending a concert
series or jazz club can be seen as forms of participation in musically delineated social
subgroups. Accessibility of such events presupposes Levels [ and II (LI - the listener can
reach and enter the venues; LII - the listener potentially understands or enjoys the music)
and opens up accessibility at Level III. This could take the form of simply being part of a
group of people who listen to the music together and respond to it socially in various
ways, such as applauding or discussing the performance afterwards. It can also involve
behaviours more integrated with the music such as singing, dancing along, or learning to

perform oneself.

Interrelatedness of Levels and 'Gebrauchsmusik'

The interdependent overlapping nature of the three Levels of accessibility, and the facets
within them, can be illustrated by a closer examination of Il k in Table 1: having a
personal use for music. This is an area incisively examined by DeNora (2000) who refers
to music as a '"prosthetic technology of the body' (p. 102) and 'as a technology of the self’
(p. 46). She also describes respondents as 'musically reconfiguring agency' (p. 33),

drawing attention to the importance of music in emotional self-management. Many of the
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examples she offers are of people having a subjective use for music, be it to set a mood
for solitary work or for a romantic encounter, or to musically map the energy levels
during an aerobic workout. Music appears to be useful to direct human concentration and
activity and we actively and selectively seek out particular musical accompaniments to
facilitate a huge range of activity. We could use the term Gebrauchsmusik, associated
with the Neue Sachlichkeit of the Weimar Republic, in its literal sense here. We have a

use for the music, it is therefore useful and thus we use (gebrauchen) it.

It is possible at this point to draw a distinction between music which is used as a means to
an end (relaxation, seduction, exercise) and that which is used for contemplation in its
own right. However, apart from the fact that this may well apply to identical pieces, there
is the additional problem that even in attending specifically to music, it can still be used
instrumentally by the listener; for instance to engender mental states and ideas. Merriam
asks; 'is program music really divorced from "application” in the sense that it is supposed
to impart specific emotions and impressions?' (1964: 212). Resistance to utilitarian
functionality is one of the defining facets of 'pure’ art in the Kantian aesthetic system, in
which appreciation should be an end (in itself) and not a means (to and end). Yet 'ends’
come in many guises. Bourdieu's "vulgar" critique of "pure" critiques' (1984: 485)
identifies, expressed also in Kant's work, a social basis for the opposition between the
two poles, leading us to the recognition of the possibility of social instrumentality. It is
not just that those with discriminating tastes choose ‘pure' art, but this choice can aid
social discrimination against 'vulgar' sections of society who are identified with and by
'vulgar' tastes. This is a potential use of the 'purest' of artistic expressions and their

reception.

If music is 'merely’ listened to for pleasure, it is certainly being used for that end. An all
too ready enjoyment is what primarily defines the vulgar in the 'classic' taste dichotomy.
Ultimately though, if we were to limit ourselves only to contemplation of musical
structures and their interrelationships, we would still be using the music as an object for a

kind of (high) cultural mental exercise. We can see therefore that at Level 11, aspects b to j
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can be seen as instances of k. Each aspect has an important role to play in musical
accessibility, but again they are not discrete. As the layers of engagement are peeled away
it becomes difficult to conceptually differentiate reception modes of Gebrauchsmusik
from autonomous art pour I'art music. If this argument is followed through there is
precious little music left which is not Gebrauchsmusik. The driest academic musical
exercise, be it in baroque harmony or an esoteric avant-garde style, has the merit (in
addition to its educational value) of being useful for survival and advancement in that
particular social environment — the academic musical institution. In a sense, music which
has a use is also accessible because there are people who will want to engage with it as a
means to an end. This is true even if that end is personal, subjective or related to deeply

ingrained notions of socio-cultural status.

It has already been mentioned that the 'lower' Levels are largely a prerequisite of
subsequent ones. Clearly, under normal circumstances, in order to be able to enjoy music
(Level II) we have to first hear it (Level I). In order to voluntarily participate in music
(Level IIT) we would need to be able to at least tolerate it (Level II). To further examine
the connections between these Levels, let us again consider the example of LIl k (to have
a [personal] use for). In some instances such a use may be purely personal, as in using
music as an accompaniment to going to sleep. Even here we would have to interject that
obviously for this to be entirely true one would have to be going to sleep alone (or at least
using headphones). An example of using music given above, and proffered by DeNora, is
of playing a recording to accompany a romantic encounter. Obviously this has to do with
setting a mood for oneself and the other person. DeNora gives this as an example of
'music and intimate culture' but in a chapter entitled 'Music as a device of social ordering'.
Listening can be used to 'configure the self', but it has to be added that frequently the self
is configured in relation to others or (as with an aerobics session) in concert with others,
or in opposition to others. What is going on is often both subjective and social. Thus
Levels II and IIT can be seen as conflated, although at the extremes it is easy to see the
distinction between using music (personally) to meditate by, and using it (socially) to

march to.
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Use of music and Weber's types of social action

When asking questions about accessibility we are inevitably inquiring into why people
choose to listen to which music. It is their listening behaviour that gives public expression
to their private responses. In this sense we are attempting to uncover motivations for
behaviour or action. It is instructive in this context to relate the discussion of uses’ of
music to Weber's four fundamental kinds of social action (1971: 80), which he identifies

as:

1. Action for a purpose (Zweckrational)
2. Action for (moral) values (Wertrational)
3. Affectually orientated

4. Traditionally orientated

These can be explained as follows:

1. 'Action for a purpose' would be that which is carried out for a particular rational goal,

such as saving money in order to buy something.

2. Action which is Wertrational would be behaviour such as giving to charity, or phoning

the emergency services if one had witnessed an accident.

3. Weber illustrates 'affectually orientated action' with the following examples:

5 Merrian (1964) distinguishes between 'use' and 'function’ of music, the former being the time and place of
musical application while the latter is the intra-cultural significance and purpose. It is impractical to
distinguish these terms in the present text and they are conflated in the noun 'use'. To separate the use of
music while driving a car from the function of it being conducive to driving, would introduce an
unnecessary distinction as it is the functionality of its use in that situation that contributes to accessibility.

55




'satisfaction of a direct impulse to revenge, to sensual gratification, to devote oneself to a
person or ideal, to contemplative bliss, or, finally to the working off of emotional

tensions' (Weber 1971: 80).

4. Traditionally orientated action is that which is engaged in because of the customs of the

society in which one is at home.

Weber makes the point that it would be unusual to find cases of social action motivated in
only one of these ways (1971: 81). This mirrors the permeability of our three Levels of
musical accessibility. Musical use(fulness) can be explored further by interposing the

musical case into each of the four points, giving us:

Im. Music used for a purpose (Zweckrational)
2m. Music used for (moral) values (Wertrational)
3m. Affectually orientated use of music

4m. Traditionally orientated use of music

To elaborate:

Im. Music is used in a way that is zweckrational in the case of a music student listening
to repertoire for an exam, or a teenager who wants to gain acceptance to a social clique by

listening to the music that they talk about.

2m. Music use is wertrational where the individual believes in the values the music
represents. An example would be the protagonist in the film School of Rock who says
rock is about wanting to 'stick it to the man’' or someone who listens to modemist serious

music because they deem it progressive and edifying.

3m. Music use is affectually orientated where it has an immanent appeal, or satisfies a
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direct impulse or desire. This may play an important role in accessibility, as emotional
manipulation or reinforcement is perceived in many contexts as an important function of
music, for instance in film music.® Other readings of the affectual attraction of music
would be that it affords ‘contemplative bliss' in a conflation of detachment and desire, or
that it is emotionally attractive or satisfying by virtue of its associations and connotative

meanings.

4m. Traditional orientation would be where one uses music because it is usually done in
that way; singing carols at Christmas, or using the bridal chorus from Wagner's

Lohengrin for entering the church at a wedding.

All of these can be perceived as uses of music, therefore making the music concerned
accessible by virtue of its utility. However, these types of use contrast with each other in
their relation to the self and the social body. They also interconnect with each other and
the Levels of accessibility dealt with here in many different ways. Use and usefulness are
indicators of accessibility and have been employed here to demonstrate the Web of
connections between its various aspects. It is important however to recognise that utility
is not the master parameter of musical accessibility, but merely one of the processes
involved. This is particularly pertinent in relation to 3m above. The 'immanent' appeal of
music, which may reveal itself because one finds that music beautiful, interesting or
because it engenders a desirable emotion, often precedes usefulness. Music can become
useful because it has the power to engage us in one or several of these ways and in such
cases it is accessible before it is useful. The previous proposition that Il 5 to j can be seen
as instances of k& has to be qualified by noting that II 5 to j are in fact examples of
precursors of k. One could say that usefulness is the fruit of accessibility, but its roots

may be the immanent appeal of the music.

® This is of course not an uncontroversial position in musicology, Stravinsky and Hanslick being frequently
presented as those on the 'formalist' rather than the 'expressionist' side of the argument. This has already
been touched on in Chapter 1. In the realm of television music composition, where the author has
considerable experience, the emotional communication and impact of music is taken very much for granted
as a tool of the trade. The work of DeNora, cited elsewhere in this chapter, gives numerous real-life
examples of music being used to mould emotional orientation.
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Level I: Physical Access

Object status: from 'cult value' to 'hyperreality'

Walter Benjamin differentiates between the 'cult value' and 'exhibition value' of works of
art (Benjamin 1977, 18-20). This distinction explicitly addresses accessibility at Level 1.
Benjamin mentions works such as cave paintings, images of the Virgin and statues of
gods which are only viewable by a limited number of people, and in some cases only
unveiled for wider access once a year, as having cult value. A further example are
sculptures high up in the masonry of cathedrals which would not normally be seen at all.
All these objects serve a 'cult', meaning that they have a spiritual significance which is not
dependent on their accessibility. In fact, the status of such works may be enhanced by

their inaccessibility.

Benjamin describes the increasing exhibitability of artworks as having gone hand in hand
with their secularisation, as he contrasts statues with busts and frescoes with canvases. In
his account, exhibition value appears to be almost synonymous with transportability.
With the increase in the latter came the predominance of art value over cult value, even
in works originally dedicated to religion. Ultimate exhibitability and transportability are
clearly made possible by mass reproduction and broadcast mediation. Benjamin suspects
that with these quantitative changes there probably comes a qualitative shift, transmuting
the supposed art value of mass produced cultural items into another kind of value of
which we may as yet be unaware, in a similar way to cult value having turned into art
value. He cites Brecht who casts doubt on whether an art work which has become a
commodity should still be described as art.” This confirms that the kind of value
emanating from cultural products may be perceived to change with increasing physical
accessibility. By way of exploring the nature of reproduced work with reference to

exhibitability and accessibility at Level 1, it is possible to discern close links between the

7 In a footnote (p. 20).
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following facets in the modern situation:

1. extent of reproduction and dissemination by various media
2. extent of mediated exhibition or performance
3. accessibility (Level I)

4. economic value

Here we are on entirely different territory to the domain of the cult object which would
often barely register on any of these points. The social status conferred on consumers of
'pure’ art has arisen above, but here the status of the work itself is at issue. This is
obviously paramount in the case of the sacred object by virtue of association with the
divinity served. At the other (exhibition) pole as proposed by Benjamin, i.e. that of the
mass duplicated object, the status of that object is clearly limited, irrespective of its
content, as it is only a copy. This shift goes hand in hand with a change in the significance
of the artist. In sacred art before the enlightenment, artists and composers frequently
remained anonymous, being regarded as craftsmen (indeed musicians and painters were
often regarded as little better than servants by the aristocracy in secular contexts). Sacred
work was for the glory of God, not man, however gifted. Thus an anonymous sculptor
might carve a Madonna which was then highly revered, but mainly for what it
represented, rather than how it was represented, or by whom. According to Benjamin the
'‘cult-value' of objects correlates inversely with their exhibitability. At the point of mass
reproduction the objects' 'cult value' or 'aura” disappears. However, in this process the
power of such objects, which originally served the cult, has become transferred to their
creators. If previously they were often anonymous, in modernity they tend towards

holding celebrity status.

It is possible to suggest a link between the ‘cult value' of inaccessible sacred works as

8 A related term Benjamin also uses (1977: 13).
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described by Benjamin and the 'cultural capital' that association with less popular art
bestows in Bourdieu's (1979) account, and therefore to reinforce a link between lower
accessibility and status value. The modern meaning of 'cult' as used in 'cult film' or 'youth
cult' makes the suggestion even more compelling. This entails a transfer of status-
enhancing inaccessibility from Level I to Level II; from physical access to the reception
Level. It is also compatible with Carey's (1992) reading in relation to inaccessibility and
status, and makes sense in the context of historical developments: In the pre-industrial
world art works, particularly examples of high art, were rare; the privilege of urban
cathedrals and aristocratic houses, and therefore relatively inaccessible to the majority,
who were rural and poor. The very scarcity of such works and the wealth required to own
them meant that they conveyed their status partly by virtue of their inaccessibility. In the
industrial era most people had access to mass produced copies of art and special status
was therefore to be found in the production and consumption of work which was

perceptually inaccessible.

In late modernity the copy of the art work, the recording of the performance in musical
terms, has undergone further change. The digital recording is in many ways superior to a
live performance; microphone placement simulating listening to a multitude of
instruments at close quarters; an impossible feat. Music recorded using over-dubs,
sequencing, sampling, and extensive digital editing and signal processing may be difficult
to replicate live. Indeed a live performance of such work will tend to attempt to reproduce
the recording rather than the other way about. Here we are in the realm of the what
Baudrillard calls 'the hyperreal'.” Meanwhile the copy is no longer even an object, but a
trace, a silicon chip memory amongst thousands which can be sent around the world in a
second and appear in several places at once, effortlessly duplicating itself a hundred fold
if required. Here the copy not only ceases to represent an original, but becomes virtual

and yet has to stand in for reality:

9 poster, Mark (ed) (1988) Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings.
<http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Baudrillard/Baudrillard_Simulacra.html>
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The real is produced from miniaturized units, from matrices, memory banks and
command models - and with these it can be reproduced an indefinite number of
times. It no longer has to be rational, since it is no longer measured against some
ideal or negative instance. It is nothing more than operational. In fact, since it is
no longer enveloped by an imaginary, it is no longer real at all. It is a hyperreal:
the product of an irradiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace
without atmosphere.

(Baudrillard 1988)"°

Thus the art object is at once liquidated and yet becomes the only world we know,
because, in this reading, it is preferable to reality which by comparison has become banal.
Hyperreality serves to hide the absence of reality itself. In a way the cultural product has
regained an aspect of cult status: its magic. Its appearance may be commonplace but
because of its ephemeral existence it is nevertheless miraculous. It is too omnipresent, too
accessible and cheap to hold or confer special status simply by being a cultural artefact,
but in Baudrillard's conceptualisation such phenomena form the 'sign values' which 'take
precedence over the real and reconstruct human life’."" This appears to be an extreme
view but one discernibly analogue with current developments. The next section will trace
these in more detail, beginning with an historical overview of technology and musical

accessibility at Level I in the modern era.

Level I, accessibility, music and media

Since the first sound carriers became generally available a century ago, technology has

made it easier for many people to hear and 'own' music. After the initial purchase of

12 Loc. cit.
"' Kellner, Douglas (2005) Jean Baudrillard. <http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/baudrillard/>
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player and sound carriers, all that is required to hear items in one's collection is to choose
the recording and start the machine. This was a revolution in accessibility at Level 1. To
hear a particular piece in the classical repertoire for instance, before the advent of
recording and duplicating technology, meant finding out where (within a reasonable
distance) and when that work was going to be performed, travelling to the appointed
venue, paying the entry fee and hearing the entire concert. For someone living outside the
great cosmopolitan centres this opportunity might never occur although they might be
able to hear an approximation of that piece in an amateur and possibly domestic
performance. Whereas in the early days of recorded music the sound quality was poor and
vastly inferior to live sound, this is no longer the case with hi-fi equipment and CDs. New
audio and visual technologies often begin only able to offer poor fidelity but providing
increased Level I accessibility, which allows them to gain a foothold. In this way TV
overtook cinema and computer downloading and streaming are gaining on other forms of
dissemination, despite their initially dreadful quality compared to previously existing

media.

A further significant increase in Level [ accessibility was made possible by the advent of
consumer recordable carriers, most notably audio cassettes. These enabled most people in
the developed world, and a significant proportion globally, to make and pass on cheap
copies of music recorded from broadcasts, commercially available records, or live
performances. Such activity became extremely widespread in the 1970s and was mostly
illegal due to the copyright infringement it usually entailed. The music industry, while
making music more accessible through duplication, distribution and marketing, is keen to
ensure that this access is controlled (and profited from), hence the attempts to curtail,

prosecute and stamp out independent copying and, more recently, downloading.

Widespread duplicating was given a further boost by the advent of consumer digital
recording media such as recordable CDs and mini discs in the 1990s. In addition to giving
higher fidelity, this technology allowed the making of copies of copies without the

deterioration in quality this had entailed in the analogue domain. Obtaining a consumer
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copy is different from purchasing an industrially produced carrier. The cost is
significantly lower and access to the music is usually through some personal contact or
recommendation. In most cases there will be no cover art work and minimal information
with the copy. Contact with the music is less mediated in terms of marketing but there
tends to be stronger social mediation.'” This largely falls away with the more recent
development of downloading which developed most rapidly as peer-to-peer file sharing
over the Internet from 1999." Although initially file sharing began as interpersonal
communication which could include comments and recommendations (Burnett &
Marshall 2003: 194) it soon grew into a mass activity anonymously passing millions of
undifferentiated tracks. The interpersonal dimension may return if file transmission

coupled to instant messaging becomes successful (ibid.: 197).

Potentially downloading gave access to the music collections stored on other people's
computers throughout the world, for no charge at the point of access (although computers
obviously cost money), using software provided by entities such as Napster or Kazaa.
Unsurprisingly downloading music became hugely popular. The music industry was sent
into convulsions of panic," especially as there seemed to be a measurable negative
impact on the purchase of legitimate recordings. Pietz and Waelbroek'> report a 10%
reduction of CD sales worldwide for 2001 although the causality has been convincingly
disputed.'® The heightened Level I accessibility provided by the downloading revolution
is undeniable. Not only can many people now find numerous new recordings without

leaving their homes, and own them at will, but they are further able to build collections,

12 In Nick Hornby's novel High Fidelity (1996) the main characters make compilation cassettes containing
favourite and personally significant songs for each other. This used to be a common practice.

13 For a brief history of file sharing site Napster, see Sean McManus:
<http://www.sean.co.uk/a/musicjournalism/var/historyoffilesharing.shtm>

' Within two years of its launch, Napster had been forced to shut down by legal action initiated by the
Record Industry Association of America. 'Clone' operations were available although these too were being
pursued by the RIAA.

' CESifo working paper no. 1122.:
<http://www.cesifogroup.de/pls/guestci/download/CESifo%20Working%20Papers%202004/CESifo%20
Working%20Papers%20January%202004/cesifol _wp1122.pdf.>

' Even Pietz & Waelbroek do not detect a causal link between peer-to-peer sharing and falls in CD sales
for subsequent years while Oberholzer-Gee & Strumpf use extensive statistical analysis to demonstrate that
the effect is negligible overall: <http://www.unc.edu/~cigar/papers/FileSharing_June2005_final.pdf>

63



and make compilations, structuring them entirely according to their own preferences.
Perhaps the level of accessibility gained by peer-peer can be overstated however. Apart
from needing a computer with Internet access, the illegality of file sharing is a barrier, one
made more threatening by reported prosecutions of sharers. Furthermore, the most readily
available pieces through this process are the most popular products of the music industry.
An attempt to find something even slightly obscure, such as a lesser known recording by
Miles Davis, or a concert piece, is likely to end in frustration. Slower download speeds
(which are improving generally) make it less attractive to access longer pieces which

mitigates against 'classical' music.
2

It has taken the American recording industry five years to rise to this challenge and
collaborate in a solution. Had they been able to make an arrangement whereby they raised
only a few pennies for each peer to peer download, they would have vastly increased their
revenues. Such a solution however might have smacked of collusion and, like the much
discussed option of a cassette levy in the 1980s, was not to be, even though Napster
offered a 1 billion dollar settlement before closing down.!” The preferred option was
pursuing illegal file sharing operations while trying to profit from the new technology
with pay-for-download sites. The most successful of these has been the iTunes Music
Store which has made major inroads into music sourcing behaviour in conjunction with
the iPod, with competitors trying their best to follow suit. Together this technological
configuration and the associated business model represent the perhaps greatest revolution
in LI accessibility ever. The range of music available from iTunes is as wide or wider
than in the world's largest record shops. Furthermore most tracks available can be
subjected to a 'sniff test'; the customer can listen to a few seconds free of charge. Pieces
of music may be downloaded for a cost of 79 pence at the time of writing, movements of
concert pieces being sold singly.'® The range exceeds that typically available with peer-to-

peer technology and while not being exhaustive, it is constantly expanding as deals are

' Financed by the German company Bertelsmann AG which had stepped in and made a deal with Napster.
'8 There are much cheaper legal sites available, including ones based in Russia, such as AllofMP3 and
those charging a one-off fee for unlimited downloads. ($25 US at MP3 Share-safe for instance).
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struck with content providers.

In 2001 the Apple iPod followed the portability concept introduced with the Sony
Walkman portable cassette player in 1979 (and later portable CD and mini disc players)
but it combines that portability with the ability to contain thousands of pieces. Thus the
great array of music available online remains accessible while one is mobile in the world.

Stockfelt points out that:

The sound of big opera ensembles can be fitted onto a windsurfing board, and the
sound of a nylon stringed guitar can fill a football stadium.

(Stockfelt 1997: 135)

Any kind of music can be heard anywhere and obtained via the same media. This has a
levelling effect, turning music into a unified abstract commodity which may be patterned
in various ways. The standardisation brought about by earlier technologies, limiting
pieces of music to certain lengths and differentially favouring suitable genres,
composition and production techniques, such as those Nettl (1985: 63) mentions in
relation to non-Western music, will inevitably be modified and continued by current
developments. Notably, downloading has further decontextualised music which is
frequently taken possession of denuded of sleeve notes, album cover or other information.
This may change again if downloading music video becomes more widespread as
broadband becomes the norm. For the time being however, the lack of context is
ironically a constraint on LII (reception) accessibility because, as will be argued in
Chapter 7, multi-modal presentation aids reception. If music is accompanied by other
forms of information and stimulation, access is facilitated as it offers multiple channels of
engagement. Thus downloading in its present condition has greatly increased LI
accessibility but compromised LI In contrast to hearing music live, or even in a record
shop with listening facilities, initial contact at a downloading site presents an
undifferentiated interface of lists and sounds. Interestingly, on legal sites the 'sniff test'

option means that contact with the music itself is immediate, providing an instance where
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accessibility and choice of sounds are necessarily involved. The word 'choice' conflates
the range of options available with the act of choosing; the decision. Indeed one
necessitates the other; many possibilities mean inevitable decision making which will be
partly based on LII accessibility. Looked at another way, increased LI access to music
brings processes of LII accessibility into play to a greater extent than where physical
access is limited. Where the variety of music physically available is small there is likely
to be repeated exposure, leading involuntarily to familiarity and acceptance. In the iTunes
Music Store situation LII accessibility has to be immediate, repeated listening to an entire

track being impossible prior to purchase on this site.

This exposition has to be relativated by recognition of the individual as active and having
certain predilections, as well as options for contextualising music by searching for
information. Thus iTunes enables one to search the catalogue by genre, sub-genre," artist,
album or song title, and recent releases. Although sleeve notes are not available during
browsing, there are sometimes album reviews and biographies, although these are 'hidden'
and have to be sought out. Apart from following their predilections searchers also avail
themselves of other Web resources. One obvious strategy is to 'Google' an artist's name to
find further information. Another reported to the author is to use the retailing site
Amazon which has reviews and lists such as 'Customers who bought music by [this artist]
also bought music by these artists.... These and similar strategies give direction to

otherwise aimless meanderings though an undifferentiated musical landscape.

Astronaut, city dweller and hunter-gatherer: theorising the Web

Descriptions such as the above can only give a snap-shot of the current state of Web

mediated music and accessibility. McChesney observes that:

" Although what comes up under certain genres is frequently surprising and bizarre. The rubric 'classical-
avant-garde’ for instance contains mainly jazz and includes Cassandra Wilson, Bill Evans and Evelyn
Glennie.
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Any attempt at prediction during such tumultuous times is nearly impossible;
something written about the Web as recently as 1992 or 1993 has about as much
currency in 2000 as discourses on the War of the Roses do for understanding
contemporary European military policy.

(2000: 6)

What may appear to be defining attributes of Web-mediated music today can turn out to
have been mere teething problems of the medium. In the same way that McLuhan (1964)
theorised television as a 'cool' medium partly on the basis of its sketchy black and white
images (which no longer appertain) we might be led to make pronouncements by some
temporary characteristic. Nevertheless it would be timid not to consider the paramount
question in this (again thinking of McLuhan): what is the message of this medium? What

are its implications for the way we live and the way we relate to music?

There is no doubt that the Web explodes LI access and forces LII accessibility to the fore
in an unprecedented way. The post-war generation that ironically cried like spoilt
children: '...what do we want? Everything! When do we want it? Now!" have had their
wish, but the incontinent tantrum of the infant has brought us into a situation that requires
discipline. The acts of choosing, of deciding, of selecting, of judging, of discarding, of
focusing in and blanking out are constantly required. We need to limit ourselves in this
world. No one has time to listen to all the music on the Web; not even to all the music
one likes. But strangely we do not in this situation remain with the known - we browse
for decontextualised music as deracinate beings, both sound and human disembodied, yet

like floating virtual bodies, attracting or repelling:

Private 'telematics’: each person sees himself at the controls of a hypothetical
machine, isolated in a position of perfect and remote sovereignty, at an infinite
distance from his universe of origin. Which is to say, in the exact position of an

astronaut in his capsule, in a state of weightlessness that necessitates a perpetual
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orbital flight and a speed sufficient to keep him from crashing back to his planet
of origin.

(Baudrillard 1992: 152)

Another conceptualisation of the Internet is not so much as 'global village' but global city.
The site-complex MySpace is a virtual location where people can place their own
standardised Website with biography, pictures, blog and list of 'friends' who also have a
presence on the site. Membership has grown into the millions.*® A popular section of the
site is MySpace Music, where in addition to the above facilities one can provide musical
'details' and four pieces to be listened to by 'visitors'. This highlights the fact that Level III
accessibility is also expanded, particularly when taken in conjunction with the vastly
increased affordability of sampling, sequencing and recording technology. Sampling
means being able to create music without owning instruments or having access to
musicians. Sequencing means being able to perform without being able to play. Home
recording enables one to turn music into product which can be copied and disseminated.
Thus participating in the sense of providing content has become facilitated for ambitious
musicians and hobbyists alike; '...the Internet and its tributaries reverse the trajectory of a
handful of messages to a legion of passive users that has typified all technological media

since the printing press' (Levinson 2001: 38-9).

Due to the size of the Web population, or even a section of it such as MySpace, talk of
cosy 'communities' is misplaced. As the danger of paedophiles approaching children
online has shown, other Web users are to be treated with caution, just as the Londoner
treats a fellow traveller on the Underground. Someone making contact on MySpace could
be a company looking for business, or a potential immigrant looking for a marriage of
convenience. Even the lists of 'friends' cannot be entirely what they seem since on some

people's pages they run into thousands. 'My space' turns out to be everyone's space.

* Going on for 40 million at the time or writing. See <http://www.eduinsight.com/articles/myspace.html>
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Established artists have their presence on the site thanks to the activities of their PR
companies rather than through personal engagement. Tracking down previous genuine
acquaintances on the site can be tricky since most names appear many times. Thus we are
truly in a virtual city, where there is always too much to take in, where being blinkered is
a survival strategy, where to be cordial to strangers is naive and where one's (true) friends

are an ad hoc family, an island refuge from the sea of humanity beyond.

Yet from another perspective the Internet is not so alienating, not so far removed from
essential humanity. Viewed as a tool it mimics the body just like other tools. We listen
with multiple oversized ears to the music of the world, we flick through the options with
nimble electronic fingers, and the whole Web becomes an extension of neural networks.
Even the endless selecting and browsing is not so new. Have we created a virtual world in
our own image and in the image of our most long-lived modus operandi? Levinson talks
about media determinism and the tendency for McLuhan to 'see humans as the "effect" of
the technology rather than vice versa' (2001: 40). We are the creators of this monster and
it would not be surprising if it resembled us in our ur-world, our Urwald (jungle). Like
hunter-gatherers we browse and search and lie in wait. We are born to choose; other
animals are tied to particular environments, limited foodstuffs. Our main strength is
flexibility. The range of options - which is now expanding exponentially, albeit virtually -
is exercising this capacity to an unprecedented extent. In this context the question 'what is

accessible' (at LII) is our constant companion.

Level I: accessibility and the market

Giddens (1991: 196) notes that: 'Modernity opens up the project of the self, but under
conditions strongly influenced by standardising effects of commodity capitalism'. This
pinpoints the inherent contradiction not just of modernity, but particularly in capitalist
structures between choice and standardisation; liberty and control. McChesney (2000)

predicts that despite hopes of a large measure of freedom and pluralism on the Internet, it
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will eventually come to be dominated by a small number of powerful media concerns.
The purchase of MySpace parent company Intermix Media by Rupert Murdoch's News
Corp in 2005 seems to support McChesney's reading, according to which most of the new
masters of the virtual universe will be the same conglomerates that dominate the old
media. Entrepreneurs have the opportunity to try innovative ideas and, if they are
effective, they usually sell out to a large concern later for a considerable sum, much like

the dynamic between small and major record labels.

The music industry, with the energy of its 'web of major and minor companies' (Negus
1996: 43) and the creativity of its many striving musicians, should be a source of virtually
unlimited musical variety and supply, and to some extent this is the case. Compared to
what was available for listening in pre-industrial societies, or in the Eastern Bloc under
communism, there is enormous serendipity. However, a closer look at one of the chain
CD retailers reveals a propensity for quantity rather than variety. Most of the CDs on
offer are in the genres of mainstream popular music: hip hop, rock, pop, dance etc. and
their various subgenres. It is not difficult to think of music which is conspicuous by its
miniscule presence: contemporary 'serious’ music and contemporary instrumental jazz for
instance. This is even more striking when the available palette of music on UK radio and
free television is considered. It is dominated by Anglo-American popular music to a

enormous extent and appears to be constantly gravitating towards homogeneity.

The recent transformation of Jazz FM into Smooth FM is a case in point. Jazz is a
marginal genre in market terms accounting for around 2% of album sales in the UK*', and
while it is almost entirely absent from British television, it does have a toehold on BBC
Radio 2 and 3 with several well established weekly slots. Jazz has a devoted following of
listeners and participant musicians of all ages in Britain, as witnessed by the plethora of
festivals and performing groups. Jazz FM, which had existed since 1990 in London and

1994 in Manchester, initially played a wide range of instrumental and vocal jazz but

2! Coté, Michel (2002) Statistics on Canadian Music in the UK.
<http://www.canadianheritage.gc.ca/progs/ac-ca/progs/rc-tr/progs/eccc-ttec/market/mus2002_e.cfm>
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moved towards a more anodyne diet of jazz funk, soul and r 'n' b (in both senses of the
term) during the later 1990s, particularly at peak times; more like most stations in other

words.

It seems that even that diluted mix was too risqué for commercial radio however, and
soon after the station was bought by Guardian Media Group in 2002, plans to re-brand
were underway. It appears the very word 'jazz' was a difficulty. The name changed to
Smooth FM in Manchester in 2004. Pleased with the results of the change GMG Radio
Chief Executive John Myers said:

As sorry as we are to say goodbye to JAZZFM [sic] it's a sad fact of life that it
has never made a profit in its 15 years of existence. We are caught between not
playing enough jazz to please the purist and having the name Jazz FM which
inhibits trial from other listeners. There are not enough people who like jazz
music to make it a viable proposition...This new brand and direction will allow us
to really grab the opportunities that lie ahead — there is a wider gap in the market
for what we will do. The success of and appetite for Smooth FM has already been
proven in the north west and we're looking forward to replicating its

achievements in London.?

In 2005 London followed suit and the jazz content was further reduced. However the
results of the re-branding of Jazz FM have been by no means unequivocal. According to
RAJAR figures, audience reach for the Manchester based station has indeed grown from
7% to 11% since the change in 2004. But it had already been showing an upward trend
from 4% in 1999 so the causality has to be questionable. Furthermore the London station
has seen its reach fall from a mean of 7% to 4% since the changeover,” despite a huge

initial advertising campaign for Smooth FM. Whereas common sense would suggest that

2 "JazzFM becomes London 102.2 Smooth FM"
<http://www.radiotoday.co.uk/modules.php?op=modload&name=News& file=article&sid=143>
3 <http://www.rajar.co.uk/INDEX2.CFM?menuid=9>
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a lively British jazz scene would be enough to support a commercial station, what
appeared economically viable was to compete more directly with all the other popular
music stations by favouring a particular version of the dominant genre, rather than
differentiating oneself clearly and embracing a niche market.” This neatly exposes one of
the ideological myths about market economies. Whereas we are frequently told that the
market thrives on competition and provides choice (notwithstanding that this is
undoubtedly true when comparing it with Stalinist economics) it is difficult to avoid
being surrounded by items which are variations on a theme. It can be argued that in
practice capitalism has a propensity to standardise product and shift volume. McChesney
claims; '"The truth is that for those atop our economy the key to success is based in large
part on eliminating competition' (2000: 9). It seems that unfortunately the vast majority of
consumers collude with this to the extent that minority interests and producers are

expendable.

Standardisation is a fundamental component of rationalisation as conceptualised by
Weber, and whereas he used bureaucracies as his prime example, Ritzer (1993) has
indicated fast food eateries which lead him to coin the term 'McDonaldization'.* He
argues that the products of mass production are often unremarkable, but their presentation
is overdramatised. This could be applied to much of what the music industry offers and it
also strongly supports Adorno's view that popular music and culture is innovative only in
its surface attributes, whereas structurally it repeats endlessly (Witkin 1998). Althusser
uses the term 'ideology' to mean 'an imaginary relation to the real relations' of existence
(1984: 41). Similarly we might be led to believe that we are being offered incredible
choice and constant innovation by the market, whereas in reality we are being 'fed'

standardised, unchanging fare.* Ritzer refers to: 'Many...aspects of a McDonaldized

 Classic FM has done rather better in terms of holding its niche, which might be described oxymoronically
as 'light serious' music, achieving an audience reach of around 13%. Radio 3 is typically on 4%. See
<http://www.rajar.co.uk/INDEX2.CFM?menuid=9>

** The term 'McDonaldization' first appears in Ritzer's essay "The McDonaldization of Society." Journal
of American Culture 6, 1983: 100-7.

% In this reading Althusser's view of ideology is seen as pejorative, being delusional and exposing the
subject to a kind of fraud. However, Jameson's interpretation of the same source is that it is a 'positive
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society [that] may be thought of as false and deceptive events and situations...". In terms
of Level I accessibility this could mean that we are inexorably directed towards a limited
range of product disguised under a cloak of sham choice, while other musics are actually
quite inaccessible. Level II accessibility of the music that is commonly available is thus
increased due to familiarity. However, for those with a predilection for genuine
innovation and variety, rather than the mere repackaging of the same tired structures, this
is likely to tend towards overaccessibility, lacking in stimulating interest. The difficulty in
making accurate predictions about the development of new technologies relating to the
Internet has been mentioned. It remains to be seen whether the promise of genuinely
widened accessibility is fulfilled or whether the capitalist tendency to standardise

continues to be (re-) imposed on the new medium.

Level I1: Reception

Globalisation, familiarity and exoticism

A connection between the standardisation of food and other aspects of contemporary life
criticised by Ritzer, and the standardisation of popular music addressed by Adorno is
predictability. In the first instance, a rationalised system produces predictable outcomes

because once the 'One Best Way' for a process has been arrived at, efficiency dictates that

conception of ideology as a necessary function in any form of social life' having the 'great merit of stressing
the gap between the local positioning of the individual subject and the totality of class structures in which he
or she is situated.' (1991: 415) His is a rather different position to the widespread Marxist position which
holds ideology responsible for perpetuating the acceptance of prevailing conditions due to the 'false
consciousness' of ideological explanations.
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it should be repeated as uniformly as possible, leading to uniform products. A
maximisation of profits is then ensured by rolling out (or franchising) the process
globally. As a result a similar or even identical experience is available world wide. This is
clearly the case with global chains such as McDonalds and with the products of the music
industry. The consumer who 'knows what he likes' need never be disappointed, or indeed
surprised, or challenged in any way. An important component of accessibility is
inevitably familiarity. Particularly if we take a semiotic view of musical meaning,
signifiers have meanings which are tied to context and have to be learned. Once that path
has been opened the most efficient thing to do is to always follow it. The consumer or

listener has learned what to expect and the market is only too happy to provide it.

For the American travelling abroad, the presence of familiar eateries makes life
uncomplicated and predictable. For the citizens of other countries a McDonalds
hamburger, or an Anglo-American pop song, may at first be strange and even exotically
glamorous. Whereas that could be the initial attraction, within a few decades the
economic power of the multinationals and the resulting globalised homogenisation of
culture has made these phenomena as much a part of ordinary urban life in the Far East as
in the West. Similarly, from a western standpoint, 'exotic' food, music or clothes may be
of interest because they offer a new or unusual experience, until they become
commonplace, at which point the attraction of the exotic may be replaced by the comfort
of the familiar. Paradoxically there is accessibility both in the familiar and the exotic and
they exist in a kind of dialectic. Faced with an entirely unfamiliar environment one may
become disorientated and seek refuge in the familiar, whereas an unchanging set of
stimuli will eventually send us in search of something different. We might call this the
exoticism-familiarity dichotomy. This tension is ever-present in 'world music' which
offers us the exotic, but often with a large amount of globalised standardisation already in
the package. Frequently, as with the orientalism of the classical and romantic eras, exotic
‘'otherness' is employed to increase attraction, and therefore accessibility, by virtue of its
novelty, without requiring a fundamental readjustment of the recipient's aesthetic. In more

economic terms we are; 'according market value to this difference in the form of an
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appeal to exoticism while keeping the conventions of [our] own world intact' (Marcus

1995: 218).

Genre, predictability and challenge

Another way in which predictability, and therefore one kind of accessibility, can be
furthered is by the establishment of genre boundaries. A listener can familiarise herself
with the conventions and tropes typical of a musical style. In the absence of a lived
history with that music, the establishment of extramusical signification can be aided by
material on CD covers, in the music press and other sources of information such as
books, peer groups and the wider mass media. A bond between listener and a particular
piece or CD is established leading to a position where one might say 'T enjoy this music, I
understand something about it, it means something to me' (etc. see Table 1 Level II). The
listener in her incarnation as customer can then be encouraged to try other music by the
same artist and in the same genre without taking too much of a risk of not finding it
accessible. Thus the identification of music by genre and subgenre increases predictability
in a context of (apparently) enormous choice as represented by the many thousands of

CDs in a CD shop such as a Virgin Megastore, Tower Records or FNAC.

As with the exoticism-familiarity pairing in 'world music', a similar tension exists here;
that between challenge and predictability.”’ On entering one of the large stores
mentioned, one is faced with a high measure of control, predictability and standardisation.
It goes without saying that the vast majority of music on sale will be in one of the Anglo-
American popular styles of the last 40 years. The medium is also highly predictable (CDs
split into mostly pop-song length tracks) as is the layout of the store, the subdivision into
different genre sections and what one is likely, and not likely, to find in them. There is a

large measure in this of helping the customer find a recognisable structure in a confusing

*" Scott (2003) examines British dance band music of the 1920s and '30s with reference to ‘predictability’
and 'incongruity', the former being due to repeated tropes and common formal structures, the latter to either
intentional or unintentional clashes in stylistic codes (pp. 80-100).
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and seemingly unbounded world of music. However, someone looking for something
unusual, local, experimental or non-commercial will find a record store not particularly
helpful. A proportion of people entering a record shop will want to be surprised and
challenged, and look to music for exactly this rather than wanting to be channelled
towards what they know and accept. What such adventurous clients are encouraged to
content themselves with is repackaged, or revamped versions of what they already liked.
The challenge-predictability pairing exposes the irony of the conflicting attractiveness of

the new and the known and as such is closely related to exoticism-familiarity.

In The McDonaldization of Society, Ritzer (1993: 23) describes how activities which
originally gave people a chance to escape their highly rationalised routines (such as
camping in the countryside) have in many cases themselves become rationalised and
predictable (through the availability of well-organised camp sites with all amenities).
Ritzer borrows Weber's term 'the iron cage' to convey how there seems to be no escape
from a fully rationalised life. Music and art are prime candidates for providing a means of
breaking out, however. By allowing the imagination of artists, and by extension that of
their audiences, to roam free and express anything whatsoever, including alienation from
a McDonaldized existence, liberal societies give everyone the possibility of thinking
outside the cage. This surely must be a powerful rationale for the pursuit of creative
activity in the post-industrial world. It is ironic then to find the same rationalising,
MacDonaldizing tendencies in the arts as in everything else. The problem of musical
accessibility is at the heart of this. Music has the potential to allow a space for non-
rationalised experience. If music is not accessible enough it restricts this potential because
people are deterred from engagement. Increased accessibility however goes hand in hand
with predictability and rationalisation — with the risk of putting us right back into the 'iron

cage'.

Novelty and personality theory

Having highlighted the conflict between freedom and rationalisation it is evident that

76



there are advantages to both and this is admitted by both Weber and Ritzer (Ritzer 1993:
20). Furthermore, people do seek out both ends of the spectrum and to some extent we all
live in a blend of the two. This problematic is crucial to accessibility in music because it
further opens up questions of who finds whar accessible, and why. Does the conflicting
attraction of the two facets of our previously posited dichotomies (exoticism-familiarity;
challenge-predictability) reflect two sides of society? Or are they two sides of human
nature? Do all of us sometimes crave challenge, novelty or the exotic, while at other times
we prefer to be cradled in what we know and like? Or are those who want one and the
other different kinds of people? Ritzer quotes Henry Ford, writing self-servingly that
many production line workers prefer simple and brainless work whereas others find it 'a
terrifying prospect' (1993: 119). It would be naive to expect clear cut answers to these
questions. We might say that the answer to all of them is bound to be a qualified 'yes'.
Nevertheless, some aspects of personality theory are useful in examining this area more

closely.

Although socioanalytic perspectives have sought to question the validity of stable
personality traits (McCrae & Costa 1999) (in a way which relates to the resistance to
essentialism raised in Chapter 1), work building on the exploration of such traits can now
make 'full use of the empirical results of the last two decades' and is further underpinned
by the growing evidence of heritability (ibid. p. 140). A widely used model in this
discipline is the 'five factor model' where the traits are characterised as; neuroticism,
extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness. People are
examined by sets of extensively calibrated questionnaires which determine the strength or
weakness of each particular trait. Traits are known to be relatively stable over time within
an individual. Of interest in the present context is 'openness to experience'. This exists on
a dimension of 'openness versus closedness to experience' and incorporates descriptors
such as 'curious', 'imaginative', 'artistic', 'wide interests', 'excitable' and 'unconventional'
(John & Srivastava 1999: 110). Another component is given by McCrae & Costa as 'a
need for variety, novelty and change' (1999: 143). Such an aspect of personality is clearly

relevant to the question of whether and why people would seek predictable or
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unpredictable musical experiences, and what kind of music they would consider

accessible at Level II (reception Level).

Not all researchers in this field agree with the 'five factor model' and Hans Eysenck has
adhered to the 'big three' personality dimensions of extraversion, psychoticism and
neuroticism. A sub-factor of the psychoticism versus humaneness dimension is posited by
Marvin Zuckerman. This is 'sensation seecking' which manifests itself in thrill and
adventure seeking, experience seeking, disinhibition and susceptibility to boredom.*® Men
tend to be higher on this measure than women and it has been shown to decline with
age.”’ This last point has a bearing on changing musical tastes with age, and differentials
in choice and preference between different age groups. Although there is a lack of
consensus on the demonstrated heritability of such traits (Winter & Barenbaum 1999: 14)
twin studies suggest that they are about 60% genetically determined.’® The sensation
seeking construct is based on the idea of an optimal level of arousal (OLA) which was
first proposed by early pioneers of psychology, Wundt and Freud. OLA is found to vary
from one individual to another. Below the optimal level a subject will seek additional
stimulation, whereas above it the arousal level is perceived as excessive and unpleasant,
leading to avoidance behaviours. Zuckerman (1994) subdivides the sensation seeking trait

into four subscales:

1. Thrill and adventure seeking — desire to engage in risky activity
2. Experience seeking — 'seeking of novel sensations through the mind and senses'
3. Disinhibition — disregard for unconventionality or illegality

4. Boredom susceptibility — 'intolerance for repetitive experience'

# Zuckerman's full definition is: 'Sensation seeking is a trait defined by the seeking of varied, novel,
complex, and intense sensations and experiences, and the willingness to take physical, social, legal, and
financial risks for the sake of such experience' (1994: 27).

* From a well referenced Website on this subject by David J. Llewellyn (psychologist at University of
Leeds) at <www.risktaking.co.uk>

* David J. Llewellyn <www.risktaking.co.uk>
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Although Zuckerman examines many aspects of sensation seeking, he does address art

and music reception directly:

Liking for designs, art and music shows the high sensation seekers' interests in
complex and ambiguous (as in complex abstract art) and intense (as in rock
music) stimuli, and the low sensation seekers' preferences for calming, low-
tension art and music...The ES (experience seeking) subscale usually shows the
strongest correlation with preference. ES seems to measure 'openness to
experience' through the senses and is therefore most relevant to broad tastes in art

and music.

(1994: 223)

Apart from preferring more 'complex and ambiguous' stimuli, 'experience seekers' seem
to have a broader range of musical likes, including folk and classical as well as rock,
while 'disinhibitors’ appear to be more concerned with intensity, which is expressed in

their preference for rock (Zuckerman 1994: 217).*!

It appears reasonable that a listener who is easily bored, tends to be curious and seeks
adventure, will be more open to challenging and new musical experiences than one who
is inclined to play safe. Here we are examining the subject (person) and emphasising that
musical preference may be a co-variable of fundamental personality traits. Thus, being
adventurous in listening could be an indication of a generally inquisitive and daring
personality. This still implies a scala of musical difficulty or inaccessibility along which
certain personality tendencies would aim their preferences. Such a gradation would not be
absolute, since it would depend on the prior experience of the listener. For instance,
someone raised in an environment saturated with music of the European romantic

tradition might, if they had a tendency towards 'openness' or 'sensation seeking', turn to

*! See also Litle & Zuckerman (1986).
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Arabic popular music for fresh musical stimulation. On the other hand, someone not used
to western art music at all might find the great romantic symphonies challenging and

exciting.

Yet to take this argument to the extreme of relativism would be to go too far. There are
musics which are widely accessible because they make use of easily grasped,
remembered, felt and embodied tropes. Their melodies fall easily into the range of the
human voice, their rhythms are regular like many aspects of our physical lives and their
intervals mirror those of the harmonic series which we hear in every natural sound. Other
genres resist these access points. Free jazz for instance gives few surfaces on which the
unaccustomed mind can find purchase. Perhaps such music is made by and for
individuals with a high rating for the personality traits discussed above. Perhaps they are
the musical equivalents of mountaineers and racing drivers. For those who are highly
susceptible to boredom one could posit a 'converse accessibility effect’ which makes
easily understood music difficult to stomach for extended periods, and generally less
accessible music more attractive. This comes close to the paradoxical assertion that to the
adventurous, less accessible music is more accessible, but this would be to forget that
even someone open to new listening experience may have to 'work' at understanding and
enjoying music which is initially challenging to them. They are simply more willing to

take on the effort involved.

This appears to present a simplistic view of easy music and lazy listeners on the one hand,
and exciting music and sensation seekers on the other, with an implicit value judgement
in favour of the latter. However it is worth remembering that music fulfils many functions
in human life and that a highly worthwhile function, such as building a social network,
can be furnished by music which is deemed very accessible by its participants, such as
samba percussion. At the reception Level there is also the phenomenon of simple and
repetitive music, such minimalist work, or the blues, which can nevertheless have a
powerful emotional impact, and require certain types of almost meditative mental

discipline from the listener. Further complexity arises when one considers mood, which
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will vary and entail inconsistencies in music choices. In terms of an over-all personality
trait of 'sensation seeking', or even the factor of 'experience seeking', it may be objected
that there are people whose choices tend to be adventurous in one area of life but

conservative in another.

Accessibility and social status

We can see that it is problematic to correlate simplistic value judgements with gradations
of accessibility. There may however be particular utilitarian values associated with both
accessibility and inaccessibility. For instance the accessible communicates (and sells)
more readily, whereas inaccessibility bestows special status to those who can access the
music at whatever Level (I-III). The inaccessibility of an expensive opera performance
confirms the financial status of those who can afford to attend. It also bolsters their
cultural status as consumers of high art. The complexity and atonality of some twentieth-
century orchestral works make them inaccessible to many, but confer the status of 'those
who understand' the difficult and recherché on their devotees. Bourdieu's work effectively
correlates social position with the kind of cultural products consumed. He describes how
an easy relationship with high art represents valuable 'cultural capital', condemning others
to a position of deference. Even those from the working class with a reasonable education

and an understanding of social issues are subject to this effect according to Bourdieu:

Thus, everything leads one to believe that the most politically conscious fraction
of the working class remains profoundly subject, in culture and in language, to
the dominant norms and values, and therefore deeply sensitive to the effects of
authority imposition which every holder of cultural authority can exert...

(1984: 396)

Moving on to Level III, performance itself is of course highly status related. Again it can

confirm someone as part of a group, be it the ensemble itself, or a wider social entity. But
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beyond that there is the question of skill which has its own implications. Thus it is clear
that music that is more difficult to perform may convey a higher status because of the
work and talent involved in becoming an expert performer. Members of European samba
bands are empowered by joining a lively social group, but they do not thereby gain great
status as musicians in the wider culture. Being a virtuoso classical violinist on the other
hand may confer such status. Often the recognition gained for being a skilled performer is
more important within the musical sphere than outside it. Thus a jazz performer of great
technical ability may earn the respect of her peers, but this may not impress even other
musicians outside her immediate musical subculture if the music is otherwise inaccessible
(at Levels I and II). In other words the ability to overcome the inaccessibility of a type of
music can confer special status on its followers and performers, but the recognition of this

status is sometimes limited to a narrowly defined musico-social group.

Level I11: Participation

Beyond the Konsumentengewohnheit

In the above discussion the terminology of critiques of consumer capitalism has been
woven into the argument because today the process of locating, purchasing and
consuming goods is often indistinguishable from locating, gaining access to and hearing
music, no matter how much members of the Frankfurt School railed against this
development. It was suggested in Chapter 1 that Adorno's Konsumentengewohnheit or
consumer habit (Adorno 1997 [1963]: 189), can be seen as what Ruth Benedict might
have described as one of the 'dominant traits of our civilisation' (1934: 250). It therefore
requires a certain effort of the imagination to call to mind a time when for many, if not
most, hearing music meant making it oneself. From cave dwellers chanting around the
fire to bourgeois piano culture, people who wanted music would be people who sang or
played. Increasing specialisation and professionalisation has made participation in many

ways more difficult for non-specialists, while mass production of sound carriers and
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broadcasting has made it less necessary. The modern music lover can largely forego
participation (and Level III accessibility) because of the plethora of physically accessible

music 'product’ (Level I).

Yet if we disregard the small minority who can make a living by performing music, we
are left, even today, with a large number of people who participate for personal and social
reasons and thereby circumvent the 'consumer habit. Ruth Finnegan (1998) has
researched the extensive patchwork of amateur musical groups and scenes in an ordinary
British town. People thus involved choose to make music which they could more easily
buy. Furthermore the bought product would probably be of higher quality than the
'homemade'. We will look closely at why people choose to join a samba band in a later
chapter. More broadly speaking we can see many reasons for wanting to make amateur
music: for the challenge of mastering a skill, to gain the approval of others, to be part of a
social group, to express oneself creatively and so on. The question of how accessible
making music is also suggests a number of criteria: performance difficulty, tuition
availability, equipment availability and cost, accessibility of information, and opportunity

to join an ensemble.

Whereas the necessity to make music oneself has receded with the advent of globalised
consumer capitalism, certain aspects of our era have facilitated some kinds of
participation. Increased leisure time makes the possibility of joining a group such as a
choir more feasible, as does having a smaller number of children. Disposable income
brings purchasing instruments (and even recording equipment) into the reach of vast
numbers of potential musicians. Widespread free education, which often contains a
musical component, attempts to introduce music appreciation and performance to whole
populations, with varying results as the samba study reported in Chapter 8 shows.*

Despite such facilitation, and despite the fact that the market in musical accessories is

*? Respondents often mentioned childhood instrumental lessons as having turned them against music. They
were experienced as unpleasant and helped to bury any interest in participatory music until it was
resurrected by samba.
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also part of consumer capitalism, it is undeniable that 'joining in' is outside the cycle of
earning — spending — consuming. Engagement in participation can lead to levels of
understanding and involvement that mere consumption or reception cannot provide. This
is particularly true because there is in making music a fluidity between the personal and

the social, and between reproducing and creating.

It is in so far as a rupture has occurred between performing and hearing music that
accessibility has become an issue at Level III (participation), particularly in 'art music'.
The modern western orchestral model, of highly sophisticated professional ensembles and
virtuosi, playing technically challenging music to passive audiences, has put the idea of
performing such music in an amateur context beyond what is taken for granted. In an
example of overlap between Levels of accessibility, it could also be argued that in view of
the resistance of audiences to new 'serious' work from a reception perspective, it is not
surprising that there is no great clamour for opportunities to learn to perform such music.
Yet there are ample examples of composers attempting to draw amateurs in. Britten,
Vaughan Williams, Elgar, Tippett, Maxwell Davies, Orff and Hindemith spring
immediately to mind as having worked to include non-specialists in their music. They
have done so by writing tonally, working with children or choirs, or engaging with
vernacular music. This area will be dealt with more fully in Chapter 6. The work of
raising the accessibility of orchestral music, and particularly contemporary orchestral
music, has been continued by the outreach activities of many orchestras. Anthony Everitt
(1997: 102-115) charts this trend in the UK since the 1980s. He sees these developments
as a reaction to a perception that 'classical music' has been left 'marooned in an elitist
Bermuda Triangle — with the orchestra as a Marie Celeste from which the ordinary

evidences of human life are missing' (p. 102).

Orchestras have developed a range of activities which 'use players for a variety of

participatory programmes'.”> Not only does this work seek a rapprochement between

3 Ibid.: 103 .
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players and audiences, it also addresses the split between composer and performer, having
widened the remit of orchestral musicians by requiring them to experiment and

improvise, '...subverting the notion of the composer as a distinct specialist'** The
hierarchical structure of orchestral organisation (composer, conductor, ranked players),
which mirrors capitalistic rationalisation in other spheres and even a military chain of
command - Everitt draws attention to the use of the term 'rank and file' for orchestral
players™ - is challenged by projects which breach the established boundaries. Such an
approach '...dissolves the distinction between professional and amateur, between provider
and consumer. At its most radical, it promotes a new kind of music-making, almost...a

new art form'.*®

Accessibility as an established aim of British cultural policy

An approach that draws in participation from schools, audience and the wider community
has been encouraged by UK funding bodies for some time. The following mission

statement can be found on the Department for Culture, Media and Sport Web site:*’

Our aim is to maximise the contribution from the arts sector to the Secretary of
State's four strategic priorities (Children and Young People; Communities; the
Economy; and Delivery), and through this to improve the quality of life of all
through the arts. We aim to:

1. Broaden access for all to a rich and varied artistic and cultural life

2. Ensure that the artistic activity we fund aspires to be world class in terms of
standards and innovation

3. Ensure that everyone has the opportunity to develop artistic talent and to

achieve excellence in the arts

* Ibid.: 110.
3 Ibid.: 104.
3 1bid.: 106.

3T <http://www.culture.gov.uk/arts/> read in October 2005.
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4. Develop the educational potential of all the nation's artistic and cultural
resources

Raise standards of artistic and cultural education and training

Ensure an adequate skills supply for the arts and cultural sectors

Reduce the number of those who feel excluded from society by using the arts

o0 =~ O

To carry out our work using best management practice and reflecting and
using the diversity of those who work here and those with whom we work

outside the Department

What were originally bullet points have been numbered in order to be able to point
out those that are concerned with accessibility. Number 1. clearly is, since it actually
mentions 'access'. Number 2. seems to be juxtaposed with it in order to balance
accessibility with quality, the two having an uneasy relationship. Number 3. is clearly
back to avowing access. Number 4. is about using artistic and cultural resources for
educational purposes, precisely the kind of activity Everitt describes in terms of UK
orchestras. 5. talks of standards but for education and training, thus combining quality
and access. Number 7. interestingly amalgamates access to the arts with social
inclusion (which will be further dealt with below). In summary five out of eight of the
points are concerned with accessibility. Furthermore four out of five of the strategic
priorities (Children and Young People; Communities; the Economy; and Delivery)

i.e. all except 'the Economy' clearly point to access when seen in this context.

The matter of the quality of music resulting from projects whose main motivation is
'process' rather than 'product’ may of course be questioned as it was in the case of
Maxwell Davies' The Turn of The Tide (Everitt 1997: 107). Nevertheless, the composer or
orchestra hoping for financial support will frequently be looking to involve large numbers
of people, as merely vouchsafing for the standard of the music will not be as likely to lead

to a successful grant application:
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There is a sense that artistic excellence is no longer allowed to be an end in itself,
that funding deals have become increasingly geared towards making art relevant

and accessible.*®

Peter Jonas, former head of the ENO and the Bayerische Staatsoper, suspects that artists
have 'fallen victim to the necessity of political justification'.” The argument is between
those who feel that tax payers should find the products of arts funding accessible and
those who think the arts should be free of such concerns. Another approach would be to
say that without state funding the arts would have to consider accessibility in an even
more immediate way. Truly accessible music does not depend on state funding for its
survival; the samba band described in Chapter 8 operated for a number of years without
any outside support. Nor does such music require special outreach projects, as people
spontaneously want to participate without having to be cajoled. Commendable as it is for
Richard McNicol to 'bring a fresh approach to concert-giving for children and to educate
them for eventual concert-going',* it is difficult to evade the starchy whiff of paternalism

in such activities.

The desire to widen (or 'extend' to use a term popular in earlier years) access to the arts in
general had an early advocate in R.H. Tawney who 'had set the agenda for appropriating
"culture" from the sole possession of a privileged elite and extending it to the masses'
(McGuigan 2001: 128). The labour government of the second half of the 1960s tried to
enact Tawney's ideals for the arts at a time when comprehensivisation in secondary
education and increased funding for health and higher education meant that enabling
wider access to key services and institutions was part of the Zeitgeist. McGuigan (2001:
128-9) describes how tension arose over whether access in the arts should mean enabling
people to 'consume established art forms' or if it should extend to "popular control over

the means of cultural production...and participation for groups hitherto excluded'. In the

8 The Guardian, 18/10/2002. Charlotte Higgins, "For a few pennies more."
<www.guardian.com.uk/arts/funding/story/0,12564,821594,00.htmI>
39 :
Ibid.
* Quoted in Everitt (1997: 106).
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terms established here this means aiming only for Levels I and II, or including Level III
as well. In McGuigan's account the participatory argument became strong (although most
funding still went to prestige projects) leading to devolution and decentralisation, which

left the sector vulnerable to cuts under Thatcherism.

Level 111 accessibility, civil society and social capital

McGuigan also draws attention to the value of civil society as a 'vital safeguard of what
little democracy we have in a world dominated by instrumental rationality' (2001: 136). In
his discussion he draws on Habermas' idea of 'the lifeworld' as a space between state and
market, where unmediated communication can flourish and to some extent process and
criticise what is handed down by the more powerful institutional, market and social

forces.

The arts, and music in particular, have a strong role to play in nurturing such a locus, as
they provide opportunities for people to congregate and form connections between each
other. This is particularly true of participatory music where co-operation and group
bonding can lead to the establishment of musical communities.*! What such communities
provide for the participants is what sociologists term 'social capital', which is the value of
the connectedness forged. Bourdieu, although better known for his discussion of 'cultural
capital' points out that '...social capital is the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that
accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or
less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition'.*> While in
the upper strata of the polity this can mean 'old school tie' type privilege, John Coleman
'...was able to show that social capital was not limited to the powerful, but could also

convey real benefits to poor and marginalised communities' (Field 2003: 20). This

“! See Chapter 8.
“2 Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 119), quoted in Field (2003: 15).
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explains why accessibility of arts participation is often seen as a path to social inclusion
(point 7. of the aims of the Department of Culture, Media and Sport, as quoted above,
was: 'Reduce the number of those who feel excluded from society by using the arts').*
Field (2003: 29-40) also refers to the work of Putnam who describes contemporary US
society as becoming increasingly fragmented and individualised due to people's
unwillingness to participate in voluntary communal activities. Putnam makes the ubiquity
of television responsible for this 'erosion of social capital'.* If such a trend can be
generalised to the rest of the developed world, then ensemble music which is accessible
for participation can be seen as having considerable social and personal value. The
targeted use of participatory music to promote social inclusion in Brazil, a developing

country, will be further discussed in Chapter 7.

Summary

This chapter began by proposing the differentiation of musical accessibility into three
Levels; one for physical access, the second concerned with the individual's reception of
music and a third dealing with participation. A preliminary exploration determined that
these Levels, while indispensable for further analysis, are interlinked and interdependent.
The relationship between utility and accessibility was then explored with reference to an

expanded notion of Gebrauchsmusik and Weber's four types of social action.

The chapter then discussed historical developments concerning the Levels of
accessibility, and the status of artist, work and audience. It was found that while the
importance of the art object decreases with portability and duplication, the status accrued
by the producer of creative work has been enhanced, although this is dependent on the
nature of the content of the work as well as other factors such as the extent of

dissemination. As physical access was facilitated, perceptual inaccessibility became a

# <http://www.culture.gov.uk/arts/> read in October 2005.
* Quoted in Field (2003: 35).
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mark of status differentiation for the audience. The chapter further examined the
importance of media and the market in Level I accessibility, attempting a theorisation of
current developments but recognising that predictions are risky. Level II (reception) was
discussed with reference to the rationalisation theories of Weber and Ritzer. The question
of why there is an attraction both in predictability and novelty was illuminated by a
consideration of personality theory, which posits a trait that, if present in a pronounced
way, predisposes us to seek out new and challenging experiences to maintain our OLA, or
optimal level of arousal. Finally, participation in music (Level III) was discussed with
reference to theories of social inclusion. Examples from the British arts scene and UK arts
policy were drawn on, demonstrating the widely held view that participatory accessibility
in the arts is a laudable goal with positive social consequences. However, this attitude sits

in an uneasy relationship with notions of excellence in the arts.

The definition, categorisation and discussion of musical accessibility in this chapter lays
the foundation for the subsequent case studies and explorations. The Levels (I - III)
proposed here will be referred to throughout, sometimes in the abbreviated forms: LI, LII
and LIII. Although they will be supplemented by further categorisations and some
neologisms to increase the precision with which we can address accessibility, the three
Levels are the conceptual tool which will be consistently applied and all three, due to

their interconnectedness, will inevitably be relevant throughout.
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Chapter 3

Case Study 1

'Prog' Rock/Punk Rock:

Sophistication, Directness and Shock

'High' and 'Low', the sophisticated and the naive, are always present as cultural
alternatives - in all societies, even 'primitive ones' - exerting opposite and equal
thrusts in the history of human awareness and self-revelation. They may appear
to exist, develop, and function independently, but in fact they are perennial alter
egos, which at times interact directly. High and low art, like Beauty and the

Beast, go hand in hand.
(Lavin 1990: 19)

Introduction

The case study presented here concerns punk rock, which has been a key subject of the
cultural studies approach to the field of popular music since the late 1970s (Hebdige
1979, Laing 1997, Frith 1983). This broke significantly with the condemnatory tone of
Adorno, allowing for the use of commodified popular culture by both producers and
consumers in creative, constructive and oppositional ways. The reason for looking at

punk again is to illuminate a number of issues important in the exploration of
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accessibility, while using some of the work done by writers in this area as a basis for
discussion. Punk is viewed not in isolation, but in relation to progressive rock, which

preceded it as the dominant musical subculture outside main-stream pop in the UK.

On the most obvious level progressive rock is of interest because it can be seen as an
example of a genre which had become less accessible at Levels I, II and III. Physical
access was difficult because the music was performed at expensive sports stadium and
festival gigs and was not featured on TV or radio because these media concentrated on
singles, whereas progressive rock had espoused the LP format. LPs were obviously also
more expensive than singles. In terms of Level II the music was challenging because of
the length and complexity of pieces and the esoteric lyric content. Finally at Level III,
progressive rock was difficult to play because it required high levels of musicianship.
Punk on the other hand avoided all these problems. It had high media visibility, with
moral panic type reporting in the tabloids. The less offensive songs could be played on
the radio. Local punk gigs started to take place across the country and the records were
cheap. Furthermore, anyone it seemed could be in a punk band or be a part of the
movement. Viewed in this way 'prog'-to-punk was the jettisoning of an inaccessible genre

for a more accessible one.

Reading the 'texts'

The problem of aesthetic value in popular music

There has been a clear emphasis on the socially, ideologically and culturally constructed
nature of musical meaning in the study of popular music in the last quarter century or so.
Middleton for instance tells us that: 'the very conditions of interpretation are not efic (that

is, objective and autonomous) but emic (that is, the product of cultural knowldge)' (1990:
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175).! Although occasional glimpses are given of other processes which might be in play
(Middleton 1990: 288), ultimately we find a gravitation towards music as an essentially

sign-based system which, like language, has to be learned to be understood:

Musical effects are not biologically given, even if in any particular culture people
communicate through music as naturally as they communicate through language.

(Frith 1983: 162)

Partly engendered by this approach and partly nurtured by the materialist tradition, there
is a concentration on production, consumption, ideology and political considerations,
effectively eliding the musical material which is left adrift in a sea of relativism.
Frequently such readings worry the intersection of artistic expression and issues of class
and gender, searching popular culture for signs of 'resistance' (Hebdige 1979, Willis 1977,
Fiske 1989, Bradley 1992). From this perspective punk has been accorded more respect
than progressive rock and it is easy to grasp why: punk is identified as working class
while progressive rock is seen as middle class. Furthermore 'prog’ rock stands accused of
being a product of the major record companies, while punk represents DIY production
and small grass roots labels. What matters here is who makes music and who buys it; not
what it is. Condemnation of progressive rock is harder to justify on the basis of the music,
lyrics, style or even the ethical values espoused by its subculture. What seems more
important than all these however is that a genre can be enlisted into the revolutionary

project. Gracyk illustrates this with a pertinent example:

Whether with blue jeans or Madonna videos, consumers retain a vestige of
'popular force' that can counter prevailing ideologies with a progressive,
oppositional ideology at the level of living out 'everyday life'. John Lydon
becomes Johnny Rotten by buying a Pink Floyd shirt and scrawling 'I hate' above
the band's name.

(1996: 210)

! Italics and brackets from the original.
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Meanwhile the evacuated centre of popular music research is the music that we dare not

allow its say, that we cannot engage with directly. Middleton pursues the issue thus:

...by what criteria can any musical values be legitimated, other than in terms of
the participation of those involved?...Can we justify any musical evaluation? Is
any position preferable, any message more progressive than competing
messages? We recognize ourselves, our feelings, our bodies, our beliefs, our
social positions, in popular songs; but are these simply interchangeable images in
a gallery of optical illusions?

(Middleton 1990: 253)

In this area journalistic music criticism is much less squeamish and tendential value
judgements abound, but their rationales tend to be implicit and neither ideologically
reflexive nor musically observant, as quotes later in this chapter will demonstrate. In
more considered writing, value accorded is perhaps more revealed by what is studied and
what is neglected. Thus progressive rock has until recently received little attention
whereas punk has been lavishly circumscribed (Savage 1991, Sabin 1999, Hebidge 1979,
Laing 1997).> Meanwhile the former is still often referred to in passing as beyond the
pale. Stump describes 'witnessing...the cultural exile of all such music' (1997: 4), while
in the introduction to his 2002 collection of reappraisals of the genre Holm-Hudson
writes of 'critical vilification' (p. 5) and that: 'Today progressive rock is relegated to a
footnote in most rock histories and considered a symptom of 1970s excess rather than a
genre worthy of closer examination' (p. 2). In this the music media and academic writing

have been strangely concurrent.

Taking another look at the music of progressive and punk rock we may ask afresh: what

is/was so bad about one and so good about the other? Were such judgements ever actually

’Fora bibliography of punk which amongst many others specifically lists 22 academic books on the subject
see <http://thslone.tripod.com/punk-bibliography.html#cacademia>
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about the music? What is the role of accessibility in such judgements? Scott (2003: 80)
asks in relation to a different historical style: 'Is it at all possible, then, to take any steps
toward finding answers...in the current relativistic climate, or can we speak only of
differences rather than aesthetic values? Not only is the problem recognised but
comprehensive models for the textual analysis of popular music have been proposed and
descriptions of music are sometimes used (Tagg 2000, Middleton 2000, Hamm 2000,
Toynbee 2000). However the primacy of constructionism and relativism make such
engagement problematic. It matters here because, as has been noted in Chapter 1, from a
strict contextual position, perceptual musical accessibility would be a matter of cultural
literacy in a particular style. The 'musical experience' (Kramer 2002: 8) is ultimately
where the discussion of musical values and aesthetics must begin and in the direct impact
of music on human there are already capabilities, impressions and predispositions on
which cultural conditioning works. Accessibility depends on both the direct musical
experience and what has been culturally conditioned interacting in a way that makes the

listener receptive.

It is hoped in what follows to allow evident aspects of music such as texture, scope and
formal attributes to be recognised, compared and interrogated in terms of perceptual
accessibility. In this it is not intended to neglect the construction and historical origins of
meanings and these will be examined at length, addressing value systems in popular
music which, while having parallels with those in high art aesthetics, are in other ways
quite different. Another positional aspect - temporal location - will be further discussed in
the next chapter. However the musical material, while not being exhaustively described,

will be allowed an ontological force as far as meaning and accessibility are concerned.

It is important to differentiate between two kinds of value judgements. The first concerns
subjective judgements of worth, such as 'this music is worthless'. The second is more
descriptive, has an empirical element and includes such statements as 'this music is
aggressive'. Let us call these types of judgement 'subjective’ and 'descriptive' for the

purposes of this argument. There is substantial overlap between the two types because

95



both will differ from person to person and from context to context. However, whereas any
music might reasonably be described as 'worthless' by someone, the same is not
necessarily true of 'aggressive'. 'Descriptive’ judgements provide an opportunity to

compare music and the qualities thus acknowledged have a bearing on accessibility.

Progressive rock

During the 1970s, in a development of 1960s psychedelia and following the impetus of
The Beatles' Sgt Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band,® English rock music spread its
creative wings with longer pieces, often extending to a whole side of the then
predominant LP format. Compositions, concepts and production were involved and
sophisticated, lyrics intricate, expansive and sometimes surreal. The following are from

the Genesis album Foxirot:

iv. ~ HOW DARE I BE SO BEAUTIFUL:

Wandering in the chaos the battle has left,

We climb up the mountain of human flesh,

To a plateau of green grass, and green trees full of life.

A young figure sits still by her pool,

He's been stamped 'Human Bacon' by some butchery tool.
(He is you)

Social Security took care of this lad,

We watch in reverence, as Narcissus is turned to a flower.
A flower?

(Genesis: 'Supper's Ready")*

? (1967) EML.
* Foxtrott (1972) Charisma.

96



The music of the piece from which this comes proceeds in seven sections of contrasting
pace, timbre and style which follow one another without the silence one would expect
between conventional 'tracks'. Even within these sections there is not the intra-song
homogeneity typical of popular music. The work also modulates frequently. There are
instrumental interludes, sudden contrasts in texture, orchestration and dynamics as well as
poco a poco crescendi. At its most delicate, the instrumentation consists of one or two
instruments. The prelude 'Horizons' for instance is a thoughtfully structured tonal
instrumental piece, played by Steve Hackett in a technically accomplished fashion on
plucked six string, steel strung acoustic guitar. It is melodic, with hints of baroque
harmony and voice leading, and uses delicate harmonics as and integral effect for
expressive contrast. As 'Supper's Ready' proper gets underway the texture is expanded

with electric guitar and later mellotron and twelve string acoustic guitars.

There is relatively little melodic, harmonic or verbal repetition, certainly no hammered
home hook line chorus, although the melody from the lyrics quoted above, with their
jarring kaleidoscope of imagery from the Holocaust to Greek myth, their gender
confusion (‘her'/he") and cannibalism, has been pre-viewed in a flute and guitar interlude.
The love song lines from the first vocal section: 'And its hello babe, with your guardian
eyes so blue..." also return with their original melody near the end, suggesting closure.
This is musically thwarted however by a tutti finale of new material with lyrics
referencing the second coming (ideas from Revelation having appeared before) as if
through the prism of LSD hallucinations. The word '(continued)' is printed at the end of
the lyrics on the inside of the folding double sleeve, implying that even the 25 minutes
taken up by this piece including the prelude, filling a whole album side, are not enough to
encompass the work. The lyrics consist of a sequence of surreal and fantastic fragments,
sometimes in narrative form, sometimes addressed to the listener. The style ranges from
nonsense poetry word-play (‘To look for hidden doors, tidy floors, more applause') to
science fiction, to apocalyptic and hallucinational. A dynamic climax is prepared and
built towards on a 9/8 ostinato with the quaver beats divided into 4/3/2 ending in the full

flight band with bass, drums, rhythm guitars, hammond organ, layered vocals and lead
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guitar solo.

The whole is highly polished and extremely carefully performed and produced. There is a
pervasive surrealism which connects not only with surrealist art, but also with various
currents of modernist poetry. Progressive rock clearly aspired to art music levels of scope,
formal organisation and technical mastery. Drug inspired phantasmagoria alternated with
idealistic alternative visions to rationalised urban existence. Describing another piece in

the style, 'Roundabout' from Yes' Fragile album, Sheinbaum writes:

The nature imagery throughout the song, with its references to mountains, lakes
and valleys, suggests (as in much progressive rock) the pastoral utopia of a time
long ago, which stands in contrast to the dehumanising technology of modern
society.

(2002: 38)

Progressive rock matters partly because it represents an attempt by rock musicians to
create, with 'extraordinary fecundity' (Stump 1997: 4), expressions which went beyond
the simple formulae of rock 'n' roll and the popular love song, in the process addressing
an audience outside the traditional pop and rock constituency of working class teenagers.
Bands such as Yes, Deep Purple, Emerson Lake and Palmer, Pink Floyd and Genesis
represented a coming of age of an art form, closing the circle so that 'high' and 'low'
became represented within rock culture and not just between it and 'serious' music. The
punk backlash set its face resolutely against this development, demonstrating not only a
cultural pendulum swing of a kind that can be observed in many other spheres (see
Chapter 4), but also putting an effective cap on where rock could credibly go for a
considerable time. A comparison could be made with jazz in the immediate aftermath of
World War II, when be-bop took the form into an ambitious, challenging and less
accessible domain. This ultimately gave jazz an existence as a music of exploration and

non-commercialised expression, but it may also have hastened its demise as a genuinely
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popular form. Thus punk may have cut short rock's attempt to become a more expansive
and sophisticated genre, but saved its future as a strand of truly popular music for another

half a century at least.

The tide turns

On the paramusical level, the lancing of the boil, as punk ideology would have it, resulted
in the wholesale rejection not just of the musical developments of progressive rock and
the sartorial and tonsorial elements of long hair, paisley and flares, but also a whole
cluster of late hippy values, such as tolerance, love, social liberalism, anti-materialism
and pacifism. In Britain the short-lived punk heyday was followed by the advent of
Thatcherism which did its best to deliver a coup de grace to those very same values,
suggesting a very broad cultural and political about turn, encompassing apparently

extremely diverse groups (i.e. punks and 'middle England").

In April 1976, on the eve of the punk revolution, elaborate, polished rock music was
being lauded in the New Musical Express (NME), one of Europe's major music
publications. When a new album by 'orchestral-rock band' The Enid, who fit "...into the
area of Yes, Genesis...Vangelis and...Focus' was reviewed, it was described as an 'album
of extraordinary sophistication and professionalism...complex and ambitious' and
deserving of 'your serious consideration'.” During the sweltering summer of the same year,
a youth movement took shape, centred around a fetish clothes shop called 'Sex' in
London's King's Road, owned by Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood, which
spawned music that was the antithesis of the elaborate work of Genesis and The Enid;
short pieces, simple ideas, direct, provocative, preferably offensive lyrics and as little

playing technique as possible:

> New Musical Express, 17/4/1976, p. 23.
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Right now!
I am an antichrist,
I am an anarchist,
Don't know what I want,
But I know how to get it,
I wanna destroy,
The passerby,
Cause [ want to be in,
Anarchy.
(The Sex Pistols: 'Anarchy in the UK')®

The vocal is aggressively shouted over a simple and repetitive harmonic sequence
consisting mainly of major chords. These, in being moved with all notes in parallel, create
a slightly surprising effect, in the harmonic context, by going from F major to the tonic C
major via E major and D major, producing the non-diatonic notes G# and F#. There are
two instrumental sections, one of which has a melodic riff, a kind of vestigial guitar solo.
The instrumentation consists of voices, electric guitars, bass and drums and the piece
begins with just single voice and guitar. The textures thicken as the song progresses
however, including backing vocals and layered guitars, producing a good deal of textural
richness. 'Anarchy in the UK' never looses its rough edge or feeling of rhythmic
propulsion though. The guitar sounds are consistently distorted, the vocals always
belligerent, the drums rush little tom fills between the vocal lines which are prominent in

the mix. The piece ends abruptly on some feedback after just three and a half minutes.

Brevity and economy, as opposed to the lengthy and convoluted compositions of

® Never Mind the Bollocks Here's the Sex Pistols (1977) Sex Pistols Residuals/Virgin Records. The line 'the
passerby' is difficult to make out on the recording, but is given as here by Savage in England's Dreaming p.
253. The cover of the LP and the similar poster with the slogan: 'Never Mind the Bollocks here's the Sex
Pistols', was the subject of police prosecution and a subsequent court case with echoes of the D.H.
Lawrence (Lady Chatterley's Lover) obscenity trials in Britain and the USA in the early sixties. The band
won the case on the basis that the 'B' word is a venerable ancient word with instances of its use in texts
going back centuries and including the first translation of the Bible into English (Savage 1991).
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progressive rock, were explicitly perceived as virtues of punk. These, along with the lack
of concern for technique, opened it up to beginner musicians. The fanzine Sideburns

encouraged enthusiasts:

This is a chord
This is another
This is a third

Now form a band ’

There can be no clearer indication that Level I1I (participatory) accessibility was central to
the movement. Progressive rock required virtuosic playing, elaborate compositional
structures, lavish live presentation and extensive (and expensive) studio production.
Punk, on the other hand, required none of these as the Sideburns quote emphasises.
Energy and passion were seen as significantly more important than musical knowledge or
skill. Popular music was being re-appropriated by the young and spontaneous. The
encouragement of others to 'have a go' was an important element in the appeal of early
punk. At the first Manchester concert by the Sex Pistols, the small audience contained a
high proportion people who were later to be in successful bands themselves.® Amy
Spencer emphasises that apart from the usual rock concomitants of rebellion and

individuation:

...[punk] included...the idea that there should be no sense of elitism in
music...making [the] statement that music should be accessible to all: that it can
be easy to play and the audience should not just be stuck in the role of listener, of
consumer, but should be empowered to create their own music.

(2005: 227)

" Quoted in: Savage (1991: 280). The legend was actually accompanied by the tablature of three guitar
chords.

$ Where 1 live, Arts and Literature. Interview with David Nolan.
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/manchester/content/articles/2006/05/11/110506_sex_pistols_gig feature.shtml>
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This could give the impression that music was not actually the primary concern (recalling
the conflict between quality and accessibility in UK arts funding). In their first interview

the Sex Pistols proclaimed:

Actually we're not into music...we're into chaos. *

The collage effects of progressive rock also had their chaotic aspect, but were too
carefully orchestrated (literally) to be out of control. The dicey side of punk contributed,
as with early rock n' roll, to initial disinterest and incomprehension by the major record
companies. But a single was relatively cheap to produce in short runs of 500 to a few
thousand and music in the new punk style could be recorded at low cost. This was in
obvious opposition to the lavishly produced LPs of the major bands of the time. Thus the
mainstream music business could be bypassed. In Britain, punk became the new
youth/subculture, which brought with it a network of small independent labels such as
Stiff and Rough Trade. Before long the 'majors' saw that there were profits to be made
and started to sign punk bands. There is a parallel here with acid house and trance music
in the 1990s. It could be produced on new, cheaper recording equipment, distributed on
vinyl and played in clubs, avoiding major companies and their gatekeeper A&R
departments. Thus new styles and audiences can develop. The industry then realises that it
is losing revenue and has to catch up, appropriating and profiting from the very trend it at
first resisted, by imitating ideas, signing key bands and buying up successful small labels.
In this way the major music companies reassert their control and virtual monopoly
position without, one could argue, having taken the risk of supporting innovative young
musicians. Another reading of this pattern would be as cycles of (LIII) accessibility. As
established styles become codified and entrenched, the space for newcomers to intervene
and make an impact, to participate in the music and style discourse, becomes marginal. A
new subgenre with different production criteria can offer an opening for new music and

ideas.

? Quoted in Savage (1991: 152).
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The Sex Pistol's disdain for the pop establishment was expressed in their lyric 'l use the
NME"®, and the song 'EMI Unlimited Edition'." The NME obviously loved to be (ab)-
'used', for it became instrumental in furthering the Pistol's cause and promoting the new

aesthetic. In 1978 it published the following, rich with irony:

It is, perhaps, inevitable that Foreigner are massively successful: this record
contains an alarmingly high cliché count and is exceptionally slickly produced.

How can fame and fortune possibly elude them?'?

It is clear that sophisticated production and commercial success are nof seen as virtues
here. An oppositional stance towards the music industry, often while actually being at the
heart of it, has long been cultivated by many musicians and journalists who see
themselves as representing values beyond and outside those of mere commercialism
(Frith 1983: 52-5). Such 'oppositional’ values include artistic integrity (as it would also be
recognised by those in non-popular sectors of culture), proximity to fans and the street,
constituting a kind of youth grass roots 'authenticity', and a critical stance towards social
norms and consumerism. There is a strong feeling amongst fans, musicians and
commentators, that there is something genuine, honest and valuable in rock music's
simplicity and directness; in an uncompromising, rebellious, anti-establishment stance.
Gracyk refers to 'the ideals of truth and authenticity connecting fans to the music' (1996:

207). In other words this aspect of the music has a moral value.

' Also on 'Anarchy in the UK,
"' Track 8, Never Mind the Bollocks Here's the Sex Pistols. (1977) Sex Pistols Residuals/Virgin Records.
> New Musical Express, 7/8/1978. "Foreigner: 'Cold as Ice'." P.17.
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Rock Values

Blues

'Blues...has been widely influential, indeed formative, on the development of rock,'
(Middleton 1990: 43) and through its relationship to its blues precursor, rock is
inextricably bound up with outsider values. It is identified with the accuser, the
unsophisticated, the proletarian, the artless, the wronged, the challenger of the
establishment. Middleton has argued that in blues 'the effects of this are apparent in the
musical form itself — in disjunctive structures, an immanently contradictory musical
language and a commitment to "authentic" self-expression’.” The perception amongst
devotees, who included many successful early British rock musicians, was that a Delta
blues singer, with tales of jail, poverty and betrayal in love, cannot but speak the truth.
'Blues...is commonly regarded as centrally to do with the expression of alienated
subjectivity caught within oppressive social structures." Virtuosic playing technique or
sophisticated equipment would undermine credibility, turn the musician into an operator,
a manipulator, rather than a conduit for emotional reality. These words, compelling in
their thymeless beauty, may serve as an illustration of some of the crucial values of the

form. They are accompanied by a single, slow acoustic guitar:

Darling take me as [ am,
Or no way at all,

[ am poor,

I don't have a nickel,

No place to call my own,

but if you love me,

B Loc. cit.
' Loc. cit.
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That's all that matter,
And I love you.

I'm not rich darling,
I don't have fancy clothes,
But if you love me, every night

That's all I care for.

b

I don't care for money,
Neither fancy clothes,
All I care for,

Is your love.

(John Lee Hooker: 'Take Me as I Am') °

In this recording Hooker does not usually sound any guitar notes while he is singing,
leaving the lyrics only accompanied by his tapping foot. The guitar playing in between the
lines is very relaxed, with plenty of notes which only half speak. The impression of the
whole is that it is as unadulterated and unpolished as the narrator portrays himself to be in

the words of the song.
One of the tensions within sophisticated European rock music arises from the credibility
gap faced by white middle class young men appropriating an originally black proletarian

form. A review of a Genesis single from the NME in July 1978 asks:

Anybody hate Mellotrons, well-modulated English art-rock voices and civilised

sludge rock as much as I do? '

It is easy to see how punk was perceived to be implicitly closer to blues values than the

B This is Hip (1980) Charly Records Ltd.. This track recorded in 1960.
'®  New Musical Express, 8/7/1978. "Genesis, many too many." P.17.
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rather involved and polished work being produced by Yes and Genesis under the banner

of progressive rock. John J. Sheinbaum pinpoints the problem:

Rock's roots are wrapped up in notions of the natural and simple, and a second
stage of vital maturity occurs in the 1960s rock of the politically conscious
counter culture. But progressive rock, which supposedly eschews those roots in
favour of ‘artistic' complexities, results in a 'hollow emptiness', in a degeneration

of rock's former glory.

(2002: 23)

The suspicion of technique and complexity has pre-echoes in art music criticism. Adorno,
in a section entitled 'Fetishism of the Means' writes of Stravinsky's all too clever technical
showmanship, that the overbearing effects 'no longer aim to elicit, but are performed and
enjoyed in abstraction, like a somersault, for no aesthetic purpose' (1997 [1949]: 159)."

Frith cites 'emptiness’ as one of the faults seen by pop musicians in some pop music:

Bad musicians indulge in form at the expense of content, make music that 'has
nothing to say' but says it elaborately anyway. Their music is not made for any
good reason but merely as a display of technical ability; such musicians play

something only to show that they can.

(Frith 1996: 257)

The implication is that virtuosity, while meant to impress, can hide a lack of something
else. Sheinbaum describes the perception that it is not just a sign of an absence of

meaning, but a barrier to communication:

Self-consciousness is at issue here; 'authentic' artists engage their music

intuitively, while these musicians highlight surface virtuosity simply because they

17" Author's translation.
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can. Their music is always mediated by technical display, which stands between
artist and audience, and distances listeners from the music.

(2002: 22)

A single review from the post-'prog' NME, this time of the punk band the Buzzcocks'

Love You More', extols the virtues of the direct aesthetic:
A short review for a short record (1 minute 43 seconds): 'Love You More' has a

dance beat, a neat guitar hook, an air of breathless romance and a quality of

sardonic innocence. It'd make a great hit."

Directness, sophistication and authenticity

Thus a clear picture emerges of the valorisation of simplicity and brevity in rock music.
Such qualities are associated with ideas of authenticity and can be subsumed under the
term 'directness'. It is proposed that this may be juxtaposed with 'sophistication'. Table 2
attempts to represent some of the values, attributes and entities which are associated with

the opposing poles of the direct and the sophisticated in rock.

'® New Musical Express, 8/7/1978. "Buzzcocks: 'Love you More'." P.17
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Table 2: Directness and Sophistication in Rock

Directness Sophistication
Dionysian Apollonian
Cheap Expensive
Oppositional Establishment
Revolution Status quo
Independent label Big business
Shocking Soothing

Roots International
Young/new old

Honest Manipulative
Vulnerable Well established
Innocent Calculating
Rough Smooth
Working class English Middle class English
Visceral Cerebral
Artless playing Flashy playing
Short Long

Simply produced Carefully produced
Frugal Lavish

Chaos Order
Immediate Rehearsed
Authentic Contrived

The 'direct' versus 'sophisticated' dichotomy also runs through the technological aspects of
popular music. On the side of sophistication we have the production of technically

immaculate digital master tapes, made with every finesse available to the genius producer
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in the modern music laboratory, or studio, which are then sold on the space age,
shimmering CD. On the other side we find among pop fans and players much fetishising
of old technology, such as valve amplifiers, vintage instruments, analogue equipment and
sound carriers, and 'dirty' sampled sounds from old recordings.'” Whatever the attractions
of particular sounds and gadgets, it must be remembered that today's dirty old recording

was yesterday's 'state of the art' wonder.

Often the difference is illusory and what appears to be rough and immediate is actually
achieved with great care and effort. Chris Thomas produced 'Anarchy in the UK', one of
the Sex Pistols' first singles, and the wild sound achieved needed twenty-one guitar over-
dubs (Savage 1991: 245-246). The same producer had mixed Pink Floyd's Dark Side of
the Moon,” one of the smoothest, most sophisticated works of the pre-punk era. The
interplay between directness and sophistication is one between and within rock genres. On
the track '"Mother' on the 1979 album Join Hands, Siouxsie, part of the punk movement
from the start, sings two similar texts 'simultancously' (represented as mirroring each
other on the inner sleeve).”’ One is a homage to 'Mother', the other subverts the message,
one is clear, the other heavily effected. In the background is a musical box playing 'Oh
Mein Papa', a German World War I popular song about 'Father', referencing the album's
recurring theme of that war as well as the 'parent' issue. Here is an intricate and
multilayered piece, three years into the punk revolution. The next track on the same
album, 'Lord's Prayer' is an extended improvisation 14 minutes long. Although it does not
stray far from the key centre of E major (the 'home' key for guitars) it explores different
distorted guitar textures while Souxsie wails quotes from the eponymous prayer, as well
as interposing lines from popular songs and nursery rhymes. No less self-indulgent than
any progressive rock track it is even less accessible, combining as it does length and

verbal disjuncture with abrasiveness and a lack of musical contrast which can easily result

" See also Thomas Leddy's paper on "Everyday Surface Aesthetic Qualities: 'Neat', 'Messy', 'Clean’,

'Dirty", particularly the long quotation of an e-mail from Stan Godlovitch giving musical examples for
Leddy's thesis. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 53:3 pp. 260-261.

X Dark Side of the Moon (2003[1973]) EML

! Sjouxsie and the Banshees, Join Hands (1979) Polydor.
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in boredom. It appears that principles of brevity and directness are difficult to sustain
given the artistic impulse to explore. Frith (1983: 160) sees a split taking place in punk
after 1977 between what he calls 'punk populism' and a 'punk vanguard'. The former
stayed locked in the position of keeping the music rough and simple, while resisting
commercialisation. The latter, Frith cites the Gang of Four as the prime example, became
'more interested in musical meaning itself, in the assumptions that bound subcultures

together'.

Circumspection is called for, not just in taking the apparent simplicity of punk at face
value, but also in evaluating its precursors and influences. The exposing of supposedly
'authentic' lineages, roots and meanings of musical styles as 'constructions' is a common
strategy.” Here is Middleton (1990: 143) laying bare 'a familiar story of folkloristic
distortion which brought with it predictable myths of 'authenticity' [which] insisted that
real bluesmen were old illiterate, blind, toothless, and ideally had a colourful or criminal

background':

The evidence is now strong that blues was not born in the 'folk' mists of pre-
history but developed at the same time as, and in interaction with, the songster
repertories of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ragtime, early
jazz, and the first major black successes in commercial entertainment; that it
developed in an urban as much as a rural context; that professional performance,
and dissemination and codification by records, played vital roles. It was necessary
to ignore all this — to extract and privilege a part of the repertory, to idealize it, to
write the history backwards, from the 'survivals' fo the (reconstructed) origins,
and to 'museumize' the music (for 'folk blues' was always about to die out).

(Middleton 1990: 143)

Before pursuing the question of what the consequences of a constructed 'authentic' may be

** Hobsbawm and Ranger's (eds) 1983 The Invention of Tradition is seminal to this current of ideas.
Harker's Fakesong: the Manufacture of British 'Folksong' (1985) is a relevant example.
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for this enquiry, let us first ask how a perceived quality of 'actual’ authenticity may affect
the potential accessibility (particularly at Level II - reception) of a genre. In the authentic
listeners feel they are hearing something real, or at least the representation of something
real’; be it emotion, experience, history, tradition or ethnic identity. Clearly the real is
valuable, who would have a fake ring rather than a gold one. Thus the quality of realness
gives the attractiveness of value, which may be heightened by ideas of rarity (folk is dying
out) and given yet further enhancement by the status of connoisseurship to be accrued by
knowledge of it. Thus the 'real' and 'genuine’ item has a number of attractive points which
can make it desirable. A closely related property of an 'authentic' practice would be
honesty. A salesman will make his pitch fit the customer in order to make the sale, not
necessarily telling the whole truth in the process. The accessibility of the commodified
may be seductive but is to be treated guardedly, with suspicion. 'Authentic' art is
supposedly not made for commercial gain; it speaks 'from the heart'. As listeners then, we
are not expecting to be deceived or mislead or seduced, but are party to a frank expression

of human feeling; making us accepting and receptive.

One of the fundamentals of 'authenticity' in music is that it connects to a particular
cultural hinterland. In the case of English folk-song this would be agricultural rural
England, in the case of the blues it is the post-slavery, pre-civil rights Afro-American
experience. Often the perceived origin of the music is thousands of miles and hundreds of
years away from its actual birthplace as with reggae and samba which are frequently seen
as African by their practitioners and listeners. Popular genres which are primarily located
in the present may still have this sense of an idealised cultural origin, which in their case
is the subcultural sphere; the cluster of values, styles, choreographies, drugs, fantasies and
attitudes which defines each of them. What all these different 'origins' have in common is
that they provide a kind of imagined home, a place of belonging, more ephemeral than the
actual community of fans and musicians, but more significant in the imagination and
reaching deeper into the mythically constructed identity of the subject, answering deep
subjective needs. For listeners who do not have a perceived connection with the 'cultural

hinterland' a musical genre represents, supposed 'authenticity' can be a bearer of exotic
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fascination and/or a salient and attractive pole of identity, perhaps preferable to the one

offered by their immediate situation.

Having allowed the assumption of 'authenticity' to lead us, it is now time to take the
opposite tack and ask: if the genuineness of the blues and the extrapolated directness of
punk are indeed 'constructions', what bearing does this have on their accessibility.
Constructions are always constructed to a purpose. They answer a need. Thus for Afro-
descendents in the New World reggae represents a link to Africa in an often alienating
and difficult contemporary context. For Vaughan Williams English folk-song was the
national musical wellspring he sought. In such cases, asking how the music is accessible
is putting the cart before the horse. The musical culture is constructed to order, as it were,
and not surprisingly is welcomed by those who felt the need for it initially, and those

whom they represent and work to.

When a musical history or identity is deconstructed and the intertextual layers, ideologies
and meanings are deciphered, one is sometimes left with the impression that the
commonly held narrative was completely bogus, almost that there are no actual roots. If a
careful reconstruction of style development were to be undertaken, taking into account
every possible detail, some of the original 'authentic' components would have to be
replaced; some English folk songs are modal and ancient and rural (Bearman 2000), some
elements of contemporary New World black music do link with Africa (Kubik 1999,
Fryer 2000), and many of the people involved with it are really of African descent. Some
blues singers really were poor, blind or had been to jail. Frequently the 'constructions'

have some basis in fact.
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The Value of Shock

Punk, shock and the avant-gardes

Blues and rock simplicity, directness and perceived authenticity are not the only sources
of punk ethics and aesthetics. Much has been made of the class based, politically charged
anti-capitalist stance of the movement (Hebdige 1979, Frith 1983, Savage 1991). But
there are also traces of romantic Sturm und Drang in its emphasis for genuine feeling and
a yet stronger connection with the modernist avant-gardes, with their emphases on shock
and resisting commodification. Punk can be seen as a revolt against smooth,
sophisticated, 'safe’ rock music, against complacency and hippy artiness, against both
liberal laxness and ossified establishment values, but more than anything it was out to
shock and to provoke with forceful stimuli, offensive behaviour, obscenity and the

breaching of social taboos.*

Malcolm McLaren, mentor and manager of the Sex Pistols, spent much of the sixties in
various London art schools including Chelsea and Goldsmiths, at times under
pseudonyms in order to receive further grant money. At these institutions he was exposed
to and participated in an explosive mixture of political radicalism and avant-garde art
(Savage 1991: 24). Situationist International was one group of performance artists closely
associated with the 1968 student revolt in Paris whose publications McLaren read, or
looked at, because his French was not good.** Early Punk was linked with performance
art and British art schools, which encouraged such experimentation from the 1960s, the
latter having been the alma mater of many pop musicians (much more so than British

music colleges and university music departments). Punk has in common with modernist

¥ A good example is the punk audience habit of spitting at performing bands. Spitting at another person is
regarded as one of the most offensive social acts. In punk it briefly became subverted into a kind of
applause. Bands would variously try in vain to stop the fans doing this, or they would protect themselves by
wearing raincoats and sunglasses.

* Ibid.: 30.
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avant-gardes, such as performance art, a love of shock.? This has a venerable tradition in

popular music:

It would not be difficult to construct a lineage of 'shock’ within the history of jazz
and rock, from the esoteric lyrics and quotations of some Harlem jazz in the
1920s and 1930s, through 'scat' and 'jive', and the 'noise' of rock ' roll, to the
calculated unpredictabilities of punk.

(Middleton 1990: 43)

Clearly there are different kinds of shock in representations and cultural expressions.
Shock can be elicited by forceful colours or sounds, unusual combinations or all too
literal representations of aspects of reality such as swearing (that peculiarly British
concern) sex and violence. In these cases the shock may be a source of visceral
excitement, or salience, which may heighten the attractiveness and therefore the
accessibility of the art. On the other hand these powerful stimuli can be perceived as
overbearing or repulsive. The reaction will depend largely on the relative social and

cultural position of the recipient and their personality traits.

Peter Biirger states that in 'avant-garde movements, shocking the recipient becomes the
dominant principle of artistic intent' (1984: 18). We only have to think of Damien Hirst's
sawn off cows, or the music of any number of avant-garde composers from George
Antheil to John Cage to illustrate this. One of Adorno's reservations about Berg's Wozzeck
was that; "The certainty of form turns out to be a medium for absorbing shock' (1997
[1949]: 37).%° One source of shock frequently found in avant-garde works is the absence

of completeness which would allow an integrated understanding:

*  Writers such as Mark Sinker (1999) have also emphasised the irony of much punk iconography and

expression appealing to multiple layers of double-think to excuse the lionisation of Myra Hindley and the
wearing of swastikas. Whether such inversions of meaning were fully intentional from the point of view of
youth at the time is debateable. More likely there was a play with symbols for the sake of shock.

** My translation.
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The avant-gardiste work neither creates a total impression that would permit an
interpretation of its meaning nor can whatever impression may be created be
accounted for by recourse to the individual parts, for they are no longer
subordinated to a pervasive intent. This refusal to provide meaning is experienced
as shock by the recipient.

(Btirger 1984: 80)

Elided or refused meaning can have the attraction of intellectual intrigue, an interpretative
game or even humour, all potentially aids to access at Level II. However, in many
circumstances and for a wide section of the population avant-garde works of this nature

simply engender indifference or rejection.

If in the modernist avant-gardes, shock is frequently the result of impenetrability, this is
by no means always the case. Musical minimalism, for instance tends to use simple
elements repetitively, which develop slowly. But this music is still infuriating for some
because of its 'boringness'; its lack of contrast, modulation and cadence. There is no
question of not understanding the elements, but an inability to gain perceptual purchase
through structural grouping or variety. Another example of shock not dependent on
difficulty in interpretation would be pornography. Here there is absolutely no ambiguity
in what is being represented, and yet this type of image is often perceived as extremely
shocking. Thus shocking content can range from the all-too-obvious to the not-obvious-
enough and there is a ready opportunity to make the simplistic connection; between
blatant and popular on the one hand, and elusive and art on the other. However, some of
the images of photographer Robert Mapplethorpe, while firmly established in an art
context, drew fervent criticism for their supposedly pornographic content (Vance 1995).
On the other hand, punk clothes, with their eclectic bricolage of elements, were difficult
to interpret for the contemporary public. Indeed the previously described song 'Mother’,
by Siouxsie and the Banshees, would be a musical example of a similar procedure,
despite the clear identification of the punks with the low rather than high-brow, even
within the pop field.
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Dave Laing's seminal work on punk discusses its shock element with reference to, among
others, Benjamin and Adorno, calling attention to the former's distinction between being
able to neutralise the effect of shock by virtue of a 'shock defence', and exposing oneself
more directly and integrating the shock into consciousness. Defence is seen as a kind of
evasion of what the artwork is able to impart. It is a sign of the inability to digest shock,
which produces trauma (Laing 1997: 414). This trauma is what Barthes calls 'a
suspension of language, a blocking of meaning'.?’ Later Laing refers to Adorno's view
that atonality was rejected by the masses because of their 'refusal to face up to the truth
about their lives'.*® Shock then, if it can be properly received, is seen as a bearer of truth,
as a way of making the subject understand and learn about reality. Biirger explains that:
'Shock is aimed for as a stimulus to change one's conduct of life' (1984: 80). Following
the argument in Chapter 2, which established the connection between accessibility and
use, such shockingness will open the way to accessibility for those who are receptive to,
or indeed in search of, such a personal growth or change outcome. It is opposed to art
which lulls and seduces and makes us suspend our disbelief. Brecht's approach to drama
is relevant here, 'critical distance' being the aim rather than identification with a character.
In fact one of the major thrusts of the modern movement in the arts has been to seek out
the startlingly new and combat any complacent enjoyment of the merely beautiful for its
own sake. Beauty ceased to be a sufficient or even relevant criterion of artistic value,

becoming instead suspect and largely replaced by shock as a positive value.

Thus shock can be a sign of truth but, insofar as there is a difference, it has also become a
sign of true art. Applied art may want to attract our attention through shock, because at
some level it usually wants to sell (either itself or some associated product). But it would
not usually want to shock to the point of repelling an audience since to do so would be
counterproductive. In the 'high' art sphere, there is value in repelling recipients as it

apparently confirms the art's status as being outside the commercial realm and conveys

" Quoted in Laing (1997: 414).
* Loc. cit.
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exclusivity on the artistic coterie. However, there is an analogous strategy observable in
some popular music. This can be partly to similarly distance the music from overt
commodification but also, as mentioned previously, because repelling certain listeners

confirms the subcultural status of the in-group the music is aimed at:

...alignment with the musician's strategy of provocation must include a pleasure
in the awareness of how the other, ‘traumatized' listener will be
discomforted...Punk is not alone here. Much 'youth' music or music of outrage
depends on its fans not so much being outraged or scandalized themselves, but on
their awareness of the results of unpleasant listening in other people.

(Laing 1997: 419)

This clearly demonstrates two important features of musical accessibility at Level II, the
reception level. Firstly, what is accessible to A may not be accessible to B. Some reasons
for this have been alluded to, such as personality traits and relative (sub)cultural distance.
But secondly, it may be the very inaccessibility of the music to B which makes it
interesting and useful to A. Again, this can work in several ways, such as the pleasure in
another's discomfort mentioned by Laing, or the cultural 'superiority’ demonstrated by
Bourdieu. In punk the intention to be abrasive is certainly heightened beyond the normal

shock of a new pop genre:

...there is the case of the voice which repels the listener's hope for identification
by its 'unpleasing' character. Historically, this is always one effect of innovation
in popular music — the introduction of material from a discourse outside the
mainstream 1is recognised by many as 'unmistakable'. But some punk rock seems
to re-double this effect by presenting itself as a challenge to the listener, as an act,
not of a new version of the popular vocal tradition, but of defiance of that
tradition's broadly ingratiating stance towards its audience. There is then a
distinction between, say, early Elvis Presley, where the 'traumatizing' shock-

effect was an unintended by-product of the novelty of the vocal style, and the Sex
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Pistols, where the provocation of the 'boring old farts' among listeners was often
built-in the lyrics, as the second-person addressees, as well as in the tone of the
singing voice.

(Laing 1997: 418)

Many musics, particularly pop subculture genres such as punk, at least initially define
themselves, and gain their validation through, who they offend as much as through who
they attract, because their purpose is in part to define a new and young social group or
subculture. In order to establish this it is important not just to know who is a member
(those who wear the right clothes, like the music and share values and attitudes) but who

is outside (and finds the music inaccessible).

The accessibility of pain

One form of shock inherent in punk was its celebration of pain and death. Words from

Siouxsie and the Banshees' 'Premature Burial':

Red and white carnations
Can't intoxicate my brain
This blissful suffocation

It is driving me to pain®
In a similar vein, and from the same album:
Can [?-stick skewers in my skin

and whirl a dervish spin

Can I ?7-set myself on fire

¥ Join Hands (1979) Polydor.
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to prove some kind of desire

(Siouxsie and the Banshees: 'Icon")

The pleasure in violence and self-injury opens up the possibility of the enjoyment and
therefore the accessibility of pain, destruction and death as themes in music and its

performance. Jean-Frangois Lyotard writes:

Beauty gives a positive pleasure. But there is another kind of pleasure that is
bound to a passion stronger than satisfaction, and that is pain and impending
death. In pain the body affects the soul.

(1991: 99)

Both everyday life and art furnish plentiful examples of the attractiveness of discomfort,
pain and risk: eating very spicy food, or listening to extremely loud distorted music for
instance. We are again reminded of sensation seeking as a personality trait that would
make these kinds of behaviour seem attractive, therefore rendering them accessible. The
enjoyment of frightening or violent images relates to this and has multiple precursors in
western and non-western culture such as attendance at executions and Roman circuses, to
which the popularity of horror films is an analogous contemporary phenomenon. Many
children like being frightened by stories told in the comfort of bed. There is also a
glamour in war which was more acknowledged in art before the full horror of modern
global conflicts was documented in photographs and film. In literature acts generally
condemned and regarded as sordid (particularly at the time) have been extolled as
beautiful and desirable, notably by Jean Genet and the Marquis de Sade. It has been
mentioned in Chapter 2 that the sensation seeking personality dimension is partly
predicated on the notion of an optimal level of arousal. Optimal level of arousal (OLA)

theories

...have been widely used to account for the interest in stimuli that can elicit

anxiety, depression, anger and disgust. According to OLA theories, even arousal
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of negative emotions can be positively reinforcing because it takes us up to a
level of arousal that is optimal or just a little beyond that level.

(Zuckerman 1994: 199)

So far the activities and stimuli mentioned do not immediately or directly threaten the
subject. Injuring oneself however crosses this line. Rodham reports that 'Deliberate self-
harm is common in adolescents with an estimated 25,000 presentations annually to
general hospitals in England and Wales'.*® One can only surmise that this must be the tip
of an iceberg since 'delicate cutting' or 'parasuicide' are frequently furtive activities. In
Rodham's survey 13.2% of school pupils reported committing self-injury. The imagery of
self-harm is central to punk style with razor blades as accessories and safety pins poked
through facial tissue being common, as well as slashed clothes with zips in inappropriate
places which might open like a self-inflicted wound. This could be seen as homologous to
the brutality conveyed by the distortion, aggression and careless force of the music itself.
In performance punk bands would sometimes self-harm and spitting was part of an
aggressive band-audience relationship which frequently spilled over into open violence.
Furthermore the fetish wear which formed part of the style and which was purveyed by
Westwood and McLaren's original 'Sex' shop, is obviously associated with
sadomasochism. Like many facets of the punk revolution these features have had a lasting
impact on popular culture. Piercings have since become widely used, as have tattoos
which may be linked less directly but continue the theme of self-adornment involving
pain. Many punk tropes have also found their way into the goth style, which remains
popular and is associated with contemporary rock subgenres.’' Goths use piercings and
cultivate a corpse-like appearance which recalls the pallor also favoured by punks.

Siouxsie's look was not far removed from that of present day goths.

% Rodham, K. and Hawton, K. et al. (2002) "Deliberate self-harm in adolescents: a self report survey in
schools in England" <http://bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/325/7374/1207>

*! Goths have other antecedents apart from punks, such as 1970s rock star Alice Cooper and Blues man
Screamin' Jay Hawkins both of whom employed death references in their work.
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There are many different situations which involve organisms putting themselves at risk,
exposing themselves to discomfort or actually causing harm or injury to their bodies. The
intention here is not to equate these with each other. Distinctions have to be made
between, say, self-flagellation with religious intent of the kind that was practised among
medieval Christians and which is also seen at Islamic festivals and demonstrations, and
flagellation in a sexual sadomasochistic context. A teenager self-harming as a way of
dealing with unbearable emotional tension would be yet another, different motivation.
Even within each of these contexts there may be significant differences of intent. A monk
torturing his own flesh may be doing so in order to punish himself for a sin committed.
Alternatively it may be a way of suppressing sensual desire, a manifestation of corporality
denied, or the intention can be ascesis for the sake of self-discipline and spiritual
elevation. While we can split and split again motivations into category and sub-category,
it would be ill-advised to ignore the converse possibility of tangential links. Is it
impossible that someone using self-violence in a religious situation is also cathartically
relieving emotional tensions? Would it not also be plausible that these might be linked to
sexuality in some way and thus take on a kind of sublimated or perverted sexual

significance?

The whole constellation of types of self-harm is important in the discussion of
accessibility because it means we are reminded that people will not only seek out
fundamentally pleasant experiences. Actions which are deleterious, or even potentially
fatal, are sometimes deliberately engaged in. The multilayered nature of self-harm
motivations is also instructive for framing the debate on the attractiveness, or at least
acceptability, of 'aversive' elements in music as it suggests that reasons for this are likely

to be multifarious.
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What is Accessible in 'Prog' and Punk?

Contextualism revisited

At the beginning of this chapter the problem of judgments concerning music from a
radical position of relativism and constructionism was discussed. In many ways the fall
from grace of progressive rock in the columns of the NME and the historical explanation
of notions of rock authenticity support the by now standard reading of positional,
ideologically and culturally constructed meaning. Where the present argument departs
somewhat from such readings is in the contention that despite the above explanations and
demonstrations, late 'prog' rock and early punk differed radically in terms of scope,
harmony, structure, texture and dynamics, and that for all the constructed components of
their meaning they could not have stood in for each other. Although both styles are firmly
anchored in a rock tradition the contrasts between them are striking. John Lydon's
delivery on 'Anarchy in the UK' is aggressive in a way that retains a meaning beyond
contextual readings because it relates to an expression of anger that most humans will
have experience of. There are many possible reactions to the Sex Pistol's song, including
nostalgia (such as Sandi Thom's 2006 hit that links punk with the 'revolution' of the late
19605‘.),32 but would it be easy to find someone who would describe it as 'mellow', or who
would play it as background to a family meal? Could it arouse similar or interchangeable
reactions to the controlled Genesis Guitar prelude 'Horizons', even in those unfamiliar

with rock and western music in general?

This point is being made forcefully not because it is proposed to return to a 'blunt
acceptance of...the humanist notion of an inner expressive essence in music' (Scott 2003:
3), but because it is argued that when positional, contextual and ideological contingencies
have been exhaustively argued out there may be a ‘remainder’ (Kramer 2002: 8). This

remainder is where the musical structures connect with human beings and there are

32

'I wish I was a Punk Rocker (with Flowers in My Hair)' (2006) Sony BMG. The range of phenomena
mentioned in her song suggest that, as much of the discussion about punk, it is not particularly about music.
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fundamental resonances between some aspects of one and the other. Clearly it would be
difficult to isolate this remainder; we would have to imagine decontextualised music
finding a virgin ear. Music on the internet, and/or music from an alien culture may
sometimes come close to this. What is proposed is that this more direct form of
signification and connecting, while it may operate at what may be regarded as a basic
level (e.g. psycho-physics, sexuality, memory ceiling effects, gestalt, echoes of mother-
child interactions), and while it may be covered by layer upon layer of contextual

meaning, is potentially always present.

High - low; 'prog' - punk?

The concept of high — low oppositions within all societies suggested by the opening quote
of the chapter can usefully be extended to competing aesthetic paradigms within and
between pop subcultures or scenes. It is not difficult to find other related pairings in this
area, between maturing sophisticated forms and thrusting youthful re-definitions for
instance. We might juxtapose soul and hip-hop in this way, crooners and rock "' roll,”
techno and brit pop. Middleton points out that 'sociologists have noted the emergence of
an Adornian distinction between '"commercial manipulation” and avant-garde

"authenticity" within the discourse of the jazz and rock communities themselves' (1990:

43). Fisher also refers to high/low divisions operating within popular music:

Young consumers of rock music today distinguish many genres just within
electronic pop music: jungle, rave, house, deep house, tech house, drum and bass,
ambient, trip hop, big beat, bhangra, acid, and they do so to embrace some and
reject others. They regard some forms of pop music as superior and ultra-

sophisticated and other forms as beneath contempt.

(2001: 412)

% See Cohn (1996: 61) for an account of pre-rock complacency in England.
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As with examinations that attempt to find a clear dividing line between high and popular
art of any kind, close analysis tends to smudge the distinction and relativate any
unequivocal contrasts. One can usually find examples of the 'pure’ amongst the 'impure’,
and vice versa. Sheinbaum warns against the risk of oversimplification stemming from an

approach seeking to impose a high-low dichotomy;

The different systems of musical value that are commonly used to evaluate 'high'
and 'low' music may describe a sort of musical purity, but such descriptions are
ultimately thin ones, for they either fail to capture the multiple currents in much
of the music around us or lead us to conclude that this music is somehow lacking.
Part of why progressive rock is intriguing and exciting is because the style brings
these contradictions, inconsistencies and tensions among multiple value systems
to the fore.

(Sheinbaum 2002: 29)

Perhaps because these tensions became untenable, the history examined in this chapter
suggests a readjustment in favour of accessibility in the form of directness. One way to
read this process in the context of popular music is to call to mind the supposed locus of
the genre as a whole as being the popular with accessibility as one of its defining
attributes. From this point of view pieces lasting 25 minutes with esoteric lyrics had
simply exceeded the boundaries of the accessible and were therefore inevitably discarded
by the mainstream popular music media. The impression of pretentiousness is usually
deadly in pop music, and yet, considering the highly eccentric stylised modes of dress and
behaviour often displayed by performers and hard core fans, easily fallen into. When such
eccentricity has the shock and novelty value of being fresh, it may be granted the kudos of
cutting edge creativity, but once stale, the ridiculous aspects of such excesses are thrown

into sharp relief.

In the early days of rock 'n' roll the music was associated with the young working class.
Since generations have since grown up with the various rock waves and offshoots, it now
represents a wide swathe if western culture. Different age and social groups, subcultures

124



and specialist interests form a patchwork of taste communities all under the banner of
rock. If we draw the net wider and include everything which might be classed as popular
music, from country 'n' western to electronica, we are faced with a huge panoply of styles.
In academic music research, popular music is still discussed with a wary eye on serious
music, which represents the majority pursuit here. However, amongst the many popular
music subgenres, the field of reference is more likely the various bands and artists within
a particular style and perhaps beyond that in the neighbouring idioms. Thus in jazz,
players of contemporary instrumental jazz may be dismissive of the heavily marketed
vocal jazz of Norah Jones and Jamie Cullum (dismissed partly for their accessibility) and
the ever popular 'trad’. They may admire and even co-opt the work of singer song-writers
such a Joni Mitchell, but many other styles such as indie rock and death metal would
usually simply be outside their terms of reference. We can discern the operation of myriad
fissures analogue to the 'classic' high art — low art™® opposition, engaged in a highly
complex interplay of balance and counterbalance within and between popular music
genres and subgenres, with the accessibility — inaccessibility axis being one of the central

paradigms of this intricate system.

Summary

It can be argued that 1970s rock music had become overly complex and sophisticated by
1976, had lost touch with the 'bluesy' roots of rock, no longer excited the 'kids in the
street' and was swept away by something more exciting, relevant and accessible. There
can be little doubt that at Level I punk was easier to hear live and cheaper to buy than
progressive rock. At Level III, the participation level, access was also facilitated and

many aspiring musicians took this opportunity to get involved.*® At Level II (reception)

** Scott (2003: 88) describes an example with a racist component in relation to the UK dance band era.
Edgar Jackson of Melody Maker 'was as committed to the idea of progress as any modernist of the concert
hall and heard evidence of progress in recordings of white rather than black musicians, interpreting
performances by the former as innovative and polished and by the latter as retrogressive and crude'.

%> 1 remember talking to a band member at the time who told me that he was more experienced than his
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the accessibility gradient is a little more difficult to ascertain. Both punk and progressive
rock have accessible and inaccessible elements. The latter tends towards long, musically
involved and varied pieces requiring sustained concentration from the listener. However,
the dreamy aesthetic predilection of late hippydom, as well as sophisticated production,
meant that by the mid 1970s progressive rock style was frequently luxuriant and
seductive. Pink Floyd often used an almost subliminal high sustained Hammond organ
sound to tie together the otherwise sparse sound stage, gently taking the listener forward
and ironing out any disjunctures. The Roger Dean fantasy landscapes which appeared on
Yes' album covers are a visual example of this sensibility which, with its rich smooth
surfaces, offers pleasure, and hence a kind of accessibility. Punk on the other hand
promoted perceptual accessibility by using short pieces with simple, striking delivery and
lyrics. Sadomasochistic elements (not least the aggressive sounds) were prominent but the
equivocal relationship these may have to attraction/repulsion has been discussed. There
remains the juxtaposition of stylistic elements and the question of irony; were swastika
wearers actually racist? Did the Sex Pistols really want to 'destroy the passerby'? This
throws up problems of interpretation which echo those posed by much high art avant-

garde work and can make LII access problematic.

It is thus clear that both styles have elements of accessibility and potential difficulty.
Matters are further obscured if one takes into account Chester's (1990[1970]) theory of
'extensional' and 'intensional' musical extrapolation. In this reading of popular music, it
tends to incorporate denser layers of information, variation and meaning in the detail of
sound and rhythm rather in the extension and elaboration of themes. From this
perspective the distorted and screamed punk performance may have greater 'intensional’

detail than much of the highly produced progressive rock repertoire with its lengthy

colleagues, as he had been playing the guitar for three weeks! From there it need not have been long before
they released their first single.

126



(extensional) instrumental solos (which the punks specifically abhorred).

An examination of the issue of quasi moral values which is implicit in much supposedly
aesthetic discussion of this terrain also reveals an equivocal picture. Progressive rock
retained much of the tolerance, pacifism and antimaterialism ('money; it's a crime')*® of
the 1960s counterculture, with high hopes for a more humane world. Punk followed this
with violent nihilism but nevertheless occupied the moral-aesthetic high ground due to its
perceived honesty and authenticity. One way in which morality can impinge on
accessibility is by music confronting the listener with moral failings which she may not
be prepared to face. It is usually easier for the young to be morally idealistic, since they
are less likely to have been forced into compromises by real life choices. Perhaps the
surrealist voice of progressive rock allowed for a moral ambiguity while punk was clearly
uncompromising and therefore more accessible to the young. Despite the punk
implication that progressive rock was decadent, it can hardly be accused of being value
free, but perhaps the slightly maturer (and therefore more compromised) situation of its
fans meant that its edifice crumbled easily before the punk onslaught, with many of the
core beliefs by then so dissipated as to be undefendable. This is one of the ideas that will

be further explored in the next chapter.

Coda

A year before punk made progressive rock unfashionable, Queen had an astounding
success with the theoretically over-length (nearly 6 minute) single 'Bohemian Rhapsody™’
which bore many of the hallmarks of the 'prog' genre as described in this chapter. Not
only was it unique at this point to hear a hit single in this style, but the record climbed the

charts again after singer Freddy Mercury died in 1991. Why was this piece more

3¢ Lyric from 'Money' Dark Side of the Moon (2003[1973]) EML.
37 Queen, 'Bohemian Rhapsody' (1975) EML. Released October 1975. Nine weeks at number one in the
singles charts in 1975/6 and another five weeks in 1991/2.
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accessible than other music of the genre, and why did it 'survive' punk?

One obvious answer would be that it was condensed into a single of unusual, but
nevertheless reasonable length in terms of popular music consumption. Another reason is
to be found in the way it was presented and marketed. This was the first single to be
promoted specifically in conjunction with specially shot video. Thus the innovative and
disjunctive musical structures were accompanied and given another 'surface' by the
images. We will return to the importance of multimedia or multimodal presentation in
Chapter 7. The charismatic persona of Mercury was more identifiable than perhaps any
single "prog' rock star. Progressive 'super-group' members tended to convey an egalitarian
band ethic to the outside world and none were household names. Finally one must take
into account the fact that Queen also made other kinds of single, which may have
broadened their appeal, although it has to be admitted that none were as successful in the
UK as 'Bohemian Rhapsody', which combined most of the elements of progressive rock
with what we might call the accessibilisation features that enabled it to communicate

beyond the subculture and its era.
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Chapter 4

Zeitgeist:

Accessibility in Flux

...it is always the latest song that an audience applauds the most.

Homer'

...all that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned...

Introduction

The contrast between progressive rock and punk has afforded the opportunity to examine
various dimensions relevant to musical accessibility such as shock, complexity and
abrasiveness. Another important aspect is diachronic change, as relative temporal position
has a major bearing on musical accessibility and choice. We have a different relationship
to the music of today, of last year, last decade, last century and that of five hundred years
ago. In this sense accessibility is dependent on the relative temporal origin of music and
listener, although it does not necessarily mean we will not enjoy old music. Accessibility
is thus in flux because music changes; as does as the way in which it is perceived. This
area has been discussed by Gadamer (1997[1966]) and Merleau-Ponty (1992), and also

arises in musicological reception studies.

' Homer (1946) The Odyssey. E.V. Rieu (ed). Harmondsworth: Penguin, p. 31.
? Marx and Engles (1848) The Communist Manifesto.
<http://www.meehawl.com/Asset/Manifesto%200f%20the%20Communist%20Party htm>
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The concept of Zeitgeist, which was used by Heinrich Wélfflin (1952[1899]) in relation
to art history, suggests that a certain age will have a particular spirit, which may be
discerned, examined and discussed. The clear implication here is that another age will
have a different spirit, and that therefore there has to be a change from one to the other.
How do such changes occur and why do they take place? Are they always sudden? Insofar
as our particular example shares certain features with other cultural changes, it is
pertinent to inquire into the extent to which the processes involved are inherent to the
production of a cultural expression itself, are due to external factors, or can be explained
as an interaction between the maturation of particular tropes and their social context. In
the latter case, accessibility in relation to time can be expected to have a powerful
influence on how the point at which style changes markedly is arrived at, and unfolds.
The crucial question concerning that point is: how does accessibility change when one
style becomes undesirable and its successor sought after? We also need to ask whether a
transformation in perceived accessibility in such a situation is to be regarded as a cause or
an effect of style change, or both. Meyer has drawn attention to the lack of research into

processes of change in musicology:

Indeed, most 'histories' of music consist of a series of synchronic style-frames
ordered chronologically on some hierarchic level. On the highest level, for
instance, the history of Western music is presented as a succession of relatively
independent sets of constraints: Medieval, Renaissance, Baroque, and so on, up
to the present. Usually such large frames are subdivided, often into early, middle,
and late style-frames. And these frames are customarily understood to be
composed of the styles characteristic of the music of individual composers. In
every case, on each level of the style-frame hierarchy, common characteristics (of
form, harmony, texture, etc.) are described. But no matter what the hierarchic
level, there is seldom an attempt to account for why the constraints of the style
changed.

(Meyer 1989: 101)
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This chapter examines a number of approaches to style and culture change and relates
them to issues of musical accessibility. Where there seem to be commonalities between
the case study and wider social processes these may be referred to and the investigation is

carried out in an interdisciplinary spirit, particularly referencing social theory.

Revolutions in music and culture

What was particularly striking about the English music press' jettisoning of the
progressive rock aesthetic in favour of punk, was how sudden and total it appeared to be
and how the associated ethics were equally comprehensively interchanged. George Melly
(1970) describes popular music style changes of the pre punk era which share many of the
processes examined in this Case Study. On the wider cultural, and indeed political, level
the punk mini revolution shares the contour of such reversals as the fall of the Berlin wall
and the election of the Tory party in Britain in 1979. A system is overturned; previously
ubiquitous assumptions are no longer tenable; yesterday's taboos become today's
commonplaces; an apparently strong consensus turns out to be paper thin, the supposedly

iron grip of institutions is suddenly butterfingered.

Just as 'supergroups’ became 'boring hippies' after 1976, so noblemen became enemies of
the people after the French and Russian revolutions. The mighty are fallen and the
previously precarious 'avant-garde' suddenly have their chance, and fit perfectly into the
new situation. They almost instinctively understand the new language, agree with the
revolutionary aims, find its tropes and structures accessible. The old guard meanwhile is
caught unawares, it cannot see the need for change. It finds the new world that is foisted
upon it ugly and awkward, counterintuitive and immoral. And indeed, although the new

broom sweeps away something apparently unjust or decadent, the revolution inevitably
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carries its own bag of horrors, and much that is worthwhile is thrown out or destroyed.’
The purpose of this chapter is not to take sides in any particular process of change,
labelling the 'after' as commendable and the 'before' as reprehensible, or vice versa, but to

examine the process of bouleversement itself.

Background: Theories of Social Change

The question 'why and how does music change?' is related to why and how cultures and
societies in general change and indeed, one may affect the other. Change in societies has
been a major concern of many sociological theorists from the beginnings of the discipline.
Compte was the first to set out a normative (and ultimately positive) view of human
progress through recognisable stages, which were reached at different times by different
cultures. Spengler describes a similarly predictive theory, but one which sees the rise and
fall of societies like the growth and ageing of single organisms.® These approaches echo
Plato's determinism and in Spengler's case, his pessimism as far as the ultimate trajectory
of change is concerned. Plato believed that the (Greek) state had sprung from an ideal
original and that revolutionary and emancipatory changes would inevitably lead to
degeneration.” His resulting conservative attitude includes the negative view he expresses

on musical change:

"They [the overseers] must reject any radical innovation in physical or musical®
education, preserving them as far as they can unchanged...They should beware of

new forms of music, which are likely to affect the whole system of education.

* Child care provision was excellent in East Germany before the fall of the Wall, whereas unemployment
has been at crisis levels ever since. Punk nihilism discarded the humanist late hippy agenda and veered
dangerously towards fascism (before being largely integrated into the 1980s anti-racist movement by a
rapprochement with reggae, which was musically exemplified by such post-punk bands as The Police and
Madness).

* See Etizioni (1964).

* See Popper (1962).

® Musical can also mean "artistic' in Plato.
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Changes in styles of music are always politically revolutionary...'

'Presumably this is where we think the guardians [Plato's idealised ruling class]
should build their watchtower. In music.'

'It's certainly a place where breaking rules can easily become a habit without
anyone realising,' he said.

'"Yes, people don't see how breaking rules in the realm of entertainment can do
any harm.'

It can't, he said. 'Except that once the idea of breaking rules has gradually
established itself, it seeps imperceptibly into people's characters and habits. From
there it brims over, increasing as it goes into their contracts with one another.
And from contracts, Socrates, it extends its course of wanton disruption to laws

and political institutions, until finally it destroys everything in private and public

life.'”

This repressive stance contrasts sharply with the generally positive value attached to
innovation in both the modernist narrative of the arts, and in the rationales of capitalism.
In capitalist ideology innovation is closely related to increased productivity and ultimately
'growth'. Learning new skills and meanings is a question of survival in our world, it is
seen as part of being able and adaptable, of being part of this change and 'growth', even
though what is often involved is human exploitation and environmental destruction (now
more frequently in the developing world). It is easy to see how constant musical renewal,
and rising to the challenge of what initially appears inaccessible (at LII) is homologous

with this situation.

The work of Talcott Parsons, by contrast to both the 'conservative' and 'optimistic'
approaches to change, is in a functionalist tradition which does not presuppose inevitable
change either for the worse or the better. For Parsons a certain amount of change is part of

a system in equilibrium; there is a reaction to change which absorbs it and readjusts the

7 Plato (2000) The Republic. Book 4, 424 b,c,d. pp. 116-117.
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system without altering the fundamental structure. The adjustment to punk by the music
industry and the mainstream media, after the initial moral panic, would be a good
example of this. Parsons (1964) differentiates the personal and cultural sphere from the
social, but emphasises that they are in dialogue and claims, like Plato, that social change
is often initiated in the personal/cultural sphere. We can see that such a position is related
to that of Weber who also believed that ideas (such as the protestant ethic) could
precipitate major developments in social structure. For such structural changes to take
place in Parsons' scheme, the functional adjustment required to accommodate new ideas

would have to be beyond what the existing conditions can accommodate.

One kind of explanation for cultural change has been broadly evolutionary, identifying
the human tendency to innovate, change and culturally proliferate as one of the hallmarks
of the species and a major reason for its success. Murdoch points out that other animals

do not vary their behaviour significantly over time or from place to place whereas:

In less than one million years man, by contrast, has advanced from the rawest
savagery to civilisation and has proliferated at least three thousand distinctive
cultures.

(Murdoch 1971: 319).

This view is echoed by Benedict (1971: 223), and Spier (1971: 296) who regards the
amount and speed of innovation as the main difference between 'simpler societies' and

'great civilisations'.

As with biological evolution, the catalyst for change from this perspective is taken to be
environmental. The process of natural selection which would follow such environmental
changes on the physical level is mirrored by behaviouristic processes of differential
reinforcement. Certain behaviours are favoured by the new situation and therefore
strengthened. (We will discover similarities to this model in Vaughan Williams' reading

of the development of 'folk-song'). Ideas may compete for a time undergoing a process of
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selection given by Murdoch as: 'social acceptance', 'selective elimination', and
'integration’ (1971: 330). Often these survival contests are fought out between social
groups such as political parties. Murdoch's fundamental approach is both deterministic
and optimistic, since he regards change as taking place in contingent response to
environmental conditions but resulting in progress. In terms of music, accessibility would
seem to be associated with 'acceptance'. Music for which people have no use and which
they cannot understand or enjoy is unlikely to be accepted by a society and integrated; it

is more likely to be eliminated according to this model.

Cultural Change I: Social and Economic Perspectives

Collective behaviour theory

Another way of approaching social and cultural change is through the analysis of
collective behaviour. Building on the work of Bulmer and referring to a varied early
twentieth-century literature on fashion and fashion cycles, Smelser (1962) describes a
number of macro-categories of collective behaviour. Although his work shows elements
of structuralism he is primarily concerned with society in flux, examining such
phenomena as 'panic', 'craze', 'morm-' and 'value- orientated movements'. The most
relevant in terms of musical preference would seem to be 'the craze', since the term
suggests screaming teenagers mobbing the latest pop 'sensation'. However, Smelser is
concerned with a wider variety of phenomena in the 'craze' category, including political
bandwagons, market booms and religious revivals, as well as fashions in attire. The word
"fashion' in everyday discourse is primarily taken to mean the dynamics of change in
clothes, hair and make-up. When it is applied to other areas, such as music, it tends to be
used in a derogatory tone implying the ephemeral and unimportant. It is partly the
intention of this chapter to examine fashion-like change in music and to explore possible
dynamic processes which relate to accessibility. It is suggested that such processes have

structural components which may apply not only to music, but be echoed in other spheres.
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Smelser's work supports this view by bracketing together a number of types of collective
behaviour changes, including clothes fashions. In the 'expressive sphere' of the 'craze' he
includes 'clothes, architecture, vehicles, conversation, the arts and popular philosophy'.?
Furthermore, the values and change in values associated with the movement towards
punk rock described in the previous chapter, suggests such a development may also be
akin to another prime category that Smelser establishes; that of the 'value-orientated
movement'. In any case, Smelser uses similar key nodal points in tracing the development
of many of his examples. These are 'structural conduciveness', 'strain', 'precipitating
factor', 'crystallization and spread of belief', 'wish-fulfilment fantasy' and 'mobilization for

action'.

The interconnectedness of categories and concepts in this field is further demonstrated by
the relevance of Weber's 'charismatic authority' in popular music in particular and musical
accessibility in general. Weber defines such authority as deriving from 'devotion to the
specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism or exemplary character of an individual person
and of the normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him'’ In a craze in the
political sphere, such charisma is conferred on a new subject and the presence of such a
person, along with the possibility to transfer one's allegiance, is one of Smelser's
'conditions of conduciveness'. In the realm of popular music, it is easy to think of
possessors of such charismatic authority: John Lennon, Bob Dylan, James Brown, Johnny
Rotten, but also beyond in the western art music tradition Beethoven, Wagner and Mozart
come to mind. If the composer or performer is possessed of such charismatic authority his
or her music's accessibility is greatly enhanced because a certain amount of familiarity is
ensured; by being associated with a compelling persona this is constituted in the sense
that the known character and values of the 'star' (as well as their charisma) can be read in,
and read into the music. The pre-eminence of a political or musical figure can be central
to the nature of a Zeitgeist, and the change of allegiance accompanying a craze or fashion

will often precipitate and be symptomatic of a seismic cultural shift. Thus the rise of

® My italics. Smelser 1962: 172, quoting Young, K. (1945) Social Psychology New York.
? Quoted in Smelser 1962: 180.
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Hitler would be an obvious example of such a revolution.

In terms of conduciveness for fashion crazes Smelser makes much of the possibility of
symbolising status through what is worn. Here the flexibility of western society is
emphasised and therefore the fluidity in how one signifies status through dress. This
translates into youth subcultures as the status of being 'of the Zeitgeist' or the status of
having a musically defined identity such as (being a) punk. Smelser touches on the former
of these, but the latter is not particularly well served by his analysis. In his 1960s
narrative the 'trickle-down effect' means Paris fashion is adopted by the elite social strata
and later imitated more widely, with an elite back-lash when wide dissemination means
loss of exclusivity. Whereas this may appear rather quaint, the question of exclusivity is
at the heart of fashion change in popular music and it pays to look more closely at the

reading offered:

Many observers have noted the tendency for the upper classes to desert an item of
fashion as soon as it ceases to differentiate the holder from others who have
adopted it...this means that it has lost its distinctively fashionable character of
being used 'at one time only by a portion of the given group'. At the 'high-fashion'
levels the emphasis is on the daring and the unusual patterns, and on the theme of
'the elite are wearing it'. In contrast, the middle or lower-middle class
advertisements shun the experimental and emphasize the theme of 'everybody's
wearing it'...it is important to note only that this pattern continuously re-creates

the conditions of diminishing returns on any given fashion pattern.'’

Although there are (pre-)echoes of Bourdieu here in terms of cultural markers of status, it
is difficult to apply these entirely to the particular field of interaction between popular
music styles."' Whereas it would be possible to see progressive rock as signifying certain

artistic aspirations and having a middle class fan base, it is certainly not the case that

' Smelser 1962: 196-7 partly quoting Simmel and Barber & Lobel.
" The work of Heath & Potter (2004) is relevant here, but is discussed later.
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elements of this style were imitated by those who might be seen as being in a less
privileged situation, such as Bay City Roller fans for instance (tending to be younger and
working class), on the contrary; what seems to matter more is a clear identification with
the in-group.'? Although a good deal of criticism of 'prog' rock has been on the basis that
it was 'middle class' (by implication more so than other styles). Martin (1998) sees this as

problematically simplistic since:

All kinds of borders were transgressed in the late sixties, especially those along
the lines of class, gender, and ethnicity. The 'establishment' ...and its definitions
of class were exactly the sort of thing that young people were trying to drop out
of.

(p. 87)

Smelser emphasises the fact that in clothes fashion, the cycles are structural and
institutionalised as they are driven by marketing related to the seasons and regular events
in the major fashion centres (more dominated by Paris then than now). The music
industry does not have quite the same regularity, although there is the predictable annual
drive to produce the Christmas number one in the charts and the summer hit. The picture
of fashion 'trickle down' is more often inverted for popular music (and this process has for
some time also made inroads into [clothes] fashion) in that grass roots innovations are
initially missed and even resisted, but eventually taken up by the powerful concerns
(major labels/fashion houses). In music the industry is often trying to catch up rather than
driving change in the way Smelser describes in the fashion industry. Music companies
invest heavily in recording and promoting an artist and it is more efficient for them to try
and recoup the outlay by selling more of that artist's music rather than having to start the

process all over again.

2 Punk seems to have incorporated a central sartorial element of Bay City Roller fans; tartan, perhaps as an
identification with a more working class ethic, perhaps ironically combining the cuteness of that look with
punk S&M signifiers.
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The tensions between challenge and predictability, and exoticism and predictability have
been discussed in Chapter 2. Here there is another related pairing; that of newness and
predictability. The issues of accessibility here may be structurally similar and relate to the
extent to which the customer wants to hear what she knows on the one hand and
something fresh on the other. From the industry's point of view however, standardisation
and predictability would be more economical. Hence the well known phenomenon of
imitation of successful acts and recordings. It would be over-simplistic to suggest that this
is only due to the cynicism of the industry however. After all, true creative originality is
never easy to come by, and not only businessmen find imitation easier, but musicians as
well. In fact it is probable that once the conditions for a music fashion change are met,
artists, audience and business are swept along by it in equal measure. The 'conditions' can
be interpreted in terms of Smelser's 'structural conduciveness', 'strain’, 'precipitating
factor', 'crystallization and spread of belief', 'wish-fulfilment fantasy' and 'mobilization for
action' (Smelser 1962: 175-210); where 'precipitating factor' could well be embodied by
the creative impetus of new talent in form of a performer, band, producer, song-writer or
manager, or a combination of several of these. Frequently the resulting change, as in our
example in the last chapter, will take place at least initially at what may be regarded as the
subcultural level. As questions of accessibility and musical choice are contested between

subcultures, this area requires closer examination.

Subcultural theory

The culmination of subcultural theory in the 1970s an '80s saw the focus of much
attention move from the 'centre' to the 'periphery’, seeking to theorise the 'abnormal’ rather
than the 'system' shared by the majority. Having much in common with anthropological
fieldwork and analysis (explaining the easy interchange between anthropological and
subcultural ideas in ethnomusicology), subcultural theory seeks to interpret the values and

practices of the 'other’, or 'others', from within the context of their community.
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Because the CCCS's pedigree is mainly Marxist, encompassing such figures as Gramsci
and Althusser in its intellectual provenance, researchers in and around this group tended
to see subcultures in terms of 'resistance’ to the prevailing ideology. An earlier generation
of cultural theorists, notably Adorno's circle, had regarded popular culture as implicit in
the domination of the working class, making it pliable and amenable. Both Gramsci and
Althusser see ways in which people are not necessarily coerced, but co-opted into a
system of domination, or hegemony, by being seduced into approving, enjoying or co-
operating with it.” The appearance of styles and practices which do not follow
mainstream tastes, and even some mainstream popular proletarian tastes, can therefore be
regarded as a refusal of this form of sugar coated domination. The wide accessibility of
mainstream popular music and culture is thus easily deemed politically suspect, whereas
the more problematic content of punk (for example), would demonstrate its anti-
collaborationist credentials. This attitude is not only found amongst subcultural theorists,

but would be recognisable within many musically defined subcultures.

Although Hebdige acknowledges the aetiology of punk in reaction to the preceding style
he identifies as 'glam rock' (overlapping the progressive rock emphasised in the previous

chapter) he underlines racial and class aspects of the movement:

Punk thus represents a deliberately scrawled addendum to the 'text' of glam rock
— an addendum designed to punctuate glam rock's extravagantly ornate style.
Punk's guttersnipe rhetoric, its obsession with class and relevance were expressly
designed to undercut the intellectual posturing of the previous generation of rock
musicians. This reaction in its turn directed the new wave towards reggae and the
associated styles which the glam rock cult had originally excluded. Reggae
attracted those punks who wished to give tangible form to their alienation. It
carried the necessary conviction, the political bite, so obviously missing in most
contemporary white music.

(Hebdige 1979: 63)

Y Ibid. pp. 107-128.
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Hebdige deliberately downplays aspects such as youth individuation in 'rites of passage'
and the significance of teenagers as a particular category located at 'the weak points in the
chain of socialization between the family/school nexus and integration in to the work
process' (Willis 1977: 119), in order to offer a reading of youth styles as a eddies in the
boarder current of class struggle. Other factors not fully taken into account are the role of
the middle class in white UK youth movements since the 1970s and the musical text and
intertext itself. Music itself is subjected to only cursory analysis by Hebdige. Much more
is said on the subject of clothes, design and dance styles. This would appear insufficient
for a style in which music is central. This approach is likely to miss not only some of the
important signs within the subcultural discourse and between it and others, but also some

of the aesthetic motivations that brought the style into being in the first place.

The class struggle value of these kinds of subcultures which is emphasised by Hebdige
and others is compromised by an aspect recognised by the CCCS, informed by Althusser
and Gramsci, namely that by providing an expressive safety valve, youth styles ultimately
underline, rather than undermine the power of the dominant social system and ideology.
This can also be seen in Parsonian terms. A youth 'revolution' challenges parts of the
existing order, which reacts, adjusts and finally accommodates the new ideas; 'colonising’,
appropriating and commodifying the look, the sound and the attitude, thus depriving them

of any power to effect any genuine change:

...they [subcultures] may be unaware of their potential challenge to the going
order but also and equally unaware of their part in supporting and reproducing the
going order by upholding the dominant normative structure precisely through that
resistance.

(Jenks 2005: 118)

Ultimately a world view in terms of subcultures has contributed to a postmodern one,
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which denies any overarching narrative such as those couched in the discourses of social
structure, class struggle, or progress to a more rational world. Instead we find a
patchwork of cultural loci, each with their own values, sign systems and (internal)
validity, from which the subject can to some extent choose. The significance for any
notions of musical accessibility, value or progress is far-reaching. We arrive at a position
where each music is intelligible within its subculture and is woven into a set of meanings
of local significance. Each genre is therefore accessible and meaningful within its cultural
context. Inter-musical comparisons, particularly ones with a tendency to the hierarchical,
become inadmissible and likely to be condemned as elitist or colonialistic. In the music
academy this process has been reflected in the increasing dilution of canonical study of
western art music (with the avant-garde as its cutting edge), by an admixture of
ethnomusicology, popular music studies, jazz, and on the applied side music technology
and music therapy, as well as different theoretical approaches such as new' and feminist

musicology.

A more postmodern reading of subcultures, twenty or so years after Hebdige, is provided

by Muggleton:

So in the wake of the collapse of emancipatory grand narratives, does it make
sense to talk of style still being able to resist, but at a 'local' level? For a
proponent of an 'optimistic' postmodernism, subcultures are just another form of
depoliticised play in the postmodern pleasuredrome, where emphasis is placed on
the surface qualities of the spectacle at the expense of any underlying ideologies
of resistance. For post-subculturalists, the trappings of spectacular style are their
right of admission to a costume party, a masquerade, a hedonistic escape into a
Blitz Culture fantasy characterized by political indifference. But...would this
landscape be fertile ground for the anarchistic, nihilistic and seditious legacy of
punk or would cynicism breed a figure who neither embraces nor criticises, but
beholds the world blankly with a knowingness that dissolves feeling and
commitment into irony?

Muggleton (1997: 200)
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This suggests that there has been more than a change of perspective, but rather a
transformation which has lead to a situation in which a punk new wave would not take
place, or at least would not be engaged in with the same seriousness. Perhaps the power
of popular music to mean and intervene politically has been overemphasised. However,
as we have seen, the notion of musical innovations affecting the body politic can be
traced back to Plato, particularly the possibility of change in music prefiguring and
opening a path to political change. It would thus appear that processes of change are of
particular interest. In the next section the discussion will turn to questions of

diachronicity in musical subcultures.

Subcultural change and indiviualisation

Postmodern subculturalism in flux, with (life-)styles being created at a dizzying rate, to
some extent surviving side by side and overlaid, and multiculturalism with different
ethnicities demanding that their voices are heard, have together created another
dimension of musical (in-)accessibility in addition to the modernist one discussed in
Chapter 1. It asks to what extent the various points of the cultural patchwork (be it local,
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