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Abstract

The relationship between music and language is usually accepted as a non-problematical and natural one. The proliferation of music magazines seem to reinforce the idea that there are intrinsical connections between language and music whereas, in fact, their relationship is merely accidental. There is no real guarantee that words are capable to properly express music, nor that music can be reduced to only words. 

Based on this affirmation, the relationship between music and language will be dismantled in order to observe how these distinct and independent forms of human expression interact with each other.  

Introduction
Music is continuously analyzed and talked about in our present society. People discuss the legitimacy of internet music downloading; TV channels have an extensive variety of programmes based on music, and newspapers offer detailed lists of CD releases and musical events. 

Nowhere else but in magazines, though, does the symbiosis between the aural capacity of music and its discursive analysis is more successful. The almost-immediacy of the reviews, the informative analysis and the interviews with musicians offer, to those interested in music, a different and enhancing approach to it. 

“Music is made to be heard” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 97), yet people, certainly read about it. Thus, there must be a possible way to establish a connection between music and language. A connection that seems to be taken for granted because people have become accustumed to it, but that it is, in fact, absolutely tangential and, consequently, arbitrary.

Once we become aware of this logically unnecessary connection between music and language, its actual existence becomes a question worth analysing. It becomes demanding to identify what exactly is this thing called music and this entity called language in order to understand how people relate them. 

Music has personal and collective value and so do words and language, even though they are not shared, and not even necessarily loosely related. Words tend to have denotative and emotive power, whilst music is characterised mainly by its emotive one
. Beyond this first difference, there are also some more metaphysical doubts about inner perceptions (the personal and, sometimes, untransferable intuitions people acquire from a given stimulus),
private languages (the incapability of expressing in words our inner selves) and the arbitrariness of the meanings of words, which complicate the relation between music and language.

The structure of this dissertation is a simple one to avoid over-complicating a complicated issue per se. It is loosely based on Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-philosophicus (Wittgenstein, 2001) and consists of three steps: deconstructing the object of study into its minimum divisible parts; tackling each atomic element individually and, finally, with solid foundations to build upon, reconnecting them again in order to be able to observe how they interact together throughout this process.

Conscious of the abstraction required to do such an analysis, this dissertation will reinforce its particularity by introducing a concrete element —a tangible and direct point of reference—, the monthly-published The Wire magazine. It will offer the necessary examples to confirm the accuracy of the theoretical endeavours.

Since there are no concrete questions to be answered in this dissertation but an analysis of a factual matter (the relationship between music and language), the methodology used will consist in a qualitative approach, one that “emphasizes words rather than quantification in the collection and analysis of data” (Bryman 2004, pp. 19-20), and allows for the enquiry about the reasons behind the data, the ‘how’ rather than the ‘how often’. This qualitative analysis will be based on a combination of content and textual analysis of texts from The Wire magazine and previous academic research into a similar topic. This methodology will provide the elements upon which to establish a critical point of view of the, until now, taken for granted relationship between music and language.

1. Music

Even though the actual question about what is music seems trivial and even superfluous because everybody knows —or claims to know— the answer to it, when it comes to defining verbally what is music, people are lost for words. They try to point at something, but beyond the aural qualities of music and the materiality of the CD or MP3 player through which it is collected, there are no physical entities to point at. There is no possible referential definition of music. To say ‘music is this’ whilst playing a tune does not imply that anyone else apart from the person defining music will understand what he/she means by “this”. Maybe he/she means the fact of pressing the Play button on a computer, or the actual computer, because he/she pointed towards it as though music was hidden somewhere within the electronic equipment. 

If he/she decides to sing a song to avoid confusions from external mechanisms, we will still be unsure of his/her definition. Music could be the fact of emiting gutural sounds through the mouth, but that implies that ordinary talking is, in fact, music as well. There must be a substantial difference between discourse and music. Maybe it has to do with the pitch of the voice, which seems to be different when he/she sings, or maybe the intonation of the words which seems to modulate following a certain pattern. Maybe it is related to the delimited rhythm of the sounds uttered. Maybe it is just the combination of everything. We could then believe that we have gained a certain sense of what music is, that we have approached a plausible (yet vague) definition of music. Nevertheless, if we ask someone else the same question, we will probably obtain a completely different reply. The tune sung will differ, the pitch and rhythm may be different, and, yet, that is music as well. “It seems then that in our most basic apprehension of music there lies a complex system of metaphor, which is the true description of no material fact. And the metaphor cannot be eliminated from the desctription of music, because it is integral to the intentional object of musical experience. Take this metaphor away and you take the experience of music.” (Scruton, 1983, p. 106) 

Music is an interaction between sound and listener (as it will be analysed on 1.1). But the type of interaction, the characteristics of the sound to effect the listener, are not as easy to define. For some, music needs to follow specific rules, to have a well-organised structure in order to be called music. They accept that music is only “’the art of arranging sounds in conformity with rules (which vary according to place and time), of organising a period of time with acoustic components’ as the Petit Robert dictionary says.” (Molino, 1990, p. 113). But they will not be able to confirm which are these rules and why anyone has to follow these particular rules and not different ones.

For a second possible definition, one could accept that music is “any sonorous fact constructed, organised, or thought by a culture.” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 67). But one would struggle, this time, to define sound because noises can also be considered as sound and most people will not accept them as being ‘musical’ (1.2).

Then, some theorists would try to refine the initial definition by saying that the sounds of music must be pleasant but, once again, that excludes a large number of entities considered to be musical that aim towards other feelings like rage, hatred, sadness.

‘Music is polysemic’ (1.3) reply some theorists, and even though it is a truthful definition because it highlights the multiple interpretations people can have of music, it does not specify what is music. It only states one of its qualities.

In a similar manner, some others say that music, the correlation of sound, either pleasant, unpleasant, or noisy, ‘differs from individuals, but also from societies’ (1.4). “At a given time and in a given society ... there is never a single, culturally dominant conception of music; rather, we see a whole spectrum of conceptions, from those of the entire society to those of a single individual.” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 43). And that complicates the definition even more.

We must consider now, that “if it is not possible to arrive at a satisfactory definition of music simply in terms of sound, this is probably because of the essential role that the listener, and more generally the environment in which the sound is heard, plays in the constitution of any event as a musical one.” (Cook, 1990, p. 11) If we cannot define music according to its sound, we can try to define it according to its particular uses; we can appeal to an utilitarian definition. Thus, we appreciate that sometimes “music is used as an acoustic background; one goes to another room to fetch something and comes back without feeling that the musical experience has been seriously impaired by the interruption” (Cook, 1990, p. 65) (1.5). People are normally too busy to be able to concentrate on just one activity; this is the age of multi-tasking and sitting down only to listen to music seems an eccentricity, an insane loss of valuable time. Instead, music just surrounds other activities, accompanies conversations, act as a background for our reading times.

Some theorists would complain about this lax approach to music and would claim that music is not a mere background sound because “music is made to be heard” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 97) (1.6). Music has an important role and an active influence upon its listeners. Music requires conscious listening to be fully appreciated, yet the interrupted experience of sound as background music is also music, therefore, it may be the case that music can be ignored and it continues to be music. 

The next use for music is the invocation to movement, the physical utility of music (1.7). Music entrains “body representations, whether or not one actually dances to the music —that is, whether or not the body representations are actually translated into motor patterns.” (Jackendoff, 1996, p. 16) And, as the author’s hypothesis follows, this helps to “explain the fact that musical understanding is not very verbalizable.”

No matter how difficult may be to define music, the only plausible and universally acceptable conclusion is that “the experience of music is not, in itself, problematical at all; it is, in a sense, the one thing we can be sure of. The problems lie in correlating what we hear with what we think, know or imagine.” (Cook, 1990, p. 230) The experience of music responds to a personal interpretation and an emotive reaction (1.8). It is a certain type of feeling, and feelings are irrational sensations. They are personal perceptions affecting people but whenever trying to describe them, when we attempt to rationalise it and express it in words, we are already not experiencing that same feeling. We are on a meta-stage, we are beyond that feeling, otherwise we would not be able to think about it at all. We know when we are happy without the need to think that we are happy. When we have to think about it, we are not as happy as when we actually feel it. A further step away from that feeling is when we attempt to express it in words. Due to the limitations of language, to the difference between internal and external language, one cannot exactly express what he/she feels. One’s interpretation of a particular word may differ from your interpretation. Besides, even when we do manage to talk about feelings, whatever we say can never correspond to what it really is like to experience that feeling. There is a much livelier sensation in experiencing the actual feeling than just imagining what it is like through a description. 

Following the previous attempts to verbally define music, there are eight main possible paths to follow, eight (re)definitions of music worth of further analysis.

1.1. Music is an interaction between sound and listener. 

Yet, this interaction is not necessarily an easy or even pleasing one; it can be disturbing and even disorientating. As long as it is perceived by its composer as music and received by its audience as such, it will be music. Example 1 shows that, even though confusing, the experience of listening to those sounds certainly produces an effect upon the listener whilst expanding the boundaries of what can be defined as music. 

As it will be analysed later on (3.5), music affects people in many different ways and, sometimes, this evoking power is considered as a mesure of the quality of music
. Witherden definition can be extended by adding that (good) music evokes feelings, it generates emotions inside the listeners, it affects them. 

The composer and the interpreter have also an important role on this interaction between sound and listener. They decide the effects desired, the emotions wished to raise, with complete awareness, nonetheless, that the actual sentiments received by the listeners will be deeply influenced by the listeners’ personal experiences. Composers can try to find different forms of establishing a connection with listeners, for example, they may wish “to dislodge listeners from passive reception and involve them more fully in the experience of sound, time and spaces” (Julian Cowley, The Wire, 287, p. 60), but the final degree of interaction will be decided by the listeners. The reception of a given sound as music is, after all, just a matter of the listeners’ choice.

1.2. Music is different from noise. 

The border, if any, between music and noise is entirely subjective
. It is also geographically and temporally modified. Whatever was considered noise in the past (i.e. a vinyl crackling) can be considered as music in the present time.

Rousseau, in his Dicitonnaire de Musique from 1767, had already “announced the advent of an era in which one can no longer say whether noise has been admitted into the realm of music, or music has been absorbed by noise, in which there is no longer a schism between music and the experienced world.” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 53)

But this convergence of music and noise is not necessarily a negative attribute of music but, sometimes, an enhancing and innovative approach to sound and aural elements. By integrating noise into music, any element can gain a musical quality within this wider palette of sounds. For instance, Dan Warburton (Example 2) describes the music comprised in an album by listing the non-musical elements in it. The addition of concrete and easily identifiable noises adds a physical layer to music. They add a touch of realism to the intangible music. Noise, then, can help evoking emotions in, maybe, a more direct and immediate manner than over-manipulated sounds, because noises can be related to our own experiences and, hence, to connect us with our memories of them. Thus, by using, for instance, “1970s cop show tenor saxophone freakouts, a cool dance band riff, the yelps of a goat in pain, the frogmarch of an auctioneer in full sales pitch and the sounds of hardcore copulation” (Philip Clark, The Wire, 286, p.55), every listener recalls vivid images and memories of lived —or at least talked about— experiences. This is the immediacy of noise, whereas music must rely on a more poetic allusion to imply the sense of existence, to resuscitate the emotions from the past. 

But it is not only the past that noise helps to recreate. Noise can induce an acute image of our present day and our imagined future. It is in this sense, that we must understand Example 3, the description of a disturbing present time full of dust, pollution, interrupted communications and failed phone-calls.

The pre-eminence of noise within music has lead music theorists like Russolo to highlight noise’s qualities
. He affirms that Noise appeals to the listener in a more direct way than music does, maybe because one needs to be able to decipher music in order to fully appreciate it since it belongs to a particular language, whereas noise does not.

1.3. Music is polysemic.  

It escapes any concrete and delimiting definition because it creates loose associations between itself and what it actually evokes. Whenever trying to define music according to one’s perception of it, we are merely exposing our own particular perception that does not need to be shared by anyone else. As Simon Hampson wrote: “Even when we were all listening to and loving the same tunes, we were not necessarily loving, or even hearing, the same thing.” (The Wire, 289, p. 44). Such is the polysemic virtue of music, such is the personal appeal of it that creates complete different perceptions. Adorno, for instance, perceived music according to its aural as well as social qualities. Henceforth, he distinguished between popular music and serious music and, through his criticism of popular music, one can gain a definition of serious music, maybe the only music worth being called music according to Adorno
. His definition of (serious) music appeals to active listening, to engaged participation from an informed listener yet, nowadays, the less demanding forms of music, the simplest and most basic structures of sound and pattern repetitions, are the dominant forms of music and the most obscure and demanding forms are often being defined as ‘non-music’. Music, then, seems to mean different things for different people. “Music is directly meaningful insofar as it offers an individual perceptible affordances. Each individual will perceive these possibilities somewhat differently —it is important to remember that meaning is always meaning for someone.” (Whittall, 2000, p. 11)

Without entering into considerations about the possibility to transmit inner experiences (which will be discussed later on), suffice to say at this stage that personal meanings will create personal metaphors and, consequently, particular and private ways of understanding music. “Some people expect music to be visceral, expect it to be melodramatic, expect various buttons to be pushed.” (Ivan Jones, The Wire, 286, p. 36). Other people prefer music with a socio-political layer in it, to be “engaged through music in discovery of cultural value and excercise of freedom as a means of resistance.” (Julian Cowley, The Wire, 287, p. 64)

This last appeal to social aspects within music demonstrate that “music is not isolated from the rest of human endeavour, and the work of historians, economists, anthropologists, biographers, art historians and others can inform our understanding of music” (Herbert, 2001, p. 146). Thus, when trying to define music, a mere ‘musical’ definition will not be enough. Appealing to the organisation of notes, to their temporal division or the instruments used to express a sound, will only offer a partial definition of music. There is a need to widen our perspectives, to embrace music’s polysemy if we want to reach a better —even though not perfect— definition of music. But music escapes categorical definitions. Silence, for example, is an important element within music, as well
. One that is paradoxically normally defined as the absence of sound. Yet the interval between sounds, its duration and its tension, is in fact another ‘sound’ in itself and it can express as much as sound. 

1.4. Music differs from individuals, but also from societies.
It is important to stress that, even if we manage to achieve a consensual definition of music within a given community, whenever trying to translate it into another community we would not be as successful. The cultural differences between societies create different approaches to music and music interpretation. For instance, the different conceptions of time across the world modifies the music generated. In Western societies, time is divided in hours, minutes and seconds. “As a result, people often experience a contradiction between objective (clock) time and subjective (‘lived’, ‘felt’) time. Western music follows the same pattern. Musical activity is synchronized by reference to the objective authority of the metronome or the drum machine” (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 55). What people in Western societies have become accultured to identify as a structured division of time, can be seen as an uncomprehensible fragmentation of time by non-Westerners. Thus, any music following this time-pattern, will not mean anything for anyone unused to it 

Another geographical distinction in music is the instruments used. The utilisation of unfamiliar instruments with previously unheard sounds may prompt to exclude that music as music. Each society (but also each individual) understands music differently and, therefore, they can express it using peculiar and unexpected instruments and sounds. In this sense, Julian Cowley (The Wire, 287, p.60) writes about the creation of “hallucinatory soundscapes using the exotic colouration of a seashell trumpet, glass bowls and glass horns, diverse field recordings, flute and electronics.”

The attempt to define music according to its characteristics leads the researcher back to the departing point, to the consideration of music as a personal interpretation of sound. But, before surrendering to the impossibility of verbally defining music, one last, and different, approach: defining music according to its utility.

1.5. Music is “an acoustic background” (Cook, 1990, p. 65). 

Music accompanies our daily routines, even though sometimes we do not even realize its presence. This definition refers to the almost-continually presence of music in our lives, from television advertisement, to the inaudible supermarket muzak. But, to define music as being on the background implies that music is incapable of evoking emotions, of connecting with its audience and, discreetly and insignificantly, fades away amidst the sonic amalgam of our daily routines. In this sense, we can read Example 4. 

On other occasions, the background sounds are foregrounded and become the most important elements on a musical composition. They transcend their anonymous space and make themselves distinctive, as it is exposed on Example 5. 


1.6. “Music is made to be heard” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 97).


Whatever music is, it is intended to be listened to. It has an aural capacity and, consequently, it appeals to a particular human sense. From the appreciation through our ears, we can then obtain further emotions, mental impressions and sensations. But this definition rules out other (until now plausible) uses of music like reading and writing about music. It seems only to accept the physicality of sound, seen as a particle able to be transmitted through space, whereas any other expression of it, any other approach to music is disregarded. If music is only a listenable entity, silence cannot be music because there are no particles of sounds moving through space that communicate silence. It also means that if no one listens to a particular piece of music, that piece cannot be identified as music (regardless of us being able to read its notation), because it lacks its innermost quality, being listenable. Thus, accepting this definition of music, music notations are not music because they are made to be read and interpreted. The content of a CD ceases to be music as soon as we stop playing it. A radio station does not emit music unless someone is actually listening to it. Therefore, trying to define music appealing only to its aural qualities leads to absurd conclusions.

1.7. Music is a body representation.
Jackendoff
 defends that music appeals to internal bodily reactions, to inner stimulus that can (but do not need to) be externally materialised. On their writings about music, some The Wire writers do not hesitate to appeal to the danceable qualities of music in order to offer value judgements, mainly identifying music that incites to dance as good music. Looking at Example 6, due to the direct reference to “dance music”, it seems obvious, then, that inducing a “physical response” is a virtue of that particular music. But, sometimes, the actual fact that some dance music does not encourage any dancing at all, can be considered as a quality as well (Example 7). 


1.8. Music has the ability to transcend spatial properties reaching emotive territories.

Music posseses the “ability to speak across vast distances, geographical and emotional, and also [the] capacity to endure beyond any lifespan its creators might have anticipated” (Williams, 2000, pp. 3-4)

Music influences people’s lives; it transmits ideas that could require a thousand words to express (whenever possible to be expressed in  words); music can ‘speak’ to people regardless of their ignorance of that particular language. Music can be, for example, “more evocative of walking down an actual street in India than the dreamier, ‘view from the hotel balcony at sunset’ aural visions of the subcontinent more often peddled” (David Stubbs, The Wire, 287, p. 54). It can evoke “exotic destinations visited in the imagination” (Ivan Jones, The Wire, 287, p. 37). But, also, music can transmit the concreteness of a very specific location. Acting as an audible portrait, a listenable description of a place, music can inform the listener with a (yet sometimes abstract) vision of that place as it is shown on Example 8. 

Music appeals to its listeners and wants to communicate to them certain emotions. Mark Fisher (Example 9) describes an album that uses music to narrate a contemporary reality. But there is no need to limit the evoking power of music to the present time, it can move back and forth in time and, also, into non-existent but only imagined time: his work “is a re-dreaming of the past, a condensation of relics of abandoned genres into an oneiric montage. His sound is a work of mourning rather than of melancholia, because he still longs for the lost object, still refuses to abandon the hope that it will return” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 28). Yet they only expose the qualities of music, they do not define music itself.

2. Language

Once agreed about the need to talk about music, we need to understand how we do it. Language is considered to be a means of communication between people. But that communication is only possible (according to Wittgenstein) if, and only if, there is an “agreement not only in definitions but also (queer as it may sound) in judgements” (Harris, 1988, p.97).  Otherwise, we could not understand each other. This is a similar situation as that presented by the philosopher of science Thomas S. Kuhn in his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Kuhn, 1996). He argued that people operate within a certain paradigm, a closed community or working theoretical space in which the world is seen in a similar way and, therefore, expressed likewise. Thus, when people of a given paradigm talk, they make perfect sense amongst their peers because they share the jargon, but whenever talking to people from outside their paradigm, they become obscure and uncomprehensible. Within the paradigm, there has been an agreement regarding concepts and ideas and, consequently, they can share ideas and understand each other. Outside the paradigm, and because “every individual interprets the world partly in terms of culturally and biologically-encoded perceptions” (Pearsall, 1999), the world might be constructed in a different way and, hence, there is a lack of accurate understanding. By defining similar objects with different words, the communication beween them becomes almost impossible. They will, then, try to translate their terms in order to make them understandable, but they will not be wholly understood unless the receiver becomes, also, part of the paradigm. 

An idea literarilly expressed by Pirandello
. This problem of definitions can be traced back to the process of encoding/decoding a message, but even further to the actual origin of language and the problem of the private languages
, our own language that cannot be extrapolated to the others.

Language, then can no longer be “regarded as peripheral to our grasp of the world in which we live, but as central to it. Words are not mere vocal labels or communicational adjuncts superimposed upon an already given order of things. They are collective products of social interaction, essential instruments through which can human beings constitute and articulate their world” (Harris, 1988, p. IX).

Following these ideas about language, we can attempt to draw a definition of it via 3 points.


2.1. Language considered as a “device for externalising and communicating meaning” (Jackendoff, 1996, p. 7).

But, before we can be able to “externalise and communicate meaning”, we must have a sound internal basis, a private capacity to understand the world through language, and also, a social ability to express it. In this sense, Chomsky identified two different types of languages, the “externalized language, the language seen as external artifact ... [and the] internalized language, the language as a body of internally encoded information” (Jackendoff, 1996, p. 22). This division facilitates the comprehension of how language works, but it does not solve the problem regarding the private languages and, consequently, there is no guaranteed correspondence between the internal and external languages, and people will not be assured to accurately communicate meaning. The problem of meaning is key in our understanding of language. For instance, gramatically correct sentences (i.e. ‘The bird writes a poem’ and ‘The poet writes a bird’) can be meaningless due to the functions and values associated to each term. To “write” entitles the possession of certain skills which “birds” do not posses; the object written normally corresponds to a certain calligraphy, it obeys an alphabet, therefore, ‘writing a bird’ does not mean anything, even though we can understand both words separately.

Saussure tried to solve this problem of meanings with his definition of language as a structure. For him, “language is a system of interdependent terms in which the value of each term results solely from the simultaneous presence of the others” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 5). From here, he moves a bit further to affirm that “since meanings of particular linguistic signs are not externally determined but derive from their place in the overall relational structure of language, it follows that the relationship between the signifier and signified is a purely arbitrary one” (Strinati, 1996, p. 92). Or, in other words, that there are no fixed meanings. Words become meaningful once they are being used according to the rules of language. There are certain unalterable rules of grammar and syntax (without which sentences would not make sense), but the connection between words can be broken and re-established in a different manner. The disparate association of words will create different meanings. Under this light, it becomes interesting the music installation described by Rahma Khazam (Example 10). This example highlights people’s expectancy regarding the connection of words and how it is just an arbitrary correlation. It demands awareness that “many meanings that we perceive as “natural” are the result of codified systems to which we have become accultured” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 123). Some of them can be born out of prejudices, others from ignorance or misunderstandings, therefore we must be cautious about the terms used and, whenever in doubt, try to define them as accurate as possible. People must be aware that, as Barthes believed, “reality is always constructed” (Strinati, 1996, p. 109) and, therefore, following Barthes’ flow of ideas, “meaning is not something which is given or which can be taken for granted. It is manufactured out of historically shifting system of codes, conventions and signs” (Strinati, 1996, p. 110). The constant labelling of music can be seen as an example of this. It can be considered as a way to delimit music in order to understand it and, afterwards, being able to talk about it. However, what could have been a plausible attempt to categorise music for communication purposes, has become an imposed ‘hegemony’ (in Gramscian terms
) whereby those sounds uncomprehensible are catalogued into a generic unity and, consequently, constrained into a label that limitates their capacities.

The music critic (corresponding to Gramsci’s “dominant class”), defines musical differences by grouping them in genres. Whatever is new and out-of-the-ordinary, quickly obtains a new label that will help cataloguing it, yet at the same time restraining that sound. Admittedly, this labelling is not usually done with the intention of constraining music, but as a tool, as a reference point that will enable quick understanding and better grasp of that particular music. Thus, when David Stubbs (The Wire, 286, p. 72) writes about a “mix of electronica and folk which ends up quite the opposite of folktronica”, he is appealing to the readers’ pre-conceptions of the label ‘folktronica’. He appeals to the general consensus that describes folktronica as a loose combination between folk and electronica and, by describing a musician who manages to combine both styles whilst escaping the folktronica label, he wants to stress the qualities of his music. He proves the arbitrariness of labels (and by extension of words), and highlights the fact that meanings are not fixed, but they are mutable and permanently changing.

2.2. Language enables us “to construct representations of what goes on in the world”. (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 189)

Language is one of the tools used by human beings to make sense of the world. Through the description of objects via words, reality ceases to be an amalgam of unidentified entities and becomes a collection of disctinct ‘objects’ (either physical or intangible). By dividing the world into atomic elements (words), we can then establish relations between these elements and observe reality unfolding step by step and, consequently, to be able to understand it. At least from a human perspective. The problem is, precisely, that since language is not an objective tool because it is dependent on human actions, whenever trying to understand the world through language, it will not be an objective matter either. According to Barthes, “there is no such thing as a pure, uncoded, objective experience of a real and objective world” (Strinati, 1996, p. 110). But that does not imply that we must cease our attempts to understand the world. It only means that we must be ready to accept that whatever we conclude is not necessarily true, but just a human construct. It might be valid for this present time, but it will be worthless in different circumstances.

Language can be manipulated at will in order to create new representations of the world but, as long as people agree on these representations, they will be acceptable. Thus, when Mark Fisher (The Wire, 286, p. 31) affirms that the musician “cut up a capellas and made different sentences, even if they didn’t make sense, but they summed up what [he] was feeling”, everyone can understand what Fisher means and, even, understand which kind of feelings he is referring to. Breaking the logical structure of grammar, of traditional sentences, can be an innovative way of conveying meaning, of expressing in words an inner confusion, a very particular conception of the world. 

In a similar manner, adapting and re-arranging concepts can help understanding “what goes on in the world.” One recurrent example on The Wire magazine is the recuperation of Jacques Derrida’s neologism ‘hauntology’
 which, according to Mark Fisher (The Wire, 286, p. 31) “has a special purchase on the most important contemporary music.” By using a term like ‘hauntology’ in music definition, music writers are trying to make comprehensible in words the feelings evoked by music. Once a concept has been fixed and a new segment of reality constructed, its connotations can be more easily communicated and understood by other people.


2.3. There is a need to define concepts in order to think properly and, thus, to be able to communicate adequately.
“Wittgenstein wanted to develop a varied but accurate description of how ordinary language use worked in order to get rid of confusions and misunderstandings created by language.” (Botstein, 1998, p. 227) It is interesting to note that in music reviews the words seem to be intentionally ambiguous, they sometimes aim for the reader’s interpretation by expressing vague and confusing concepts. They play a different ‘language game’. Wittgenstein talks about language as a game, an entity based upon rules whereby whoever wanting to play it must, previously, know the rules. These rules are not fixed, but changeable and arbitrary. Hence, people must set the rules of the game language before playing it. To define a language game we do not necessarily need to appeal to previous conceptions, instead, we have absolute freedom of choice and decision-making
. As long as the rules we choose are adequately set; as long as they are properly established and accurately communicated to everyone ‘playing’, that game is acceptable. 

Dictionaries, in their own way, act as those setting the rules. Once a term has a definition on a dictionary, its meaning becomes established. But there is no real or necessary need for that term to mean that and not something entirely different. By looking at different languages, anyone can realize that the some object is called differently, and that the same word can mean something different (i.e. ‘also’ means ‘so’, ‘therefore’ in German; it is never synonymous with ‘too’ as it happens in English).

By defining a concept, its meaning will become established. The meaning given to the word is circumstantial, , as long as it is clearly defined. Thus, David Stubbs (The Wire, 286, p.55) can write about ‘soft’ electronics and, to avoid confusion, promptly specify that “it is soft like quicksand, not allowing the security of something hard and sure beneath the feet.” Or, in another example, Mark Fisher (The Wire, 286, p.31), proves that the actual definition of a word (in this case of the combination of two words) does not necessarily have to be expressed through words, but can be defined by sounds. An album can be described “as ‘downcast euphoria’, and that seems to fit.” ‘Downcast’ and ‘euphoria’ are normally considered to be somehow antagonistic terms as they refer to opposing concepts (sorrow and extreme happiness), hence their connection may seem odd or even meaningless. Yet, when correlated to a particular sound, the concept becomes vivid and adequate. It is an acute combination of sorrow and melancholy that generates extreme happiness.

3. The relationship between music and language
.

To talk and write about music is primordially an interpretative action. Statements about musical meaning are “interpretative statements, they belong to a distinct, distinctive sphere of concepts and practices not beholden to empirical standards of truth” (Kramer, 2004, p. 11). They do not refer to empirically demonstrable facts, but to an ‘interpretative’ reality. Hence, one could say that there are not strictly right nor wrong forms to talk about music, —just informed or disinformed ones, adequate or inaccurate— because its value cannot be checked against any empirical reality. It is key to notice that the appeal to one’s subjectivity does not end the argument, nor the discourse about music; we are not dealing with matters of taste and preferences but with the possibility of translating music into words, and whenever someone expresses his/her opinion about a particular piece of music, he/she is already talking about it. The adequacy of his/her words are unimportant. But the reader must demand correctness. 

Furthermore, since words have no fixed meanings, they are not neutral. Words “distort the experiences they are intended to represent; either through carrying false or unintended meanings with them or through leaving unexpressed the finer shades of what was intended” (Cook, 1990, p. 1). Thus, we must recognize that whatever is said about music and musical experiences “counts as a partial characterization of these experiences” (Mulhall, 1993, p. 157).

Music seems to posses a certain mystery that cannot be expressed in words. There is an obscure and undefinable quality in music that words cannot translate literally and whenever people try to do it by using large numbers of adjectives (due to their power of abstraction), they end up just labelling music but being unable to communicate its qualities. At its best, they manage to express what they felt when listening to that music, but that does not mean that everybody else will feel the same. 

Facing this peculiar relation between music and words, “some theorists, like the ethnomusicologist Charles Seeger, have questioned the degree to which words can be regarded as capable of expressing musical experiences at all” (Cook, 1990, p. 1). They believe that there are important incompatibilities between words and the experience of music based on the “quite distinct logical structures of verbal and musical consciousness” (Cook, 1990, p. 1). Words can attempt to express music. Even though they will not express its entirety, they will at least suggest it. This is a transcendental conclusion that must permit writing about music in a guilt-free manner: the suggestive power of words. Once accepted that words (and by extension, language itself) limit the music experience because they can only express a partial aspect of it, we do not have to disregard words, but embrace them on a different way. Words may not express what music is and “music cannot be reduced to a matter of words” (Olivier, 2001, p. 484), but words can suggest the qualities of music. They will have the ability to appeal to personal experiences and, thus, to connect music with the listener’s perception of it.

Since there is a possiblity to write about music, there is a need to examine how it is possible. After an exhaustive analysis of the December 2007 and January 2008 issues of The Wire magazine, a certain pattern of writing about music can be traced, a particular approach to the translation of music into words schematized in seven points.

3.1. To explain the context in order to understand music. Connected with ethnomusicology, belong to this group all those articles that emphasize the geographical, temporal and sociological location from where the music was originated. Music can, indeed, be geographically determined even though this characteristic is not strictly limiting music because (as already said) music has the “ability to speak across vast distances, geographical and emotional” (Williams, 2000, p. 3). 

In an almost direct reply to Van Leeuwen’s comments about time divisions
, some The Wire contributors refer to the classic structures of music, to its traditional temporal partitions and the common uses of instruments in Western societies when writing about music. But, mostly, they do it with a contrasting will, they compare new music with traditional elements to reinforce its novelty. In this sense, we can read Philip Sherburne’s words (Example 11).

On another occasions, the articles refer to the political and social contexts of the music’s origins to demonstrate that music is not born in a vacuum, but as a response to its surroundings. In doing so, The Wire writers accept the thesis that the meaning of sound can be based “on connotation, that is, on the listeners’ attitudes to the place where that sound quality comes from and to the people with whom its ‘origin’ is associated” (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 141).

In Example 12, contextualising the sound adds another expressive element to the article. The writer could have just written about tangos and their musical significance, or their evoking power, but an uninformed reader would have not understood (nor appreciated) their present popularity. The direct reference to the Argentinian financial crisis, yet not a musical aspect per se, and thus not necessarily a part of musical discourse, justifies the “resurgence in popularity” of tango.

3.2. To talk about the musician. 

In a similar fashion to the previous point, a particular sound is associated with a particular musician, hence, to talk about the musician, to be able to know him/her, offers a path towards a better understanding of his/her music. This is a personification of music, a humanisation of sound that can, sometimes, be restrictive because music does not only depend on its creator, but also on its performance and its perception.  Besides, as Valéry pointed out, “there is no guarantee of a direct correspondence between the effect produced by a work of art and the intentions of its creator” (Molino, 1990, p. 130). Nonetheless, the direct reference to the musician can offer an adequate starting point to figure out the type of music he/she is making. This is, of course, in those circumstances where music is the product of vital experiences; where the musician’s “life experiences are so inextricably bound up with his music making that no true understanding can be obtained without understanding something of its maker” (Brian Marley, The Wire, 286, p. 46). This categorical affirmation comes after an exhaustive description of the musician’s life (Example 13), whereby music is placed aside and the musician’s biography becomes the important aspect.

In other occasions, a musician is perfectly known by The Wire readers and, consequently, so is his/her biography. Then, rather than repeating facts already explained, the writer opts for appealing to the reader’s knowledge when writing about the musician (Example 14). It is interesting to note how Penman is addressing directly a supposed reader (“you”) and he is confident about the reader’s previous knowledge of the musician. Henceforth, it is enough to say the musician’s name to provoke the musical experiences lived already through him/her.

A third approach to the musician’s biography is made by pinpointing particular aspects in his/her career that facilitate the understanding of his/her music. For instance, Philip Sherburne (Example 15) explains how the musician’s move from Texas and Seattle to Berlin influenced his music. He highlights the effects of geographical location on music-making. 

In another example (Example 16), Keith Moliné narrates the precise moment where an artist makes the transition from amateur and childish rock bands to a more serious and professionally-mannered interest in music. 

And, finally, there is the indirect appeal to the musician’s biography. Rather than defining who he/she is, describing the difficulties involved in trying to define his/her persona. The recurrent claim to the lack of words
 to be able to express something that, in fact, is a particular wordy way do describe that thing.

Sometimes, this indirect approach can be due to the eclectic music made by the musician, to the disparity between his/her life and the music he/she makes, or just because the musician voluntarily desires to be anonymous and wants to separate his/her music from its individual creator. 

Example 17 exemplifies the first type of indirect approach; the apparently hard task of labelling bands within just one genre is, precisely, the label corresponding to the group. Therefore, without directly telling the reader anything about the group, Moliné is actually properly defining it. 

For the second type, suffice to examine Mark Fisher’s next sentence: “He knows that his sound does not come from anything with a face” (The Wire, 286, p. 28). Afterwards, the musician reflects on his aim for anonymity stating that he does not want to mix ego and personality with music; social prejudices with sound. Music can be, then, faceless.

3.3. Objective analysis of the sound. 

These are articles that refer to the physical and tangible aspect of music, rather than to its psychological and emotive aspect. They concentrate on the instruments used in order to create a sound, on the beat and rhythm of the piece... They highlight the parts capable of categorisation based on theoretical and consentient analysis. They tackle, in a sense, only the superficial part of music, the one that can be easily defined by words. But we should not forget that “the ‘objective facts’ of musical structures may seem to be there for all to hear and see; but they are not. The meaning of musical signs is ambiguous.” (Whittall, 2000, p. 4)

People see, appreciate, and listen to things differently from one another, thus, any attempt to establish meaning, to understand music, begins, in fact, on the subjectivity, on the personal experience of that ‘object’. To appeal to its physical qualitites (i.e. tempo, rhythm, instruments used, pitch of voice...) is to try to talk objectively about music, but unless there is a detailed and exhaustive description of all the characteristics of a musical piece, the fact of just focusing on some elements whilst ignoring others highlights the subjective perception of it. It is not a claim for relativity, it is a claim for awareness and, most of all, for critic-thinking.

Once accepted the impossibility of absolute objectivity, we can appreciate the aim towards a major objectivity under a different light, as an attempt to define what anyone could or should be able to hear had we all had similar experiences. 

The most common ways to write objectively about music within The Wire are primordially based upon the instruments utilised, the voice and its intonation, and the rhythm of the piece. In this sense, Example 18 offers a detailed depiction of almost everything existent in the song. It refers to the instruments (“drums”, “electric guitar”, “oboe”), to the voice (“declamatory urgency”, “harsh”, “metallic”) and to the notes and how they interact together (“crescendo”, “atonal improvisation”). On this description there are sparse references to feelings, the writer is not interested in expressing the emotions generated by the song, he prefers to describe the constituent elements of it. There is a preference for description above explanation. That does not mean that the language is neutral and that we cannot observe personal opinion about the music, but they are minor references that stress the character of the song. For instance, delivering phrases “with brutal precision” is a personal opinion, but it reinforces the power of the phrases, it expresses a sensation that should be generally shared by any listener of the piece. In a similar way, on Example 19, every reader will understand the hyperbolic final sentence as a description of the thickness of the sound. The introduction of these exaggerating elements offer a better possibility to express the sometimes intangible qualities of music. Whenever the recitation of the instruments and machinery used on the creation and interpretation of a piece does not suffice, hyperbole becomes a recurrent ally for writers.

On other occasions, the writing becomes voluntarily clinical, cold and impersonal. On Example 20, for instance, the reader does not obtain any judgement about the quality of the album, but just an antiseptic description of its functioning. 

On a similar, yet different approach, Example 21, shares the cold description of the sound, but introduces an important element: the reference to other musical genres and, by extension, the appeal to the musical knowledge of the reader. It is only the informed reader, the one who knows the attributes of “Techno”, “dubstep” and “ragga” who would fully understand Walmsley’s description. 

Likely, Brian Morley (The Wire, 286, p. 75) presupposes his readers’ knowledge of notation and tonal intervals when he writes that “on each of the 12 compositions the instrument is detuned by an interval between four and 48 cents, in four cent increments.” It is an objective description of the sound but, unless one has musical knowledge, it does not offer any actual description of the music.


3.4. Narrative. 

This is, in a way,  the further step lacking from the previous group. It is an immersion in the abstract reality that music can generate, the vague imagery that can produce and the meaning it may convey. It has been already said that “statements about musical meaning are ... not beholden to empirical standards of truth.” (Kramer, 2004, p. 11). Facing this arduous task of writing about non-existent, non-empirically demonstrable qualities of music, the reviewer embraces an amalgam of different techniques. The most common ones are the appeal to metaphors, comparisons and external references to art, cinema and literature, and the frequent use of adjectives. “Music criticism has always been a matter of adjectives” (Frith, 1983, p. 164), thus, the number of adjectives is incremented because of their power of suggestion and abstraction. This is, then, an entirely subjective type of writing that contrasts with the more objective one seen before. Thus, on the following advertisement, “weird soul, vaporised R&B and smudged 2step garage, haunted by the ghosts of rave and underscored by geologic rumbles of growling bass” (The Wire, 286, p. 2), the use of descriptive (subjectively descriptive) adjectives transform what could have been a cold, enumerative list of generic reminiscences within the album into a personal account of what this particular work suggest: “weird”, “vaporised”, “haunted”, “growling” sounds. The selection of adjectives, as well as the reference to “ghosts”, appeal to obscurity, and decadent atmospheres. The text creates an specific mood (comparable to any Gothic novel) in order to reach a concrete niche readership.

Besides adjectives, the narrative approach is characterised by its constant use of comparisons and metaphors. Biron Coley (The Wire, 286, p. 62), for instance, affirms that “the [musical] pieces flow together like a big pitcher of butter,” appealing to the reader’s imagination. An appeal towards something ordinary that the reader can easily relate to which would facilitate the understanding of the music described. Sometimes, nevertheless, the compared elements are less immediately appreciated. On Example 22, Biba Kopf writes about “violin parts” with “reptilian” qualities, which any reader can imagine; these reptile-violins are located “beneath the setting sun” which implies a languid quality to music, accentuated by the “lethargy”. It is getting dark, hence the warmth of the sun is “dying” and so is their own corporal one. The music is, then, becoming cold as well as languid. But also, these reptile-violins appear to be seeking each other’s company whilst at the same time audibly expressing their repulsion towards each other. They are forced to consummate their relationship, even though they do not wish to do it. Henceforth, the sound will also have a complaining quality, a disgust and unhappiness mood attached to it. Thus, through this poetical description, one can infer that Kopf is describing a violin music that sounds cold, languid and unhappily unpleasant.

A similar type of poetic writing is offered by Jim Weir (Example 23). Related to the folk music that the article is referring to, there are multiple comparisons and allusions to natural elements. Each sound is connected with a natural sound to express both, its aural qualities but also its ideological intentions. This is a narrative recollection of feelings whereby the journalist writes about his own past memories and, consequently, it becomes comprehensible (yet maybe not entirely acceptable) its bucolic remembrance of how this particular type of music was carried out of cities and brought into towns in a search for the connection with nature.

And, finally, contrasting with the positivity of the previous example, it is worht examining Example 24. This is a perfect description of melancholy, nostalgia, sadness for the past lost, that could refer to a person’s emotional state, but that it actually refers to the sound of an album. Acting as a bridge towards the next approach to music, this narrative description of darkness appeals to the effects music may produce upon listeners as a valid way to describe music.

3.5. Appealing to the subjectivity of music. 

These articles are interested in the psychological aspects of music. They do not want to describe what music sounds like but how music is perceived and how it does affect its listeners. They appeal to the power of music as a conveyor of emotions and, thus, they try to anticipate these feelings to the future listener. They are subjective writings that attempt to describe feelings and, because of that, they cannot be considered as being categorically right. Feelings are indirectly perceived and are not transferable in their entirety to every person because they depend upon personal and educational backgrounds which differ from one person to another. Thus, these articles about the perception of music, refer to the perception of music according to whoever is writing them. There might be certain correspondence between perceptions, but it will just be casual. We can universalize Chris Sharp’s comment on a particular album and affirm with him that “music is as sparse as you want it to be, as engaging and as ignorable as birdsong or the oceans waves” (The Wire, 286, p. 65).

Once entered the field of subjectivity, writers need to find creative means to evoke musical effects upon listeners. They have to surpass the limitations of language and suggest the power of music. The music critic has to find a way to translate the “emotional response”
 awakened by music into a comprehensive one; one able to be expressed in words.

Music criticism, in some aspects, relies on the readers’ ability to link words and metaphors with their own preconceptions or previous knowledge. Hence, when someone hears the term ‘sonic landscape’ for the first time may have problems mapping its particular meaning and, consequently, imagining what that music sounds like. Nonetheless, as soon as he/she associates it with a particular song, album or sound, every time he/she reads about that concept, he/she will immediately recapitulate the experience felt by listening to the other piece. And not only that, he/she will also be able to relive the emotions connected with that music because “memories and events of personal significance are often accompanied, not by a historical timeline, but by songs played on the radio, coincidental music” (Louise Gray, The Wire, 287, pp. 16-17).

Sam Davies offers an interesting example of writing about music focusing on its effects (Example 25). He offers an indirect description of sound; he wants to demonstrate verbally that the brutal attack this album will inflict upon its listeners will leave them calmed and relaxed afterwards. They will be able to enjoy it once it is finished, when the pain is over. The contrast between tension and relaxation, pain and pleasure, facilitates the description of this music.

In another article (Example 26), David Stubbs refers to a very specific geographical context and temporal setting, but the abstraction of the sentences transcends that space and time. It appeals to universalizable aspects and, without even defining how the music sounds, only by referring to its effects, Stubbs manages to express its qualities, its darkness and pleasure-in-sadness.

One important last thought before moving onto the next point. It is easier to write about decadent and rough sounds than pleasant ones because “the more beautiful a theme seems to you, the harder it is to find any word that will describe it to your complete satisfaction” (Cooke, 1959, p. 23). Sometimes there is the feeling that, whenever trying to define music in as many words as music critics do, they are anulling the capacity of music for evocation. They defile the music’s beauty by defining it in words because “a landscape becomes uglier when an admirer disrupts it with the words ‘how beautiful’.”(Adorno, 2003, p. 20)

3.6. Informative. 

These are articles based on deeper research and rationalised account of the data gathered. They do not aim to express implicit qualities of music, nor just its explicit ones. They rather pretend to offer a thoughtful analysis of music, a particular style of music, or a concrete musician. One of their most interesting features is that they put music into context. They describe the social and geographical connotations of the place that music comes from and, hence, reinforce the idea that music does not emerge out of nowhere, but from within a particular set of circumstances marked by social aspects.

The spectrum of information offered is diverse, form notions about music instruments and notations (Example 27) and historic capitulation of music evolution (Example 28), to definition of genres and terms used to describe music (Examples 29, 30).

These articles prove that it is not enough to expose the music available in the market, there is also a need to educate the reader about it if they desire to appreciate it. There is (following Simon Frith’s thesis
) a need to inform the reader which, at the same time, will create a feeling of belongingness. The inherent human need to be accepted, to be considered as part of something and not being an outcast. Thus, by visibly carrying a certain magazine anyone can exhibit that they belong to that ‘community’ but, also, that they are ‘properly’ informed about music. And, in a way, this is true because the more one reads a particular magazine, the more he/she feels that he/she understands it. Even though it is only a partial knowledge of just a segment of music.

Most articles in The Wire have a sense of continuity, of a constant flow of information, even referencing back to previous articles. For example, when explaining about the origin of electronic music and the division ”between the French and German Pioneers” (Example 31), the frequent reader will immediately recall another article on the previous issue (Example 32), whereby Stephen Robinson refered to Schaeffer highlighting his importance for reappropiating the term ‘acousmatic’ in order to define musique concrète. These two articles are written by different journalists so their continuity could be only a matter of chance, but it actually reinforces the idea that The Wire aims to create a knowledgeable community of readers.

3.7. Review. 

These are direct value judgements about music. And, again, based onto indiviual perceptions and, henceforth, worth considering as a guideline, but not as an imperative truth. 

It is interesting, though, to highlight that on several occasions, negative reviews are done by using positive terms and vice versa. This is an important alteration of the meaning of words which prove the theory (already outlined) that words are empty shells, lacking of meaning until people fill them up. And this is a dangerous situation because “a sentence is but a cheveril glove to a good wit; how quickly the wrong side may be turned outward!” (Shakespeare, 1968, p. 86)

One first aspect to take into consideration when analysing music reviews is that they are hardly ever “illustrated by examples in music notation, in the way the poetry reviews cite lines of verse” (Kerman, 1985, p. 17). This complaint dates back to 1985, but is still valid nowadays. It is true that there is no music notation in The Wire, but that may not be related to the magazine’s inability of referencing or the economic pressure of copyrights, rather to the readers’ musical illiteracy. Not every reader of The Wire is able to read music. Hence, language must find the way to express music in words without the aid of notation, the actual written language of music. Besides, nowadays, a CD or a password to free downloading normally accompanies music magazines, so the connection between music and words can be an instantaneous one. Then, the reader can listen to the music whilst reading the review and he/she becomes empowered by a transcendental capacity sometimes forgotten: the entitlement to disagree. 

A music review is not a fixed definition of what music is, but a personal judgement about it which can be more or less subjective. Readers must remember that they are entitled to disagree with the reviewers’ opinion. Their writings are based on personal experiences and, therefore, they are not necessarily true. The reviewer status as “’ideological gatekeepers’ of the community for which they write” (McLeod, 2001, p. 47) must be questioned. Readers must be aware of the critics’ power to modify their opinions, to influence them and to create a new, different vision of reality for them. Through words, through the description of music via words, the reviewer reinforces the power of music but, at the same time, he/she creates new connections beween music and emotions. He/she sets a particular meaning to that music. He/she sets the rules of the game. Yet everyone is allowed to infringe them, if they want to.

Reviews have not always been as important or judgemental as they are today. In the 1950s pop press, for instance, “reviews were little more than news of releases plus predictions of success. Reviewers didn’t expect to influence readers’ opinions and probably didn’t influence them” (Frith, 1983, p. 173). Reviews are not universal and perennial truths, they are just the expression of the opinion of (sometimes) informed musicologists. The importance of the review, then, is not in the reviewer’s opinions (unless experience has proven that one agrees/disagrees frequently with that reviewer’s opinion), but in his/her role as mediator “between the performance or publication and people who may not have heard or read about the subject of the review” (Herbert, 2001, p. 22). Reading about music, then, seen as an incentive that leads the reader towards the actual piece of music. Because we must not forget that “ideas about music come into being as a response to music that is already there” (Kerman, 1985, p. 20).

On occasions, the poetry of certain reviews can be obscure and hard to decipher when the words used are voluntarily lacking a clear definition or just based on an inner and private definition. On this respect, Example 33, with its abstract sentences and its space-related vocabulary, illustrates the importance that some reviewers attribute to vagueness to evoke musical feelings and atmospheres. Whether they manage to transmit the emotions desired depends on the reader’s imagination.  

Conclusion

A close examination of the December 2007 and January 2008 issues of The Wire magazine offers an initial understanding about the relationship between music and language which, as it has been stated, is a complicated one that should not be taken for granted. 

First of all, one can perceive seven different approaches to music: 

1. To explain the context in order to understand music, 

2. To talk about the musician, 

3. Objective analysis of the sound, 

4. Narrative, 

5. Appealing to the subjectivity of music,  

6. Informative,  

7. Review.
These are repetitive and recurrent patterns utilised abundantly in the magazine, but the frequency of their use does not imply a necessity, it just highlights a custom. They are useful tools to analyze the way music is written about in The Wire magazine, but they do not explain why it is done in this particular manner, nor if there are any other possible approaches. 

A second outcome from this research is the necessary, yet understated, appeal to the readers’ entitlement to disagree. Everyone is fallible,  including music critics. Consequently, their opinions are worth taking into consideration always with a critical mind. Their writings are personal comments upon existing music which could be more or less objective, but always born out of personal feelings and preferences.

And, thirdly, whenever trying to analyse the relation between music and language (either by applying the seven approaches or a different method), one must never forget the suggestive power of words. The impossibility of constraining into a theory words and sentences that are premeditatedly arranged to evoke more than what they actually say.

This analysis of two issues from The Wire offer an starting point on the research about the complicated relationship between music and language. There is a need for a wider research (both in number of issues examined as well as in variety of publications taken into account) to gain a better understanding of this peculiar relationship. 

In the meantime, the findings from this research may open a path toward further investigation.

Appendices

Example 1.

“As we listen, we come to distrust our own hearing, begin to lose confidence in our ability to distinguish what is actually there from audio hallucinations” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 287, p. 56).

Example 2. 

“In addition to police radios, nocturnal insects, crackling firewood, creaking furniture, scratchy old recordings of military bands and barrel organs, and all manner of voices, Marchetti quotes sparingly but tellingly from the work of artists as diverse as Marcel Duchamp, Keiji Haino, This Heat, and Marie Dubas, a Parisian cabaret singer who lost her family in the concentration camps.” (Dan Warburton, The Wire, 286, p. 14)

Example 3.

“Strangled, synthesized strings seemed to be filtered through city smog, and wordless, siren-like vocals, sometimes reconstituted from phone-recorded a cappellas, sounded both seductive yet utterly alien.” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 287, p. 36)

Example 4.

“Insipid and inconspicuous, it takes on an unremarkable soundtrack effect, the shallow nature of the flimsy elements leaving only a passibe listening experience” (Jennifer Allan, The Wire, 287, p. 63).
Example 5.

“Compositions mixed from unadultered live recordings of electromagnetism made audible in cities across the world ... these pieces don’t merely make a point about a customarily hidden dimension of the world: their arrangement of pulsating signals, contrasting timbres and layered frequencies makes for consistently stimulating listening” (Julian Cowley, The Wire, 287, p. 60).

Example 6.

The album “is both cubistically disjunctive, a constantly mutating sound tapestry whose detail is impossible to fully register, and a propulsive dance music that induces a physical response” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 56).
Example 7.

“His was a sound saturated in dance music, but his unsequenced beats —more like the klak-klak of a graffiti-splashed train idling in sidings than rhythmic punctuations— were too eccentric to dance to” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 28).

Example 8.

“White’s material derives from soundwalks she took across a bridge linking New Jersey with Delaware, noting in particular the sounds of traffic flow on the structure: the softly percussive whumps as vehicles enter and exit the bridge, the elastic drone of variable desity created by motor and tyre hum, gusts of wind, pedestrian footfalls on the wooden walkway, water flowing beneath the bridge” (Brian Marley, The Wire, 287, p. 68).

Example 9.

“A sonic mythographer, a sound poet capable of articulating the existential malaise of an era and a place using only sampled voices, broken breakbeats and musique concrète sound effects” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 28).

Example 10.

 “Conceptual artist Robert Barry’s Variation No 1 (1977) featured a recording of a voice reciting 178 unconnected words separated by regular intervals of silence. The speaker’s laconic utterances built up an intriguing to and fro between sense and nonsense, between the meaning of each word taken individually and their lack of meaning when listened to in succession.” (Rahma Khazam, The Wire, 286, p. 81)

Example 11.

 “Hand percussion that’s skeptical of the metronomic beat; elliptical loops that stray from four bar strictures; bass more a presence or a pressure than a ‘line’ per se.” (Philip Sherburne, The Wire, 286, p. 12)

Example 12.

“There are rare moments when Buenos Aires assumes the quality of a tango: dark, melancholy and slightly sinister. On a drizzly Friday morning, I am threading my way through the street kids running around the poor neighbourhood of Abasto, and walk through a rusty iron door. Inside, The Stooges’ “I Wanna Be Your Dog” is echoing around the cavernous Club Atlético Fernández Fierro; anti-globalist art is lit up by a roving mirror ball; and students and scruffs are knocking back Fernet, the cheap Italian liquor, mixed with Coke ... Since the late 1990s, tango has enjoyed a resurgence in popularity. The melancholy poetry of lost love and its depictions of societies on the verge of moral collapse found particular resonance for porteños (as Buenos Aires residents are called) during the recent financial crisis of 1999-2002, in which personal bank accounts were frozen and riotous demonstrations took place, peaking in 2001.” (Daniel Neilson, The Wire, 286, p. 18)

Example 13.

“For lengthy periods between 1935-43, he rode the rails and lived the hobo life, moving restlessly from state to state, picking up temporary jobs wherever he could, getting locked up in jail overnight on vagrancy charges on as many as a dozen occasions, spending time in the hobo jungles that were usually situated by the railyards, on the edge of town, where as civilization tailed oof into wilderness his homosexuality was allowed freer rein than in so-called polite society.” (Brian Marley, The Wire, 286, p. 44)

Example 14.

“At this point, nothing would really surprise you about any new release from him, since his past work has shown there is hardly an idiom he can’t turn his head, hands and guitar to.” (Ian Penman, The Wire, 286, p. 68)

Example 15. 

He “lived in Texas and Seattle before moving, two years ago, to Berlin, and you can trace his wandering in the evolution of his music. The early material can be almost too idiosyncratic —music intended for European dancefloors, but crafted thousands of miles away, without access to the weekly laboratory session of the nightclub to determine what ‘works’.” (Philip Sherburne, The Wire, 286, p. 12)

Example 16.

“After an inauspicious early history of playing bass in various loser high school combos, Ben Chasny’s musical journey began in earnest when his father forced him to sit down and listen to Nick Drake’s Five Leaves Left.” (Keith Moliné, The Wire, 287, p. 24)

Example 17.

“Always an awkward group to get a handle on, operating between and across genres and disciplines —electronica, pop, film, dance, performance art— they’ve slipped under the radar for much of their career” (Keith Moliné, The Wire, 287, p. 68).

Example 18.

“The drums seem to falter, tumble and collapse, each beat sounding as though the deteriorating rhythm has finally reached an end. But then, as though the process of dismantling the song’s ground-plan might signify a fresh beginning, rather than complete an exhausted crescendo, a male voice sings with sudden, declamatory urgency. His opening phrases are delivered with brutal precision, cutting the words as clearly as though they were freshly minted machine parts ... The line ends with an unexpected vocal switch from robotic to tragicomedic; a voice that had sounded harsh, metallic, gives an unexpected, deadpan dip into the hurt pout of a berft, pantomime Romeo ... From within this cyclone of noise, an electric guitar begins a wild, scrabbling, atonal improvisation, while somewhere close by we hear, incredibly, the chirruping, pastoral and defiantly European sound of an oboe.” (Michael Bracewell, 2008, in The Wire, 286, p. 33)

Example 19.

“String, arpeggios, Hammond organ, flute, electronics, accordion, piano, effects pedals and falsetto voice are let loose on emo-Prog so rich you need a knife and fork to get through it” (Anne Hilde Neset, The Wire, 286, p. 65).
Example 20.

“Each [track] offers a wealth of raw material —rhythmic devices introduced, tweaked and abandoned; fragments of texture and melody interwoven, reshaped and discarded— and some of it is revisited in the other, shorter tracks that make up the rest of the album.” (David Stubbs The Wire, 286, p. 72)

Example 21.

“Tracks are dissected into their component parts, and bolted back together into rigid, bionic rhythms which move beyond Techno, referencing dubstep and even ragga” (Derek Walmsley, The Wire, 286, p. 68).
Example 22. 

“Two reptilian violin parts ranged left and right bask lethargically beneath the setting sun, each twichily seeking out the dying warmth of the other’s company, even as they sound like the prospect of consummation repulses them” (Biba Kopf, The Wire, 286, p. 57).

Example 23.

“There was a music, sweet as the cry of a girl in her pleasure, mad as a blacksmith’s face in the hammer-light, loud, black and circumjacked like the snake that eats its tail. It seemed to start far away, low and blue against the horizon where the summer storm flickers, then grows in intensity, eveloping and without end, like when the thunder finds its target and won’t leave. It was carried, this music, out of the city, by young men, and taken to the towns where friends waited.” (Jim Weir, The Wire, 287, p. 30)

Example 24.

“London seems to be a city populated by dejected ravers, returning to the sites of former revels and finding them derelict, forced to contrast the quotidian compromises of their post-rave life with the collective ecstasy they once lived” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 28).

Example 25.

“If you hit yourself on the head long enough, it’ll feel great when you stop. ‘Nobody’s Ugly’ has a similar quality ... feels like a warm bath after the sustained assault on materialist bourgeois cultural complacencies that duo attempts. There’s no pummeling post-Industrial percussion, grinding power electronics or hectoring vocals drawing from the vocabulary of child abuse and serial murder. There’s no need during these two tracks to wonder whether you’re listening to a modern-day Marquis de Sade or just an art school Jeremy Kyle, accompanied by analogue synth and drum machine.” (Sam Davies, The Wire, 286, p. 55)

Example 26.

“Untrue chimes in well with the coming of British winter, as the air turns chill and dirty, the days shorten and a sodium-lit depression kicks in. Yet it’s the most beautiful and contagious possible accompaniment to such conditions” (David Stubbs, The Wire, 287, p. 53).

Example 27. 

“Iraqi music uses the same eight-note octave as most Western music, but divides some of the intervals unevenly, for example, cutting the interval between D and E into one-quarter and three-quarters rather than the half steps of the European scale.” (Kurt Gottschalk, The Wire, 286, p. 16)

Example 28.

“While the late 90s vogue for glitch has abated, the sonic innovations that those celebrations of error threw up retain a central place in electronic music’s palette. From minimal Techno dancefloors and homeward-bound electronica, glitch’s reductionist pulses, whirrs and clicks are now pretty much inescapable.” (Simon Hampson, The Wire, 287, p. 57)

Example 29. 

“Dubstep began as a pared back, predominantly instrumental response to the songful syncopations of UK Garage.” (Dave Stelfolk, The Wire, 286, p. 61)

Example 30. 

Jacques Derrida’s neologism ‘hauntology’: “The power of Derrida’s concept lay in its idea of being hauted by events that had not actually happened, futures that failed to materialise and remained spectral.” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 31)

Example 31.

“In the early days of electronic music, there was a divide between the French and German pioneers, a rather tense and loaded one, given the post-war context and the two nationalities involved. In one corner, Pierre Schaeffer was assembling sound collages entirely from magnetic tape recordings. In the other corner, Herbert Eimert led those who believed in a notion of ‘pure’ electronic music, unsullied by field materials.” (David Stubbs, The Wire, 287, p. 10)

Example 32.

“Originating from a practice attributed to Pythagoras, of speaking from behind a screen to focus his follower’s attention on speech rather than on visual presence, the term acousmatic (the ‘akousmatikoi’ were “those willing to listen”) was reappropriated by Pierre Schaeffer to describe the task of attending to the abstract qualities of the constituent sounds of musique concrète, divorced from their original worldly existence.” (Stephen Robinson, The Wire, 286, p. 78)

Example 33. 

“Blizzards of sound particles collide with blunt busts and bursts of rapidly disintegrating sinewaves; swarms of fractal sonics swoop around granular rumblings and glistening textures, reconfiguring in a new shapes and forms.” (Nick Cain, The Wire, 287, p. 65)
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� “A word awakens both an emotional response and a comprehension of its meaning, whereas a note, having no meaning, awakens only an emotional response.” Cooke, 1959, p. 26


� “The test of good music is that, regardless of its degree of abstraction, it pleases and holds the attention moment to moment while providing a deeper satisfaction through a —perhaps illusory— sense of structure.” (Barry Witherden The Wire, 287, p. 55)


� “Just as music is whatever people choose to recognize as such, noise is whatever is recognized as disturbing, unpleasant or both. The border between music and noise is always culturally defined ... There is rarely a consensus.” (Nattiez, 1987, pp. 47-48)


� “Sound is defined as the result of a succession of regular and periodic vibrations. Noise is instead caused by motions that are irregular as much in time as in intensity ... The real and fundamental difference between sound and noise can be reduced to this alone: noise is generally much richer in harmonies than sound” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 50).


� “By relying upon colouristic effects, standardised, easily recognisable forms, undemanding melodies, and so on, the popular song has an infantilised, fetishistic character. It plays upon and encourages the ego-weaknesses of its audience. It demands, not the concentrated listening appropriate to serious music, which must actively relate all musical elements to a dynamically unfolding structure, but a regressed, atomistic listening, geared to purely passive amusement by isolated, meaningless elements.” (Zabel, 1989, pp. 200-201)


� “When sounds are isolated from one another by periods of silence, the ambience of the space they inhabit becomes a key factor” (Brian Morley, The Wire, 287, p.55).


� As seen previously, Jackendoff wrote: music entrains “body representations, whether or not one actually dances to the music —that is, whether or not the body representations are actually translated into motor patterns.” (Jackendoff, 1996, p. 16)


� “Are words not the issue? I would not be bold enough to assert such a thing. Sometimes it seems to me that it is precisely the words one utters, or stifles, or write, that are the issue, if not the only issue.” (Márai, 2003, p. 137)


� “the sad thing is that you will never know (and I can never tell you) how I interpret what you say to me ... You and I, we use the same language, the same words. But is it our fault, yours and mine, that the words we use are empty? ... Empty. In saying them, you fill them with the meaning they have for you; I, in collecting them up, I fill them with the meaning I give them. We had believed that we understood one another; we have not understood one another at all” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 11).





� “A private language consists of words which refer to the speaker’s inner experiences —his sensations, feelings, moods, and the rest; since these inner experiences are regarded as entities whose presence or absence can be known only to the person whose experiences they are (i.e. since the terms of the language refer to epistemically private entities), it follows that another person is incapable of understanding the language which gives them expression. The point is not that another person is simply incapable of telling whether the words of this language are being used accurately, i.e. are being used only when their referent is present; it is rather that these words are defined by means of the entities to which they refer, so that another person’s lack of epistemic access to those entities entails an inability to grasp the meaning of the terms which refer to them.” (Mulhall, 1993)


� Gramsci’s hegemony is “a cultural and ideological means whereby the dominant groups in society, including fundamentally but not exclusively the ruling class, maintain their dominance by securing the ‘spontaneous consent’ of subordinate groups, including the working class, thtorugh the negotiated construction of a political and ideological consensus which incorporates both dominant and dominated groups.” (Strinati, 1996, p. 165)


“Hegemony is therefore a form of dominance, but it refers more to a consensual order ... Hegemony is understood as an ‘opinion-moulding activity’, rather than brute force or dominance.” (Morton, 2007, p. 113)


� “Being haunted by events that had not actually happened, futures that failed to materialise and remind spectral.” (Mark Fisher, The Wire, 286, p. 31)


� “It is not a question of explaining a language game by means of our own experience, but of establishing it” (Molino, 1990, p. 124).


� “While the musician “speaks in music” of purely musical things, the musicologist must necessarily pass through the intermediary of language.” (Nattiez, 1987, p. 150)


� (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p. 55) As already seen on p. 10


� “It’s an album which defies any kind of neat summation, so a whistlestop guide to some of its delights will have to suffice.” (Chris Sharp, The Wire, 287, p. 65)


� “A word awakens both and emotional response and a comprehension of its meaning, whereas a note, having no meaning, awakens only an emotional response.” (Cooke, 1959, p. 26)


� “For most rock critics, then ... the issue in the end isn’t so much representing music to the public ... as creating a knowing community, orchestrating a collusion between selected musicians and an equally select part of the public —select in its superiority to the ordinary, undiscriminating pop consumer.” (McLeod, 2000, p. 50)
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