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Chapter 2

How the Pop Musician Became a 
(New) Romantic Hero.
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Introduction

The previous chapter gave an overview of different positions defended in current  
copyright debates, which main focus, despite some brief historical expositions, was the  
contemporary situation. In this chapter, a historical perspective will be central. I will  
investigate how the romantic views described in chapter one became the dominant ideology 
in pop music production. There are two main benefits to this exercise.

Firstly, it shows that the romanticisms in question are not pregiven or even necessary. 
Even now, as commercial tributism is under pressure, old paradigms appear difficult to sub-
vert or eradicate. The metaphysics of musical communication, and especially its expressivist 
aspect, are still widely mistaken for characteristics of music production itself, rather than 
characteristics of our way of thinking about music production. Showing how such ways of 
thinking emerged in particular historical circumstances is a familiar strategy within cultural 
analysis for undermining their apparent self-evidence.

Secondly, and more importantly, I want to show how intimately the history of these 
paradigms is connected with the history of particular musical practices. The relation between 
ideology and practice will remain a central issue throughout this dissertation. The commer-
cial theory of appropriate credit is inextricably intertwined with a particular practice, namely 
the commercial recording of music on a material carrier. The ideology and the practice keep 
each other in place, the commercial theory of appropriate credit functioning both as an expla-
nation and a legitimization of the practice.

However, the commercial theory of appropriate credit is generally used to describe 
pop music in a much more general sense. This creates a paradoxical situation. The commer-
cial recording of music is just one way of engaging with music; one practice among many 
others. But although these other ways of engaging with music are often practiced with no 
reference whatsoever to the commercial theory of appropriate credit (or, for that matter, to the 
tacit metaphysics of musical communication), they are nonetheless mostly discussed in these 
terms, even if they do not fit the practice in question well.

A story similar to the one I will present might be told tying commercial tributism or 
the metaphysics of musical communication to, say, late capitalism, pop music viewed as a 
homogeneous field, or another overarching abstraction. Such approaches would not show 
the richness and complexity of pop music culture with its multitude of practices. And more 
importantly, it would not enable me to make my central point: non-solitary music practices, 
when they are not compelled to explain or legitimize themselves in terms of the dominant dis-
course, have perfectly adequate discourses of their own. Among other things, such discourses 
stipulate what kinds of contributions deserve what kinds of rewards, as I will show in the case 
studies of the following chapters. In the present chapter, I will discuss the interplay of ideas 
and practice through which the commercial theory of appropriate credit came into existence.

Empfindsamkeit and emotional communication

I have called the metaphysics of musical communication “romantic” on several  
occasions. This is in keeping with how the word “romantic” is commonly used, but if we 
want to be precise, the metaphysics of musical communication predates the romantic era, and 
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emerged during the Enlightenment, that is, during the latter half of the eighteenth century, 
within a German current known as Empfindsamkeit (Sensitivity). However, it only became 
widespread during Romanticism.

Taking a cultural practices approach towards the musical current called 
Empfindsamkeit means paying close attention to people’s actions, or to be more precise, 
to what music-related activities people performed in a taken-for-granted way. However,  
people’s habitual actions are embedded in many contextual factors. In a cultural practice  
many heterogeneous elements (discourse, technology, musical style, et cetera) work together 
in a particular way, and taking a cultural practices approach also entails investigating such 
elements.

The important practices of the Empfindsamkeit were attending subscription concerts 
and performing chamber music in an amateur context. It may seem somewhat novel to inves-
tigate a musical current through its practices, because currents are more commonly linked 
to composers and places and periods, but the approach makes sense. Looking at the fore-
most composer of the Empfindsamkeit, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714-1788), we find, for 
instance, that the Empfindsame Stil is easily recognizable in his compositions for the amateur 
market and in the works he composed to play himself at the subscription concert series he 
organized. In his courtly and ecclesiastic music, however, he sounded much like his father, 
the now more famous Johann Sebastian Bach. Style and practice are thus connected, and the 
rise of the Empfindsame Stil is less a result of a historical transition in music culture in general 
than one aspect of the emergence of new practices of music making.

I want to discuss four of the heterogeneous elements that came together in the ama-
teur chamber music and subscription concert practices. They are a new economic possibility 
for composers, a musical idiom, a social group, and a discourse or a set of ideas. Let me 
discuss the discursive aspect first. The Empfindsamkeit shared many of the characteristics of 
the literary movement known as Sturm und Drang (usually translated as ‘Storm and Stress’), 
which was active in Germany in the same period, and which, tellingly, is alternatively called 
‘Geniezeit’ (the period of the genius). Empfindsamkeit is generally seen as its parallel current 
in music. Literary historian Gerhard Knapp describes its central concepts as:

Ecstasy of emotion and passion; boundless affirmation of nature; the idolisation 
of the unique, creative, and all-powerful individual (the ‘genius’, the ‘Faustian’ 
personality); the veneration of art as gospel, i.e. as creation of the genius; a 
multi-faceted and often indistinct notion of freedom with psychological, social, 
moral, or political connotations.15

This literary movement did not exist in a vacuum. A collection of ideas we now  
habitually refer to as “romantic” took hold all over northwestern Europe. In fact, literary 
historian Seth MacFarlane has recently argued that ideas pertaining to originality and self-
expression were nuanced rather than reinforced during actual romanticism (MacFarlane 
2007). Two influential spokesmen for the new ideology deserve to be mentioned. In Britain, 
Edward Young published a book which is usually credited with being the starting point of the 
cults of originality and self-expression. His 1759 book Conjectures on Original Composition 

15: Knapp, Gerhard P. Sturm Und Drang. 2003. The Literary Encyclopedia.
http://www.litencyc.com/php/stopics.php?rec=true&UID=1266 Available 19-05-2006.
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radically opposed genius and imitation, arguing that “meddling ape imitation (...) destroys 
all individuality” (Wittkower 1973: 306). In France, Jean-Jacques Rousseau articulated a  
philosophy which centered around the affirmation of nature, including one’s inner nature, to 
which one had to be true. The cult of self-expression received a strong impetus from his work. 
Rousseau was also highly interested in music and he was probably the first to use the term 
“genius” in a musical context (Wittkower 1973).

Influenced directly by Sturm und Drang, and indirectly by authors such as Young and 
Rousseau, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach could argue in his essay Versuch über die wahre Art das 
Klavier zu Spielen (1753, 1762) that a musician should express personal emotion. He writes: 
“Play from the soul [...] not like a trained bird!”, and he approvingly cites the Roman poet 
Horace:

Since a musician cannot move others unless he himself is moved, he must 
of necessity feel all the affects that he hopes to arouse in his listeners. He  
communicates his own feelings to them and thus effectively moves them to 
sympathy. In languishing, sad passages, the performer must languish and 
grow sad... Similarly, in lively, joyous passages, the executant must again put  
himself into the appropriate mood. And so, constantly varying the passions he 
will barely quiet one before he rouses another. (Horace, cited in Bach, cited in 
Taruskin 2005: 410)

The task of communicating personal emotions did not only apply to the performer, but 
to the composer as well. Because the metaphysics of musical communication is still so much 
present in contemporary music culture, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach’s comments may well 
sound wholly unremarkable to us. It is good, therefore, to emphasize the difference between 
this view and that of Bach the elder, for whom composition still was a matter of making the 
divine order of the macro-cosmos perceivable through the micro-cosmos of tonal relations, 
which was its reflection (James 1993). This endeavor might result in music laden with ‘affect’, 
but not in music that represented personal, human emotions.

The discourse of sensitivity and personal expression described above should be  
considered in relation to a particular social group, namely the middle class. Musicologist 
Carl Dahlhaus explains the Empfindsamkeit as a strategy for the emancipation of the 
bourgeoisie, who, for economical reasons, could not measure themselves against the nobil-
ity in terms of display, but who around this time succeeded in establishing a discourse on 
taste that valued sensitivity and refined taste over extravagances that required great wealth 
(Dahlhaus 1989: 73). Sensitivity was a hallmark characteristic of a ‘nobility of the heart’. 
Sensitivity showed itself, among other things, in the appreciation of simple, sensitive music. 
If this nobility of the heart counted as ‘true nobility’, then the traditional hereditary nobility 
did not. Thus, the sensitivist discourse helped the middle class to elevate itself in its own  
estimation, and, insofar as the corresponding aesthetic was accepted by the upper class, to 
blur the boundary between their own class and the nobility.

In this struggle, musical style became highly important. The style of the composers of 
the Empfindsamkeit was not derived from anything going on in Germany, but from Italian 
comic opera, or opera buffa, a descendant of the comic intermezzo plays, or intermezzi, that 
were initially played between the acts of a serious opera, or opera seria. Several intermezzi, 
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most famously Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona, made a sensation when they traveled outside 
of Italy to any major city in western Europe. Their musical idioms were much simpler than 
anything the audience was accustomed to. Intermezzi and opera buffa were praised for their 
naturalness, expressiveness, and realism (Taruskin 2005: 399-444).

The realism in question is closely tied to the changeability of everyday, ‘natural’, human 
emotions. It is their fluidity, and the simple directness with which they are uttered, that set 
‘natural’ or ‘realistic’ emotional ‘expression’ apart from the codified noble affectations of 
mythological kings, as expressed by means of elaborate locutions and complex musical forms 
in opera seria. At a time when it was still an undisputed truth that the purpose of art was the 
imitation of nature, to argue in favor of the Italian style by praising it for its realistic imitation 
of human emotions made a coherent argument about a matter of aesthetics.

Characteristic for the Empfindsamkeit was the so-called sonata form, which was 
derived from the non-operatic music of Italian opera composers. In the baroque the overall 
form of a piece grew ‘organically’ out of the endless development and variation of one or 
two basic themes. In the Empfindsame Stil, on the contrary, the form was fixed from the 
outset, so that the composer could showcase a diversity of unrelated musical material 
while the sonata form guaranteed overall unity of the piece. The form thus afforded ample  
opportunity for rapid changes in mood, enabling the composer to portray the mercurial 
changeability of human feelings ‘realistically’. Also, it allowed for greater simplicity than the 
polyphonic musical forms of the baroque, so that sentiments could be expressed with artless 
naturalness.

The hallmark stylistic characteristic of the Empfindsamkeit, tellingly, is the 
instrumental recitative. This is more than just a remnant of the style’s operatic origins. It 
underscores the emergence of a notion of music as personal communication. Someone is 
speaking to the listener, only without words. In short, an ideology of music as an emotional 
language without words has taken root (Taruskin 2005: 334-442).

The economics underlying the Empfindsame Stil largely follow from the above. What 
enabled the middle class to emancipate itself was first and foremost the amount of wealth it 
was accumulating. This also made the middle class a market for which composers could pro-
duce. The Empfindsamkeit coincides with the beginning of the long and gradual transition by 
which a market system of music production replaced the older patronage system.

Composers could tap this middle class market by organizing concerts or by publishing 
sheet music for amateur performance, and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, for example, did both. 
Although he still primarily relied on the patronage of court and church for his livelihood, he 
had also received a privilege to publish his own music, which he put to commercial use. Apart 
from having pieces he composed on commission subsequently published, he also composed 
specifically for publication. The profit was in solo harpsichord and clavichord pieces and 
chamber music for the newly developing amateur market. Commercial music production and 
practices of domestic music making emerged in tandem. In addition, Carl Philipp Emanuel 
Bach provided for a mostly middle class market by organizing subscription concerts at which 
he performed as a harpsichordist (Sadie 2001: 387-398).

In these two practices, then, concert attendance and amateur music making, a set of 
highly heterogeneous elements came together in a particular way. There was a discourse of 
sensitivity, originality, and personal expression. There was a social group which was looking 
to augment its status, and which had the spending power to make that happen. There was a 
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musical idiom which was well equipped to represent the new middle class values. And there 
was a newly emerging market system of music production which enabled composers to make 
money from sensitivity and emotional expression.

These elements together formed a paradigm which persisted for a substantial period 
of time. One reason why the two practices in question persisted this long was that, for all 
involved, it was rewarding to engage in them again and again. By giving concerts and publish-
ing sheet music, composers made money. By attending concerts and playing chamber music, 
middle class citizens got to revel in their own ‘nobility of the heart’, to affirm their self-worth 
and to contest the superiority of the nobility.

The contemporary metaphysics of musical communication, then, can be traced back 
to the Empfindsamkeit. Isolated fragments of it could be traced much further back, but for 
my historical inquiry this is the best starting point. The Empfindsamkeit might be called a 
discursive catalyst. It allowed previously disparate concepts and ideas to join in an appar-
ently coherent and plausible theory of musical communication. The theory seemed to make 
sense because it adequately explained (and legitimized) lived musical praxis. Once the theory 
became a conceptual reflex, a habit of mind, it could retain its apparent plausibility in contexts 
where it did not make sense in relation to living praxis, but before I turn to situations of that 
kind I must discuss how the Empfindsamkeit’s aesthetics of emotional expression, with sub-
stantial modifications, became a widespread ideology. This happened during Romanticism.

Romantic high art and the sacralization of the artist

If Empfindsamkeit was a relatively short-lived current which influence was limited to 
a few German cities, Romanticism found its way into most European countries. Nonetheless, 
Germany is central to the origination of this movement too. In music, the Romantic  
movement took hold slightly later than in the other arts, around 1830. The idea of music 
as a means of emotional expression and communication spread all over Europe, and  
eventually beyond it, together with musical Romanticism. Although Romantic ideology is 
largely a continuation of the discourse of Empfindsamkeit, it also contained some important 
new elements.

In line with my practice oriented approach, I will concentrate on Romantic orchestral 
concert practice throughout most of this section, adding a short but crucial observation on 
the publishing of musical scores towards the end. In the practices of attending and giving 
orchestral concerts, we encounter a shift in aesthetics that replaced the idea of music as a  
vehicle for personal emotions by a much more ‘metaphysical’ view of music. In this meta-
physical aesthetics, the composer was understood more along the lines of the visionary; 
someone who was able to commune with the eternal or the divine, to capture a small piece of a 
transcendental realm and to bring it into the human world (Dahlhaus 1989: 73-79). Concerts 
became increasingly like religious events.

This ‘sacralization’ of art music showed itself in, for example, expanding musical forms, 
the usage of instruments previously only used in church music, and ritual silence during  
concert performances. It was not only the composer who was elevated to religious heights. 
The conductor shared in the prestige, and became something like the high priest of the  
concert ritual, waving his baton like a magic wand to produce an alternative world. The  
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virtuoso did so even more. As a solitary hero he took on the entire orchestra during the 
concerto (from concertere, to struggle, to combat), thus representing the strong individualist 
(Sabbe 2003: 35-40).

The metaphysical aesthetics of Romantic high art did not displace the aesthetics of 
emotional expression. The two existed simultaneously. A discourse of self-expression and 
sensitivity persisted in relation to the lighter and more popular genres of music. Among 
other things, it continued to inform the social domestic music making practice known as 
‘salon music’, in which mostly amateur performers played for one another. In fact, it was by 
no means perceived as incoherent if one avowed both the metaphysical and the emotional 
aesthetics. One of the primary architects of the musical Romanticism, the influential writer 
and music critic E.T.A. Hoffmann, states that “[t]o touch us, to move us mightily, the artist 
himself must be deeply affected in his own heart” (Lowinsky 1973: 323). However, it was also 
Hoffmann who, with his analyses of Beethoven’s works, made a crucial contribution to the 
shift towards the high Romantic view of music, as I will describe below.

Let me examine the same four heterogeneous aspects of musical practice that I  
discussed in the previous section, this time considering them in relation to the quasi-religious 
orchestral concert practice described above. The elements were discourse, social group, musi-
cal idiom, and economic strategy. For reasons of exposition I will discuss them in reverse 
order.

The romantic era saw the rise of two opposed strategies for selling music. The ‘populist’ 
strategy consisted of producing for the masses, seeking to maximize profits by supplying a 
large market. The ‘elitist’ strategy consisted of creating artificial conditions of scarcity. The bar 
for compositions, for instance, was raised to the point that composers could manage a maxi-
mum of around nine symphonies in a lifetime; a far cry from the enormous output of Mozart 
or Haydn. Scarcity increased the value of individual works, so that the ‘elitist’ strategy could 
supply a small ‘deep pocket’ recipient community seeking distinction (Sabbe 2003: 9-17). The 
‘populist’ strategy became heir to the aesthetics of emotional communication, and was in that 
sense a continuation of the Empfindsamkeit. 

High art music was marketed according to the ‘elitist’ strategy and adopted a  
metaphysical aesthetics that stressed the autonomy of instrumental music and the elevated 
status of musical creativity. The elitist strategy should be associated, first and foremost, with 
the upper middle class. The upper middle class’ interest in concert attendance by this time 
has probably less to do with contesting the superiority of the nobility than with their trying to 
distinguish themselves from the lower middle class and the populace. One attends concerts 
not only to listen, but also to be seen. One is seen, moreover, in one’s finest garments, and one 
displays one’s mastery of the mores, sitting in reverent silence throughout and applauding at 
the appropriate moments.

The musical style of Romanticism to a large degree took shape in an interaction 
between the works of Ludwig van Beethoven and the analyses thereof by E.T.A Hoffmann, 
whom I mentioned above. In his writings, Hoffmann praised, in front of a large and mostly 
lay audience, Beethoven’s great innovation: pervasive thematic development through the use 
of simple motifs, the persistent recurrences of which inform every aspect of the overall form. 
In a sense, this development was the mirror image of the discontinuity between the styles of 
John Sebastian and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. With the Viennese classics, but especially 
with Beethoven, the sonata form became a structure that was to be ‘spun out of ’ the motifs of 
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its two main themes. It was through this ‘innovation’ that musical works became even more 
tightly knit, indivisible wholes (Dahlhaus 1989: 73-79).

The new status of the composer, who was now a visionary who communed with 
the eternal and the ex nihilo creator of musical worlds, far exceeded anything seen in the 
Empfindsamkeit. The term “genius” became common as a way of referring to a composer’s 
mysterious ability to create. The veneration of “natural talent” was already thematized in 
the Empfindsamkeit. Outside of Germany, too, there had been denunciations of musical 
‘academism’, by Herder and Rousseau among others (Lowinsky 1973: 342). But during 
Romanticism, this theme was extended and radicalized. The artist was awarded a special 
autonomy. He must be true only to his own talent and genius, not to any set rule or exter-
nal consideration. Relatedly, Romanticism increasingly conceptualized musical creation as 
resulting from a divine spark often called inspiration - a strong inner drive on the part of 
the composer to express his vision, or, in more popular contexts, his feelings. As composer 
Arnold Schoenberg once put it: “Kunst kommt von Mussen” (art comes from having-to, Sabbe 
2003: 3). Such “expressivism”, as I showed in the previous chapter, still informs contemporary 
pop music culture.

High Romanticism understood the composer as someone who encoded immaterial 
value in a material carrier. A small piece of a higher realm was captured by the composer and 
incarnated in the ink and paper of a musical score. Hence, the original autographs (the first 
score written by the composer himself) were highly valued. The Urtext (the original text) 
was declared sacrosanct. Whereas works by Mozart had still occasionally been ‘improved’ by 
conductors who performed them, such a course of action became inconceivable in relation to 
Beethoven (Sabbe 2003). Thus, a theory emerged of how a printed score (such as for instance 
a domestic use piano extract of a Beethoven symphony) worked as a musical commodity. The 
performer extracted the immaterial value from its material carrier.

In this section, I have shown how in the Romantic period the metaphysics of musical 
communication achieved much of its present form. Shortly, I will turn to the question how 
this ideology became associated with the music industry. But first I must discuss the origins 
of that music industry.

A tale of two music industries, part I: sheet music

In the two previous sections, I have discussed two phases of the metaphysics of musical 
communication. This section paves the way for my discussion of a third, namely the commer-
cial theory of appropriate credit which I introduced in chapter one. To this end, I now want 
to investigate the development of the music industry, and I will do this in a particular way, 
namely by looking closely at technologies and how they relate to cultural practices.

Specific technologies play an important part in many practices. In the mentioned 
practices of Empfindsamkeit and Romanticism this is not immediately clear, but in relation 
to the Empfindsamkeit I might for instance have mentioned the clavichord. This is a musical 
instrument, then a recent invention, with such a soft tone that it was quite unpractical to use 
for performances. It became the instrument one played for one’s own individual pleasure, that 
is, from one’s own inner drive towards emotional expression. The expressive possibilities of 
the instrument were richer than those of any other acoustic keyboard instrument at the time. 
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The popularity of the music of the Empfindsamkeit and the popularity of this instrument 
reinforced one another.

It is important to realize that the causal relation between technologies and practices 
does not run in a single direction. Evidently, the ‘affordances’ of technologies condition the 
practices that can emerge around them (Gibson 1979). But the practices that emerge around 
technologies also in turn shape the technologies in question. For example, manufacturers 
adjust technologies to what end-users actually do with them. And this is rarely the exact 
thing which they were designed to do, and only that. In Science and Technology Studies  
(henceforth STS) this insight is sometimes referred to as “the mutual shaping of society 
and technology”, and it has been thoroughly investigated (e.g. Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987; 
Bijker & Law 1992.) It is considered to be a useful antidote against a naive commonsensical  
assumption known as “technological determinism”, according to which technological progress 
influences society, but is not itself influenced by that society. In cultural studies, the insight 
that this is a two-way causal process has been used to argue that consumers of technology 
have substantial agency, or in other words, that they are not passive dupes forced to buy what-
ever technologies manufacturers decide on producing (du Gay, Hall, et al. 1997).

My own approach rests on the assumption that the interrelation of technology and 
society is mediated by concrete practices. In human action, technologies connect with a host 
of other societal factors. Only if the practice is a successful one, in the sense that it keeps itself 
going, this connection will persist. One of the other societal factors at work is discourse. Like 
technologies, habits of conceptualization only survive if the practices they become associ-
ated with reliably reproduce themselves. A cultural practices approach, therefore, allows me 
to investigate the relation between discourses and technologies in a very concrete way; not 
by means of overarching abstractions and vague analogies, but by “opening up” some of the 
relevant “black boxes”, to borrow the terminology of philosopher and science and technol-
ogy scholar Bruno Latour (1987). In this section and the next, I will open up black boxes of 
phonographic technology in relation to the metaphysics of musical communication. Before 
I do so, however, I will discuss another music industry which preceded it, namely the sheet 
music industry.

When recording enthusiast and scholar Evan Eisenberg claimed that, with the  
phonograph, music first took on a material form and became a commodity (Eisenberg 
1987: 13), this sounded plausible enough. Musicologist Mark Katz, looking for ontological  
characteristics of the gramophone medium, agreed with Eisenberg:

As Even Eisenberg has pointed out, “For the listening public at large, in 
every century but this one [now two], there was no such thing as collecting 
music.” Certainly, enthusiasts sought out instruments, manuscripts, program 
books, autographs, and the like. Record collecting, however, represents a new  
relationship with music, for these collectors seek neither the means to create 
sound or mementos of it, but sound itself. (Katz 2004: 10)

However, collecting records is not the same as collecting sound itself. Records are 
in fact a means to create sound. In this, they are quite similar to sheet music, which pre-
sumably also had its collectors. It is arguable, however, that the mistake which is implicit in  
Katz’ argument - a record is immaterial value, the ‘sound’ one values ‘itself ’, located in a 
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material carrier - became a self-evident habit of thought in part because the sheet music 
industry relied on a similar set of ideas.

This ‘first’ music industry, like the phonographic industry, relied on certain  
technologies that enabled it. The steam printer made mass-production possible, and a piano 
was necessary for its consumption. The sheet music industry did something for which the 
gramophone came too late: It connected with the practices of the parlor, traditionally a place 
in middle-class households where art objects were displayed and where music and recitations 
of poetry and literature were performed for guests. Parlor practices are highly similar to the 
salons mentioned in the previous section. The difference between these two words primarily 
indicates that the main spatial focus of my narration has shifted from Germany and France to 
the Anglo-Saxon world. There, during the end of the nineteenth and the start of the twentieth 
century, the more informal living room replaced the parlor, and the phonograph arrived too 
late to be inserted into its cultural practices (Sterne 2003: 203-204). In the nineteenth century, 
however, the main ingredients required for the enjoyment of domestic music were usually 
sheet music, a piano, and the daughter of the house (Sabbe 2003: 21, 103).

The domestic performance of music, in the nineteenth century, counted as an act of 
music consumption, rather than of music production. The prestige of the composer likely 
played a role in making sheet music a viable commodity. Sheet music is a much less stringent 
medium for music reproduction than the gramophone record is. The piano player has every 
opportunity to manipulate the work she plays, to disregard indications of tempo and mood, 
to change notes, to bring in passages from other pieces, to improvise. Such practices, however, 
would undermine the value of the sheet music. A set of instructions would become a set of 
suggestions, a friendly favor rather than a marketable product.

The romantic twin-cults of the composer and of the work helped to guarantee the 
viability of sheet music by effectively prohibiting such divergences from the score. The value 
of the musical work was conceptualized as an immaterial substance encoded into the material 
score by the genius composer. The (amateur) performer had a task, an obligation, to perform 
in accordance with the intention of the composer, so as to allow this immaterial value to reach 
its destination, the audience.

Sociologist Cas Smithuysen describes how there was another group in society who had 
an interest in this ideology of music consumption-as-obligation, namely professional pianists. 
It aided them both in their capacity as performers and teachers. He writes:

The conviction that pianists, amateur pianists too, had the duty to perform the 
work of great composers as faithfully as possible became the strongest trump 
in pianists’ hands as they struggled to establish their profession. They could 
not get a handle on the inimitable playing of Liszt, but they could get a handle 
on all those who tried their hands at a re-performance of his compositions.  
(Smithuysen 2001: 82, my translation)

In its guise of immaterial value in a material carrier, sheet music provided the  
paradigm for how the record’s functioning as a musical commodity was to be understood. 
The idea that buying a record also meant buying the immaterial value it contained was a 
very useful sales argument. Consider, for example, the competition between the phonograph 
and the radio as music technologies. To have a radio was to have a means of access to music  
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(and other content). To have a record and a record player, incongruously, was not merely to 
have a means of access to music which afforded greater control. It was to ‘own’ the music. And 
this idea had an air of self-evidence despite the fact that copyright law stipulated that to own 
a record was most decidedly not to own the music.

There is a continuity, then, between the sheet music and the recording industries, in 
terms of conceptualizating their commodities. There is also an important discontinuity to 
which it is worth drawing attention. The sheet music industry did not link popular songs to 
specific performers. In fact, even after a phonographic industry emerged, the contemporary 
‘performer-song strategy’ (where it makes intuitive sense to speak of a song ‘by’ a specific 
performer rather than a composer) developed gradually over a long time.

Mass produced popular music from the early days of the phonographic industry, 
which lasted roughly from the early 1930s to the early 1950s, was composed music. This  
corpus of songs has become known as ‘Tin Pan Ally’ music, named after a single block on 
28th street in New York, in-between Broadway and 5th Avenue. Here the sheet music industry 
had located a great number of composers, whose job it was to quickly write songs in line with 
the latest fashions or fads. Agents took the new songs to vaudeville houses and theaters, where 
they used flattery and financial incentives to have performers put them on their repertoire. 
Pluggers sang the new songs in bars or in the streets. Several singers might be convinced to 
record the same new song. If any one artist’s recording became popular the sheet music would 
sell (Scheurer 1989: 87-88).

The sheet music industry waned after the arrival of the phonograph. A large and  
profitable industry at the end of the nineteenth century, it has been gradually shrinking ever 
since. Nonetheless, it succeeded in remaining influential up until the second world war, and 
even today it is by no means a marginal industry of special interest products. The secret of 
its resilience is copyright. In the early days of the phonographic industry, music publishers 
secured their right to collect royalties for the composers, and for themselves, over the com-
positions recorded. This right has not been seriously questioned since. In contemporary pop 
music, therefore, the copyright over a pop song divides into the rights to the ‘recording’, or the 
performance, and the rights to the ‘publishing’, or the composition. Today’s music publishing 
industry is largely an artifact of legal sedimentation. Now, let me turn my attention to the 
‘second’ music industry, the one that developed around the technology of the phonograph.

A tale of two music industries, part 2: gramophone records

In the previous section, while ostensibly discussing the sheet music industry, I already 
showed something of the two-way relationship between phonographic technology and  
society. On the one hand, the technology of the gramophone record was instrumental in 
the development of the cultural habit of attributing a pop song to a performer rather than 
a composer; whereas sheet music encoded a composition, a record encodes a performance. 
On the other hand, the direction in which phonographic technology developed was largely 
determined by the establishment of the gramophone record as a musical commodity. And 
the success of this commodity was in all probability helped substantially by the fact that the 
sheet music industry had already normalized the idea that one could “own music”, an idea that 
amounted to owning something of value.
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In this section, I want to look more closely at the societal factors that helped to shape 
phonographic technology. I will concentrate on two important things that happened during 
the transition from the Edison phonograph to the Berliner gramophone. The first is how 
the phonograph became a music technology. It was by no means clear from the outset that 
it would. The second is how the phonograph developed into what Lawrence Lessig, whom I 
introduced in the previous chapter, calls a “read-only” (RO) medium. He uses this term for a 
medium that enables the passive enjoyment of preexisting content, but not its manipulation, 
as opposed to a read-write (RW) technology (such as the tape recorder for instance), which 
enables both (Lessig 2004).

The phonograph was not conceived as a music technology at all, but was a  
by-product of Edison’s investigations into telephony. In 1877, after he had successfully  
developed a ‘repeater’ to make the signals of telegraph lines carry farther, a search for a similar 
device to boost the signals in telephone lines made Edison realize that something entirely new 
had been created: a system for the storage and retrieval of sound (Chanan 1995: 2). However 
obvious its contemporary uses may seem in hindsight, it was not immediately self-evident 
what the purpose of a sound recorder should be. An informal list of possibilities published by 
Edison in an article for the North American Review in 1878 shows this clearly:

1. Letter writing and all kinds of dictation without the aid of a stenographer.
2. Phonographic books, which will speak to blind people without effort on 

their part.
3. The teaching of elocution.
4. Reproduction of music.
5. The ‘Family Record’ - a registry of sayings, reminiscences, etc., by members 

of a family in their own voices, and of the last words of dying persons.
6. Music boxes and toys.
7. Clocks that should announce in articulate speech the time for going home, 

going to meals, etc.
8. The preservation of languages by exact reproduction of the manner of 

pronouncing.
9. Educational purposes; such as preserving the explanations made by a  

teacher, so that the pupil can refer to them at any moment, and spelling or 
other lessons placed upon the phonograph for convenience in committing 
to memory.

10. Connection with the telephone, so as to make that instrument an aux-
iliary in the transmission of permanent and invaluable records, instead 
of being the recipient of momentary and fleeting communications.  
(Edison, cited in Chanan 1995: 3)16

Edison clearly expected most from the first usage listed, and he proceeded to develop 
the phonograph in the direction of what today would be called a dictaphone or memo re-
corder. However, the poor sound quality and the cumbersome handling of recording cylinders 

16: The list is also cited in: Sterne, J. (2003) The Audible Past. Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction Durham, 
Duke University Press. p. 202.
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made the apparatus ill-suited for the office, and before long Edison redirected his attention 
towards the problem of incandescent lighting.

The first profitable use to which the phonograph was put was the musical coin-in-slot 
machine, which gave one person at the time access to prerecorded music through ‘listen-
ing tubes’ for brief entertainment in public space (Sterne 2003: 162). On the one hand, the 
coin-in-slot phonograph made use of a well-established concept, because large mechanical 
instruments analogous to the music box or the barrel organ had long been providing similar 
services. On the other hand, the coin-in-slot machine also capitalized on the phonograph’s 
novelty value.

The phonograph, then, did not comply with the use that its inventor saw for it, instead 
developing in another direction. This nicely illustrates the problems of ‘great men’ type  
theories of technological progress. Societal factors determined the difference in success 
between the two uses. In its transformation from phonograph to gramophone, another 
important thing happened to Edison’s invention. A dictation machine is a very clear example 
of an RR (read-write) technology. The Berliner gramophone, on the other hand, is strictly a 
RO device.

Emile Berliner invented a variation on the phonograph, which differed in an  
apparently trivial way that was to prove crucial. Whereas the phonograph used cylinders for 
recording, the gramophone used discs. The great advantage of the latter was that it allowed 
Berliner to devise a way of mass-producing prerecorded phonograms. Cylinders could be 
recorded at most a few at one session, but gramophone records could be copied from a single 
‘master’ (Chanan 1995: 27-29).

Just as it would be erroneous to think of Edison as the unique ‘father’ of the  
contemporary record player, it would be fallacious to see in Berliner someone driven by 
a vision of the phonograph as a machine for the passive enjoyment of preexisting musical  
content. Berliner sought to capitalize on potential RW uses of phonographic technology 
as well, because he was convinced there would be a market for them. But the RW services 
he envisioned never took off. Announcing the gramophone in an address to the Franklin 
Institute in 1888, Berliner says:

Those having one [a gramophone], may then buy an assortment of  
phonautograms, to be increased occasionally, comprising recitations, songs, 
and instrumental solos or orchestral pieces of every variety. In each city there 
shall be at least one office having a gramophone recorder with all the necessary 
outfits. There will be an acoustic cabinet, or acousticon, containing a very large 
funnel, or other sound concentrator, the narrow end of which ends in a tube 
leading to a recording diaphragm. At the wide opening of the funnel will be 
placed a piano, and back of it a semicircular wall for reflecting the sound into 
the funnel. Persons desirous of having their voices “taken” will step before the 
funnel, and upon giving a signal, sing or speak, or they may perform upon an 
instrument. While they are waiting the plate will be developed, and, when it is 
satisfactory, it is turned over to the electrotyper, or the glass moulder in charge, 
who will make as many copies as desired. (Berliner, cited in Sterne 2003: 205)
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Two questions arise in response to this citation. The first, and least important one 
for my purposes, is why the service Berliner describes in the second part (a ‘phonographer’s 
office’ one might call it, analogous to the photographer’s office) did not succeed. Jonathan 
Sterne explains this from a social circumstance, namely the disappearance of the parlor, 
which I already mentioned in the previous section. The parlor was traditionally a place in 
middle-class households where art objects were displayed and where music and recitations 
of poetry and literature were performed for guests (Sterne 2003: 203-204). Its disappearance 
indicates a change in the culture of amateur performance. As the parlor was being replaced 
by the living room, so was the daughter of the house’s display of musical skill on the parlor 
piano replaced by gramophone background music. The middle class domestic music making 
practices, which have been such a prominent part of my narrative from their importance  
during the Empfindsamkeit, lost their prevalence, and the phonograph came too late to 
connect with them. But the metaphysics of musical communication they helped to institute 
was by this time so thoroughly normalized that it persisted regardless and went on to become, 
for the first time since its inception, the explanation and legitimization of the practices around 
an RO technology.

The second question that arises in relation to the passage cited above, and the more 
important one for my purposes, is why Berliner’s ‘phonautogram’ business scheme did suc-
ceed. According to my methodological stance, this question is equivalent to the question how 
passive domestic listening to prerecorded music could become a successful practice. Rather 
than once more discuss all the elements involved in this practice, and the way they connect, 
however, I will focus on the important role which the metaphysics of musical communication 
played in enabling this practice to thrive, and on how it was catalyzed by previous practices.

Gramophone listening is exceptional as a way of engaging with music for two main 
reasons. The first is that it severs the strong traditional connection between music and col-
lectivity. Record listening might well be solitary, and records were often marketed as personal 
possessions, but prior to the birth of the recording industry non-collective music practices 
were exceedingly rare. The second reason is the fact that gramophone listening is uncom-
monly passive.

Jonathan Sterne (2003: 87-136) devotes much attention to the problem of solitary  
listening. He describes several practices of individual listening in the nineteenth century that, 
according to him, helped to make the idea of individualized sound as such ‘thinkable’. His nar-
rative focuses on two professional practices in particular, namely the use of the stethoscope 
by physicians, and the transcription of messages by ear by telegraphers. The stethoscope is  
especially relevant, because it created a privatized acoustic space by means of listening tubes. 
The first phonographic coin-in-slot music machines in public space came with listening tubes, 
too, as did many early domestic phonographs (Sterne 2003: 87-136, 162).

More relevant in the particular case of solitary listening to music, however, is Sterne’s 
contention that the practice of silent listening in the concert hall paved the way for individual 
consumption of recordings by effectively atomizing the audience (Ibid.: 160-161). Indeed, the 
early phonograph and gramophone are often advertized as a ‘concert at home’, and such ter-
minology is clearly meant to portray the act of listening to records as one of intensely personal 
music appreciation. 

There is an element that needs to be added to Sterne’s explanation of solitary  
listening to music. In pop music, the aesthetics of emotional communication that, as narrated 
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above, evolved in the Empfindsamkeit, is highly influential. And, as I explained earlier, the 
metaphysics of musical communication is basically a sender-receiver model. The novelty of 
the Empfindsame Stil, as observable in such musical characteristics as the instrumental recita-
tive and the emphasis on domestic performance, was its view of music as private conversation, 
as communication of individual emotion, as personal address. It is questionable whether the 
gramophone record could have succeeded as a music technology if this turn away from music 
as a collective enterprise and towards music as a personal affair had not preceded it.

With respect to the problem of passive music listening, too, it is romantic ideology and 
the practices surrounding concert attendance which justified and normalized it. Attendance 
of a high art music concert is a passive experience par excellence. The ideology of Romanticism 
explains this passivity as an act of respect for the genius of the composer, whose abilities are 
so far above those of his audience that any kind of interactivity could only be a disturbance to 
his work, never an addition.

Today, passive and even silent listening to music may seem like the default option, 
and not something that requires a special explanation. But the norm of reverent silence and 
passivity was the upshot of a quite deliberate campaign on the part of the upper middle class 
during the nineteenth century. Lawrence Levine narrates this story for the United States in his 
Highbrow/Lowbrow (1988). He discusses how in the United States of America, from around 
the middle of the nineteenth century onward, the elite became increasingly unnerved with the 
great influx of working class immigrants from different places on the globe, because they felt 
their control over public space slipping away:

[T]hese worlds of strangers did not remain contained; they spilled over into 
the public spaces that characterized nineteenth-century Amerika and that  
included theaters, music halls, opera houses, museums, parks, fairs, and 
the rich public cultural life that took place daily on the streets of American  
cities. This is precisely where the threat lay and the response of the elites was 
a tripartite one: to retreat into their own private spaces whenever possible; to 
transform public spaces by rules, systems of taste, and canons of behavior of 
their own choosing; and, finally, to convert the strangers so that their modes of 
behavior and cultural predilections emulated those of the elites. 
(Levine 1988: 177)

In music, towards the end of the nineteenth century, the project to discipline 
the general audience at orchestral and operatic performances became ever more force-
ful and more successful. The lower classes that came in expecting a reasonable amount of  
interactivity or participation were educated to become passive, silent and attentive.

Historian James H. Johnson (1995) describes in great detail how silence during  
concerts developed in Paris during the nineteenth century. Interestingly, he emphasizes the 
importance of the transition from an aesthetics of emotional communication to a Romantic 
sacralization of the musical experience for the process of silencing the audience. During the 
nineteenth century, the idea caught root that the meaning of music was something so lofty 
it could not even be put into words, and this, according to Johnson, helped to atomize the 
audience:
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[One] effect of accepting absolute music as expressive without reference to a 
determined subject was the interiorization of experience. (…) Realizing that 
the elusive meaning of music was not reducible to anything so simple as a single 
emotion – or perhaps emotion at all – these listeners enclosed the act of listen-
ing in a private space closed off from community and inaccessible to language. 
(…) Beyond the anecdotal evidence of deeply engaged audiences, there is a 
structural correlation between the belief that the meaning of music surpasses 
words and absorbed listening. (Johnson 1995: 273-274)
 

If the idea that passive, non-interactive enjoyment of music made a worthwhile experience 
had not become prominent in these ways, the gramophone record likely could not so easily 
have been constructed as a desirable commodity.

In this section, I have argued that the phonographic industry benefited from the  
metaphysics of musical communication from its inception. The emergence of the commercial 
theory of appropriate credit in its present form, however, would still take over a half century. 
In the next section, I will explain how this happened.

How the rock musician became a romantic hero

For the commercial theory of appropriate credit to appear, the performer of popular 
music had to achieve an artistic status. Traditionally, as I mentioned above, the composer was 
romanticized, but not the performer. In high art music, exceptions were made for conductors 
and virtuosi. With their combination of artistic prestige and a substantial amount of popu-
larity, operatic singers proved very valuable to the early recording industry, allowing it both 
to present itself as a serious artistic medium and to sell many records. The recordings of the 
Italian tenor Enrico Caruso for Victor’s ‘red seal’ catalog played an especially important role 
in this respect (Siefert 1995: 435-438). Opera singers like Caruso were both artists and stars, 
but although stardom lay open to them, popular music performers did not have an artistic 
status.

Although prior to the 1960s some jazz virtuosi had likely been understood in artistic 
terms among a small circle of devotees, the major turn in common opinion on this mat-
ter occurred in the mid-sixties. The essential guide to how this happened is still Simon 
Frith’s 1987 book Art into Pop. Studies to supplement his account have been slow to appear. 
Methodologically, my account differs markedly from Frith’s, so that the retelling below might 
well be thought of as an act of translation. I will look in some detail at the musical generation 
of the British invasion, focusing on the practice of playing in a band.

The crossover of a romantic view of the artist from high art (music) into pop music 
occurred in Britain and the new ideology spread across the world during the British invasion 
of the mid-1960s. Central to Frith’s narration is what he calls the “art school connection”. A 
striking number of musicians from influential late sixties rock bands had started out in Blues 
and R&B (rhythm and blues) bands while they studied at an art college. Frith gives an over-
view which is far from exhaustive. It concentrates on famous names and also on the London 
area, so that John Lennon, for instance, is missing. Nonetheless, the list is already impressive:
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Sidcup (Phil May, Dick Taylor, Keith Richards), Ealing (Ron Wood, Pete 
Townshend, Thunderclap Newman, Freddy Mercury), Kingston (Eric Clapton, 
Keith Relf, Sandy Denny, John Renbourne, Tom McGuiness), Camberwell (Syd 
Barrett), Wimbledon (Jeff Beck), Sutton (Jimmy Page), Harrow (Charlie Watts) 
and Hammersmith (Cat Stevens). (Frith 1987: 73)

Frith’s point, however, is not that all important musicians of the 1960s were from art 
schools. The point is rather that “those who were, brought into music-making attitudes that 
could never have been fostered under the pressures of professional entertainment” (Ibid.: 86). 
The art school context catalyzed the connection of a set of heterogeneous elements which 
would not likely have joined together without it. Let me describe the most important ones.

In a very practical and material sense, art schools in the 1960s offered excellent oppor-
tunities to start a band. As students, art schoolers were set free from the immediate necessity 
to provide for themselves. In this they were much like other students. What was different, 
however, was the fact that the curriculum they followed emphasized play and experiment 
over clearly defined assignments and studying. Fine arts students especially were encouraged 
to explore whatever caught their interest in order to ‘discover themselves as artists.’

Art schools also proved valuable as venues for beginning bands. Apart from the fact 
that it was easier to perform there than to get a gig elsewhere, the audience was also more 
open-minded and tolerant of novelty than elsewhere. One’s fellow students and their like-
minded friends came expecting to witness an experiment, not simply to be pleased. Here, a 
bad performance could still make good performance art.

Finally, art school facilitated what we would today call ‘building a network’. People 
with similar interests could find each other at art school. And they could learn from each 
other, whether it was about Blues and R&B, the most interesting hang-outs in the area, some 
aspect of counter-culture, or the appropriate figures in art history to adopt as one’s personal 
heroes. 

This also points at a second way in which art schools were crucial for the romanticiza-
tion of popular music. The schools formed a repository of well-preserved artistic ideology. Art 
schools venerated a pantheon of exemplary artists. Adoration for some of these spilled over 
into pop culture during the 1960s, and this was partly due to rock music’s ‘artistic turn’.17 Also, 
art colleges mythologized individual creativity. But most importantly, they formed enclaves of 
Bohemianism. For art students, and for students in the high arts especially, there existed no 
such thing as a separation between school and leisure. Being an artist was a way of life.

Bohemianism and music had been connected at art schools for some time prior to 
the sixties. During the 1950s, the major shibboleths of this way of life were duffel coats and 
jazz. The jazz element is especially important because, when Blues and R&B found its way 
into the art student community, it provided the paradigm for a low culture elitism. Jazz was 
not yet considered art music. Its attraction for Bohemians was rather the fact that it was a 
minority music, and a departure from Bourgeois standards of good taste. However, in 1950s 
Britain jazz was also a music for specialists. It had its own “counter-cultural capital”, to borrow 
Bourdieu’s terminology. Only initiates could assess the relative merits of different recordings 

17: The sleeve of the Beatles’ album Sgt.Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, for instance, depicts the authors 
Edgar Allen Poe and Oscar Wilde, as well as the composer Karlheinz Stockhausen, among others.
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or performances, and join in the fierce debates between the ‘trad’ (traditional) and ‘mod’ 
(modern) jazz camps.

The final elements that went into the making of rock music’s artistic turn were the 
musical idioms of blues and R&B, and their accompanying ideology. For a new generation of 
art students, many of whom had working class backgrounds, blues stood for raw emotional 
self-expression, and for a more genuine subversiveness than the Bohemian pose of the jazz 
lovers could provide. John Lennon, for example, has been recorded in his art student days as 
sneering:

I think it is shit music, even more stupid than rock ‘n’roll, followed by students 
in Marks and Spencer pullovers. Jazz never gets anywhere, never does any-
thing, it’s always the same and all they do is drink pints of beer. (Frith 1987: 81)

What the art school context made possible was a merger between the Blues and R&B 
discourse on musical truth on the one hand and the Romanticism and Bohemianism of the 
art colleges on the other. The two ideologies converged on several points. Both were highly 
concerned with the ‘truth’ and the ‘honesty’ of expressions. And both prized a certain ‘raw-
ness’ and a disdain for Bourgeois, mainstream audiences. Their respective ideas on tradition, 
however, were starkly opposed.

British blues, initially, adhered strictly to the American tradition. Its positive value 
judgment of choice was ‘original’, which in this context meant something like ‘true to its ori-
gins in the blues tradition’. For art schoolers, originality referred to a negative relation to tradi-
tion; for them, tradition was something from which you tried to break free. Capitalizing on 
the two ideologies’ shared interest in self-expression, art school bands appropriated the blues 
and R&B discourse on originality, bending it towards their own interests until the term meant 
something like ‘making something personal out of the traditional idiom’.

In doing so, art school musicians made a good deal for themselves in several ways. 
Not only did getting onstage win them the attention of an audience, like it did other bands, 
but it brought them artistic prestige as well. Furthermore, the experimentalism of their 
approach afforded them much freedom and made it possible to work around any initial lack 
of musical skill. The idea of rock music as artistic popular music then caught on with a much  
wider audience than most musicians likely expected. Sixties counter-culture, which had an 
interest in infusing everyday life with a sense of art and play, proved very receptive to the idea. 
This made success with much larger audiences possible. The British invasion subsequently 
exported pop music’s new artistic sensibility all over the western world.

This artistic sensibility developed in two rather different directions. Art rock applied 
the new ideology to the music it produced, incorporating influences from classical and jazz 
music, and concentrating on lengthier and more complex pieces, such as ‘epic songs’ and 
concept albums. It offered its listeners a sense of engaging in superior consumption, of being 
connoisseurs. The commercial success of art rock musicians prompted record labels to publish 
even the most experimental music. “Creative freedom” was the creed of the era; a creed which 
was rapidly revoked when album sales started to decline in the second half of the 1970s.

What Frith calls “art pop” applied the new sense of artistic prestige to the persona of 
the artist. Former art school students such as the Who’s Pete Townshend introduced pop art 
theories into popular music, stylizing every aspect of the musical experience and drawing 
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attention to its commerciality. Thus, Andy Warhol could become an idol for musicians like 
David Bowie, who learned from Warhol first and foremost that an artist did not have to be 
someone highly skilled in a single kind of manufacture, such as painting or sculpting. Instead, 
someone could, like Warhol, be an artist as a result of self-stylization and of ‘living one’s life 
artistically’, engaging in any kind of manufacture along the way.

The concept of the pop music artist, then, is a diffuse one. The pop musician’s claims 
to an artistic status may be legitimated in different ways in different genres or subcultures. In 
fact, Simon Frith describes many subsequent developments in pop music’s take on the artist, 
and many more could be added for the period between 1987, when his book appeared, and 
now, so as to add more nuances. For the purposes of the present argument, however, it is more 
important to emphasize that the recording industry embraced all these new artistic under-
standings of the pop musician, even when that meant impopularity with the many consumers 
who viewed the music industry as a perverting force which pulled authentic artists towards 
shallow commercialism, as I showed in chapter one in relation to the anti-commercial theory 
of appropriate credit.

During the later 1960s and most of the 1970s, commercialism itself was suspect for a 
large part of the record buying audience. The heroic narrative of an authentic artist struggling 
to remain true to his original creativity, while operating within a shallow commercial industry 
could save more ‘serious’ artists from the suspicion that they were driven primarily by com-
mercial motivations, and this, paradoxically, helped sales. After rock music’s ‘artistic turn’, a 
wealth of discussions ensued in popular culture on the subject of which artists were ‘authentic’ 
and which were ‘commercial’, as Frith describes in his book Sound Effects (1981: 42). For 
the purposes of the present argument, the rise of this opposition between ‘authentic’ versus  
‘commercial’ completes the story of how the Romanticisms identified in the first chapter 
found their way into the contemporary music industry.

Conclusion

The tacit metaphysics of musical communication developed along with the practices 
of the Empfindsamkeit. During romanticism it became widespread and it was supplemented 
with a sacralization of music and a corresponding further elevation of the status of the com-
poser. Curiously, these ways of understanding music production became associated with the 
phonographic popular music industry via two seperate routes.

On the one hand, the metaphysics of musical communication arose along with the 
market for amateur sheet music during the Empfindsamkeit, and it remained the ideological 
underpinning of this industry until the phonographic industry appropriated it. This, however, 
was a brand of the metaphysics of musical communication that applied first and foremost to 
the commodity sold, that is, to the sheet music or the gramophone record. These commodities 
were thought of as material carriers containing an immaterial good.

On the other hand, the metaphysics of musical communication also found its way 
into the pop music industry much later via the artistic turn in rock music. This time, it first 
and foremost informed the way in which the pop musician was understood. He or she was an  
artist. This could mean different things. The artistry of the pop musician might be exemplified 
by superior musicianship, as in the case of art rock, or by careful self-stylization, as in the case 
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of art pop. Either way, the pop musician’s artistic status helped record sales by distancing the 
artist from commercialism in the eyes of the audience.

Now, all the elements in the recording industry’s answer to the credit quetion can be 
accounted for. The relationship between the artist and the listener, where the listener admires 
and financially facilitates the artist, is a product of the Romantic expressivism and exaltation 
of the artist. Most aspects of this relation were already in place during the Empfindsamkeit, 
and one such aspect that deserves mention is the fact that the listener was then already a 
consumer. He or she consumed sheet music rather than gramophone records or CD’s, but 
the way in which this commodity was understood was similar, namely as an immaterial good 
in a material carrier. The expressivism and the exaltation of the artist from which the music 
consumer’s double task of admiration and financial facillitation stems was normalized during 
the Romantic period, remained alive in art schools, and was ‘transplanted’ into popular music 
culture during rock music’s artistic turn.

The recording industry since its inception had understood its role as more or less  
analogous to that of the music publishers previously. In chapter one, I showed that the  
rhetoric in which the music industry proclaimed itself the servant of the artist, taking care 
of the mundane practicalities, already existed in the era of the sheet music industry. When 
in need of self-legitimization, then, the recording industry had this argument ready to hand. 
The industry provided a service both to the artist and the consumer, and for this it deserved 
financial compensation. For commercial reasons, however, the recording industry had to 
be permissive with regard to the heroic tale of the artist as a person who struggles to stay 
true within a shallow commercial industry. This argument, in turn, helped create the anti- 
commercial theory of appropriate credit, which also held that the music consumer should 
admire and financially facilitate the artist, but which contested the music industry’s role in 
pop music production.

The ideas of some contemporary adversaries of the recording industry in the current 
copyright debate are also rooted in the history sketched out above. The proponents of new 
music technologies who claim that these will create more of a level playing field for artists 
still interpret the artist-consumer relation along the same lines as the commercial and anti-
commercial theories of appropriate credit. More interestingly, generalized artistry can also in 
an important sense be traced back to rock music’s artistic turn. There, Romantic notions of 
expressivism and originality became intertwined with the DIY mentality of Blues and R’n’B. 
Beginning a rock band was a low-tresshold affair. Anyone, including people from a blue collar 
background, could do it, and this was a substantial part of its attraction. Considered in this 
light, generalized artistry’s tendency to attribute a will to creative self-expression to everyone 
can be read as an intensification of what happened during the 1960s artistic turn in popular 
music.

Most importantly, however, the history narrated in the foregoing chapter invites two 
conclusions with respect to the commercial theory of appropriate credit. Firstly, the tacit  
metaphysics of musical communication and the commercial theory of appropriate credit 
were the product of a precise set of historical circumstances. Therefore, they do not represent 
some pregiven or fixed way music culture happens to be. Secondly, I have shown that the 
roots of these ways of understanding pop music culture go quite deep. Their apparent self-
evidence is therefore likely difficult to debunk. Both these points are worth keeping in mind 
during the remainder of this dissertation, because the case studies which I will perform in the  
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following chapters do not only deal with particular cultural practices, but also with the  
relationship between these practices and the dominant view, which is the commercial theory 
of appropriate credit.




