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Introduction: Sound Attentions 

Francesca Brittan and Carmel Raz 

. . . it often comes about, being occupied with another 

thought, we do not in conversation seem to have heard 

even ourselves. 

—Augustine, ca. 3891 

. . . when the mind is strongly occupied in contemplating 

certain objects, it is in no way aware of the impression 

that certain bodies make on the organ of hearing, 

although the impression is quite strong. But no perception 

comes from it, if the soul takes no knowledge of it. 

—Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, 1704/17652 

. . . While two persons are engaged in interesting 

discourse, the clock strikes within their hearing, to which 

they give no attention. What is the consequence? The next 

minute they know not whether the clock struck or not. Yet 

their ears were not shut. 

—Thomas Reid, 17883 

It is a well known fact that when the mind is strongly 

preoccupied and attention engaged, many vague feelings 

and ideas flit about consciousness without leaving in 

memory any durable traces of their visit. And more than 

this, nervous processes which would under ordinary 

circumstances yield distinct and strong impressions, 



 

 

 

2 Introduction 

remain during such mental preoccupation without any 

appreciable effect. Thus moderate sounds fail to have any 

disturbing effect on a mind deeply absorbed in reading. 

—James Sully, 18744 

Perception depends on attention. From Augustine, writing ca. 389, to 
Leibniz and Reid in the 1700s, to Sully in the late nineteenth century, phi-
losophers and psychologists have made this claim, ofen with recourse 

to sonic examples. Te unattended sound, they point out, remains “unheard.” 
Sensation may be present—we may be awash in acoustic vibration—and yet, 
as Leibniz puts it, “no perception comes from it,” thus an epistemological gap 
is created: “Te soul takes no knowledge of it.” Acknowledgment and under-
standing occur only when we stretch toward a sound,  honoring the “ten-
dere” at the Latin root of attention. But to do so, we must withdraw our focus 
from other stimuli—from our visual surroundings, our book, the tangle of 
thoughts in our head, the chatter in the room. To attend fully to the choir on 
stage, we must allow other voices to retreat into faint or non-perception. To 
listen attentively to one instrument in the orchestra means “making it dom-
inant,” allowing all others to fade in our awareness such that they “produce 
only vague sensations.”5 

Attention, then, is contingent on inattention. And both, historically, are 
caught up with psychologies and philosophies of listening: Etymologically, 
“to listen” overlaps directly with “to attend,” “to accompany,” “to mind,” and 
even “to obey.”6 Te cognitive questions arising from this are manifold: In 
what ways does listening cultivate, mold, or discipline attention? Te ethical 
queries are equally obvious: To which sounds should we listen? To which 
voices? instruments? landscapes? And what happens to those that fall into 
inattention and therefore nonperception? Add to these a spate of economic 
and empirical concerns: How much psychic bandwidth do we have? How 
much giving over—or stretching toward, or minding—can we do? Tere are 
also social-environmental quandaries: In noisy or chaotic environments, can 
we truly attend to anything? What happens when, as English physician John 
Mason Good puts it, “the attention is sufered to wander to something of 
stronger attraction; or the imagination is lef to the play of its own capricious 
ideas”?7 Tis leads to even trickier conundrums: Is there an unconscious 
attention? And what are we to make of ambient, involuntary, or passive forms 
of noticing? 



  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

3 Introduction 

Interest in these issues has galvanized an outpouring of literature on atten-
tion over the past few decades, including work across the felds of psychology, 
cognitive science, philosophy, history, economics, art history, and literary criti-
cism. Studies unpacking the attentional politics of our own moment have inter-
twined with a growing body of scholarship interrogating modes of focus back 
through classical antiquity. In some accounts, attention emerges as a neural or 
cognitive process, in others as a physical act, an ethical stance, a commodity, 
a psychic web, or a form of purposeful selfood.8 Attention’s relationship to 
both consciousness and volition remains undecided, as do the particularities 
of its mechanisms (bottlenecking, fltering, spotlighting, selecting, enhanc-
ing, inhibiting, etc.).9 Rather than a stable concept, “a faculty of some already 
formed subject,” as Jonathan Crary puts it, attention has tended to operate as a 
“sign,” a discursive trope by which “new conditions of subjectivity [are] artic-
ulated.”10 Culturally constructed and historically bounded, attention is also 
profoundly mediated, channeled through, and defned by the technology of 
the moment—material, digital, scientifc, social. As such, it is difcult to appre-
hend in any pure or abstracted form; indeed, apperception (the act of paying 
attention to attentiveness itself) involves an overriding of enculturated habit 
and a vertiginous calling into question of the nature of perception itself. We 
might think of such an efort as thinking about thinking—contemplating the 
psychic glue that holds us in relation to ourselves, to one another, and to the 
systems of interaction, exchange, and care that sustain or constrain us. 

Key work in the arenas of art history and literary criticism has demon-
strated how modes of alertness determine, and arise from, ways of seeing and 
reading—but even more obviously (as our opening quotes suggest), concep-
tions of attention are marked by experiences of hearing and listening. We can 
choose to look away or put down our book, but our defenses against sound 
are more porous (we have no earlids, as has ofen been pointed out), thus 
questions of attentional agency are especially urgent in sonic environments. 
Tis observation was made explicit in 1866 by German philosopher Hermann 
Ulrici in his text Leib und Seele: Grundzüge einer Psychologie des Menschen: 

Tis possibility of preventing certain sensory perceptions from 
entering our consciousness, of annulling them, as it were, is of 
particular importance for [the sense of] hearing, since we cannot 
voluntarily shut our ears (as we can close our eyes), to avoid the 
efects of the outside world. Tis is perhaps why attention is even 
more important in the domain of auditory perception.11 



 

 

4 Introduction 

Over the course of the long nineteenth century the role of audition in stud-
ies of alertness and distraction became increasingly central, particularly in 
experimental domains. Psychologist Carl Stumpf, writing in 1883, positioned 
this outcome as inevitable: “It is only natural that attention, on which all 
mental activity ultimately depends, develops its nature and efect particularly 
richly in auditory judgments, and that it is here that a theory of attention 
can best be developed.”12 In and outside of Europe, Stumpf ’s prognostication 
held true: Listening became a key index of attentional depth and subtlety 
as well as a testing ground for functional, structural, psychophysical, and 
social theories of focus/unfocus. As imperial expansion accelerated through 
the late century, pedagogies of auditory attentiveness emerged as powerful 
tools for enforcing cognitive receptivity and therefore mechanisms of valua-
tion and control. Widening webs of communication and exchange generated 
interactive networks within which competing modes of auditory alertness— 
heedfulness, passivity, absorption, vigilance—reinforced and challenged one 
another with increasing insistence. In what follows, we unpick several strands 
of this mesh, ofering meditations on some of the most prominent attentional 
orientations of the long nineteenth century. Tese are not exhaustive—many 
others exist—nor are they sealed of from one another. Rather than a static 
taxonomy, attentional regimes existed within a fuid system of attraction, 
investment, and mutual modulation whose complexities remain to be fully 
explored. Here, we begin to imagine how this ecology operated—essentially, 
what it might look like to rethink auditory culture ca. 1780–1930 in cognitive 
terms—ofering a series of starting points, which are also invitations to exten-
sion, reexamination, and new inquiry. 

Concentration 

Among the most characteristic attentional attitudes of the period 1780–1930 
was that of concentration. Urgent requests for narrowed and sustained audi-
tory focus resonate across the period, ofen inextricable from spiritual, intel-
lectual, and aesthetic imperatives. Heinrich Wilhelm Wackenroder’s famous 
insistence on the “true” way of listening as entailing “the complete surrender 
of the soul to this sweeping stream of sensations; in the distance and detach-
ment from every disturbing thought and from all foreign sensory impres-
sions” (1792) is echoed in Hermann von Helmholtz’s call for “undisturbed 
and concentrated [auditory] attention” (1877) and, a decade later, in music 



  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

5 Introduction 

theorist Salomon Jadassohn’s defnition of “earnest listening” (Anstrengung 
des Hörens) as “the shutting of and guarding one’s self as perfectly as possible 
against all other impressions” (1888).13 Tis fetishization of concentration can 
be traced to Enlightenment philosophy and aesthetic theory, which placed 
the focused mind at the epicenter of rational, productive, and fully volitional 
selfood. As Georg Friedrich Meier put it in 1733, attention was “as it were, 
the hand with which the soul grasps a dark idea in its depths, raises it up, and 
thereby brings it into the light of day.”14 

Mid-century debates across Britain and continental Europe over the 
nature and extent of attention embraced a variety of modalities and grada-
tions, but general trends can be identifed. Among these was a gradual shif 
from John Locke’s notion of attention as an involuntary or automatic func-
tion (the mind passively receiving ideas that “ofer themselves”) to Dugald 
Stewart’s conception of attention as a voluntary and active power (“the efort 
of the mind, to detain the idea or the perception”).15 Conceptions of multi-
focal attention (the notion of paying attention to several things simultane-
ously) were gradually overtaken by a valorization of unifocal attention (the 
steady concentration on a single object or train of thought). In the expanding 
media and information markets of the late eighteenth century, distractions 
(musical entertainments, the popular press, advertisements, public fairs), 
posed an increasing threat to this narrowed focus. Partly in response, stri-
dent warnings against mental wandering became common, including James 
Beattie’s 1783 claim that distraction produced the “absent” man and Stewart’s 
insistence that “attention consists partly (perhaps entirely) in the efort of the 
mind, to detain the idea or the perception, and to exclude the other object 
that solicits its notice.”16 

Te process of selection valorized by Beattie, Stewart, and others was 
ofen explained in terms of listening. As early as 1782, Tomas Reid com-
pared focalized attention to the action of isolating either the bass or the treble 
of a two-voice tune; and Stewart himself argued that “in a concert of music, 
a good ear can attend to the diferent parts of the music separately.”17 Musical 
analogy extended seamlessly into compositional theory. As Matthew Riley 
has shown, both Johann Georg Sulzer and Johann Nikolaus Forkel high-
lighted attentional management as a key aspect of compositional craf in their 
aesthetic writings. Tese theorists described musical structures (phrases, sen-
tences, periods) as tools for the careful calibrating and sustaining of listener 
focus, and ofered advice for the use of surprising or unusual musical efects 
to refresh fagging alertness.18 Similar advice was dispensed in the Scottish 



 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Introduction 

context by music theorist Walter Young, who observed in 1790 that “a consid-
erable variety, both of movement and of measure . . . when skilfully managed, 
enliven the music, surprise the hearer, and excite his attention.”19 Such strat-
egies might be seen as refections of an “enlightened” monofocal regime— 
technologies of attentional capture in line with the goals of sustained and 
reasoned thought. But equally so, they were symptoms of the erosion of such 
a regime in the face of the widening diversions of the public sphere, and in 
this sense, operated as savvy guides to an emerging attention economy whose 
strategies of focalization were also bids for cognitive investment.20 

Te cult of auditory concentration was shored up—indeed, reached an 
apex—with the rise of romantic idealist philosophy. No longer just an act 
of discipline, musical absorption was now recast as a form of theological 
obeisance with a sublime payof. Alongside Wackenroder, E. T. A. Hofmann 
drew on the language of both analysis and philosophy to describe musical 
attentiveness: “Te captivating siren song” of Beethoven’s varied musical 
phrases, as he put it, “entices me [to go] deeper and deeper.”21 Once com-
pletely absorbed, the organic mysteries of Beethovenian construction were 
revealed and, along with them, a glimpse of the divine macrocosm. Tis 
line of discourse was extended, famously, through A. B. Marx and Eduard 
Hanslick, for whom listening was an act of reasoned contemplation pred-
icated on sustained alertness. Truly aesthetic audition, as Hanslick argued 
in his landmark Vom Musikalisch-Schönen (1854), was to be separated from 
mere passive receptivity. Te latter was the mark of the Liebhaber, the musi-
cal amateur whose mind moved only on the surface of the work, distracted 
by superfcial features and indistinct emotional reactions. Te Kenner (the 
devotee), on the other hand, gave his mind fully to the deep intricacies of 
musical form and thus to higher meaning and metaphysical truth.22 Revela-
tion (access to beauty, spiritual insight, and substance) came only at the cost 
of full attentive investment. 

Tis brand of formalism, and the regime of auditory vigilance on which 
it relied, exercised a powerful sway over the following several generations, its 
attentional economics inextricable from German nationalism and cultural-
imperial ambition. Dogged insistence on totalized musical focus echoes 
down through psychological treatises, music theoretical tracts, “appreciation” 
guides, and school tutors well into the twentieth century, exemplifed by Te-
odor Adorno’s exhortation that “everything has to be drawn into the feld of 
attention lest the meaning of the musical work should be missed altogether.23 

To listen properly was to give full attention and, in turn, full attention could 



  

 

 

 

 

 
 

7 Introduction 

be cultivated by listening properly—a relentlessly circular logic. Not confned 
to Europe and America, the concentrative ideal also infltrated burgeoning 
European colonies as far afeld as Bengal (see Richard David Williams), 
bringing with it an insistence on musical alertness as a purely mental phe-
nomenon divorced from embodied or kinesthetic forms of attending.24 Over 
time, the ubiquitousness and stridency of demands for musical concentration 
began to suggest a certain resistance (even implausibility) and, as commenta-
tors as early as the 1770s had pointed out, ethical dubiety. 

Almost as soon as the regime of concentration was established, it became 
the subject of critique across philosophical, literary, and scientifc arenas. As 
Natalie M. Phillips has shown, burgeoning Gothic literatures emanating frst 
from England, then from continental Europe and America, dramatized the 
perils of hyperfocus, linking it with atrophied cognition, peripheral atten-
tional blindness, and erosion of moral and ethical awareness. From the 1760s 
onward—and with particular urgency through the 1780s and 1790s—authors 
of Gothic novels tied monofocus to monomania, tracing the obsessive ten-
dencies of their antiheroes to forms of pathological attentional narrowing. 
“In a 180-degree turn,” as Phillips puts it, “the traditional mark of reason and 
mental discipline became an emblem of cognitive infexibility.”25 Composers, 
too, made this connection, most famously Hector Berlioz, whose Gothic anti-
hero in the Symphonie fantastique concentrates so fully on an “ideal” melody 
that he is driven frst to solipsism, then madness.26 Musical focus here leads 
to what Garrett Stewart calls “attentive surfeit disorder,” a damning excess 
of concentration.27 Much earlier, another Frenchman—Denis Diderot—had 
hinted at the same problem in his article on “Distraction” for the Encyclopédie 
(1754), which derided unwavering attention as a form of stupidity in which 
the mind “rests on . . . the same idea.”28 

Te cognitive perils and moral-political pitfalls of selective attention were 
noted not just by English and French critics but also by Germans themselves. 
Friedrich Schiller, in his treatise Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen 
(On the Aesthetic Education of Man, 1795), argued for the importance of lib-
erated contemplation, positioning the “free play” of the mind as an antidote 
to the relentless concentration (or “specialization”) associated with industrial 
labor. For him, the unconcentrating of the mind was a form of enlarging, 
a sensuous opening to beauty that “consummate[ed]” one’s “humanity.”29 

His ideas were extended by Friedrich Schlegel, whose novel Lucinde (1799) 
rejected both “concentrated reason” and the culture of utility with which it 
was associated, hailing cognitive idleness or “intentional . . . passivity” as the 



 

 

  
 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

   
 
 

 
  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

8 Introduction 

true source of knowledge and aesthetic insight.30 Tese attitudes constituted 
forms of cognitive disobedience or reversal, moments (to borrow Crary’s for-
mulation) in which “institutionally competent attentiveness veers into some-
thing vagrant, unfocused, something folded back against itself.”31 Tey also 
had musical ramifcations, including in the harmonically wandering, repeti-
tious writing of Schubert, whose work embraced an alternative (Romantic) 
attention directly at odds with “enlightened” cultures of efortful focus.32 

German doubts around the healthfulness and ethics of single-mindedness 
continued to surface through mid-century, including in the writings of phi-
losopher Hermann Lotze, a fgure straddling the transition from German ide-
alism to scientifc positivism. In his 1852 Medicinische Psychologie, he noted 
that “someone tuning the strings of a piano with the most strained attention 
to his task has a minimum of self-consciousness,” arguing that such absorp-
tion should surely be tempered by cognitive “fux” for thoughtful consider-
ation to be possible. Indeed, for Lotze, “prolonged narrowing of the thought 
process,” no less than “prolonged distraction,” constituted “the frst stages of 
a disturbance of the soul.”33 By this point in the 1850s, even the most earnest 
concentrators had begun to falter, faced with the drastically elongated works 
of Schumann, Wagner, and Verdi. To many, the prospect of sustaining rapt 
absorption during the whole of Tannhäuser or Lohengrin was not just exhaust-
ing but suspect, suggesting abdication of wider social and political awareness 
and, in extreme cases, even a kind of catalepsy. Musical works of this length 
(along with the thick Victorian novels that served as their literary counter-
parts) elicited, instead, an intermittent or cyclic attention, which began to be 
positioned as a more realistic alternative to single-mindedness.34 Te notion of 
“dynamic” focus, which, as Ewan Jones observes, had its roots in eighteenth-
century aesthetic theory, emerged as a standard construct in psychological lit-
erature of the late nineteenth century. Téodule Ribot, in his Le psychologie de 
l’attention (1889), asserted that voluntary attention was by nature “precarious 
and vacillating” (précaire et vacillante), and William James, in his landmark 
Principles of Psychology (1890), argued that it could be sustained “for no more 
than a few seconds at a time,” operating as “a repetition of successive eforts.”35 

By the early twentieth century, as Benjamin Steege has demonstrated, phi-
losophy of a phenomenological bent had launched an active campaign against 
absorbed, hermetically sealed concert listening. Heinrich Besseler, in his 
“Grundfragen des musikalischen Hörens” (“Fundamental Issues of Musical 
Listening,” 1925), argued that giving over total mental bandwidth to a concert 
performance meant estranging the ear from wider soundscapes, producing a 



  

 
 

 
 

   
  

 
 
 

 

 

9 Introduction 

kind of willful mishearing—a silencing of community and a capitulation to 
capitalist forces of attentive extraction. Besseler’s contemporary, philosopher 
Günther Stern, in his “Zur Phänomenologie des Zuhörens” (“On the Phenom-
enology of Listening,” 1927), went further, arguing that true musical listening 
was not a matter of either attention or distraction (since one was enfolded 
within the other) but a radical “gehen-lassen” (“letting go”), an eradication 
of selection in favor of total inclusion.36 Te writings of these young critics 
hardly marked the end of Hanslickian absorption, but they opened the door 
to a burgeoning discourse around attention, intention, and (musical) value 
that would—as Steege’s chapter in the present volume argues—extend across 
the Atlantic. 

Collectivity 

In January 1838, in one of the earliest demonstrations of the electric tele-
graph, Samuel F. B. Morse tapped out the message “Attention, the Universe!,” 
transmitting it along ten miles of wire emanating from an exhibition space 
at New York University (see Figure 0.1).37 His experiment anticipated a new 
kind of networked alertness—a collectivity hardwired into the global psyche 
by mid-century, when cables linked urban centers across several continents. 
No longer an individual investment, attention was rerouted by the wired 
web along collective arrays, producing what philosopher Yves Citton calls 
“transindividual fows.”38 In telegraphic (and other mass media) systems, he 
argues, attentiveness and nonattentiveness were produced and defned via 
reciprocal modulation: “Trough ‘me,’ it is always ‘our’ collective thinking 
and feeling [νους/nous] who is paying attention.” Or, to put it diferently, “I” 
pay attention to what “we” attend to collectively—attention operates as an 
interaction within a distributed psychic ecology.39 

Of course, the “I,” “me,” and “we” in Citton’s claims are loaded, begging 
questions around the politics of collectivity and the control mechanisms of 
(unequal) psychic “distribution.” Tese issues were addressed by pioneering 
social psychologists of the late nineteenth century, including Gustave Le Bon 
and Gabriel Tarde, who initiated theories of group mind (“esprit collective”) 
and crowd behavior as well as notions of a “media” or “opinion” public.40 Such 
collectives were marked, as Tarde argued, by forms of attentional virality and 
capture. In the case of crowds, “their attention and also their inattention 
is always stronger and more persevering than would be that of each of the 



    
     

Figure 0.1. Violet Oakley, Samuel F. B. Morse, study for “Attention the Universe by 
Kingdoms Right Wheel” with original Morse code. 1939. Ink on paper, 33.655 cm 
x 27.94 cm. Gif of the Violet Oakley Memorial Foundation. https://www.pafa.org 
/highlighted-collection/violet-oakley-memorial-foundation. 

https://www.pafa.org/highlighted-collection/violet-oakley-memorial-foundation
https://www.pafa.org/highlighted-collection/violet-oakley-memorial-foundation


  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  
   

 
 
 

 
 
 

11 Introduction 

individuals who make them up, if he were alone.” Members of the opinion 
public—consumers of print media, telegraph dispatches, and (by the early 
1900s), wireless news—were subject to even deeper fascination: “Te very 
fact that their attention is concentrated on a single object, in a kind of collec-
tive monoideism, brings them close to the state of dreaming or hypnosis.”41 

Power, ofen disguised, remote, or invisible, was concentrated in the individ-
ual(s) riling the crowd or the authors/operators of newly powerful and far-
reaching media fows, who manipulated attentional dynamics in the interest 
of producing compliant, productive, and lucrative networks.42 

As in the case of selective attention, the mechanisms of collective alertness 
were strongly associated with forms of auditory conditioning, including (most 
obviously) modes of telegraphic and radio listening, which bound military 
forces, governments, and special interest groups into rapt auditory networks.43 

But music and sound cultures—particularly performing bodies—also oper-
ated as crucial metaphors and models in the theorization of attentional col-
lectivity. From the intracranial to the geopolitical, networked alertness was 
framed in terms of listener-performer thrall; indeed, the group consciousness 
or public “harmonization” theorized by Tarde and Le Bon had its origins in 
early nineteenth-century phrenological constructions of the “orchestral” mind. 
As Francesca Brittan has shown, these originated with Franz Joseph Gall and 
Johann Spurzheim, who frst conceived of the brain as a collective organ, an 
interactive constellation of physical faculties comparable to the instruments 
(or instrumental sections) of an orchestra. According to phrenological the-
ory, each of the twenty-seven faculties of mind (including those responsible 
for calculation, vision, language, memory, etc.) was endowed with an indi-
vidual attentional capacity stimulated via external cues and modulated by the 
natural propensities/powers of the faculty itself. But these separate attentions 
were bound into a collective under the watchful eye of a central intelligence, 
a volitional “I” or mind, conceptualized as a harmonizing power (the “leader” 
of Tarde and Le Bon’s crowd).44 As phrenological theory spread through the 
mid-century, this instrumental-harmonic model proliferated, appearing in its 
most literal form in the work of Spanish phrenologist Mariano Cubí y Soler. In 
Cubí y Soler, the volition was fgured as an orchestral conductor (a “supreme 
and sovereign attention”) wired via a system of “electric telegraphy” (charged 
nerve fbers) to all individual brain instruments. Acting as a central surveil-
lance node—a receiver, signaler, and enforcer—the volition ensured that all 
local attentional faculties played in time and tune. Cubí y Soler’s “I” controlled, 
while also being constituted by, a collective alertness, its overarching focus 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

12 Introduction 

indistinguishable from the web of overlapping, continuously modulating indi-
vidual attentions of the multiplayer mind.45 Te result was an enforced cogni-
tive unity troped as collective harmony. 

Te metaphor of the conducted brain orchestra was constructed by and 
through the attentive dynamics of actual orchestras, which modeled the 
centrally monitored collectivity described by phrenologists. Nowhere is this 
clearer than in the writings of nineteenth-century conductors, who described 
the act of orchestral leadership as an explicitly attentional power. Hector Ber-
lioz, in his Memoirs, ofers a clear example. When the leader of a large orches-
tra is on the podium, Berlioz writes, 

his attention embraces everything; his eye is everywhere; with a 
glance he signals . . . entries to voice and instrument, up, down, to 
the right, to the lef; with his right arm he fings forth terrible chords 
that burst in the distance like harmonious projectiles; then, on a 
pedal point, he arrest all this movement; rivets the attention of all; 
suspends every arm, every breath, listening for a moment to the 
silence . . . and then gives freer scope than ever to the whirlwind he 
has subdued.46 

In this account, attentional subjugation is inextricable from violence, ren-
dering individual players mere extensions of conductorly impulse. Reviewers 
were quick to understand the political implications of such a model, describ-
ing Berlioz as a general and his instrumentalists as an obedient army.47 And it 
was not just mesmeric capture but quasi-telegraphic infrastructure that gov-
erned the attentional collective of the orchestra. To hold his thousands-strong 
group together, Berlioz employed a newfangled “electric baton,” a device link-
ing his own conductorly stick via wires to subsidiary batons arrayed around 
vast performance spaces. Rhythmic transmissions sent from the central 
podium along these wires kept far-fung sections of the ensemble (strings, 
winds, brass, chorus, percussion) in unison, producing a tightly controlled 
unit, much as Cubí y Soler’s “volition” networked spatially separated brain 
organs into attentive harmony. Tese interrelated musico-neural webs were 
obvious refractions of nineteenth-century telegraphic networks—imperial 
forms of collectivity rooted in attentional hegemony and extraction.48 We 
might think of them (paradoxically) as atomizing collectives, holding out the 
promise of psychic wholeness while privileging consolidated control, thus 
draining cognitive along with cultural and material resources. 



  

 
  

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 

 
  
 

 
 

 

13 Introduction 

Systems of collectivizing extraction took other guises across the long 
nineteenth century, including the quasi-inclusive “global listening” regimes 
excoriated by Nicholas Mathew and the musico-temporal synchronizations 
described by Jacob Olley. In the former case, fantasies of universal atten-
tiveness derived from the construction of an “omniaudience,” a fantasized 
auditory network generated by European consumption of “world” music 
excerpts ofered in proto-ethnomusicological collections. Te presentation of 
these snippets in Western staf notation might be compared to conversion 
into Morse code, which was then sent along the European wire in the form 
of musical “messages” reinforcing dominant auditory-cognitive modalities. 
Synchronizations, as described by Olley, operated similarly, generating the 
illusion of a temporally unifed collective in which attention was timed and 
defned by the ticking of Greenwich Mean Time. Even more obviously, as 
Erin Johnson-Williams and Roe-Min Kok have pointed out, pedagogical 
institutions including the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music 
(ABRSM) created instructional networks across South and East Asia, hold-
ing generations of students hostage to carefully curated repertories. Te very 
defnition of musical “attention”—as a solo, memorized performance of set 
pieces and technical exercises—was enforced by examiners fanning out from 
Britain along routes already well-trodden by military and commercial enter-
prise.49 What Johnson-Williams describes as the “auditory surveillance” of 
British examiners was also a form of cognitive molding, an inculcation of 
global physical and mental “concentration” in line with Euro-German ideals 
of auditory focus.50 

Dehumanizing attentional collectives—ofen operating as cognitive tech-
nocracies—eroded, while ofen seeming to generate, community. Rather than 
forms of acknowledgement or inclusion, their wired alertness bound indi-
viduals into vampiric systems siphoning of cognitive capital to controlling 
powers. Characterized by “overhearing,” “listening to” and “listening in,” they 
relied on “hungry” attention (to adapt Dylan Robinson’s formulation).51 Teir 
extractive regimes have had lasting legacies, including what American sociol-
ogist David Riesman described as early as 1950 in Te Lonely Crowd as the 
“other-directed person”—a networked individual who “must be able to receive 
signals from far and near” even when “the sources are many, the changes 
rapid.” What this character-type internalizes “is not a code of behavior but 
the elaborative equipment needed to attend to such messages and occasionally 
to participate in their circulation”; in other words, a form of cognitive remak-
ing such that individuality is subsumed into voracious attentive collectivity. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

14 Introduction 

Among the results, as Riesman argues (and as research on contemporary 
social media has increasingly confrmed), is “a difuse anxiety,” a sense of col-
onized or commodifed attentional consciousness always listening outward, 
never inward, always listening “to,” never “with.”52 

In more life-giving guises, collective attention could reverse this psychic 
evisceration. Telegraphy itself, with its new language of taps and clicks, gen-
erated surprising forms of intimacy among operators who learned one anoth-
er’s auditory signatures. Likewise, radio and telephonic devices could sustain 
social ties over distances via newly ethereal attentive techniques (see Brian 
Kane).53 But more obviously, attentional community was related to liveness— 
to the forms of rhythmic entrainment and emotional induction associated 
with shared physical experience. Tarde, elaborating on these distinctions, 
noted that while the media public was the most modern and powerful col-
lective of the age, the older body of the crowd had capacities for connect-
edness that went beyond mere simultaneity or linkage. Te distinction lay 
in “the mutual contagion of feelings among the assembled individuals” and 
their broader gestural entrainment (synchronization).54 Crowds witnessing 
theatrical events, music festivals, or religious celebrations generated a cru-
cial form of “social union” in which “all dissent is momentarily erased in the 
communion of a single desire, the desire to see one another, to embrace one 
another, to sympathize.” Rather than a public, physical gatherings generated 
a community, a multitude of individuals joined sympathetically, whose “love 
and joy are hidden in the recesses of the heart” such that “long afer the party, 
there remains an extra sympathetic and conciliatory disposition which trans-
lates into a thousand unnoticed forms in the gestures, words, and relation-
ships of everyday life.”55 

Citton, contemplating constructive forms of collectivity, emphasizes their 
capacity to efect “a particular quality of attention rooted in care—which is to 
say consideration of the vulnerability of the other, of our solidarity and our 
responsibility towards them.” Noncoercive attentional groups involve forms 
of collective individuation—the sense that the whole animates, enlarges, and 
resonates rather than subsuming the individual. Examples of this phenome-
non across auditory/musical domains of the long nineteenth century are too 
numerous and complex to unpack in full here but might include the collec-
tive forms of kinesthetic, multisensory musical attention of Javanese villagers 
at an 1815 wedding celebration (see Day and Weiss). In European perfor-
mance contexts, they can be intimated in what G. Mensch described in 1871 
as the autonomous collectivity of the string quartet, whose “four personalities 



  

 

 
 

  
 

  

 

  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

15 Introduction 

move with and against one another .  .  . accompanying and complementing 
each other, but also challenging and fghting, asking and answering, afrming 
and denying, but always pursuing the same goal and remaining true to the 
alliance of protection and trust.”56 Herder assigned a similar quality to the 
“one and not one” of a choral group, whose voices “leave, search, follow, con-
tradict, fight, strengthen, destroy each other, and awaken and animate and 
console and flatter and embrace each other again until they fnally subside 
into one tone.”57 In these cases, collectivity produces expansiveness rather 
than anxiety—a listening “with” or “for.” Te result—then, as now—is a form 
of extended cognition generated by shared attention. 

Ecstasy 

Typical Enlightenment accounts of attention involved a rational response 
to environmental stimuli, whether voluntary or involuntary. For the French 
composer and music theorist Jean-Philippe Rameau, for example, careful 
attention enabled a listener to (voluntarily) discern overtones within a given 
sonority, while the philosopher and musician Jean-Jacques Rousseau held that 
our minds involuntarily responded to musical works by rewarding certain fea-
tures with more or less focus.58 Yet toward the end of the eighteenth century, 
reports of new, pathologized modes of attending begin to emerge, most dis-
tinctly in accounts of ecstatic, trance-like states experienced in the Parisian 
séances held by German physician Franz Mesmer. Mesmer claimed to have 
identifed a unique energetic force present in all living things, which he termed 
“animal magnetism” (magnétisme animal). Tis force, he maintained, could be 
harnessed to induce action at a distance between people, as well as to generate 
trance states and even medical cures in certain, sensitive individuals. 

A telling encounter between Enlightenment understandings of attentive-
ness and new medicalized forms of trance can be found in the 1784 inves-
tigation of Mesmer by a royal commission headed by Benjamin Franklin. 
Charged with explaining the phenomena reported by Mesmer’s patients, the 
committee appealed to the faculty of attention. Tey remark: 

Tere is not an individual, in a state of the fullest health, who, if he 
paid a close attention to the point (s’écouter attentivement), would not 
be sensible to an infnity of interior motions and variations, either of 
a pain infnitely slight, or of heat in diferent parts of his body; these 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

16 Introduction 

variations which exist at all times are independent of the magne-
tism. To turn and fx in this manner one’s attention upon oneself, is 
not perhaps itself entirely without its efects. Tere is so intimate a 
connection, whatever be the vehicle of that connection, between the 
volitions of the soul and the motions of the body, that it is not easy 
to prescribe limits to the infuence of attention, which appears to 
be nothing more than a train of volitions, directed, constantly and 
without interruption, to the same object. When we recollect that the 
arm is moved by the will as it pleases, how can we be certain, that 
the attention being fxed upon some interior part of our frame, may 
not excite some slight emotion in it, direct the heat towards it, and so 
modify its actual situation as to produce in it new sensations?59 

Te turn of phrase “s’écouter attentivement” meaning, literally, “to listen to 
oneself attentively” renders links among listening, embodiment, and attention 
explicit. Here, according to Franklin, the individual “listens” to his subjective 
physical sensations, whether of pain or of warmth, rather than subsuming 
them into the low sensory hum of embodied existence. An unhealthy atten-
tion to repressed sensations—whether real or imaginary—was the explana-
tion converged on in the report, which concluded that 

the commissioners, even those who have their nerves most irritable, 
having expressly turned their attention to other objects, and having 
armed themselves with that philosophic doubt which ought always 
to accompany enquiry, have felt none of those sensations, which 
were experienced by the three patients of the lower class; and they 
have a right to suspect that these sensations, supposing their reality, 
were the fruits of anticipated persuasion, and might be operated by 
the mere force of imagination.60 

As this passage indicates, the commissioners fully attributed Mesmer’s alleged 
powers of animal magnetism to the overactive imagination of subjects under 
the infuence of suggestion. Here the voluntary, rational attention of educated 
upper-class men is presented as a foil to the involuntary, pathologized atten-
tion of lower-class patients. 

Despite the commission’s comprehensive refutation of Mesmer’s doctrine 
of animal magnetism, however, his infuence continued to expand through-
out the nineteenth century. Indeed, the phenomenon of hypnosis (a term 



  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Introduction 

used here to indicate the broad range of long-nineteenth-century practices 
having to do with animal magnetism, suggestion, and spiritualism, all of 
which stem from Mesmer’s practice) was foundational to the emergence of 
Romanticism, ofering a robust framework within which nineteenth-century 
subjects could understand a range of ecstatic, mystical experiences, ranging 
from trance states of various kinds to purported communication with other-
worldly spirits. 

A key thread linking hypnotic practices throughout the century is the 
concept of nervous sensitivity, which was associated with a heightened ability 
to attend, whether to oneself (as in Franklin’s account of self-audition), to 
others, or to the environment. Tus the sensitivity of hypnotic subjects com-
pelled them to pay heed to physical cues and vibrations that eluded regular 
people, including the commands of magnetizers, who “directed” the animal 
magnetism coursing through living things according to their own will. Given 
that sensitivity was understood to arise from innate refnement of the ner-
vous system, women—ofen marked as more physiologically delicate than 
men—were regarded as particularly vulnerable to mesmeric manipulation. 
Members of the upper class were also considered to have more rarefed phys-
iologies than members of the working classes, and white Christian Europeans 
were deemed more sensitive than any other group. Yet this sensitivity was 
a double-edged sword: Its excess rendered women hysterical and lef men 
feminized, with both populations then potentially more susceptible to the 
machinations of unscrupulous magnetizers. 

As a result, while Mesmer’s ideas attracted many men (notable devotees 
included Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Friedrich Schlegel, and Charles Dickens), 
the practice of hypnosis was, from the beginning, marked as other, alterna-
tive, and feminine. Upper-class women, confned to vanishingly few possible 
paths of personal fulfllment, ofen sought hypnotic treatments as therapy for 
various ailments, paying both to have their own attention manipulated and 
to secure the attention of a (male) magnetizer. Poorer, working-class women 
found in animal magnetism fnancial gain and some measure of fame as “sub-
jects,” performing trance states for public consumption.61 Moreover, hypnosis 
was both populist and radical: Magnetizers (and later mediums) ofen hailed 
from humble backgrounds, and séances were spaces where inhibitions were 
loosened, allowing members of diferent classes and the opposite sex to act 
and interact in normally unthinkable ways.62 

Te highly concentrated attention displayed in mesmeric sessions involved 
a subject’s evident ability to block out all other sensations and fully attend 



 

  

 

 

  
 

 

18 Introduction 

to a single command. As Raz argues, the granting or withholding of atten-
tion within some hypnotic contexts can be understood as a form of rebellion 
against the status quo, a refusal to invest, a demand to be understood on one’s 
own, marginalized terms.63 Te nineteenth-century literature is replete with 
accounts of women, feminized men, members of the lower social classes, and 
racialized subjects performing trance behaviors as a form of implicit resis-
tance, even as the reporting witness, ofen a physician, ascribes these behav-
iors to intrinsic biological or psychological diference.64 Music, which had 
been integral to mesmerism from the outset, played a central role both in 
hypnosis and in its critique. Mesmer himself had famously employed the sof 
strains of the glass armonica (an instrument ironically invented by Benjamin 
Franklin) as well as keyboard instruments to enhance his séances; the glass 
armonica, in particular, would later come to be associated with unsavory 
mesmeric activities. More broadly, the self-abandon and intense absorption 
so characteristic of (sonically induced) hypnotic trances would reappear in 
Romantic accounts of musical listening across the following several decades. 
One notable example is Heinrich Heine’s report of the efect of Franz Liszt’s 
concerts on Parisian audiences in 1844: 

Te electric action of a daemoniac nature on a closely pressed mul-
titude, the contagious power of the extase, and perhaps a magnetism 
in music itself, which is a spiritual malady which vibrates in most 
of us,—all these phenomena never struck me so signifcantly or so 
painfully as in this concert of Liszt. A physician whose speciality is 
the disorders of women, and with whom I conversed as to the magic 
which our Liszt exercises on his public, smiled mysteriously, and told 
many things of magnetism, galvanism, electricity, of contagion in an 
over-heated hall, in which are a vast number of wax-candles, and as 
many perfumed, perspiring mortals, of histrionic epilepsies or stage-
fever, of the phenomena of tickling, of musical cantharides [Spanish 
fy], and other ticklish subjects, which have, I believe, relation to the 
mysteries of the Bona Dea [the ancient Roman goddess of fertility].65 

Heine here invokes the trope of hypnotic trance to understand the ecstatic 
power Liszt appeared to exert on his audience. His explanation depends pri-
marily on an unnamed medical authority who elides scientifc causes such as 
electricity and heat along with esoteric and vaguely erotic references.66 



  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

19 Introduction 

As the century progressed, hypnosis became racialized and syncretic. Russ 
Castronovo has shown how mesmeric discourses from the 1830s on drew 
comparisons between the slave and the somnambulist, the master and the 
magnetizer, while also synthesizing European notions of animal magnetism 
with practices drawn from African and Caribbean trancing traditions.67 Spir-
itualism, an American movement that blended European mesmerism with 
Swedenborgian mysticism, wishful thinking, and Yankee showmanship, trav-
eled back across the Atlantic to exert a powerful hold on European, and par-
ticularly Victorian, culture. French travelers encountering the multisensory 
rites of mystical Islamic sects, notably the Aissawa Brotherhood in Algeria, 
also attempted to understand these practices through hypnotic and religious-
ecstatic lenses, as Céline Frigau Manning explores. 

Te power and threat of trance states became a prominent focus of mod-
ernist psychology, including in the work of Hippolyte Taine, Jean-Martin 
Charcot, and Téodule Ribot, all of whom meditated at length on the nature 
of ecstatic (autohypnotic) processes. For both Taine and Ribot, ecstasy was 
securely pathological, characterized by a fxation of attention so complete 
that the normal fuctuations of consciousness were arrested and, along with 
them, rational thought and volition itself. In his 1883 Maladies de la volonté, 
Ribot underscores the susceptibility of women to such states and, even more 
robustly, their association with non-European traditions: “Te religious and 
philosophical literature of the Orient, of India in particular, abounds in docu-
ments from which it has been possible to gather a sort of working manual for 
the attainment of ecstasy.”68 Restricted or repetitive behaviors are key, includ-
ing the instruction “to remain motionless, to gaze fxedly at the sky, [or] a 
luminous object,” or “to repeat continually the monosyllable Om (Brahm).”69 

Sound—in the form of rhythmical chant, devotional verses, or song—is cen-
tral, not just in Asian traditions but also in mystical Christian histories. 

Ribot dwells on descriptions of religious ecstasy lef by the sixteenth-
century nun and religious reformer Saint Teresa of Avila. In his La psycholo-
gie de l’attention (1888), he notes that St. Teresa describes the stages of ecstasy 
as stations of prayer in which the focus becomes incrementally ossifed and 
totalized. Te early stations involve audible recitation, which progresses to 
inward, unspoken supplication, then to the “prayer of quietude” (oraison de 
quiétude) in which the soul no longer recites but instead listens, as if entranced 
by its own echo. From there, the “prayer of union” (oraison d’union) brings the 
frst sense of divine presence, followed by “rapture” (oraison de ravissement) 
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Figure 0.2. Ernst Josephson, “St. Teresa in Extasy.” Before 1906. 
Oil on canvas, 37.5 cm x 33.5 cm. Nationalmuseum Sweden, 
artwork ID 19340. PD-US. https://collection.nationalmuseum.se 
/en/collection/item/19340/. 

in which feeling and thought begin to fade, and fnally “the fight of the spirit” 
(vol de l’esprit) involving “the very abolition of consciousness” (l’abolition 
même de la conscience), a dissolution of selfood into an “excess of [divine] 
unity” (excès de unité).70 (See Figure 0.2 for one of several nineteenth-century 
depictions of the ecstatic moment.) 

At this point, attention is no longer an act of will but an eradication of 
it—a cessation of the fundamental motor activities of the brain such that 
neither choice nor action is possible. Already in Les maladies de la volonté 
(1883), Ribot had quoted Saint Teresa’s account of the process by which “all 
its [the soul’s] powers lose their natural activity; they have no knowledge of 
their operations.  .  .  . As for the understanding, if it understands, it is by a 
mode which remains unknown to it, and it can comprehend nothing of what 

https://collection.nationalmuseum.se/en/collection/item/19340/
https://collection.nationalmuseum.se/en/collection/item/19340/


  

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

21 Introduction 

it understands.”71 Te volitional power of attention is drained away in a process 
of mental evacuation eliminating rational forms of knowing and therefore the 
capacity for intellectual and aesthetic creation. Such a cessation was danger-
ous, according to Ribot, and he is careful to separate it from the deep forms of 
concentration associated with male genius—the “intellectual rapture” (ravisse-
ment intellectuel) of fgures including Archimedes, Newton, and Pascal.72 

But not all thinkers were so hostile to ecstatic attentional modes. Henri 
Bergson, in his 1889 Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (trans-
lated in English as Time and Free Will), positioned stilling of the volition as 
a prerequisite for the apprehension of beauty and grace. Among the primary 
benefts of art was its capacity to facilitate this form of evacuated openness, 
to “put to sleep the active or rather resistance powers of our personality, and 
thus to bring us into a state of perfect responsiveness.”73 Music was especially 
apt in this regard, since its “rhythm and measure” suspended the normal fow 
of sensations and ideas, “causing our attention to swing to and fro between 
fxed points,” thus eliminating the natural attentional fux defning human 
consciousness.74 Te result was “a spiritualized version of the process com-
monly used to induce the state of hypnosis,” a self-forgetfulness in which 
thought and will were attenuated.75 

Twenty years later, the philosopher Joseph Segond, in his La prière: étude 
de psychologie religieuse (1911), extended this claim, arguing that the rhyth-
mic regularity of music could absorb the attention utterly, producing a state of 
passivity conducive to prayer. As Alexandra Kiefer notes, Segond regarded 
such passivity not as metaphysical (in the manner of Saint Teresa) but purely 
physiological, reorienting mystical notions of ecstasy toward late-century 
materialist psychology. Rhythmic music, like the physical rocking it encour-
aged, brought about “regularized and lulled consciousness.”76 Temporarily 
quieting Hanslickian forms of focus—mental alertness to music’s structural 
and aesthetic features—it encouraged instead a form of embodied absorption 
(entrainment) essential for contemplative practice. 

Resistance to the forms of mental difusion/dissolution embraced by 
Bergson and Segond was robust, including in critical responses to music 
thought to induce such a state. Debussy’s compositions, for instance, when 
associated with Bergson’s hypnotic ideal, were charged with emasculating, 
irrational, and even “narcotic” efects, the language of critics echoing quite 
clearly both the pathological terminology of Ribot and the moral charges lev-
ied by Europeans against non-Christian forms of ecstatic ritual.77 In the early 
twentieth century, it was (perhaps unsurprisingly) a woman who ofered the 
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most compelling defense of ecstatic attention. Simone Weil (1909–1943), 
among the few published female philosophers of the period, synthesized 
mystical and aesthetic strands of ecstatic discourse, arguing in her posthu-
mously published La pesanteur et la grâce (1947) that “extreme attention 
is what constitutes the creative faculty in man.”78 Such attention declined 
to explain, analyze, or grasp; in place of the intellectual striving associated 
with concentration, it aimed for nonvolitional plenitude, consisting of “that 
attention which is so full that the ‘I’ disappears.”79 For Weil, this self-negation 
was the purest form of prayer as well as the cornerstone of imaginative work. 
“Te amount of creative genius in any period,” she argued, “is strictly in pro-
portion to the amount of extreme attention and thus of authentic religion at 
that period.”80 Her conception of creative focus as self-emptying resonated 
not only with Bergson and Segond, but, as she acknowledged, with aspects 
of both Hindu and Buddhist philosophy, whose devotional traditions she 
regarded as compatible with Christianity.81 

Weil’s work comes at the very end of our period, marking a point of cul-
mination in the rich strand of scientifc and mystical writing on hypnosis 
and ecstasy. Trough the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries this 
discourse was markedly French, blending materialist and experimental psy-
chology with philosophy, sociology, and theology. In some respects, it con-
trasted with the tradition of empirical psychology unfolding in German 
centers during the same period, and yet points of intersection between the 
two existed. At the furthest reaches of empirically discernable attention, as 
David Trippett argues, lay a form of imaginative apprehension that seemed 
to open, if not onto a metaphysical realm, then onto an otherwise inacces-
sible domain of the human psyche. Bergson’s conception of the ecstatic state 
as one in which the faint harmonics of a vibrating string were set in motion 
in the mind of the praying individual bears some resemblance to the Helm-
holtzian notion of distant overtones audible only to a mind endowed with 
extraordinary attentional virtuosity.82 For some French theorists, these were 
echoes of divine revelation. In Germany, such sounds were more ambiguous, 
suggesting an unquantifable mode of perception—hints of what Trippett 
terms an “auditory unconscious.”83 

Looming over German psychophysics in the fnal decades of the nine-
teenth century, the idea of unconscious perception interfaced with the 
emerging and, at times, quasi-mystical practices of psychoanalysis. Famously, 
Freud described the importance of a loose, undirected attention—a form of 
all-embracing awareness capable of intuiting the faint vibrations of the deep 
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psyche. His student Teodor Reik (1888–1969) extended this idea, embrac-
ing a form of absorption that allowed for apprehension of the “most deli-
cate communications . . . the secret messages that go from one unconscious 
to another.”84 Listening to such messages was not quite the same as hearing 
the voices of God, yet both involved a state of “free-foating attention” (in 
Reik’s words) quite distinct from spotlighted concentration.85 Nongrasping 
and anti-analytical, this inner focus required a quieting (in some accounts, 
hypnotizing) of the active intellectual powers. For psychologists, psychoana-
lysts, and mystics alike this state was regarded as a gateway to revelation—a 
psychology at once threatening, exotic, expansive, and annihilating. 

Measurement 

Te long nineteenth century’s fascination with attention is intimately linked 
to the emergence of new technologies of measurement. Instruments including 
clocks, metronomes, sonometers, resonators, plethysmographs, and kymo-
graphs played integral roles in the development of new theories of music 
and of perception alike. Speculations about the role of attention in human 
auditory cognition could be occasionally found in music theory treatises in 
the eighteenth century; by the second half of the nineteenth century, inves-
tigations of these topics were pursued at the most prominent psychological 
laboratories on both sides of the Atlantic. Te disciplinary boundary between 
music, acoustics, and psychology at the time was highly porous; thus, we fnd 
key insights into the role of attention in structuring music frst articulated 
by music theorists as introspective observations, and subsequently empiri-
cally verifed in lab settings. Later in the century, these ideas would migrate 
from the lab to inform musical practice; as Alexander Bonus has compel-
lingly argued, “the precise mechanical rhythm that most modern musicians 
practice, modern pedagogues teach, and modern audiences hear today” was 
forged in scientifc laboratories, rather than on the concert stage.86 

For one important case study, let us turn to what today is known as “sub-
jective rhythmicization,” that is, our perception of an undiferentiated series 
of clicks as a series composed of a “tick” followed by a “tock” (or by two or 
three “tocks,” if we choose to perceive a triple or quadruple meter, respec-
tively). Te earliest account of this phenomenon appears in the Essay towards 
a Rational System of Music (1770) by English music theorist John Holden. 
Holden reports that 
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if a drummer were to give a number of quick, but equal timed 
beats, each with just an equal force, a person attending to them 
would naturally parcel them by 4 and 4 together, by giving a greater 
regard to every 4th beat; by which regard these beats would to him 
acquire a kind of emphasis or accent, as if the drummer did really 
strike them harder than the others. . . . But the case would be the 
very same with a hearer, if an inanimate machine were made to 
beat the drum.87 

Holden here ascribes the accents we perceive in a series of undiferentiated 
beats solely to our “regard,” that is, to the attention we pay to these particular 
beats. (Attention, it should be noted, looms large in Holden’s work, where it 
is also used to explain the experience of hearing tonal ambiguity.)88 A similar 
awareness regarding the role of our minds in perceiving and constructing 
meter was independently articulated six years later by the German music the-
orist Johann Philipp Kirnberger in the second volume of Die Kunst des reinen 
Satzes in der Musik (1776).89 Tis insight constituted a major break with ear-
lier accounts of meter, which tended to ascribe the diferences in the saliency 
of beats to acoustical diferences arising from bodily movement relating to 
performance practice. 

Holden’s ofand mention of a drum-beating “inanimate machine” illus-
trates the aforementioned link between emerging conceptions of temporal 
attention and technology. Pocket watches (which Holden praises as useful for 
internalizing meter), chronometers (invented by Huygens in 1656 and sub-
sequently adapted for musical use, notably by Jean-Étienne Despréaux and 
Gottfried Weber), and the metronome (patented in 1815 by Maelzel) swifly 
revolutionized the way in which musical meter was understood. Prior to the 
metronome, time signatures had indicated tempo and genre/style of perfor-
mance to a certain extent; these indications became far less codifed by the 
middle of the nineteenth century, given that the desired tempo could be indi-
cated by measuring clicks in absolute time. 

Te metronome was widely adopted by European performers and ped-
agogues in the frst half of the nineteenth century, to a mixed reception.90 

Endorsed by composers including Cherubini, Pleyel, and Beethoven, some 
music theorists rejected the device as overly precise and hence a potential 
obstacle to expressivity.91 However, a view that rhythm should in some way 
be “metronomic” was by no means widespread; Adolph Bernhard Marx’s 
view of musical time perception, for example, prioritized the dimensions of 
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duration and accent, regardless of whether the periodical succession of the 
events they were applied to was equal: 

I dwell upon a moment so long as it engages my interest and 
attention, or until I am drawn away by another of greater force of 
attraction; I hurry from moment to moment when a lively sensa-
tion impels me onward, and I expend a greater amount of force and 
energy upon those moments which are to me the most important.92 

Tis vivid description of the experience of listening to music in time as 
dependent on attention, attraction, energy, and force would set the stage for 
later theories of musical forces, ranging from Ernst Kurth’s approach to form 
as composed of various types of waves to the experience of time as a wave 
proposed by Victor Zuckerkandl in the 1960s.93 Marx’s (metaphorical) appli-
cation of these metaphysically charged terms further reveals that both music 
theorists and psychologists were thinking about rhythm and meter with ref-
erence to concepts of force and motion. 

Musicians were, of course, not the only ones interested in metronomes. 
By the 1850s, the metronome was employed by Dutch physiologist Franciscus 
Cornelius Donders as a tool of temporal measurement in his physiological 
experiments.94 At the dawn of modern empirical psychology a decade or so 
later, the metronome became a staple of the laboratory, facilitating ground-
breaking work on the nature of attention and distraction in the hands of the 
renowned German psychologist Wilhelm Wundt and his students. From the 
1860s on, Wundt used the metronome in a series of important experiments 
intended to ascertain the duration and capacity of human consciousness. 
Acutely aware of the technology of his day, however, he frst noted the absolute 
importance of fnding a metronome adequately suited for scientifc research: 
“If it happens that we can at will hear into the beats of the metronome an 
ascending or a descending beat, i.e. we can hear one and the same beat now 
emphasized and now unemphasized, then we may regard the instrument 
as suitable for all the psychological experiments to be described in the fol-
lowing pages.”95 Wundt here describes the phenomenon of subjective rhyth-
micization, and suggests his readers perform a version of Holden’s thought 
experiment with an “inanimate machine” in order to test the accuracy of the 
scientifc equipment required to probe consciousness. 

By the 1890s, the phenomenon of subjective rhythmicization had been 
thoroughly experimentally studied in labs in Europe and in the United 
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States.96 Te landmark work in this regard is Taddeus Bolton’s article on 
“Rhythm,” published in Te American Journal of Psychology in 1894. Bolton, 
whose advisor, G. Stanley Hall, had studied with Wundt in Leipzig, explains 
subjective rhythmicization as follows: 

Tis rhythmical grouping [is] a series of eforts to attend to the 
sound. Te grouping results from a sequence of acts of attention. 
When the attention is directed to the sensation, it lays hold upon 
the frst impression with great force and makes it the sole object 
of consciousness. If this were the only sound, the attention would 
turn to something else, but as succeeding impressions follow before 
the frst wave of attention has subsided, they are seized upon with 
less force than the frst impression, and are subordinated to it in 
diferent degrees according to the strength of the apperceptive act. 
Subsequent waves of attention follow the same process as long as 
the will directs the attention to the phenomenon. Te attention 
accommodates itself to a certain number of impressions, which fall 
easily within the period of a wave, providing there is no objective 
diference in the impressions. If there is a regularly recurrent difer-
ence, this becomes the signal for a new act of attention, providing 
only that the span does not exceed or fall much under the normal 
period of a wave. If this recurrent diference follows at too great 
intervals, the attention breaks up the span in two portions, the one 
more emphatic than the other.97 

Bolton’s reference here to the attention wave has to do with insights into 
dynamic attention, which were coming out of European laboratories and 
reverberating across the Atlantic (Bolton’s experimental setup is shown in 
Figure 0.3). Te notion of the attention wave linked our mental experience 
to our nervous physiology, explaining various thresholds and transitions in 
alertness as arising from the behavior of physiological processes. In his con-
tribution to this volume, D. Graham Burnett surveys the rise of the atten-
tion wave from Viktor Urbantschitsch’s physiological experiments in 1870s 
Vienna through research in Wundt’s lab in Leipzig to its ultimate fowering 
in the kymograph experiments conducted by Edward B. Titchener, Wundt’s 
student, at Cornell University circa 1905. 

Attention also played a crucial role in the investigation of pitch perception, 
which similarly moved between the worlds of music theory and laboratory 
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Figure 0.3. Bolton’s experimental setup with a chronograph and telephone. Tad-
deus L. Bolton, “Rhythm,” Te American Journal of Psychology 6.2 (1894). 

psychology. As early as 1726, Rameau described the role of attention in dis-
tinguishing partials in his Nouveau système, observing that the overtones 

may be distinguished again in cymbals, in the lower sounds of a 
trumpet, in bells, etc., if one gives all his attention to the undulations 
that create a sort of murmur in the air just afer the predominant 
sound of the instrument proper to this efect. It is also essential not 
to be occupied with this dominating sound and not to be distracted 
by any foreign noise.98 

Te notion that paying closer attention would enable perception of hith-
erto unrecognized sounds links Rameau’s report with Helmholtz’s empiri-
cal investigations undertaken with the aid of harmoniums and resonators, as 
Benjamin Steege has shown.99 Helmholtz, for example, observes that in order 
to recognize overtones, the ear needs the assistance of special performance 
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techniques, including touching a piano key, singing various vowels, or listen-
ing with resonators: 

On applying to the ear the resonator corresponding to any given 
upper partial of the compound c, such as gʹ, this gʹ is rendered much 
more powerful when c is sounded . . . the increase of the loudness 
of gʹ caused by the resonator may be used to direct the attention of 
the ear to the tone it is required to distinguish. On gradually remov-
ing the resonator from the ear, the force of gʹ will decrease. But the 
attention once directed to it by this means, remains more readily 
fxed upon it, and the observer continues to hear this tone in the 
natural and unchanged compound tone of the given note, even with 
his unassisted ear. Te sole ofce of the resonators in this case is to 
direct the attention of the ear to the required tone.100 

Here, the resonators assist the ear in singling out part of the compound tone 
via amplifcation. With practice, Helmholtz continues, one can eventually 
largely dispense with the resonators, though not without the “certain amount 
of undisturbed concentration [that] is always necessary for analysing musical 
tones by the ear alone.”101 

Te experience of attentively listening to—and identifying—overtones 
that illustrated Helmholtz’s resonance theory of cochlear mechanics (as pre-
sented in Die Lehre von den Tonempfndungen als physiologische Grundlage 
für die Teorie der Musik, 1863), reappears in subsequent investigations of the 
nature of attention by prominent psychologists including Georg Elias Müller, 
Wundt, William James, and Titchener.102 Wundt, for example, observes that if 
we attend to a specifc overtone within a sound, 

we always fnd that in this case we frst recall the memory image of 
the tone to be heard and only then hear it out of the whole sound. . . . 
We hear a sound in which we suspect a certain overtone due to 
certain associations; only then do we recall the image of the tone-to-
be-heard in our memory [das Erinnerungsbild des zu hörenden Tones 
zurückruf] and then immediately notice it from the sound we hear.103 

Tat is to say, listeners can perceive overtones if they know what to listen 
for; if this stimulus is not provided separately (by means of priming or a res-
onator), they must mentally prepare to make the identifcation by means of 
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their prior knowledge, which is to say, they must be prepared to attend to that 
particular stimulus. Moreover, this process does not occur instantaneously, 
but rather in time. Tus: 

Every idea requires a certain amount of time to rise to the focus of 
consciousness. During this time we always fnd within ourselves the 
peculiar feeling of paying attention. Tis feeling is all the more vivid 
the more the focus of consciousness is concentrated, and in this case 
it tends to continue even afer the idea is completely clear to con-
sciousness. In its preparatory stage, it is most clearly perceived in the 
state of refection or expectation for an expected impression . . . We 
experience attention as something that comes from ourselves, even 
if we clearly imagine the impression that draws our attention to itself 
as an external one.104 

William James invoked both Helmholtz’s overtone experiments and Wundt’s 
response to emphasize the importance of priming in our process of attention, 
noting that “where the impression to be caught is very weak, the way not 
to miss it is to sharpen our attention for it by preliminary contact with it in 
a stronger form.”105 Te larger point, for James, however, is that perception 
depends on mental receptivity in the form of attention. Tus: 

Whilst the object excites [a brain cell] from without, other brain-
cells, or perhaps spiritual forces, arouse it from within. Te latter 
infuence is the “adaptation of the attention.” Te plenary energy of 
the brain-cell demands the co-operation of both factors: not when 
merely present, but when both present and attended to, is the object 
fully perceived. . . . Organic adjustment, then, and ideational prepa-
ration or preperception are concerned in all attentive acts.106 

Key to James’s (and Wundt’s) notion of attentional priming are the mecha-
nisms of memory and prediction, both of which rely on experience and 
therefore enculturation. We attend most closely, and with the fnest focus, 
to what we expect and know. Stimuli—from individual sounds to musical 
systems—outside our epistemic framework easily escape our notice or simply 
register as uncomputable. Tis is among the points made by Jacob Olley, 
whose exploration of “calculative listening” in Ottoman contexts underscores 
the degree to which perception of empirical data (including information 
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revealed by devices like resonators and sonometers) was infected by local 
cultural practices and values. In the late nineteenth century, he shows, 
researchers seeking to develop an empirical theory of Ottoman music used 
newly developed instruments such as the sonometer in order to quantify the 
experience of non-European audition and, in so doing, draw it into “modern” 
and “rational” discourse—render it legible. Tey thus laid the groundwork for 
an alternative, scientifcally grounded attentive practice for Ottoman musics, 
including the meaningful “preperception” touted by James. 

(Re)orienting and preparing the attention was not just an intellectual 
activity but a physical practice; indeed, for thinkers including James and, 
before him, Alexander Bain, Carl Georg Lange, and James Sully, attention was 
written in and on the body, refected in material alterations of the nervous 
and muscular systems. Tese thinkers, James explains, regarded “muscular 
adjustment . . . [as] the essence of the attentive process throughout.”107 Tey 
devoted considerable time to studying physical attentional cues including 
inclination of the body, turning of the head, or swiveling of the eyes, ofen 
identifying such actions as products of a Darwinian evolution of physical 
attention.108 It is unsurprising, therefore, to fnd these ideas informing music 
pedagogy of the same period. Once attention was conceived as a physical 
act, the bodily technique of musical performance ceased to be regarded as 
separate from psychic intention, or simply as its outcome or demonstration; 
instead, it became synonymous with alertness and even the frst site of its 
generation. Tat is to say, rather than mental attention preceding or providing 
a preparation for physical performance, performance itself produced atten-
tion—a player could experience musical focus as an embodied phenomenon, 
now quantifable in haptic (or more broadly somatosensory) terms. 

For the pianist and composer Marie Jaëll, as Michael Weinstein-Reiman 
observes, “a pianist’s attention to haptic and aural impulses [was part of] an 
elusive, ‘simultaneous and successive’ process that collates the pianist’s tan-
gible sensation of the keyboard and the inefable mental impressions con-
jured by sound.”109 According to the piano pedagogue Tobias Matthey, “the 
sensation of key-resistance and the sensation of pedal resistance, these are 
both but part and parcel of that single thought and purpose, summed up 
as ‘performing-attention’—and that means: attention to Music—THROUGH 
OUR INSTRUMENT.”110 Te infuence of motor theories of attention on the 
development of piano pedagogy is the subject of Youn Kim’s contribution 
to this volume, which explores how musicians applied scientifc ideas about 
attention in relation to muscular action and motor innervation to improve 
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specifc aspects of pianistic technique. Musical performance thus became a 
site of experimental psychology, and the piano itself an instrument central to 
the honing and tracking of states of attention. 

Legacies 

To pay attention / this is our endless and proper work. 

—Mary Oliver 

Te work of auditory attention—its marshaling, molding, measuring, and 
reimagining—continued unabated through the twentieth century, occupying 
an ever-wider contingent of researchers and artists around the globe. Many 
of the characteristic attentional orientations of the “long” nineteenth century 
persisted (albeit in modulated form), although these were juxtaposed with, 
and in some cases challenged by, new forms of alertness shaped by shifing 
media landscapes. Te rise of broadcasting, recording, and amplifcation 
technologies, for example, generated noisy, multichannel auditory environ-
ments in which techniques of spotlighted attention became key.111 Te 1950s 
saw the identifcation of the “cocktail party efect,” a term coined by British 
psychologist Colin Cherry, which referred initially to the ability of air trafc 
controllers to successfully attend to a single strand of the many simultaneous 
conversations with pilots coming in over their headphones.112 (Tis problem 
continues to be investigated today as part of what psychologist Albert Breg-
man defned in the 1970s as auditory scene analysis.113) 

Ubiquitous sound emanating from radios and gramophones in commer-
cial, domestic, and industrial settings necessitated a diferent kind of selec-
tivity predicated on passivity—a low-level cognitive engagement with music 
that lef attentional resources available for other auditory activities. Tis 
mode was prefgured, even inculcated, by musical cultures of the early twen-
tieth century. To take one particularly telling example: In German-speaking 
centers, the 1920s saw the establishment of the genre of U-Musik, short for 
Unterhaltungsmusik (entertainment music), originally associated with light 
concerts put on by orchestras during the summer months at resorts. Unlike 
serious music (ernste Musik, or E-Musik), which demanded a listener’s full 
concentration, U-Musik purportedly required only superfcial focus, leaving 
auditors free to engage in conversation, or Unterhaltung (the word means 
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both entertainment and conversation in German).114 Te main purpose of the 
distinction was to parcel out royalties between what was essentially pop music 
and art music—but it also entailed a psychic renegotiation resulting in dual-
channel forms of ambient and spotlighted attentiveness among auditors.115 

Passive forms of focus—those associated with boredom, dreaming, and 
sleep—emerged as central to experimental musical currents across the Atlan-
tic, particularly among mid-century composers working with tape and related 
recording technologies. Exploration of loose forms of awareness including 
those associated with dream states was among the explicit goals of Pauline 
Oliveros’s Sonic Meditations.116 And drastically extended attentive exercises, 
ofen incorporating unchanging or slowly transforming musical material, 
shaped the music of Terry Riley, Julius Eastman, Steve Reich, and John Cage 
(among others). Sometimes linked to non-Western meditative practices, these 
experiments constituted new forms of ecstatic focus exploring the boundaries 
between the soporifc and the revelatory. As John Cage put it, drawing on Zen 
philosophy, “If something is boring afer two minutes, try it for four. If still 
boring, then eight. Ten sixteen. Ten thirty-two. Eventually one discovers 
that it is not boring at all.”117 

Within the lineage of the European concert tradition, on the other hand, 
analytical forms of concentration continued to be valorized, separating 
Kenner from Liebhaber ever more starkly. In his infamous essay “Te Com-
poser as Specialist,” also known as “Who Cares If You Listen?,” Milton Bab-
bitt asserted that lay audiences could not help but be “bored and puzzled by 
what [they are] unable to understand.”118 A related observation was made by 
Michel Foucault in dialogue with Pierre Boulez a few decades later, namely 
that contemporary concert music required “a very difcult attention, one 
which is in contradiction to the familiarities woven by hearing of [older] clas-
sical music.”119 As late as the 1990s, composers were still wrestling with the 
dilemma of complexity versus cognizability, with the composer Fred Lerdahl 
turning to fndings in psychology to argue that Elliot Carter’s superposed 
musical meters were simply ungraspable, given that these contrasting lines 
made impossible demands upon the attention.120 

Te sense of musical listening as a testing ground for attention—a site for 
the practice, modulation, management, or measurement of alertness—was 
hardly new. Twentieth-century conversations along these lines were in many 
regards extensions of nineteenth-century debates around the virtue of con-
centrated listening, the ecstatic potential of highly focalized audition, and the 
role of musical focus in the evolution of specialized or extended attentional 
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capacities. If some rhetorics and practices of auditory focus shifed through 
the mid-late twentieth century, or were newly demoted/valorized, others 
remained oddly unchanging. Most obvious among these was the practice of 
concentrated Hanslickian audition, which continued to be tacitly prescribed 
in recital hall settings by canonic repertoire. Indeed, paraphrasing Lydia 
Goehr, we might conceive of the experience of twentieth- (and twenty-frst-) 
century concert listening as involving an imaginary museum of musical 
attentions, no less than one of musical works.121 

As this essay has argued, attentive modalities are neither hard wired nor 
default, but are instead the product of political and social enculturation, tech-
nological conditioning, and scientifc engineering. Especially central to their 
development have been techniques of listening, which emerged across the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as inextricable from ideologies of 
focus/unfocus. Audition was predetermined by attention, even while atten-
tion was itself fundamentally shaped by audition. Tis feedback loop made 
listening the unstable measure of both concentrative acuity and—in some 
accounts—volitional selfood. To explore this phenomenon, we need a stron-
ger sense of both attention’s sonic pasts and audition’s attentional investments. 
Here, and in the chapters to follow, we take a step in this direction. 
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27. Stewart discusses this phenomenon in a literary context. See Garrett Stewart, Novel 
Violence: A Narratography of Victorian Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
61–89. 

28. “La distraction .  .  . c’est l’opposé de la stupidité, qui reste sur une même idée.” Denis 
Diderot, “Distraction (Morale),” in Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, eds. Ency-
clopédie, ou, Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers 4 (Paris: Briasson, David, 
Le Breton, & Durand, 1754), 1061. 

29. Schiller’s remarks on cognitive loosening and play weave through his epistolary treatise. 
See On the Aesthetic Education of Man, in a Series of Letters (1795), ed. and trans. Elizabeth M. 
Wilkinson and L. A. Willoughby (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967). Quotations given here are 
taken from letter 6 (at pp. 209, 215); letter 27 (at p. 43); letter 43 (at p. 103). Richard Adelman 
elaborates on Schiller’s conceptions of cognitive passivity and creativity in Idleness, Contempla-
tion and the Aesthetic, 1750–1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 52–67. 

30. Friedrich Schlegel, “Idyll of Idleness” (“Idylle über den Müßiggang”), trans. in Peter 
Firchow, Friedrich Schlegel’s “Lucinde” and the Fragments (Minneapolis, MI: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1971), 63–68. 

31. Crary, Suspensions of Perception, 77. 
32. Francesca Brittan, “Idle Schubert,” in “Colloquy: Attention, Anxiety, and Audition’s 

Histories,” convened by Francesca Brittan and Carmel Raz, Journal of the American Musico-
logical Society 72, no. 2 (2019): 557–63. See also Scott Burnham, “Schubert and the Sound of 
Memory,” Musical Quarterly 84, no. 4 (2000): 655–63. 

33. According to Rudolph Hermann Lotze, “He who tunes the strings of a piano and gives 
the most intense attention to his subject retains only the minimum of self-consciousness; he 
who is absorbed in a mathematical problem has scarcely more. But he who attentively considers 
a decision to be made should at least bring a specifc recollection of his personality to this refec-
tion. Both the self-conscious immersion in a single idea and the unconnected fight of many 
ideas are only compatible with the healthy pursuit of mental life when they occur temporarily; 
continual distraction as well as a prolonged narrowing of the fow of thoughts, are, as we will 
later recognise, the frst stages of mental disorder.” (“Wer die Saiten eines Clavieres stimmt, 
hat bei der angestrengtesten Aufmerksamkeit auf seinen Gegenstand ein Minimum des Selbst-
bewusstseins; wer versunken in seine Gedanken ein mathematisches Problem verfolgt, besitzt 
dessen kaum mehr; wer mit Aufmerksamkeit dagegen einen zu wählenden Entschluss über-
legt, soll wenigstens zugleich eine bestimmte Erinnerung seiner Persönlichkeit zu dieser Refe-
xion hinzubringen. Sowohl das selbstbewusstlose Versenken in eine einzige Vorstellung, als die 
unverbundene Flucht vieler sind Zustände, die nur, wo sie momentan sich einstellen, mit der 
gesunden Bestimmung des geistigen Lebens vereinbar sind; eine dauernde Zerstreuung sowohl, 
als eine dauernde Verengung des Gedankenlaufs werden wir dagegen später als Anfangspunkte 
der Seelenstörungen kennen lernen.”) Rudolph Hermann Lotze, Medizinische Psychologie oder 
Physiologie der Seele (Leipzig: Weidmann, 1852), 506–507. 

34. On cyclic attention in literary culture, see Nicholas Dames, Te Physiology of the Novel, 
esp. chap. 2. Many mid-century novels were published in serial installments, which itself sug-
gested intermittent periods of attentiveness rather than an elongated efort; see Rob Allen, 
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“‘Pause You Who Read Tis’: Disruption and the Victorian Serial Novel,” in Serialization in Pop-
ular Culture, edited by Rob Allen and Tijs van den Berg (New York: Routledge, 2014): 35–49. 

35. Téodule Ribot, Le psychologie de l’attention (Paris: Alcan, 1889), 3; James, Te Princi-
ples of Psychology, vol. 1 (New York: Henry Holt and Company: 1890), 420. 

36. Benjamin Steege, “Joining In or Letting Go?” in “Colloquy: Attention, Anxiety, and 
Audition’s Histories,” 569–74. 

37. For Morse’s own account of this experiment, see Samuel F. B. Morse: His Letters and 
Journals, vol. 2, ed. Edward Lind Morse (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifin Company, 
1914), 74–76. An early press account was published by Frank Jewett Mather Jr., “Morse and 
the Telegraph: Te Great Portrait Painter and Inventor Who Will Forever Be Memorialized in 
a Series of Dots and Dashes,” reprinted in Te Nation, July 8, 2009. https://www.thenation.com 
/article/archive/morse-and-telegraph/, accessed November 2025. 

38. Citton, Te Ecology of Attention, 18. 
39. Ibid., 17–18, 31. 
40. Gustave Le Bon’s Psychologie des Foules (Paris: Alcan, 1895) paved the way for Gabriel 

Tarde, L’opinion et la foule (Paris: Alcan, 1901), which introduced “psychologie collective ou 
psychologie sociale” as an emerging area of study (see the unpaginated Avant-Propos). 

41. Tarde, L’opinion et la foule, 40. In reference to “La foule”: “Leur attention—et aussi bien 
leur inattention—est toujours plus forte et plus persévérante que ne le serait celle de chacun des 
individus qui les composent, s’il était seul.” Ibid., p. 54: “Le public: car le fait seul de leur atten-
tion concentrée sur un seul objet, en une sorte de monoïdéisme collectif, les rapproche de l’état 
de rêve ou d’hypnose.” 

42. Wider explorations of nineteenth-century communication networks from technologi-
cal, sociological, and economic perspectives include Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies 
Were New: Tinking About Electric Communication in the Late Nineteenth Century (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1988); Laura Otis, Networking: Communicating with Bodies and 
Machines in the Nineteenth Century (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2001); Ken-
neth Rogers, Te Attention Complex: Media, Archeology, Method (New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2014). 

43. For more on technologies of auditory networking, see Jonathan Sterne, Te Audible 
Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003); Brian 
Kane, Sound Unseen: Acousmatic Sound in Teory and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014); Simon J. Potter, Broadcasting Empire: Te BBC and the British World, 1922–1970 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Tom Lewis, Empire of the Air: Te Men Who Made 
Radio (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2021). 

44. Francesca Brittan, “Te Neural Orchestra: Cognitive Instrumentalities,” Journal of the 
American Musicological Society 77, no. 1 (2024): 1–63. Musical metaphors appear throughout 
Tarde’s text, including references to the leader of the crowd as a “conductor” (L’opinion et la 
foule, 15). 

45. On Cubí y Soler’s orchestral brain, see Brittan, “Te Neural Orchestra,” 20–23. Quota-
tions given here are taken from Cubí y Soler, La frenolojía y sus glorias (1852), translated by the 
author as Leçons de phrénologie scientifque et pratique (Paris: Baillière et fls, 1857); see vol. 2, 
369: “la volonté ou harmonisativité . . . c’est un principe d’attention suprême et souveraine” and 
vol. 2, 464: “une télégraphie électrique nerveuse.” 

46. “L’attention multiple lui revient; il a l’œil partout; il indique d’un regard les entrées 
vocales et instrumentales, en haut, en bas, à droite, à gauche; il jette avec son bras droit de 
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terribles accords qui semblent éclater au loin comme d’harmonieux projectiles; puis il arrête, 
dans les points d’orgue, tout ce mouvement qu’il a communiqué; il enchaîne toutes les attentions; 
il suspend tous les bras, tous les soufes, écoute un instant le silence . . . et redonne plus ardente 
carrière au tourbillon qu’il a dompté.” Hector Berlioz, Mémoires de Hector Berlioz: comprenant 
ses voyages en Italie, en Allemagne, en Russie et en Angleterre, 1803–1865 (Paris: Michel Lévy 
frères, 1870), 254; Hector Berlioz, Memoirs of Hector Berlioz: from 1803 to 1865, comprising his 
travels in Germany, Italy, Russia, and England, trans. Rachel (Scott Russell) Holmes and Eleanor 
Holmes, revised by Ernest Newman (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1932), 270. 

47. See, for instance, the Gazette musicale (18 November 1855), which describes “Berlioz, 
avec ses nombreux ministres ou lieutenants, avec sa cour ou son armée de douze cent cinquante 
artistes”; and Le Constitutionnel (16 November 1855), where we hear an account of “Des orches-
tres de sept cents musiciens, des choeurs de six cents voix, d’innombrables phalanges de violons, 
d’altos, de harpes, de violoncelles, de contre-basses, des ouragans de cuivre à efrayer les arch-
anges du jugement dernier, six généraux de division sous le commandement d’un chef suprême, 
transmettant ses ordres, ses mouvemens, sa mesure à l’aide d’un métronome électrique.” 

48. See Brittan, “Te Electrician, the Magician, and the Nervous Conductor,” Nineteenth-
Century Music Review 19, no. 1 (2022): 31–53; Inge van Rij, “‘A Living, Fleshly Bond’: Te 
Electric Telegraph, Musical Tought, and Embodiment,” 19th-Century Music 39, no. 2 (2015): 
142–66. A wider view of telegraphic imperialism is ofered by Daniel R. Headrick in Te Tools 
of Empire: Technology and European Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1981); idem, Te Tentacles of Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age of Impe-
rialism, 1850–1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). 

49. See, as starting points, Erin Johnson-Williams, “Te Examiner and the Evangelist: 
Authorities of Music and Empire, c. 1894,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 145, no. 2 
(2020): 317–50; ibid., “Archiving the Audible Debris of Empire: On a Mission Between Africa 
and Britain,”  Postcolonial Studies 26, no. 3 (2023): 360–385; Roe-Min Kok, “Imperial Music 
Examinations in South Asia: Colonial Imaginaries, Postcolonial Realities,” Postcolonial Stud-
ies 26, no. 3 (2023): 386–405. 

50. Johnson-Williams, “Te Examiner,” 326. See also Kok, “Imperial Music Examinations,” 
395, where she cites British reports on the alleged lack of “discipline” among North Indian 
ABRSM examination candidates. Te cognitive efects of imperial music pedagogy—and the 
forms of very real resistance to these infringements—need greater attention. Te editors of this 
volume would like to thank Erin Johnson-Williams for fruitful discussions and email exchanges 
on this topic over the course of 2023. 

51. See Dylan Robinson, Hungry Listening: Resonant Teory for Indigenous Sound Studies 
(Minneapolis, MI: University of Minnesota Press, 2020). 

52. David Riesman, Te Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character, rev. 
ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1953), 41–42. Emphasis ours. Crary also discusses Riesman in Sus-
pensions of Perception, 53. 

53. Kane’s essay borrows from and critiques Jonathan Sterne’s notion of “audile techniques” 
as explored in Te Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2003). 

54. Tarde, L’opinion et la foule, 40: “la mutuelle contagion des sentiments parmi les indivi-
dus rassemblés.” 

55. Ibid., 45: “toute dissidence s’eface momentanément dans la communion d’un même 
désir, le désir de se voir, de se coudoyer, de sympathiser”; ibid., 47: “Les bons efets des foules 
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d’amour et de joie se cachent dans les replis du coeur, où, longtemps après la fête, subsiste un 
surcroît de disposition sympathique et conciliante qui se traduit sous mille formes inaperçues 
dans les gestes, dans les paroles, dans les rapports de la vie journalière.” 

56. G. Mensch, Ludwig van Beethoven. Ein musikalisches Charakterbild (Leipzig: Leudart, 
1871), 161: “Diese vier Persönlichkeiten bewegen sich in dem echten Beethovenschen Quartett 
mit einander und gegen einander, indem sie sich begleiten und ergänzen, aber auch heraus-
fordern und bekämpfen, indem sie fragen und antworten, bejahen und verneinen, aber immer 
dasselbe Ziel verfolgen und dem Schutz- und Trutz-Bündniß treu bleiben.” 

57. Johann Gottfried von Herder, Kalligone vol. 2 (Leipzig: Hartnoch, 1800), 159: “. . . sie 
sind Eins und nicht Eins; sie verlassen, suchen, verfolgen, widersprechen, bekämpfen, verstär-
ken, vernichten einander, und erwecken und beleben und trösten und schmeicheln und umar-
men einander wieder, bis sie zuletzt in Einem Ton ersterben.” As Ryan Minor points out, the 
individuated collectivity of choral singing, as imagined by Herder, was all too easily complicated 
(and co-opted) by German nationalist currents across the nineteenth century. See Minor, Choral 
Fantasies: Music, Festivity, and Nationhood in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2015), 8–32. 

58. Jean-Philippe Rameau, Nouveau système de musique théorique (Paris: Ballard, 1726), 
17–18; Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Lettre sur la musique françoise, 2nd ed. (Paris: Pissot, 1753), 
35–45. 

59. Benjamin Franklin, Majault, Le Roy, Sallin, Jean-Sylvain Bailly, d’Arcet, De Bory, Joseph-
Ignace Guillotin & Antoine Lavoisier, Report of Dr. Benjamin Franklin, and Other Commissioners: 
Charged by the King of France, with the Examination of the Animal Magnetism, as Now Practised 
at Paris. Translated from the French. With an Historical Introduction (London: J. Johnson, 1785), 
39–40. 

60. Ibid., 53–54. 
61. For discussions of the implications of gender and class in hypnotic subjecthood see Jan 

Goldstein, Hysteria Complicated by Ecstasy: Te Case of Nanette Leroux (Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press, 2011); and Céline Frigau Manning, Ce que la musique fait à l’hypnose: Une 
relation spectaculaire au XIXe siècle (Dijon: les presses du réel, 2021). 

62. Essential treatments of mesmerism can be found in Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and 
the End of the Enlightenment in France (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968; Alison 
Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998). 

63. Carmel Raz, “Talking to the Hand: Te ‘Hysterical Epistemology’ of the Migrating Sen-
sorium,” in “Colloquy: Attention, Anxiety, and Audition’s Histories,” 552–57. 

64. Te case of Dr. John Elliotson’s years-long deception by Jane Okey is an illustrative and 
entertaining example of this; see Winter, Mesmerized, 79–108; see also Kélina Gotman, “Ghost 
Dancing: Excess, Waste and the American West,” in Choreomania: Dance and Disorder (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), 224–51. 

65. Heinrich Heine, “Lutetia—Musikalische Saison von 1844—Anhang,” Paris, 25 April 
1844, trans. Charles Godfrey Leland, in Heinrich Heine: Te Works, vol. 4: Te Salon (London: 
William Heinemann, 1895), 418–19. 

66. Hypnotic trances induced by unusual sounds are reported as late as the 1890s in the 
experiments of Jean-Martin Charcot at the Sâlpetriere, who experimented on unusually “sensi-
tive” working-class women with exotic instruments such as gongs and tuning forks. See James 
Kennaway, “Musical Hypnosis: Sound and Selfood from Mesmerism to Brainwashing,” Social 
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History of Medicine 25, no. 2 (2012): 271–89; Carmel Raz, “Of Sound Minds and Tuning Forks: 
Neuroscience’s Vibratory Histories,” in Te Science-Music Borderlands: Reckoning with the Past 
and Imagining the Future, ed. Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis, Psyche Loui, & Deirdre Loughridge 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2023), 115–29. 

67. See Russ Castronovo, “Te Antislavery Unconscious: Mesmerism, Vodun, and ‘Equal-
ity,’” Te Mississippi Quarterly 53, no. 1 (1999): 41–56. 

68. “La littérature religieuse et philosophique de l’Orient, de l’Inde en particulier, abonde 
en documents dont on a pu extraire une sorte de manuel opératoire pour parvenir à l’extase.” 
Téodule Ribot, Les maladies de la volonté (Paris: Librairie Germer Baillière, 1883), 124; Téod-
ule Ribot, Te Diseases of the Will, 4th enlarged English edition, trans. Merwin-Marie Snell 
(Chicago: Te Open Court Publishing Company, 1915), 94. 

69. “Se tenir immobile, regarder fxement le ciel, ou un objet lumineux . . . répéter continu-
ellement le monosyllabe Oum (Brahm),” ibid., 124, trans. Te Diseases of the Will, 95. 

70. Téodule Ribot, Psychologie de l’attention (Paris: Alcan, 1889), 144–49; translation by 
J. Fitzgerald in Te Psychology of Attention, trans. J. Fitzgerald (Chicago: Te Open Court Pub-
lishing Company, 1890), 97–100. 

71. “Toutes ses puissances perdent leur activité naturelle; elles n’ont aucune connaissance 
de leurs opérations.  .  .  . Quant à l’entendement, s’il entend, c’est par un mode qui lui reste 
inconnu, et il ne peut comprendre rien de ce qu’il entend.” Ribot, Les maladies de la volonté, 130; 
trans. Te Diseases of the Will, 99. 

72. Ibid., 140, trans. Te Diseases of the Will, 89. 
73. “l’objet de l’art est d’endormir les puissances actives ou plutôt résistantes de notre per-

sonnalité.” Henri Bergson, Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (Paris: Alcan, 1889), 
11; translated by F. L. Pogson as Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Con-
sciousness (London: George Allen & Company, 1913), 14. 

74. “le rythme et la mesure suspendent la circulation normale de nos sensations et de nos 
idées en faisant osciller notre attention entre des points fxes.” Bergson, Essai, 11, trans. Pogson, 
Time and Free Will, 14–15. 

75. “une forme atténuée, rafnés et en quelque sorte spiritualisés, les procédés par lesquels on 
obtient ordinairement l’état d’hypnose.” Bergson, Essai, 11, trans. Pogson, Time and Free Will, 14. 

76. Joseph Segond, La prière: étude de psychologie religieuse (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1911), 69. 
Quoted and translated in Kiefer, “Mystics and Skeptics: Joseph Segond’s Psychology of Prayer,” 
this volume, 215. 

77. As in Raphäel Cor, Le cas Debussy (Paris: Bibliothèque de temps présent, 1910). For 
wider context see Alexandra Kiefer, “Bergson, Debussy, and Early Twentieth-Century Psychol-
ogie,” Colloquy, “Attention, Anxiety, and Audition’s Histories,” 563–69; and idem, Debussy’s Crit-
ics: Sound, Afect, and the Experience of Modernism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 

78. “. . . attention extrême est ce qui constitue dans l’homme la faculté créatrice.” Simone 
Weil, La Pesanteur et la Grâce (Paris: Plon, 1947), 119, translated as Gravity and Grace by Emma 
Crawford and Mario von der Ruhr (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 117. 

79. “L’attention seule, cette attention si pleine que le “je” disparaît, est requise de moi.” Weil, 
La Pesanteur, 120, trans. in Gravity and Grace, 118. 

80. “La quantité de génie créateur d’une époque est rigoureusement proportionnelle à la 
quantité d’attention extrême, donc de religion authentique à cette époque.” Weil, La Pesanteur, 
119, trans. Gravity and Grace, 117. Weil’s interest in attention spans much of her work including 
her slightly earlier Attente de Dieu [Waiting for God], written 1942, published 1951. 
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81. On Weil’s relationship with these traditions, see A. Rebecca Rozelle-Stone and Lucian 
Stone, Simone Weil and Teology (New York and London: Bloomsbury, 2013). For a recent 
philosophical exploration of attention as selfessness see Jonardon Ganeri, Attention Not Self 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 

82. As Bergson wrote to Joseph Segond (18 January 1911): “You have submitted to pen-
etrating analysis the fundamental state of a praying individual and the states that are like har-
monics, those that, reinforcing it, give it its psychological timbre. You have studied the mystics 
as they should be studied, with sympathy, but also submitting them to penetrating critique.” 
In Henri Bergson, “Henri Bergson (1859–1941) Lettres à Joseph Segond (1872–1954),” Revue 
philosophique de la France et de l’étranger 205, no. 4 (October–December 2015): 543–560, at 543. 

83. Trippett, “Franz, Stumpf, Riemann, Kafa: Towards an Auditory Unconscious ca.1883,” 
this volume. 

84. Teodor Reik, Listening with the Tird Ear: Te Inner Experience of a Psychoanalyst (New 
York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, orig. pub. 1948, repr. 1998). See chap. XV, “Te Tird Ear,” 
144–56 (here at 145). Te connection between these “unconscious messages” and theories of an 
elusive inner language is explored in Viktoria Tkaczyk, Tinking with Sound: A New Program in 
the Sciences and Humanities Around 1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2023), 15–54. 

85. Reik, Listening with the Tird Ear, chap. XVI, “Free-Floating Attention,” 157–72. 
86. Alexander Evan Bonus, “Te Metronomic Performance Practice: A History of Rhythm, 

Metronomes, and the Mechanization of Musicality” (PhD diss., Case Western Reserve Univer-
sity, 2010), 225. 

87. John Holden, Essay towards a Rational System of Music (Glasgow: Urie, 1770), 113. 
88. For more on Holden’s ideas about attention see Carmel Raz, Hearing with the Mind. 
89. Johann Philipp Kirnberger, Die Kunst des reinen Satzes in der Musik II (Berlin and 

Königsberg: Decker und Hartung, 1776), 114–15. 
90. See Roger Mathew Grant, Beating Time and Measuring Music in the Early Modern Era 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 200–07. 
91. Prominent voices include Peter Lichtenthal, François Joseph Fétis, and Gottfried 

Weber, though the latter, as Grant notes, had other reasons for disparaging the metronome, 
which competed with his own chronometer. Ibid., 201–203. 

92. Adolf B. Marx, Te Music of the Nineteenth Century and its Culture: Method of Musical 
Instruction, trans. August Heinrich Wehrhan (London: Robert Cocks and Co., 1855), 32. 

93. See, e.g., Ernst Kurth, Bruckner (Berlin, Max Hesses Verlag, 1925); Victor Zuckerkandl, 
Te Sense of Music (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1956). 

94. See Henning Schmidgen, “Te Donders Machine: Matter, Signs, and Time in a Physio-
logical Experiment, ca. 1865,” Confgurations 13, vol. 2 (2005): 211–56. 

95. Wilhelm M. Wundt, An Introduction to Psychology, trans. Rudolf Painter (New York: 
Macmillan, 1912), 4. 

96. See William James, “Te Perception of Time,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 20, no. 4 
(1886): 374–407, at 380. 

97. Taddeus L. Bolton, “Rhythm,” American Journal of Psychology 6.2 (1894), 211–12. 
98. Jean-Philippe Rameau, Nouveau système de musique théorique (Paris: Ballard, 1726), iii, 

translated in B. Glenn Chandler, “Rameau’s ‘Nouveau systeme de musique theorique’: An Anno-
tated Translation With Commentary” (PhD diss., Indiana University, 1975), 159; Jean-Philippe 
Rameau, Nouveau système de musique théorique (Paris: Ballard, 1726), iii: “.  .  . se distinguent 
encore dans les Tymbales, dans le Son le plus grave d’une Trompette, dans les Cloches, et cetera 
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pourvû qu’on donne pour lors toute son attention aux ondulations qui forment une espece de 
murmure dans l’Air, immediatement après le Son dominant de l’Instrument propre à cet efet, 
sans s’occuper pour lors de ce Son dominant, ny sans y être distrait par aucun bruit étranger.” A 
similar observation can be found in Holden, Essay, 47. 

99. See Benjamin Steege, Helmholtz and the Modern Listener (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2012),80–122. 

100. Hermann von Helmholtz, On the Sensations of Tone as a Physiological Basis for the Te-
ory of Music, trans. Alexander J. Ellis (London: Longman, 1875), 82; Helmholtz, Die Lehre von 
den Tonempfndungen, 88: “Wenn man die Resonanzkugel an das Ohr setzt, welche irgend einem 
bestimmten Obertone, z. B. g’ des Klanges c, entspricht, und dann den Klang c angiebt, so hört 
man das g’ durch die Kugel um Vieles verstärkt. . . . wohl kann man diese Verstärkung durch die 
Kugel benutzen, um das Ohr auf den Ton, den es hören soll, aufmerksam zu machen. Wenn man 
nachher die Kugel allmälig wieder vom Ohre entfernt, so wird das g’ schwächer; indessen die Auf-
merksamkeit, welche einmal darauf gerichtet worden ist, bleibt nun leichter an diesen Ton gefes-
selt, und der Beobachter hört diesen Ton nun auch in dem natürlichen unveränderten Klange der 
angegebenen Note mit nicht unterstütztem Ohre. Es soll also die Resonanzkugel hierbei nur dazu 
dienen, das Ohr aufmerksam zu machen auf den Ton, den es hören soll.” 

101. “eine gewisse ungestörte Concentration der Aufmerksamkeit [ist] nöthig, um die 
Analyse der Klänge durch das Ohr allein auszuführen.” Helmholtz, Die Lehre von den Tonemp-
fndungen, 89; Helmholtz, On the Sensations of Tone, 82. 

102. On Müller’s critique of Helmholtz’s overtone experiments see Steege, Helmholtz and 
the Modern Listener, 108–10. 

103. “So hören wir aus einem Zusammenklang einen vorher für sich angegebenen Ton 
besonders deutlich. . . . Dies führt uns unmittelbar auf die inneren Bedingungen der Aufmerk-
samkeit. Gehen wir von der zuletzt besprochenen Beobachtung aus, so kann das geübte Ohr 
einen schwachen Teilton eines Klanges bekanntlich auch dann wahrnehmen, wenn derselbe 
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CHAPTER 1 

Colonial Concentration: Attention in 

Bengali Music Scholarship in 1885 

Richard David Williams 

W hat constituted “attention” in musical contexts in northern India 
at the end of the nineteenth century? In the context of British 
colonialism, how far were ideas about attention impacted by 

Western concepts and evolving conversations in Europe about concentration, 
focus, and distraction? As the contributions in this collection demonstrate, 
ideas around attention and distraction evolved over the long nineteenth cen-
tury in conversation with new social contexts for music making, new the-
ories of auditory perception and cognition, burgeoning discourses around 
psychology and the work of the mind, and the commodifcation of attention. 
However, although recent scholarship has nuanced our sense of these devel-
opments in Euro-American historical contexts, it remains unclear how far 
concepts like “attention” were signifcant to actors invested in music in other 
parts of the world, and whether ideas and practices cultivated in the West 
became global in their own time. 

Clearly, these are large questions that resist easy answers. In South Asian 
history more broadly, there is an ongoing debate about colonial knowledge 
production in the nineteenth century: Were contemporary concepts and 
categories (from religions to the caste system) the imports and products of 
colonialism, or were they adaptations of earlier, precolonial ideas that had 
transitioned in response to colonial forms of knowledge and global conversa-
tions?1 Colonialism took diferent forms in diferent regions, intellectual dis-
ciplines, and arenas of debate, and the responses of Indian intellectuals could 
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vary enormously: Some continued to work within the frameworks provided 
by older, precolonial systems, while others renounced them as antiquated and 
adopted new approaches from Europe. 

Tis essay concentrates on musical scholarship written in Bengali, focus-
ing on one individual—Krishnadhan Bandyopadhyay (1846–1904)—who was 
part of an extremely dynamic and varied music scene in colonial Calcutta.2 

Bandyopadhyay, I suggest, was atypical in the way he thought about musical 
attention and in the extent of his subscription to ideas found in European 
studies. Nonetheless, his research sheds light on how Indian music scholars 
accessed information learned from English-language sources, selectively co-
opted certain ideas, and brought them into conversation with materials in 
Sanskrit and Bengali. His work further indicates how intellectuals creatively 
negotiated multiple epistemologies of music and drew on European concerns 
with the nature of listening and attention to frame their own manifestos for 
the future of the practice and appreciation of music in South Asia. While not 
entirely in tune with debates and conversations in Europe, these manifestos 
drew upon a shared, circulating conceptual vocabulary for thinking about 
musical experience. At the same time, when this vocabulary was presented 
in Bengali, the local, vernacular terms of debate were themselves products of 
a longer colonial engagement between European and South Asian languages 
and knowledge systems. To make sense of this engagement, I begin by intro-
ducing the terms that eighteenth-century music scholars writing in Bengali 
used when they considered how the listening subject attends to music. I then 
turn to the broader conceptual vocabulary for attention and concentration 
available in colonial north India and explore the connected history of Euro-
pean and Indian litterateurs. I follow these terms through to Bandyopad-
hyay’s work in the late nineteenth century and consider the place of attention 
in his vision for the future of Indian music. 

Attending to Sound Through Visualization 

Although Krishnadhan Bandyopadhyay was an idiosyncratic thinker, his 
work emerged out of a longer history of South Asian scholarship on art 
music. His generation of scholars prepared innovative studies on music, 
written in Bengali, which proliferated from the late 1860s onward.3 Bengali 
intellectuals had been engaging with the study of music long before this, but 
the activity of the mid-nineteenth century represented a new development, 
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refecting larger changes in the language and medium of scholarship.4 In the 
early modern period, South Asian musicology5 had largely been carried out 
in Sanskrit (saṅgīta-śāstra) and Persian (‘ilm-i-mūsīqī), though vernacular 
scholarship gradually took over from Sanskrit, especially in the eighteenth 
century.6 A number of intellectuals from eastern India, operating out of aris-
tocratic courts and religious institutions, developed poetic treatises on music 
theory in Bengali. Tese works followed the older models set by Sanskrit lit-
erature but were also informed by more recent trends in vernacular scholar-
ship, especially the focus on the visualization (dhyāna) of modal entities, the 
rāgas.7 Sanskrit music scholars had explained that a rāga could be understood 
in terms of its musical structure, its afective connotations, and through ico-
nography, which could be illustrated through a painted image or a poem. 
Te word dhyāna refers in particular to a practice of concentrated medi-
tation, in which the practitioner assembles an image or icon in their mind 
in order to focus and integrate the object of concentration into their own 
internal environment.8 Early examples of dhyāna visualization-concentration 
for rāgas certainly suggest an afnity with ritual meditation on deities.9 Over 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, chapters on dhyāna in music trea-
tises moved into new directions, especially in vernacular languages such as 
Classical Hindi (Brajbhasha), in which the poets brought music theory into 
dialogue with “mannerist” (rīti) courtly poetry, which provided a nuanced 
vocabulary for discussing emotion, sensation, and pleasure through literary 
archetypes.10 According to this aesthetic system, to attend to music was to 
construct and contemplate its imagined body: a woman waiting for her lover, 
a sage chanting by his shrine.11 

To give one example, in 1717, Phajil Nasir Muhammad composed a 
Rāganāmā (“Book of Rāga”) for Wahid Muhammad Caudhuri, the landlord 
of Sultanpur (Chittagong). Te work opens with praise poems (hāmd and 
nā’t) to Allah and the Prophet, then eulogizes the patron and his kingdom. 
Phajil Nasir contextualized and localized his work to the particular space of 
the Sultanpur court, describing how his lord had requested him to make San-
skrit musical lore (primarily drawn from the Saṅgītadāmodara, ffeenth to 
mid-sixteenth century) available to readers in Bengali.12 Following the stan-
dard convention of the genre, the visualizations of the rāgas were arranged in 
a series, that is, selected and strung together to make up a “garland” (mālā). 
For his rāga-mālā series, Phajil Nazir cited a description in Sanskrit, then 
expounded upon it in Bengali in two ways: in a paýār couplet, and then in 
tripadī triplets, as with the rāga called Mālava:13 
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deha-kānti śukla barṇa 
sucāru kuṇḍala karṇa 

mahāmatta mati atiśaý 
pariýā bicitra mālā 

prabeśanta gīti śālā 
pradoṣa samaýa suniścaý 

uttama basana pari 
maneta kautuka kari 

priýā padmamukha cumbe ghana 
nṛtyagīta mana sukhī 

saṅhati saroja mukhī 
saba nārī madanamohana 

preme magna haiýā cita 
gāhasta susvara gīta 

priýā saba dekhiýā susāja 
daśa daṇḍa dibā ādi 

rātri daśa daṇḍābadhi 
gāha-e mālaba rāga-rāja 

His radiant body, white in color, 
charming earrings in his ears, 

his thoughts excited in excess. 
Wearing a colorful garland, 

entering the music hall, 
resolute at evening time, 

Wearing the fnest clothes, 
feeling playful in his heart, 

deep in a kiss with his lotus-faced love, 
Delighted by music and dance, 

alongside her lily face, 
enchanting to all women. 

His mind becomes steeped in love, 
they sing a melodious song, 

his beloved is fnely adorned all over. 
From the frst daṇḍa of the day 

to the tenth daṇḍa of night 
Mālava, the king of rāga, sings.14 
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Following a poetic approach to musical scholarship, the gendered archetypes 
of the rāga series are brimming with emotions, immersed in love, spectacle, 
and the pleasures of music and dance. At least some of these descriptions 
were designed to be performed as songs—certain verses are marked as a 
refrain (“dhru.” short for dhrubā)—which indicates how the rāga series could 
be brought to life, enacting a mental vision of musical pleasure through the 
interplay of sound and verbal, evocative imagery. 

However, by the nineteenth century, courtly musicologists of this kind 
were largely forgotten. Tey were surpassed instead by a new class of gentle-
men (bhadralok) scholars in Calcutta, the new colonial metropolis, who only 
selectively afliated themselves with the older generations of intellectuals. 
Tis selectivity had lasting implications for the future of musical thought, as 
subsequent generations of Bengali writers located themselves between the 
precolonial musical conversations that interested them and colonial forms 
of knowledge production and dissemination. As I have argued elsewhere, 
a turning point was the 1818 publication of the Saṅgītataraṅga (“Wave of 
Music”), the frst printed Bengali book on music theory, which was a digest 
of older ideas in Persian and Sanskrit.15 Associated with the academy at Fort 
William, the book’s author partially addressed a non-Indian readership 
and availed himself of the new possibilities posed by print technology. Tis 
book became an infuential reference work for later generations of schol-
ars, especially in the wake of a colonial language policy in 1837 whereby 
Persian ceased to carry ofcial functions: Increasingly less familiar with 
the language, Bengali scholars also became increasingly disengaged from 
the vast corpus of Persian musicological thought—and by extension, the 
work of Muslim intellectuals—drawing what they needed from the Bengali 
summary and then reorienting themselves toward novel approaches and 
questions. 

Tese breaks with convention led to a new landscape of musical publish-
ing and the proliferation of several diferent types of music book: songbooks 
(ofen with introductions to the fundamentals of music); instrumental man-
uals; treatises on the history and theory of music; and antiquarian studies 
and editions of Sanskrit texts. While my focus here is on Bengali, we should 
remember that these works were part of a larger, multilingual conversation 
about the state and future of music studies in India, and that certain authors 
were directly infuenced by concurrent trends in other languages, such as 
Hindi, Marathi, and Urdu. 
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Tis new generation of authors was interested both in the practice of 
music and in writing useful books, refecting a larger sea change in access 
to musical training, which distanced their outlook from the likes of Phajil 
Nasir in the eighteenth century and called for a diferent kind of musical 
study. Nasir’s royal patron was expected to appreciate musical aesthetics but 
uninterested in singing or performing himself: Afer all, music making was 
the work of professional, hereditary musicians, who were service providers 
to their patrons. However, in early nineteenth-century Calcutta, men from 
the elite classes were beginning to sing and play and to develop reputations 
as celebrated musicians and composers themselves.16 By the 1860s, this had 
become increasingly typical, and collectives formed to appreciate, study, 
and perform music together. Of these, the Bengal Music School, established 
in 1871 by S. M. Tagore (1840–1914) and Kshetramohan Goswami (1813– 
1893), and another society, the Bhavanipur Saṅgīt Sammilanī, were especially 
infuential. Writers in these circles engaged with developments in European 
scholarship to varying degrees; for example, there were debates over whether 
notation (including staf notation) was appropriate for Indian music, or how 
far the harmonium should be integrated into art music.17 Certain authors, 
including S. M. Tagore and his colleague, Nabinchandra Datta, explicitly dis-
cussed ideas they found in European works on music in parallel to develop-
ing a neo-traditionalist approach to Indian music, one that framed innovative 
ideas as ancient and Sanskritic, ofen skipping backward in time over their 
immediate predecessors.18 

One striking trend in this this period is the lack of interest in rāga visu-
alization: While rāga-mālā had been a chief concern in writings on music 
in the eighteenth century, in the nineteenth it was increasingly framed as a 
curiosity or a form of poetry, but not as a signifcant theme for musicology. 
Tus, S. M. Tagore incorporated rāga visualizations in one work dedicated to 
the Prince of Wales (1877) and called them “meditations,” but framed them 
as a decorative curiosity rather than as an essential way of concentrating on 
music: “To impart picturesqueness to the treatise, as well as to clothe it with 
orientalism, he has also given their emblematic representations.”19 I suggest 
the old form of musical concentration epitomized in dhyāna was no longer ft 
for purpose: Musical authors were no longer patron-listeners but performer-
scholars, and they required a new vocabulary and technique for attending to 
music. While experiments with notation—both European and Indian—was a 
partial solution, some scholars also sought a new language for concentration 
and attention. 
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Defning “Attention” in Colonial India 

Any attempt to fnd the equivalent of the word “attention” in multilingual 
north India indicates the variety of concepts and intellectual histories relating 
to consciousness that were already on the table before colonial interventions. 
In addition to the aforementioned notion of dhyāna, we can consider the 

), which has the sense of turning to face something جهتو(hǒtawajj Urdu word 
or someone. In particular, the word was theorized in Suf practices as the 
disciple ofering his countenance to the face of the master and holding his 
image in his mind at all times, shutting out worldly distractions and absorb-
ing the master’s image to perceive the beauty of Allah therein.20 Te same 

) to some-ملتفت multaftsense occurs in other terms, such as to twist or turn ( 
thing to regard it attentively.21 

Bengal was one of the frst regions to be systematically and deeply colo-
nized by the British, and Bengali intellectuals are renowned for their creative 
responses to the transformative infux of ideas from Europe. Tis infux can be 
traced in terms of a conceptual history of attention. In the earliest European 
vocabulary of the Bengali language, Fr. Manoel da Assumpçam’s Vocabulario 
em Idioma Bengalla e Portuguez (1743), “Attençaõ” is listed as “Monsuba” (i.e., 
mansubā, a “fxed plan; contrivance; pretext”)22 and “Achenotá v. chit” (āce-
natā bā cit),23 where cit refers to the mind (“I think” is cit kari).24 Tese were, 
perhaps, not the most obvious choices, and later authors developed their 
own set of equivalences. For example, in 1849, one Krishnamohan Bandyop-
adhyay had translated Te Improvement of the Mind (1741) by Isaac Watts 
into Bengali as part of his Encyclopedia Bengalensis translation project. His 
abridged version of this exhortation to study culminated in the chapter “Of 
fxing the attention,” or “manaḥsthir karibār biṣaý” (literally, “the subject of 
making the mind still”). Bandyopadhyay elaborated a range of synonyms for 
Watts’s terms: manaḥsthir (mind-stilling) for “a steady fxation of thought”; 
manaḥsaṅyogitā (mind-joining) for “attention”; and parīkṣā (examination) 
for “inspection.”25 

While my focus here is on Bengal, the situation in Calcutta can be seen as 
part of a larger set of developments in response to European infuence. From 
the eighteenth century, conversations in Europe around auditory attention 
and distraction were informed by emergent trends in literature, medicine, 
theology, economics, and technology.26 Some of these trends, including the 
nineteenth-century fascination with mesmerism, circulated in colonial India 
where they were selectively integrated with earlier, indigenous systems. For 
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example, Muhammad Taqi Sayyid’s study of mesmerism in Urdu, Tāsir al-
anẕār (“Te Impression of the Gaze,” 1877) was marketed as a compendium of 
specifcally European talismanic devices (ṯilism-i-farang) yet embedded these 
Western ideas in a larger discussion involving Islamic medicine (al-Ṯibb).27 In 
Hindi, Baldev Prasad Misra’s Mṛtak-milap: yā Pretnagar. Spirit Land (“Meet-
ing the Dead: or Ghost City. Spirit Land,” 1897) examined how European 
spiritualism (both directly transliterated and translated as spiricuyālizam and 
pret-tattva) and mesmerism (mesmerizam) departed from Indian theories, 
including yoga, sorcery (ojhā bidyā), and tantra. Te introduction to mes-
merism defnes a ft and able mind: 

Only those who conduct themselves well, those with the faculty of 
an intense remembrance and belief in God, endowed with a sharp 
consciousness (tej buddhi), a powerful brain (sabal mastiṣk), courage 
and forbearance and character, compassion, feeling, steadfastness 
and self-control can study this art (bidyā).28 

Tis book outlined diferent techniques of mediumship and seances, preserv-
ing key phrases and terms in the original English. While the specifc terms in 
this passage were hardly new to Hindi intellectuals, here they were deployed 
in new and self-consciously Occidentalist directions. 

Krishnadhan Bandyopadhyay’s Manifesto 
for Attentive Listening 

Against this larger context, similar engagements and appropriations of Euro-
pean ideas can be seen emerging in Bengali musical scholarship. Krishnad-
han Bandyopadhyay was one of the most original Bengali musicologists of 
the nineteenth century. Yet, as Sagnik Atarthi reminds us, his infuence was 
curtailed because of his limited personal resources, especially compared to 
some of his peers and rivals in Calcutta’s musical forums, who were able to set 
up their own schools and cultivate larger followings.29 

Krishnadhan had a varied training: a Western-style education at Hindu 
College, an early career in Calcutta’s musical theater scene as an actor-singer, 
followed by a period spent studying sitar in Gwalior with a hereditary profes-
sional master (ustād), Ahmed Khan. A voracious reader and prolifc scholar, 
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Bandyopadhyay wrote a Bengali history of China in 1866, but also devoted 
himself to preparing new resources for music students. Over the 1860s–1870s, 
he published several music books about Indian art music presented with staf 
notation. Despite the criticism of scholars like S. M. Tagore who were busy 
promoting their own, “national” systems of inscription, Bandyopadhyay was 
a vocal champion of Western notation.30 He also deployed concepts and argu-
ments derived from his research on European music to make new inroads into 
the theory and practice of Indian music. Tis approach was spelled out in his 
Saṅgīt Śikṣā (“Music Instruction,” 1868). Tis Comprehensive Self-Instructor 
for the Setar, Esraj, Violin, Flute, and Harmonium; and also for Singing was 
highly pragmatic in its arrangement of lessons and compositions: Bandyopa-
dhyay retained the conventional vocabulary for Indian music (using terms in 
Hindustani, Sanskrit, and Bengali), but also provided a glossary of his neol-
ogisms that were entirely new to Indian musical discourse, including “Chro-
matic” (acalasvārik), “Minor” (gauṇa), “Enharmonic” (mādhurācalik), and 
“Acoustics” (śabdabijñān).31 

Seventeen years later, Bandyopadhyay published his magnum opus, the 
Gītasūtrasār (“Quintessence of Music,” 1885–1886). Here he abandoned the 
long-established Indian conventions for discussing sound and music and 
started from a new set of frst principles, opening his book with Darwinian 
evolution, the biological development of the throat and voice, and the prehis-
toric role of sound in social communication.32 

Te Gītasūtrasār can be read as a manifesto: Bandyopadhyay exhorted 
his readers to pay music what he considered an appropriate level of attention. 
He attempted to provide a new model for musical scholarship and critical 
engagement with sound, since he thought the prevailing mode of discuss-
ing music in Indian languages was inadequate. He believed this defciency 
was ingrained in the work of both ancient and contemporary musicolo-
gists, the performance practices of living musicians, and in popular listening 
habits: 

Many people have the impression that music which induces drows-
iness in its listeners is, to their minds, the best; this is a terrible 
mistake. Listening to monotonous music lacking variety will bring 
on sleepiness. Listening to music that does something new and novel 
each and every moment, with tāns [fast phrases], and revelations of 
new and novel afects (nūtun nūtun raser abirbhāb haý), even sleepy 
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and spiritless individuals are stirred up and come alive. Listening to 
the tambura or sitar for fve or seven minutes, many people, espe-
cially children, fall asleep: this has been observed frequently. Te 
reason is monotonous sound. . . . 

. . . Te primary purpose of musical study should not just be to 
achieve the satisfaction of listeners. What should be done in music 
is whatever achieves mental satisfaction (mānasik sukh). Changes 
in mental mood (cittabikār), the elevation of the mind’s passions 
(maner ābeg), and the captivation of the listener (śrotāke mug-
dha karā-i) is the fnest work of music. While it is a challenging 
enterprise to give an account of how mental moods change and so 
on by means of arranging musical notes, this indeed is the legiti-
mate work of music. Owing to the miserable state of our national 
(jātīýa) preferences and tastes, as with everything, [music] is not 
looking well.33 

How far was Bandyopadhyay’s dim view of Indian musical scholarship a 
product of Orientalist criticism? His model for critical engagement was cer-
tainly shaped by European studies of European music (below): while he had 
also read English studies of Indian music (e.g., William Jones and Augus-
tus Willard), which informed his accounts of musical forms and their histo-
ries, he was less interested in these Orientalist works about India and more 
indebted to books and articles on vocal production, music education, and the 
scientifc basis of sound. Bandyopadhyay was less concerned with musicol-
ogy’s pasts than its present and possible futures. While his Bengali contem-
poraries typically focused on the decline of music (especially in the hands 
of Muslim musicians) and focused their energies on ancient (and therefore 
purer and more authentic) Sanskrit music treatises, Bandyopadhyay regarded 
change as inevitable and considered the ancient authorities redundant for 
modern times. Since music—like everything else, he argued—had evolved 
over the centuries, it was futile to try to compare the music of his day to the 
music described in older texts.34 Indeed, he explicitly called his former col-
league Kshetramohan Goswami’s attempt to devise modern practices based 
on ancient theories illogical.35 

Although Bandyopadhyay engaged extensively with centuries-old music 
treatises, he read these Sanskrit works as historical texts rather than as tools 
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for understanding the music of his day. He contrasted his own worldview and 
epistemology, which was proudly shaped by modern theories like evolution, 
to the antique modes of attending to and studying music: “All those treatise 
writers were poets; to them the entire subject of music was included within 
the poetic imagination.”36 To highlight the point, he turned to the Saṅgīta-
dāmodara, a Sanskrit treatise from the ffeenth–sixteenth century, a once 
highly infuential source for music scholars in eastern India: 

It is said in the Saṅgīta-dāmodara that when the air in the navel is 
hiccupped, and that within the throat and head is struck, a particu-
lar sound is produced, and since it is possessed of both fragrance 
(gandhayukta) and purity its name is gāndhār. If a certain note is 
pleasing it is very fragrant; some notes have a light fragrance, others 
have none; in our time, people do not have the faculty to make sense 
of this. Tat real [or material, bāstabik] notes should have fragrances 
is an impossible business . . . we are only introduced to this kind of 
marvelous imagination; but not to anything real.37 

Dismissing earlier modes of canonical writings on music (saṅgīta śāstra) as 
poetry rather than musicology proper resonated with other critics of the late 
nineteenth century, including Bharatendu Harischandra (1850–1885), who 
made similar pronouncements in Hindi and argued against “blind tradition.”38 

However, in Bengali circles the dominant trend involved reclaiming musical 
information from ancient texts and allocating a place for it in modern practice, 
something that Bandyopadhyay explicitly berated. Bandyopadhyay criticized 
his contemporaries, especially S. M. Tagore and Kshetramohan Goswami, for 
pursuing this line of inquiry and also critiqued earlier seminal works on music 
theory, such as the aforementioned Saṅgītataraṅga (1818), which was too con-
ventional and uncritical for his liking. 

Moreover, this particular example testifes to a friction between modes 
of musical perception: dissecting the experience of sound through a poetic 
palette—in this case, fragrance—was part of a larger epistemology of musical 
pleasure, and attentive multimodality, cultivated by early modern intellec-
tuals. Bandyopadhyay urges his readers to reject this mode of experience in 
favor of what he called the “real” (āsal) and the “material” (bāstabik). 

How did Bandyopadhyay account for the neglect of “real” music? He 
traced the problem back to the culture of musical professionals, which had 
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permeated society at large and impacted the attention of individual listeners. 
In line with many other Hindu musicologists of his time, he dismissed hered-
itary Muslim masters (ustāds) as illiterate and suggested that because they 
were not erudite scholars they did not give their consideration (anudhāban) 
to the internal, afective dimensions of sound: 

Rāgas and rāginīs, whether certain rhythms (tāla) and tempos (laýa) 
are “impure” or not—since ustāds are only concentrating (manoyogī 
hauýāte) on this subject, the inner meaning of Hindustani music has 
disappeared.39 

On a frst reading, this claim sounds very familiar: Many writers in this period 
were actively accusing Muslims of being the inept custodians of musical 
culture.40 Certainly, the myth of the “illiterate ustād” has been debunked in 
recent scholarship, including studies by Katherine Schofeld and Max Katz on 
musicians who wrote music treatises in Persian and Urdu over the Mughal 
and colonial periods.41 However, it is true that in Bandyopadhyay’s own time, 
ustāds primarily contributed to the arena of Bengali music book production as 
consultants rather than authors.42 Given that he also criticized the intellectual 
projects of elite Hindu writers, such as S. M. Tagore, Bandyopadhyay’s scathing 
judgments evidently crossed communal boundaries. Like Orientalist writers, 
he characterized Muslim rulers by their love of pleasure (bilās priýatā), but 
rather than developing this into the increasingly standard colonial account of 
degeneracy and decadence, he merely commented that they especially enjoyed 
music that cultivated the aesthetic of grief (śok).43 Likewise, while other authors 
were hesitant to discuss certain genres like ṭhumrī without denouncing the 
immorality of courtesans and their Muslim accompanists, Bandyopadhyay had 
nothing but praise for ṭhumrī and its performers.44 Given that Bandyopadhyay 
himself had chosen to study sitar with an ustād, Ahmed Khan, I suggest that 
his criticism was less concerned with denouncing Muslim involvement in the 
arts and more about his personal frustrations with the current terms of debate 
in musical scholarship. In particular, he was annoyed that musicians persisted 
in traditional frameworks for conceptualizing and composing musical sound: 

While superstition (kusaṅskār) and conservatism (goṅrāmī) are 
the king of the gods when it comes to progress in any given sub-
ject, in music it is even more so. Resistant to progress, adhering to 
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superstition, the creativity of accomplished people in composing 
new sounds can never come into bloom.45 

Te possibilities of art music, he argued, had been narrowly defned and cur-
tailed by a lack of forward-thinking vision. 

Inspiration from Europe 

Despondent about the state of musical creativity in India, Bandyopadhyay 
looked for inspiration elsewhere, especially from Europe. In doing so, he 
aligned himself with other Bengali intellectuals who were inspired by Euro-
pean precedents.46 Bandyopadhyay articulates his own Occidentalism most 
dramatically when he describes his ideal musical genius, a poet of sound 
(svar-kabi), and disparagingly claims that even Tansen, the most celebrated 
court musician in the history of Hindustani music, would not qualify, since 
he did not pioneer composition beyond the hegemony of canonical rāga-
based music.47 While he does not name anyone instead, he ofers a model for 
an artist explicitly based on European concepts: 

Te fne English author Carlyle, said of the famous German poet and 
philosopher Goethe that: “He sees through every pore.” Accordingly, 
the one I call the truly best singer should not only see but also feel 
in his every pore. At present, is there not a singer of this kind in our 
country?48 

Bandyopadhyay here appears quintessentially cosmopolitan, invoking Tomas 
Carlyle’s characterization of Goethe to formulate his aspiration for Indian 
music. At the same time, the global fow of ideas here was less than straight-
forward. It was not Tomas Carlyle who said this (in the English original: “for 
he seems to see out of every pore of his skin”), but rather Ralph Waldo Emer-
son: Te two writers had been juxtaposed in a piece by Richard Holt Hutton, 
who quoted Emerson in order to demonstrate how “Carlyle worships Goethe 
blindly, but Emerson discerns the very core of the poet.”49 Hutton’s own phras-
ing was a little confusing, and the Welsh singer and scientist Margaret Watts 
Hughes (1842–1907) misattributed the quotation as coming from Carlyle when 
she included it in her article, “A Glimpse into the Art of Singing,” published 
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in 1875. Tere we also fnd her commenting on the essential requirements of 
a good singer: 

Carlyle, in speaking of the great philosopher Goethe, says: “He sees 
through every pore of his skin.” We can say of the truly great vocal 
artist, that he not only sees, but also feels, through every pore of 
his skin.50 

Bandyopadhyay closely translated her phrasing into Bengali and then redi-
rected it toward his larger argument about the poverty of music education in 
India. Indeed, Bandyopadhyay clearly used her article extensively, as many of 
her insights—including birdsong, pronunciation, and the techniques associ-
ated with her vocal teacher, Manuel Garcia—are closely followed, though not 
directly credited, in the the Gītasūtrasār. 

Another signifcant source for Bandyopadhyay was John Curwen’s Singing 
for Schools and Congregations: A Grammar of Vocal Music (1843). Bandyopa-
dhyay seems to have relied on the third edition (1852), as he duplicated Cur-
wen’s table of “Te Alphabet of Music,” which prioritizes the “mental efects” 
of the seven notes.51 Tis table (Figure 1.1) strongly appealed to Bandyopad-
hyay’s fascination with the emotional architecture of music and his desire to 
scientifcally deduce, dissect, and document the properties of sound and their 
relationship to the mind of the listener. He does not credit Curwen directly 

Figure 1.1. “Te Alphabet of Music.” Right: Curwen’s original (1852). Lef: Bandyop-
adhyay’s adaptation (1885–86). 
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with this scheme but includes him in a footnote alongside several other “cele-
brated European musicologists”: M. Jeu de Berneval, Dr. [John Wall] Callcott 
(author of the Grammar of Music), and Dr. R. J. Bryce, all of whom he prob-
ably read about in Curwen. Tese naming practices are intended to make 
Bandyopadhyay appear extremely well read and intimately engaged in con-
versations happening in Europe, as well as to highlight the variety of Western 
thinkers he admired and emulated, compared to the Indian musicologists he 
criticized and condemned. 

While he followed the formula and related most of the mental efects 
directly, there are some diferences in the properties of each note too: Doh, 
“Te Strong or Firm note” becomes Sā, “Te Firm or Restful note” (acal bā 
biśrāmdāýak sur); likewise, Te, “Te Sensitive or Piercing note” becomes Ni, 
“Te Piercing or Revealing note” (tīkṣṇ bā pradarśak sur), and so on. 

Te afective properties of the scale were a long-established topic in 
canonical Indian musicology: Notes were said to have emerged from the 
sounds of specifc wildlife and had emotional connotations, but perhaps 
Bandyopadhyay saw this as another expression of a poetic imagination and 
archaic orthodoxy. Instead, he preferred to think in terms of biology and psy-
chology: Humans associated tones and notes with emotional states that were 
interpreted through the work of the mind. He invokes classical rasa theory 
(which examines how afect is generated in an aesthetic experience) but only 
superfcially.52 Instead, he emphasizes how emotional journeys are generated 
by the arrangement of the notes and their distinctive mental efects, which 
can then be mixed and contrasted like colors:53 

Now it will be demonstrated by what means various kinds of afect 
are introduced through meaningless, inexpressible notes. It is the 
relationship of the mind (maner sambandha-i) to the series of tones 
within the tones of the scale that is its root. If that relationship is not 
there, it is not possible for changes in mental mood and so on (citta-
bikārādi) to manifest.54 

He then explains this further by discussing specifc melodic phrases or 
sequences, the interplay of expectation and excitement between notes, and 
how this might be explored in composition. Tis is emblematic of his larger 
endeavor to dissect, document, and demonstrate the inner workings of 
sound, while appealing to a physical universe of biological responses and res-
onating matter. 
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Conclusions 

Bandyopadhyay saw the theoretical underpinnings of the emotional per-
ception of music as fundamental: He maintained that because ustāds had 
neglected the art of singing pursuant to afective experience (rasānusāre gān 
gāoýā),55 they were also careless with their pronunciation of lyrics and artic-
ulation of musical structures and were undermining their audiences’ engage-
ment with musical meaning. 

Tis emphasis on the mental stimulation of the listener, the emotional 
journey of the mind, and what Bandyopadhyay saw as the neglect in concen-
tration and attention by lazy musicians and their sleepy audiences gestures to 
a larger divergence from older modes of understanding aesthetic emotion. 
As we have seen, before the nineteenth century, the key concept in musical 
reception theory was dhyāna, the remembrance or visualization of a musical 
entity. Tis visualization was tied to a specifc iconography (as in rāga-mālā) 
and was interpreted through the vocabulary provided by classical rasa theory. 
Tis theory had originally been devised to dissect the emotions of a scene 
in a drama. In this system, the mind did not have a monopoly over emo-
tions, and afective meaning was distributed across several components: the 
larger categorical emotions (sthāyi-bhāva) of the characters, their auxiliary 
feelings (vyābhicāri-bhāva), their embodied responses (anubhāva), and the 
stimulants provided by their surroundings (uddīpana-vibhāva).56 Emotional 
states (bhāva) were cultivated across these components and played out at the 
level of the body. Bandyopadhyay regarded this system as inadequate and 
the idea of specifc iconographies as limiting, archaic, and superstitious. In 
his system, rasa was an afect or emotional mood stimulated in the mind by 
confgurations of notes, rather than an aesthetic substance that could only 
be understood through Sanskrit taxonomies of stimulants and responses. In 
other words, musical meaning was now a property of the mind. 

While other Bengali scholars were critical of their peers and were actively 
pursuing new ways to talk about music, Bandyopadhyay was unusual in the 
ferocity of his critique and the radicalism of his reimagining of Indian musi-
cology. A social and intellectual outlier, his ideas did not have a dramatic 
impact on discourses in Calcutta and beyond: Indeed, arguably his entire 
generation was overshadowed by the giants of the early twentieth century, 
especially Vishnu Narayan Bhatkhande (1860–1936), and later forums for 
discussion, especially the All India Music Conferences.57 While the dhyāna 
system in rāga-mālā never had a revival,58 other aspects of classical aesthetics, 
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especially rasa, continue to provide a vocabulary for contemplating music 
and articulating musical experience—though this too has been deeply cri-
tiqued, including by the philosopher Daya Krishna, who called rasa “Te 
Bane of Indian Aesthetics” and stressed that music required a less logocentric 
discourse, that is, one that was not adapted from literary theory.59 

Bandyopadhyay certainly would have agreed, and over a hundred years 
earlier had written his music treatise as a manifesto for an evolution in 
musical discourse: He had argued that Indian musicians and scholars had 
neglected the work of the mind, that they were imprecise and blindly fol-
lowing tradition rather than engaging with modern, scientifc paradigms. He 
was unabashedly in favor of adopting European ideas and practices, and he 
clearly saw himself as part of a global musical intelligentsia, yet also frmly at 
odds with his immediate neighbors in India. However, as Sagnik Atarthi and 
Charles Capwell have pointed out, while Bandyopadhyay had allies in Bengal, 
he ultimately struggled to compete with rival—and more infuential—think-
ers like S. M. Tagore and his followers.60 Indeed, Bandyopadhyay’s manifesto 
largely fell on deaf ears, as his demand for a modern, Occidental attentiveness 
in music ultimately did not gain signifcant traction, which itself raises yet 
further questions about how far concentration was colonized. 

If we consider the larger picture and longer history behind Bandyopad-
hyay’s work, three colonial-era developments emerge as especially infuential. 
First, the imposition of British society’s value system instigated a reckoning 
over the social nature of musical listening, one that foregrounded the idea of 
music as leisure and entertainment rather than an ethical, social, and political 
practice, as had been previously theorized through the codes of the Mughal 
salon assemblage (meḥfl).61 As the conceptualization of what music was 
evolved, a space for amateur musicians from the patron classes grew: Musi-
cal practice was no longer imagined as the exclusive property of hereditary 
artists cum service providers. Te language of articulating these conceptual 
and social changes was also evolving, with the political decline of Persian, the 
disenchantment with courtly forms of the vernaculars, and a steady prefer-
ence for prosaic, accessible, and pragmatic forms of Bengali, Hindi, and so on. 
Taken together, these three developments—in society, in the performers, and 
in the language—cultivated a demand for new scholarly resources and literary 
tools for amateur musicians who wanted a systematic, theoretically informed 
approach to musical sound that was aligned with the Western understanding 
of music, one that was independent of the oral systems of hereditary mas-
ters and presented in a modern and critical vernacular register. From the 
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perspective of attention, older modes of entrained listening and contempla-
tion, from dhyāna visualization to rasa theory, were questioned if not judged 
as wholly redundant. Instead, from the 1860s in particular, notation, analytical 
writing, and studies that prioritized the specifcs of musical form over poetic 
aesthetics and embodied modes of focus became increasingly desirable. 

At the same time, the case study of Bandyopadhyay’s work indicates how 
these factors did not result in a total sea change in musical attention in colo-
nial India. Transformations in musical research certainly raised new ques-
tions and possibilities (ofen learned from European models), but these were 
not resolved with a standard, shared model of how to attend to music. Tere 
was a disconnect between these impressive tomes and lived listening prac-
tices, which ofen continued to uphold the aesthetic values of earlier times.62 

Western ideas were invoked by some thinkers, but again, when we look at 
Bandyopadhyay’s actual sources, these were circulating in a piecemeal, frag-
mented manner. Tese ideas did not always fnd an eager audience either: 
Against the background of a nascent Indian nationalism and the related trend 
of Sanskritic neo-traditionalism in musical scholarship, appealing to Euro-
pean ideals did not become a standard practice, and the intrusion of Western 
musical concepts continued to be debated. Nonetheless, even if Bandyop-
adhyay’s manifesto for critical attention did not transform the entire land-
scape of Indian art music, his work is a testament to how the feld of musical 
scholarship had been substantially transformed, as the conventions and con-
ceptual vocabularies for musical experience had been blown wide open and 
could now encompass new possibilities, propelled by expanding, modern, 
and colonial vocabularies for attention and concentration. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Attentive Eye / The Attentive Ear: 

Learning (and Unlearning) Focus 

in the Enlightenment 

Ewan Jones 

W e live, it’s ofen asserted, in a distracted age. New digital tech-
nologies, the widespread prevalence of ADHD, a sharpening 
corporate focus upon the “attention economy”: All these factors 

contribute to the sense of a pressing crisis for concentration.1 Johann Hari’s 
Stolen Focus: Why You Can’t Pay Attention—and How to Tink Deeply Again 
(2022) ofers but one recent instance of a spate of popular works that would 
counteract informational overload.2 Scholarship impels and responds to this 
social concern: A discursive space that we can loosely designate “attention 
studies” encompasses cutting-edge work in experimental psychology, com-
puter science, neuroscience, philosophy of mind, and empirical aesthetics.3 

Concurrent with such empirical work, a number of genealogies of atten-
tion have explored the historical and social circumstances that condition 
and infect our intrinsic cognitive capacities. Jonathan Crary’s Suspensions of 
Attention: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (1999) ofers an infuential 
account of how the developing nineteenth-century psychology of attention 
(and the depredations of a rapidly developing global capitalism) transfgure 
spectatorial focus in impressionist painting. David Marno, Natalie M. Phil-
lips, and Lily Gurton-Wachter have explored how poetry inherits and trans-
fgures cultural practices of attending.4 Matthew Riley, Nicholas Matthew, 
and Carmel Raz are among those to have charted similar narratives for music 
theory and performance.5 
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Such work, however, has seldom inquired how the specifc channel of sen-
sory input itself changes the nature and modality of attention. How does the 
attentive eye difer from the attentive ear? Te question holds cross-historical 
pertinence, for the overwhelming association of focus and absorption with 
specifcally ocular forms of culture extends from the Enlightenment into 
contemporary cognitive psychology. Its persistence is the substance of this 
chapter, which advances three interlocking claims. First, it charts the extent 
to which visual art sought to represent and to prove Descartes’s revolution-
ary conceptualization of attention, as a mental faculty that mediated cogni-
tion and afect. Second, it examines how a smaller number of Enlightenment 
thinkers tested this ocular emphasis by appealing to other senses—most obvi-
ously the haptic and the aural. For Henry Home, Lord Kames, poetry repre-
sented a privileged site of contention, given its constitutive appeal both to the 
eye (through imagery) and to the ear (through prosody). For Tomas Reid, 
meanwhile, both touch and sound facilitated access to nondiscursive experi-
ence, which might overcome the “habits of inattention” that invariably beset 
human subjects. 

Finally, by distinguishing between these separate channels of sensory 
input, this chapter endeavors to demonstrate that the Enlightenment pos-
ited an attentive ear that difered in kind—and not just degree—from the 
attentive eye. More specifcally, aurality enabled the recovery of a truly radical 
suggestion in Descartes’s conception: that attention and distraction, so far 
from existing as opposed or mutually exclusive states, might instead exist in 
a dynamic and dialectical relation. However much a quasi-scientifc mode 
of taxonomic Enlightenment portraiture would seek both to model and to 
engender attention, the competing stimuli of any visual array necessarily 
involve distraction for the subject who beholds for any length of time. Te 
constitutively temporal nature of music only underscores this fact. Accord-
ingly, I argue, the attentive ear represents a unique means of challenging both 
the visualist paradigm and the preference for undivided attention, which 
continue to dominate modern aesthetics and empirical psychology alike. 

* * * 

Cultural historians frequently agree that distraction is a constitutively 
modern problem—whatever “modernity” means. For Jonathan Crary, the 
nineteenth-century concern over attentional defcit, facilitated by the physio-
psychological work of Wundt, Helmholtz, and others, signals the demise of 
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the “transcendental” Kantian subject, who formerly and assuredly bound 
the world, via the synthetic unity of apperception. Cognitive focus, in this 
account, proved so little a problem for the eighteenth century that Anglo-
phone authors from the period “had no need of an idea of attention (the 
word is of marginal signifcance in the work of Locke, Hume, and Berkeley if 
present at all).”6 

Historians of the eighteenth century beg to difer. Natalie Phillips’s Distrac-
tion: Problems of Attention in Eighteenth Century Literature demonstrates just 
how much Enlightenment thought did worry over cognitive bottlenecks. Te 
mass circulation of the commercial novel, the rise of the leisured (and “dis-
tractable”) reader, the growing circulation of exotic commodities: All these 
contribute to a newly dispersed subject. In Phillips’s case, the prior moment 
of attentional plenitude was marked not by the Kantian self but the attentive 
and self-sufcient Cartesian cogito.7 Now, we cultural historians are naturally 
bound to our periods: We have a strong and understandable urge to perceive 
our own area of specialization as the birthplace of whichever idea assumes 
newfound contemporary salience. But I do not believe that cultures were ever 
not distracted. As David Marno has persuasively demonstrated in a lengthy 
exploration of premodern and early modern cultures of Christian spiritual 
exercises, Western culture has from time immemorial betrayed anxiety over 
the perfectibility (or decay) of human attention.8 While the current demands 
that digital culture places upon the modern subject are indeed importantly 
unprecedented, this cultural continuity enables the historical archive to ofer 
surprising resources for the present. 

To argue that point, let’s start with the fgure whom Phillips and others 
have ofen taken to incarnate the ideal of the properly attentive subject—Des-
cartes. It certainly is true that ofen attention serves, in his writing, to procure 
clear and distinct knowledge: “So long as we attend to a truth which we per-
ceive very clearly,” he states in his reply to the seventh set of Objections to the 
Meditations, “we cannot doubt it.”9 I think, therefore I am; I attend, therefore 
I truly am. 

Yet the later Descartes posits a more complex role for attention, which 
interestingly mediates between cognition and afective states such as wonder, 
curiosity, and obsession. Les passions de l’âme §53 introduces wonder (admi-
ration) as “the frst of all the passions,” in that it marks our encounter with a 
surprising or novel object.10 Yet the simple appearance of a novel object “does 
not make us retain it in our memory unless our idea of it is strengthened in 
our brain by some passion, or perhaps also by an application of our intellect 
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as fxed by our will in a special state of attention and refection” (§76).11 As we 
mature, “we should try to free ourselves from this inclination [to wonder] as 
much as possible. For we may easily make good its absence through that spe-
cial state of refection and attention which our will can always impose upon 
our understanding when we judge the matter before us to be worth serious 
consideration.”12 Volitional attention, which had supplemented instinctive 
wonder, now replaces it entirely. 

Yet Descartes immediately goes on to suggest that this “special state” is 
not always quite so simply under a subject’s control: 

[Wonder] seems to diminish with use, for the more we encounter 
unusual things which we wonder at, the more we fnd ourselves 
accustomed to stop wondering at them and to regard any we sub-
sequently come upon as common. Nevertheless, when it is exces-
sive and makes us fx our attention solely on the frst image of the 
objects before us without acquiring any further knowledge about 
them, it leaves behind a habit which makes the soul disposed to 
dwell in the same way on every other object coming before it which 
appears at all novel.13 

Te very same faculty of attention, which should curb wonder’s excess, now 
only exacerbates it, devolving instead into monomania, the idée fxe. Where 
the wonderstruck child proves merely absent-minded, the adult sufers from 
an attentional hypertrophy, which eagerly “fxes” salient stimuli, to the det-
riment of other possible experience. Descartes thus postulates a remarkably 
dynamical relation between attention and its putative antonyms: Riveted 
focus itself generates inattention to the world. 

Over the ensuing centuries, a dazzling array of visual art—painting, 
engraving, photography—would seek both to represent and to confrm the 
cognitive-afective taxonomy of Les passions de l’âme. Te frst and most sig-
nifcant of these adoptions is the Conférence sur l’expression générale et par-
ticulière, a series of monthly lectures delivered in 1690 by Charles Le Brun, 
whose status as chancellor of the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture 
gave him unrivaled control over the training and advancement of court 
painters. Le Brun’s lectures were published eight years afer their delivery, 
with a series of accompanying etchings and diagrams that seek to repre-
sent with mathematical precision the full Cartesian suite of passions (hate, 
desire, joy, sadness, fear, hope, despair).14 Le Brun specifes these physical 
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corollaries with a meticulousness that is frequently comical—attention itself 
being a case in point: 

Esteem can only represent itself through attention and by the move-
ment of those parts of the body that seem to be fxed upon the object 
that causes this attention: for here the eyebrows will appear to advance 
over the eyes and to the side of the nose, while the other end (of the 
eyebrows) will appear slightly raised. Te eye will be wide open and 
the pupil fxed, the veins and the muscles of the forehead will appear 
somewhat infated, along with those around the eyes, the nostrils will 
seem to incline towards the lower part of the face, the cheeks will also 
be slightly lowered toward the jaws, the mouth slightly open, its sides 
pulling back and leaning down. Te head will also appear to move for-
ward and lean upon the object that causes the admiration.15 

Le Brun’s coupling of esteem and attention attempts to work through the 
problem that beset Descartes’s discussion of wonder. “Esteem” is clearly a 
positive state, reserved for objects that merit such exalted regard. But this 
spiritual condition can only manifest itself through the mediation of atten-
tion, along with its attendant physiological corollaries. We thereby discover 
one of the defning characteristics of the attentive eye, as Enlightenment 
thought would develop it: an isomorphism between the subject and object of 
vision. Te subject learns to attend by looking correctly; states of attention 
are themselves one of the frst things that she learns to behold. It’s surely not 
incidental that Gustave Audran’s engraving of the attitude is promoted to the 
frontispiece of the 1760 English-language edition of the Conférence, where 
it operates as a preparatory visual imperative: attend (Figure 2.1). Te iso-
morphism of the attentive eye persists all the way to Michael Fried’s famous 
articulation of absorption, in which the art viewer concentrates upon subjects 
of concentration (the boy engrossed in his task of blowing bubbles).16 

But as with Descartes before him, Le Brun struggles to regulate the rela-
tion between afect and appropriately channeled focus. If “esteem” can only 
represent itself through the cognitive state (and physical corollaries) of atten-
tion, this does not mean that every act of attention necessarily implies the 
benign moral value of esteem. Earlier versions of the Conférence vacillate 
between the cognate (but not identical terms) of attention and admiration. 
Take a look back at Audran’s plate: Might we not speculate that the subject 
seems rather unhealthily riveted upon his unseen object?17 
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Figure 2.1. Frontispiece to an English edition of Charles Le Brun’s Expressions of the 
passions of the soul, with Gustave Audran’s engraving of attention, ca. 1760. 

Te fraught attempt to secure a “pure” form of attention continued into 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Te French archaeologist Alexan-
dre Lenoir’s Observations scientifques et critiques sur le génie (1821) follows 
Le Brun’s example in describing attention as “a mental exertion [tension d’esprit] 
so concentrated upon an object that it cannot be deviated from it,” yet which 
is imprecisely demarcated from the “love, or any other carnal sentiment” that 
would produce an idée fxe.18 Lenoir dutifully recites the standard physiolog-
ical indices: raised eyebrows, open mouth, focused pupil. Yet even Le Brun’s 
own illustrations, he concludes, fall short: “Te attention that he has drawn is 
not simple attention, by which I mean that state that observes in a calmness of 
spirit; his is combined with fear, because he has raised the eyebrow of the fg-
ure, opened his mouth and given him an expression of pain.”19 Johann Kaspar 
Lavater’s remarkably successful Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung 
der Menschenkenntnis und Menschenliebe (1775–78) demonstrate the ongo-
ing struggle to distinguish good and bad forms of attentiveness within min-
ute physiognomic changes. Attention here represents a supreme moral virtue: 
“Te attentive,” writes Lavater, “are capable of all of which man ought to be 
capable”; even so small a task as the “taking, holding, or returning a tea-cup” 
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Figure 2.2. Johann Casper Lavater, “A woman, the physiognomy 
of whom expresses attention excited by desire,” 1794. 

can reveal exquisite sensibility.20 Yet none of Lavater’s sketches clearly achieve 
the “attention simple” that Lenoir strove to attain: attention “excited by desire” 
clearly falls short (Figure 2.2); attention “without real interest” (Figure 2.3) 
suggests a vacancy of spirit. 

Tis Cartesian prioritization of the ocular endures in a remarkable variety 
of settings, down to the present age. Te nineteenth-century French electro-
physiologist Duchenne de Boulogne, to take but one example, used new 
technologies so as to compel and capture attention—passing electric currents 
through his experimental subjects, so as to stimulate the raised eyebrows that 
for Le Brun corresponded so exactly to the relevant attitude, and then captur-
ing such states through the recent innovation of photography. De Boulogne 
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Figure 2.3. Johann Casper Lavater, “Attention without (real) 
interest,” 1794. 

visualized afective states that remained remarkably unchanged from Les Pas-
sions de l’âme: fear, anger, joy, and, naturally, attention, which, as with Lavater, 
assumes “pure” and “lascivious” forms. One plate reveals a young girl’s ocular 
muscles forced, by electric current, to contract, while a bright light forces her 
other eyebrow to lower for the sake of contrast (Figure 2.4). 

Te domination of the attentive eye similarly persists in the discursive 
feld that most fully shapes the contemporary understanding of cognitive 
focus: empirical psychology. While theoretical postulates such as the “cocktail 
party” theory of attending do consider how subjects process parallel channels 
of aural stimuli, the overwhelming majority of empirical studies rely upon 
optical recognition tasks. Te expedient is in large part practical: It simply 
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Figure 2.4. Guillaume-Benjamin-Amant Duchenne (de Boulogne), “Te muscle of 
attention” (1854–56). 

is easier to measure whether a subject does or does not detect a punctual 
stimulus within a given visual array than it is to probe the more complex and 
temporally embedded nature of auditory input.21 

Yet there are strong reasons to believe that the optical paradigm that so 
dominates cognitive science—with its emphasis upon punctual stimuli and 
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the binary yes/no approach to the perceptual capture of salient events— 
does not adequately describe even visual experience. Let me briefy give an 
example, before showing why such an approach proves still less adequate to 
the phenomenology of sound that justifes this collection of essays. A moment 
ago, I stressed the isomorphism of the attentive eye: Te subject attends 
correctly to correct practice of attention. Te engravings that accompany 
Le Brun’s Conférences, like the photographs with which de Boulogne illumi-
nates his electro-physiology, have something in common with the punctual 
stimuli of contemporary cognitive science, insofar as the trained observer 
can “correctly” perceive the state of attention in a snapshot glance. Yet visual 
experience ofen does not possess this quality: Salient stimuli unfold in time, 
make competing multifocal demands upon a beholder, exist on the fringe of 
consciousness. 

To indicate what I mean, consider an artwork that Michael Fried takes 
to exemplify absorption: Carle van Loo’s “Te preaching of Saint Augustine 
before Valère” (Figure 2.5), which depicts a mainly attentive group that hear-
kens to the address of the eponymous orator. 

Figure 2.5. Carle van Loo, “Te preaching of St. Augustine before Valere,” 1755. 
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An obvious exception to this general focus, as Fried points out, is the 
absent-minded boy at the right of the tableau, whose distraction, he claims, 
merely “throws into relief the intense absorption of everybody else.” But does 
this summary capture a viewer’s plausible phenomenology? Te foregrounded 
prominence of Augustine (along with his pointing index fnger) naturally also 
captures our preliminary focal attention, in keeping with the isomorphism 
described above. Yet it is not quite true that “everybody else” is focused: Note 
the woman in the very center of the tableau, who, in contrast to the compan-
ion to her side, casts her gaze not at Augustine, but down at the ground. She 
may even be asleep—or she may be in a reverie that enables deeper refection 
upon the discourse. If we contrast her attitude to the boy, two very diferent 
forms of distraction arise: Where her eyes are closed and downcast, he gazes 
levelly out of the picture frame, as if to engage not simply “something that 
occupies him” so much as the beholder directly. It is as if he asks: You, who a 
moment ago was following Augustine’s discourse properly, like all the rest— 
have you allowed yourself to become distracted? Yet perhaps, if you have, this 
is not so simply a bad thing. Perhaps—like the woman, who may slumber yet 
may also attend diferently—this painting calls into question whether unifocal 
absorption really is the simple good that Fried claimed. Perhaps we might 
further contrast the unabashed boy to the scribe, whose dutiful transcription 
signifcantly points in the opposite direction from the orator’s index fgure. All 
this taken together, we might well start to wonder whether the amanuensis’s 
absorption amounts to true attending: whether von Loos’s painting does not 
rather set up a tension between living fesh and dead letter. 

* * * 

My brief reading of von Loos’s painting teases out the difculty that visual art 
attempts to encounter when representing and testing the Cartesian theory of 
attention. Tis difculty is compounded, so soon as we consider the artwork 
not only as a simple object in space, to be taken in with a punctual glance, 
but as also subject to a temporal unfolding. In order for us to dismiss the boy 
as “distracted,” we must frst (ironically) have been distracted from the fore-
grounded saint to his unruly infuence. What, then, if we switch from the 
attentive eye to the attentive ear? We might expect that music theory would 
fnd itself in a better position to explain the temporal nature of attention and 
to permit a more nuanced account of its relation to distraction than does 
the optical tradition that stretches from Le Brun to Fried. In fact, as several 
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recent critics have pointed out, much relevant scholarship from the same 
period considers music from broadly the same rigidly Cartesian perspec-
tive that so dominated visual art. Roger Grant has recently demonstrated the 
extent to which a Cartesian taxonomy of passion proved one of the central 
planks in eighteenth-century musical theory (especially in the specifc case of 
choral music). As with the examples of visual art that we considered above, 
music could represent a given afect, given its formal structure. Or—as Grant 
expounds at length—music could also engender a given state of passion more 
directly by operating upon the auditor’s nervous system, itself conceived as a 
series of “tuned” sympathetic strings.22 

Several good examples of what this taxonomic consideration of afect 
looks like in practice arise in Matthew Riley’s study of German Enlighten-
ment musical theory. Riley cites Johann Mattheson’s frst-person account of 
musical experience, whose separate elaborations (awe, wonder, fear, joy) are 
familiar from the preceding discussion: 

When I hear a solemn symphony in church, a sense of reverential 
awe falls over me. If an instrumental chorus joins in, this brings 
about an elevated sense of wonder within me. If the organ begins 
to storm and thunder, a divine fear arises in me. And if everything 
concludes with a joyful Halleluia, my heart leaps within my body.23 

So far, the constitutive isomorphism that I identifed with visual art holds: Te 
afect of the auditor corresponds to (or is induced by) the formal properties 
of the artwork. Yet when we focus upon the question of attention, this equiv-
alence vanishes. In contrast to visual art, which can seek directly to represent 
states of concentration or absorption, music has no obvious correlate. For 
what would be the aural equivalent to the raised eyebrows that for Le Brun 
signaled intense focus? Tat various answers could be essayed—harmonic 
resolution, motif, melodic surprise—itself suggests that no one constituent 
part of music can play the role. 

It is perhaps for this reason that the anxiety over cognitive distraction, 
which even the visual appropriation of the Cartesian passions could not fully 
banish, emerges still more powerfully for the would-be attentive ear. Te sub-
ject’s struggle to maintain focus emerges in communal settings such as church 
services, as satirized in the second plate from William Hogarth’s moral series 
of engravings, Industry and Idleness (1747), where the upstanding Francis 
Goodchild diligently singing with his master’s daughter from a hymnal, not 
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quite concealing a sleeping man with his frockcoat; and in the rapidly chang-
ing context of concert performance, through which the forms of dispersal tol-
erated during the Baroque period (where auditors were permitted to wander 
around, talk, and even eat during recitation) gave rise to the expectation of 
silent absorption. Hogarth again satirized the difculty of undistracted perfor-
mance with his 1741 etching Te Enraged Musician, where a violinist is unable 
to proceed with his practice given the commotion outside his window, where 
drunkards, ballad-hawkers, and squawking parrots congregate. 

Riley’s study amply demonstrates the broader consequences of these 
changing attitudes to musical attention. Once again, the contrast with visual 
art proves instructive: Where Le Brun sought to train aspirant painters and 
illustrators through a series of mathematical, readily reproducible specif-
cations, the question of expertise becomes both more important and more 
amorphous in a musical setting. “Attentive listening,” Riley summarizes in 
reference to the music theory of Johann Nikolaus Forkel, “is now an attitude 
that the listener brings to the music, not something that fows from the ‘give 
and take’ between stimulus and response.”24 Te capacity to attend correctly 
separates the connoisseur (Kenner) from the amateur (Liebhaber), the civi-
lized man from the “savage.” 

In light of this growing focus upon expertise, the identifcation of “proper” 
attention with the formal features of a given artwork becomes still more dif-
fcult to secure than was the case for visual art. As Riley notes, C. P. E. Bach 
is frequently celebrated by connoisseurs as a composer who encouraged 
attentiveness; yet his frequent deviations from regular presentation of the 
Hauptsatz, in terms of phrase structure and hierarchy, produced “disorien-
tating harmonic digressions, sudden pauses, apparently unmotivated con-
trasts.”25 Nicholas Matthew has similarly treated the “surprise chord” in the 
Andante movement of Haydn’s “Surprise Symphony” as an instance of force-
ful cognitive capture. Yet such a conception presupposes a listener hitherto 
distracted: As Matthew notes, public opinion quickly understood the chord 
as “Haydn’s bid to startle sleeping concertgoers or to scare inattentive ladies.”26 

Te critic whose concentration remains undisturbed misses the force of 
surprise. 

What, then, would stand as the musical equivalent to the raised eyebrow 
with which visual art sought to train and represent attention? Te problem is 
not a lack of structural features but rather a surfeit—surprise chords, dynamic 
contrasts, melodic variation, regular meter—which pushes subsequent analy-
sis in mutually exclusive directions. Johann Georg Sulzer’s General Teory of 
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the Fine Arts (1771–74) serves as a case in point. Te frst two parts of this 
triumvirate of essays respectively consider the foundations of aesthetic unity 
(with particular concern for visual art) and the creative process of the art-
ist. In both cases, attention is a desideratum: Te painter can model variety 
in uniformity by presenting common physiognomies while altering posture 
and dress; the artist learns his or her craf by inducing a state of absorptive 
isolation.27 When Sulzer moves to consider music in the third and fnal essay, 
however, his successive identifcation of attention with both rhythm and mel-
ody generates signifcant tension. Te former demonstrates how repetition 
scafolds cognitive focus: “Tere is nothing better for sustaining ourselves in 
the same emotion than a uniform, evenly measured motion, by which atten-
tion to a given object may be secured.”28 Melody, however, seems to enforce 
the diametrically opposite message: Te goal of music, which is to maintain 
the listener in a given state of emotion, “is not possible by simply repeating the 
phrase, no matter how excellent it may be, since the repetition of anything is 
boring, and one’s attention can quickly wane.”29 

It is not that these competing attentional directives could not possibly 
be reconciled. We can readily imagine an integrationist account that viewed 
metrical uniformity as preparing (or accompanying) melodic variation. 
Yet Sulzer’s rather abstract and schematic treatment does not demonstrate 
how they might unite in actual experience, as, for example, common facial 
physiognomy and variety of posture obviously intersect within the picture 
plane. Te remainder of this essay shifs its own focus to a diferent school of 
eighteenth-century aesthetics, which certainly did account for the dynamic, 
time-bound nature of aural experience. Te Scottish Common Sense school 
of philosophy did not so extensively treat music as a separate domain as did 
their German near-contemporaries. Yet their broader consideration of aural-
ity involved three crucial factors: frst, a more sustained contrast of sensory 
experience that have hitherto been considered separately (the attentive eye 
and the attentive ear); second, the treatment of artistic modes (such as poetry) 
that combined representational and nonrepresentational aspects (imagery 
and prosody); and third, a more positive role for distraction than the simple 
negation of an absorption for which most aesthetic theory continues to press. 
In the process, they anticipate the more dynamic accounts of attention that 
emerge in the nascent psychology of Ribot and James, before being super-
seded by the later cognitive focus upon the punctual visual stimulus. 

Both works situate this treatment of aurality within their wider struggle 
against what Reid called Te Way of Ideas—the representational philosophies 
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of Locke and Hume, which contend that we come to know the world only 
through the mental mediation of “Ideas” or “impressions.” Lord Kames’s 
Elements of Criticism (1762) has strong grounds for being considered the 
single most successful work of eighteenth-century aesthetics in the English-
speaking world. Tis substantial two-volume work ofers a hodgepodge of of-
the-cuf theorizing and delineation of choice specimens from several artistic 
media. Kames intends his work to resist the “chimerical” nature of “ideal” 
philosophy—ofering, in the process, what to my mind is the frst signif-
cantly cognitive account of aesthetic experience. Troughout this endeavor, 
“the pleasures of the eye and the ear” are brought together and teased apart.30 

Kames is commonly read as part of the “triumph of associationism,” according 
to which a broadly Lockean framework came to replace Francis Hutcheson’s 
intrinsic conception of a “Common Sense” for beauty—with the consequence 
that statements of taste devolve into expressions of culturally relative values.31 

In fact, however, Kames extends Hutcheson’s work into a remarkably sensi-
tive account of the generative constraints—the bottlenecks and bandwidths— 
inherent to human cognition. 

Te contrast of sound and vision anchors this account from the start: 
“I shall begin,” Kames declares, “with those beauties of language that arise 
from sound; afer which will follow the beauties of language considered as 
signifcant: this order appears natural; for the sound of a word is attended to, 
before we consider its signifcation” (EC 4). Sonority, then, captures focus, 
and in a wide variety of ways: Kames successively enumerates the manner 
in which grammar (EC 28), sentence structure (EC 47), pause (EC 80), and 
rhyme (EC 109–110) all work to “rouse” the attention. A “uniform” prosody, 
such as he alleges French to be, proves “extremely fatiguing” (EC 90–91); the 
admixture of smoothness and harshness, peculiar to the English vernacular, 
counteracts this tendency (EC 10). 

More remarkable still than this cognitive reconceptualization of what had 
previously been considered largely in evaluative terms (the alleged “superi-
ority” of French or English), is the manner in which Kames sets it to work— 
in service of the evocation of lived temporal experience. Elements of Criticism 
is nearly unique among canonical eighteenth-century aesthetic texts for the 
richness of its proto-phenomenological description—for its conveyance of 
how it feels to read, in real time. Cognitive focus, on this account, is no simple 
ideal for which to strive; rather, it is as a dynamical state that paradoxically 
requires continual disruption in order to endure. Te varied caesuras within 
the heroic couplets of Alexander Pope’s Rape of the Lock ofer a case in point. 
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Where much criticism praises Pope’s epigrammatic concision, or putative 
concord of sound and sense, Kames emphasizes how the varying placement 
and efect of the medial caesuras interrupt the fow of verse. Te pause that 
follows an accented syllable “occasions a sudden stop without preparation, 
which rouses the mind” (EC 97); a caesura afer an unaccented syllable, by 
contrast, prepares the mind for rest, and as such is “calm and sweet” (EC 98). 
Kames’s stipulations may sound programmatic; but what really matters is the 
way in which these separate medial caesuras are integrated within a broader 
experience of reading—where a mind craves not only variation, but also vari-
ation in variation itself. 

Having defned and listed exempla from his taxonomy of pauses, Kames 
gives way to a sudden doubt: “Musing on the foregoing subject, I begin to 
doubt whether all this while I have not been in a reverie, and whether the 
scene before me, full of objects new and singular, be not mere fairy-land. 
Is there any truth in the appearance, or is it wholly a work of imagination?” 
(EC 102). Te interjection proves ironic to the extent that it mirrors the 
“chimerical” idealism from which Kames wished to deliver himself. Yet this 
self-interruption performs precisely the work that Elements of Criticism had 
imputed to Pope’s abrupt masculine caesura: Te mind, having been drawn 
in, is roused to life by sudden self-suspension. It is for this reason that Kames 
immediately answers his skeptical self-query in the emphatic negative: “We 
cannot doubt of its reality.” A generation previously, Francis Hutcheson 
had established uniformity within variety as the mark of beauty, identify-
ing it most powerfully in geometrical objects (squares, equilateral triangles, 
rhombuses).32 Kames now self-consciously cites “uniformity within variety,” 
while converting it from a spatial into a temporal register: It marks the press-
ing need for a subject with fnite cognitive resources to replenish attention 
through shifing its focus. 

We can contrast Kames’s “reverie” with a variety of cognitive cognates 
that this essay has previously thrown up: absorption, spotlighting, “attention 
pure.” Kames, in contrast to Lavater and others, proposes a discontinuous 
mode of experience, where interruptive auditory stimulus corresponds to 
a subject who has taken conscious leave of herself. Tat Kames used “rev-
erie” advisedly is shown in the frequency with which he returns to the term: 
“Te reader’s passions are never sensibly moved, till he be thrown into a kind 
of reverie; in which state, forgetting that he is reading, he conceives every 
incident as passing in his presence, precisely as if he were an eye-witness” 
(EC 68–69). We can diferentiate this formulation sharply from Locke’s own 
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conception in Essay Concerning Human Understanding. “When Ideas foat in 
our mind, without any refection or regard of the Understanding,” he states, 
“it is that which the French call reverie; our language has scarce a name for 
it.”33 Locke immediately and categorically opposes this state to attention. 

Kames’s reverie, by contrast, does not exclude cognitive focus. Indeed, it 
enables a subject to attend diferently to a given object (Pope’s varied couplets) 
than a purely volitional and unifocal absorption allows. Poetry is peculiarly 
able to discharge this work, to the extent that we shuttle continually between 
its signifying qualities (the paraphrasable statements that a Popean couplet 
advances) and rhythmical efects, which exist on both a larger and a smaller 
level, and which may not always be consciously perceived. But Elements of 
Criticism ofers several other real-life examples of where sensory suspension 
sharpens perception, as “between sleeping and waking, when all the senses 
are bound and suspended, music is far sweeter than when one is fully waking” 
(EC 337n). In such cases, “no object in the feld is seen distinctly, but that 
singly which fxes the attention: in a profound reverie that totally occupies the 
attention, we scarce see what is directly before us” (EC 338). (In an interesting 
aside, Kames explains the terror of the stillness of night as the impossibility of 
being distracted.) 

Tese repeated references to reverie import into aesthetics something 
like what cognitive scientists now call “fow states,” where the human sub-
ject can discharge intense cognitive focus in a quasi-automatic fashion.34 

Tis dynamic conception diferentiates Kames’s picture of the mind from the 
contemporaneous thought of Rousseau, which accepts Locke’s characteriza-
tion of the mode as unrefective—yet merely inverts the valuation, such that 
distraction trumps rational thought. Elements of Criticism rather suggests 
that such dynamic limit-states for attention themselves hold cognitive sig-
nifcance. To clarify what this may be, the fnal section of this essay turns to 
the related philosophy of Tomas Reid. 

* * * 

Te Elements of Criticism tells us, with an acuity that rivals any other work in 
aesthetics from the eighteenth century, how it feels to attend to an artwork. 
Yet its bricolage-like nature impeded Kames from ofering any sustained def-
nition of attention, or broader consideration of its quotidian operation and 
etiology. Several thinkers associated with the Aberdeen and Glasgow schools 
of Common Sense probed such questions.35 Tese included Tomas Reid, 
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who extends three of the fundamental features that characterized my ear-
lier account of Kames’s aesthetics: an abiding interest in the difering atten-
tive modalities of the sense organs, taken together and in isolation, with a 
particular concern for how aural and tactile stimuli difer from the visual; a 
concern to probe the diference between representational and nonrepresenta-
tional modes of thinking; and a dynamic conception of attention itself, which 
relies upon variation, interruption, or distraction in order to sustain itself. 

“Let scholastic sophisters entangle themselves in their own cobwebs,” Reid 
declares by way of prolegomenon to An Inquiry into the Human Mind, on the 
Principles of Common Sense (1764), “I am resolved to take my own existence, 
and existence of other things, upon trust; and to believe that snow is cold, 
and honey sweet, whatever they may say to the contrary.”36 “Tey,” here, are 
the Lockes and Humes of the world, whose vocabulary of “ideas,” “mental 
representations,” and “schemata” he, like Kames, dismisses from the start. In 
order to demonstrate how we can take the world “on trust,” Reid introduces a 
central distinction between two forms of processing sensory stimuli. “Artif-
cial signs,” on his account, name a kind of relation that proves merely conven-
tional: Te word gold bears an arbitrary relation to the valuable metal that it 
indicates. “Natural signs,” by contrast, bind together sensory experience and 
cognitive content through “the original constitution of our nature” (IHM 42). 

Facial expression ofers a ready example of the sort of “natural sign” that 
Reid has in mind. Reid agrees with Le Brun that afects and dispositions con-
vey themselves immediately and unrefectively to the mind of the observer. 
Te Inquiry argues that 

the thoughts, purposes, and dispositions of the mind have their 
natural signs in the features of the face, the modulation of the voice, 
and the motion and attitude of the body: Tat, without a natural 
knowledge of the connexion between these signs and the things 
signifed by them, language could never have been invented and 
established among men: and, Tat the fne arts are all founded upon 
this connexion, which we may call the natural language of mankind. 
(IHM 61) 

Reid enumerates three examples of the natural signs: the visual (“features of 
the face”), the aural (“modulation of the voice”), and the kinesthetic (“motion 
and attitude of the body”). A recent resurgence of interest in Reid’s phi-
losophy of perception has tended—in keeping with my discussion above—to 
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concentrate upon the frst of this triumvirate.37 Tey have good reason to do 
so, given the Inquiry’s pioneering formulation of the “geometry of visibles”: 
a non-Euclidean description of spatial properties that signifcantly antici-
pated the later work of Gauss, Riemann, and others. Yet by focusing upon 
the comparatively overlooked sensory modalities of touch and sound, I aim 
to demonstrate that Reid produces perhaps the most signifcantly dynamic 
formulation of attention that the period has to ofer. 

In Tomas Reid’s Teory of Perception (2007), Ryan Nichols understands 
the Inquiry to argue for a distinctive form of realism—according to which we 
perceive the world directly, without necessary recourse to ideas, impressions, 
or other mediatory apparatus provided by the Way of Ideas. Nor, Nichols 
contends, does perception need to depend upon the subjective “sensations” 
of primary qualities, which the Inquiry introduces as an alternative to such 
bridges. “Sensations,” he summarizes in a chapter on the topic, “far from 
being necessarily perceived intermediaries, or the typical immediate objects 
of acts of perception, are not even contingent causal components in visual 
perception and are probably not even physically necessary corollaries to per-
ception.”38 Nichols has good textual authority for concluding that such sub-
jective qualia remain “intangible and uncertain.”39 For Reid himself elsewhere 
acknowledges that the very act of attending to sensations can itself lessen or 
even entirely eface conscious awareness: 

When the mind is agitated by any passion, as soon as we turn our 
attention from the object to the passion itself, the passion subsides 
or vanishes, and by that means escapes our enquiry. Tis, indeed, is 
common to almost every operation of mind: When it is exerted, we 
are conscious of it; but then we do not attend to the operation, but to 
its object. When the mind is drawn of from the object to attend to 
its own operation, that operation ceases, and escapes our notice.40 

Reid’s dynamical theory of attention—which operates in tension with con-
scious awareness, both of which compete for a subject’s fnite bandwidth— 
here appears negative. We perceive the world until the moment that we 
foreground that perception—whereupon we no longer do. 

Elsewhere, however, Reid would consider this faculty (and its dynamic 
propensity) in a more productive manner. To do so, we need to turn—once 
again—from the visual modality, which anchors Nichols’s analysis, so as to 
consider other forms of sense experience. Touch—which Reid ofers as an 
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exemplary natural sign (IHM 61)—ofers a case in point. Tactile and visual 
forms of experience most obviously come into conjunction through Reid’s 
contribution to the longstanding Molyneux Problem, which asked whether 
a blind subject, having had their sense restored, could perceive the newly 
available visual manifold in light of past experience. As Nichols summarizes, 
Reid held that a sophisticated mathematician such as Nicholas Saunderson 
(who was indeed blind) could be said to perceive the revealed world immedi-
ately through possessing geometric concepts. To this extent, concepts do not 
require sensations. Yet three-dimensional objects (cubes and spheres) prove 
diferent. “To acquire the concept of depth,” Nichols acknowledges, “one must 
have tactile sensations.”41 

I think we can say more about the importance of tactile experience, in 
addition to its relation both to aurality and to attention in general. To do so, I 
want to consider at length a passage from the Inquiry’s chapter on that sense. 
Reid asks the reader to undertake one of his characteristic self-experiments: 
Lay your hand on the table and attempt to attend to the sensation without 
forming some idea of the object or its qualities. “It is one thing,” he contends, 
“to have the sensation, and another to attend to it, and make it a distinct 
object of refection. Te frst is very easy; the last, in most cases, extremely 
difcult.” We routinely encounter such a sensation; “yet it is never attended 
to, but passes through the mind instantaneously” (IHM 57). 

A moment ago, we saw how attention could exacerbate the fugitive nature 
of experience: Dwelling on a passion, the passion ceased to be. Here Reid 
suggests something subtly diferent: If quotidian experience proves elusive, 
this might well be because we have been attending in the wrong manner— 
moving too rapidly from a sensation to that which it customarily signifes. 
Such, at least, is the suggestion of a passage from the Inquiry that I cite at 
length for its relevance and beauty. Indeed, it ofers an apt summary of my 
argument as a whole: 

May we not hence conclude, that the knowledge of the human 
faculties is but in its infancy? Tat we have not yet learned to attend 
to those operations of the mind, of which we are conscious every 
hour of our lives? Tat there are habits of inattention acquired very 
early, which are as hard to be overcome as other habits? For I think 
it is probable, that the novelty of this sensation will procure some 
attention to it in children at frst; but being in nowise interesting 
in itself, as soon as it becomes familiar, it is overlooked, and the 



 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

  

88 Concentration 

attention turned solely to that which it signifes. Tus, when one is 
learning a language, he attends to the sounds; but when he is master 
of it, he attends only to the sense of what he would express. If this 
is the case, we must become as little children again, if we will be 
philosophers: we must overcome this habit of inattention which 
has been gathering strength ever since we began to think; a habit, 
the usefulness of which, in common life, atones for the difculty it 
creates to the philosopher, in discovering the frst principles of the 
human mind. (IHM 59) 

Tat human knowledge remains in its “infancy” proves ironic—to the extent 
that children are precisely what we have forgotten to be. “Habits of inatten-
tion” befall us all, precisely through excessive focalized attention to signif-
cation. Philosophy might seek to unlearn such habits. Like Kames before 
him, Reid seeks to deliver us back to a world where “the sound of a word is 
attended to, before we consider its signifcation.” 

Like Kames before him, moreover, Reid’s emphasis upon prediscursive, 
nonsignifying, and preconscious mental operation leads him to supplement 
haptic experience with the attentive ear.42 In the section immediately pre-
ceding its invitation to tactile self-experiment, the Inquiry extends the dis-
cussion of the “natural language” of “brutes,” who communicate via vocal 
modulations, facial expressions, and gesture. Language, once recited or sung 
aloud, decays into silent reading. Aesthetics recapitulates at the social level 
what the inattentive subject experiences singly: “Te arts themselves are 
merely the language of nature, which we brought into the world with us but 
have unlearned through disuse, and so fnd the greatest difculty in getting 
it back” (IHM 54). 

If such talk might superfcially resemble Rousseau’s noble savage, we 
should remember that Reid’s “brutes,” or children, or dumb individuals, or 
advanced Cambridge mathematicians, alike lay claim to knowledge. Teir 
adoption and comprehension of “natural signs” does not mark the triumph 
of expressiveness over science, but a means of knowing the world directly. 
Te Inquiry returns to tactile experience, to drive home the point: 

From the time that children begin to use their hands, nature directs 
them to handle every thing over and over, to look at it while they 
handle it, and to put it in various positions, and at various distances 
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from the eye. We are apt to excuse this as a childish diversion, 
because they must be doing something, and have not reason to 
entertain themselves in a more manly way. But if we think more 
justly, we shall fnd that they are engaged in the most serious and 
important study. (IHM 241) 

It’s hard, in short, to think of another Enlightenment thinker who argues 
that a fetus can have sensations of time and space (IHM 71); or who grants 
authority to the midwives and nurses that he has consulted (IHM 130). 

* * * 

By supplementing his sustained consideration of visual experience with a 
broader treatment of touch and sound, my reading of Reid has reproduced, in 
microcosmic form, the thinking of this essay as a whole. In doing so, we catch 
sight of the most dynamic formulation of attention available to eighteenth-
century thought, which harnesses the potential of Descartes’s theorization of 
the afects. We have seen how that Cartesian taxonomy sponsored a series 
of attempts to police and train proper attention, which visual art itself—and 
music and poetry all the more—resisted. In the hands of Kames and Reid, 
over-fxated attention devolves into distraction, while reverie represents a 
means of thinking (or knowing) diferently. 

I believe that the replacement of mind-wandering and multifocal atten-
tion for the old humanistic value of absorption proves truer to the nature 
of aesthetic experience, in addition to representing a productive means of 
relating such experience to contemporary empirical research. Some recent 
studies challenge the reductive emphasis upon periodic stimuli that, as I 
noted above, continues to dominate cognitive science. One experiment con-
trasts the way in which “experts” and “amateurs” contemplate paintings: 
Eye-tracking devices show that the former’s focus roves widely around the 
tableau, while the latter fxate upon a foregrounded object.43 In that wan-
dering eye, we locate again the “distracted” boy who gazes back at us from 
the tableau; the wavering attentive ear, carried downstream by Pope’s cou-
plet prosody; the eighteenth-century subject, who tries to learn to touch a 
table. We might redescribe the “amateur” as the modern subject who moves 
straight to signifcation. Te “expert,” in turn, names the body who has redis-
covered how to be a child. 
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Notes 

1. Timothy Wu made the phrase “attention economy” proverbial in his Te Attention Mer-
chants: Te Epic Scramble to Get Inside Our Heads (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2016). 

2. Johann Hari, Stolen Focus: Why You Can’t Pay Attention—and How to Tink Deeply 
Again (London: Bloomsbury, 2022). 

3. Attention is by some measures the single most-researched topic in William P. Seeley, 
Attentional Engines: A Perceptual Teory of the Arts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020). 

4. Natalie Phillips, Distraction: Problems of Attention in Eighteenth Century Literature (Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016), 6. 

5. Matthew Riley, Musical Listening in the German Enlightenment: Attention, Wonder and 
Astonishment (London: Routledge, 2004); Nicholas Matthew, “Interesting Haydn: On Attention’s 
Materials,” Journal of the American Musicological Society, 71, no. 3 (Fall 2018), 655–701; Carmel 
Raz, “‘To ‘Fill Up, Completely, the Whole Capacity of the Mind’: Listening with Attention in Late 
Eighteenth-Century Scotland,” Music Teory Spectrum, 44, no. 1 (2022), 141–54. 

6. Jonathan Crary, Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture 
(Boston, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001), 18. 

7. Phillips, Distraction: Problems of Attention, 6. 
8. David Marno, Death Be Not Proud: Te Art of Holy Attention (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2016). 
9. René Descartes, “Reply to Objections,” in Te Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. 

John Cottingham, Robert Stoothof, and Dugald Murdoch, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1988), I, 309. 

10. René Descartes, “Te Passions of the Soul,” in Te Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
I, 325–404, at 350. 

11. Ibid., 355. 
12. Ibid. 
13. Ibid. 
14. Te 1698 edition collated several lectures given by Le Brun, who had died eight years 

previously; it went through numerous editions with various engravings. 
15. Claude Nivelon, Vie de Charles Le Brun et description détaillée de ses ouvrages (Geneva: 

Droz, 2004), 344; translation mine. 
16. Michael Fried, Teatricality and Absorption (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976). 
17. Bernard Picart’s etchings, based on Le Brun’s sketches, identify the same facial gesture 

with “veneration.” André Félibien, who as secretary to the Royal Academy was partly respon-
sible for the confusions and inconsistencies in the publication of Le Brun’s lectures, proposes the 
Greek attendant in Le Brun’s historical painting Te Tent of Darius as a model for attention; yet 
the fgure in question more closely resembles Le Brun’s profle of admiration. For more on the 
history of Félibien’s involvement, see Stephanie Ross, “Painting the Passions: Charles LeBrun’s 
Conférence Sur L’Expression,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 45, no. 1 (January–March, 1984), 
25–47. 

18. Alexandre Lenoir, Observations scientifques et critiques sur le genie (Paris: 1824), 124; 
translation mine. 

19. Ibid. 
20. John Kasper Lavater, Essays on Physiognomy, trans. Tomas Holcrof (London: William 

Tegg & Co., 1853), 162. 



  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 

  

 

  

 

 

91 The Attentive Eye / The Attentive Ear 

21. Mari Riess Jones’s dynamic attending theory (DAT) remains a peripheral rival approach 
in this regard, with its attempt to incorporate the detection of punctual acoustic events into 
larger rhythmical hierarchies, which operate in the mind of a subject who nevertheless may 
not consciously perceive them. However intuitive such phrasings may feel to musical experts 
and amateurs alike, it is easy to see why their complex modeling is difcult to operationalize in 
a controlled empirical setting. Mari Riess Jones, Time Will Tell: A Teory of Dynamic Attending 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 

22. Roger Grant, Peculiar Attunements: How Afect Teory Turned Musical (New York: 
Fordham, 2020). 

23. Johann Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister (Hamburg: Christian Herold, 1739; 
repr. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1954), 208–9; cited and translated in Bonds, “Aesthetics of Instrumen-
tal Music,” 393; cited in Matthew Riley, Musical Listening in the German Enlightenment: Atten-
tion, Wonder and Astonishment (London: Routledge, 2004), 21. 

24. Riley, Musical Listening in the German Enlightenment, 109. 
25. Ibid., 151. 
26. Nicholas Mathew, “Interesting Haydn: On Attention’s Materials,” 677. 
27. Georg Sulzer and Heinrich Christoph Koch, Aesthetics and the Art of Musical Com-

position in the German Enlightenment: Selected Writings of Johann Georg Sulzer and Heinrich 
Christoph Koch, ed. Nancy Baker and Tomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 47, 58. 

28. Ibid., 94. 
29. Ibid., 101. 
30. Henry Home, Lord Kames, Elements of Criticism, 2 vols. (Charles Ingham: Dublin, 

1772), II, ii; subsequent references are given parenthetically within the text. While my reading 
concentrates upon sound, landscape gardening (EC 277–89) both refects the contemporary 
discourse of taste and rises above it, through a discussion of how the “wandering path” through 
variegated scenery engages and interrupts cognition. (Kames holds Chinese gardens to be the 
most successful in this regard.) 

31. Peter Kivy elides Kames with Archibold Alison’s attack on Hutcheson. See Peter Kivy, 
Te Seventh Sense: Francis Hutcheson and Eighteenth-Century British Aesthetics (Oxford: Clar-
endon, 1975), 203. Paul Guyer judiciously designates Kames’s work as the most signifcant 
eighteenth-century attempt to reconcile Shafesbury’s cognitivism with Addison’s “free play” (A 
History of Modern Aesthetics, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), I, 177–94). 

32. Frances Hutcheson, “Treatise I: An Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, 
Design,” in Philosophical Writings (London: J. M. Dent, 1994): 7–44, at 15–16. 

33. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H. Nidditch 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 227. 

34. See Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: Te Psychology of Happiness (London: Random 
House, 2013). 

35. Alexander Gerard’s Essay on Taste (London: 1759), for example, considers how the 
salience of an aesthetic object depends not only upon the cognitive afordances of the perceiving 
subject, but also the customary preferences of the culture in which she lives (111). 

36. Tomas Reid, An Inquiry into the Human Mind, on the Principles of Common Sense 
(London: 1764), 17; further references follow parenthetically in the main body of the text. 

37. While I thoroughly agree with Gideon Yafe that Reid’s novel theory of attention difers 
from the “spotlight” view of cognitive science, the pattern of thinking that I will outline difers 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

92 Concentration 

from his formulation of concerted conscious awareness over extended temporal envelopes. 
Gideon Yafe, “Tomas Reid on Consciousness and Attention,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 
39, no. 2 (June 2009), 165–194, at 183. 

38. Ryan Nichols, Tomas Reid’s Teory of Perception (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 159. 

39. Ibid., 208. 
40. Tomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, ed. Derek Brookes (Pennsylva-

nia: Penn State Press, 2002), 61. 
41. Nichols, Tomas Reid’s Teory of Perception, 255. 
42. For a broader consideration of Reid within Scottish Enlightenment musical theory, see 

Raz, “To ‘Fill Up, Completely, the Whole Capacity of the Mind,’” especially 144. 
43. Bence Nanay, “Aesthetic Attention,” Journal of Consciousness Studies 22, nos. 5–6 

(2015), 96–118, at 109. Nanay cites the experiment contained within Stine Vogt and Svein Mag-
nussen, “Expertise in Pictorial Perception: Eye-Movement Patterns and Visual Memory in Art-
ists and Laymen,” Perception 36 (2007), 91–100. 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Attention and Value: Music Aesthetics 

as a “Science of Ought” 

Benjamin Steege 

Attention Implicates Valuation 

Attention goes to what we value—which is to say, what we already value. Or so 
one might think. Is this not the basis on which one selects certain things and 
not others from out of the buzzing multitude? Yet at the same time, attending 
to something may uphold its given value, afrm it—and in that sense produce 
new value. What frst draws attention is in turn invested with more robust 
presence, more robust signifcance, in the extreme arriving at a fetish object. 
“It is because millions of tourists have come to see the Mona Lisa that mil-
lions of tourists rush to see the Mona Lisa,” writes Yves Citton, maintaining 
that “value-creation strongly depends on the way in which we distribute our 
attention.”1 In a similar vein, music scholars have ofen noted how acquired 
ways of listening, and their correlate acts of aesthetic description, deepen the 
grooves of perception by fxing and amplifying certain features over others.2 

It seems, then, that attention and valuation coincide, neither preceding the 
other, neither reducing to the other. 

Tis chapter begins to consider the way the history of attention implicates 
the history of value, focusing on one extended moment in these interlock-
ing developments. At the beginning of the period in question, in the 1880s, 
inevitably stands Friedrich Nietzsche, with his iconoclastic declaration of an 
imminent “revaluation” or “transvaluation of all values” (Umwertung aller 
Werte).3 With this quotable but ambiguous slogan, Nietzsche both pointed 
to the startling fragility of what had long passed for authoritative moral and 
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aesthetic guardrails, and also launched an efort to understand what might 
emerge as a basis for the establishment of new values. In the generations suc-
ceeding Nietzsche, though by no means universally under his direct infu-
ence, a minor industry of value theory took of on both sides of the Atlantic, 
among other places, marked by sharp discontinuity from ancient or classical 
conceptions.4 By the end of this period, it had become mundane to fnd a 
broad range of intellectuals preoccupied with what the psychologist Wolf-
gang Köhler called Te Place of Value in a World of Facts (1938).5 

Intellectual history is the basic mode of this essay. But of course, intel-
lectual history usually has a more presentist impetus. In this case, it is the 
ongoing liveness of anxiety about value in music scholarship of our own past 
quarter century. In relation to Western classical music in particular, to which 
North American liberal arts departments tethered themselves at the moment 
of their founding, proponents have long worried over an apparent decline 
in symbolic and cultural capital (not to mention fnancial capital), articu-
lating their concerns in monographs such as Julian Johnson’s Who Needs 
Classical Music? Cultural Choice and Musical Value (2002) and Lawrence 
Kramer’s Why Classical Music Still Matters (2007).6 In the case of popular 
music, by contrast, one might suppose that twentieth-century uncertainties 
about intellectual and cultural value would have been essentially laid to rest 
by now-classic work such as Simon Frith’s Performing Rites: On the Value of 
Popular Music (1996) and the roughly contemporaneous “arrival” of popular 
music studies within the academy.7 But another decade, and then another, 
passed with such worries popping up in monographs again and again, ofen 
in the form of either tacit or explicit concern that the comparatively robust 
market viability of popular dance music and song has continued to distract 
us, ironically, from perceiving their true worth.8 An even more recent, and 
indeed ongoing, index of the insistence on the “mattering” of popular music 
is the (highly engaging) “Music Matters” series from University of Texas 
Press, which launched in 2018 with Why the Beach Boys Matter and Why the 
Ramones Matter, and has since seen parallel titles on (in order of appearance) 
Karen Carpenter, Lhasa de Sela, Labelle, Solange, Bushwick Bill, Marianne 
Faithfull, Patti Smith, Tammy Wynette, Mariah Carey, Willie Mae Tornton, 
and Sinéad O’Connor.9 

We get it. Stuf matters! Indeed, lots of diferent stuf matters.10 I will not 
venture a theory as to why value discourse has crescendoed so volubly over 
the past quarter century or so. (What comes to my mind is as likely to come 
to yours: scarcity, precarity, the crisis of democracy, the slow ebb of religion, 



  

 

 

 

  
  

  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

95 Attention and Value 

a fragmented and saturated cultural marketplace, eroding confdence in the 
societal contributions of the proverbial “neoliberal academy,” new moods 
toward “matter” and “mattering” more broadly, a schadenfreudig farewell to 
the perilous apathy of an aging Generation X for whom purportedly nothing 
once mattered, and so on.) Tis chapter has a much narrower goal, which is 
to highlight certain aspects of early value discourse that intriguingly do not 
fgure so prominently in our most recent fretting about music’s worth. In par-
ticular, it identifes a historical position that might be described as asserting 
the obligatory character of attention to music, manifested here in two over-
lapping but contrasting varieties on either side of the Atlantic. Rather than 
quickly dismissing this sense of “ought” as a suspicious ideological trap, the 
following discussion pauses to wonder if it might in fact harbor certain pos-
sibilities worth becoming sensitive to. 

Te two cases on the table are, frst, the little-known political economist 
and music scholar Arthur Wolfgang Cohn (1894–1920)—little-known at least 
in part because he died at the age of twenty-six, nevertheless leaving behind 
a substantial and thoughtful enough body of work to merit a reading today;11 

and second, the far better-known philosopher and cultural critic Alain Locke 
(1885–1954), sometimes referred to as “Dean” of the Harlem Renaissance, 
largely for his edited anthology, Te New Negro (1925), a collection of essays, 
poems, fction, artworks, and cultural criticism that remains one of the most 
iconic cultural documents of its milieu.12 Although their specifc aims were far 
from aligned, Cohn and Locke maintained broadly similar thematic concerns.13 

What provides the central motive for this essay is that they shared at a dis-
tance a distinctive twofold theoretical maneuver. First, both entered into early 
twentieth-century value discourse with the aim of overcoming a false choice, 
which they saw as a pernicious legacy of nineteenth-century philosophy and 
morals: a choice between, on the one hand, ascribing absolute and inher-
ent value to things prior to any direct engagement with them, and, on the 
other hand, simply asserting that value is imported from the outside, arbi-
trarily projected onto otherwise neutral things according to the unaccount-
able desires or positions of individuals and institutions—in short, a choice 
between what they variously called objectivism and subjectivism, formalism 
and sensualism, realism and nominalism, among other binary formulations. 
And second, at the same time that they sought to set aside the malign ethics 
of evaluative absolutes, both Cohn and Locke nonetheless insisted on not 
just the possibility, but indeed the obligation to realize, to recognize, or to 
actualize the value of things, and specifcally musical things—to participate 
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in the coming to actuality of what, in the engagement with them, they are 
worth. Tis question of “should” or “ought”—Cohn refers to music aesthetics 
as needing to become a Sollenswissenschaf, a “science of ought”—is of his-
torical interest precisely because it is so foreign to current ways of thinking 
and talking.14 

What could it mean that these two fgures, otherwise so diferent in 
orientation despite certain shared intellectual reference points, would both 
fxate on the imperative of value, and indeed more specifcally, the impera-
tive to cultivate a feeling of the value of musical things? Beyond theoretical 
concerns, moreover, what is at issue is a pragmatic orientation toward the 
material import of evaluation. Cohn and Locke are linked not only by a com-
mon investment in thematizing the theory of value, but also through parallel 
projects of world-building, which is to say, projects of care: the curation of a 
world to live in. Te thematization of valuing in these cases, and the atten-
tional practices that go along with valuing, are thus a matter of both letting 
things show up, and also of acknowledging a certain obligation or responsi-
bility to that very event of appearance. And it is ultimately the character of 
that obligation to things that is of interest here, as an underappreciated prob-
lem in the study of attention. 

There Is No Valueless World 

One of the seminal articulations of the intuition of a value-laden world 
appeared between 1900 and 1920 with the emergence of the philosophical 
style that would become known as phenomenology. I hasten to insist that I 
am not interested in promoting an orthodox phenomenological approach in 
this context. Yet there are at least two good reasons to begin with this mate-
rial. Te frst is that this was Cohn’s own point of departure. Cohn was among 
the post–World War I generation of younger German scholars and students 
for whom the conceptual resources of phenomenological teaching were taken 
as a sign of the imminent renewal of scholarly and ethical ideals.15 Te second 
reason is that phenomenology put on especially vivid display the complexity 
of the relationship between the task of characterizing our attentiveness to 
things and the task of characterizing the way their value appears for us. Phe-
nomenology was understood as ofering a particular way of regarding the 
world, and while it did not in itself prescribe a specifc attentiveness—afer 
all, “attention” must surely name but one way of relating to things, whereas 
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phenomenology was meant to enfold a virtually inexhaustible range of rela-
tional modes, including (as is far too ofen forgotten) nonperceptual ones— 
then it was certainly invested in thinking afresh through what attentiveness 
might be like in the frst place. What is broadly of interest in the present con-
text is phenomenology’s tendency toward description that seeks to identify 
the manner in which things are given to us as we inhabit the world. In fact, it 
is the very possibility of value’s being given in attention, of the possible given-
ness of value itself, that is the initial challenge entertained in the following 
refections.16 

Te theme emerges nearly right away in a canonical passage early in 
Edmund Husserl’s introduction of a broad program for the redescription of 
consciousness and its relation to the constitution of the world: his Ideas for 
a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy of 1913. Husserl 
(largely, though by no means solely, responsible for shaping the early trajec-
tory of the phenomenological movement as such) is not normally associated 
with Nietzsche’s transvaluative project or its rhetoric.17 Yet in an obliquely 
related way, he also called for a radical “transvaluation” of the world. In fact, 
the characteristic launching point of Husserlian thought—the so-called “sus-
pension” or “parenthesizing” (epochē) of the world that is supposed to lead 
eventually to a clearer appreciation for just how the world is constituted—is 
explicitly an act of “transvaluing” for Husserl, an Umwertung that reads as 
a more or less direct, and rather surprising, echo of Nietzsche. Beginning 
the work of phenomenology means adopting a “peculiar manner of con-
sciousness” that approaches the everyday “natural” attitude toward the world 
and “revalues” or “transvalues” it. “Tis revaluing (Umwertung) is a matter 
of our utter freedom and stands in contrast to every manner of taking up 
a position in thinking.”18 Te prefx um- in Nietzsche’s and Husserl’s usage 
means neither a simple inversion of value from positive to negative (or vice 
versa), nor a regression to a previous state, nor any kind of simple change in 
the perceived “worth” of things—hence translators’ irresolvable vacillation 
between the false equivalent “re-” and the etymologically remote “trans-”— 
but instead a radical putting in question of the status of worldly value and the 
act of valuing. 

If Husserl presented his program as “transvaluative,” this raises the ques-
tion of how our refective consideration of the world relates to the constitu-
tion of value within it. From a phenomenological perspective, the world as 
it presents itself to us just is already saturated by value. Value is, in a word, 
given. Yet an acknowledgment of this givenness is not the end, but instead 
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the beginning of the task of thinking. “Te world,” as a foundational pas-
sage from Husserl goes, “is continuously ‘on hand’ for me, and I am myself a 
member of it.” Yet being “on hand” (vorhanden) is not just a matter of brute 
availability, a neutral thingliness which only acquires meaning and value in 
some unnoticed, secondary stage of awareness. From the outset, what distin-
guished phenomenology from most available styles of thought was the con-
viction that worldly presence always already entailed value qualities, without 
which in efect there would be no “world” properly so called. 

Tis world is not thereby there for me as a mere world of things 
(Sachenwelt); instead, with the same immediacy it is there as a world 
of values, a world of goods, a practical world (Wertewelt, Güterwelt, 
praktische Welt). Without further ado, I fnd the things before me 
outftted with the make-ups of things but just as much with valuable 
characteristics; I fnd them to be beautiful and ugly, pleasing and 
displeasing, agreeable and disagreeable, and the like. Tings stand 
there immediately as objects of use, the ‘table’ with its ‘books,’ the 
‘drinking glass,’ the ‘vase,’ the ‘piano,’ and so forth. Tese valuable 
characteristics and practical characteristics also belong constitutively 
to the objects ‘on hand’ as such, whether or not I turn to those charac-
teristics and to the objects in general.19 

Te conviction that there simply are no things that are not also things of 
some value lies at the heart of the phenomenological project. And, of course, 
“value” here means more than simply greater or lesser worth (practical, or 
monetary, or whatever), but also all conceivable shadings of those qualities 
that might make something worthy in the broadest sense, or indeed unwor-
thy, understood as its own kind of value. Yet what could it mean for “valuable 
characteristics”—“value characters” or Wertcharakteren—to belong “consti-
tutively” to something? Te language of “constitution” is misleading when 
taken out of its original expository context. It was meant to suggest neither 
that we mentally “construct” something in a certain way, nor that something 
is “built” out of certain physical or psychological elements, but rather just that 
something shows up in such and such a way in our manner of relating to it.20 

We are to infer that one may expect things to show up as valuable things, as a 
matter of how they are in the context of the world we share with them. 

But, of course, Husserl does not think that it is not possible to make a 
meaningful distinction between something and its value. In fact, there is a 
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subtle bifurcation here. And it is at this point that the action of attention 
comes into play more directly, in the context of a commentary on the particu-
lar act of noticing things: 

In the widest sense of the term, apprehending (Erfassen) coin-
cides with attending-to-something (Auf-etwas-achten), noticing it 
(Bemerken), whether as a matter of being especially attentive to it 
(aufmerksam sein) or merely paying notice to it in passing (nebenbei 
beachten). . . . Tat is to say, turning toward something (even if it be 
in fction) is eo ipso ‘apprehension,’ ‘noticing.’ In the act of evaluat-
ing, however, we are turned toward the value, in the act of joy we 
are turned toward what is enjoyable, in the act of love we are turned 
toward the beloved, in acting toward the action, without appre-
hending any of that. . . . We are turned to some subject matter in the 
course of valuing something, that coentails, to be sure, the apprehen-
sion of it; yet it is not the mere subject matter but instead the subject 
matter of value or [simply] the value . . . that is the full intentional 
correlate of the act of valuing.21 

In paying attention to something, you may attend to something you hold 
valuable even as its value as such escapes your attention. Indeed, Husserl is at 
pains to say that we do not “attend” to value itself, only to the valued thing. At 
the same time, there is a distinctive, non-attentional “turning toward” value 
that nonetheless resembles attention. Valuing and attending are described 
here as parallel species of orientation, which share a kind of loose morphol-
ogy without collapsing into one another. Or to refne things further, it would 
seem that valuing depends on a broader category or moment of attending, 
which gives the valuation its general feeling of directedness without at the 
same time bestowing on the valuing act the characteristic sense of clarity and 
apparent presence that attention seems to have. 

In fact, for Husserl, the multivalent nature of attention to valuable things 
is a matter of a fundamental doubleness: 

In acts . . . of valuing, we thus have an intentional object in a double 
sense. We have to distinguish between the mere ‘subject matter’ (die 
bloße ‘Sache’) and the full intentional object and, correspondingly, a 
double intentio, a twofold way of being turned toward something. 
If, in an act of valuing, we are oriented (gerichtet) to some subject 



 

 

  
 

 

 
   

 
 

 

100 Concentration 

matter, then the orientation to the subject matter is a case of paying 
attention to it, of apprehending it; yet we are also ‘directed’ at—only 
not in the manner of apprehending—the value.22 

We are always in a mode of valuing, simply because things are laden with 
value, or because what it means for something to be a worldly thing at all, 
something belonging to our world, is already to have some value. Hence what 
it means for them to be present for us, to be given, is to be valued, even if we 
are not paying attention to them. When we do specially turn our attention to 
something, that attention does not necessarily and immediately import a new 
value to the thing, yet it nonetheless seems to cast a new shadow on, or evoke 
a diferent resonance in, the value that was already latently there. So while 
attending for Husserl, as in other accounts of attention, may bring about a 
moment of change in its object, rather than merely fxing or stabilizing it, it 
is nonetheless essential that attention submits to a kind of thingly or worldly 
priority that pushes back on it and exerts a subtle pressure against it.23 

Arthur Wolfgang Cohn: Musikwissenschaft 
Is a Sollenswissenschaft 

Te way music, specifcally, might exert pressure on us, and hence demand 
something of us, was the preoccupation of the twenty-fve-year-old Cohn as 
he began to sketch out the program for a new orientation in music schol-
arship in the months before his death. Te son of a classical philologist in 
Prussian Breslau (now Wrocław, Poland), Cohn was trained in law, musi-
cology, and political economy, and had just attained the position of Assistent 
(roughly, assistant professor) in economics at the University of Frankfurt.24 

His work on music, then, was developed not so much from the perspective 
of a parochial disciplinary insider, but from that of a more general theorist of 
value seeking orientation within the brand-new legal and political landscape 
of the Weimar Republic. His vision, as abstract, incomplete, and aspirational 
as it would remain, can best be appreciated in three essays from 1919–20 
in the Zeitschrif für Musikwissenschaf, where Cohn, drawing liberally on 
phenomenological literature, attempts to characterize, frst, what it means to 
“know” music, and second, how (from his perhaps overly optimistic perspec-
tive) the spirit of German musicology was beginning to manifest an ethical 



  

 
 
 

  
   

 
  

    
  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  
 

101 Attention and Value 

“awakening” that would turn it away from the limiting choice between psy-
chologism and positivism that had blocked its progress prior to the war.25 

Te shif in tone is unmistakable right away in the opening of the frst 
of the essays, which features some basic yet idiosyncratic defnitional work. 
“‘Knowledge’ means: the being-concerned of a knower (the subject) with a 
circumstance (an object). Or the other way round: the coming-into-efect 
of the object through the subject.”26 Tis is a surprising formulation indeed. 
“Knowledge” is simply “being-concerned” (Befaßtsein)? Now, “to come into 
efect” (Zur-Geltung-kommen)—or, rendering Geltung more literally, “to come 
into validity”—self-evidently belongs to the realm of value discourse. And the 
formulation is also couched here in terms that could only come from someone 
immersed in the language of contemporaneous phenomenology. Te charac-
terization of “knowing” as a two-poled dynamic in which, from the one direc-
tion, the thing “grips” (befaßt) the knower, while from the other direction, it 
is only through the knower that the thing acquires its gripping power (any 
efect, or Geltung) in the frst place: Tis characterization roughly reformulates 
in more casual terms the basic phenomenological dynamic of “constitution” 
from Husserl. In fact, the entirety of Cohn’s assessment of the state of German 
musicology circa 1920 rests on his Husserlian conviction that “what ‘appears’ 
(the phenomenon) is grasped as ‘self-given.’”27 

But if Husserl is, today, the most recognizable presence in Cohn’s musi-
cal writings (the latter quoting extensively from passages discussed above, 
among others), another member of Husserl’s early circle, the ethicist Max 
Scheler, plays an equally prominent role, accounting for Cohn’s thematic drif 
not so much toward the analysis of consciousness per se and its relations 
to objects, as toward emotional life and the experience of value. Although 
the concern with “intentionality” is inextricably associated with the canoni-
cal Husserlian strand of phenomenology, in the same inaugural 1913 volume 
of the Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Research in which 
Husserl’s watershed work frst appeared, Cohn had discovered equally path-
breaking texts by Scheler as well as by the aesthetician Moritz Geiger, neither 
of whom had much use for the jargon of intentionality, and instead typically 
describe the fundamental manner of engaging worldly phenomena as a dis-
position of feeling.28 In Scheler’s work, which became the premiere oeuvre 
of value-theorizing in 1920s Germany, value emerges for us only through 
(quasi-intentional) acts of feeling, as if values exist in the world as latencies 
that radiate when touched, or as calls that emanate to us from the world. 
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Value’s “call” is exceptionally explicit in Scheler. No less explicit is the 
force with which it enjoins a response from us. A value, Scheler writes, is 

for ‘me’ in the sense that there is an experienced reference to me 
which is contained [in] this good-in-itself, something that comes 
from this content, the experience of something pointing a fnger 
at me, something that whispers, ‘For you.’ And this content places 
me in a unique position in the moral cosmos and obliges me with 
respect to actions, deeds, and works, which, when I imagine them, 
all call, ‘I am for you’ and ‘You are for me.’29 

Scheler’s emphasis on an ethos of Weltofenheit, or “openness to the world,” 
meant a readiness to receive such calls and an acknowledgment that the 
individual person is in efect a medium for worldly value: A being who, in 
loving the world as it is given, is responsible for bringing the value of that 
world into the sharpest possible clarity, precisely through love.30 Scheler, along 
with other phenomenologists in Husserl’s early circle, would refer to a kind 
of relation to things he called Wertnehmen, modeled on but distinct from 
the commonplace Wahrnehmen, “perception,” which had been the long-
standing obsession of professional philosophers. If Wahrnehmen is typically 
rendered as “perceiving”—or, to capture the German more directly, “taking 
for true”—the untranslatable Wertnehmen (sometimes rendered unpalatably 
as “value-ceiving”) may be glossed as “taking for valuable” or, more vividly, 
“apprehending as value.”31 

No less than Scheler’s far grander (and far more realized) philosophical 
project, Cohn’s incomplete music-critical project was to have hinged on such 
a modulation from Wahrnehmen to Wertnehmen. Yet, we must reiterate, for 
Cohn, to prioritize “valuing” was not to retreat to a position of subjectivism 
or perspectival aesthetic criticism. As far as he was concerned, the phenome-
nological priorness of value, its own peculiar “always already,” remained 
indispensable. Tis mode of thought pointed toward a way of valuing musi-
cal things without saying either that certain musical phenomena are inher-
ently, absolutely, or “objectively” valuable on their own terms, or that value is 
only a matter of what is projected onto them by skilled hermeneutic writers 
or by especially sensitive empathetic listeners. In fact, as in Scheler, percep-
tion—and here, attentive listening itself—is defetishized and even decentral-
ized in Cohn’s account, since what he envisions as a paradigmatic scholarly 
approach to music is a modality in which linguistic communication is used 



  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

103 Attention and Value 

Figure 3.1. Table schematizing modes of contemporaneous music scholarship; 
Arthur Wolfgang Cohn, “Die Erkenntnis der Tonkunst” (1919). 

to reach out toward the potentially valuable in music, without insisting on 
the predominance of “facts” and “concepts.” Music is not to be approached 
in the guise of preexisting facts in the manner of empiricism, nor is it articu-
lable only in terms of abstract concepts in the manner of idealism. Drawing 
on a formulation in Moritz Geiger’s contribution to the phenomenologists’ 
inaugural 1913 Yearbook, Cohn insists that proper phenomenological intu-
ition “proceeds neither deductively nor inductively, pursues aesthetics nei-
ther from above nor from below.”32 (See Figure 3.1, a table in which Cohn 
positions “Phänomenologie” in line with the general category of “Intuition,” 
as distinct from those approaches typical of aprioristic “Deduktion” above 
and those typical of empiricist “Induktion” below.)33 Tat is, it does not 
argue for musical value from general principles any more than it builds up 
an appreciation for musical value from a series of discrete facts about musi-
cal things. Instead, musical knowing “fnds” value in music, where Cohn’s 
verb vorfnden (faintly echoing the Husserlian adjective vorhanden) suggests 
an action neither of mere “discovering” (entdecken) nor, even less, “invent-
ing” (erfnden), but rather of coming to settle upon something that is in 
some sense prior to the act and yet also only frst constituted within it.34 It is 
“before” (vor) us both in the sense of preceding us and also of con-fronting 
us. As is characteristic of phenomenology as a whole, this line of thought is 
challenging: Value at once seems to precede the valuing and yet also to arise 
within the moment of the valuing act, and the trick lies in holding both of 
these elements in mind at once. Te contribution of phenomenology on this 
score is to have shown that values are not simply “there,” but that they come 
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forth, they show up.35 Cohn’s adaptation of this insight only began to make 
this clear. 

Musical knowledge, then, which we have already seen Cohn defne as 
a matter of being “gripped” and “concerned,” is, to be more precise, “just 
as much the esteeming of value (Wertschätzung) and summoning of value 
(Wertschöpfung) as it is research, wisdom, communication. Knowledge 
(Erkenntnis) in this sense, as a cultural realization of the idea of truth, is called 
science (Wissenschaf).”36 Te move from Erkenntnis to Wissenschaf is a move 
from an individual moment of cognition and feeling to a broader, communal 
enterprise of shared understanding. Knowing is to be thought of not just as 
a clever personal ability, but as a “praxis,” a historically developed skill in the 
actualization of value. Te “summoning” (Schöpfung) of value in this per-
spective is not a matter of fabricating something novel out of whole cloth, 
but instead of fulflling of something latent.37 Aesthetics, which Cohn takes 
to mean extant and ongoing work in the contemporaneous German music 
criticism and scholarship he is surveying, just is the fulfllment of the value 
of the music under study.38 Writing, talking, teaching, reading—all manner 
of interpersonal linguistic communication: Tese forms, so ofen denigrated 
(or forgotten) as subsidiary or subservient to “actual” music-making, are 
instead to be celebrated for their crucial role in what Cohn calls Musikpfege, 
whose root is related to Pficht (“duty” or “obligation”) and hence has a more 
tendentious connotation than the usual English equivalents, “musical train-
ing” or “cultivation,” might suggest. Indeed, Cohn is very explicit that the 
concept of musical “praxis” should be expanded to include not simply the 
production and performance of music, but also the many forms of activity 
with which performance is interwoven, so long as these are understood to 
trafc in the “valuable.” Musikpfege, he writes, “implies nothing other than 
a musically valuable doing (ein musikalisch wertvolles Tun), whether this 
means a bringing-forth or receiving, a creating, reproducing, or record-
ing.”39 From this perspective, what some might dismiss as “mere talk,” for 
example, is not simply about value: it is the cultivation of value, its bringing-
about. When Cohn conceives of an expanded cast stepping into the role of 
Pfeger—that is, those who are responsible for “caring for,” “tending to,” or 
indeed “attending to” music—he also expands the community of those held 
responsible for the preservation and continuance of value-laden worldhood. 
And this, Cohn tells us, bears the weight of an imperative mood not only 
through implicit obligation (the Pficht that belongs to the Pfeger), but also 
through a more explicit necessity that is inherent to his theory of value. Cohn 
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borrows a line from Scheler’s value ethics to the efect that an “ideal ought” 
leads to a worldly “demand,” which “is stressed by the inner command of a 
knowing-oneself-to-be-obliged.”40 

Yet dangers lurk here. How are we to adjudicate the suggestion that we are 
in any way “obliged” to musical things? How do we know about this obligation? 
Or hear its call? Or learn what it requires of us? And here we run into a familiar 
trap in the firtation with phenomenology: If you give givenness an inch, it will 
take a mile. So when Cohn winds up saying that what music aesthetics really 
needs to do is to declare itself a Sollenswissenschaf, “A Science of Ought,” in 
which the actualization of value is the participation in an already prescribed 
value system, it is difcult to know how to judge the proposition other than as 
an arch-conservatism that seems to hold little contemporary appeal.41 At best, 
we must attend to the value of music as its stewards; at worst, we are simply 
compelled to “observe” value in the dual sense Jonathan Crary wrought from 
this word: not simply “paying attention to” it but also “adhering to” its rule of 
conduct or disciplinary regimen.42 And while this may have been all very well 
for Cohn’s model in Scheler, for whom values are arrayed in a ranked series— 
with sensory values such as pleasure and pain ranked at bottom, followed by 
vital values such as health and well-being, followed by spiritual or intellectual 
values such as beauty and justice, followed at the highest level by sacred values 
or holiness itself—Cohn could by no means plausibly transfer such a hierarchy 
onto music aesthetics.43 Indeed, in the three value-theoretical essays of 1919 to 
1921, he appears to have been unable or unwilling even to venture any specifc 
value predicates for the musical repertories he had in mind, so general and 
“theoretical” was his basic disposition toward the material. 

And what is the status of the “transvaluation” that would seem to have 
motivated the ferment in value theory in the frst place? Scheler was called 
the “Catholic Nietzsche” for his dogged pursuit of the spiritual and emo-
tional reawakening of values that would overthrow the joint dominions of 
Protestantism and Kantian rationalism in European thought.44 For Cohn, 
meanwhile, as for his phenomenologically minded contemporaries in music 
discourse, the demons to be cast out included naturalism, psychologism, 
and positivism—in short, the premature incursion of then current natural-
scientifc premises and attitudes toward a feld of knowledge that seemed not 
yet to have fully exhausted its own local forms of knowing and valuing. Yet 
in contrast to the Nietzschean precedent, the gist of Cohn’s valuation seems 
to reduce too easily to an acceptance of things as they are, rather than a clear 
afrmation of new value principles. 
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Alain Locke: Transvaluation Is Imperative 

How might we stake a claim for the obligation to attend, in terms that do 
justice to the reality of historical change and at least the real possibility of 
transvaluation? Alain Locke’s answer to this question was infected by his 
thematic focus on an ongoing revaluation of a kind that was anything but 
theoretical—namely, what he referred to in 1925 as the “revaluation by white 
and black alike of the Negro.”45 Te opening rhetorical gestures of “Te New 
Negro,” his own introductory title essay from the landmark art and literature 
anthology he edited, narrate a sequence of historical transformations, all of 
which are to be understood as instantiating this “revaluation”: a “metamor-
phosis” of “stock fgure” or “formula” into “human being,” “myth” into “man,” 
“shadow” into “personality”—in general, “historical fction” into “realistic 
facing of facts.”46 Tis metamorphosis amounts to something more than the 
dismantling of stereotype (though it includes that). What Locke has in mind 
is the entrance into the space of public appearance of a cultural fgure or 
persona that, it is argued implicitly and explicitly throughout, had not pre-
viously existed there.47 Tis is, needless to say, in large part a function of the 
massive demographic fact of the Great Migration, which Locke memorably 
described as the “wash and rush of this human tide on the beach line of the 
northern city centers” and “a deliberate fight not only from countryside to 
city, but from medieval America to modern,” a history that underlies the cen-
tral editorial thesis of the volume as a whole: that “in the very process of being 
transplanted, the Negro is becoming transformed.”48 Locke’s introduction to 
his volume presents matters as a great American mass Bildungsroman, an 
economic and political event from which he derived an optimistic celebra-
tion of cultural advancement that would prove not uncontroversial from the 
moment of its publication.49 

But alongside the sunnily liberal narrative of an achievement of “cul-
tural recognition,” which would “in turn prove the key to that revaluation of 
the Negro which must precede or accompany any considerable further bet-
terment of race relationships,” there is another story here.50 Although Locke 
was not by any means a card-carrying phenomenologist, the matter of the 
“revaluation” of a particular historical persona in his thinking is indissolubly 
connected with his keen attunement to historical transformations in the fuc-
tuating appearance of art forms—the manner of their public showing-up and 
demanding attention—and indeed of one especially signifcant genre in par-
ticular: the African American spiritual, or “Sorrow Song,” which had already 
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loomed large in Black cultural theory at least since its prominent textual 
and rhetorical positioning within W. E. B. Du Bois’s Te Souls of Black Folk 
(1903).51 

“Recall how suddenly,” Locke observes, “the Negro spirituals revealed them-
selves; suppressed for generations under the stereotypes of Wesleyan hymn 
harmony, secretive, half-ashamed, until the courage of being natural brought 
them out—and behold, there was folk-music.”52 Locke, himself avowedly 
non-Christian (he was Baháʼí), deploys the mystical language of “revelation” 
advisedly. What is “Behold!,” in rhetoric as much as in actual efect, if not a 
quasi-biblical enactment of the secular command to “pay attention”? Compare 
this with the social-psychological register in which the sociologist Charles S. 
Johnson, in his own contribution to Te New Negro, assessed Black Ameri-
cans’ revaluation of the spiritual. Johnson emphasized instead the post–World 
War I shif from “an utterly conscious efort to forget the past” with its “mem-
ories of the painful degradation of slavery,” and hence an efort to “rule out 
the Sorrow Songs as the product of ignorant slaves,” toward the tendency now, 
“at a more comfortable distance,” to “fnd a new beauty in these heritages, and 
new values in their own lives.”53 

In other words, the narrative emphasis in Johnson’s account falls rather 
more on the cultural strategies individuals (albeit as a group) fully inten-
tionally undertake to adapt their attitudes to changing historical conditions. 
Locke’s view by no means rules out this more commonsense social perspec-
tive. But, as throughout his lifework as whole, his refections also participate 
in a broader refection on the constitution of value as such. Tere is a sense 
in which Locke sought not just to furnish an account of why the spirituals 
might have been—and in 1925 remained—historically valuable, or even to 
explain shifs of cultural value within Black communities, but also to pro-
vide a theoretical justifcation for the necessity of their transvaluation, “by 
white and black alike.” Tis is a more ambitious task, and one that cannot 
be read directly from Locke’s own contributions to Te New Negro, but may 
be partially reconstructed in conjunction with his several value-theoretical 
publications. 

With Cohn still in mind, it is hard not to be struck by the almost exact 
contemporaneity of a distinct but uncannily similar insistence on the place of 
an imperative mood in ethics, written by an American author who declared 
himself over and over to be not just a value pluralist, but an outright rela-
tivist.54 Like Cohn, Locke was a precocious polymath. Educated at Oxford 
University, the University of Berlin, and Harvard University, where he wrote a 
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1917 dissertation in philosophy on “Te Problem of Classifcation in Teory 
of Value,” he published and spoke on value sporadically throughout his life.55 

Yet Locke’s counterexample compels us to consider the question as to 
how an obligation to attend and hence to actualize value might play out in 
an overtly anti-authoritarian mode. For him, the world is no less value-laden 
than it is for Husserl, Scheler, or Cohn: “Man does not, cannot, live in a value-
less world,” he insists.56 And similarly, the problem of how to analyze the unde-
niable and insistent presence of value, without rendering it absolute, guides his 
approach: “To my thinking, the gravest problem of contemporary philosophy 
is how to ground some normative principle or criterion of objective valid-
ity for values without resort to dogmatism and absolutism on the intellectual 
plane, and without falling into their corollaries, on the plane of social behavior 
and action, of intolerance and mass coercion.”57 But in sharp contrast to Cohn 
and his infuences, for Locke, values themselves are mutable and fungible, and 
he would consistently characterize his theoretical preferences as “functional-
ist” rather than “realist.” A functionalist value theory, with its roots in Ameri-
can pragmatism afer William James and John Dewey, regards values as arising 
within individuals’ interaction with the world.58 From this standpoint, values 
emerge as ethical norms that operate with all the force of imperatives. Tey 
are not simply “there” in the world at large, and neither are they arbitrarily 
projected onto otherwise neutral worldly afairs. Like the phenomenologi-
cal approach, the functionalist one is neither objectivist nor subjectivist. Yet 
rather unlike the early stages of the phenomenological movement, this view 
tends to ascribe a dynamic and fuctuating role to values, and hence involves a 
certain historicist sensitivity to context. 

Locke’s 1935 essay, “Values and Imperatives,” is of special interest, present-
ing the fullest published statement of his thinking in this area. Although the 
essay remains true to his dissertation’s explicit strategy of “classifcation”—that 
is, elaborating an ornate system of axiological categories—its main thrust in 
general terms is clear and can be presented in three basic claims. First, the error 
of previous theories of value lies in their confating afer-the-fact rationaliza-
tions of value with the reality of valuing itself. Schematic formulations of judg-
ment are what tend to produce absolutes, which are efectively detached from 
the circumstances in which they arose and thus threaten a certain violence to 
the texture of reality. For Locke (as for Cohn), the act of valuing something is 
less like formulating a judgment and more like feeling. Te folly of philosophy, 
he thinks, had been to make “truth too exclusively a matter of the correct 
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anticipation of experience, of the confrmation of fact” (and here he includes 
even James and Dewey). By contrast, since “truth may also sometimes be the 
sustaining of an attitude, the satisfaction of a way of feeling, the corroboration 
of a value,” then value theory should involve itself with the exploration and 
understanding of those attitudes (and we should take careful note of Locke’s 
crucial hedges: “too exclusively,” “also sometimes,” etc.).59 

Second, acknowledging that the world in which valuing takes place is 
itself dynamic and fuctuating, value theory should concern itself not simply 
with relatively stable forms of value, but even more with the ways in which 
one can observe values changing. Yet, third, acknowledging such fux does 
not mean that we should thereby resign ourselves to “value-anarchism” or 
“anarchic relativism,” but rather that we should in fact become all the more 
attuned to the possibility that we might feel ourselves obligated or compelled 
to respond to circumstances in certain ways, precisely because of the fuctua-
tions in those circumstances.60 

A distinctive and in this context particularly signifcant feature of Locke’s 
value theory is the way it incorporates what we might call a translational 
dimension to value change. Confronted with something new and unfamil-
iar, whose value for us is at frst indeterminate, confusing, or alienating, we 
tend to transpose onto it feelings associated with an existing value, deriving 
from an earlier or more traditional context. Te convergence of the old value-
feeling and the new state of afairs then results in an altogether new evaluative 
complex, whose afliation with its precursor tends to be efaced, such that we 
do not typically notice the transference. 

Te further we investigate, the more we discover that there is no 
fxity of content to values, and the more we are bound, then, to infer 
that their identity as groups must rest on other elements. We know 
that a value-genre ofen evades its defnition and breaks through its 
logical barriers to include content not usually associated with it. Te 
awe-inspiring scene becomes “holy,” the logical proof, “beautiful,” 
creative expression, a “duty,” and in every case the appropriate new 
predicates follow the attitude and the attitude cancels out the tradi-
tionally appropriate predicates. . . . We are forced to conclude that 
the feeling-quality, irrespective of content, makes a value of a given 
kind, and that a transformation of the attitude efects a change of 
type in the value situation.61 
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Figure 3.2. Chart from Alain Locke, “Values and Imperatives” (1935). 

Locke went some way toward schematizing a typology of value-feelings in 
terms of their “modal quality” (see Figure 3.2). Tis would consist of, on the 
one hand, what he called “form-quality” (that is, a generalized afective struc-
ture belonging to one of the four categories, “exaltation,” “tension,” “accep-
tance or agreement,” and “repose or equilibrium”) and, on the other hand, 
“feeling-reference” (that is, the sense that feeling is oriented toward some 
domain, as captured here in respective variations on the Jungian binary of 
“introverted” and “extroverted”). Tese are further correlated with disparate 
but potentially overlapping felds of application, from religious to aesthetic. 

In the fow of the text, Locke typically refers to these complex categories 
by the shorthand “form-feeling.” And it is worth noting simply that, in this 
theoretical conception, “feeling” in fact is a “form”: an organizing mode of 
our evaluative engagement with the world. On this score, Locke’s approach 
is quite diferent from the way Husserl, Scheler, or Cohn saw values as phe-
nomena that might be activated in the world at the moment of an intentional 
act of feeling. In the phenomenological account, the word “feeling” refers to 
an act whose quality is determined in the moment that it is oriented toward 
something, whereas in Locke’s functionalist account, “feeling” refers to the 
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formal structuredness a sense of value seems to have, even if it has been ini-
tially shaped in a context discontinuous from the one in which it is presently 
felt. If a logical proof appears “beautiful” to you, you are not about to claim 
that something in the proof inherently conforms to an aesthetic standard of 
beauty, only that there are certain qualities about it that you are prepared to 
appreciate in a manner that you have already developed in your experiences 
of the traditionally beautiful, and that this appreciation has a certain compel-
ling character about it, even if nothing is thereby said about the actual validity 
of the proof. 

Values here, as form-feelings, are thus dependent on contextual norms, 
yet nonetheless continue to exert pressure on us in a delicate balance of the 
contingent and the obligatory: “In de-throning our absolutes, we must take 
care not to exile our imperatives, for afer all, we live by them. We must realize 
more fully that values create these imperatives as well as the more formally 
super-imposed absolutes, that norms control our behavior as well as guide 
our reasoning.”62 

True to the scholarly genre of his era, Locke’s writing on these topics is 
usually abstract, presented without extended examples. So, then, returning 
to this section’s starting point in the African American spiritual, where might 
we locate the pressure to attend to this repertoire—to respond to its histori-
cal imperative to “behold,” as Locke wrote in Te New Negro’s introduction? 
Te answer lies in frst recognizing the role that art forms themselves play 
in providing a space for transvaluation. Kobena Mercer writes that a crucial 
premise in Locke’s writings on Afrodiasporic visual culture is that art should 
not be held merely to “refect” or “express” identities, reducing it to a neutral 
conduit for the actual substrate of reality. Rather, “to say culture comes frst 
in ‘producing’ the positions in which identities take shape is to argue—as 
Locke did—that culture is the realm in which value-laden racial attitudes can 
be shaken up and opened to change.”63 Locke’s position has been repeatedly 
contested, and this is hardly the occasion to retell that history.64 Yet there is 
no way to appreciate the imperative mood of his value theory without articu-
lating this initial stance, according to which the space of aesthetic appearance 
is itself the central scene of negotiation over cultural value, even if not always 
in an explicit manner. On the one hand, we pay attention to music in the frst 
place “because of the way it strives to be seen and heard,”65 because it is in 
the nature of sounding artworks that they demand attention within a pub-
lic sphere—Scheler’s “‘I am for you’ and ‘You are for me’”—however limited, 
damaged, or distorted that public space may be (and however imbricated 
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with private or counterpublic spaces). But Locke’s thinking on these matters 
suggests that there is an essential second moment, in which the initial value 
of music’s sheer presence also enjoins a modulation of value-feeling, a reshap-
ing of its “form.” 

Tus, on the one hand, Locke notes that in the period between roughly 
1875 and 1925, when spirituals increasingly circulated within an expanding 
cultural marketplace in the form of concert-hall performances, sheet music 
arrangements, and fnally records, this repertory “saved a folk art and pre-
served as no other medium could the folk temperament, and by maintain-
ing them introduced the Negro to himself.” But, on the other hand, Locke 
does not end with the afrmation of a preservationist; he does not argue for 
a value-stabilizing outcome to this historical development. Instead, he points 
frst to the awkward, possibly even cringeworthy stages of “valuing” in which 
already available feelings were yanked from the shelf, as it were, and clung 
to in order to make sense of an art form that had only partial precedents in 
the public imagination and hence confounded immediate judgment: “Still 
the predominant values of this period in estimating the Spirituals were the 
sentimental, degenerating ofen into patronizing curiosity on the one side, 
and hectic exhibitionism on the other. Both races condescended to meet the 
mind of the Negro slave, and even while his moods were taking their hearts 
by storm, discounted the artistry of genius therein. It was only as the musical 
appreciation of the Spirituals grew that this interest changed and deepened.”66 

Sentimentality is a “form,” which may be learned and then adapted to unfa-
miliar things, especially things that do not otherwise ofer us the kinds of 
afective afordances that aid interpretation and evaluation. Religious kitsch, 
the aesthetic commodity that wants to inspire feelings of piety despite the 
very fact of its commodifed form, is a pertinent case in terms of its particular 
afective environment, and arguably traces its genealogy more or less to the 
beginnings of the time period in question. And as unappealing as you may 
fnd such responses—Locke himself is by no means celebrating them—his 
suggestion is that they can also function as cultural placeholders that make 
room for later developments in the possible forms of valuing available to us. 
Or here, rather, not simply make room for but, in “taking their hearts by 
storm,” efectively oblige. 

It is the art-for-art’s-sake rhetoric, with its too optimistic hint of redemp-
tion and too explicit hint of transcendence, that usually puts people of Locke, 
then as now.67 Tat is fair. But without getting diverted by a separate (and 
already long, far-fung, and fercely contested) debate, we can still train our 
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focus on the force of transvaluation itself. Te basic point for Locke is simply 
that we are able, and indeed are compelled, to move from something like a 
feckless sentimentality—even one weighed down by “hectic exhibitionism” 
and “patronizing curiosity”—toward something else. Whether you call that 
“artistry” or “genius,” and insist that the aesthetic merits of the object will 
eventually make themselves self-evident to all, is less interesting than the 
basic grasp of the valuational shif. 

To put it simply: art obliges our attention because it needs us to become 
ready to change the way we value. 

What, then, becomes of the spiritual? In fact, the more urgent question 
in Locke’s “Te Negro Spirituals” is not so much, how has the genre been 
reevaluated since 1875? but instead, what should we expect of the prospective 
value of the spiritual as a genre in 1925 and afer? And this naturally implies 
that the “thing” itself, the genre and its representative repertoire, has a certain 
instability that goes hand in hand with the instability of its evaluation. So it 
is not only that Locke wants us to appreciate how folk art, though “despised 
and rejected at frst,” nonetheless, “generations afer, fowers again and tran-
scends the level of its origin” such that the “slave songs  .  .  . have come to 
be recognized as artistically precious things.” And it is not only that it “still 
requires vision and courage to proclaim their ultimate value and possibili-
ties,” although eventually those alive to such possibilities “will treasure the 
Spirituals for their true musical and technical values.”68 

Unlike for Cohn, the point is not just to pay attention to what is valuable, 
to give value its due, to bring it to its clearest apprehension. Rather, the mod-
ernist Locke, no “salvage ethnographer,” is aware that he is not describing a 
tradition on the verge of fading away and in need of a retrospective (and hence 
conservative) appreciation, but one that is ongoing and continues to be woven 
immediately into his own cultural sphere. Tus he distances himself from the 
notorious negrophile writer Carl Van Vechten, who wants new arrangements 
and performances of spirituals to adhere to a simplistic folk ethos, and who 
therefore, with good intentions but misplaced motives, “insists in the name 
of the folk spirit upon his preference for the ‘evangelical renderings’ of Paul 
Robeson’s robust and dramatic style as over against the subdued, ecstatic and 
spiritually refned versions of Roland Hayes.” In doing so, Van Vechten “over-
looks the fact that the folk itself has these same two styles of singing, and in 
most cases discriminates according to the mood, occasion and song type, 
between them. So long as the peculiar quality of Negro song is maintained,” 
Locke concludes, “there can be no set limitation.”69 
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And it emerges implicitly from this comment and more explicitly else-
where, that as far as Locke is concerned, there really is no essential thing that 
can be characterized as “the spiritual.” Instead, he points to the way elements 
of the spiritual of the past and present are always held in potentiality. Nei-
ther the “folk” versions inherited from the mid-nineteenth century, nor the 
second-generation choral arrangements by groups like the Fisk Jubilee Sing-
ers, nor Harry T. Burleigh’s harmonically experimental settings with piano 
for living room and concert stage, nor indeed any of the growing number of 
recorded renditions from the 1910s and 1920s actually are the thing itself. 
Yet the genre somehow exerts a continuous pressure toward relatively open-
ended revision and renewal: It “is at the very least potentially polyphonic,” 
“can therefore undergo, without breaking its own boundaries, intricate and 
original development,” and is in fact approaching the “line of advance in 
modernistic music.”70 

To be described as “modernist” is high praise coming from Locke. As he 
would write in a talk on value delivered at Columbia University in Decem-
ber 1945, musical modernism (which for him at this point means things like 
Stravinsky and Hindemith as well as recent “good jazz,” and so forth) has 
been responsible for bringing about a set of “enlarged criteria of evaluative 
judgment” and a “widening of the range of appreciation and participation” 
in public life, all of which amounts to “as good an example as we can fnd of 
what democratization can mean in a value feld.” And while there is, again, 
the appearance of an easy liberal idealization of mere “tolerance” for diverse 
expressive modes, I think we should take Locke at his word when he suggests 
that these virtues are the sort of things that are not just nice to have, in the 
manner of a self-satisfed aesthetic connoisseurship, but are in fact necessary 
for survival within a patently and pervasively confictive midcentury envi-
ronment: “I merely throw out the suggestion that through modernism and its 
enforced but not normatively chaotic relativism we have forged a psycholog-
ical key for the active and simultaneous appreciation of diverse styles within 
our own culture. . . . In an approaching world interchange of culture it is just 
such widening of taste to a cosmopolitan range and level which seems most 
desirable, if indeed not imperative.”71 

Te “imperative” to value the post-Reconstruction spiritual is due to a 
multiplicity of overlapping factors: its inherent aesthetic qualities, the pos-
sible ongoing compositional uses one might make of it, its participation in the 
refnement of modern religious experience, what it does for the interests of 
racial progress and racial pride, and the way it might increase public awareness 
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and recognition of the cultural contributions of Afrodiasporic folkways and 
African American composers and performers. All of these are motives, kinds 
of imperatives in themselves, and of course all for Locke are laudable. But also, 
more narrowly in the vein of the preceding discussion, we might note that the 
spiritual stands as a privileged example of an art form whose historical posi-
tion enables it to exact certain ethical demands. It requires you to acknowledge 
and modulate among the range of conficting values that it gathers together, 
whether or not they are claimed as your own: true religious feelings, deeply felt 
(even if misplaced) sentimentalisms, quests for authenticity, appreciations of 
abstract beauty, and so forth—all converge within what is otherwise a seem-
ingly modest expressive form. Te spiritual is important for Locke because it 
establishes the aptest available scene for a transvaluation that is both culturally 
plural and also, on account of that pluralism, imperative. 

Conclusion 

What do Cohn and Locke give us to work with? In some ways, it is a long 
distance from the all but explicit call of obligation to attend in the one, to 
the less explicit yet no less forceful sense of obligation toward transvaluation 
in the other. And the motives driving these two imperatives are clearly dis-
tinct. On the one hand, there is the phenomenological pressure the world 
places on us, merely by virtue of being world. For a phenomenologist, we 
are not neutral toward the world, nor it to us. “Attentiveness” in this per-
spective is only a special case of the otherwise generalized state of inherent 
interestedness that is living. And what, on the other hand, is attentiveness 
for Locke? It is more than a merely “appreciative” attunement to diverse 
aesthetic qualities, despite what his rhetorical self-positioning may at times 
suggest. Te sheer fact of aesthetic appearances showing up for us contin-
ues to be as remarkable for Locke as it is for Cohn. Locke’s attention is not 
just the response to the shock of the new, but the response to the more eas-
ily overlooked shock of the newly valued. “Behold!” means not just, “Pay 
attention to this!” but also, “What are we to make of this?” Yet there is a 
more encompassing and fundamental imperative underlying and support-
ing these imperatives, which is that, insofar as all their various objects of 
attention are made objects, artifacts of a certain historical experience and of 
a shared persisting world, they enjoin our valuation because we need these 
cultural artifacts in order to renew the world. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Omniaudience and the History of 

the Good Listener: William Crotch’s 

Specimens of Various Styles of Music (1807) 

Nicholas Mathew 

T he liberal ethic of listening is the other side of the liberal ethic of 
voice. Here’s what I mean by this: If having a voice means having 
agency, autonomy, and personhood, then listening is what the best 

subjects or institutions must do as soon as a voice pipes up.1 Listening helps 
to secure a functioning politics of recognition—the receptiveness and close 
attention that, as Charles Taylor says in his now classic essay on the subject, is 
“not just a courtesy we owe people,” but “a vital human need.”2 

Enter the phrase “we are listening to your voices” into a search engine 
and you’ll turn up countless hits: announcements from local and national 
governments, press releases from lobby groups and corporations, solidarity 
statements from academic bodies and university departments, credos from 
unions and activist organizations. Taken together, these institutions clearly 
express one of the foundational contradictions that structures popular 
philosophies of listening: Attentive listening maximizes productivity, even as 
it models a humanizing resistance to such instrumental ways of thinking. 
Tis contradiction was apparent in the business literature on listening as early 
as 1957, when Ralph Nichols and Leonard Stevens complained in the pages 
of the Harvard Business Review that “people in general do not know how to 
listen.” Teir conclusion was nakedly instrumentalizing: “Te improvement 
of listening can be of great value in today’s business.”3 Nearly sixty years later, 
the UK-based think tank INTRAC and two English universities inaugurated 
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a multiyear research collaboration entitled Te Listening Zones of NGOs with 
much the same premise as Nichols and Stevens: Te power of listening (so 
the project claimed) has been untapped—although, in this case, the goal was 
a mutually enriching form of intercultural cooperation. Listening “is key to 
the efectiveness of partnerships, programmes and ultimately to challenging 
the very power dynamics that are at the root of poverty and marginalisa-
tion,” asserted Vicky Brehm, one of the project’s research associates.4 She thus 
implied that receptive listening not only promotes more functional insti-
tutional relationships, but an institution’s heightened attention might even 
remedy the most intractable problems of wealth distribution and economic 
exploitation. 

Claims like these—which are everywhere nowadays—infuse political 
rhetoric with the language of popular therapeutic practice, where being heard 
has for some time been the other side of talking cures.5 M. Scott Peck, the 
high priest of modern couples counseling and author of the 1978 bestseller 
Te Road Less Traveled, built his career on the concept of “true listening”—a 
technique of profound other-directedness that promised nothing less than 
the “unifcation of speaker and listener.” “Listening is by far the most import-
ant form of attention” in any loving relationship, he insisted.6 Te idea that 
listening is an unending moral labor—what Peck called “the work of atten-
tion”—and the related view that people have become indolent and inatten-
tive have since pervaded the genre of self help, from Madelyn Burley-Allen’s 
Listening: Te Forgotten Skill to Michael Nichols’s Te Lost Art of Listening.7 

People, it seems, have always just forgotten how to listen. Te newest TED-
talk-ish interventions on political dialogue, such as Celeste Headlee’s 2017 
We Need to Talk and Nihal Arthanayake’s 2022 Let’s Talk, explicitly mix politi-
cal and therapeutic conceptions of auditory attention, especially in response 
to the age of culture wars and polarization, not to mention the regular public 
shamings, social media pile-ons, and twitterstorms of Web 2.0.8 

Tese competing yet related conceptions of attentive listening may appear 
to stand at a metaphorical remove from the kinds of listening that musicians, 
music teachers, and music scholars have historically cultivated and theorized. 
Yet, as James Davies, Martha Feldman, and others have shown with respect to 
the concept of voice, the fgurative voices of the liberal political imaginary have 
never been wholly separable from the voices that musicians and music lovers 
embody and enjoy.9 In the 1980s and 1990s, opera critics were quick to hear the 
voice of the prima donna as a source of liberation, even amid the kind of ritual 
narrative “undoing” denounced by feminists such as Catherine Clément.10 
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Women in opera “sing with an authority equal to that of their male oppressors,” 
wrote Paul Robinson in 1989; “while the operatic text tells the story of wom-
an’s undoing, the music tells just the opposite story: of her empowerment.”11 

Around the same time, many scholars of race were theorizing the radical grain 
of the voice in twentieth-century popular music. Te Black voice, argued Lin-
don Barrett, complicated the European division of “singing” and “signing,” and 
so helped to subvert the exploitative value forms of advanced capitalism.12 

Similar continuities between the fgurative and the feshly sufuse schol-
arly theories of listening. One prominent strand within these theories orig-
inates in the postwar Euro-American avant garde, in particular John Cage’s 
belief in a pervasively sounding world, to which the artist should listen with 
an unprejudiced ear—a heightened attention to the sonic “inner life” of all 
things.13 Tis belief, which Douglas Kahn has called “panaurality,” gath-
ered ethical urgency in its subsequent experimentalist iterations, not least 
in Pauline Oliveros’s philosophy of “deep listening”—“a way of listening in 
every possible way to everything possible,” as she described it.14 According 
to its present-day advocates at the Center for Deep Listening in Troy, New 
York, deep listening “promotes experimentation, improvisation, collabora-
tion, playfulness, and other creative skills vital to personal and community 
growth.”15 Oliveros’s vertical axis of aural inclusivity in turn inspired the 
horizontal one of Annea Lockwood and Ruth Anderson’s experimentalist 
handbook Hearing Studies, developed in one of Oliveros’s seminars at the 
University of California, San Diego. Te manifesto consists of exercises to 
encourage “extended listening”—the other side of “extended technique” in 
musical performance, perhaps. Like “deep listening” advocates, Lockwood 
and Anderson promise to nurture a scattered range of personal and politi-
cal virtues: “Extended listening,” they argue, is “an extension of one’s aural 
vocabulary [that] brings with it an awareness of the diferent purposes of dif-
ferent musics, and is valuable personally within the context of our current 
culture.”16 You might have noticed by now that the ethical position-taking of 
most listening theories is typically signaled by pairing the word listening with 
an urgent adjective. True listening (Peck), deep listening (Oliveros), extended 
listening (Lockwood and Anderson): Listening is always less than it could be 
and could always include more. 

Musicologists have tended to be less brazen than self-publicizing sound 
artists or self-help gurus in advertising the ethical merits of their listening 
habits. Still, the idea that attentive listening foments spiritual elevation is 
deeply rooted in European aesthetics, so it should be no surprise that scholars 
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have continued to claim that better listening is both viable and politically 
improving.17 As the core technique of recognition, attentive listening has also 
been essential to musicological comparativism and the study of musical con-
tact, encounter, and exchange. In his 1993 study Music in Renaissance Magic, 
pointedly subtitled Toward a Historiography of Others, Gary Tomlinson pro-
fessed his desire to “turn away from the easily heard voices from [the] past and 
to listen hard to other voices that have seemed almost too distant to hear”—a 
mission steeped in the anthropology of Cliford Geertz and the literary New 
Historicism that Geertz helped to inspire.18 Stephen Greenblatt’s Shakespear-
ean Negotiations of 1988, a key text of New Historicist theory, had represented 
the business of historical literary inquiry as a “straining to listen” to voices of 
the dead.19 In recent years, though, the idea that listening in a historically 
or cross-culturally sensitive way involves strain—a kind of aural heavy lif-
ing—has yielded to ideals of listening either as a kind of dazzling technical 
wizardry or a more cautious, almost bureaucratic collaboration. In the intro-
duction to their brilliant collection of essays on historical sonic encounter, 
Acoustemologies in Contact, Emily Wilbourne and Suzanne Cusick lionize lis-
tening that proceeds “consultatively” as well as being “virtuosic”; they borrow 
the second of these words from the anthropologist Martin Daughtry, who 
uses it to describe the skilled auditors of wartime landscapes.20 Wilbourne 
and Cusick’s listening vocabulary is thus at once managerial and theatrical. 
It seems to me that this language responds to two sides of a pincer move-
ment, which is currently squeezing arts and humanities disciplines within the 
neoliberal academy: on the one hand, the powerful incentive to demonstrate 
activist political credentials and, on the other hand, the imperative to deliver 
the measurable metrics of so-called impact. In many circumstances, these 
pressures, apparently issuing from opposing ends of the political spectrum, 
are barely distinguishable. We shouldn’t be surprised, then, when musicians 
and music scholars are tempted to claim that being “good listeners,” in the 
widest ethical sense, is their disciplinary strong suit. 

Te view that I advance in this essay is that the claim to good listening 
has historically almost always depended on a politically problematic fantasy 
of attentiveness, which ultimately serves to strengthen and sequester com-
munities of “good listeners.” By analogy with the megalomaniac delusion of 
omniscience, and with a nod to the Cagean ideal of panaurality, I call this 
fantasy “omniaudience.” Omniaudience refers to the belief that people— 
certain classes of people, it almost always turns out—can and should listen 
to everything. As we will see, omniaudience has a long history, extending at 



  

 
 

 

  

 
 

  

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

129 Omniaudience and the History of the Good Listener 

least as far back as the taxonomic projects of liberal musician-scholars in late 
eighteenth-century England and their earliest ventures in musical compara-
tivism. Tis essay is devoted to exploring one small corner of this history—a 
corner that I take to be representative—so that I can propose an answer to 
two questions. First: When did Euro-American music scholarship start to 
conceive of its mission as cultivating good listeners, and to equate good lis-
tening with a heightened attention to and recognition of sonic diferences? 
And second: Has the disciplinary objective of attending to diferences always 
been yoked to the liberal project of recognizing and valuing diference?21 

* * * 

Tere are many places that a music scholar could begin the history of good 
listening, but there are several reasons to start with William Crotch’s lectures 
on music at the Royal Institution in London, which he began in 1804.22 Tey 
were something of a landmark in the history of modern musical disciplinar-
ity. Crotch was in demand as a speaker in the capital. He was Heather Profes-
sor of Music at Oxford University, a supremely talented keyboard player and 
respected composer, an aesthetic theorist and music historian, and a leading 
proponent of so-called ancient music. Te Royal Institution was a newish body, 
founded in 1799 by the American Sir Benjamin Tompson. It was one of a 
generation of learned societies in London and the provinces that aimed to dis-
seminate knowledge to a broadly conceived public, to teach through “regular 
courses of philosophical lectures and experiments, the application of the new 
discoveries in science,” as a description from 1809 put it.23 Notably, Crotch inau-
gurated music as a subject worthy of study at the Royal Institution, following 
lectures that had, until then, been devoted largely to the natural sciences: His 
predecessors included the chemist Tomas Garnett and the professor of natural 
philosophy Tomas Young, who covered subjects such as hydrodynamics, elec-
tricity, and optics.24 Tis context is crucial in the story of listening as a didactic 
framework, since Crotch’s lectures proceeded from the idea that he was charged 
with teaching a learned constituency of nonmusicians how to listen better. By 
the early nineteenth century, musical novices or aspirant chapel masters could 
buy or borrow plenty of instructional books on reading, performing, and com-
posing music. But barely any of these books primarily addressed or sought to 
improve listeners—that is, a group of people whose goal was to listen to music 
attentively and knowledgeably, rather than to help make it. Te listener—and 
in particular the good listener—as a viable social role was partly a function of 
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changing institutional confgurations, represented precisely by such bodies as 
the Royal Institution and Crotch’s university employer. 

Tough distinctively shaped by British colonialism, as we will see, these 
institutional changes were by no means exclusively British. Parallel trends 
are discernable in early nineteenth-century Berlin, where, as Desmond Shee-
han has shown, a succession of Napoleonic-era disruptions of the city’s old 
learned societies displaced music-making institutions such as Carl Friedrich 
Zelter’s Singakademie into the modern research university. Tis process of 
displacement more or less created a career for Adolf Bernhard Marx, whose 
many publications, issuing from an evolving Prussian arts curriculum, helped 
to determine what good listening was—at least where a subcategory of elite 
European music is concerned—for the next century or more.25 

In Britain, the scholarly publication to which Crotch responded most 
directly was Charles Burney’s General History of Music, completed in 1789— 
one of the earliest narrative histories of European music. Burney provided 
detail about composers, performers, institutions, genres, and musical tech-
niques, and was forthrightly opinionated about them. But by and large Bur-
ney did not prescribe, approve, or even theorize ways of listening. To inculcate 
listening techniques supposedly adequate to the many kinds of music he 
described was not Burney’s main concern. Like most eighteenth-century 
writers, he proceeded on the assumption that music was on an upward tra-
jectory and had been constantly improving until his own day: Volume One 
of his history presumed the “contented ignorance of barbarous times” and 
the “slow progress of human knowledge.”26 Tis premise caused a minor spat 
between Burney and Crotch following the frst course of Royal Institution 
lectures. Te venerable historian drafed a letter to his young contemporary 
in 1805, admonishing him for daring to criticize Joseph Haydn, a composer 
still widely lauded in London since the epochally successful Hanover Square 
concerts of the mid 1790s.27 Burney knew Haydn personally and regarded 
his latest music—which by 1805 included the much celebrated oratorios Te 
Creation and Te Seasons—as the apogee of music history. 

Crotch had indeed expressed doubts, shared by a number of contempo-
raries in England and beyond, about word painting in Te Creation.28 But his 
quibbles, and the boldness with which he asserted them, were evidence of a 
deeper disagreement with Burney. Crotch’s values were those of the Concert 
of Antient Music. To him, music history was less teleology than cycle, and 
every age was characterized by episodes of growth and decline—episodes of 
the kind that Edward Gibbon had described in his Decline and Fall of the 
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Roman Empire, almost precisely contemporary with Burney’s history.29 Musi-
cal decadence was portended, in every age, by the preponderance of music 
that Crotch called “ornamental”: diminutive, charming, and playful.30 In a 
tripartite hierarchy adapted loosely from the popular art theories of Uvedale 
Price,31 the musically ornamental, Crotch explained, always existed along-
side music that was sublime and beautiful. But this universalizing musical 
typology was, in its way, historically relativizing: In Crotch’s view, any music 
from any era or place could achieve the sublime (his highest-status category) 
and even the most recent music could be counted pleasing yet trivial. Hence 
his notional displacement of Haydn—whom he also liberally praised, by the 
way—from the pinnacle of music history. 

In 1807, Crotch published, along with a short preface, Volume One of all 
the musical illustrations he had played during his Royal Institution and Oxford 
lectures—an immense range of music, transcribed for keyboard and notated on 
the grand stave. Te book was arranged not chronologically but according to 
the aesthetic terms of Crotch’s discussions. Tis meant that a movement from 
a recent symphony by Haydn appeared cheek by jowl with operatic excerpts 
by Gluck, “ancient” liturgical music by Orlando Gibbons, Hungarian dance 
tunes, a cobbler’s hornpipe, and a good deal of “national music” (Crotch’s term, 
and the term of choice among his English contemporaries) from places rang-
ing from South Africa to Denmark. As Howard Irving points out, the title of 
Crotch’s publication is telling, given the institutional context of his lectures: 
Specimens of Various Styles of Music.32 As in the theatrical experiments and 
taxonomic displays of the natural sciences—the main focus of the Royal Insti-
tution lectures—Crotch presented a collection of specimens, each one repre-
senting a genus or species. Each specimen was supposed to be audibly distinct. 
Crotch’s “various styles” are without doubt an emergent version of the biocul-
tural “audiotypes” that Rachel Mundy has theorized in her antihumanist cri-
tique of Guido Adler’s late nineteenth-century musical style concept.33 Crotch’s 
compendium of music drawn from a newly imagined globe aimed above all to 
teach listeners to detect and understand diferences. Te preface of the Speci-
mens numbered among the collection’s objectives the education of the musi-
cian’s taste, so as to “prevent his being bigoted to particular sorts of music.”34 

Te early nineteenth-century texts of Crotch’s Royal Institution lectures 
survive only in scattered manuscript form, though they were adapted for 
publication in the 1830s as the Substance of Several Courses of Lectures on 
Music. By this time, Crotch confdently dismissed the now old-fashioned out-
look of Burney’s Whig musical history—the view, as Crotch skeptically put it, 
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that “music is continually improving.”35 Crotch contrasted this with his own 
vision of “just criticism,” which he sought to impart to the “musical student”: 
the art of “discriminating and comparing the several styles, and of appreciat-
ing their relative value.” Good listening now equaled discrimination.36 

I want to pause over Crotch’s concept of “discrimination” here, partly 
to uncover the buried relationship between the word’s more recent, nega-
tive meaning and its older (but still current) positive one. To discriminate, as 
Johnson’s 1755 dictionary had put it, is to “mark with notes of diference”—to 
appreciate diferences, which is usually a sign of knowledge or discernment.37 

Te negative sense of discrimination as an unethical and sometimes unlawful 
practice within a liberal polity is no less concerned with the perception of dif-
ference: To discriminate reprehensibly is also to notice diferences—maybe 
even the very ones that others notice with a purer intent. But, rather than 
celebrate the fact of diference, the bad discriminator invests these diferences 
with unwarranted values and hierarchies. 

No reader of this essay will be surprised when I say that the frst (positive) 
kind of discrimination encouraged by Crotch, despite his professed desire 
to eliminate bigotry, is also of the second (negative) kind. As the argument 
of this essay unfolds, it will become ever clearer that every liberal attempt to 
appreciate diference with texture and understanding, no matter how well 
meaning, is vulnerable to a critique (no less liberal) that shows how this 
diference could have been appreciated with still greater texture and under-
standing. Acute musical attention, in other words, reveals the need for more 
acute or discerning audition. Crotch is, in this respect, an easy target. More 
important to my argument, though, is to observe that any conception of aural 
discrimination of the sort that Crotch tried to inculcate already assumed his 
and his audience’s right to listen to, and potential to listen competently to, 
more or less any kind of music in existence. Te contents pages of the Speci-
mens of Various Styles of Music provide a startling summary of the ambitious 
scope of Crotch’s roving ear (see Figure 4.1). Here, then, is the foundational 
principle of omniaudience: Te discriminating ear can always be turned 
receptively toward a world of distinct musical voices, “marking the notes of 
diference.” Tis is surely the acquisitive aural orientation that Dylan Rob-
inson, elaborating his ethic of Indigenous sound studies, has called hungry 
listening.38 For if Crotch’s contents page expresses a primitive version of the 
universalist fantasy of deep listening—“listening in every possible way to 
everything possible”—it also displays with unusual clarity the ethical haz-
ards that have always been part of ethnomusicological self-examination, but 



Figure 4.1. Crotch indexes the world. 
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have lately plagued the discipline with particular force: how to distinguish 
desirable pluralism from mere food court multiculturalism; how to avoid 
converting music into a delectable fruit salad of mingling culture-portions; 
how to escape a research environment in which scholars have extracted sonic 
specimens to fuel an economy of Euro-American disciplinary prestige; and, 
crucially, whether or not to endorse the relentless making-legible of music to 
the omniaudient Euro-American ear. 

Kahn, in his interrogation of sound across the twentieth-century arts, 
points out that Cagean panaurality became thinkable partly because of tech-
nologies such as the microphone, which created the impression that listening 
could be extended prosthetically into formerly inaudible corners of the uni-
verse. But once this radical conceptual extension had taken place, the techno-
logical mediators that made it possible disappeared from view.39 Something 
similar happened in the case of Oliveros’s deep listening. Oliveros traced her 
early revelations in listening to a tape recorder bought for her by her mother 
in 1953. “I noticed that the microphone was picking up sounds that I had not 
heard while the recording was in progress,” she recalled.40 Her subsequent 
mantra, “listen to everything all the time,” was thus modeled on the suppos-
edly expanded receptivity of the microphone. 

In Crotch’s case, the media technologies that, like the experimentalists’ 
microphone, rendered the world’s music legible are even less obvious, per-
haps, because they are these days so unexceptional. Tere is the book itself, of 
course, which blended the ethos of the contemporary miscellany and anthol-
ogy with the lexicographical and completist ambitions of the encyclopedia. 
And inside is the two-stave notational format to which all the specimens 
were adapted—a technology that allowed the widest access within an exten-
sive European and colonial market for musical prints directed at amateurs. 
Crotch explicitly addressed this constituency in his preface, explaining that 
his specimens furnished “good subjects for practice.”41 Te stave was insepa-
rable from the standard topography of keyboard instruments, the interface 
through which every one of the specimens became comparable, and all dif-
ferences appreciable. Te preface to the Specimens also gestured toward sev-
eral ancillary tools of legibility, which, to the present-day scholar, can only 
seem portents of the standardizing processes of nineteenth-century indus-
trial modernity. For instance, Crotch’s opening table, entitled “Time of the 
Specimens,” assimilated each of his examples to the logic of his simple pen-
dulum metronome (see Figure 4.2).42 Institutions may have created the viable 
category of listener, then, but it was this bundle of media technologies that 



Figure 4.2. Crotch regularizes the world. 
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produced the terrain of equivalence that modeled and enabled discriminat-
ing listening—and so arguably created Crotch’s audibly diferentiated “vari-
ous styles” themselves. Appreciating diference meant enforcing an inaugural 
equivalence. 

Crotch’s specimens had dramatically diferent journeys toward this ter-
rain of equivalence, afer all, which involved divergent patterns of labor, 
extraction, and exploitation. Te symphonic music by Haydn was native to 
Crotch’s media landscape: Te Allegretto from the Symphony No. 82 would 
already have been known to most music lovers via printed keyboard reduc-
tions, which had been produced and sold concurrently with performances 
of Haydn’s symphonies in England since the 1780s. In this case, Crotch’s vol-
ume, like the reprints and excerpts that made up most eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century printed material, largely reaggregated existing media of 
the same kind. Items such as the Sanctus by Orlando Gibbons, by contrast, 
had been disseminated and gathered together in more diverse handwritten 
and printed forms over centuries, and gradually entered the eighteenth-
century printscape via piecemeal transcriptions or adaptations, mostly by 
ancient music enthusiasts such as Crotch himself. 

How “national music” ended up among Crotch’s specimens, especially 
examples from beyond Europe, was more obviously fraught. Much of the 
Indian music, such as the sample of tarana that Crotch singled out for special 
praise (see Figures 4.3a and 4.3b), was derived from a single source: William 
Hamilton Bird’s Oriental Miscellany, frst published in Calcutta in 1789. Bird 
had gathered his materials from various people and places across British-
dominated India, but, as research by Ian Woodfeld showed some time ago, 
he also drew substantially on transcriptions prepared by prominent Anglo-
Indian women, including Sophia Plowden, who, in 1787, made a trip from 
Calcutta up the Ganges to the court at Lucknow with her harpsichord and her 
husband, the East India Company ofcer Richard Plowden.43 Besides repro-
ducing songs from Bird’s Miscellany, Crotch also consulted Plowden’s private 
collection of poetic and musical transcriptions. 

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the European musical-technological 
frameworks into which Plowden and Bird squeezed the songs they heard, 
and the wider British craze for “Hindostannie Airs” in the 1780s, were 
straightforward misrecognition, or even a species of colonial epistemic vio-
lence—violence ultimately sublimated into one of the tidily presented spec-
imens of Crotch’s omniaudient compendium.44 But I want to be clear about 
what this conclusion also implies about listening: To deplore such musical 
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Figure 4.3a. Crotch’s specimen of Indian music. 

Figure 4.3b. Te source of Crotch’s Indian tune: William Hamilton Bird’s Oriental 
Miscellany (1789), 28. 

misrecognition is to say that none of the actors involved was listening well 
enough—that is, that they were listening without the requisite virtuosity or 
consultative procedures. Tis is not a new criticism. Bird’s published tran-
scriptions were condemned by several scholars at the time. Te dedicatee 
of the Oriental Miscellany, Warren Hastings—who, by the time of Crotch’s 
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Specimens, had, following a long and sensational trial, been acquitted of 
crimes committed during his time as governor-general of Bengal—had long 
insisted that British traders and rulers should immerse themselves in Indian 
texts and religious practices, and explicitly protested against what he called 
“the Interpolation of European Taste into the Recital of the Music of Hindo-
stan.” A supposedly uncontaminated intimacy with Indian cultures was inte-
gral to the colonial knowledge project.45 

A related but more nuanced position available to the present-day 
scholar—one adopted by Katherine Butler Schofeld in a multifaceted creative 
project on Bird’s Miscellany alongside the harpsichordist Jane Chapman—is 
cautiously to celebrate products of the sonic contact zones of the late Mughal 
and early colonial period, such as the so-called nautch: fashionable parties at 
which troupes of high-status North Indian courtesans danced, recited, and 
sang.46 In these zones, Bird, Plowden, and others listened to and gathered 
their material. Tis position moves historical listening of the sort recorded by 
Bird’s Miscellany farther from mere misrecognition and closer to the “experi-
mentation, improvisation, collaboration, [and] playfulness” envisioned by the 
Center for Deep Listening. Butler Schofeld and Chapman invite us to hear, 
via Crotch’s Specimens, not only Bird and Plowden but also the compelling 
voices of non-Europeans, such as the legendary Kashmiri courtesan Khanum 
Jan, from whom Plowden learned many songs and poems. From the former 
silence, more voices resound. Lurking within even a colonial document such 
as Bird’s Miscellany is an untapped, subversive auditory richness. Tat’s the 
idea, anyway. But the point is this: Te politically responsible scholar always 
aims at yet more attentive, yet more discriminating listening—an extended 
listening to “everything possible,” now both with and through the unvarie-
gated musical mediascape of Crotch’s Specimens. 

* * * 

My foregoing discussion of Crotch’s Specimens implies that there is no form 
of listening that does not take its place on a liberal spectrum extending from 
good to bad, open minded to bigoted, extended to narrow, deep to shal-
low, true to false. Crotch’s inadequacies as a listener may be manifest, but to 
address them, so my discussion has suggested, is not to change his listening 
orientation as much as it is to refne and improve it. 

Tere are alternatives to this view, though. A broadly decolonizing poli-
tics has led a generation of scholars, especially within Indigenous studies, to 
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reject the liberal politics of recognition altogether—and the forms of atten-
tion it encourages—as the very opposite of political liberation. Recognition 
by the powerful is precisely how “colonial relations are produced and main-
tained,” asserts Glen Coulthard in his Frantz Fanon-inspired polemic against 
the liberal discourse of Indigenous rights.47 Lester Hu borrows this insight 
to theorize the sonic governance projects of eighteenth-century France and 
Qing-era China, arguing that conferring voices that can be listened to—“mak-
ing the mute(d) submit themselves to empire’s phono-extractions”—was one 
of the main technologies of imperial domination.48 Good listening, as Crotch 
and his liberal successors envisioned it, is, in this context, no longer an unim-
peachable good in itself. Tis is implicit when David Garneau queries “the 
belief that everything should be accessible to those with the means and the 
will to access” it, that “everything should be comprehensible”—the very idea, 
in other words, that Euro-American disciplines can or should, as Oliveros 
insisted, “listen to everything all the time.”49 

From this perspective, people truly value diference not by improving 
the techniques or expanding the horizons of attention but by dwelling on 
what is, or ought to remain, unintelligible or inaccessible—by celebrating 
the insurmountable opacity that Édouard Glissant saw as essential to any 
self-determination: “Opacities must be preserved; an appetite for oppor-
tune obscurity in translation must be created.”50 In this spirit, Emily Apter’s 
anticosmopolitan intervention, Against World Literature, focuses not on 
moments of receptive self-examination, mutual transformation, or dialogic 
exchange—that is, the very stuf of comparativism—but the blockages of the 
untranslatable, even the dark glamor of mutual incomprehension.51 In music 
studies, Olivia Bloechl has similarly urged scholars to pay attention to the 
uncanny, out-of-place objects of colonial history, and so to those who are 
“prevented from reaching recognizable articulation in music,” whose pres-
ence is measurable only as awkward silence or spectral trace.52 Legibility is 
not desirable; it’s the problem. 

And yet it seems to me that when scholars emphasize or even celebrate 
opacity they still risk reinforcing an old collection of romantic-modernist 
values, which elevate—in this instance, as epistemologically responsible and 
intellectually exciting—things that are formally intractable, semiotically 
unfathomable, and ontologically supersensible. Nothing is more familiar 
to scholars in the humanities, and nothing makes them feel more at home, 
than being presented with a runic fragment of culture that is hard or even 
impossible to understand—something so open-ended and unreachable that 
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it perpetually goads the critic into discursive action.53 Even the prescient and 
transformative intellectual contributions of Tomlinson, starting out from his 
earliest mission to listen hard to what is “almost too distant to hear” in the 
European Renaissance, have since described an almost avant-gardist trajec-
tory whereby the scholarly ear is compelled to bend to ever more dramat-
ically inaccessible voices—from the half-century-old Aztec song traditions 
from which “no performable music writing survives” to the proto-music-
making capacities that congealed “800,000 years before the advent of sapient 
humans.” No matter what the Euro-American scholar listens to, the Keatsian 
unheard melodies will always be sweeter.54 Something of this ethic and its 
suppressed aesthetic informs Glenda Goodman’s otherwise persuasive and 
energizing theory of “Music Transcription as Imperial Technology” in the 
eighteenth century, which posits a realm of absent listening that nonethe-
less remains potentially redemptive—a realm that stymies “full capture” by 
European notation and dramatizes “the tension between what persists and 
what is lost.”55 My view is that settler-colonial scholars should be careful when 
they imply that there is or was an Indigenous aural plenitude, forever out of 
colonial earshot. Rather than avoid imposing a Euro-American aesthetic on 
their object of study or appreciation, with its all-too-legible misrecognitions, 
this might just as well involve substituting one familiar aesthetic category 
for another—circumscribable beauty becomes ungraspable sublime. Opac-
ity is the consequence of self-determination, of calculated indiference to an 
acquisitive, attentively grasping audience; for the same reason it is the pri-
mary formal feature of the romantic-modernist art work. 

Besides, any conceptual scheme that opposes the presence of notation 
to an absent aurality does not challenge the assumption that notation is 
always a tool of sonic capture and preservation. Tis is an idea that became 
plausible only in the late eighteenth century, and may even have depended 
to some degree on processes of colonial extraction themselves. Just as the 
anthropologist Brian Hochman maintains that European ethnography nat-
uralized twentieth-century sound reproduction technologies as a way of 
capturing the real, investing particular media forms with European ideol-
ogies of vanishing Indigeneity, so you could argue that eighteenth-century 
proto-ethnographic projects such as Plowden’s and Bird’s helped to secure 
the association—by no means self-evident—between notational technolo-
gies and sonic preservation.56 It is no accident, I would speculate, that only 
a few years afer the frst edition of Bird’s Miscellany, Breitkopf and Härtel 
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began their complete works editions of Mozart and Haydn, the earliest pres-
ervationist projects of their kind. 

Te question of how historians might listen with, through, and against 
colonial technologies of inscription to recover traces of the aural domain of 
Indigenous voice is fundamental to a newer wave of sound-focused scholar-
ship inspired by anthropologists of the ontological turn. Proponents of the 
ontological turn, rather than proceeding on the disciplinary premise that the 
world hosts a multiplicity of local “cultures,” each of which places its con-
struction on a single nature, propose that human societies do not merely con-
strue but make worlds, and so repeatedly create “nature” anew.57 Tings that 
appear untranslatable, according to this view, are not the result of especially 
messy culture clashes as much as irreconcilable worlds. For Ana María Ochoa 
Gautier, writing mostly about nineteenth-century Colombia, the impasse 
of the sonically untranslatable can be surmounted, if at all, not through an 
unprecedentedly discriminating technique of intercultural understanding but 
through the scholar’s almost shamanic conjuring of other acoustic worlds.58 

It is not clear to me yet whether Ochoa’s position truly conveys music studies 
beyond the liberal ethic of “good listening”—which is to say, beyond a rad-
icalized version of Crotch’s premise—or whether it is a theoretically turbo-
charged version of the same thing, propelling the ideal of mutual proximity 
past some conceptual event horizon into the ecstatic merging of selves. Dis-
solving the subject-object binary has long been the goal of more conventional 
ethical programs of attention, afer all (recall Peck’s promised “unifcation of 
speaker and listener”). Even Greenblatt’s New Historicist listening practice 
culminated in the startling revelation that he had realized while writing that 
“I could hear only my own voice, but my own voice was the voice of the 
dead”—a conception of historiography as a kind of spiritualism.59 

Experimentalist panaurality and the older liberal ethic of good listen-
ing both idealize moments in which listening subject and sounding object 
merge. Tis partly explains why the language of vibration and resonance has 
become something of a disciplinary vernacular in recent musical ethnogra-
phy and contemporary sound art—an echo of the vibrational ontologies in 
philosophy, which treat music, sound, and listening as contingent epiphe-
nomena of a more fundamental, intermaterial motion.60 So Wilbourne and 
Cusick predicate their ethic of acoustemological encounter on the “convic-
tion that sound—as vibrational force—necessitates bodies in sonic contact.” 
And in his trenchant essay “Against Listening,” the artist Brian House invokes 
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the paradox of an “experiential knowledge not delineated by the conventional 
bounds of the subject” in his desire to “reach towards a political conscious-
ness that includes the nonhuman.” Vibration allows listening to be dislodged 
from subjectivity itself. True omniaudience transcends listening altogether.61 

Vibrational ontologies nonetheless tend to diverge from equally dispersed 
conceptions of distributed cognition or the extended mind, where “attention” 
is less a faculty of individual subjects than a shared cultural technique, medi-
ated through a variety of materials and technologies.62 Te main reason is this: 
Te monist universalism of vibration swallows up and obliterates not only 
voices and listeners but technologies and bodies too.63 Everything is reducible 
to vibration. It strikes me that, as with the Schopenhauerian dissolution of the 
self in the Wagnerian music drama or Wordsworthian intimations of the sym-
phonic connectedness of all nature, such vibrational fantasies—popularized 
by sound artists and scholars, so experienced mostly in the context of white 
cube galleries and written histories and ethnographies—are better understood 
as aesthetic efects, and signally romantic-modernist ones at that.64 “Like har-
mony in music; there is a dark / Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles / 
Discordant elements, makes them cling together  / In one society,” rhapso-
dized Wordsworth in Te Prelude.65 Te posthuman music aesthetic goes back 
a long way. 

No wonder, then, that the scenario of distinctively musical listening keeps 
coming back, despite having been theorized away into vibrational everything-
ness. Even in the most recent wave of posthuman political ecologies, listening 
to music, as in Wordsworth’s self-dispersing nature worship, remains a strik-
ingly frequent metaphor for an ethically discriminating orientation toward 
the world. Anna Tsing’s plangent study of life amid capitalism’s broken global 
assemblages, Te Mushroom at the End of the World, begins by invoking her 
own “revelation in listening” when following the “polyphonic” textures of 
“madrigal and fugue” in order to elaborate what she calls the “arts of notic-
ing”: the capacity to discriminate marginal or underrepresented things such 
as fungi.66 Tsing’s landscapes are posthuman, postcolonial, even postapoca-
lyptic. In them, subjectivity is always scattered across vast material networks. 
And yet we are still enjoined to deploy our listening skills to discriminate it 
all—skills acquired, in Tsing’s case, in the college seminars where she frst 
encountered what Crotch would have called ancient music. Traces of a vener-
able liberal listening tradition are not hard to detect. 

Te aestheticized “world that speaks,” and the virtuous theorist who 
cultivates attention with special sensitivity, is an old trope of eco-criticism, 
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prominent in works such as David Abram’s Te Spell of the Sensuous. “Tat 
which we term ‘language’ is as much a property of the animate landscape as 
of the humans who dwell and speak within that terrain,” he writes.67 Jacob 
Smith’s Eco-Sonic Media is only the most recent instance of the eco-theorist as 
benevolent conferer-of-voices, turning his keen ear, in this case, to the “noise” 
of the shellac record, through which he hears the voices of the “kusum trees 
and reddish insects” that labored to produce its raw materials.68 To a student of 
eighteenth-century cultural history, the prototype of this ecological omniaudi-
ence is plain. It is a concept that Crotch would have recognized and endorsed: 
sympathetic resonance—that motif or perhaps master trope of the eighteenth 
century that, more even than the ideal of good listening, was foundationally 
bound up with music and sound. Like Peck’s true listening, sympathy prom-
ised to blend subject and object. Haydn’s English Canzonetta “Sympathy” 
expressed this modern ethical philosophy pithily, with a melody full of subtle 
repetitions and mirrorings: “each afection of thy heart / By sympathy is mine.” 

But thinkers who have criticized the sympathetic ideal, including its post-
war therapeutic recasting as empathy—not least historians of the transatlantic 
slave trade, from George Boulukos to Saidiya Hartman—have observed that 
its specular structure produces not only identifcation but also distancing.69 

Sympathy collapses yet reinforces the distinction between self-consciously 
receptive “good listeners” and the gratefully listened to. As Lynn Festa argues 
in her profound analysis of the colonial dynamics of sympathy, the objects of 
sympathetic listening can never fully be absorbed into the larger collective, 
partly because, as the instigators of feeling attention, they serve to “consoli-
date our afliation with others who feel the same way about a shared object.” 
Te fully vibrational inclusivity of liberal fantasy will remain permanently 
out of reach.70 

According to the liberal political paradigm I have been examining in this 
essay, bad listening is responsible for all the political problems of misrecog-
nition; all misrecognition happens in the very moment that we listen. (How 
could it be otherwise?) For that reason, listening must always be extended, 
deepened, made truer, more consultative, more virtuosic. Tis was also the 
case with eighteenth-century sympathy. Brycchan Carey describes how the 
publicity campaigns of British abolitionists in the 1780s and afer, whose 
stated goal was to arouse sympathy among the well-heeled British public for 
enslaved African people, obsessively sought out and denounced instances of 
false sentiment—a crime that could be repaired only by a still more acute and 
authentic form of sympathetic fellow-feeling.71 Likewise, any good listening 
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depends on constant vigilance in the face of worse listening. It would seem 
that listening, in doses of ever greater purity, is the only possible cure for its 
own political shortcomings. 

* * * 

Walter Benn Michaels and Adolph Reed Jr. distinguish the liberal politics of 
discrimination from the Lef politics of exploitation. Te former is concerned 
with expunging a system’s biases, the latter with remaking exploitative sys-
tems themselves.72 Te solution to discrimination, as we have seen, primarily 
involves changes in attitude: Rather than perceive diference and act unjustly, 
people should perceive diference and celebrate it. Tis was Crotch’s concern, 
and it remains a central concern of those in music studies today: We teach and 
learn, as rigorously as we can, how to discriminate sonic diferences—partly, 
these days, in order that we do not end up as one of Crotch’s bigots, discrimi-
nating against a sound because of its diference. Tis is emblematically liberal 
insofar as it plays out its politics on the site of the self and within the domain 
of signs and culture. I don’t want to dismiss this kind of politics. Cultural prac-
tices are the main concern of music studies, afer all (or at least they were, 
until the dawning incredulity with the nature-culture opposition, whose disci-
plinary consequences are yet fully to unfold). I want only to suggest that taking 
care to contemplate the frequently murky relationship between discrimination 
and exploitation—especially the ways in which concerns about the former 
can sometimes displace or conceal the reality of the latter—might inculcate 
greater humility about the limits of our disciplinary politics, especially “fanta-
sies about the exchange rate between the attention economy and the material 
economy,” as Olúfémi Táíwò bracingly puts it.73 Contemplating the relation of 
discrimination to exploitation might also remind even the most scrupulously 
attentive of scholars in music studies of what Stuart Hall once called the “nec-
essary modesty of theory.”74 And it could help to dispel our discipline’s recur-
ring colonial dream of omniaudience: the entitled idea that we are able—or 
even have the right—to hear “everything possible,” not to mention the narcis-
sistic assumption that our listening has transformative political consequences. 

Seeking to resist the subtle misrecognitions and extractive logic of the 
settler-colonial ear, Robinson, via Garneau, insists on the “irreconcilable 
spaces” of Indigenous knowledge.75 It is no coincidence, I think, that this 
strategically bounded conception of Indigenous sonic culture ends up look-
ing formally similar to the polemical indiference and withdrawal of the 
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Euro-American romantic-modern art work—perhaps even like an indige-
nized version of Milton Babbitt’s notorious insistence that he didn’t care who 
listened. Once again, the artwork, even in its uncommunicative refusal, mod-
els the best kind of human self-determination. And such refusal, therefore, 
does not prevent the extractive ear from aestheticizing as usual; it may even 
encourage it. Like Keats before his Grecian urn, the settler-colonial would-be 
listener, when confronted by a newly resistant and sublimely sovereign ver-
sion of Indigenous sonic culture, is compelled to deploy the rhetorical strat-
egies of apophasis or aposiopesis (that is: saying by theatrically not-saying or 
theatrically falling silent)—strategies that recreate the traditionally gendered 
dynamic that Barbara Johnson once called “muteness envy.” Te “power of 
reclaimed silence,” writes Johnson, is “not unrelated to the idealization of 
muteness found in the aesthetic tradition”—a tradition that she traces to 
(where else?) Keats’s Grecian urn and its unheard melodies.76 

At the same time, to exclude the extractive Euro-American ear from Indig-
enous spaces, no matter how discriminating and sympathetic it claims to be, 
is also, I would argue, to diminish the importance of listening altogether— 
by showing that the careful discriminations of the Euro-American attention 
economy may have fewer consequences for the exploitative relations of the 
material economy than many good listeners might wish. And at this point I 
become uncertain. For one thing, if good listening is less politically impactful 
than good listeners might fantasize, then it is surely also less urgent that today’s 
music scholars condemn previous generations of musicians, music-lovers, and 
settler-colonial scholars who—out of fascination, love, or the best of political 
intentions—once sought what used to be called cross-cultural understanding. 
Te political and epistemological failings of giant comparativist projects such 
as Alan Lomax’s unfortunately named Global Jukebox—perhaps the closest 
modern descendant of Crotch’s Specimens—are much easier to address than 
the exploitative relationships that made them possible.77 And this makes 
me worry that the liberal politics of listening—good listening, bad listening, 
extended listening, hungry listening, true listening, bigoted listening, deep 
listening, consultative listening, or even the politically gracious refusal of lis-
tening altogether—can only be practiced within an infrastructure produced 
by exploitation, an infrastructure that may remain largely untouched, even as 
scholars, still in the tradition of Crotch, reorganize, expand, or deaccession 
their sonic specimens and recalibrate their feelings about them. Crotch, you 
might say, was there at the start, building the room in which good discrimi-
nation could be developed and bad discrimination expunged. But, as Táíwò 
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writes, “Bad roommates aren’t the problem, for the same reason that being a 
good roommate isn’t the solution: the problem is that we are still trapped in 
the room.”78 

Consider, once again, Sophia Plowden, sailing up the Ganges to Luc-
know—a city, that, as all the scholars who have described this episode feel 
bound to point out, was to witness, in 1857, the beginning of the Indian Upris-
ing, in the course of which Lucknow and the surrounding villages were bru-
tally razed by British soldiers. It ought to go without saying that behind all of 
the Indian music that ended up among Crotch’s specimens was not just the 
“cultural logic” but the violent material exploitation of imperialism—a form 
of exploitation that was the very precondition for the better or worse listening 
practices of Plowden, Bird, Crotch, and indeed all subsequent generations of 
Euro-American music scholars. Te point at which we are able to begin listen-
ing well—and so to start remediating the problems of discrimination—is so 
ofen the point at which exploitation has already happened. With this in mind, 
making distinctions between better or worse listeners—even between the 
most ravenous of hungry listeners and those who perform the painful Orphic 
turn away from the object of their love lest they destroy it—looks less like a 
matter of political urgency and more like the narcissism of small diferences. 
Apprehending the exploitative work of ofen inaudible systems79 is rarely 
about pleasure or sentiment or self-improvement, and changing these systems 
or building new ones always involves more risk and material upheaval than 
changing how you listen or adjusting how you feel. Te kind of discriminat-
ing listening that music scholars seek to cultivate, and the previously unheard 
voices and “various styles” that they accordingly promote, are politically vital. 
I would go so far as to say that this is the sort of cultural politics that music 
scholarship is best equipped to pursue. But exploitation demands reparation, 
and I am not sure that being listened to will ever be enough. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Listening, Technique, and Attention 

Brian Kane 

For Cat Slowik1 

Here is an innocuous sentence: 

Similar to how in nineteenth-century medicine the stethoscope 
introduced new techniques of listening and precisely thereby pro-
duced new ways of understanding the human body, Stockhausen 
employed his microphones to enable new modes of listening and 
unlock otherwise unheard vibrations for compositional processes. 
(Lutz Koepnick, 2020)2 

As a scholar of sound studies, I have a few shelves in my ofce full of books 
on sound, sound art, listening, sound media, audio technology, and audi-
tory culture. I would wager that a large percentage of those books include 
an innocuous sentence of this variety. Perhaps the authors do not mention 
Stockhausen—maybe they mention some other composer, or sound art-
ist, or even none at all—but they likely assert something about the inter-
twined historical development of sound technologies and listening. And 
when it comes to listening, they probably do exactly what this author does, 
which is to use the terms “techniques of listening” and “modes of listening” 
interchangeably. 

I cannot reproach anyone for doing so since there has been little critical 
refection in sound studies concerning what diferentiates a mode of listening 
from a technique of listening. Yet I have a nagging feeling that there is some-
thing at stake in the distinction; in particular, I feel that there is something 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
  

 
 

  
 

153 Listening, Technique, and Attention 

crucial to a technique that would distinguish it from a mode, orientation, or 
disposition of listening. 

To develop this intuition, I will focus much of this chapter on Jonathan 
Sterne’s account of “modern audile technique,” as presented in Te Audible 
Past (2003) and in other contemporaneous writings. I do so because Sterne has 
written the most extensive and detailed account of what it means for listening 
to be a technique. While I will be rehearsing aspects of Sterne’s argument, I do 
so to articulate some reasons why his account of technique—as good as it is 
and as much as I admire it—derails on issues of embodiment, practical knowl-
edge, and action. As I argue, Sterne’s commitment to technique as embodied, 
practical knowledge leaves him inattentive to the role of attention in tech-
nique, and thus causes him to understate the complex ways that techniques 
are amalgams of both pure and practical knowledge. An account of technique 
that does not draw attention to attention cannot, I argue, be sufcient. 

* * * 

In Te Audible Past, Sterne describes “modern audile technique” as a set of 
orientations toward listening that cohered in the beginning of the nineteenth 
century around the work of René Laennec (1781–1826), French physician 
and inventor of the stethoscope. Te technique then developed and difused, 
helping to establish “modern audile technique,” which Sterne describes as a 
set of orientations toward listening to the communications technologies of 
the telegraph, phonograph, and other audio media that emerged in the latter 
half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.3 

Before discussing the specifc auditory orientations that comprise “mod-
ern audile technique,” I want to situate Stern’s thinking about the nature of 
technique within a broader intellectual-historical framework. In a short essay 
published in 2006, entitled “Communication as Technē,” Sterne notes that the 
ancient Greek word technē is the root for “two terms that designate some 
of the most important aspects of communication: technique and technology.” 
Te knowledge that stems from technē is “embodied knowledge, not formal 
or logical knowledge,” that is, it is the kind of knowledge found in skills and 
abilities, the capacities that humans employ, cultivate, and exploit in their 
everyday actions. Technē designates “a practical art and practical knowledge.”4 

For Sterne, technē is a matter of know-how. By making this claim, Sterne is 
also invoking the longer tradition of contrasting technē with epistēmē, which 
denotes an explicit form of knowledge or “knowing-that.”5 
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By defning technique and technology within the conceptual frame of 
the distinction between technē and epistēmē, Sterne focuses on the difer-
ence between practical and theoretical knowledge. To illustrate, he ofers the 
example of the musician. Unlike knowing the correct number of fats in the 
key of G-fat—an example of theoretical knowledge, or epistēmē—the musi-
cian’s fuency with an instrument is a form of embodied, practical knowl-
edge. As such, it requires training and habituation. In Te Audible Past, Sterne 
builds upon the work of French sociologist and anthropologist Marcel Mauss, 
especially his celebrated essay on “Techniques of the Body,” to establish the 
groundwork for technique as a form of embodied, practical knowledge. 
Mauss considers practices like swimming, diving, sitting, and walking in 
order to observe how participants within diferent cultures, or even diferent 
generations within the same culture, train and condition their bodies.6 Sterne 
is interested in Mauss’s ideas as a way of accounting for the propagation of 
techniques, and how skillful users of their own bodies become habituated 
to sequences of actions and gestures such that that they recede to the level 
of tacit practical knowledge. Tese techniques are imprinted on the body 
through the manifold forces of social pressure, norms, and custom. 

In addition, Sterne also relies on the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, 
who develops Mauss’s ideas on body techniques and their role in the habi-
tus. In a passage cited by Sterne, Bourdieu writes, “One might say that arms 
and legs are full of numb imperatives,” full of “practical logics” that don’t fol-
low the rules of formal reasoning but have an embodied logic.7 Tese “numb 
imperatives” are also dumb imperatives in the sense that technē, as know-how, 
is inarticulate; it is a form of knowledge inscribed so completely into the 
impressible fesh that it becomes a second skin or second nature, a tacit and 
habitual protocol of gestures and actions. 

By focusing on technē as embodied knowledge, Sterne aims to “to develop 
an account of communication as a social phenomenon . . . [to] examine what 
people actually do when they are communicating—not what they say they 
are doing or what they think they are doing, but what they do.”8 Everyday 
communicative exchange is thus a kind of art, skill, or practical knowledge in 
which we are all performers. Tis holds not just for techniques of communi-
cation but for communication technologies as well. Technologies such as the 
telegraph or the phonograph are understood as concretizations of practical 
knowledge. Tus, “Machines and technological systems are an extension of 
the logic of  .  .  . practical knowledge, and realized action hidden in technē, 
because they are essentially crystallized sets of repeatable activities and 
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relationships.” It follows that techniques and technologies, although sharing 
an etymological root, are not equivalent. Techniques precede technologies 
because “technologies are crystallized bits of practical art and practical rea-
son—they are techniques externalized and delegated to machines.”9 

Sterne makes this argument throughout Te Audible Past and provides 
an extended version of it in his book MP3: Te Meaning of a Format (2012). 
Because technologies are crystallized techniques, Sterne’s account of the ori-
gins of an audio technology is rarely a story about genius inventors, but rather 
an account of the practices (or techniques) that concretize into a technological 
object. For instance, his chapter on the phonograph presents Alexander Gra-
ham Bell and Francis Blake’s grisly ear-phonautograph—that sound writing 
machine that incorporates the ear of a human cadaver into its machinery—in 
order to investigate the various social forces that lead to the incorporation of 
a human ear into such a machine. Sterne brings together a set of independent 
cultural practices, conceptualizations, scientifc discoveries, and social aspi-
rations. Te factors at work are many: the interest in visualizing or writing 
sound for the purposes of deaf education, linguistics, and poetics; the rise of 
otology as a medical discipline; the increasing knowledge of the physiology 
of the ear, which is tied to practices of autopsy and scientifc instrumentation; 
the production of a scientifc view about the discreteness of the senses and the 
mechanical nature of the ear’s operation, which permitted a conceptualiza-
tion of the ear (and particularly the eardrum) as a specifc type of transducer. 
Tese various factors, each in a sense independent and detachable from the 
rest, are articulated together and legibly inscribed in the phonograph. Sterne’s 
analysis of the phonograph and its process of crystallization enables him to 
develop a more general theory of technology, where technologies are best 
understood as the result of techniques that precede them. 

Te same argument holds for constitution of techniques, but on a diferent 
register from technologies. Just as a set of techniques crystallize into a novel 
technology, Sterne sees techniques as themselves crystallizations of practices 
(or combinations of practices) that precede them. Te most extended treat-
ment of technique appears in the two chapters of Te Audile Past dedicated to 
an analysis of “modern audile technique.” Sterne writes, 

Listening involves will, both conscious and unconscious—perhaps 
a better word than will would be disposition or feel.10 Orientations 
toward and styles of listening are part of what sociologists and 
anthropologists have come to call the habitus. Following Pierre 
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Bourdieu, habitus denotes a set of dispositions, what he calls a feel 
for the game. Te habitus is socially conditioned subjectivity . . . a 
mix of custom, bodily technique, social outlook, style, and orienta-
tion. . . . Modern audile technique, combines a relatively stable set of 
practical orientations toward sound and listening.11 

In particular, Sterne identifes six orientations, common to “medicine, teleg-
raphy, and . . . sound-reproduction technologies,” as follows:12 

1) Listening becomes a scientifc skill, associated with rational and 
scientifc practices of using the senses. 

2) Listening is separated from other senses, and constructed as a 
discrete activity, a distinct faculty of hearing. 

3) Listening, now separated, reconstructs acoustic space. 
4) Listening no longer focuses on the privileged cases of voice or 

music; rather, it attends to these as instances of a more general 
category of sound. 

5) Listening now occurs in mediated contexts, through stethoscopes, 
listening tubes, and so forth, whereby distant sounds become 
proximal. 

6) Finally, listening gains symbolic currency; it becomes a form of 
specialization, which can signal to others that the listener pos-
sesses knowledge, skill, or social status. 

As I understand them, these orientations are not to be taken as sufcient 
or necessary conditions of modern audile technique; rather, modern audile 
technique can be understood as the “coming together” of these various orien-
tations in varying degrees. Tey are intended to be broad enough to appear 
repeatedly in many distinct contexts, yet also be specifc enough to identify 
what is particularly modern about “modern audile technique,” as opposed to 
some other modality of audile technique or even audile technique in general. 

* * * 

Across “Communication as Technē” and Te Audible Past, Sterne remains 
consistent in his views: In the former, he explicitly theorizes technique within 
the technē/epistēmē distinction, while in the latter he assumes this frame-
work to explicate audile technique. My aim is not to challenge the various 
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orientations that Sterne articulates as central to this technique, but rather to 
consider how it, as a whole, relates to the issues of pure and practical knowl-
edge introduced in “Communication as Technē.” What is the status of mod-
ern audile technique vis-à-vis pure and practical knowledge? 

On frst glance, the answer to the question would seem obvious: Mod-
ern audile technique is a form of practical knowledge, a kind of know-how 
possessed by modern listeners, or a kind of embodied knowledge of the sort 
that Sterne sees in everyday actions. As a combination of “a relatively stable 
set of practical orientations toward sound and listening,” modern audile 
technique is a matter of training and cultivation, a way of culturally forming 
habitual dispositions that shape the “feel for the game” of listening.13 Tis is 
why Sterne invokes Bourdieu in the passage cited above. Bourdieu ofen uses 
the metaphor of a “feel for the game” to describe the mastery of the immanent 
rules of a game by those who play it. Tis is a “mastery acquired by expe-
rience of the game” and, importantly, “one which works outside conscious 
control and discourse (in the way that, for instance, techniques of the body 
do).”14 Modern audile technique is not a self-conscious construct that histori-
cal listeners employed knowingly, explicitly, and intentionally. Rather, it is a 
descriptive framework employed by the historian to capture what modern 
listeners actually did—or so Sterne argues.15 

Te individual listening techniques that cohere into “modern audile tech-
niques” are also theorized as akin to body technique or an interlaced set of 
body techniques. Sterne writes, “My use of the word technique in relation to 
listening is derived from Marcel Mauss’s notion of ‘techniques of the body.’” 
Mauss’s own explication of techniques of the body focused on bodily actions 
and ways of manipulating them, not—as Sterne himself notes—on sensory or 
perceptual actions: “Although [Mauss] does not include sensory activities— 
looking, listening, tasting, smelling, touching—these are certainly implied 
and even occasionally mentioned in the context of other techniques. So my 
argument makes a very short leap from Mauss’s list of techniques to a history 
of techniques of listening in modernity.”16 

Let us consider what is involved in the leap from body techniques—like 
walking, running, sitting, and diving—to “sensory activities,” or what I will 
call “perceptual techniques.” From the perspective of training, the leap may 
indeed be small in that both body techniques and perceptual techniques must 
be produced through training and pedagogy (whether formal or informal, 
institutional or cultural). Repetition and practice are key components of 
training. Both body techniques and perceptual techniques are predicated on 
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the acquisition of some particular skill. In that respect, we might reasonably 
imagine body techniques and perceptual techniques as located on a single 
continuum, difering only by degrees. 

However, there are diferences of kind that we cannot ignore. One key 
diference concerns the evidence used to judge whether a technique has 
been successfully acquired. While the incorporation of a body technique like 
Mauss’s example of diving is legible from viewing the body of the diver in 
action—and thus on display for all to see—the same cannot be said for per-
ceptual techniques. For instance, how does a teacher or evaluator know that 
a medical student learning mediate auscultation has in fact correctly assim-
ilated the technique? Tere is no immediate evidence of the student’s per-
ception, as there is for the diver’s action. Rather, evidence is available only 
through the transformation (or mediation) of perceptions into actions—in 
other words, through the production of traces. In the case of modern-day 
mediate auscultation, the medical student is evaluated through testing and 
clinical apprenticeship; the student’s public diagnostic judgments are used as 
signs by which to judge whether the perceptual technique has or has not been 
correctly incorporated. 

My qualm is not with the idea that people learn perceptual techniques— 
because clearly they do. Rather, my qualm is with too hastily equating body 
techniques with perceptual techniques. I think that perceptual techniques are 
interesting and important precisely because their mode of evaluation is difer-
ent from body techniques. Perceptual techniques require the production of 
traces subsequent to the act of perception in order to be evaluated. Tese 
traces exteriorize—through action, language, symbols, or signs—the pres-
ence of perceptual techniques in mediated forms. Tere will always remain 
a potential indeterminacy about whether my perceptual technique and your 
perceptual technique are in fact the same technique, even if they produce iden-
tical or nearly identical traces. Tis raises a challenge for any cultural theorist 
who wants to rely on perceptual techniques as the glue that binds together a 
culture of perceivers. If the evaluation of such techniques necessarily contains 
a moment of indeterminacy, how can one maintain as a consistent object of 
study something like modern audile technique (in the singular), which would 
rely on the stability and wide difusion of the perceptual techniques it com-
prises? For once we scratch at the surface, how much variation and diference 
will be found? 

To push this argument further, we might also consider whether body 
techniques are not also subject to a similar issue of mediation. Tere is an 
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unfortunate tendency in Anglophone scholarship to detach Mauss’s essay on 
the techniques of the body from the rest of his work on techniques and tech-
nology, and to read it through the infuence of Pierre Bourdieu’s reception of 
Mauss.17 Body techniques begin to look like the site where the coercive power 
of culture impresses itself into the fesh, forming disciplined subjects whose 
bodies are the pages on which are written the annals of their domination. Te 
connection between body techniques and techniques in general is lost, as is 
Mauss’s understanding of techniques as complex indices of the condition of a 
society or of a civilization. 

Moreover, when body techniques are reduced to “numb imperatives” that 
forcefully and tacitly constrain the body’s actions, they miss the full valence 
of Mauss’s specifc interest in them. As Carrie Noland argues, Mauss includes 
the possibility of moments of resistance to such discipline in his own the-
orization of body techniques. Noland, in her thorough reading of Mauss’s 
“Techniques of the Body” essay, makes this point by homing in on a moment 
when Mauss discusses a particular body technique of walking.18 Borrowing 
from Elsdon Best’s ethnography of the Maori, Mauss focuses on a body tech-
nique called “doing the onioni.” Mauss, citing Best, says that Maori women 
“adopted a gait that was acquired in youth, a loose-jointed swinging of the 
hips that looks ungainly to us, but was admired by the Maori. Mothers drilled 
their daughters in this accomplishment, termed onioni, and I have heard a 
mother say to her girl: ‘Ha! Kaore koe e onioni’ [you are not doing the onioni] 
when the young one was neglecting to practice the gait.”19 

While one can read this as the moment in which the daughter is being 
disciplined into the habitus, it can also be interpreted as a moment when 
the daughter is resisting such discipline. For Noland, moments of resistance 
can be felt at the kinesthetic level of apperception—where the daughter both 
knows how the onioni is supposed to feel and yet also enjoys the feeling of 
resisting it, of stylizing it, of altering it. And those feelings of resistance might 
transform how we understand body techniques in general, opening up knots 
of diference within the habitus and its totalizing social formation of subjects. 

Te story of the Maori daughter is helpful for considering the ways that 
the use of the body within the habitus need not conform wholly to the cate-
gorical distinction between pure and practical knowledge. If the daughter 
both knows how to conform her body to the norms as well as to resist those 
norms, then we have a situation where action in accord with the habitus does 
not necessarily lead to tacit, silent habituation. Te daughter both has a “feel 
for the game” of doing the onioni at the same time that she can distance herself 
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from it in order to project her body’s movements along divergent paths. If the 
daughter both knows how the onioni is supposed to feel and yet also enjoys 
the feeling of doing it diferently, then she also has the potential to make the 
diference between those two explicit. 

Mauss defnes a technique as “an ensemble of movements or actions, in 
general and for the most part manual, which are organized and traditional, 
and which work together towards the achievement of a goal known to be 
physical or chemical or organic.”20 Tis defnition weaves together a few dis-
tinct threads. Te sequence of actions that defnes a technique is not random 
or haphazard, but organized according to its efectiveness. Techniques are 
acquired through teaching, passed on from to an apprentice from a master, 
or learned through imitation. Techniques are also telic in that they involve a 
moment of prolepsis as the technique is geared toward its goal. Tat goal is 
“known” in that the actor is explicitly aware of the end to which a technique 
is aimed. A technique is an efective action, learned from others, that has an 
explicit purpose. 

Te possibility of the articulation of technique disappears when tech-
nique is understood only in terms of habitual, “practical” knowledge. Technē, 
as characterized by Sterne, is tacit and skillful but unable to articulate itself, to 
know itself, to theorize itself; it requires the silence of drastic, efective action 
and risks failure when forced into the rational, reasonable, gnostic light of 
explication. In contrast, Noland’s reading of Mauss—which builds on Mauss’s 
own understanding of technique—places emphasis on the moment of kines-
thetic resistance in order to show how the girl’s conscious toggling between 
techniques reveals the explicitness of technical knowledge. For the Maori girl 
knows both how to do the onioni and how not to do the onioni. Tus she has 
a knowledge that is not simply tacit, but both habitual and volitional, felt and 
understood, silent and articulate. Tis is a kind of knowledge that is neither 
wholly pure nor wholly practical, but through resistance and toggling, a kind 
of practically pure knowledge or impurely practical knowledge. 

* * * 

I would argue that knowledge of this sort—neither wholly pure nor wholly 
practical—is characteristic of techniques in general. In the Greek context 
where the word technē originates, the person who possesses a technique (the 
technitēs) is not the same as a person who can simply perform an action.21 

Te technitēs not only knows how to perform some action, but also knows the 
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reasons why they are performing that action. Technique involves the ability 
to project into the future the use of a skill, the performance of an action, or 
the production of an object, in line with a reason or purpose. In other words, 
a technique is applied for the sake of some reason, aim, or goal. We can assert 
that technique always involves a moment of prolepsis, a projection of a proj-
ect into the future, which then fxes the goal toward which an action is aimed. 
Tis is one of the reasons why technē is a mode of knowledge and more than 
just an act of habit.22 

Although we have Mauss to thank for the restoration of the word habitus, 
he uses it in a sense that is quite diferent from the habitual, unconscious, 
socially shaped actions that constitute Bourdieu’s habitus. When introducing 
the Latin word habitus to his Francophone audience, Mauss writes, 

Te word [habitus] translates infnitely better than “habitude” (habit 
or custom), the “exis,” the “acquired ability” and “faculty” of Aris-
totle (who was a psychologist). . . . Tese ‘habits’ do not just vary 
with individuals and their imitations, they vary especially between 
societies, educations, proprieties and fashions, prestige. In them 
we should see the techniques and work of collective and individual 
practical reason rather than, in the ordinary way, merely the soul and 
its repetitive faculties.23 

If techniques involve ensembles of organized, traditional actions, such actions 
constitute a Maussian “habitus” that is irreducible to a series of habituated, 
repetitive gestures. Tis is why Mauss is at pains to distinguish the habi-
tus from “habit” or merely repetitive, habitual actions. Where the latter are 
unconscious acts, the former are goal-oriented instances of efective knowl-
edge. While techniques might be learned through processes of imitation, 
training, or apprenticeship—insofar as “the individual borrows the series of 
movements which constitute it [i.e., a technique] from the action executed 
in front of him or with him by others”—imitation should not be understood 
as slavish, nor should training be understood as disciplining.24 In learning a 
technique, the student is also engaging an act of “borrowing,” a central term 
in Mauss’s theory of technique. 

Borrowing is one of the ways that cultures intermix and develop; tech-
niques are “eminently liable to borrowing,” in that they can be learned and 
then transported from one milieu to another. Moreover, borrowing can hap-
pen on levels from the individual to the social. Recall that the practices and 
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techniques found in the Maussian habitus “do not just vary with individuals 
and their imitations . . . , they vary especially between societies, educations, 
proprieties and fashions, prestige.”25 Techniques exhibit multiple features of 
a culture or a society all at once, “to the point of characterizing it, indeed of 
standing for it, so to say, like a sign. Nothing manifests the diference between 
two social traditions than the diference  .  .  . between the implements and 
the crafs of two societies.”26 But as cultures interact, they borrow techniques 
from one another, hybridizing and transforming them even as they are repro-
duced.27 “Techniques,” Mauss argues, “are the means . . . which a society pos-
sesses to act upon its milieu.”28 Trough technique, then, 

the human actor identifes himself with the mechanical, physical and 
chemical order of things. He creates and at the same time he creates 
himself; he creates at once his means of living, things purely human, 
and his thought inscribed in these things. Here is true practical rea-
son being elaborated.29 

One would be mistaken to read this invocation of practical reason in the way 
that Bourdieu does. Practical reason, for Mauss, is not the same as Bourdieu’s 
unconscious “practical logics,” nor is Mauss’s habitus the same as Bourdieu’s 
habitus. It is a kind of reason that is applied, efective, and explicit. What ulti-
mately distinguishes Mauss from Bourdieu on the question of techniques and 
the habitus can be boiled down to the status of the word “practical.” Mauss’s 
thinking about technique and its relation to modes of knowledge was infu-
enced not only by his anthropological and sociological research, but also by 
his understanding of the ancient Greek discourses on technē and their infu-
ence on his contemporaries. Addressing the role of techniques in art and in 
science, Mauss writes, “When the arts and the sciences and their historical 
relations are studied concretely, the division between pure reason and practi-
cal reason seems scholastic, scarcely realistic, barely psychological, and even 
less sociological. . . . Indeed, it might be better . . . not to distinguish techné 
and epistémé.”30 

An unfortunate consequence of the Anglophone reading of Mauss is that 
body techniques have become identifed with tacit, silent, habituated action. 
What this leads to is a strange situation where Mauss’s readers eschew the 
diference between the incorporation of a technique and virtuosity. If body 
techniques are simply the ways that a culture disciplines the uses of bodies 
in conformity with its norms, then it would appear that everyone who uses 
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their bodies in conformity with these norms would also be something of a 
somnambulant virtuoso. Tautologically, we are all virtuosi of the ways that we 
have been trained to use our bodies. However, the diference between being 
a virtuoso and a technitēs is that the technitēs can articulate the reasons for 
and ways that they employ a technique. Tey can teach it, they tell others why 
they are doing it, and they can anticipate its outcome. Te virtuoso only needs 
experience but does not need self-awareness. By relying too heavily on the 
Anglophone interpretation of body techniques, one remains inattentive to the 
diference between technique and virtuosity. Techniques become silent habits, 
rather than an articulate, explicit relation of pure and practical knowledge. 

By casting techniques as a form of “practical knowledge” in the narrow 
sense—as know-how distinct from knowing-that—Sterne reifes the catego-
rial distinction between pure and practical knowledge and downplays the 
role of attention in technique. Tere is no attention to attention. Te idea that 
actors in the fow of action function unconsciously, tacitly, and habitually (i.e., 
virtuosically) shunts attention to the side. It is as if to attend to phenomena 
within the midst of action is to break one’s immersive and efective relation 
with the world and to force a kind of impractical syncopation in one’s fow. 

My argument is not that a person in possession of technique never enters 
into fow states or into sequences of habituated action below the level of tacit 
awareness and attention. Tere is no confict between being a virtuoso and 
possessing technique, but there is a diference. Te technitēs has the ability 
to attend to their actions and make moments of attention explicit through 
acts of mediation and exteriorization. Tey both know what they are doing 
and they know how to do it. Te technitēs may not think of all the things they 
do when they are in the fow of action, but if there is a technique involved, 
then it can be made explicit, articulate, and exteriorized. One marker of the 
succession from virtuoso to technitēs is that the latter can attend to attention. 
To put it concisely, audile techniques are not reducible to the orientations and 
dispositions comprised by the habitus of listening; rather, they are conscious, 
intentional, explicit engagements with (and within) the habitus.31 

If technique is an alloy of know-how and knowing-that—a braiding of 
technē and epistēmē rather than their strict separation—then it would sup-
port a surprising conclusion: that “modern audile technique” as described 
by Sterne fails to be a technique at all. It would not cross the line that dis-
tinguishes technique from habituated action, no matter how virtuosic such 
habituated action might be. For it to actually attain the status of technique, 
audile technique would have to avoid reifying the categorical distinction 
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between pure and practical knowledge, or knowing-that and knowing-how. 
My suggestion is that the relation of technē and epistēmē should be thought of 
as practically pure knowledge or impurely practical knowledge, where attention 
is given to attention.32 

* * * 

To develop this suggestion, I want to consider a case study: the transition 
from wired to wireless telegraphy that occurred at the turn of the twenti-
eth century. Te reasons for choosing this example are twofold. First, Sterne 
discusses wired and wireless telegraphy under the heading of “sound teleg-
raphy” and treats it as a central moment in his account of modern audile 
technique. Second, the transition from wired to wireless telegraphy ofers 
a well-documented, archivally extensive source for reconstructing audile 
technique along the lines that I am suggesting—as a form of practically pure 
knowledge or impurely practical knowledge, where attention is given to atten-
tion. As a result, it meets the criteria for being a technique and not just an act 
of habituated virtuosity. 

Wired telegraphy, which came to prominence in the middle of the nine-
teenth century, was a system of direct, point to point communication, where 
electric pulses were sent along long wires from station to station. Operators 
on a line could hear all the messages traveling up and down it, since the line 
formed a closed circuit. When operators needed to send a message they would 
break the circuit. By tapping on a “key”—a simple momentary switch—they 
could send pulses to all the others on the line. Te pulses represented let-
ters, numbers, and other symbols by means of a coded system of long and 
short durations, what we now refer to generally as Morse code. Originally 
the pulses sent down the line were inscribed with ink on a long thin strip 
of paper—by a machine called an inker—but many of the operators learned 
to “read” the code directly by attending to the clicking sound of the inker’s 
relays as pulses were received. Reading messages “by ear” was more efcient 
and became the normal mode for most telegraph operators. Wired telegraphy 
became a form of communication that, for the most part, relied on sound 
and on the attentive capacities of its operators. To aid them, special sounders 
were developed to make the clicks of the code clearer, more resonant, and 
directional. Ofen these sounders were built into resonator boxes that made 
the clicks more distinct and directional (see Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1. Telegraph sounder in a resonator box. (Source: from 
author’s collection) 

In contrast, wireless telegraphy, which used radio waves to send Morse 
code, only emerged at the end of the nineteenth century, when various scien-
tifc experiments and devices were combined into a commercially workable 
system by Guglielmo Marconi. Early wireless telegraphy emerged as a chal-
lenge to the monopoly of the telegraph system and frst took hold in mari-
time communication, where the freedom from wires meant that a network of 
vessels could stay in communication as they traveled their routes. Powerful 
industrial spark gap transmitters sent wideband, damped blasts of electro-
magnetic energy into the “ether,” which could be detected at large distances 
without the use of wires. Given a proper radio frequency detector and recti-
fer, these coded blasts could be heard using high-impedance headphones or 
telephone earpieces. Today, spark gaps are no longer in use. Te modulated 
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carrier wave, which is the basis of voice transmission over the air, came into 
use in the 1910s and 1920s. 

In the transition from wired to wireless telegraphy, we have two practices 
that are extraordinarily close; we might even be tempted to think of them as 
siblings. At the pedagogical level, the manuals used for training wired teleg-
raphers into fuency with Morse code were also used by wireless operators. 
Figure 5.2 is a photograph of a Marconi wireless training school in New York 
City, taken in 1916. It is also the image reproduced on the cover of Te Audi-
ble Past and discussed in the body of the text. Te setup and arrangement of 
the classroom are modeled on vocational schools for wired telegraphy from 
the nineteenth century. Morse code is written on the chalkboard in the back 
of the room. Students are listening to code being sent over their headphones 
and transcribing the messages on a pad. (Tere is even an old telegraph 
sounder on the second desk on the lef.) Figure 5.3, from a Marconi training 
manual produced during World War I, displays a “key” for training operators 
to tap out their messages. Here, recruits on the right side of the tables tap out 

Figure 5.2. Marconi training school, NYC, 1916. (Source: National Museum of 
American History, Washington, D.C., USA) 
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Figure 5.3. U.S. Army Signal Corps in telegraph training at the Pratt Institute, 
Brooklyn, New York during World War I. (Source: Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division) 

messages written on a printed sheet to operators listening on the lef side, 
transcribing the messages on a pad. 

Sterne reads these kinds of images as depicting the characteristic com-
portment and posture of “modern audile technique.” In Te Audible Past, Fig-
ure 5.2 is preceded just a few pages earlier by another illustration (Figure 5.4), 
published in 1890, of a wired telegraph operator working on a train. In both 
cases, the comportment is similar: Heads are “turned down in concentration” 
and the bodily dispositions represent “a separation from the environment.”33 

Te operator is in the pose of relaxed, but attentive listening; they are using 
their specialized skill to interpret the sounds they hear; they are each being 
“individuated” by the use of audio technological mediation to inhabit a pri-
vate sphere of sounds, a new kind of acoustic space. Te main diference, 
argues Sterne, is that the older illustration depicts solitary headphone listen-
ing (as the train operator does) compared with collective headphone listen-
ing, “alone together” (as in the Marconi school).34 In the latter, the students 
attend to the same signal, but they remain atomized, individuated, and sepa-
rated, possessing their own personal mediated auditory space. 
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Figure 5.4. Train telegraph operator, ca. 1890. (Source: Inventors, Philip Gengembre 
Hubert, New York: Scribners and Sons, 1896) 

For Sterne, headphones play an important role in this story. Not only are 
they interpreted as a technology where the dispositions and orientations of 
modern audile technique are crystallized, they also serve as an icon, allowing 
Sterne to detect the presence of audile technique from an archive of images, 
not sounds. Where there are headphones, Sterne infers the presence of a 
new confguration of acoustic space, of this new acoustic space’s availabil-
ity as private property of the bourgeois listener, of the need to make new 
sonic phenomena into signs, and so forth.35 It is the technological common 
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denominator that connects mediate auscultation and “sound telegraphy”— 
and, consequently, it is one of the planks in Sterne’s argument about how 
modern audile technique made its way from a specialized listening practice 
to the broad public. 

In fact, wired telegraphers almost never used headphones except in 
very specifc situations. Figure 5.4 depicts the use of a “secret sounder.” Tis 
was a device that was invented to cope with the problem of the publicity of 
telegraphic communication, the fact that the clattering of the sounders could 
be heard (or overheard) by others, and that its messages could be stolen. Most 
telegraphy happened in ofces and stations. In busy locales, a telegrapher’s 
ofce might have many operators working the lines, and the room might 
be divided into compartments or partitions, each containing a sounder. In 
those cases, “secret sounders” ofered a solution. Consisting of a very small 
electromagnetic clicker, a secret sounder could be wired into the telegraph 
circuit and then held to the ear. In some cases, “secret sounders” were man-
ufactured in small, hand-held metal enclosures that could be placed against 
the ear (see Figure 5.5). In other cases they could be wired directly into the 
earphone cups of a headset. Replacing the fexible diaphragms that were nor-
mally installed in the earphone cups, a secret sounder limited the volume and 
spatial extension of the relay’s click. 

Figure 5.5. Secret sounder with lid on and of. (Source: from author’s collection) 



 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 

170 Collectivity 

Where there is volume, there is publicity. Since business transactions 
relied on the telegraph for speed, transactions in banking and the stock mar-
ket were ofen telegraphed. Tis meant that rival interests could potentially 
intercept messages or eavesdrop on them. Tere are many accounts in the 
archives about spies hanging around outside the window of a telegrapher’s 
ofce or sitting in the front ofce in disguise (as a member of the public work-
ing on a telegram) to capture messages. Others might try to tap the telegraph 
lines with the use of inductor coils. 

Messages sent on a telegraph were available to all others listening on 
that line, thus there was little privacy in interofce communication between 
operators. Te telegrapher’s ofce was a place of persistent overhearing, not a 
place where the ostensible privacy of the headphone listener was on display. 
Although Sterne characterizes modern audile technique as promoting the pri-
vatization of sound—where a group of headphone-clad listeners reside “alone 
together,” each in their own isolated sonic world—wired telegraphy never ft 
neatly into this scheme.36 It was a modern sound technology that put listeners 
together at a distance. 

Wireless telegraphy, in contrast, depended entirely on the headphone. 
Before vacuum tubes could amplify small audio signals, high impedance 
headphones were crucial for listening to the tiny currents of radio waves. 
Early wireless telegraphy had no loudspeakers, no mode for acoustic pub-
lic address, and thus no way to be publicly overheard. Many amateur radio 
builders, especially children, would steal the earpieces of public telephones 
for their home crystal sets. 

Te necessity of the earpiece was just one crucial diference across the 
technical divide of wired and wireless telegraphy. Another diference was that 
wireless technology brought a wholesale change to the sound of Morse code 
and created problems for its intelligibility. In wired telegraphy, messages are 
percussed on the sounder as a series of onsets and ofsets. When the telegraph 
key is depressed and current fows through the circuit, the electromagnet in 
the sounder is activated, a sounding bar is pulled sharply downward, and a 
click results. But the same happens when the key is released, when current 
stops fowing, and the sounding bar moves back up to its original position. 
Te duration of the code is marked by the onset and ofset of each letter. 

In early wireless telegraphy, however, messages are sent through the ether 
by means of a spark gap. A “spark gap” is a high voltage transformer with two 
closely spaced electrodes on it. When current is sent into the transformer, it 
is converted into a high voltage potential at one of the electrodes. When the 
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voltage is high enough, a spark jumps the gap from one electrode to another, 
producing both an audible snap and a burst of electromagnetic energy in the 
radio frequency spectrum. By adding a little vibrating switch to the circuit, 
a spark gap can be used to create a continuous, buzzy tone when a telegraph 
key is depressed and current fows in the circuit. Te “pitch” of the buzz is 
dependent on the tension placed on a little spring metal switch that vibrates 
back and forth on the edge of the spark gap. Tis little switch “makes” and 
“breaks” the circuit continuously, and—in essence—chops up a direct current 
into a rapid series of pulses. Te sonic result is that the code sent by spark gap 
is marked not by the onset and ofset of each letter, but by the duration that 
the telegraph key is depressed. 

Te diference between the way that wired and wireless telegraphy mark 
the duration of each letter is a consequence of the distinct operational tech-
nologies upon which they were based. Te diference between the sounder 
(with its marking of duration by onsets and ofsets) and the spark gap (with 
its marking of duration by a continuous buzz) created a gap in the intelligi-
bility of the codes, as electrical engineer and historian James Calvert notes: 

In radiotelegraph operation [i.e., wireless telegraphy], the code is 
received with an earphone as . . . a tone, not as clicks. Tis is true 
of the earlier spark-gap transmitters as well as later beat-frequency 
reception, which produces a clean tone. A radiotelegraph operator 
will not understand sounder clicks [i.e., wired telegraphy], and an 
operator used to the sounder will not be able to read tone code. Te 
sounds are too far diferent for this, and each must be separately 
learned.37 

Te diference between hearing onsets and ofsets versus hearing the steady 
state portion is not, say, perceptually analogous to seeing a visual outline ver-
sus a shaded-in portion. Although conceptually akin, they are perceptually 
distinct. Operators had to retrain themselves to attend to this new code. So 
even with the same code and the same kind of training, the same habitual 
acts of pressing the key, there was a gap of intelligibility between these sib-
ling practices of wired and wireless telegraphy. Tis important fact is missed if 
we lump wired and wireless telegraphy together under the heading of “sound 
telegraphy.” 

Other “sonic” and perceptual diferences abound. Instead of the distinct, 
percussive clunk of the sounder, the soundscape of wireless telegraphy was 
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layered with noise: there was the noise and buzz of the spark gap transmit-
ter itself, which sent bursts of damped waves across the frequency spectrum; 
but also the electromagnetic noise caused by environmental conditions such 
as weather, lightning, and the sun. Wired telegraphy had its own share of 
environmental disturbances like the increase in stray currents caused by the 
aurora borealis or the occasional direct lightning strike that might cause 
sparking or even fuse metal components together. Yet none of these were as 
common—or particularly sonic—as the disturbances heard over the wireless. 
Weather conditions would cause loud pops, hisses, or crackles, or produce 
broadband static that could blot out wireless reception entirely. 

Tis phenomenon of atmospheric energy inducing currents in electrical 
wires has been described by Douglas Kahn under the heading of the aelec-
trosonic or “natural radio.” One of his earwitnesses is Tomas Watson, Bell’s 
assistant in the development of the telephone. In his autobiography, Watson 
describes how he used to 

spend hours at night in the laboratory listening to the many strange 
noises in the telephone and speculating as to their cause. One of the 
most common sounds was a snap, followed by a grating sound that 
lasted two or three seconds before it faded into silence, and another 
was like the chirping of a bird. My theory at the time was that the 
currents causing these sounds came from explosions on the sun or 
that they were signals from another planet. Tey were mystic enough 
to suggest the latter explanation but I never detected any regularity 
in them that might indicate they were intelligible signals.38 

Refecting on the cause of these mysterious sounds, Watson observes, “Tese 
currents were probably from the same source as the static that aficts the 
modern radio. . . . I, perhaps, may claim to be the frst person who ever lis-
tened to static.”39 

While the pedagogy of sending and receiving Morse code was preserved 
from wired to wireless telegraphy, only with wireless did operators have to 
develop listening techniques for segregating out noisy signals from within a 
feld of static. To make matters even more complicated, early wireless telegra-
phy did not use fnely tuned circuits or carrier frequencies, so the sonic feld 
was ofen cluttered with interference as multiple operators tapped out code 
simultaneously. Not only did wireless operators need to adjust their receiv-
ers to distinguish between unintentional atmospheric noise and intentional 



  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

173 Listening, Technique, and Attention 

signals, they also had to track messages against a background din of other 
messages. New techniques were developed for distinguishing these simulta-
neous audio streams. 

First of all, diferent kinds of transmitters—such as spark gap, quenched 
spark gap, rotary spark gap, or Poulsen arc—produced variations in the 
sounds transmitted. Tus, diferences in timbre or register aided in segre-
gating one auditory stream from another. Moreover, as in wired telegraphy, 
diferent operators could be recognized by their “touch” or “hand.” As Francis 
Arnold Collins, author of Te Wireless Man, put it, “It is as easy to recognize 
an operator from his touch as you pick out a familiar voice in a crowd. . . . 
Tey sound much alike to you, but you will soon get to know a man’s speed, 
and touch of the key, whether light, strong, or hesitating.”40 

In addition, operators soon developed attentive techniques for tuning in 
on particular messages and cutting out others. Collins ofers a good descrip-
tion to his reader of the attentive work of the wireless operator in selecting 
messages through the manipulation of tuning capacitors and other controls. 
From out of the feld of humming or clicking, an operator homed in on a 
particular message intended for him. “He bent quickly over the complicated 
series of dials and levers, turning the arrows this way and that. Instantly the 
wireless chatter became blurred and gradually died away, as one message 
seemed to leap up and drown out all the rest.”41 At the same time, a high watt-
age station in close proximity might simply mask all other signals entirely, 
efectively erasing the feld’s layered depth and diferentiation for the duration 
of its transmission. Yet, these sonic phenomena of blurring, dying away, leap-
ing up, and drowning out are unique to wireless telegraphy. 

Finally, in addition to scanning the feld for distress signals or routine 
messages, wireless operators also employed listening techniques akin to the 
diagnostic and monitory modes described in Karin Bijsterveld’s work on 
sonic skills.42 As operators listened to messages over the ether, they simulta-
neously attended to the sound of received transmissions in order to monitor 
the state of their radios. Tey had to know when their own devices were 
not working optimally and how to diagnose and correct the situation. In 
order to properly adjust their transmitters and receivers they might twist 
variable capacitors, fnely adjust the placement of inductor coils to change 
their amount of coupling, or manipulate the size, placement, and orientation 
of their antennas. 

Here we see why an account of audile technique that rests on a reifed dis-
tinction between knowing-how and knowing-that is inadequate for narrating 
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a history of listening that is something other than an articulation of regimes 
of listening, or a historical sociology of listening. 

Fortunately, there is a huge archive of frsthand accounts, amateur wire-
less publications, Marconi training materials, radio-themed fction, and other 
sources from which we can reconstruct the cultural and individual audibili-
ties of wired and wireless telegraphy. In the actions of telegraphic operators 
we see the diference between a silent, habituated practice and what it means 
to possess a technique: Tese operators in their acts of listening, manipulat-
ing, and adjusting the apparatus are also demonstrating the relation of pure 
and practical knowledge that is the hallmark of technique. Tey not only know 
what to do, they know why they are doing it. I do not think it is an exaggeration 
to say that their practically pure knowledge or impurely practical knowledge of 
the apparatus made them into contemporary technitēs whose knowledge of 
the device’s operation is evinced in the very act of listening and in the physi-
cal manipulations of the technology designed to optimize their attention. To 
unlock these moments we need to consider the soundscape of wireless teleg-
raphy, to consider the sonic aspects that solicited listeners’ attention, and to 
trace (as best we can) the inception of perceptual techniques and the acquisi-
tion of skills for developing them. In other words, we must attend to attention 
if we want to understand audile technique as a technique and not just a habit, 
orientation, or disposition. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

Tony Day and Sarah Weiss 

T he Sĕrat Cĕnthini, a poem composed in Surakarta, Central Java by 
Ki Ng. Ronggasutrasna, R. Ng. Yasadipura II, and Ki Ng. Sastradi-
pura under the direction of the Crown Prince of Surakarta (later 

Pakubuwana V, r. 1820–1823), was written in 1815 during the British occu-
pation of Java (1811–1816). Its Canto 363 features an unusually detailed 
account of sound and listening as a Javanese village awakens, preparations 
for a wedding get underway, and musicians begin to play. Although these 
scenes are preserved in a written text, the multilayered sonic experiences of 
life in nineteenth-century village Java are clangorously and melodiously pres-
ent throughout the text, both in its description and in the words themselves. 
Written in verse to be sung and heard, the Sĕrat Cĕnthini’s abundant use of 
alliteration, assonance, and onomatopoeia invites the listener to pay attention 
to all of God’s creation, described in sonic, haptic, and kinesthetic ways. 

Our analysis distinguishes three stages of increasingly attentive listening in 
the Sĕrat Cĕnthini. We further argue that the poem invites us to consider adding 
religious “intention” (Jav. niyat, Arabic niyya) to the attention that we as readers, 
like the villagers it describes, are paying to the sound of the poem—both the text 
itself and the performances described therein. Tis process ultimately transforms 
listening into a religious exercise of “audition” that the Sufs call samāʿ (Arabic). 

The Sonic World of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

Te 722 cantos and 247,766 lines of poetry in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini are arguably 
the greatest expression of Javanese literary art; indeed, the eminent philologist 
R. M. Ng. Dr. Poerbatjaraka deemed the poem “de onvolprezen Tjĕntini” (the 
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unsurpassed Cĕnthini).1 But what kind of inimitable literary work is it? Te 
Eurasian translator C. F. Winter Sr.’s mid-nineteenth-century fctional infor-
mant, Parakawi, called the Sĕrat Cĕnthini a “perlambang ngelmi” (“oracle of 
knowledges”2), an enigmatic phrase that points to both the work’s encyclope-
dic character and its interest in esoteric thought and techniques of all kinds.3 

More recently, Teodore Pigeaud classifed the Sĕrat Cĕnthini as a “romance 
of vagrant students containing encyclopedic passages,” grouping it with three 
other works.4 Nancy Florida coined the phrase “santri lĕlana story” to expand 
the family of texts to which the Cĕnthini belongs, and Tim Behrend adopted 
and refned Florida’s defnition of the santri lĕlana (wandering student of 
Islam) genre to clarify its common characteristics. According to Behrend, all 
santri lĕlana stories have (1) at least one santri (pious Muslim, student of 
religion) as protagonist, (2) a plotline in which this fgure, in search of a lost 
relative as well as religious knowledge, wanders (lĕlana) through forests and 
populated countryside far from courts and cities in a landscape that may or 
may not be identifable as contemporary Java, (3) a story of adventure related 
by means of recurring episodes that are combined or omitted in various con-
fgurations, (4) an end in which the protagonist’s mystical religious ideas get 
him into trouble, and he either escapes punishment or is killed.5 

Te Sĕrat Cĕnthini certainly fts but also exceeds Behrend’s criteria in an 
astonishingly complex way. Te earliest version of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini comes 
from Cirebon, a town on the northwest coast of Java, at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
the poem was copied and read in Muslim religious schools (pĕsantren) in 
West and East Java. When the poem reached Surakarta in Central Java in the 
late eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries, Suf court poets rewrote it, greatly 
expanding the number of episodes and characters, as well as the kinds of 
information and literary styles it contained. Te version we will discuss, the 
so-called Major Cĕnthini or Cĕnthini Kadipaten, can be dated to the house-
hold of the Crown Prince of Surakarta on January 7, 1815. It is no less than 
forty times longer than the original Cirebon version.6 

Musical performance is one of the many aspects of Javanese culture 
described at length in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, where it is represented as a favorite 
pursuit of some of its itinerant characters. Performances in the poem involve 
playing on gamĕlan instruments or frame-drums, both as part of Muslim 
ritual events and simply for pleasure, or as accompaniment to dancing by 
male, female, or transvestite performers. Troughout, musical performance 
is fundamental to the very nature of the poem itself, which is written in poetic 
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Figure 6.1. Listening as a young soldier recites from the Sĕrat Damar Wulan. Illus-
tration from British Library MSS89, 96r. 

meters intended to be sung, either silently by solitary readers as they read the 
text to themselves, or in public performance to attentive listeners, who may 
even be lulled to sleep, as in Figure 6.1, by its poetic melodiousness.7 “Sound-
ing” is fundamental to many experiences represented within the text, as well 
as to its reception by those who read and hence listen to it. 

Several scholars of Javanese music have translated and discussed descrip-
tions of musical performance from the Sĕrat Cĕnthini.8 Generally, however, 
these authors have not focused on “sounding” as such, or on what the poem 
can teach us about the experience of sound in Java.9 Our goal in this essay is not 
to construct a unifying metaphor for understanding Javanese culture through 
musical structure (or vice versa), but rather to allow the poets of the Sĕrat Cĕn-
thini to comment on the nature of sound and listening in their own words. 

What can we learn about listening by simply reading an extended passage 
from a poem? Te passage we have in mind comes in the middle of the Sĕrat 
Cĕnthini in a long episode devoted to festivities surrounding the marriage of 
Amongraga, a wandering Suf sheikh (master, senior religious scholar), to 
the beautiful, pious, and talented daughter of the village head of Wanamarta, 
Tambangraras. Canto 363, in the Pocung meter,10 opens in the morning afer 
a night of religious instruction, performances, and lovemaking, in which the 
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sacred theme of higher, spiritual “union” of man with God is parodied in a 
detailed and energetic description of anal sex between Jayengraga,11 Tambang-
raras’s younger brother who is a skillful musician, and two youths, Surat and 
Senu, who have aroused him by their dancing during the evening’s festivities.12 

On hearing the frst verse of the canto, the listener is likely to chuckle 
because the text presents Surat and Senu, the saucy (but reluctant) sexual 
partners of a few moments and verses ago, as the singers of a melodious early 
morning prayer in Arabic, whose words are “Prayer is better than sleeping.” 
Tese devout sounds in Arabic are soon amplifed by Jayengraga intoning a 
sequence of obligatory Islamic prayers. We join him at verse 7 where, as pray-
ing draws to a close, all the voices of the village world begin to sound forth.13 

7. Swara barung rĕmpĕg nganyut-anyut 7. His even tones gently transported 
arum you away, 

sabawaning desa with every village voice,15 

kang barungan kang sarĕnti in unison or on its own, 
ingkang lagya dhikir myang wus sounding God’s name or singing in 

sĕlawatan14 chorus with drums. 
8. Wĕneh kang wus ngaji turutan 8. Others recite lessons in a collective 

gumrumung buzz. 
anulya gya adan Ten comes the call to prayer. 
sabawane desarja-di All the sounds [bawa] of the prosperous 

town 
wor krĕngketing pipikul sami pĕpasar mix with the squeak-squawk of loads 

shouldered to market. 
9. Wĕktu Subuh wong sadesa tanginipun 9. At the hour of Subuh16 the villagers 

arise, 
samya nambut-karya all to work at their jobs. 
malah bangun keh kang tangi What’s more, many, once out of bed, 
olah ratĕngan wĕneh mangkat pĕpasar  roast food while others set out for the 

marketplace. 
10. Kang (ng)galĕpung ting gĕrandhung 10. Tose grinding meal “crunch-

myang kang nglĕmbur crunch”17 or working through the 
night, 

pandhe gĕndhing sayang gamĕlan-makers and smiths, 
tan sĕpĕn raina wĕngi are not quiet at any hour, 
amĕwahi sĕnĕnging desa raharja  increasing pleasure in the prosperous 

village. 
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11. Tĕka sĕmu yen Subuh kweh 11. Tus it would seem that at Subuh 
swaranipun many voices 

bangun bang-bang wetan awaken at sunrise, 
barung ingon-ingon muni just when animals make noises, 
jaran kĕbo sapi bebek miwah ayam  horses, water bufaloes, cows, ducks, 

and chickens. 
12. Mrak manguwuh nyangungung 

prĕkutut manggung 
myang putĕr bĕnggala 
sikatan munya cing-go-ling 
aneng kaywan kolik munya aklikikan 

12. Peacocks let out a shrill call and 
turtle doves coo, 

with red-eyed Bengal doves. 
Black wagtails sing “cingcinggoling.” 
In the dark trees a cuckoo sounds 

”18“aklikikan.
13. Pĕksi tuhu neng gurda anggantĕr asru 13.Her mate sings loudly back from the 

waringin tree. 
cocak kĕkroyokan Blue cocak swarm en masse.19 

kuthilang imbal kudhasih Kuthilang and kedhasih bicker. 
bethet jalak sauran menco kĕpodhang Bethet, jalak converse with menco, 

20kĕpodhang.
14. Swara umyung unine pĕksi 14. Voices resounding, the bird sounds 

ambarung accompany21 

swaraning pujiyan the prayerful voices. 
kang pĕksi lir angrakĕti It’s as if the birds make new friends 
kang amuji myang kadya tutuku jajan  of those who pray and are shopping, 

looking for snacks. 

Te Sĕrat Cĕnthini consistently alludes to the tenets of Islam along with 
the political realities of early nineteenth-century Java and social norms 
more generally, and it playfully contests the stricter constructions of law-
abiding Muslims, articulating a Suf critique of legalistic, conservative 
Islamic practice.22 Raunchy sex is juxtaposed with pious behavior; gorgeous 
singing by talented and trained performers with that of country bump-
kins chanting out of religious conviction or a false pride in their voices; 
order with disorder. Te point is not invidious comparison so much as a 
demonstration of an inclusive tolerance for all forms of Islamic and Javanese 
cultural ways of being. Tis intervention occurred at a time when identi-
ties were becoming increasingly polarized just before the outbreak of the 
Muslim Prince Dipanagara’s rebellion against the Dutch in 1825.23 Tis his-
torical background forms one important aspect of the sonic humor in the 
Sĕrat Cĕnthini. 
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Te playfulness of Canto 363 in particular is announced by its meter, 
Pocung, described by various Javanese handbooks surveyed by Ben Arps in 
an appendix to his study of macapat (1992) as “frivolous,” “coaxing by making 
a joke,” or “without tension.”24 Te light-hearted nature of the Pocung meter 
signals soundings of all sorts, both unstructured fun as well as serious, anti-
structural, Suf play with religious ideas. In the verses translated above, the 
frenzy of the preparations can only be dimly sensed, but the sounds of the 
bustling, early-morning world of villagers and birds anticipate it. Te rou-
tines of village life every morning are described in detail: Subuh prayers are 
recited, sellers head to market, smithies resume work at their forges, peddlers 
amble through neighborhoods ofering sweet cakes, and birds and domestic 
animals attend to their morning ablutions while chattering to their mates. 
Strikingly, every image in these verses communicates the sonic world of a 
Javanese village dawn by connecting sound, touch, and movement. Praying 
voices are melodious. Te buzzing of Arabic lessons being recited in unison 
mingles with the squeaking of the poles of merchants carrying goods to mar-
ket. Repetitive work sounds, such as the grinding of meal or the smelting of 
metal, accompany the conversations of animals and the twittering of birds, 
onomatopoetically experienced through the poem, which would always have 
been sung out loud in the nineteenth century. Te articulation of sounds 
entices the reader onward, beckoning her, or pulling him, through the sung 
narrative in the same way that the interactions of sounds in the early morn-
ing urge the inhabitants of Javanese villages to become ever more awake and 
engaged with their normal morning routines ahead of the special activities 
associated with the wedding. Everyone and everything—animal, villager, 
listener, porter’s pole—is drawn toward a goal that is even more signifcant 
than participation in the festive day at hand, one that is unnamed yet implicit 
within and sounded by each word and note of the canto in Pocung. 

Unsurprisingly, from the very start of the canto, we fnd an assonantal-
alliterative sound play (Jav. purwakanthi) that is characteristic of Javanese 
macapat poetry. But the frst twenty-seven verses of the canto are also devoted 
to vocalizations that combine religious with secular sounds. Afer the “well-
tuned” (Jav. araras) voices of Surat and Senu singing their morning prayer in 
what is called a Banten melody in the text,25 we hear Jayengraga’s Arabic invo-
cation transformed into Pocung prosody. On and on, through several verses, 
the sequence of prayers in Arabic, set to poetry in Pocung meter, issues forth, 
until the entire village is “carried away” (Jav. nganyut-anyut ) by the “gentle” 
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(Jav. arum)26 voices of various praying individuals, which mingle indiscrimi-
nately with other sounds of the awakening village. 

A striking feature of the description of sounds in the lines quoted above 
is their disparate, synesthetic omni-directionality. Some of the sounds are 
human, others are animal, still others are made by things. Te canto begins 
by introducing one vocal sound and sound-maker afer another in sequen-
tial fashion, then moves into a representation of village-wide vocalization, 
at which point, in the last line of verse 8, the sound-making spreads to the 
squeak-squawk of the bamboo carrying poles on their way to market. In 
verses 9 and 10 we hear the alliterative and assonant sounding of more early-
morning work activity, especially in the frst line of verse 10: kang glĕpung ting 
gĕrandug myang kang nglĕbur, “some ground meal with a crunch-crunch, and 
others smelted.” Ten the production of sound passes to the morning birds 
in verses 11–14, whose songs are said to “answer” (Jav. imbal) one another. 

Tis is the frst moment in the depictions of sound in which we discern 
that it is heard akin to a gĕndhing, a composition of gamĕlan music. Te term 
imbal is also used to describe the style of interlocking playing by the saron 
and bonang in gamĕlan performance, which has already been alluded to in 
verse 10, at a moment when the gamĕlan makers are up and at work. More-
over, in everyday usage, an imbalan is a message or debt that you receive, then 
pass on to another. Tus, the root meaning of the word conveys the sense of 
an ongoing ripple efect that these early sound-saturated verses of the canto 
render so vividly. Sounds accumulate in one medium, then spill over and 
become another, until the entire village resounds. But what was once dispa-
rate and disorganized is now the coordinated soundscape of the prosperous 
and productive village itself, which is about to celebrate the union of two of 
its most pious, eligible, and esteemed young people. 

It is worth noting that in music-making events called klĕnengan, where 
musicians gather simply for the pleasure of making music together, the begin-
nings of pieces are marked by a singer who communicates with the rĕbab 
player to choose the next piece. Te gĕnder player strikes a few notes to ori-
ent the singer to the scale and mode of the bawa or introduction to the next 
selected piece. Te singer’s melody rises up over the din of musicians as they 
relax, talk, eat, and smoke. Te musicians are gradually drawn to the sound 
and begin listening with increasing attentiveness as the solo voice reaches the 
end of the bawa and intones the regular rhythms that lead to the stroke of the 
gong and the beginning of the piece. Te description of the village waking 
up, heard through the soundings of its disparate activities, which gradually 
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join in imbal exchanges, mimics the experience of the beginning of a musi-
cal piece at an informal musical gathering, something that is described three 
more times in the canto. 

Gamĕlan Sounded and Heard 

Troughout verses 28 to 68, Jayengraga (“Master of the Body/Bodies”)27— 
the sexy (and certainly oversexed), musical son of the headman and younger 
brother of the bride—organizes preparations for the wedding ceremony and 
the performance of comic skits and masked dancing to be held in the late 
evening. Tese verses display the social hierarchy of the village: Jayengraga 
summons (nimbali) servants who “appear before his presence” (prapteng 
ngarsi), then “respectfully obey” (sĕndika turneki) him before hurrying of, 
like a fock of little birds, to do the master’s will. A temporary pavilion (tarub) 
is erected by a group of villagers and a female servant is given money to buy 
vegetables at the market. Te village world continues to materialize before 
our eyes and ears, revealing a structure of authority and a hierarchy of mas-
ters and servants, men and women, with set roles and places in society. It is 
in this context, defned now sociologically as well as physically and sonically, 
that gamĕlan playing begins. 

68. Ingkang mupuh ulam sawĕneh 68. Some are pounding meat, while 
amarut others are grating things, 

ngonceki bĕrambang or peeling some onions. 
bumbu sate age arih Te sate sauce is nice and thick. 
Jayengraga pinarak sarwi gambangan  Jayengraga sits there playing on the 

gambang, 
69. Nadyan nuduh ing karya sakaliripun 69. while giving people instructions in 

everything 
sinambi anggambang and playing the gambang, 
gĕtĕr galĕbĕg kur jawil a loud trilling “cluck” with each touch.28 

Kulawirya ngĕndhangi cangkĕm Kulawirya vocalizes the kĕndhang 
dhĕng-dhungan part.29 

70. Ngandika rum Jengraga sarwi gumuyu 70. Jengraga speaks afectionately, with 
a laugh: 

Crĕmasana sigra Crĕmasana, be quick, go fetch the rĕbab 
mundhuta rĕbab lan suling and the suling, 
gĕnder kĕndhang payo gagadhon lirihan  gĕnder, kĕndhang. Let’s play gadhon 

style, slow and sof.30 
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71. Kang tinuduh tan adangu prapta 71. Not long it was for those summoned 
ngayun to appear, 

Ganda Widiguna Ganda, Widiguna, 
Widilĕksana tan kari Widilĕksana is close behind, 
Tunjangkara sampun samĕkteng sadaya  and Tunjangkara. All are now ready to 

play. 
72. Lingira rum kĕndhangmu aturna 72. [Jayengraga] says pleasantly, be 

gupuh quick now, ofer your kendhang 
mring man Kulawirya to man31 Kulawirya. 
nulya ingaturkĕn aglis It was presented straight away. 
angling malih lah Crĕmasana ngrĕbaba [He] continues, Crĕmasana, you play 

the rĕbab. 
73. Gĕnder iku Gandasana kang anabuh 73. Gĕnder, it will be Gandasana who 

plays it. 
si Tunjang nyulinga Tunjang, you play suling. 
Widiguna kang nyuluki Widiguna sings the suluk. 
wis sĕnggrengĕn rĕbabmu pathĕt Good now, bow pathĕt manyura on 

manyura 32your rĕbab.
74. Yen sĕndhon wus tutug banjur 74. When the prelude is fnished, play 

Kuwung-kuwung 34Kuwung-Kuwung.
Crĕmasana sigra Crĕmasana is quick, 
rĕbab tinĕnthĕng33 nĕmneki the rĕbab is stroke-tuned to “six,” 
gĕnder suling gambang tinabuh nĕmira the “six” on the gĕnder, suling, gambang 

is struck. 
75. Wus pikantuk nyamlĕng sĕnĕng 75. Once he gets it just right and likes 

grengek arum the resonance,35 

gya mamet manyura he goes to manyura. 
tutupan gĕtĕr amiwil Stopped, the wire vibrates, sound 

unfurled.36 

ngulĕr keket panuduhe ngĕmbat kawat Caterpillar grasping,37 his fnger trills 
the wire, 

76. Cumĕnthong puk angatonggeng 76. curving over, puk, on its side about 
masang antup to sting, 

jariji pat ganggang the four fngers brushing38 

lir sikile lalĕr kĕsit like the legs of a skittish fy, 
driji manis jĕnthik ting cĕngkĕnuk rikat the ring and little fngers making tiny 

curls, 
77. Anglir sunguting kupu angingsĕp 77. like antennae of butterfies sipping 

madu nectar, 
kosokane lamba bowing in single strokes, 
muput segĕgan lĕstari sustained till the end of each phrase, 
walikane rangkĕp ngĕcĕk rikat rata doubled on return with quick, even 

staccato. 
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78. Pacakipun amanjing antĕng 78. Te standard39 of quietude had been 
tumungkul fully achieved. 

dene Gandasana As for Gandasana, 
anggĕnder grĕnĕngan ririh his gĕnder mutters and mumbles, 
angathimil kumrining srĕnge nyalupak stuck together, gesturing angrily, in 

haste,40 

79. Ngĕnuk-ĕnuk bĕbĕngkakane ulĕm-puk 79. hands like rice clumps, held wide 
apart, (make) deep clear sounds. 

cengkoke clĕmpungan Zither-like melodies 
pancĕr sandhungan mincati fnd the best ways to move forward, 
angipinjal jĕjĕl nyĕlani irama like feas cramming into spaces between 

each beat.41 

80. Pacakipun lir Unĕngan sĕmunipun 80. Te playing is as elegant as 
Onĕngan. 

Tunjangkara dennya Tunjangkara meanwhile, 
anyuling bĕning cumlĕring his suling whistles high and clear, 
anyaririt tulupane atilĕpan the tube spitting out sound like a 

tilĕpan bird,42 

81. Ngĕlong tutup papelon aliyu-liyu 81. less and less, stopping, a stutter, 
totally done.43 

Jengraga anggambang Jengraga plays gambang, 
nĕrithil asta kumitir trillingly hands keep moving, 
tan sulaya kiwa tĕngĕne arikat lef and right together, faster and still 

faster, 
82. Kumalunthung narĕthĕg gĕtĕr glĕbĕg 82. rattling, chattering, thundering, 

thur thokkingly44 sound pours forth, 
pacake wiraga stylishly elegant, 
aladak ang-Gunungsari arrogant like Gunungsari. 
Widiguna suluk ngĕliking manyura Widiguna’s Suluk Ngĕlik in Manyura45 

83. Nganyut-anyut loyop pantĕs suluk 83. sweeps away drowsiness, as suluk 
bangun should at dawn. 

sakeh kang miyarsa All those who are listening, 
sadaya karĕnan dening they all feel pleasure because of 
Jayengraga dennya sasĕndhon araras  Jayengraga’s lovely, harmonious fnal 

song.46 

84. Sawusipun tutug liyu-liyunipun 84. Afer he fnishes, with a fourish of 
the fute, 

pathĕt Sarayuda the end of the pathĕt 
sabĕman gong nulya wiwit is played, one drum stroke and then 

gong.47 

gĕndhing Kuwung-Kuwung munya rum Gĕndhing Kuwung-Kuwung sounds 
araras sofly and lovely. 
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85. Kĕndhangipun ajĕg jĕjĕg lamba kukuh 85. Te kĕndhang is strictly regular, 
simple, frm. 

ulĕt wilĕt samya Te interwoven style 
rĕbut yatmakaning gĕndhing seized the very soul of the 

48gĕndhing.
apan dangu dennya ngĕs-ngĕs Tey take their time indulging in 

cengkokira variations. 
86. Gĕndhingipun niba kĕndhange 

angguguk 
kipat akosekan 
bêm sĕbah kĕmpyang nĕlampit 
ambiyantu tan sulaya wilĕtira 

86. Te piece “falls,”49 the kĕndhang 
makes a mufed gufaw, 

frmly struck with brushed strokes, 
a sated bĕm, kĕmpyang doubling,50 

enhancing, not conficting with, the 
weaves of sound [wilĕt]. 

87. Wusnya dangu nĕsĕg tan antara suwuk 87. Afer a while the playing speeds up, 
then it ends. 

sigra Jayengraga At once Jayengraga 
ngasta rĕbab pathĕt ngĕlik 51takes the rĕbab, Pathĕt Ngĕlik,
ngik-ingiking tutup kosoke rangkĕpan “ngik-ngik” the stroking as he bows 

double tempo, 
88. Tutup bĕsus kosok rangkĕp rikat 88. polished, the bowing in double time, 

alus quick, courtly. 
eram kang amulat Te audience is amazed. 
sĕmbada lan kang nyuluki It fts just right with the singer. 
pan katongton Jengraga kamuktenira It is clear how much Jengraga is loving 

this!52 

In verse 68, Jayengraga’s gambang playing emerges, assonantly and allit-
eratively, out of the word brambang, the onions, which are being peeled 
and chopped in the kitchen. Te assonance and alliteration between the two 
words “gambang “and “brambang” is not simply a metrical requirement of 
the Pocung verse form, in which the second and fourth lines must end with 
vowel sound “a.” In the frst instance the assonance references the actual 
sound of chopping of onions as rather similar to the resonant, struck-wood 
sounds of the gambang. Te modulation from peeling onions to playing gam-
bang further exploits the sound structure of the verse form to represent the 
continuous, interconnected, village-wide sound-making that we observed 
earlier in the canto. Te urgency and energy of this process is picked up 
in verses 69 to 73 as Jayengraga calls his friends to join him in making 
music. 
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Once the music-making commences, Jayengraga contributes to these 
aforementioned kinesthetic sounds as he improvises on the gambang in 
verse 68 while giving orders to those preparing for the wedding feast, with 
his uncle Kulawirya vocalizing a drum accompaniment. But afer Jayengraga 
calls out for other musicians to bring instruments and join him in playing a 
gamĕlan piece, and when the musical sequence begins in verse 74, the poem 
asks us to attend—both by eye and ear—to the gestures producing the sounds 
on some of the instruments, which are very precisely described in imagery 
that connects them to tiny creatures in the natural world. Together, this turns 
into qualities of the musical sounds of the instruments as communicated by 
the sung poetic words of the passage. 

Te ensemble of musicians performs the piece Kuwung-Kuwung, moving 
through the sections of the piece from sendhon to merong and inggah, ending 
with Pathĕtan Manyura Ngĕlik. Te focus for those nearby who are attend-
ing to the impromptu concert are the individual instrumental performances, 
described in sharply diferentiated terms according to the specifc sonic qual-
ity of each instrument and its particular mode of performance by one of the 
named musicians. For the musicians themselves, the focus is on the interplay 
of wilĕtan, “intertwinings” in the performance of cengkok variations, which 
facilitates attainment of the most religiously sought-afer goal of ensemble 
music-making, the musical “soul” (yatmaka) of the gĕndhing, for those who 
are capable of hearing it. 

Listening throughout the performance, by audience and musician alike, 
is represented as being continuous and constantly attuned to nuances. Tese 
details are captured by the comparisons to diferent insects and their move-
ment, as well as by suggestive onomatopoeias, and to the ways these nuances 
intertwine until they reveal the “soul” of the gĕndhing. Te moment of greatest 
musical intensity coincides, not with the sounding of the gong, but with the 
arrival of the greatest musical density in verse 85, during which each instru-
ment producing variation afer variation is woven together, until the piece 
“falls” in its approach to the fnal cadence. Special attention is paid in the pas-
sage, in other words, not to structure, but to the “nuances of textual densifca-
tion,” as Stephen Feld might put it,53 or, as Sumarsam has described in his essay 
“Inner Melody in Javanese Gamelan,” to the wilĕtan, the ways “each musician 
relates the part he plays to the melodies played on the other instruments,”54 

which are represented in kinesthetic as well as sonic terms and minutely, met-
aphorically described, linking musical sounds to God’s world at large. 
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“Intention” (Jav. niyat) and Javanese “Listening” 
in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini as Suf samāʿ 

Know that hearts and consciences are treasuries of secrets 

and mines of jewels. Wrapped within them lie their jewels 

just as fire is enveloped in iron and stone, and hidden 

like water is concealed under dust and loam. There is no 

way of extracting such hidden things save by the flint and 

steel of audition to poetry and music (samāʿ ), and there is 

no entrance to the heart save by the ante chamber of the 

ears. So musical tones, measured and pleasing, bring forth 

what is in it and make evident its beauties and defects.55 

Te special power of gamĕlan music can be released and experienced, for 
those who are playing it and for those who hear it, when making sound and 
listening to it is motivated by religious “intention.” At least, that is how it 
should happen according to Suf theory about samāʿ, “listening which is 
spiritual.” Traces of this theory inform the passages we have just been reading 
in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini.56 Suf ideas about samāʿ have long infuenced Persian 
and Turkish music, and from very early on the Suf love of music and the 
belief that by playing and listening to music one could achieve union with 
God were strongly condemned by legalistic Muslims as being akin to “usury, 
fornication, and intoxication.”57 Ghazālī’s Book XVIII from his Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-
dīn, “Responses Proper to Listening to Music and the Experience of Ecstasy,” 
ofers a famous discussion of samāʿ. Te writings of Ghazālī, an eminent Suf 
scholar from Persia, were well known in Java from the seventeenth century 
on. Here we make use of the interpretation of samāʿ ofered by Ghazālī to 
elucidate the connections between intentional listening to/playing of music 
as it appears in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini.58 

Te quotation at the head of this section comes close to summarizing 
Ghazālī’s core idea about “listening that is spiritual.” Music is the medium 
that best conveys divine secrets contained in various kinds of writing, both 
secular and religious. It enters the “ear of the heart” when a human hears it. 
Te “heart” is where the mystic contemplates—and may even achieve one-
ness with—God. Te mystic capable of intentionally listening to music as a 
medium of divine revelation (Arabic samāʿ) will be able to hear the mystery 
that music conceals. 
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Te holy Quran itself has always been sung. Navid Kermani has argued 
that the singing/recitation of the Quran is essential both to its aesthetics and 
to its divine message. Kermani quotes Ghazālī from his Ihyā’: 

I recited the Quran without experiencing any joy in it, until I recited 
it as if I was hearing the Messenger of God reciting it before his 
companions. Ten I was raised to a higher station, and I recited it 
as if I was hearing Gabriel conveying it to the Messenger of God. 
Ten God brought on another station (manzila), so that now I hear 
it from Him who speaks it. And I experience an enjoyment and 
contentment (naʿīm) that I can no longer do without.59 

In Islamic tradition, there are many stories about listeners who become so 
enraptured by hearing a beautiful recitation of the Quran that they faint, or 
even pass away. Ghazālī reports four instances of men who died from the 
pleasure of hearing the Quran recited beautifully, a tiny fraction of the num-
ber of such Quranic deaths reported over the centuries.60 Kermani quotes 
several sayings attributed to the Prophet, such as: “‘Everything has an orna-
ment; the ornament of the Quran is the beautiful voice.’”61 “If one follows the 
rules for an ideal recitation as outlined by Ghazālī . . . ,” states Kermani, “the 
musical rendition is not only ‘ornament’ in the ordinary sense of the term . . . 
on the contrary, it is basic to the actualization of the message.”62 

And it is not just the Quran that has caused the deaths of those who have 
become unbearably enraptured from hearing a beautiful recitation. “Te 
number of Sufs who are supposed to have died listening to music or poetry 
is probably only insignifcantly fewer than the number slain by the Quran,” 
Kermani writes.63 In his remarks on samāʿ, Ghazālī and other Suf authors 
discuss listening to music, poetry, and the Quran as belonging to the same 
discourse on samāʿ. Te Quran is not poetry, but poetry as well as music 
also belong to the religious sphere. As Kermani puts it, “to the mystics, all 
three are an organ of religious insight . . . listening is not an end in itself but 
is directed towards achieving an insight, a ‘fnding’ (wajd), as the word for 
ecstasy aimed at in listening indicates.”64 In other words, listening as samāʿ is 
paying attention to music and poetry with the specifc “intention” to discover 
God’s mysteries hidden within sound. 

Te distinction Ghazālī and other Suf writers draw between listening 
merely for pleasure and listening with “intention,” as samāʿ, is articulated in 



 

 

 
  

 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 

   

 
 

 

192 Collectivity 

a subsequent episode in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini. Jayengraga, his older brother Jay-
engrĕsmi, Kulawirya, and their young santri companions have set out from 
Wanamarta in search of Amongraga, who has lef his new wife for a series of 
adventures that will end in his death. Te travelers come to a village where 
they play gamĕlan and where their learned host, Kidang Wiracapa, instructs 
them about the diference between playing music the way most musicians do, 
focusing on the beauty of the music they are making, and playing it as an act 
of worship to unite with God (Cantos 595–597).65 

In v. 25 of Canto 595, Jayengraga picks up the rĕbab and plays the buka 
to the famous piece Gambir Sawit. As they play the gĕndhing the musicians 
are described (v. 32) as being in a state of (physical and emotional?) “con-
stipation” (mĕlĕt). But as they listen to the “voice(s) of the gĕndhing” (gend-
heng gĕndhing), they are flled with pleasure and “knead their wilĕts together” 
(atangkĕb mulĕt wilĕtnya). Ten, threading and weaving their sounds together 
in the most elegant fashion (sangsaya angikal bĕsus), “they perform the soul 
of the gĕndhing” (olah yatmakaning gĕndhing) (v. 33). In the very next line of 
the same verse, people who have been watching the performance, women and 
children, even very old people working in the kitchen, are described “bowling 
each other over” (asalang tunjang) and burning what they are frying as they 
are “overpowered” (katungkul) by the desire to look at those who are playing 
the gĕndhing, particularly the handsome Jayengraga (v. 34). 

Wiracapa’s comment afer the playing has ceased is that such skilled 
musicians could not possibly come from pious Islamic backgrounds. Kula-
wirya in particular, with his refned playing, could only ever be resistant 
(cĕgah) to religion (v. 42): “Sabab wong gĕndhing puniku | atine mangeran 
gĕndhing | tan ana liyan kacipta | namung rasaning ing gĕndhing | sinungku 
sajroning nala | nalika lakuning gĕndhing ||” (Because a real gĕndhing per-
son, / his heart only calls gĕndhing ‘Lord,’ / that is all he can imagine, / just 
the feeling /taste of a gĕndhing, / that is what lives inside his heart/afer the 
gĕndhing is over //).66 

But it must not be this way, as Wiracapa elucidates in the following 
Canto 596, composed in the Pocung meter. He explains to his listeners that 
the “taste, the meaning” (rasanya) of the “divine science” (ngilmu) requires 
them to learn to hear and play music diferently.67 Te path to “tasting” the 
music correctly starts with the individual instruments, brought together as a 
tuned ensemble on which a gĕndhing is played at diferent tempi (irama). Te 
“soul” (yatmaka) of the music emerges when all the instruments are played 



  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

193 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

together as a gracefully interwoven ensemble.68 Gamĕlan originated with the 
founder of Javanese culture whose name, “Widayaka,” means “a person who 
sings poetry” (wong anĕmbang).69 Voices sing, hands play instruments; sing-
ing (gendheng) is joined together (dhaup) with musical compositions (gĕndh-
ing), whose loveliness originated with voice. Once all these elements combine 
(dhaup) with “divine science” (ngilmi), then the tones of the gamĕlan, along 
with sounds coming from the lips, together with the gĕndhing, express the 
“intention” (niyat) of the performance. “Musicians,” Wiracapa asserts, “are 
just a community (bangsa) of drunks, but even so, if they get drunk on the 
teachings of ngilmi, then they would commit themselves to abstinence and 
ascend to Mystery.”70 “Do not give in to the gĕndhing and its spell (surupan),” 
he adds; “the sounds of its beauty (surasaning raras) are but premonitions of 
your longing (kinarya pangresing kapti), are what guide (pangatĕre) the heart 
as it meditates (tyasing gagas).”71 

Turning back to Suf theories of samāʿ we can now assess what the descrip-
tion of the performance along with Wiracapa’s commentary teach us about 
how Javanese listen—or should listen—to gamĕlan music. Te infuence 
of Suf ideas on the Javanese poets, probably as formulated by Ghazālī, are 
evident. To begin with, as is shown in every episode in which travelers play 
gamĕlan in front of village audiences, there is a diference between the two 
groups in terms of their “listening” and responding to music, the same dis-
tinction Ghazālī and other Suf theorists of samāʿ make between advanced 
travelers on the Suf path and ordinary people. Even though Wiracapa, voicing 
the opinion that pious Muslims still hold about musicians in Java, calls them 
drunks, the traveling musicians are sophisticated Sufs capable of seizing the 
“soul” (yatmaka) of a gĕndhing when they make their wilĕt perfectly inter-
twined in performance. Kulawirya and his companions do not need Wira-
capa to explain this to them. Te villagers, on the other hand, are mindlessly, 
uncomprehendingly thrown into confused awe by what they hear. Ghazālī 
would not have been surprised. According to him, and he was more insistent 
on this point than other Suf theorists of samāʿ, only those who have already 
attained a high degree of mystical insight can “heart-savour” (dhawq) music, 
“listening to music (samāʿ) [as] a divine mystery (sirr Allāh) found within the 
harmonious relationship of measured tones to the (human) spirits and in the 
spirits becoming overcome by these melodies and stirred by them.”72 Ghazālī’s 
comment reminds us of Sumarsam’s thinking about the “inner melody” of a 
gamĕlan piece in performance: 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

194 Collectivity 

It seems that no single instrument or vocal part in the ensemble is 
solely responsible for guiding the melodic motion of a gendhing. I 
believe the real ‘authority over melody’ is a melodic idea sung in the 
minds of the individual musicians. Tis directs the melodic motion. 
Tis melodic conception could be called ‘inner melody.’ Inner melody 
is the melody that is sung by musicians in their hearts. Inner melody 
is the essence of melody in Javanese gamelan. My gamelan teacher 
ofen advised me ‘golekana lan rasakna wosing utawa surasaning lagu,’ 
that is, ‘search for and feel the essence, or the soul, of a melody.’73 

Te moment when Javanese musicians feel the “soul” of the melody seems 
very much like “the essence of the ecstasy that the mystics pursue in samāʿ,” 
as Kermani puts it, which is an absorption in contemplation, a relinquish-
ment of one’s subjectivity.74 Sumarsam’s musicians allow their subjective 
“inner melodies” to merge with the one essential “inner melody” of a gĕn-
dhing, which is its yatmaka, its soul, once they have collectively grasped it. 

Attending to the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

For Sufs, including Suf poets in early nineteenth-century Central Java, the 
experience of God’s beauty was primarily through sound. For some Sufs in 
the Middle East, the sounds of the Quran were the most incomparably beau-
tiful.75 For others, like Ghazālī, it was listening, in the mode of samāʿ, to secu-
lar music and poetry rather than to the well-known, frequently memorized 
verses of the Quran that ofered access to the Absolute.76 Te poets of the 
Sĕrat Cĕnthini seem to have agreed with Ghazālī; indeed, Florida reminds us 
that, near the end of the poem, afer a night of recitations and musical perfor-
mances, “Amongraga pronounces his assessment of their night of devotion” 
in just these terms: 

Sheikh Amongraga spoke sofly, 
‘Brother Ki Malangkarsa, 
as for the faithful of Java, 
to gain understanding in their hearts 
the best of possible ways is 
through the experience (rasa) of suluk alone 
is reached the end to which we aim. 



  

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 
   

195 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

Diferent, the efect upon the heart 
that comes from the Holy Qur’an– 
demanding strenuous struggle, 
long it takes to enter the heart, 
never reaching the rasa of the Word; 
for that requires the symbols of song 
sung in Javanese macapat verse.’77 

Up to this point, the situation described in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini seems 
directly connected to the Sufsm of Ghazālī. And yet, if we read descriptions 
in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini of villagers listening and reacting to gamĕlan perfor-
mances, something else seems to be going on other than their noncompre-
hension of the Mystery contained within its sounds. Te sounding of gamĕlan 
instruments in the early nineteenth century also expressed an autonomous 
power, long predating Islamization, something that compelled listening and 
bestowed well-being. 

Let us turn to the description of the last performance of music by Jay-
engraga and his companions (v. 144–96, the fnal stanza in Canto 363, and the 
opening stanzas of Canto 364 in Sinom meter, verses 1–14).78 Te musicians 
have brought out a sacred gamĕlan named Alun Jaladri (Waves of the Sea) 
that belongs to Jayengraga’s father. When the musicians begin playing on it, 
everyone in the village hears (v. 157) and is “startled, their hearts pounding” 
(ingkang myarsa kagyat tyasira naratab).79 

158. Sinru arum angebĕki ing sadhusun 

lir natab priyangga 
pĕngrasane joganneki 
prabawane Alun-jaladri yen munya 

158. Loudly, melodiously, it flled the 
whole village, 

as if striking itself, 
the feeling, on its arrival, 
of Alun Jaladri’s awesome power when 

it sounds. 
159. Kang angrungu tan pangling 

suwaranipun 
tan ana mĕmada 
unine Alun-jaladri 
samya berag anggugah manah gambira 

159. Tose who listen make no mistake 
about the sound: 

there could be nothing like 
the sound of Alun Jaladri. 
Everyone is passionate, alert, jubilant. 

Te villagers recognize the sound, and it flls them with joy. It compels 
them to put on their best clothes and bring money and other oferings to 
bestow on Jayengraga as a token of respect for Alun Jaladri, the women 



 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

196 Collectivity 

walking in a way that “showed of their beauty,” the men “their manly charms” 
(v. 188). Kulawirya comments that when people hear a gamĕlan like Alun Jal-
adri “the energy of pagan times returns” (v. 189), for the sound “by necessity 
bestows good fortune” (v. 192). At the beginning of Canto 364, which is in 
the Sinom meter, a single verse sums up Alun Jaladri’s power to cause invol-
untary responses by its listeners, with fve lines stating the coming together 
of the various kinds of instrumental sound in a mystical unity as the rĕbab is 
played:80 

9. Nulya mungĕl Kĕmbangmara 
Alun-jaladri ngrĕrangin 
sakathahe kang miyarsa 
jalwestri tyase mong brangti 
rĕmpĕg panabuhneki 
ukur jawil ngĕnut-ĕnut 
ungĕle kang angl[e]la 
rĕbab gambang lawan suling 
sarancak ungĕle kamot jroning kawat 

9. Ten it resounds, Kĕmbang Mara, 
Ocean Waves ringing sof and sweet. 
Everyone who is listening, 
men, women, is deeply lovestruck. 
Te notes struck right together, 
measured touches one by one, 
sounds that were distinctly heard, 
rĕbab, gambang, and the suling, 
ensemble of sounds: contained in a 

single string. 

Te description ends with an image of the rĕbab, the most voice-like instru-
ment in the gamĕlan ensemble, sounding the yatmaka, the “soul,” of all 
the “inner melodies” of the gĕndhing being played, brought together in the 
melody heard on a single string of the rĕbab. Although the villagers are not 
capable of the kind of samāʿ-like hearing that is implied by the poetry in 
verse 9, they are “lovestruck” (brangti) by what they hear, a state described in 
the poetry of pre-Islamic ancient Java as far back as the ninth century CE as 
an expression of the most advanced kind of aesthetic sensibility.81 

Te episode of “listening” from the Sĕrat Cĕnthini that we have been read-
ing in Cantos 363 and 364 presents three distinct, but ultimately intertwined 
and mutually referential, kinds of sound-making and hearing. In the frst of 
these, the village awakens to the sounds that people, animals, and things make 
every day at dawn. Tese sounds are there to be heard, but no one in the poem 
is listening intentionally to them. Tose hearing the poem sung out loud, how-
ever, would be listening with intent, religious or otherwise.82 Te poetry, as we 
have indicated in our annotated translation of it, is intended either to protect us 
from all harm and lull us into slumber, or to alert us to “earth’s signs and mar-
vels,” as Ghazālī puts it in his On Conduct in Travel, Book XVII of the Iḥyāʾ.83 



  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 
 

 

197 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

In the second phase of listening presented in these verses, when the musi-
cians frst begin making music together, the instruments being played are 
described in a way that recalls the minute kinds of sonic and descriptive ref-
erence to the tiny details of the everyday world that we fnd in the frst phase 
of listening. It sounds at times as if the poets are drawing the entire human 
and natural world from the dawn-section of the episode into the “inner mel-
odies” that the musicians hear in their hearts as they now play their diferent 
instruments. But this time the reader/listener is given to understand (v. 85) 
that not only are musical sounds intertwined with sounds and movements 
from the natural and physical world, they are also becoming intertwined, 
through the creative wilĕt of the musicians, with each other, as the mystical 
ensemble of sounds, “the interwoven style / seized the very soul of the gĕn-
dhing.” Musical sounds themselves, like the onomatopoeic words that defne 
and imitate them, express the “inner melodies” heard in the hearts of the 
individual musicians, that fnally meet in a gracefully adorned “coil” (ukĕl) to 
reveal the yatmaka, the “soul,” of the gĕndhing. Te musicians in this passage 
are clearly engaging in a kind of samāʿ as they play and which the listener to 
the poetry describing the scene can overhear. 

Finally, when Alun Jaladri engulfs the village, it is as if the pre-Islamic, 
heathen sounds of that orchestra are supernaturally identical with ocean 
waves themselves. We are compelled, like ordinary Javanese villagers, to be 
respectfully attentive to Alun Jaladri. We might even imagine that some kind 
of good fortune may befall us just from reading the poetic account of this 
music, even though we are living more than two centuries later and are prob-
ably not intentionally journeying on a mystical Suf path toward Mystery. 

Notes 

1. R. M. Ng. Dr. Poerbatjaraka, Pandji-Verhalen Onderling Vergeleken (Bandoeng: A. C. Nix 
en Co, 1940), 361, note 3. 

2. Translation by Nancy Florida. Here and throughout the translations and discussion that 
follow, we are enormously grateful to Florida for her queries, suggestions, and corrections. Our 
warmest thanks also go to Els Bogaerts and Edwin Wieringa for their helpful corrections and 
suggestions. 

3. C. F. Winter, Sr., ed. T. Roorda, Javaansche zamenspraken. Eerste deel: Zamenspraken 
over verschillende onderwerpen (Amsterdam: Johannes Müller, 1862), 193. 

4. Teodore G. T. Pigeaud, Literature of Java. Volume I. Synopsis of Javanese Literature 
900–1900 (Te Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1967), 227–229. 
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5. T. E. Behrend, Te Serat Jatiswara: Structure and Change in a Javanese Poem 1600–1930 
(PhD dissertation, Australian National University, 1987), 325–26. 

6. T. E. Behrend, “Technical Prolegomena to Any Future Centhini-Critique,” n.d. 
7. Te better of only two full-length studies of traditional Javanese poetic meters, called 

macapat and the performance of macapat poetry in modern Java is Bernard Arps, Tembang in 
Two Traditions. Performance and Interpretation of Javanese Literature (London: School of Ori-
ental and African Studies, 1992). 

8. Tree signifcant contributions are those by J. Kunst, Music in Java: Its History, Its Teory, 
and Its Technique, Volume 1 (Te Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1973); Noriko Ishida, “Te Tex-
tures of Central Javanese Gamelan Music: Pre-Notation and Its Discontents,” Bijdragen tot de 
Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 164 (2008): 475–499; and Sumarsam, “Inner Melody in Javanese 
Gamelan,” in Karawitan: Source Readings in Javanese Gamelan and Vocal Music, ed. Judith Becker 
and Alan H. Feinstein, volume I (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1984), 249–304. 

9. For earlier studies that quote from and discuss gamĕlan playing in Canto 363 of the Sĕrat 
Cĕnthini, see Kunst, Music in Java and Sumarsam, Javanese Music and the West (Rochester: Uni-
versity of Rochester Press, 2013). Other scholars have attempted to capture Javanese culture in 
one iconic concept or another; see Benedict R. O’G Anderson, “Te Idea of Power in Javanese 
Culture,” in Language and Power: Exploring Political Cultures in Indonesia, ed. Benedict R. O’G 
Anderson (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 17–77; A. L. Becker, “Text Building, Epistemol-
ogy, and Aesthetics in Javanese Shadow Teater,” in Beyond Translation: Essays Toward a Modern 
Philology, ed. A. L. Becker (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 23–70; and Ward 
Keeler, Javanese Shadow Plays, Javanese Selves (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987). 

10. Te sung poetic meter Pocung consists of four lines, 12u, 6a, 8i, 12a, where the num-
bers designate the required number of syllables per line, followed by the vowels required for 
the fnal syllable of each line. Our translation follows Florida in adhering to the syllable counts 
for Pocung, which helps us stay close to the sentence structure and concision of the Javanese 
original. It also means that our English translation can be sung to Pocung melodies. We have 
not attempted to reproduce the play of assonances and alliterations, which are crucial to the 
meanings of the original. 

11. Te character Jayangraga is also known as Jengraga in the poem, especially when poetic 
meter requires that his name be shortened from four syllables to three. 

12. For more on the mystical Suf theme of “servant-master” (kawula gusti) in the Sĕrat 
Cĕnthini and playful parodies of the goal of bringing the two together in a mystical union ofen 
involving vivid descriptions of sex see Tony Day, “Stepping on a Wulu: Minor Characters and 
Narrative Possibilities in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini,” in Storied Island: Explorations in Javanese Litera-
ture, ed. Ronit Ricci (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023), 57–60. 

13. Te Javanese text of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, Canto 363, that we use for this essay, with small 
changes to spelling, comes from the online version of Kamajaya, ed., Sĕrat Cĕnthini (Suluk 
Tambangraras), Jilid VI (Yogyakarta: Yayasan Cĕnthini,1988), 124–40, accessible on sastra.org, 
https://www.sastra.org/kisah-cerita-dan-kronikal/serat-centhini/976-centhini-kamajaya-1985 
-91-761-jilid-06-pupuh-362-364. All the translations from Javanese are by Day, with inter-
ventions by Weiss and suggestions and corrections by Florida. Day claims responsibility for all 
remaining infelicities and errors. 

14. In the last line of verse 7, dhikir are recitations associated with Suf forms of worship 
that repeatedly intone God’s name and attributes. Slawatan are religious songs in Arabic or Java-
nese, accompanied by one or more frame-drums (tĕrbang). 

https://www.sastra.org/kisah-cerita-dan-kronikal/serat-centhini/976-centhini-kamajaya-1985-91-761-jilid-06-pupuh-362-364
https://www.sastra.org/kisah-cerita-dan-kronikal/serat-centhini/976-centhini-kamajaya-1985-91-761-jilid-06-pupuh-362-364
https://sastra.org
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15. Te word bawa means “voice, sound” but also specifcally the solo opening, sung by 
a male, to a gamĕlan piece. Here and elsewhere in the description of the frst sounds heard 
in the village as it awakens there are allusions to gamĕlan. For a translation and discussion of 
verses describing a gamĕlan performance held later on in the day in this same episode from the 
poem see Tony Day, “Te Poetry of Minor Characters and Everyday Life in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini,” 
Wacana: Journal of the Humanities of Indonesia 22 (2021): 707–26. 

16. Subuh is the frst of the fve obligatory daily prayers in Muslim Java. 
17. Te word gĕrandhung, which is preceded by the word ting to indicate that it is an ono-

matopoeic word about sound, is not found in any of the Javanese dictionaries known to us. 
In a personal email (May 22, 2023), Edwin Wieringa, Professor of Indonesian Philology and 
Islamic Studies, University of Cologne, suggests that we translate it by thinking about words like 
glundhĕng, glendhang, and glondhang that have a similar sound. All of these words mean, accord-
ing to the online Leksikon at sastra.org, https://www.sastra.org/leksikon, “the thudding sound 
that a small, hard object makes when thrown into an empty hollow space like a vat, chest, (empty) 
house or cart.” Based on our experience grinding hard substances with a mortar and pestle, we 
have decided that “crunch-crunch” is a good translation for gĕrandhung here. Wieringa’s sug-
gestion makes a further important point about the way sound is heard and assigned meaning in 
Java. Words that sound alike in Javanese usually have similar meanings but are ofen associated 
with diferent events and experiences. Hearing the word gĕrandhung in verse 10 above would 
have stimulated memories of other, related words and life experiences for the Javanese listener 
in Surakarta in 1815, as it would today. Even if it is invented, which it probably is, metri causa, 
because it only appears in this place in the entire online version of the Kamajaya Sĕrat Cĕnthini, or 
in any of the hundreds of Javanese texts that have been put online at sastra.org, the word gĕrand-
hung not only fts the 12-syllable requirement of the frst line in the Pocung meter, but also has 
good assonance-alliteration with the words galĕpung and nglĕmbur in the same line, better than 
any of the other words that sound like it and mean something like “crunch.” In other words, the 
poet achieves a play on sound and meaning with his invented “crunch” word within the line and 
encourages the listener to extend that play to other contexts in the listener’s experience. Tis kind 
of “synesthesia,” if we can call it that, has a Suf religious meaning in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini. 

18. Passages and whole stanzas describing singing birds occur regularly in both Old and 
Modern Javanese poetry. In our translation of verses 12 and 13, we add some descriptive detail 
to give the reader a sense of the diversity and colorfulness of the tropical birds mentioned, each 
of which also has its own distinctive song. In the third line of verse 12, cingcinggoling, which has 
lost a syllable, metri causa, in the Javanese text, is a synonym for sikatan, the black wagtail, but 
the word sounds onomatopoetic and, grammatically, is here the sound the sikatan are making. 
Similarly, we render aklikikan as the song of the female night cuckoo, whose mate answers her 
in the frst line of verse 13. Te word only appears once in the entire Sĕrat Cĕnthini and cannot 
be found in the dictionaries. We have added the adjective “dark” to describe the trees (kaywan) 
from which the kolik is singing to suggest the nocturnal nature of the two cuckoos as well as give 
the scene a slightly ominous feel. Javanese people believe that when these birds sing, they are 
warning the listener of the presence of thieves nearby. 

19. In this line the chirping of the birds is sounded by means of the assonance of the “ch” 
and “k” in the words themselves. 

20. In the last line the bird song is communicated by means of the alliteration of “e,” “a,” 
and “o” sounds. In the last two lines of verse 13, the kuthilang is a thrush, kedhasih a swallow, 
bethet a small green parrot, jalak a starling, menco a magpie, and kĕpodhang a golden oriole. 

https://www.sastra.org/leksikon
https://sastra.org
https://sastra.org
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Te Javanese word that we have translated as “bicker” is imbal, which in gamĕlan terminology 
refers to the interlocking patterns, a kind of musical “conversation” or friendly “quarrel,” that 
can be played on two bonang or saron. In the last line the word sauran means literally to “answer 
one another” or, in the case of sounds coming from all directions, to seem to do so, but the 
expression saur pĕksi, “answer like birds,” means for a group of people responding to a request 
by someone in authority to say “yes” in unison. Te suggestion is perhaps that the four diferent 
species of bird are answering one another politely and, as the frst line of the next stanza sug-
gests, agreeing respectfully with those in charge in chirping unison to participate in the activities 
of the new day, along with the villagers. 

21. In the frst line of verse 14, two words have associations with gamĕlan. Umyung, trans-
lated as “resound,” can describe the sound of a fock of birds echoing from the forest but also the 
sonorous resonance of gamĕlan instruments being played together. Barung means to “accom-
pany” but more specifcally to make a sound, with the voice or another instrument, at the same 
time as other gamĕlan instruments are playing. 

22. For more on Sufsm in early nineteenth-century Surakarta and the Suf character of the 
Sĕrat Cĕnthini, see P. J. Zoetmulder, Pantheism and Monism in Javanese Suluk Literature: Islamic 
and Indian Mysticism in an Indonesian Setting, ed. and tr. M. C. Ricklefs (Leiden: KITLV Press, 
1995); Nancy K. Florida, “Shaṭṭāriyya Suf Scents in the Literary World of the Surakarta Palace 
in Nineteenth-Century Java,” in Buddhist and Islamic Orders in Southern Asia, ed. R. Michael 
Feener and Anne M. Blackburn (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, Amazon Kindle Edition, 
2019), 226–70; and Day, “Stepping on a Wulu.” 

23. See Peter Carey, Te Power of Prophecy: Prince Dipanagara and the End of an Old 
Order in Java, 1785–1855 (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2008) on the Dipanagara rebellion and Eric 
Tagliacozzo, ed., Southeast Asia and the Middle East: Islam, Movement and the Longue Durée 
(Singapore: NUS Press, 2009) for other Southeast Asian examples of the debate between more 
conservative and more tolerant forms of Islam in Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century. 

24. Other descriptions include: “[for use] as [an] interlude (sĕsĕlan) when tension is slack 
(grĕgĕtipun kĕndho); and when [the] atmosphere is leisurely (sasĕkecanipun)” (Arps, Tembang, 423). 

25. Banten is a province in West Java known for its Islamic culture. 
26. Te word arum, which is used 408 times in Kamajaya’s edition of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, 

is given the primary meaning “fragrant” in the dictionaries of the Leksikon and is used to 
describe fowers and women in the poem. But it also frequently describes how people speak 
and how music sounds. Tis synesthesia of meanings between sight, sound, and smell, which 
we encounter repeatedly in the passage we are discussing, is very old in Java. P. J. Zoetmulder 
and S. O. Robson, Old Javanese-English Dictionary, Part II (Te Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1982), 
1569 give the meanings of the root word rūm in Old Javanese as “beauty, loveliness, charm, 
attractiveness, sweetness, gentleness, fragrance.” 

27. As translated in Nancy K. Florida, “Better to Touch the Heart: Performing Suf Songs 
(Suluk) in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini,” in Storied Island: Explorations in Javanese Literature, ed. Ronit 
Ricci (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023), 66–95. 

28. Te third line of this verse consists of four words that relate to playing the gambang or 
other instruments in the gamĕlan. Gĕtĕr means a loud noise that causes you to shudder but is 
also the trilling motion made by the fngers playing the rĕbab or while dancing. Glĕbĕg means to 
make a trilling sound on a gambang with the round, padded ends of the gambang mallets. Kur 
is short for ĕkur, the clucking sound that hens make. And jawil is to poke someone with your 
fnger. All these words precisely evoke the sound and manner of playing the gambang. 



  

  

 

 

 
 

  
 

   

 
 

  

 
 

  
    

 

201 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

29. As with Hindustani bols, Javanese drumming or kĕndhangan is taught and learned 
through spoken syllables. Each hand stroke has a spoken sonic reference that sounds reasonably 
like the one produced on the drums. Although these sounds can be rendered visually and writ-
ten parts can be used in teaching, students typically learn using the spoken syllables, and teach-
ers ofen sing the kĕndhang parts while playing other instruments to remind students where 
they are in the piece and which patterns and sounds they should be playing. When musicians 
perform without a drum, as depicted in this line, they ofen sing the kĕndhang stroke syllables in 
transitions when the drum would lead the change or when they want to “hear” the drum part. 
Here Kulawirya joins in with Jayengraga’s gambang playing by speaking the drum syllables, even 
though he does not yet have a kĕndhang in hand. He receives one in verse 72, afer Jayengraga 
tells people to bring more instruments. 

30. Playing gadhon style refers to the performance of music with the principal, elaborating 
instruments—rĕbab, gĕnder, gambang, suling—but without the large group of instruments in the 
saron family, which play the balungan or skeletal (sometimes referred to as “main”) melody of 
the piece. Te term comes from the Javanese verb anggadho, which means eating a meal without 
eating rice, that is, eating the vegetables, protein, and sambal (hot sauce) only. Whether this 
means eating the most important parts of the meal (the meat and vegetables) or NOT eating the 
most important part of the meal (the rice) is open to debate. Nevertheless, the analogy makes a 
clear comparison between the melody played by the saron family and rice, and the music played 
by the elaborating instruments as the vegetables, protein, and sambal. In this passage, only the 
elaborating instruments and a voice are heard. As we argue below, following Sumarsam, “Inner 
Melody,” this ensemble is all that is required to evoke “the inner melody” of the gĕndhing, the 
sound that matters most to musicians and that is central to the mystical meaning of the passage. 

31. Man is short for paman, “uncle.” 
32. Te musicians named in verses 71–73 appear elsewhere in the poem. Te most import-

ant of them for the story is Kulawirya, who is Jayengraga’s uncle, the younger brother of his 
father, and a constant traveling companion in later episodes in the poem. 

33. Kamajaya footnotes this word, which doesn’t exist as spelled, and corrects it to thinthing 
(also spelled thentheng), which means the sound obtained by striking a key or stroking a rĕbab 
string to test the accuracy of its pitch. 

34. Gĕndhing Kuwung-Kuwung is today most ofen performed in laras pelog pathet barang. 
However, in Raden Tummenggung Warsadiningrat’s “Wédha Pradangga,” tr. Susan Pratt Wal-
ton, in Karawitan: Source Readings in Javanese Gamelan and Vocal Music, volume 2, 47, the piece 
is listed as a gĕndhing rĕbab in pathet manyura. In Javanese modal theory (pathet theory), pathet 
barang and pathet manyura are comparable in terms of mode hierarchy and some interpretive 
elements. 

35. Te word we have translated as “resonance,” grengek, does not appear in the collection 
of dictionaries in the Leksikon of sastra.org. Te word sounds onomatopoetic, like the sound 
the string of a rĕbab makes when bowed and may have been made up to convey such a sound. It 
only appears in this place in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini and nowhere else in the collection of hundreds 
of Javanese texts found on sastra.org, an assertion we base on a search we made on the sastra 
.org website using their search function, https://www.sastra.org/telusuri. Tere are words with 
similar spellings that come to mind when we hear “grengek” in this context: grĕngĕng, meaning 
“to make a humming, buzzing, whining” sound or grĕnggĕng, to sound like a buzzing bee. 

36. “Sound unfurled” is our translation for the word amiwil, which is a variant spelling of 
amiwir, which means to spread its wings (of a bird) or fick the scarf around your waist away 

https://www.sastra.org/telusuri
https://sastra.org
https://sastra.org


 

 

  

 

  
  

 
 

 

 

    
  

 
 

  

   
 

   

 
 
 
 
 

202 Collectivity 

from your body (a Javanese dance movement). Te Javanese line says literally: “stopped, the 
trilling (of the wire) spreads its wings/ficks away its scarf.” Bird and dance imagery (we will soon 
meet references to the latter) are never far from the minds of the poets as they describe musical 
sound in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini. Tis line is another good example of the haptic and kinesthetic 
nature of Javanese sounds. 

37. “Caterpillar grasping” is our translation for ngulĕr keket. Tis is the only place in the 
Sĕrat Cĕnthini where this expression occurs. An ulĕr is a generic caterpillar; keket means to 
clamp onto something. An ulĕr keket, to quote from one of the dictionaries in the Leksikon of 
sastra.org, is “a very large, green, hairless caterpillar.” Literally, ngulĕr keket means “to behave 
like an ulĕr keket.” In the next line, which is the frst line of verse 76, the word puk is the sound 
of the rĕbab player’s fnger as it pushes quickly and hard against the wire and the neck of the 
instrument. 

38. Kamajaya amends the word ganggang to nganggang, meaning to lightly touch, brush. 
An anggang-anggang is a kind of water spider, whose skimming movements across the smooth 
surface of a pond are imagined here along with those of a skittish fy, to describe, in a vivid way, 
the touch and movement of the rĕbab musician’s fnger as he plays. 

39. “Standard” is our translation of the word pacak, which means a pole stuck into the 
ground to fx something to the earth or lay claim to the spot, and hence, by extension, a rule or 
standard of behavior or performance that should be achieved. Te listeners here, who feel that 
the Crĕmasana’s rĕbab playing has achieved exactly the right quality and mood, are the musi-
cians as well as any and all of the implied audience. Troughout the passages we are discussing, 
the assessment and description of sounds imply standards of excellence as well as precision of 
metaphoric analogy by which the quality and nature of sound production is evaluated. Florida 
suggested to us that pacak might refer to the musicians themselves, rather than their playing, 
and indeed the frst line of v. 80 and the second line of v. 82 below support this possibility. We 
concur that pacak refers to both at the same time, fusing the sound, the manner of playing, and 
the appearance of the musician in performance together in a single, kinesthetic image. 

40. Tis refers to the kind of sounds produced by the gĕnder as well as the rapid motion 
of Gandasana’s hands, which gesture in a furious manner as he plays. Te description is of the 
sounds-as-kinds-of-motion. 

41. In the frst line, ngĕnuk-ĕnuk means to form little hills or clumps of cooked rice with a 
cup and describes the way the gĕnder player’s hands look while he plays. Bĕngkak is a term used 
for playing the gĕnder or gambang when the hands are spread, playing low and high notes that 
are wide apart together. Pinjal or kĕpinjal are feas and ngĕpinjal is to jump around like a fea, 
but specifcally in the context of playing gamĕlan, to jump into of-beat spaces and fll them up 
with sound. 

42. In the frst line of v. 80, the word pacak is used again to defne the quality of the playing 
and/or the elegance of the musician, this time by comparing it/him to the masked-dance charac-
ter Onĕngan. It is interesting that although here the gĕnder player is male, the instrument was tra-
ditionally played by women in shadow-puppet (and perhaps also masked-dance?) performances. 
Onĕngan is the elegant sister of Panji, the famous hero of a large cycle of stories that were per-
formed as sung poetry or by masked dancers in Central Java, married to the proud Wukirsĕkar, 
or Gunungsari, to whom the style of Jayengraga’s gambang playing is compared in verse 82 below. 
Both of these characters had prominent roles in masked dance performances of the Panji epic 
in Surakarta in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the last line, the alliteration and 
assonance of “t’s,” “u’s,” and “i’s” imitate the sounds Tunjangkara makes as he tongues and blows 

https://sastra.org


  

 
 

    

  

  
 

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
           

 
 

 
  

 

203 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

into his suling. Te dictionaries do not tell us what kind of bird the tilĕpan is, only that it is little; 
its song may well be imitated by the reiteration of “t’s” and “i’s” in the line, sounds that require the 
tongue to be pressed forward against the teeth, as does tonguing the suling. 

43. Te last two words of the verse, aliyu-liyu, imitate the four-note fourish the suling 
makes at the very end of a cadence. 

44. “Tokkingly” is our own invented sound-word to translate Javanese glĕbĕg, which is 
used only here and in verse 69 above in the entire Sĕrat Cĕnthini. For a discussion of how the 
sound “gĕblĕg,” which is onomatopoetic, is made on the gambang, see note 29 above. 

45. Te Suluk or Pathĕtan Manyura Ngĕlik is the song, accompanied by gĕnder, that a 
Central Javanese puppeteer sings at the conclusion of gĕndhing played for certain scenes in the 
Pathĕt Manyura, or third and fnal section of a shadow-puppet play in the early hours of the 
morning before dawn. Probohardjono (see Radèn Ngabèhi Samsudjin Probohardjono, “Serat 
Sulukan Sléndro,” tr. Susan Pratt Walton, in Karawitan, volume I, 476-77, 489, and Warsadin-
ingrat, “Wèdha Pradangga,” 90), say that Pathĕt Manyura Ngĕlik was composed by Pakukubu-
wana IV (1768–1820), the ruler of Surakarta at the time when this version of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 
was created. 

46. “Sweeps away” in the frst line of v. 83 is our translation for nganyut-anyut, which refers 
specifcally to the enrapturing efect of musical sounds on a listener and is constantly used in 
the Sĕrat Cĕnthini to describe the efect of gamĕlan music on an audience. Te same expression 
is used above in v. 7. In the frst line of v. 83, Widiguna’s Suluk Manyura Ngĕlik calls attention 
to the approaching end of the pathĕtan, but gamĕlan music and singing can also serve as a pro-
tective lullaby that allows the listener to doze of, protecting her from harm. Florida once told 
us that there used to be a special group of soldiers who sang all night from poetic texts as they 
guarded the palace of the ruler of Surakarta. Tis practice was probably a variant of the night-
time performance of a poem in Dhandhanggula meter, the Kidung Rumĕksa ing Wĕngi (Song 
Guarding the Night), which can still be heard at night in Central Java to protect listeners and 
sleepers from a wide variety of evils. Bernard Arps, “Te Song Guarding at Night,” in Towards 
an Anthropology of Prayer: Javanese Ethnolinguistic Studies/Vers une anthropologie de la prière: 
études ethnolinguistiques javanaises, ed. Stephen C. Headley (Marseille: Publications de l’Univer-
sité de Provence, 1996), 47–113. 

A marvelous visual depiction of the soothingly sleep-inducing and protective efect of sing-
ing macapat poetry to an audience at night is the illustration in Figure 6.1, from folio page 96r of 
British Library MSS Jav89., a late eighteenth-century manuscript of the Damar Wulan romance 
written in macapat poetry. Te drawing shows four guards in the evil Menak Jingga’s palace afer 
night has fallen, three of them asleep or listening drowsily, eyes shut, heads resting on arms, in 
diferent locations and postures, while the fourth reads from a text on which is written: mamaca 
damar wulan (reading Damar Wulan). Te whole picture is an ironic allusion to the fact that the 
hero, Damar Wulan, will later kill the evil Menak Jingga and so win the hand of the Queen of 
Majapahit. To see this illustration in context, as well as feast your eyes on the rest of the wonder-
ful drawings made for this manuscript, including depictions of gamĕlan playing and accompa-
nying dancing, go to http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=MSS_Jav_89. 

47. Sarayuda is mentioned ten times in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, eight of which appear at 
moments of music-making. Te word is described by Becker and Feinstein (see Becker and 
Feinstein, eds., Karawitan, volume III, 27) as designating “the end [last note] of a pathĕtan 
accompanied by kĕndhang and gong or kempul and (sometimes other colotomic instruments).” 
In such moments in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, only the kĕndhang and gong are mentioned. 

http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=MSSJav89
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48. In the third line of verse 85, the word rĕbut, “seize” is a key concept for a certain kind 
of Javanese behavior during ritual events in which unruly crowds grab food and oferings that 
have been ritually sanctifed in order to capture and possess the blessings that now inhere 
within them. Tis practice is associated with Suf beliefs in Java. See John Pemberton, On the 
Subject of “Java” (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 257 and Tony Day, “Stepping on a 
Wulu: Minor Characters and Narrative Possibilities in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini,” in Storied Island: 
Explorations in Javanese Literature, ed. Ronit Ricci (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023), 51, fn. 30. 
Later in the canto, in verse 114, when the musicians are playing the gĕndhing Gambir Sawit, 
they again rĕbut ngĕs kĕsaman, “seize joy in the sameness” of the beauty of their interwoven 
playing, and then they all become birai, “besotted,” with what they are playing and hearing, a 
feeling of ecstasy that brings them closer to God, if they are playing with a religious intention 
(niyat) in mind. Here and elsewhere in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini playing music together can be an 
exercise in Suf worship. 

49. Te word niba, “fall,” refers to the transition from the frst section of a gĕndhing or 
merong to the second section or inggah. 

50. Tis line is difcult to translate. We think that it describes the way drumming patterns 
change when “falling” from one section of a gĕndhing to the next. Tis kind of transition is 
characterized by an increase in subdivisions of the beat. Tis increase calls for the drummer 
to play diferent kinds of sound, some of which are low, like bĕm sounds, and some of which 
are higher and faster moving. Te word nĕlampet refers to folding or doubling and kĕmpyang, 
while usually referring to an instrument, also refers to the smaller, higher-sounding side of the 
kĕndhang opposite to the one on which the lower bĕm sounds are played (Javanese drums are 
usually two-headed). 

51. See note 41 above. Here Pathĕt Ngĕlik refers to an arhythmic, coda-like piece performed 
afer, and in the same mode of, a gĕndhing. Ngĕlik refers to a version of the piece beginning in a 
higher register of the mode. 

52. See note 23 above. Jayengraga or Jengraga’s name can also mean “triumphant in love”; 
raga can mean “body, physical appearance, love.” Jayengraga is not only gorgeous to look at and 
devoted to sexual conquests of both women and men, he loves food, fne clothes, playing music, 
and singing. Whenever he sings, even when he is intoning religious texts or reciting the Quran 
in the mosque, his performance is enthralling. 

53. Steven Feld, “Aesthetics as Iconicity of Style, or ‘Lif-up-over Sounding’: Getting into 
the Kaluli Groove,” Yearbook for Traditional Music 20 (1988): 82, italics in the original. 

54. Sumarsam, “Inner Melody,” 303. 
55. Passage quoted in Leonard Lewison, “Te Sacred Music of Islam: Samāʿ in the Persian 

Suf Tradition,” British Journal of Ethnomusicology 6 (1997): 1, from Book XVIII, “Responses 
Proper to Listening to Music and the Experience of Ecstasy” of the Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn (Te 
revival of the religious sciences) by the famous twelfh-century Suf scholar Abū Ḥāmidal-
Ghazālī (1058–1111). Te importance of al-Ghazālī’s writings and ideas for understanding 
Javanese Islam, particularly in the literary world of early nineteenth-century Surakarta, where 
the infuence of Shaṭṭārī thinking was very strong, is suggested by the fact that his Iḥyāʾ is men-
tioned in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini. See Tony Day and Nancy K. Florida, “A Suf Traveler on the Road 
in Nineteenth-Century Java,” Philological Encounters 9 (2024): 60–95 for a discussion of another 
episode in the poem where Ghazālī’s ideas from the Iḥyāʾ (in this case, from a chapter about 
conduct during travel) seem to have been on the minds of the Cĕnthini poets. 



  

 

         
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 
  

 

 

 
  

 
 

 

205 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

56. We take this terse, defnitional phrase for samāʿ from J. During and R. Sellheim, 
“Samāʿ,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, ed. P. Bearman, T. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, 
E. van Donzel, W. P. Heinrichs. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573–3912_islam_COM_0992. 

57. Lewison, “Te Sacred Music,” 2–3. 
58. For an English translation of Ghazālī’s Book XVIII, see Duncan B. MacDonald, “Emo-

tional Religion in Islam as Afected by Music and Singing,” Te Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society of Great Britain and Ireland Apr. (1901): 195–252; Oct. (1901): 705–48; Jan. (1902): 1–28. 

59. Navid Kermani, God Is Beautiful: Te Aesthetic Experience of the Quran (Cambridge: 
Polity Books, 2018), 321. Kermani’s chapter 6, “Te Suf Listeners,” 293–345, especially the sec-
tion, “Te Pleasure of Listening,” 320–345, is the most relevant to our essay. 

60. Ibid., 323. 
61. Ibid., 325. 
62. Ibid., 326. 
63. Ibid., 327. 
64. Ibid., 331–332. 
65. Kamajaya, Sĕrat Cĕnthini, Jilid IX, 1990, 277–78, 281. 
66. Jaap Kunst translates all of Wiracapa’s comments following the performance of Gambir 

Sawit, Canto 595, v. 41–49, in which the village sage criticizes musicians for their godless infat-
uation with music. Kunst, Music in Java, 267–68. 

67. We discuss Canto 596, v. 1–38, paraphrasing and making use of short quotations from 
the poem as we do so. Kunst translates v. 28–32 in full (Kunst, Music in Java, 268–69), and 
Judith Becker quotes and slightly revises Kunst’s translations of these lines in her analysis of this 
passage (Judith Becker, Gamelan Stories: Tantrism, Islam, and Aesthetics in Central Java [Tempe: 
Arizona State University Press, 2004], 106–8). Becker is the only previous scholar to have sug-
gested a connection between Wiracapa’s critique of musicians and the Suf idea of samāʿ. 

68. Wiracapa says: “Te yatmaka is the ukĕl of the gĕndhing” (Canto 596, v. 6). Te basic 
meaning of ukĕl is “tendril-shaped coil.” It is widely used in descriptions of hand-movements 
in dance and terms for variation in musical ornamentation. Te hands of the legendary female 
gĕnder musician, Nyai Jlamprang, when playing close together, were said to resemble those of 
a dancer making the ukĕl pakis (curled fern-tendril) movement with her hands (for this com-
parison and the legend of Nyai Jlamprang, see Warsadiningrat, “Wédha Pradongga,” 115–18). 

69. Te dictionaries explain that Widayaka is another name for Aji Saka, the legendary 
bringer of culture and literacy to Java. Another meaning given for “widayaka” is pujangga, “poet.” 

70. Canto 596, v. 21 (Kamajaya, Sĕrat Cĕnthini, Jilid IX, 1990, 280). 
71. Compare Kunst’s translation of this verse 29 in Kunst, Music in Java, 268. We are 

indebted to Kunst for helping us arrive at our own understanding of the verse. 
72. Passage from Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ, Book XVIII, quoted in Lewison, “Te Sacred Music,” 17. 

Te translation “heart-savour” for dhawq, one of Ghazālī’s most important philosophical and 
aesthetic concepts, is Lewison’s. Eric Ormsby defnes dhawq as “to experience directly, without 
mediation. It is the confuence of perception and action. . . . In his Suf writings, Ghazali uses 
‘taste’ as a coded metaphor for experience. Te deepest truth is perceptible only through experi-
ence; truth must be tasted to be known.” Eric Ormsby, Ghazali (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 
2007), 105. Wiracapa uses the Javanese word rasa in a way that reminds us of Ghazālī’s dhawq. 
As the Sĕrat Cĕnthini, and Sumarsam, in the passage below, describe it, feeling the “soul” of a 
gĕndhing is a practice, something Javanese make happen and experience when they play music 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/15733912_islam_COM_0992


 

  
  

 
 

  
 

  
 
 
 

  
 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 
  
 

 

 

 

 

  

206 Collectivity 

together. See Florida’s discussion of rasa as direct experience when the word is used in another 
passage in the Cĕnthini where musical performance enables “the presencing of God” in Florida, 
“Better to Touch,” 76. 

73. Sumarsam’s stress on the primacy of the human voice in his concept of melody and 
melodic motion in gamĕlan is also noteworthy in the context of our discussion (Sumarsam, “Inner 
Melody,” 262). He says: “If inner melody is the essence of gendhing, based on the inner feeling of 
the musicians, we may say that the range of the gendhing is actually comparable to the range of the 
musicians’ voices” (263). Commenting on the rĕbab, the most voice-like of gamĕlan instruments, 
Sumarsam writes: “Some gamĕlan teachers believe the rebab presents the ‘soul’ of the gendhing, 
and they call it the pamurba yatmaka (‘that which has authority in presenting the soul’),” 264. 
Recall that it is the yatmaka of the gĕndhing that the traveling musicians in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini are 
said to seize at a certain moment in each of their consummate ensemble performances. Note also 
the similarity of the “inner feeling” that, according to Sumarsam, Javanese musicians activate to 
listen for the yatmaka of a gĕndhing when they are playing it, and the “heart-savouring” mode of 
mystical listening to music described by Ghazālī. 

74. Kermani, God Is Beautiful, 334, quotes from Nietzsche, Adorno, and Schopenhauer to 
suggest that these German philosophers, particularly Schopenhauer, like the Sufs, thought of 
music not as a representation but as the “authentic medium” of the Absolute (Ibid., 339–41). 

75. Ibid., 344. 
76. Lewison writes that Ghazālī “enumerates seven reasons why listening to poetry is 

more conducive to rapture than hearing the cantillation of the Koran” (Lewison, “Te Sacred 
Music,” 19). 

77. Florida, “Better to Touch,” 91–92. As an alternative translation for line 6 in the frst 
stanza in the Asmarandana meter above, Florida gives: “through the meaning, the Mystery of 
suluk alone.” In her Glossary to Ronit Ricci, ed., Storied Island: New Explorations in Javanese 
Literature (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023), 287, Ricci defnes the word suluk as: “Suf discipline; 
name of a genre of ‘classical’ Javanese poetry (Suf songs) composed in macapat verse; related to 
Arabic sulūk or ‘pathway’ in Sufsm.” We have italicized the words rasa and suluk in our quota-
tion of Florida’s translation. 

78. Kamajaya, Sĕrat Cĕnthini, Jilid VI, 124–42. 
79. Ibid., 137–40. 
80. Ibid., 142. See Tony Day, “Te Poetry of Minor Characters and Everyday Life in the 

Sĕrat Cĕnthini,” Wacana: Journal of the Humanities of Indonesia 22 (2021): 707–726 for further 
discussion of this verse and the episode at the beginning of Canto 364 in which it appears, espe-
cially at 724. Te translation of the seventh line published in that article has been revised here 
following the suggestion by Florida that a better reading for the word anglola is anglela, which 
appears in this place in the edition of the poem published in 1912. Serat Tjenthini, Serat Tjen-
thini, Babon Asli Saking Kitha Leiden ing Nagari Nederland, Djilid I-II (Betawi: Ruygrok, 1912), 
252, meaning “audible, note by note.” 

81. Te word brangti, which we translate as “lovestruck,” can also mean “passionately long-
ing” for God. It is a very old word in Javanese associated with wandering, mystical poets as 
described in Old Javanese poetry. For a discussion of the poet in ancient Java and the “cosmic 
unity” of his world, see P. J. Zoetmulder, Kalangwan: A Survey of Old Javanese Literature (Te 
Hague: Martinus Nijhof, 1974), 126–214. 

82. Just as the pre-Islamic sound of the gamĕlan ensured the safety of the world in which 
it was sounded and heard, the reading/singing of the poem has a similar efect on the worlds 



  

 
 

 

 

 

207 Listening in the Sĕrat Cĕnthini 

in which we listen to it. Te singing of the poetic episode we have been examining, apart from 
its potential for inducing mystical states of mind, actualizes and activates the all-encompassing 
feeling of well-being described in the fctional world of the passage, so that it is transported, via 
the ears of our hearts, to us as we listen, encouraging us to bring that feeling to bear on our own 
worlds and lives. 

83. Te phrase is quoted in Day and Florida, “A Suf Traveler,” 77, in their discussion of 
the attention that the poets of the Sĕrat Cĕnthini pay to minute details of sight and sound, a 
refection, they argue, of Ghazālī’s belief that even the tiniest, fea-like detail of the physical 
and living world, all the “specks in the heavens and the earth,” bear witness to their “Creator’s 
glory” (79–80). Such an attention to nature in all its particularities can be found in Old Javanese 
poetry as well; it doesn’t commence with the coming of Islam to Java or the acquaintance of early 
nineteenth-century Surakarta poets with the ideas of Ghazālī. 





P A R T  I I I  

Ecstasy 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

Mystics and Skeptics: 

Joseph Segond’s Psychology of Prayer 

Alexandra Kieffer 

Pragmatist philosopher and psychologist William James, in the series 
of Giford lectures given in Edinburgh in 1901 and 1902 that would 
comprise his book Te Varieties of Religious Experience, observed that 

music has a special relationship to the mystical. “Music,” he wrote, “is the 
element through which we are best spoken to by mystical truth.”1 Tis idea 
that music can “speak” a “mystical truth” smacks of a familiar nineteenth-
century musical metaphysics, a vestige of Schopenhauerian claims that 
music is the unmediated revelation of a metaphysical Will. Musical listening 
transports us out of ourselves into higher regions of being. “Lyric poetry and 
music,” James tells us, 

are alive and signifcant only in proportion as they fetch those vague 
vistas of a life continuous with our own, beckoning and inviting, yet 
ever eluding our pursuit. We are alive or dead to the eternal inner 
message of the arts according as we have kept or lost this mystical 
susceptibility.2 

Tus music “gives us ontological messages which non-musical criticism is 
unable to contradict.”3 

James was a hugely infuential, though polarizing, fgure in the develop-
ment of an early twentieth-century “science of religions.” Tis essay focuses 
primarily on his infuence on the French intellectual Joseph Segond, a gradu-
ate of the École Normale Supérieure and professor of philosophy at the Lycée 
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in Toulon and later in Aix-en-Provence. Segond’s doctoral thesis was a psy-
chology of prayer, which he defended in 1911 and which was subsequently 
published by Félix Alcan. Segond was positively disposed toward James, and 
his work bears the clear imprint of James’s infuence. But Segond was also 
highly attuned to objections to James’s work raised by French sociologists of 
the time, specifcally Émile Durkheim and Durkheim’s nephew and close asso-
ciate, Marcel Mauss. Segond’s attempt to insulate his account of prayer from 
the objections of Durkheim and Mauss drove him to theorize the psychology 
of religious experience in a very diferent way than James. Segond’s account 
of musical attention, in particular—which is very much unlike James’s paeans 
to “mystical truth”—provides insight into his attempt to articulate a psycho-
logical stance that could preserve aspects of a Jamesian approach to religious 
experience while also addressing the critiques of Durkheimian sociology. 

My goal, then, is to use Segond’s psychology of prayer, and specifcally 
his discussion of musical attention as a tool to inculcate religious contempla-
tion, as a nodal point from which to triangulate a nexus of social-scientifc 
thought on musical attention and religious experience in the early years of 
the twentieth century. Implicit in this undertaking is the idea that the coales-
cence of the modern social sciences around the turn of the twentieth century 
was crucial for defning and reifying a modern understanding of “religion” 
itself, a claim that has been argued with particular cogency by anthropologist 
Talal Asad. As he observes, “It was late nineteenth-century anthropological 
and theological thought that rendered a variety of overlapping social usages 
rooted in changing and heterogeneous forms of life into a single immutable 
essence, and claimed it to be the object of a universal human experience 
called ‘religious.’”4 

Understandings of music, I argue, are tangled up in this intellectual-
historical project of defning the “religious” in a variety of ways, even as the 
theorization of a specifcally musical attention—that is, attention as it pertained 
to ostensibly “autonomous” art music—in early twentieth-century French 
thought difered fundamentally from Segond’s attempt to formulate a psychol-
ogy of prayer. Te divergence between these two varieties of attention, at a 
formative moment in the early history of the social sciences, tells us a great 
deal about the ways in which the categories of “music” and “religion” emerged 
as starkly diferent kinds of epistemic objects in twentieth-century thought. It 
also sheds light on the complications that attended the entire project of making 
“experience” into a stable object of social-scientifc knowledge, which exposed 
basic incompatibilities in understandings of both experience and attention in 
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diferent disciplinary contexts. In particular, this project was from the outset 
beset by a methodological push-and-pull between fundamentally opposed 
impulses underlying the increasingly professionalized and distinct disciplines 
of psychology and sociology: on the one hand, the study of the inner recesses 
of white European subjectivity, and, on the other, the decentering of European 
cultural practices through the othering gaze of ethnography. 

Segond and the Liberal Protestants 

James’s Varieties of Religious Experience was a watershed in the development 
of the “science of religions,” a text that reoriented the study of religion away 
from intellectual argumentation and religious doctrine sanctioned by the 
institutions of the Christian church and toward the psychology of feeling. 
James understood religious experience as a fundamentally interior phenome-
non; he approvingly cited the French Protestant theologian Auguste Sabatier, 
whose book was a touchstone of the project of so-called “liberal Protestantism” 
underway in the late nineteenth century, and endorsed Sabatier’s contention 
that the essence of religion lies in interior prayer. James was especially inter-
ested in mysticism, the “root and center” of “personal religious experience”:5 

Te fact of mystical experience, in James’s view, provided a compelling body 
of evidence for the supposition that the truth of our existence exceeds what 
we are able to discern in our ordinary and rational course of life. “No account 
of the universe in its totality can be fnal which leaves these other forms of 
consciousness quite disregarded. Tey may determine attitudes though they 
cannot furnish formulas, and open a region though they fail to give a map.”6 

While those who have not had such experiences are not enjoined to “accept 
their revelations uncritically,” James maintains that the fact that many people 
have had these experiences “break[s] down the authority of the non-mystical 
or rationalistic consciousness, based upon the understanding and the senses 
alone. Tey show it to be only one kind of consciousness. Tey open out the 
possibility of other orders of truth, in which, so far as anything in us vitally 
responds to them, we may freely continue to have faith.”7 

Tus, when James talked about music as a conduit of “mystical truth,” 
he was speaking quite literally and deliberately about a kind of disclosure 
that exceeds what can be known in our everyday, rational mode of existence. 
James was, in fact, centrally concerned with this “truth” of the mystical, the 
truth of the sphere beyond ordinary knowing. “Te counting of that wider 
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world of meanings, and the serious dealing with it,” he writes, “might, in spite 
of all the perplexity, be indispensable stages in our approach to the fnal full-
ness of the truth.”8 

Te Varieties of Religious Experience was published in French translation 
by Alcan, Paris’s renowned publisher of philosophical and psychological 
works, in 1906, just four years afer its initial publication in English, dissem-
inating James’s ideas more widely in French intellectual circles. Segond’s dis-
sertation on prayer, published fve years later by the same press, drew from 
this translation extensively. Soon into his introduction, Segond notes that he 
follows James in his understanding of religious experience itself: “I take the 
term [états réligieux] in a broad sense, as M. W. James does, without a spec-
ifed relationship to the idea of the Divine”;9 Segond cites James, along with 
Sabatier, in support of his contention that prayer is the central fact of religious 
life.10 By referencing the work of both Sabatier and James favorably at the 
outset of his work, Segond was positioning himself, in a broad sense, as con-
genial to the project of liberal Protestantism associated with Sabatier. Further, 
in a very long footnote, Segond undertook a defense of James responding, in 
part, to a critical review of Te Varieties of Religious Experience by Mauss (to 
whom I will return later in this essay), who, Segond claimed, did not “under-
stand James correctly.”11 Characterizing the experience of prayer as, most 
essentially, a “felt Presence,” Segond reproduced precisely what Mauss had 
critiqued in James and Sabatier: the elision of the principles of “the most lib-
eral Protestantism,” and specifcally the doctrine of the “interior God,” with 
religion writ large. 

Like James, moreover, Segond noted the special afnity between music 
and mystical religious experience. Indeed, he raised the phenomenon of 
music as a point of reference immediately afer establishing the basic iden-
tity of mystical experience as reverent contemplation, or recueillement, and 
appealed to the nineteenth-century French Catholic theologian Auguste Gra-
try as an authority: 

It would seem that contemplation [le recueillement] constitutes the 
essential character of the activity of prayer. It is thus through the 
analysis of contemplation that we must begin our study. Yet, if this 
act [acte], or this state [état], ofers a religious aspect in itself, if any 
disposition that responds to this term presents a mystic allure, the 
analysis that we must make does not constrain us to remain enclosed 
in mystical life, in the ordinary and “technical” [positif] sense of the 
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word. Because it is a disposition of this type that determines melodic 
“invitation”; and it is not without reason that prayer so easily takes 
on the musical mode; it is not without reason that Gratry insists on 
the kinship [parenté] between music and prayer.12 

Yet Gratry by no means positioned music as a conduit of “mystical truth”; 
in fact, his account of its purpose and efect was very diferent from that of 
James. Lauding music as a “means of true repose,” Gratry had focused on the 
bodily efects of musical rhythm, which “regularizes movement in us, and 
accomplishes, for the mind and the heart, as well as the body, what sleep 
accomplishes for the body—it reestablishes, in its plentitude and calm, the 
rhythm of the beating of the heart, the circulation of the blood and the ris-
ing of the chest.” Tus, he concluded: “True music is the sister of prayer, like 
poetry.”13 Segond’s account of music, too, focused particularly on the efects 
of rhythm—and not only rhythm understood in a musical sense. “All rhyth-
mic rocking,” he writes, “engenders a similar ‘return’ [retour] to oneself; and 
all regular actions, even if they are mechanical and physical, tend to bring 
about, not so much concentration on the action itself as on the regularized 
and lulled consciousness that assists the action.”14 

Segond’s account thus placed under special scrutiny the relationship 
between the experience of consciousness and the materiality of the body. Like 
James, Segond believed in the utility of thinking deeply about the testimony 
of mystics, but he located this utility not in any extrarational intimations 
of a metaphysical realm but in the physiological aspects of mystical states 
themselves, which presented an opportunity to investigate human capacities 
of being and knowing. Regularized gesture, he tells us, is an aide to contem-
plation because it turns consciousness toward the body: What facilitates the 
“absorption” of one’s attention 

is not the gesture itself, mechanical and automatic (thus a woman 
who paints her face in a contemplative silence), but the feeling that 
one acts according to the rhythm of the gesture and that all functions 
are regulated in this rhythm, thus the consciousness of “internal 
rhythms.”15 

Musical rhythm, too, though “seemingly intellectual,” as Segond acknowl-
edges, acts in precisely the same way. Even leaving “auditory rhythm” and its 
“physical vibration of the tympanum” to the side, the “heard sounds” of music 



 216 Ecstasy 

“may well occupy all of one’s attention.” As he continues, “one ‘communes 
with oneself ’ [se recueille] only through inward concentration, and the con-
tent of the feeling, here again, is not so much the object of hearing itself as 
the collection of vital rhythms regulated by the changing harmonies.”16 As an 
outward stimulus that induces “inward concentration,” the “heard sounds,” 
precisely by being an object of absorbed aural attention, create a state to 
which they are ultimately incidental; what enables us to be “absorbed” or cap-
tivated by these experiences is not a matter of close attention to, say, the the-
matic unfolding of a sonata form, of actively listening for aesthetic features 
of a musical composition, but a simple regularity of rhythm or gesture that 
induces a contemplative state in the physical body. From there, Segond makes 
an easy leap to states of religious contemplation, which he maintains can be 
induced through similarly physiological means: 

If, from these “secular” states, which are only such in a “technical” 
sense [d’un point de vue “positif ”], we move to truly “religious” states, 
the functional nature of contemplation does not change at all: the 
best proof of this is furnished by the method of prayer [oraison] 
that St. Ignatius of Loyola recommends in a curious passage of the 
“Spiritual Exercises,” which consists in modeling the recitation and 
meditation of vocal prayer on the physiological intervals that sepa-
rate inhalations.17 

Yet, as Segond goes on to explain, even though ecstatic or mystical states are 
characterized by the manipulation of physiological states, the efects of such 
manipulation are not experienced as such by the person in the throes of an 
ecstatic experience. He turns, once again, to music by way of explanation: 

Te “melodic” contemplation that constitutes musical enjoyment 
. . . is a consciousness of respiration and of visceral and circulatory 
rhythms; but the feeling of lightness and the ebb and fow of vital 
rhythms does not appear to the man who listens “ecstatically” as 
a respiratory, visceral, or arterial phenomenon. If the faithful who 
participate in the gestures of the Ofce and who inhale the perfume 
of the incense, if the religious who conform the modulations of their 
thought and the articulation of their vocal prayer to the rules of Saint 
Ignatius, determine by this “mechanism” a manner of vital being and 
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a consciousness of this manner of being, the “concentration” that 
is also thereby established does not appear to them in the form of a 
state of cænesthesia.18 

Segond’s invocation of cænesthesia—the generalized coordination of bodily 
sensibility—was a reference to Téodule Ribot’s widely infuential Les mal-
adies de la personnalité, published in eighteen editions between 1885 and 
1921. Ribot had argued that the apparent unity or coherence of the self is 
not a psychological given but rather an emergent phenomenon that arises 
from the coordination of disparate physiological states.19 Segond, then, was 
drawing on Ribot’s conclusion that the foundation of the self is physiological 
in essence, with the implication that contemplation must also be considered 
a fundamentally physiological phenomenon.20 Yet, Segond’s point was that 
this state of contemplation is not experienced primarily as a physiological 
phenomenon, as a state of coordinated bodily sensibility, but as a change in 
consciousness. Consequently, Segond was not simply appealing to Ribot as a 
psychological authority but also issuing a subtle rebuke to his conception of 
the body as an opaque, static, inert materiality—the kind of bodily material-
ity supposed, for instance, by the physiological optics of Hermann von Helm-
holtz (by whom Ribot had been strongly infuenced), which took as a given 
an unchanging mechanism of bodily sense perception. Tat is, Segond was 
contending that recueillement reveals the relationship between consciousness 
and bodily materiality to be complexly dynamic, subject to alteration sim-
ply by cultivating certain kinds of contemplative attention. Bodily gesture 
and musical rhythm were, in his estimation, useful as aids to contemplation 
because they returned attention to the bodily coordination, the “internal 
rhythms,” that are the foundation of the self, in such a way as to change the 
experience and perception of one’s embodied personhood. 

In short, to scrutinize the psychological reality of mystical experience, for 
Segond, is to realize that the relationship between consciousness and bodily 
materiality is other than what we ofen take it to be (and other than what the 
prevailing empirical psychology of the time, as represented by Ribot in par-
ticular, took it to be). But, crucially, this awareness of the relationship between 
consciousness and bodily materiality that arises from using rhythm and ges-
ture as tools of mystical contemplation does not disclose anything beyond the 
experience itself, even though belief in such disclosure may be central to what 
the experience is. Put another way, the physical and psychological reality of 
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these experiences, Segond contends, does not imply a corresponding meta-
physical reality, even though the mystic herself understands the experience in 
a metaphysical way. “We envision this consciousness of ‘internal’ rhythms and 
this ‘interior life,’” he writes, “as the mystics themselves envision it; we adopt, 
as psychologically real, the aspect under which the life of the body appears 
to them, [even] if we do not adopt, as metaphysically real, the interpretation 
that conforms to this appearance.”21 Unlike James, Segond insistently brack-
eted the metaphysical truth of religious experience as outside the bounds of 
psychological inquiry. Musical sound becomes relevant to this inquiry not 
because it discloses anything, not because it “speaks” to us of “mystical truth,” 
but because the efect of its rhythm, and specifcally the capacity of rhythm to 
regulate attention, is an especially apt example of a potential contained within 
the human person, a coextension of consciousness and the materiality of our 
“vital being” that challenged common conceptions of what consciousness was. 

Segond and the Bergsonians 

Te distinction between the “psychologically real” and the “metaphysically 
real” was central to Segond’s project, and while this distinction has afni-
ties with the general orientation of liberal Protestantism (as represented by 
Sabatier), Segond’s articulation of it speaks equally clearly to the infuence 
of Henri Bergson. In addition to citing Gratry as a theological authority on 
the contemplative potential of musical attention, Segond also, in passing, 
mentioned an account of aesthetic experience at the beginning of Bergson’s 
1889 Essai sur les données de la conscience, which comes very close to his own 
description of a consciousness “lulled” by rhythm. From Bergson: 

In the processes of art we shall fnd, in a weakened form, a refned 
and in some measure spiritualized version of the processes commonly 
used to induce the state of hypnosis. Tus, in music, the rhythm and 
measure suspend the normal fow of our sensations and ideas by 
causing our attention to swing to and fro between fxed points.22 

Segond’s conclusion also extensively discussed Bergson’s more recent L’évolu-
tion créatrice (1907), whose ideas he attempted to align with his own. Bergson 
himself seems to have been persuaded by his eforts: Afer the publication of 
Segond’s thesis, Bergson wrote to his younger compatriot, assessing his work 
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favorably and analogizing Segond’s analysis of the mystical state to the har-
monics of a vibrating string: 

You have submitted to penetrating analysis the fundamental state of 
a praying individual and the states that are like harmonics, those that, 
reinforcing it, give it its psychological timbre. You have studied the 
mystics as they should be studied, with sympathy, but also submit-
ting them to penetrating critique: for my part, I think that they gain 
more than they lose by being critiqued in this way, and that they can 
give the philosopher extremely valuable information, precisely that 
which intuition brings to reason. . . . 

I would accept the majority of views that you develop in your 
conclusion. You have kindly established a connection between your 
ideas and mine. I am pleased to see that, by diferent routes, we come 
to similar conclusions.23 

Yet not all ostensibly “Bergsonian” thinkers of the early twentieth century 
took up the connection between musical rhythm and mystical contemplation 
that so interested Segond and to which Bergson himself seems to have been 
inclined; indeed, the link is largely absent from French psychological dis-
course in the frst few decades of the century. Instead, a number of thinkers 
within the Bergsonian orbit drew on Schopenhauer’s legacy to situate music 
as a means to access unconscious phenomena. Albert Bazaillas (who wrote 
favorably of Bergson’s ideas in his 1905 book La vie personelle) published 
another study in 1908 on music and the unconscious that was essentially an 
elaboration of Schopenhauerian music aesthetics, purporting to reinterpret 
the German philosopher’s metaphysics in light of “the modern psychology 
of feeling”—a method of which, Bazaillas claimed, Schopenhauer had “had a 
presentiment.”24 Bazaillas saw music as a means of access to our unconscious 
interiority: “Te sentiment that we feel in the course of [musical] experience,” 
he wrote, “is that of a regression, of a return to primitive simplicity.”25 Tis 
“primitive simplicity” consists in the vestiges of a consciousness that evo-
lutionarily preceded so-called rational thought, persisting in human psy-
chology in a kind of subaltern form that, even as it coexists with rational 
consciousness, is unavailable to its scrutiny. 

Music thus achieves an apparently paradoxical feat in Bazaillas’s account: 
It is able to direct conscious attention to that which is defnitionally excluded 
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from conscious attention. Tough Bazaillas at times pointed to music’s 
capacity to induce an altered state of consciousness, much as Segond did 
(e.g., that musical rhythm can “bring about a state comparable to hypno-
sis”),26 he was also keenly aware that musical attention involved conscious 
cognition, including forms of recognition prepared by stylistic competence 
in a specifc musical tradition.27 His account, then, was constantly tog-
gling between the idea of music as a conscious activity and claims about 
its “analogical” correspondence with the unconscious, which purportedly 
“reveal[ed]” the true nature of our deep sensibility.28 As such—and like the 
human unconscious itself, which Bazaillas likened to the unconsciousness 
of plant life—music is incapable of deceit or subterfuge; rather, it “speaks 
profoundly to the soul through its great naïveté. Te soul gives way to its 
spontaneous movements without thought of dissimulating them to itself.”29 

In Schopenhauerian terms, music is a “true copy of psychological life, trans-
posed into the register of sound.”30 

In his Musique et inconscience, Bazaillas did not posit any direct links 
between his ideas on music and Bergson’s philosophy. Five years later, how-
ever, André Joussain, in an article entitled “L’expansion du Bergsonisme et la 
psychologie musicale,” took Bazaillas as attempting a Bergsonian psychology 
of music: 

Without insisting here on the musicality of M. Bergson’s literary 
forms, one must observe that, since [Bazaillas’s] efort was to 
rediscover in pure durée the deep life of the soul [la vie profonde 
de l’âme], music is precisely the art that unfurls in pure durée, that 
expresses the deep life of the soul, the elements of which, like those 
of the deepest consciousness, succeed one another or penetrate 
one another without ever being juxtaposed. But this relationship 
between music and deep life was barely indicated by M. Bergson. It 
was inevitable that a philosopher would take up his thought on this 
point in order to continue, clarify, and expand upon it. Tis is what 
M. Bazaillas has attempted.31 

Joussain held that this “Bergsonian” understanding of music, and of the inti-
mate relationship between music and durée, was a recognition of music as 
a means of knowledge, a method of psychological investigation. “Without 
leaving the soul [âme], quite a large feld of research is opened up to us. Music 
does not reveal to us the deepest foundation of our being; it simply expands 
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the domain of the knowable [le domaine des faits]. It should be a means of 
psychological investigation for us.”32 Te music of Beethoven and Wagner 
allows us to penetrate into the deepest recesses of consciousness—that is, 
into what is old and “primal” in human nature, something that is inaccessible 
to historical as well as empirical scrutiny. “Music is our fnal resource when 
refection becomes powerless; it allows us to grasp the part of our psychic life 
that eludes concepts.”33 Like Bazaillas, moreover, Joussain held that in musical 
experience there is no duplicity, no possibility for deception or delusion: 

Music renders all of the emotional content of our subconscious 
activity perceptible to us. Trough the efects that it produces on 
our soul, it uncovers for us all of the potentialities that are in us, and 
the innumerable energies that our being holds within itself manifest 
through [music] their reality and their power. Tis, for example, is 
how Wagner’s music reveals to us some of our highest aspirations in 
all their purity and in all of their depth.34 

As long as the “truth” to which music gives us access is imagined as subjec-
tive, inner truth (i.e., the truth of unconscious interiority), there is no reason 
to doubt the veracity of music’s supposed disclosure of such truth. It “ren-
ders perceptible” our inner emotional life; it reveals what is otherwise hidden 
within our consciousness. Tere is no sense of a gap between the experience 
of musical listening and the otherwise inaccessible domain of human psy-
chology to which it corresponds. 

In stark contrast, then, to Segond’s insistence on maintaining a distinc-
tion between the “psychologically real” and the “metaphysically real,” there is 
a certain confation here—and along with it, a credulity about the power of 
disclosure that (autonomous) music was imagined to have. Whereas Segond’s 
text continually grapples with the precise nature of the psychological “reality” 
of mystical prayer, highly attuned to the problem of parsing what is felt in the 
body and how the “life of the body” enters into conscious awareness, Bazail-
las and Joussain seemingly felt no need to interrogate how the physiological 
and cognitive processes involved in musical listening ostensibly make aspects 
of the unconscious mind available to conscious experience. By insisting that 
musical attention was a direct means of acquiring knowledge of the workings 
of the unconscious, Bazaillas and (still more explicitly) Joussain thereby dis-
allowed this attention from becoming an object of knowledge, as Segond had 
made mystical contemplation an object of knowledge. 
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Segond and the Sociologists 

Te striking disjunction between Segond’s approach to mystical contem-
plation and musical experience and that of other Bergson-inclined thinkers 
might be understood in light of another thread running through Segond’s 
text: his intense, and contentious, engagement with sociological accounts of 
religion put forward by Durkheim and Mauss. Segond’s notes refer frequently 
to arguments made by these thinkers; indeed the central issue of Segond’s 
entire approach—the question of the “psychologically” versus “metaphys-
ically” real—can be understood as his response to the challenge posed by 
Durkheim’s sociological study of religion. 

In particular, Segond’s text attempted to answer a central question in 
both psychology and sociology during this period regarding the nature of 
human experience and how it can enter into social-scientifc knowledge. Te 
diferences between Segond (as a psychologist) and the sociologists on this 
point were fundamental. Tey were made clear in Mauss’s 1902 review of 
James’s Te Varieties of Religious Experience, where Mauss complained that 
James did not give sufcient weight to the distinction between “experience” 
and “belief ”: 

To the extent that M. James’s formula is limited to expressing an 
important current of Christian religious opinion, it is quite right. 
Te states that were thus described to us are and were actually felt 
[ressentis]. . . . But when one comes to attribute to these ideas and 
impressions an experimental value, an ontological import; when, 
instead of saying ‘the conscious person feels himself [se sent], 
believes himself [se croit] in relationship with a superior conscious-
ness,’ one says, ‘the conscious person is,’ the language of ‘experience’ 
[expérience] does nothing but mask the much clearer ideas of faith 
and belief.35 

Segond’s answer to this critique attempted to show that a religious “expe-
rience,” as a phenomenon of human consciousness, was more than simply 
a matter of “belief.” Rather, the psychology of religious experience, he con-
tended, could not be explained if it was regarded as mere delusion; that is, if 
the psychologist was not willing to take religious subjects as reliable witnesses 
to their own experience. He quoted a diferent portion of Mauss’s review of 
James, in which Mauss claimed that “M. James’s last stand would be to deny 
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the unrepentant ‘scientist’ the right of speaking of these states that he has 
not experienced [éprouvés]. [Yet] the psychologist has no need whatever of 
having felt [ressenti] any feeling in order to speak of it with lucidity.”36 Segond 
rejoined: 

[Mauss] does not seem to have grasped that this is precisely the 
essential difculty, and that these observations ‘made by the mystics 
of themselves,’ by the very fact that they are ‘personal’ and have a 
‘subjective’ character, cannot be treated as ‘institutions,’ that is to 
say we cannot behave toward them like a pure ‘sociologist,’ nor take 
the ‘mental attitude’ in which we imagine them as ‘things’ [choses]. 
Rather it is necessary, if one wants to not only ‘speak with lucidity’ 
but ‘know’ them ‘deeply,’ to in turn ‘experience’ [éprouver] them sym-
pathetically and ‘feel’ [ressentir] their import [valeur].37 

Segond’s reference to “things” was a reference not to Mauss but to Durkheim, 
though precisely what Durkheim meant by a “thing”—an idea explicated in 
the preface to the second edition of his Règles de la méthode sociologique (the 
frst edition of which was published in 1895, with the second edition appear-
ing in 1901)—is somewhat more nuanced than Segond lets on. Durkheim 
had claimed, famously, that a “social fact” is a thing, a chose, because it is 
external to us (as opposed to an idea, which is known internally), and there-
fore cannot be understood scientifcally through introspection.38 Durkheim’s 
argument was that the appearance of psychological phenomena to conscious-
ness—that is, the way in which these phenomena are experienced—does not 
disclose their nature in the way that properly “scientifc” methods can. Rather, 
all “faits” [facts] in Durkheim’s assessment 

are necessarily, from the moment at which we attempt to do science, 
unknown to us, unknown things, since the representations that we 
have been able to make in the ordinary course of life, having been 
made without method and without critique, have no scientifc value 
and must be kept at a distance. Te facts of individual psychology 
themselves have this character and must be considered under this 
aspect. In fact, though they are internal to us by defnition, our 
consciousness of them reveals to us neither their internal nature nor 
their origin. It lets us know them to a certain point, but only as sen-
sations make heat, light, sound, or electricity known to us; they give 
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us confused, feeting, subjective impressions of them, but not clear 
and distinct ideas or explicative concepts.39 

Te “mental attitude” that Durkheim takes towards “things” was thus a kind 
of skepticism that he saw as indispensable to the social-scientifc enterprise— 
the need to set these “things,” these objects of study, at a distance from our 
habitual ways of knowing and assume a posture of (ostensibly) self-imposed 
ignorance so that they can be approached anew through the steadying meth-
ods of science. 

Segond, however, insisted that by taking this “attitude” Durkheim had 
merely deceived himself into believing he had found a solution to an episte-
mological problem that was far more complex than he was willing to acknowl-
edge. Te methodological divergence between the two was thrown into 
particular relief at Segond’s doctoral defense, over which Durkheim presided 
(and the proceedings for which were published in the Revue de métaphysique 
et de morale). Over the course of a long and combative line of questioning, 
Durkheim eventually came to the heart of his critique of Segond’s work: 

M. Durkheim: Te point of my objection is this: Te mystics do not 
know the essence of prayer; you have to look for it. 

M. Segond: Who knows this essence? 
M. Durkheim: We do, when we study things. 
M. Segond: Minds are not things.40 

Te disagreement between Segond and Durkheim, ultimately, was a disagree-
ment about witnessing and the status of witness accounts vis-à-vis the scien-
tifc study of human life. 

Crucially, the shape of this disagreement was determined in no small part 
by the specifc methodological challenges presented by the study of religious 
experience: It was, afer all, because Durkheim regarded the testimony of reli-
gious believers as “objectively” uncredible that he sought a diferent explana-
tion for their experience, an explanation that located the true object of that 
experience (unbeknownst to the believer) in the phenomenon of sociality 
itself. As Donald Nielsen writes, “‘Te unanimous sentiments’ of believers [in 
Durkheim’s view] could not be based on pure illusion. Tere was a truth to 
religion. However, the object of this religious ‘experience’ was diferent from 
what the faithful believed.”41 In a crucial sense, this stance emerged from 
Durkheim’s conception of “religion,” which difered profoundly from Segond’s 
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understanding of the term. Te foundations of Durkheim’s (and Mauss’s) 
understanding of religion were not the accounts of premodern Christian 
mystics but instead recently published ethnographies of Indigenous societies 
(especially those of Indigenous Australians). Mauss’s critique of James was 
precisely that he had misunderstood “religion” by supposing that its essence 
was determined largely by historically recent incarnations of European Prot-
estantism rather than by the broadly comparative perspective enabled by 
ethnography.42 

Both Segond and James thus can be understood as engaged in an (ulti-
mately unsuccessful) attempt to insulate European religious experience as a 
meaningful component of human life against what they saw as the encroach-
ment of sociology, specifcally the eforts of thinkers like Durkheim and 
Mauss to redefne the category of religion based on ethnographic evidence. 
Sociologists, so it seemed, were making religion into a “thing”—a concept 
fundamentally illegible to the educated, modern European. James says this 
explicitly: 

[Te scientist’s] antipathy to religion fnds an echo within the very 
science of religions itself. Te cultivator of this science has to become 
acquainted with so many groveling and horrible superstitions that a 
presumption easily arises in his mind that any belief that is religious 
probably is false. In the “prayerful communion” of savages with such 
mumbo-jumbos of deities as they acknowledge, it is hard for us to 
see what genuine spiritual work—even though it were work relative 
only to their dark savage obligations—can possibly be done.43 

Notwithstanding the validity of Mauss’s critique of James’s stubbornly narrow 
Eurocentrism, James had a point, too: that the way in which Durkheim and 
Mauss were able to imagine religion as an object of social-scientifc investiga-
tion was possible only because they were not theorizing about people whom 
they imagined to be fundamentally like themselves or whose full humanity 
they were willing to acknowledge. Durkheim’s focus on Indigenous soci-
eties whom he encountered as abstractions in ethnographic literature was 
surely closely tied to his conviction that the people whose religious practices 
were chronicled in this literature were not doing and experiencing what they 
thought they were doing and experiencing, and that the modern European 
sociologist therefore had access to the truth of those experiences in ways that 
the participants themselves did not. 
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We might understand Segond’s intense focus on the relationship between 
consciousness and physiology, experience and truth, as a response to the 
challenge represented by Durkheim and Mauss, a refutation of their skep-
ticism regarding the nature of social-scientifc evidence and its relationship 
to mystical experience as attested by mystics themselves. In the context of 
this broader project, Segond’s account of musical attention lent support to a 
conception of consciousness and the human person that could understand 
mystical experience as psychologically, if not metaphysically, real. When it 
came to theorizing about musical experience as autonomous art form, on 
the other hand, as Bazaillas and Joussain demonstrate, the intellectual land-
scape was very diferent. Te sociology of music was a curiously uncultivated 
area of inquiry in the early years of the century. Charles Lalo, a student of 
Durkheim, wrote on the subject, but his “scientifc,” sociological music aes-
thetics was premised on the history of European music, not on ethnographic 
accounts of musical practices in Indigenous societies.44 His work did not fnd 
any particular success with other members of the Durkheim school and was 
met with derision from musicologists.45 As a result, Bazaillas and Joussain 
did not need—as Segond did—to interrogate the nature of musical attention 
itself as a way of validating the reality they attributed to the experiences made 
possible by such attention; there was no one to question that such experience 
was meaningfully “real.” 

Tis fundamental, radical asymmetry between conceptions of music and 
conceptions of religion in human life and culture—an asymmetry through 
which religion, in Durkheimian thought, became the root and center of soci-
ality, to the point that to explain religion was to explain sociality itself, while 
musical activities were never more than peripheral to the sociological enter-
prise—was of course made possible and conditioned by existing ideas about 
music as an “autonomous” art object forged in the crucible of nineteenth-
century, largely German, music aesthetics. But it was surely no foregone con-
clusion that such ideas should receive so little scrutiny when they came into 
contact with ostensibly nonmetaphysical strains of early twentieth-century 
social-scientifc thought. It is not that the arguments espoused by Bazaillas 
and Joussain can be said to characterize the whole of intellectual thought 
on music of the time (or that the links they posited between music and the 
unconscious were universally accepted); rather, simply that their ideas could 
be taken seriously at all speaks to the contours of so-called “psychological” 
debate about music and their remarkable diference from those of debates 
about religious experience. In a variety of ways, and in the work of a variety 
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of thinkers, music became fodder for an especially naïve, if covert and unac-
knowledged, metaphysics that continued to assert itself from within ostensi-
bly empirical psychologies. Musical attention, in this context, could only be 
understood as the act of a self-present and self-aware perceiving subject—not 
as anything resembling a Durkheimian “thing,” an object of study whose true 
nature remains opaque to the person experiencing it. 

Conclusion 

One cannot draw overly broad intellectual-historical claims from the work 
of marginal thinkers whose infuence, even in their own milieu, quickly dis-
sipated; yet, in their insistence on music as a (more or less reliable) means 
of knowledge, Bazaillas and Joussain are illustrative of an emerging stance 
toward musical experience that has bearing on broader questions about the 
place of music in academic thought in the twentieth century. As Schopen-
hauerian claims about music’s immediate disclosure of unconscious interi-
ority faded from academic respectability, the knowledge to which musical 
attention grants access ofen became, instead, a knowledge limited to the for-
mal structure of musical objects. What for James had been a disclosure of 
mystical truth, and for Bazaillas and Joussain a disclosure of psychological 
truth, became, in much mainstream academic thought on music, a disclo-
sure of a purely formal truth. Accordingly, musical attention, in prominent 
strains of twentieth-century music-academic thought, became a matter of 
training and discernment to ascertain what is present in music as formal 
object, and such attentiveness was the hallmark of the successful music aca-
demic (who can thereby draw the attention of others to subtle features of the 
work). Tis approach is aptly summed up in Schoenberg’s observation that 
“eforts to discover laws of art” can, at best, “infuence the way in which the 
sense organ of the subject, the observer, orients itself to the attributes of the 
object observed,” a process that can “bring closer what is too distant, thereby 
enlarging details, and remove to some distance what is too close, thereby 
gaining perspective.”46 Decades later, Allen Forte, in his 1959 explication of 
the work of Heinrich Schenker, noted that Schenker’s achievement was “the 
deepening of musical understanding through the discovery of structural lev-
els”; this “discovery,” Forte contended, rested not on “abstruse speculation, or 
in acoustical or metaphysical formulations” but on “the organization of the 
music itself,” and, more specifcally, on “aural experiences with actual musical 
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compositions”—aural experiences that can then be shared with the student 
willing to attend in the way that Schenker prescribes.47 

We might see Schoenberg and Forte as examples (among many) of a 
distinctly twentieth-century attempt to regulate musical attention, most 
notably and emphatically within the discipline of music theory, by insisting 
on the importance of focusing on formal details rather than on the “subjec-
tive” images, narratives, or afective connotations that characterize so much 
nineteenth-century music criticism (E. T. A. Hofmann’s hearing of “radiant 
beams” in Beethoven’s Fifh Symphony, say, or A. B. Marx’s Idee).48 And from 
this vantage, the increasingly narrowed scope of musical disclosure in cer-
tain spheres of Euro-American intellectual discourse—from Schopenhaue-
rian metaphysics, to early twentieth-century attempts to adapt Schopenhauer 
to an ostensibly nonmetaphysical psychologie, to the purely formal relation-
ships explicated by twentieth-century music theorists—suggests an attempt 
to ensure, according to ever more stringent criteria, that the posited object of 
study (unlike the visions of Segond’s mystics) is demonstrably real. 

Yet, ensuring the reality of “music” as an object of quasi-scientifc inquiry 
meant eliding or ignoring fundamental epistemological questions of the sort 
that had so preoccupied Segond; that is, questions about the variegated ways 
in which song, rhythm, and dance are experienced, across and within human 
cultures, and how these experiences—unanchored by any objective aesthetic 
content—may be shaped and made palpable by beliefs that are unverifable 
from the standpoint of academic inquiry.49 Such an enlarged perspective 
would necessarily encompass not only those experiences that are recog-
nizably “aesthetic” in post-Enlightenment European musical culture but 
also, perhaps more crucially, those that are not (including trance and other 
altered states of consciousness and the kinds of communal experiences that 
Durkheim referred to as “collective efervescence”).50 

Put another way, the transformation of a nineteenth-century metaphysics 
of musical disclosure into a twentieth-century aesthetics of the formally closed, 
autonomous musical art object went hand in hand with the constitution of 
music as a secular object of knowledge. Te reinvention of nineteenth-century 
musical metaphysics within an avowedly nonmetaphysical social science in 
the work of Bazaillas or Joussain should thus be understood in tandem, and 
in implicit dialogue, with the contemporaneous social-scientifc invention of 
religion in the work of Durkheim and his school. Musical experience was able 
to avoid a certain kind of “scientifc” scrutiny precisely because such scru-
tiny had been displaced onto religious experience from which music-as-object 



  

 
 
 
 

 
  

  
 

  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 

229 Mystics and Skeptics 

had been defnitively cleaved; yet, the price for evading this scrutiny was 
that “music” in this sense, requiring a narrowly conceived, aesthetic mode 
of attention, could have only a fraught and undertheorized relationship to 
beliefs about what music is and does (an exclusion that occasionally surfaced 
in music discourse as questions about “presence” or the “inefable”). Build-
ing on arguments made by Gary Tomlinson about the entire category of 
“music” in post-Enlightenment European intellectual culture, we might posit 
that a fundamental condition of autonomy in twentieth-century European 
musical thought—an autonomy that was conceived quite diferently from its 
nineteenth-century progenitor—was that this “music” exclude anything that it 
could possibly have in common with Indigenous religious ritual.51 
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CHAPTER 8 

Among the Aissawa: Music, Hypnosis, 

and Disruptions of Attention 

Céline Frigau Manning 

In Les Aïssâoua à Tlemcen (1900), the French sociologist Edmond Doutté 
describes how a young initiate of the Aissawa, a mystical Muslim order, 
endured hefy saber blows on his arms and stomach without apparent pain. 

Later, this same young man 

returns and places himself in the midst of the music which redoubles 
in vigor: it is a terrible racket. Tere, he begins to dance. . . . His eyes 
seem to pop out of their sockets, he reaches the pinnacle of exalta-
tion and falls like a lifeless mass, limbs stifened.1 

Doutté concludes, “Tere may be some pretense in this; but there is also sin-
cerity and certainly a great deal of the phenomena of hypnosis.” For him, 
both the multisensory stimulation and the powerful violence associated with 
Aissawa ritual are linked to a trance-like state that the sociologist can only 
compare to behaviors familiar to him from the (European) realms of hypno-
sis and ecstasy.2 

Te Aissawa brotherhood3 was founded in late ffeenth-century Morocco 
by Sheikh al-Kamil al-Hadi ben Issa and spread throughout Northern Africa 
in the eighteenth century. By the nineteenth century, the group had notable 
branches in Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt. During their religious cere-
monies, disciples famously performed physical ordeals that European observ-
ers interpreted as self-inficted tortures. Tese trials, performed to ritual 
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music, were inspired by the legend of their founder Sheikh al-Kamil, who 
was reputed to have tamed ferocious beasts and venomous snakes. Colonial 
accounts—by settlers, explorers, and tourists—ofen described Aissawa cer-
emonies viewed either in the desert or during street processions celebrating 
the birth of the prophet Muhammed (the Mawlid). Such testimonies, tend-
ing toward Orientalism, focused primarily on the Aissawa of Algeria, who 
formed part of a recent and restive French colony.4 But beyond enjoying the 
exotic frisson associated with foreign religious demonstrations, French writ-
ers were astounded at being unable to ascertain what was actually going on. 
How could the Aissawa be apparently insensitive to poison, iron, and fre? 
By what means did they achieve such profound states of trance? Were their 
rituals simply a performance involving music, dance, and acting—a staged 
deception, not unlike the marvels one might experience at a bourgeois hyp-
nosis show in France? 

Among those who attempted to answer these questions was Hippolyte 
Bernheim, founder of the “Nancy school” of hypnosis, the main rival of 
Charcot’s Salpêtrière school. In his 1891 study Hypnotisme, suggestion, psy-
chothérapie, he described the power of Aissawa music and the multisensory 
environment of their trancing ritual: 

Figure 8.1. “Les aïssaoua.—Feschta religieuse,” engraving, L’Illustration, April 27, 1850. 
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Te Aissawa . . . plunge into an ecstatic and anesthetic hypnosis. . . . 
To the sounds of the Arabian drum and iron castanets, intoxicated 
by the scent of aromatics whose vapors drif beneath their noses, 
they prepare themselves by rhythmic movements of the head and 
of the torso, by guttural sounds modulated according to the musi-
cal rhythm, and by violent and disordered contortions. Tey thus 
become insensible, swallow crushed glass, pierce their cheeks with 
sharp blades, walk on red-hot bars, etc.5 

For Bernheim, the rhythmic sounds and motions of the ritual were gate-
ways to hypnosis, which produced (among other results) a physical insen-
sibility akin to anesthesia. His appeal to hypnosis to explain Aissawa ritual 
was unsurprising given the importance of the practice in European medi-
cal and popular discourses during the long nineteenth century.6 Hypnosis— 
as scholars including Clara Gallini and Jacqueline Carroy have shown— 
was a powerful culture in itself.7 Ofen associated with music and widely 
popular across all social classes, it was invoked within the context of medi-
cal research but also had strong ties to magic, charlatanism, and entertain-
ment. All of these resonances are present in European discussions of the 
Aissawa.8 

Here I am particularly interested in the role of attention in nineteenth-
century accounts of hypnosis. As we shall see, fxed forms of focus were con-
sidered key to anesthetized or hypnotic states, especially the self-hypnosis 
associated with European religious ecstasy. In Christian contexts, ecstatic 
experience could be marked as divine, conceived as a deep form of prayer 
with revelatory potential. However, when associated with non-Western tra-
ditions, attentional absorption was generally not understood to be uplif-
ing or ennobling but instead regarded as problematic, a “morbid state of 
the attention” as Téodule Ribot put it, or a form of “mystical degener-
acy” in Emmanuel Régis’s formulation.9 Tese assessments are particularly 
important in the context of French reports on Aissawa religious trance, 
many of which rely strongly on the trope of the animalistic other in order 
to make sense of the participants’ evident lack of pain in the face of grue-
some self-mutilation. Rather than a sacred attention, in other words, Mus-
lim forms of religious focus were linked with an involuntary cessation of 
mental activity and thus a degradation of the human into quasi-mechanical 
or nonvolitional states. 
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Authenticity and Simulation 

In colonial accounts of Aissawa rituals, emotional contagion is key and is 
almost always linked to a specifc and totalizing soundscape that domi-
nates the attention of participants and observers alike. Te generation of this 
sound environment followed prescribed stages: Afer several hours of prayers 
recited by the disciples and the audience, the mystics then began to chant 
alone, swaying back and forth and from one side to the other, repeating at 
frst various phrases and fnally only the name Allah. Musicians then initiated 
a rhythmic, repetitive song accompanied on wooden instruments and tam-
bourines that lasted until the conclusion of the ceremony. Te fnal prepara-
tion corresponded to the moment when the Aissawa themselves would get 
up, partially disrobe, and lean over stoves that gave forth odorous vapors. 
Ten they undertook a series of ordeals frequently involving fre, poison, or 
iron, ranging from touching hot coals or licking scalding iron rods to swal-
lowing cactus leaves, snakes, or scorpions and even piercing their faces with 
needles or their bodies with knives.10 We can get a sense of what this might 
have involved from a drawing that the traveling illustrator Adrien Marie pub-
lished in Le Monde illustré in 1889 (Figure 8.2): Te central image, framed 
by the geometric decoration of an Oriental salon, shows seven drummers 
seated around a man who dances in front of an incense burner; this spectacle, 
visually dominated by the drums, is surrounded by vignettes representing 
diferent practices of self-harm, as in a gallery of curiosities. 

For nineteenth-century Europeans, the apparently supernatural physical 
insensitivity of the Assaiwa was a point of great concern. Historical reports 
on the group’s rituals frequently presented the participants as nonhuman, 
their minds fxed in such an intense state of irrational attentive absorption 
that they were deprived of their reason and of any restraint imposed by social 
rules. In his 1904 account of an Aissawa spirit possession ceremony, for 
example, the career diplomat Eugène Aubin observed that 

the venerable person who is performing [the initiation] frst spits in 
[the initiate’s] mouth, and then, in certain cases, dubs him with the 
name of an animal to which he considers him to possess a resem-
blance. Te lions, tigers, panthers, and jackals will have to demon-
strate the ability of the Aissawa to eat raw sheep . . . others will be 
content to be modest gzouliyin [gazelles], whose contortions and 



Figure 8.2. Adrien Marie, “Exposition universelle.—Les Aïssaouas à l’Esplanade 
des Invalides,” engraving from the Société générale d’applications photographiques 
(SGAP), Le Monde illustré, October 12, 1889. 
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howlings are performed to the accompaniment of tambourines, big 
drums, and bagpipes.11 

Here we have something akin to the relationship between magnetizer and 
magnetized: Te initiator induces the initiate to act according to his com-
mand. A similar depiction of Aissawa ritual as a form of animal possession 
can be found in the writings of the military doctor Auguste Warnier, who 
reported seeing hordes of Aissawa “rush like hungry beasts on a living sheep, 
still with its feece, and devour it whole, except for the bones, as hyenas or 
jackals might do, eating wool, skin, fesh, fat, intestines with everything they 
contain.”12 Warnier emphasized his feeling of humiliation in seeing “men, my 
fellow men, making such great eforts to get as close to the brute as possible.”13 

Tis repertoire of dehumanizing graphic images—a kind of lexicon of radical 
otherness—distanced North-African bodies from European ones by drawing 
on obvious racial stereotypes. 

Indeed, French observers took pains to clarify that the Aissawa’s altered 
states were related to degraded conditions familiar from the bourgeois Euro-
pean salon. Teir accounts link the violent trancing of the brotherhood to 
intimations of pathology or mental alienation that had woven through med-
ical texts on ecstasy since the early nineteenth century. Frédéric Bérard, for 
instance, in the Dictionnaire des sciences médicales (1812–22), had described 
ecstasy as a pathological state “consist[ing] in a lively exaltation of certain 
ideas, which absorb the attention so much that the external sensations are 
suspended, the voluntary movements stopped.”14 A decade later, Alexandre 
Bertrand identifed the deep link that unites ecstasy with religious beliefs, 
but emphasized that the state did not necessarily entail any mystical con-
tent, arguing that ecstasy occurred more ofen among women or in strongly 
religious societies because imagination in such cases prevailed over reason; 
the progress of civilization therefore tended to reverse this relationship.15 In 
contrast, when associated with celebrated intellects, such as Archimedes, 
Newton, or Pascal, or with enlightened Christian mystics such as St. Teresa, 
Téodule Ribot claimed that states of “intellectual rapture” and exaltation 
could be ennobling and even transcendent.16 However, as the case of the 
Aissawa indicates, these forms of uplif and noble concentration were rarely 
aforded to other religious traditions. 

Colonial writers typically ascribed the apparent state of absorption 
characteristic of the Aissawa as involving trickery or training, rather than 
pure mental concentration. French diplomat Eugène Aubin, in his travelogue 
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Morocco of To-day, argued that demonstrations such as those made by the 
Aissawa should be understood not as spiritual activities but as empty displays 
meant to exploit “popular credulity” in order to “live in idleness on the alms 
brought by the poor to the Koubba of their ancestor.”17 And Baudel, the author 
of Un an à Alger, excursions et souvenirs (1887) had made much the same point, 
cautioning that the Aissawa were “fanatical sectarians and vulgar magicians, 
whose trickery and violent acts the Arabs love and admire with a superstitious 
terror.”18 According to Baudel, such ritual could interest Europeans only as a 
test of their critical faculties: To believe in such phenomena would be to allow 
oneself to be fooled, and hence to become more like the local population. Te 
physician Jules Davasse similarly urged: “Scholars and travelers who have the 
fortune to attend such spectacles, please remove all our doubts, if possible. 
Beware the mirages of credulity.”19 

Tese references to credulity invoke a broader nineteenth-century debate 
presented by the English philosopher William Cliford in an infuential article 
entitle “Te Ethics of Belief ” (1877) and developed in a subsequent exchange 
with the American philosopher William James. Cliford argued that it was 
not only “wrong to believe on insufcient evidence, or to nourish belief by 
suppressing doubts and avoiding investigation,” but that credulity itself cre-
ated lies and deceit, rendering society “credulous, [so that it will] lose the 
habit of testing things and inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into 
savagery,” ultimately resulting in a “sin against mankind.”20 

Tis is the position adopted by the aforementioned Warnier in his report 
on the Aissawa at the 1867 Universal Exhibition. Warnier writes: 

Algerian displays, whose international theater gives an exhibition 
to astonished Parisians, passes in the Muslim world of North Africa 
for real miracles, and, by special privilege of the Prophet Moham-
med—may the blessing of God be upon him!—these miracles can 
only be performed by members of the religious brotherhood of 
Aissawa, which is today widespread throughout Morocco, Algeria 
and Tunisia.21 

By pastiching the eulogy that pious Muslims pronounce at each occurrence of 
the name of Mohammad or of any prophet, the doctor expressed irony with 
regard to the feats of the Aissawa. Yet Warnier also takes note of the clear-cut 
facts presented by his own senses: “It is indisputable,” he admits, that “they 
crunch scorpions between their teeth; that they lick white-hot iron blades with 
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their tongues; that they bite into thorny cactuses.”22 Te odor of burning fesh, 
he continues, is unambiguous: “One can feel the warmth of the red plates and 
the smell soon warns those present that a scent of burnt fesh or horn has 
spread throughout the room. So there is burning, but burning without pain. 
Ordinarily it is either the tongue or the sole of the foot that is subjected to this 
ordeal.”23 He goes on, however, to explain these ordeals as resulting from mere 
physical conditioning (rather than any spiritual preparation), noting that “the 
Aissawa never approach their miraculous exercises without having prepared 
for them with a sort of bewilderment and daze which makes them look more 
like animals than humans.”24 Warnier thus suggests that the experience of pain 
could be largely overcome through training and practice.25 

Training to Become a Machine 

Te question of veracity versus mere performance runs strongly through 
nineteenth-century European debates on hypnosis. Tese practices involved 
subjects coached by magnetizers whose bodies would then testify to the 
reality of mesmeric or hypnotic power. Whether hypnotic phenomena really 
took place or were instances of charlatanism ofen remained unclear; indeed, 
rather than pitting one against the other, hypnotic displays involved a curious 
entanglement of simulation and reality. Simulation ofen occurred afer the 
induction of authentic altered states and was intended to ofer to an audience 
the spectacle of a learned “magnetic” performance.26 

Some European writers mapped this same complexity onto their inter-
pretation of Aissawa rituals. Doutté emphasized that these partly simulated 
practices, when combined with dance and music, made it possible to “bring 
those who apply themselves into states more or less close to hypnotic sleep,” 
allowing for the performance of spectacular feats of pain resistance or endur-
ance for the beneft of audiences. As in mesmeric displays, a suspension of 
awareness could paradoxically be created from the states of intense focus that 
occur during preparations for the rituals. As Doutté points out, Aissawa prac-
tices “are thus called idjdzâb in Arabic, that is to say ‘trainings in ecstasy.’”27 

Warnier, still striving to distinguish the true from the false, also focused 
on the training involved in attaining these absorbed states. In his account, 
musical stimulation, combined with the lack of air and water, provoked and 
prolonged states of unconsciousness. Te disciples spent “hours at a time, in 
a narrow and airless room”: 
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Soon . . . we can no longer breathe, all lungs are panting, the audi-
ence is overwhelmed by thirst; the moment is coming when man 
will become an unconscious machine, obeying the orders of the 
drum and the voice. . . . Only those who have mounted an assault or 
charged with a bayonet, driven by the sound of hundreds of throb-
bing drums beating the pace of the charge, will understand the efect 
that two hours of iron cymbals and drums, combined with a general-
ized howling, can produce on the brains of such unfortunates.28 

It might seem ironic for Warnier to compare the trance of colonized Alge-
rian subjects to the experiences of members of the French military at the 
front. And yet European military training was comparable to the ritualized 
preparation of the Aissawa, in that it too involved a complete submission of 
the subject’s consciousness and the absorption of the individual moral and 
physical body into a collective.29 

Warnier also appeals to the notion of “ivresse,” or intoxication, which 
he disambiguates from the consumption of alcohol: “Drunk with thirst, 
with movement, with sounds—especially with sounds—[the Aissawa] do 
not know what they are doing, they do not feel anything.”30 Te notion that 
states of trance led to the suspension of conscious actions and perceptions, 
and were thus a form of “ivresse,” also appears in other accounts of Aissawa 
sessions.31 In 1883, the science journalist G. Kerlus reported that the Aissawa 
relied upon “a kind of hypnosis, what might be called a mechanical intoxi-
cation . . . to support their trials.” He concluded, “Te dances and songs that 
precede [their trials] merely aim at bringing the patient to a state of cerebral 
arousal, a dizziness, a real drunkenness that removes the perception of pain 
from the brain.”32 Tose individuals undergoing trance, whom Kerlus deems 
“voluntary torture victims,” are thus able to induce altered states in them-
selves as a result of these focused preparations, a kind of self-hypnosis.33 

In addition to accounting for the onset of the trance and outlining the 
necessary preparations for the subject’s altered mental and physical state, 
European theories of hypnosis also provided a framework within which 
medical writers could comprehend the absorptive experience of the trance 
ritual itself. Tis is evident in Dr. Crouigneau’s report in Promenades d’un 
médecin à travers l’Exposition (1889). Crouigneau emphasized the repeti-
tive, industrialized character of the performance and the consequent link 
between physical and musical forms of repetition leading to loss of indi-
vidual subjectivity: 
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Before beginning their exercises, all the Khouans [initiates, here of 
the Aissawa Brotherhood] sit on the ground, legs crossed, in a semi-
circle, their chorfâ, or descendant of the Prophet, placed in their 
midst. Tey recite or rather chant their prayer taken from the Quran, 
sometimes spreading their arms, sometimes hiding their faces in 
their hands. Ten they accompany themselves on bendios or large 
tambourines, whose skin they stretch from time to time by turn-
ing them over a stove of hot coals. Tey strike with a rhythmic and 
monotonous movement, rather similar to that of a thresher, alter-
nately with the tip of the fngers in the center of the drum and with 
the palm of the hand on the peripheral region.34 

Comparing the movement of musicians to mechanical threshing—a process 
invented at the end of the eighteenth century, which produced an immense 
increase in agricultural productivity—renders these Aissawa, in a sense, 
laborers of performance.35 

An Aissawa advances, Crouigneau continues, “according to the measure 
of the battery of seven or eight tambourines which surround him; he jumps 
upwards with both feet in the air and at the same time swings his head back and 
forth, at full speed.”36 Timing the duration of this portion of the ritual, the doc-
tor estimates it at seven or eight minutes. As it comes to a close, the accompa-
nying music accelerates, activating then deactivating the performers by shifing 
them from a state of entranced attention/action to a condition of insensibility: 

When each of them has fnished their work, the songs accelerate, the 
beat of the drums quickens more and more. Te Khouan [initiate] 
resumes jumping frantically and bobbing his head until he fnally 
falls to the ground lifeless. Immediately one of the assistants throws 
himself on him, sits him up and bends him in two until his head has 
reached down between his knees, then, straightening him, he lifs 
him up under his arms and puts him on his feet. Te hypnotic sleep 
is then dissipated. . . . Tese strange sessions leave one wondering 
about the real state of the nervous system of these fanatics, who 
almost every day indulge in similar practices.37 

Crouigneau expresses fears about the toll of repeated hypnotic performance 
on the Aissawa, declaring himself perplexed by the health of these men, at the 
mercy of the mechanical repetition of “hypnotic” processes.38 
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A similar concern, couched in Western medical terms, was voiced by the 
writer Téophile Gautier. In his 1851 article on the brotherhood for La Revue 
de Paris, Gautier remarked on an Aissawa member who responded to the 
sound of the drums by “start[ing] and ris[ing] to galvanic jolts like a dead 
frog, at the shock of the Volta battery.”39 Tis comparison associates the auto-
matic nature of the mystic’s submission to music to that of an amphibian’s 
corpse reacting to an electric current. It recurs when Gautier describes how 
another Aissawa’s “nostrils quivered, his lips were blue, his eyes popped out 
of his head, the muscles tensed on his thin neck like violin strings on their 
bridge; nervous tremors shook his whole body up and down.”40 As a result 
of the violent convulsions of his trance state, Gautier continues, “his arms 
moved like the springs of a broken machine, with movements which no lon-
ger started from a common center and in which the will had no part.”41 Here, 
the Aissawa appears not just as an involuntary actor but as a broken machine. 
Gautier’s clinical vocabulary both feeds on stereotyped images familiar from 
discourses on hypnosis—where hypnotized subjects were compared to dys-
functional machines or automata—but also exaggerates it.42 For him, Muslim 
mystics are dehumanized as victims of bestial spasms. 

Figure 8.3. Octave-Édouard-Jean Jahyer, “Les Aïssaoua, convulsionnaires musul-
mans,” engraving, Le Monde illustré, January 16, 1858. 
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Te relationship between French medical description and reports on the 
Aissawa went further, however. Gautier also used the example of the stages 
of a nervous crisis, widely known at this time from the work of Charcot and 
his circle, to portray the brotherhood’s rituals. He made notable recourse to 
coded phrases that would have reminded his French readers of medical terms 
and behaviors already familiar from reports on mental asylums. Tus, in his 
staging of the ritual’s climax, Gautier writes: 

Te fervor of prayer was increasing; the faces of the Khouans were 
beginning to become distorted. . . . Foam was coming to their lips; 
their eyes were becoming bloodshot, their upturned pupils fed 
beneath their eyelid, showing only the cornea beneath. . . . Te 
rhythm of the drums became more and more compelling. . . . Te 
nodding, which had at frst been performed by only a few, was now 
generalized; the oscillations however had taken on such violence that 
occiputs struck against shoulders and forehead against chests. Soon 
even this was not enough. Te swinging began from the waist up, and 
the body arced out a frightening semicircle; it was seizures, epilepsy.43 

Tis description culminates in the fgures of a circle’s arc, typical of the frst, 
“epileptoid,” stage of hysteria; then proceeding to the violent movements of 
the second, “clonic,” stage, and fnally the melancholy or ecstasy of the third, 
“terminal” stage. By employing the imagery of the body bent into a semicircle, 
Gautier obliquely announces what is to come. Te descent into a convulsive 
crisis makes it possible to exhibit the unspeakable, to turn the religious narra-
tive into one of horror. Tis culminates in the ultimate act, involving a living 
sheep: 

Te Aissawa threw themselves on the poor animal, knocked it down, 
and, while some held its legs, in spite of its tremors and its weak 
kicks of agony, the others tore at its belly with their teeth, chewing 
its entrails among the tufs of wool. Some drew towards them, as 
carnivorous birds do with carrion, a long thread of gut, which they 
swallowed as they went; others plunged their heads into the col-
lapsed carcass, biting the heart, the liver or the lungs.—Te sheep 
was soon nothing more than bloody mud, a shapeless shred that 
these ferocious beasts fought over among themselves, with a fury 
greater than that of hyenas and wolves.44 
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Gautier here highlights the Aissawa’s animalian state and the deep repulsion 
they arouse in the viewer. His sensationalist narrative follows the fashion of 
contemporary French horror writing, known as “frenetic” literature, which 
combined Gothic tropes with melodramatic scenes of shocking violence.45 

Gautier’s account further implies that observing the Aissawa entailed a 
risk of contagion, even to Western audiences: 

My eye clouded over and my reason was confounded before this 
dizzying scene. Te singular imitative sympathy which makes 
your jaws relax when you yawn caused me involuntary jolts on my 
carpet; I shook my head mechanically and I, too, felt mad urges to 
scream. A horseman from the Maghzen, seated not far from me, 
could resist it no longer and rolled in the dust with laughter and 
nervous sobs, heaving himself to the hurried, jerky rhythm, pant-
ing in time to the snoring tarboukas in an ever-increasing fury of 
percussion.46 

Te efects of this contagion—not an emotional response, but rather a 
mechanical sympathy relating to the phenomena of hypnosis—even induces 
mild symptoms in the narrator himself. And while he manages to withstand 
the power of the scene, a North African near him is unable to resist and sub-
mits by joining the fray. Soon, Gautier reports, 

Trough the persistence of singing, drumming and oscillation, the 
Aissawa had reached the degree of climax necessary for the celebra-
tion of their rites; delirium, catalepsy, magnetic ecstasy, cerebral con-
gestion, all the nervous disorders translated into sobs, contortions, 
tetanic stifness which convulsed these dislocated limbs and faces 
which no longer had anything human about them.47 

Here the phenomenon of imitation produces a deep malaise of reason. As 
Gautier’s story climaxes, it features an accumulation of medical terms along-
side a dehumanization of the participants into a mere assemblage of body 
parts. 

Gautier’s portrayal invokes a familiar trope that the contemporary 
anthropologist Johannes Fabian has critiqued in his book Out of Our Minds 
(2000): the fgure of the European explorer as an intrepid emissary of science, 
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presented as the polar opposite of the native who is chronically intoxicated 
by alcohol or drugs.48 As Fabian notes, European travelers to exotic lands 
were ofen found “out of their minds,” overwhelmed by “extreme fatigue, fear, 
delusions of grandeur, and feelings ranging from anger to contempt, under 
the infuence of tropical diseases, alcohol, opiates, and other ingredients from 
the expedition’s medicine chest.”49 Te forms of reason attached to Western 
colonizers was revealed as a sham; indeed, the altered physical and mental 
states these fgures associated with the Aissawa could easily become their 
own. Reports of the Aissawa, then, can be seen as attempts to grapple with 
the liminal state of ecstasy itself and the attentional extreme it represented, 
which promised both to deliver metaphysical revelation and catapult its prac-
titioners into states of exotic degradation. 

* * * 

Te accounts of the Aissawsa I have analyzed in this essay describe fxed 
attention as a state that simultaneously enables supernatural abilities and 
leads to self-automation, violence, and degradation. European Orientalizing 
reports are not just tools in the imperialist arsenal, forms of degradation and 
subjugation that justify the colonial endeavor, but also evidence of discomfort 
with mysticism itself, especially the forms of radical absorption it entailed. As 
an escape from the rigid bounds of reason, hypnotic states were enticing, and 
even (in some accounts) compatible with religious transcendence. But they 
were also a threat to order and to the sharp distinctions between colonizer 
and colonized, and thus the site of an irreconcilable tension. Even frsthand 
accounts of the Aissawa were dangerous, liable to draw reasoned observers 
into states of attentional transfxion at odds with rational volition and virile 
forms of control. Music and sound played an inescapable role in this cogni-
tive slippage, raising old fears around its dissociative power—its ability to 
shut down or hypnotize the mind, acting solely on the body and therefore 
reducing the individual to mere physicality. Attention (auditory, religious, 
journalistic) was key to familiar forms of European transcendence and yet 
when taken to excess could also undo that power. Where was the bound-
ary? And where did “proof ” become involuntary “participation”? Tese were 
among the questions that galvanized French discourse on the Aissawa, and 
which raised as-yet unanswered historical questions around attention, audi-
tion, power, and the limits of reason. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Franz, Stumpf, Riemann, Kafka: 

Toward an Auditory Unconscious ca. 1883 

David Trippett 

Beethoven’s extraordinary will power and his imagination 

that accommodated sensation apparently even brought 

about a temporary improvement in his hearing. 

—Carl Stumpf, 18831 

Franz 

Not paying attention proved unusually costly for the Lied composer and 
baroque arranger Robert Franz (1815–1892). In 1848, while standing on 
the platform of a newly built railway station at Dessau, his train—bound 
for Leipzig—was slowly entering the station when it let of a steam whistle 
not a meter from his head. Te acoustic shock was life-changing, as fgures 
from Liszt to Franz’s American friend, the writer and critic William Foster 
Apthorp, noted. Refecting in 1903, Apthorp relates the consequences: 

He immediately felt as if something had given way in his ear, and 
could hear nothing but a mighty internal buzzing. Te trip to Leipzig 
was given up. In a few days the buzzing in his ears stopped, and he 
could hear again; but it was as if the higher tones of the scale were 
cut of—above a certain acuteness of pitch he was deaf. From this 
time forward, note afer note dropped out of the range of his hearing, 
until at last his deafness became complete.2 
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Tis story of a descending scale of deafness, and variations on it, appeared in 
articles and commentaries following the composer’s death in 1892. It laid the 
blame squarely at the door of the noise caused by the ferce expulsion of steam 
and water from locomotive cylinders, something Richard Pohl categorized— 
without irony—as “physical music” in 1852, and about which practical hand-
books had begun cautioning users of the railways even by the late 1830s.3 With 
little experience of locomotives, Franz simply hadn’t anticipated the ferce blast. 
Tough a quintessentially modern scene, the principle was ancient. If move-
ment set up by an object is too strong for the organ of sense, as Aristotle has it 
in De Anima, “the form which is its sensory power is disturbed; it is precisely as 
concord and tone are destroyed by too violently twanging the strings of a lyre.”4 

Te physiological conditions for facilitating accuracy of sight and hearing were 
a constant for Aristotle (color of the eyes, consistency of the water surrounding 
them, “purity” of the ear membrane, etc.), so depended on the material health 
of sense mechanism—that is, lyre strings’ density and elasticity—rather than 
conscious attention.5 By extension, unguarded attention broke the tonality of 
Franz’s lyre. As Liszt observed poetically in 1872: “He has set his lyre aside.”6 

Against commentaries on a life shrouded in anecdote, his correspondence 
revealed a more textured story: that his hearing in fact began to deteriorate 
as early as 1841, that his real name was “Knauth” (rather than the musically 
auspicious telescoping of Robert Schumann and Franz Schubert), and that 
as early as 1867, he had been forced to give up his organist, conductor, and 
teaching positions in Halle owing to an accumulation of physical incapacities. 
Tis did little to hinder the circulation of tales of impairment. With a novel-
ist’s eye for ironic coincidence, the American critic Henry Finck reported that 
Franz’s audible tones vanished progressively, from highest to lowest, “until 
1876—the year of the frst Bayreuth Festival—found him totally deaf,” linking 
the beginning of the world in Wagner’s Ring (or: E-fat at 18 Hz) with the end 
of Franz’s acoustic world. For good measure, he added a faddish biological 
cause, ascribing Franz’s physical condition to his father’s age (60) at the time 
of his conception: “Physiologists tell us that the children of aged parents are 
peculiarly liable to all sorts of degenerate nervous conditions,” he explains, 
“Franz’s fate did not disprove this doctrine.”7 

All this might appear an intriguing but arguably irrelevant datum of music 
history, but for the extravagant regard in which Franz’s ca. 279 Lieder were held 
by certain German contemporaries, and—as we shall see—his post-traumatic 
auditory hallucinations. Let us take these in order. First, Franz’s reception as 
a curate’s egg. Beyond the early encomium he received from Schumann (“he 
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seeks more than pleasant- or unpleasant-sounding music, he seeks to recreate 
the poem in all its vital depth”), still cited in Hanslick’s sympathetic obituary,8 

and Wagner’s sense of rivalry during the late 1850s,9 the critic Wilhelm Hein-
rich Ambros ascribed to Franz’s Lieder the “extreme ‘depth and inwardness’ 
of Schumann, bound to that “naiveté” of Schubert.” When, during the sum-
mer of 1871, Ambros and Franz strolled together in the garden of the early 
Lied composer Johann Friedrich Reichardt (1752–1814), smelling the roses 
frst planted by Goethe that now encircled the house, Ambros later ventril-
oquized for his readers the words he imagined Reichardt would have said to 
Franz: “You have completed what we once started!”10 

Such genealogical stylizing, along with the organicist imagery and name-
as-Frankenword, is almost too obvious a pedestal, too forced a platform for 
one whose career had fossilized from the perspective of genre and enjoyed 
only localized acclaim. As a composer of Lieder, almost exclusively so, Franz 
tacitly rejected Schumann’s public caution to “try his hand at new forms” for 
“success in small forms ofen leads to one-sidedness, to mannerisms.”11 Just a 
year afer his garden walk with Ambros, Franz ofered bitter self-justifcation 
for his narrow output and resulting professional isolation. “From the outset,” 
he told the biographer Ida Marie Lipsius in 1872, 

my Lieder found a very small circle of admirers, and a very large, 
ferce circle of adversaries. . . . Te critics of our specialist journals 
. . . preferred to keep the Lieder in dead silence rather than bump 
into a hornet’s nest that might eventually become uncomfortable for 
them. But when they opened their big mouths, you could be quite 
certain that much stupidity would emerge. For one, I had too little 
melody, for another my accompaniments were too difcult; a third 
labelled me a weak follower of Schumann, a fourth mocked [my] 
Bachian turns etc.12 

In light of these shades of bitterness, Ambros’s words might appear excessively 
sympathetic—consolation toward a living colleague with acute hearing loss, 
partially paralyzed, experiencing professional decline, and in need of benevo-
lence. In short, the case of Franz all but inverted the Beethoven paradigm, as 
a musical mind defeated by deafness, creating a problem for commentators 
seeking to articulate his genius. “Unlike Beethoven,” Finck confesses, “Franz 
did not write his best music afer he had become deaf.”13 Moreover, his turn 
from original composition to arrangement (of J. S. Bach and Handel) ofers a 
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positively anti-Beethoven model for so-called “disablist music,” for it robs the 
creative subject of originality (i.e., “exemplary originality” constituting the 
primary criterion of the Kantian genius), hastily widening the aesthetic remit 
ascribable to a “musical practice that rejects the normal performance body.”14 

Yet aspects of the Beethoven paradigm linger in Franz’s reception. One 
obituary notes how he “swifly withdrew from the world, which largely alien-
ated him with its constant search for novelty, and in which he hardly felt 
comfortable.”15 And among his staunchest defenders, it was Liszt who frst 
presented a stratagem of attentive listening as poetic straining against deaf-
ness, a trope also applied to Beethoven. Here, then, we turn to the topic of 
auditory hallucinations as the fip side to inner hearing. Liszt’s public endorse-
ment from 1855—seven years post–train whistle—carries the claim that Franz 

feels the urge to hear, to immerse himself, as it were, in waves of 
tones, to rock himself on her infnite element, to navigate her ether, 
to let her fragrant breezes caress her unfolding wings / vibrations 
[Schwingen], to surround himself with her miraculously scenic 
cloud-images, to eavesdrop on their tragic or poignant dialogue, to 
transport himself in its world of more expressive atoms, glowing 
and sparkling like the magic formulas of a heavenly language. Franz 
wants to hear music making and make music himself.16 

Tis “urge to hear” implied hallucination. Writing in 1855, he sidesteps the 
label of impairment by evoking a quasi-magical science (“more expressive 
atoms”) in language more typical of Wackenroder’s generation. Accordingly, 
he remains elliptical regarding the elephant in the room, the loss of hearing 
itself as an inward turn in Franz’s destiny: “He dreamt of happiness .  .  . his 
grand piano [Flügel] touched him sofly .  .  . and then it fed! Tis catastro-
phe of his inner destiny decided his entire path.”17 Buried in metaphor and 
the agency of ambiguity, the wordplay on Flügel (wing, grand piano, pinna) 
lets the reader decide. It solicits an aesthetic idiolect that makes the ellipses 
within a system of meaning mutually functional. Te reader must intervene 
in the text to fll in semantic gaps, in other words, making Liszt’s tiptoeing 
around the issue of deafness a prototype for reader response theory in which 
“each reading . . . is an actualization of something that by its very nature is a 
potential, which can never be totally actualized.”18 Signifcantly, these unreal-
ized potential readings were not primarily the outcome of a poetic fight, but 
of diplomatic ambiguity. 
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Liszt’s article was benevolent propaganda, afer all. He and Franz had dis-
cussed it on a two-hour train journey a few weeks prior to its publication 
in the Neue Zeitschrif; “naturally” Liszt tells his partner, Princess Carolyn 
zu Sayn-Wittgenstein, Franz “will be glad to fll in the blank spaces on the 
little handwritten manuscript I lef in his hands.”19 Tis helps to contextualize 
the positive spin placed on “catastrophe,” as a speech-act within the sphere 
of illocution, channeling a reading of openness and possibility rather than a 
destiny stymied: 

He broke with all temptations of wavering desires, wavering hopes; 
the pain radiated and concentrated his spirit and gave it that conse-
cration, that energy which allows the soul all its freedom, in order to 
afrm this freedom with all its might. With these renewed powers he 
felt called to take his place among men of action, to speak his own 
language in the name of his inner zeal.20 

But times change. When this article was reprinted in book form in 1872 
(accompanying a fundraising concert tour to secure a pension of 30,000 
thaler for the composer),21 Liszt included a frank postscript that dropped the 
diplomatic ambiguity. He now confrms the “hearing impairment . . . [that] 
has spread,” making all music making impossible, with conversation only 
forcible via a raised voice at his ear.22 Tis moment of anagnorisis brought 
an optimistic shif toward the belief that medical science might ameliorate 
Franz’s condition and recast the composer’s encroaching auditory hallucina-
tions as quasi-supernatural,23 borrowing a personifcation familiar to Ger-
manic legend: “In front of the aging master’s door lies the gray woman [das 
graue Weib] . . . who whispers all kinds of frightening sayings into his ear and 
heart.”24 Franz’s acousmas—occurring “especially at night . . . [such] that his 
friends feared he might become insane”25—fgure as the fip side of a creative 
imagination lodged between inner hearing and aural infrmity. 

Not three years afer the train whistle incident, Franz’s attraction to the 
lines of the young poet Max Waldau (Georg von Hausenschild) about inau-
dible music might encourage a frail life-works reading of this predicament: 

An ancient song resounds in the air . . . Es klingt in der Luf uralter Sang . . . 
It is like a forgotten tone Ihm ist wie einen vergessnen Ton 
Tat nobody can recognise. Den Niemand wieder erkennen mag. 
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Taken from the fnal stanza of the poem “Es klingt in der Luf,” which Franz 
set strophically as Op. 13, No. 2 (1851), it is tempting to suppose the memory 
of sounds once heard resonated, for him, with Liszt’s sense of inner hearing as 
a creative amulet. If this has a wishful valence as inner hearing on the side of 
the angels, negative readings are also possible. Auditory hallucinations were 
not just invitations to musical invention; they also served to actualize the 
negative claims of critics in Franz’s aural imagination, especially in his later 
years of near-total deafness. He complained privately in 1889, for example, 
that unfattering reports from those “who knew in earlier years how to judge 
my little tunes” led him to imagine in sound various musical failings at a 
concert by the soprano Amalie Joachim—a lost duet-like melody in the tenor 
(“only the clatter of the demi-semiquavers!”), amid a wholly misconceived 
character (“the lady showed not a trace of understanding for the tender reti-
cence which is absolutely necessary”). Here the distinction between interior 
and exterior sound (and between actual and imagined composition) became 
moot: “I, a deaf man, could of course not attend to the concert.”26 Tis, it 
seems, was inner hearing on the side of the devil. 

By contrast, Liszt only ever understood inner hearing as a spur to cre-
ativity (of the gray lady’s many associations, she supposedly knew where the 
Niebelung’s treasure was hidden and carried a set of magic keys that opened 
mountain vaults: “At her touch a mysterious door opened,” one popular 
account reports, “glimpses of gold and jewels fashed within; but no living 
man had ever been brave enough to follow and seize the treasure”).27 Beyond 
such allegories, it was an underexplored link between physiology, atten-
tion, and the creative imagination that would draw the interest of empirical 
researchers. 

In this chapter, Franz’s experience of his declining aural sense and the per-
sonal uncertainties it instilled in him opens the door to a discussion of three 
modernists from radically diferent felds: Carl Stumpf (empirical psychol-
ogy), Hugo Riemann (music theory), and Franz Kafa (fction). All engage 
the discourse of aural uncertainty, hallucination, and conscious attention, 
preparing the ground for a concept of the auditory unconscious—what our 
reasoned mind tells us we hear when there is nothing to hear, and vice versa, 
a deafness to rationally present sonic stimuli that appear insensible. Teir 
voices speak indirectly to one another, but collectively broach the uncertain-
ties of aural deception as they dovetail with the solipsist’s torment of a pos-
sible self-deception in what is heard. 
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Stumpf 

Our frst empirical researcher, the prominent philosopher and psychologist 
Carl Stumpf, declared in 1883 that “attention is paramount” for all sensory 
judgment. As an expression of interest (that is, a feeling), attention consti-
tutes “a theoretical feeling,” he explained, “since it stands in an especially close 
causal relation to perception.”28 But attending to the intensity of any sound 
impression—heard or hallucinated—immediately presents a paradox: 

Te intensity to be observed would indeed become eo ipso greater 
through observation. Hence I could never observe a faint tone, but 
only a maximally forceful one or at least one that steadily grows 
during observation, where I can, as a matter of fact, even follow a 
diminuendo with growing attention.29 

His swif qualifcation—“the tone does not become louder, but we become 
more intensely conscious of it”—foregrounded the role of conscious atten-
tion. It was picked up by reviewers who noted that if attention did strengthen 
a sonic impression it would only hinder an accurate judgment of its intensity.30 

Tis meant that attention had a Heisenberg problem: Sensory phenomena 
could become intensifed for listeners through attention while the stimulus 
itself remained constant: “We merely become more intensely conscious of 
it.”31 Tis splitting of measurable amplitude from consciousness of intensity 
defned the agency of attention within an empirical domain and infuenced 
the research for volume one of Tone Psychology ca. 1875–83. What the split 
accomplished, for Stumpf, was nothing less than the claim that the experi-
ence of sensation itself is real as an autonomous phenomenon, that is, a thing 
in Heidegger’s catchall sense of “a something and not nothing,” independent 
of consciousness.32 What it did not do was distinguish between attention to 
inner and “outer” hearing, distantly forecast by the case of Franz. 

Shortly afer being appointed full professor at Würzburg University in 
1873, Stumpf began working on what would become the frst volume of his 
Tone Psychology (1883). Te project’s empirical methods ofered an invigo-
rating break from what Stumpf saw as the fruitlessness of recent work in phi-
losophy: “It has always been reassuring and a kind of solace to switch from 
theories to observation, from refection to facts, from the writing desk to the 
laboratory.”33 He set out from the principle that, rather than an ontology of 
pure sensation (a philosophical rabbit hole), it is only “sensory judgment” that 
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can be scrutinized. Tis required a comparative process, for “every sensation is 
necessarily related to others; there are simply no pure sensations.”34 Judgment, 
in this context, means the reaction of the mind to sensations, its apprehension 
of their intensity and quality, and the relations of these to those of other sen-
sations. A comparative approach is paramount because it sets like against like, 
avoids a refexive stage, and prevents judgments from being fxed in language: 
“Sensation is itself something relative,” he explains in an extreme formulation; 
“we feel not absolute contents but only relations, diference, changes.”35 

What could not be scrutinized within this comparative schema was the 
phenomenon of aural hallucinations—in Stumpf ’s words: “those presenta-
tions that are subjective in origin and arise with the full character of powerful 
sensations.”36 He gave these phenomena scant treatment. Yet they raised the 
possibility of two complementary problem cases: a phantasmal sound that 
originates in the body or mind to which only one listener can ever be sensi-
tive (i.e., unverifable by another mind); and a sound that exists in the world 
but is initially inaudible to the unpracticed listener, becoming sensate only 
via an efortful process of mental arousal. Stumpf spelled out the theoretical 
implications of these cases: 

If weak sensations that were already noticed can be intensifed by 
increased attention, we must indeed conclude that, whenever a tone 
is attentively presented, central or centrifugal arousals in the brain 
occur and accumulate with the ones on which they are based. . . . 
[Hence] not merely unnoticed sensations can be made noticeable, 
but also arousals of the acousticus [Akusticus] that are not at all given 
in sensation can be raised above the threshold of sensation.37 

In short, attention can make the inaudible audible by bringing about a pro-
cess of recalibration. Te prospect of raising the threshold of one’s sensate 
perception thus implied that thresholds of perception are not fxed (a claim 
long advanced by researchers interested in mesmerism, spiritualism, and the 
like). Yet Stumpf ’s claim was biological rather than miraculous, as evidenced 
by his postulate of an evolutionary function whereby, if a neural process in 
the brain accompanies attentiveness, “gradually a special disposition, perhaps 
one that increases from generation to generation, is produced . . . for a faster 
crossing over the threshold of sensation.”38 Rather than arising from degen-
eracy, then (as Finck ascribed to Franz), inner or extrapolated hearing might 
result from inherited attentive acuity. 
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Behind this thought experiment in breeding hypersensate humans stands 
the ever-malleable model of Beethoven, whose sheer willpower and imagi-
nation coupled to sensation, Stumpf avers, allegedly brought about “a tempo-
rary improvement in his hearing.”39 Tis logic linked attention (will) to acuity 
based on a process of “centrifugal arousals in the brain,” distantly modeled 
on a reinforcing overtone series. In the case of Franz, such acuity was absent, 
the ethical implication being that the composer lacked the will to address 
the challenges of his own condition (pace Liszt and the “urge to hear”). Such 
a claim contradicted Karl Marx’s historical materialism half a century ear-
lier, which expressly denied the capacity of individuals to swap one kind of 
conscious perception for another: “Tis demand to change consciousness 
amounts to a demand to interpret reality in another way, i.e. to recognize 
it by means of another interpretation.”40 In short, emerging from Stumpf ’s 
scheme was the extraordinary possibility that, by degree, a disciplined prac-
tice of sense judgment achieved the opposite of hearing loss. 

Te possibility of confusion over phantasms of the imagination (that is, 
hallucinations and sensations that are weak but real), presented an epistemic 
tangle, for both were to be defned by the variable perception of a listening 
subject. Adopting an autoethnographic mode, Stumpf briefy relates his expe-
rience of passing a wind harp each day where at a certain distance he became 
unable to tell if its chord still sounded “in the most extreme pianissimo” or if 
he imagined it out of habit. Tis precedes a related anecdote, borrowed from 
Karl von Schafäutl, professor of geology at the University of Munich, con-
cerning an acoustic version of Hans Christian Andersen’s tale “Te Emperor’s 
New Clothes” (1837): A conductor continually instructed the horn section 
that they were not playing a certain passage quietly enough; exasperated, 
they fnally placed the mouthpieces to their lips without blowing at all. (In 
Stumpf ’s telling, the conductor was satisfed: “Tat’s the right way, gentle-
men! Keep doing it like that!” In Schafäutl’s, not quite: “Now it is right; but 
if possible, still more piano.”)41 

Te abiding lesson for Schafäutl, who had also trained in acoustics and 
organ building, was that inner hearing led to musical experiences. Beetho-
ven’s ability to orchestrate scores while deaf, again, serves as the telling detail, 
predicated on his—assumed—lifelong habit of reading scores silently. Yet this 
ability represented a danger to acoustic experiments, Schafäutl concluded 
soberly. On the border of musical audibility, listeners were prone to hear 
whatever they wished to hear: “We know only too well how easily one thinks 



  

 

 

 

  

 
 

259 Franz, Stumpf, Riemann, Kafka 

one hears music tones that lie on the threshold of musical audibility, if one 
wants to hear them.”42 

Like a sleeve pulled inside out, this situation was inverted in cases where 
auditory sensations could be objectively real in their physical efect on a 
listening body, yet independent of a listening consciousness. Te physiolo-
gist and philosopher Gustav Fechner coined the term “negative sensation” 
(die negative Empfndungswerth) for the nonexistence of a sensation where 
there is a corresponding neural process.43 In his words: “If the magnitude of 
the stimulus ß or of the psychophysical activity elicited by the stimulus falls 
below the stimulus threshold b, then, according to the measurement formula, 
the sensation y assumes negative values.”44 Tis concept of negative sensation 
is not mathematically negative, merely an expression for a form of subcon-
scious perception, and for this reason a few paragraphs later, Fechner also 
termed it “unconscious sensations” (unbewusste Empfndungen), acknowledg-
ing the role psychophysical activities below such a threshold play in one’s 
“so-called unconscious life.”45 

For Stumpf, who praised Fechner as a “true scientifc researcher,” this 
results in the alarming prospect of a ubiquitous auscultation that must be 
ongoing below the threshold of perception, that is, “the total mass of undistin-
guished sensations which at all times make up the background [noise] of men-
tal life.”46 Tis notion of an auditory unconscious emerges as a specter looming 
over the scene of German psychophysics in the fnal third of the century and 
ties together the four protagonists of this chapter. To trace the mechanisms 
for attenuating vibration or neural stimuli and the points at which this no-
longer-heard content of the body’s neural processes proves insufcient to 
arouse the ganglia or cerebral cortex is simply “impossible,” Stumpf protests, 
“without going into metaphysics.”47 For Fechner, such negative sensations 
are autonomous phenomena and only become metaphysical with the claim 
that sensations exist independently of the mind. Ostensibly, unconsciously 
perceived stimuli always have the capacity to be perceived consciously when 
attention is applied, but with one qualifcation: 

In fact, if with fxed attention on an area of sensation I can perceive 
absolutely nothing of a sensation (or of a perceived diference), in 
spite of its physical cause being there, which is the actual case of the 
threshold in my sense, then I don’t understand—as one says—that 
there is afer all a small sensation (simple or diferential) which one 
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simply cannot compare with others; these seem completely mystical 
concepts to me.48 

A sensation that cannot be discerned by any means does not exist in his account 
partly, we may surmise, because it doesn’t ft within the logarithmic law of sen-
sation he had based on Weber’s law (famously, Fechner, who studied with Ernst 
Heinrich Weber, published two laws, Weber’s and his own, in his Elements of 
Psychophysics [1860]; these claimed that the intensity of sensation varies as a 
logarithm of the sensation’s stimulus).49 In Tone Psychology Stumpf retorts that 
there are ofen means for “inferring the existence of sensations” in subsensible 
cases. Tis led his most prominent English reviewer (and test subject), James 
Sully, to break ranks and side with Fechner. Stumpf ’s argument presented a 
new, unpersuasive kind of psychological dualism, he felt, where sensations were 
thought to exist as real entities with a defned content independent of the mind 
seeking to observe them: “An impression which I cannot detect with a full act of 
attention,” Sully concluded, “cannot surely have any individual existence in my 
consciousness, however wide we make the region of consciousness.”50 

Stumpf ’s argument that an auditory unconscious exists (that sonic sen-
sations below perceptual thresholds could be rendered accessible only by the 
agency of attention) stems in part from the view, current during the 1870s, 
that unconsciousness implied both subperceptual phenomena (cf. Fechner’s 
“negative sensation”) and those not directed by the conscious mind (namely, 
automatic or refex actions). Indeed, the British philosopher George Henry 
Lewes drew attention to this ambiguity in the second issue of the journal 
Mind, noting that “refex actions may be unaccompanied by Consciousness— 
in one meaning of the term—without ceasing to be sentient.”51 A simple expla-
nation of Lewes’s account might be the behavior of vibrating hairs within the 
cochlea duct during the process of sympathetic resonance. Stumpf ’s insight 
was that the mind, too, was subject to refex actions (cf. his accounts above of 
inaudible orchestral horns or his own daily hearing of an Aeolian harp), so 
the boundaries of auscultation below the threshold of perception, which I am 
calling an auditory unconscious, could be established with confdence nei-
ther by physiological experiment nor by conscious cognition. Here attentive 
agency becomes the dynamic element perpetuating this ambiguity, a mediat-
ing force between conscious and unconscious. 

A musical example can serve to illustrate Stumpf ’s position. Hermann 
von Helmholtz had argued in Sensations of Tone (1863) that the perception of 
the phenomenon of consonance was directly related to the existence of each 
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tone’s upper partials, whose coincidences determined the nature of conso-
nance for the ear in consecutive pitches (his theory of “melodic afnity”) as 
well as in simultaneous intervals. Untrained listeners could not easily hear 
the upper partials, he explained, but “success depends more upon a peculiar 
power of mental abstraction or a peculiar mastery over attention, than on 
musical training.”52 Half a century later, Stumpf disputed the subliminal value 
of overtones in this regard. In the detailed endnotes to his 1909 lecture on 
Te Origins of Music, he argued against the notion that overblown notes on 
wind instruments might have been a principal source for the origins of con-
sonance. Te makers of panpipes, he hypothesizes, would tune a second pipe 
so that its third overtone formed the double octave with the fundamental of 
the frst pipe, creating a (large) perfect fourth between pipes. By continuing 
this pattern to the third pipe, impure consonant intervals arise (e.g., the ffh 
overtone of the frst pipe is equal to the fundamental of the seventh pipe, 
“which is possible because the overtones are all a little too low”), and in-
between notes would be added by a process of measured gap-flling. 

Stumpf ’s hypothetical panpipes show that “overtones are certainly uti-
lized” but the transfer of overtone tuning to the pitch of a new pipe “did 
not lead to the pure intervals.” Prominent uses of the raised fourth—corre-
sponding to the eleventh overtone—for example, in the ranz des vaches and 
associated alpine horn music, only draws attention to the selective use of 
overtones within theories of consonance, raising the prospect that some of 
these overtones might constitute negative sensations in Fechner’s sense, at 
least for unpracticed listeners. In his Tone Psychology of 1883, we read that 
“a distinction must be made between the existence of a currently unnoticed 
sensation and the nonexistence of a sensation as such.”53 By 1909, Stumpf had 
developed the consequences of this into a theory: 

Te fact that we do not use the seventh, eleventh, and thirteenth 
overtones . . . is indeed already evidence that overtones as such are 
not the crucial factor for our sense of hearing. We occasionally hear 
those overtones while overblowing, but they do not impress us, save 
for enthusiasts who worship natural products as such: we cannot use 
them in connection with our well-grounded tonal system.54 

In Figure 9.1, reproduced from Te Origins of Music, the raised fourth in the 
horn theme at the opening of the fnale of Brahms’s First Symphony serves 
as an explicit reminder of this fact: “I, at least, regard it as very probable that 
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Figure 9.1. Carl Stumpf ’s example of the infuence of the 11th overtone on the Finale 
of Brahms’s First Symphony, ascribed to the practice of overblown wind instru-
ments. Stumpf, Te Origins of Music (1911), 95. 

the horn melody . . . arose as a consequence of such Swiss notes.”55 Disagree-
ments over the relative prominence of diferent overtones belied the truism 
that “practice does not change sensitivity” among listeners—leading to the 
marginalization of certain notes from the aural habitus of Western tonality 
during the late nineteenth century. At an extreme, Stumpf ’s logic implies that 
listeners can revise the relative prominence and separability of diferent over-
tones in their hearing through attention and training. 

Finally, within a materialist discourse in which imbrications between 
the physical conditions of life and mind yielded philosophical tracts such as 
Lewes’s Te Physical Basis of Mind (1877), research into auditory perception 
was directly implicated.56 For Stumpf, this material entanglement raised the 
startling possibility that neural processes connected with attentive compari-
sons of sensation might alter physical aspects of listeners’ bodies. As a violin-
ist, his instinctive comparison was to the physical entrainment of its frequency 
to bodily response: “Tere would be molecular changes in [the ear], as we sus-
pect, by analogy, changes in the structure of a violin when it keeps ‘responding’ 
better and better during the use of it without there being any visible changes.”57 

Any changes to the body of the player would be minimal, he reassures skeptical 
readers, “for it is not credible that the [auditory] organ could essentially trans-
form itself anatomically in a few hours and become more acute by half.” But a 
few months? A few years perhaps? If physiological sensitivity could reside in 
the ear and attention could modify the boundaries of an auditory unconscious 
(and thus the workings of the brain), this established a material undergirding 
to disagreements over hearing component parts of tones. 

Riemann and Kafka: Mobilizing the Auditory Unconscious 

In the fnal section of this chapter, we turn to fction and return to the 
interiority of hearing, its unverifability, and consequent freedoms within 
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a solipsistic approach to acoustic testing. First, the acoustics. Among the 
fabled disagreements in the history of acoustics, the moment when the 
twenty-four-year-old theorist Hugo Riemann claimed—and continued to 
argue for years—that he could hear undertones emanating from his Ernst 
Imler piano, arguably counts among the boldest. His work could not be rep-
licated by others, so his response to critics relied on an insistence on the 
unassailable acuity of his own perception: “However this may be, and if all 
the authorities in the world appear and say: ‘We hear nothing,’ I must still say 
to you: ‘I hear something, and indeed something very signifcant.’”58 Who 
could disagree? Undertones, we recall, are the mirror image of overtones, 
their harmonic reciprocals; for believers, they appeared to ofer a natural 
basis for the minor triad, just as overtones had done so for the major triad 
since the early seventeenth century. In the context of a debatable psycho-
physics where attentive listening could drive physical change in the auditory 
system, where thresholds of perception were seemingly variable based on 
practice, and where cases of impairment appeared to confrm the value of (a 
Beethovenian) will in improving acuity, the grounds for disputing Riemann’s 
claim might seem dangerously fawed. 

In fact, the phalanx of fellow theorists who disputed and fnally defeated 
Riemann’s claim that undertones had an objective existence is a matter of 
historical record.59 Like Stumpf ’s argument against an overtone-derived con-
sonance, Riemann initially supported the theory in his doctoral dissertation 
by including a melodic illustration of undertones taken from a familiar folk 
song (“Ach wenn du wärst mein eigen”). It parallels Stumpf ’s strategy to the 
extent a well-known melody is made unfamiliar by demonstrating the possi-
bility of new ways of hearing, and by extension, new auditory realities, albeit 
the auditory realities of what cannot be heard. 

Figure 9.2. Hugo Riemann’s early demonstration of melodic undertones (lower 
stave) in Musikalische Logik (Leipzig: Kahnt, 1873), 46. 
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A number of questions arise from Riemann’s claim in connection with the 
discourse we have been following thus far: Was the young theorist experienc-
ing a procrustean moment, as Karl von Schafäutl—a prominent critic—would 
suggest,60 fnding the sound he so keenly sought as a kind of auditory hallu-
cination? Could his experience be an instance of sustained attention toward 
sounds ordinarily classed by Fechner as an “unconscious sensation,” namely 
real stimuli coaxed into consciousness from under the threshold of conscious 
perception? Or might it have resulted from a previously subliminal ausculta-
tion, the unnoticed by-product of a listening body that—according to Stumpf ’s 
rather radical hypothesis—had undergone “molecular changes” resulting from 
months of practice in discerning diferences in the sensations of tone? 

Sensing arrogance, critics such as Schafäutl had little patience for sympa-
thetic theorizing. “Dr Hugo Riemann tells us that he and nobody else, except 
for Aristotle two thousand years ago, has heard these undertones.”61 Even 
within the breadth of psychophysical theories, it seemed implausible that Rie-
mann, like some antique violin, was the only body whose resonant response 
had been entrained to an undertone series, penetrating a threshold of con-
sciousness with no other tool than his Imler piano. 

Within the discourse of an auditory unconscious, what was being debated 
was not the honesty of researchers (for the most part), but rather the mech-
anism by which the mind’s response to auditory sensation was to be mea-
sured—something Stumpf defned in all cases as a comparative judgment, 
as we saw earlier. He might have had Riemann in mind when he declared 
that any errors in sense judgment fall into two classes: “Either we see or hear 
falsely, or we interpret falsely what is seen or heard.”62 Tat is, objectively 
false sensory judgments arise when the mind either imagines or misinter-
prets a stimulus. Te crossing-point in this division, between cognition and 
physiology, was made unstable by the possibility that powers of attention 
could change the status of sounds previous thought to be imagined. As is 
well known, the outcome was signifcant for Riemann’s dualist theory of 
harmony because undertones promised fnally to reveal the natural basis of 
the minor triad. In the third edition of Sensations of Tone (1877) Helmholtz 
had described harmonic undertones as a property of the glass resonators he 
cupped to his ears during experiments to isolate over/undertone frequencies, 
but in a later footnote he confessed to being unable to demonstrate them 
directly via sympathetic resonance on the piano.63 

As scholars from Alexander Rehding to Alexandra Hui have shown, 
physicists continued to dispute the reality of undertones until 1891, when 
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Riemann retreated into a stalemate, arguing that because a state of perfect 
inference existed between the sound waves of over- and undertones, the latter 
were rendered inaudible, in other words, they were a matter of interpreting 
falsely “what is seen or heard.” It is striking, historiographically, that such a 
claim can now be read as the analogue to Stumpf ’s belief that sensations can 
exist autonomously in the mind even when not perceived consciously. 

Just as the line between imagined undertones and sounds that were deemed 
real but below the threshold of normative conscious perception blurred, so 
too did the hard distinction between sounds heard in the world and “phan-
tasmal” sounds (those created or reproduced in the mind). Tis loss of cer-
tainty is indicative of the collapsing boundaries that for several decades gave 
credence to Riemann’s claims. Indeed, amid the currents of phenomenology 
eddying within Germany, Edmund Husserl used musical sounds to illustrate 
the reality he ascribed to the contents of consciousness. He defned phantasy 
in 1905 as consciousness “characterised by re-presentation (reproduction),” 
that is, a consciousness incapable of setting forth some kind of objectivity: 
“Not to give the object itself is the very essence of phantasy.”64 His test case for 
distinguishing direct perception from phantasy was hearing several tones in 
succession, then imagining the last sound in one’s head. In terms of tempo-
ral succession, these were categorically distinct, the one occurring afer the 
other. In terms of consciousness, he acknowledged that the consciousness of 
sound that remains afer the directly sounding event ends “presents itself in 
an entirely diferent way from the way in which the sounding presents itself.” 
However, it is with acts of mental reproduction that the two begin to blend: 

We never refer to a continuous transition of perception into phantasy, 
of impression into reproduction . . . but reproduction, phantasy-
consciousness also requires precisely the same shadings, only repro-
ductively modifed. . . . Sensation which functions presentatively for 
the object, forms a seamless continuum; and the phantasm likewise 
forms a continuum for the re-presentation of a phantasy object.65 

Tis claim is based on the argument that all perception arises from sensa-
tion, and in the “now-moment” of our attention perception need not dis-
tinguish between the contents of sensations originating outside the mind 
and those of phantasms originating inside it. A counterintuitive conclusion 
fnally dissolves the distinction entirely: “Whoever assumes an essential 
diference between sensations and phantasms naturally may not claim that 
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the apprehension-contents for the just-past phases of time are phantasms.”66 

Here, then, to circle back to our earlier fgures, the diference between 
Franz’s inner hearing and Riemann’s illusive undertones becomes moot, for 
as contents of a conscious mind attentive to inaudible sound, both would 
count as equally real for listeners by comparison to fully heard sounds. Tis, 
at least, is the phantom auditory door opened by Husserl’s phenomenology 
ca. 1905. 

Given the strained credulity of Riemann we saw above and the gradual 
intertwining of “actual” and “fantastical” theories of perception in Husserl and 
others, it is perhaps unsurprising that the contestable discourse around sonic 
interiority would fnd expression in fction itself. Franz Kafa’s last short story, 
Der Bau (Te Burrow, 1923), remained unfnished at his death. What survives 
fctionalizes the controversial psychology of an auditory unconscious with 
uncanny precision. Its frst-person narrative sees a solitary mole-like crea-
ture discover “an almost inaudible whistling noise” in his burrow.67 He tries 
to determine its origin—intruder or hallucination—and fails, despite being 
a practiced engineer (“I have a good deal of experience in investigations of 
this kind”). Flashes of double-meaning alert readers to the underlying mind-
ear nexus through anatomical wordplay: “I must have silence in my passages” 
(the plaint of a tinnitus-suferer?) or “I stray so far that I fnd myself at the 
labyrinth,”68 as though a giant ear were being explored. As a result, the dis-
tinction between inner thought and outer reality collapses in the creature’s 
underground isolation, itself a metaphor for the interiority of mind, for the 
noise “is, so to speak, audible only to the ear of the householder.”69 As well as 
erasing distinctions between outer world and metaphysical solipsism, this in 
turn leads to improbable conclusions: “Te noise can be heard everywhere 
and always at the same strength, and moreover uniformly, both by day and 
night. At frst, therefore, one cannot but incline to the hypothesis of a great 
number of little [intruder] animals.”70 Te anthropomorphic creature displays 
some acoustic refnement (“my ear can distinguish [the noise] in all its fn-
est shades”71), as well as rendering several of Stumpf ’s concepts from Tone 
Psychology in narrative prose: from comparative sense judgments (“Tere 
still remains the possibility that there are two noises”72) to the afecting pow-
ers of continuous attention (“the noise seems to have become louder”73) and 
discernment resulting from training (“My sensitiveness to disturbances in 
the burrow has perhaps become greater with years, yet my hearing has by 
no means grown keener”74). By the end, Kafa’s creature arguably becomes 
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truer as an encapsulation of discourse on the auditory unconscious than the 
individual historical listening subjects we have traced in Franz, Stumpf, and 
Riemann. 

It is telling that, biographically, Kafa not only confessed to being “unmu-
sical” (a view borne out by his friend Max Brod, who soon gave up taking 
Kafa to concerts “since the impression they made on him were of a purely 
visual nature”),75 but for him, listening to musical sound was mentally trap-
ping, a means of demarking of the normal world with a sonic one: “Te natu-
ral efect of music on me is to circumscribe me with a wall,” he scribbled 
privately afer an all-Brahms concert given by the Vienna Singverein in 1911, 
“and its only constant infuence on me is that, confned in this way, I am dif-
ferent from what I am when free.”76 Rather than initiate an autobiographical 
reading of being confned within Der Bau’s subterranean environment, this 
raises the prospect that all aural worlds can be both world-defning and yet 
“ultimately unfathomable,” as one reader of Kafa recently put it.77 

Epilogue 

In an aside, the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur once observed that “the 
relationship between fction and history is assuredly more complex than we 
will ever be able to put into words.”78 Tis rings true for the above attempt to 
thread a discourse of auditory perception through the needle-eye of Kafa’s 
unfnished story. Even the stability of the ear as a material object ran into 
difculty with Franz’s advancing deafness and Stumpf ’s “molecular changes.” 
Tey point to conditions of uncertainty and hypothetical questing that were 
susceptible to exploitation and help to explain why false authority in audi-
ometry could fourish. During this period a fad for “Patent Artifcial Ear-
drums” gained prominence, including commercial fraud by fgures such as 
J.  H.  Nicholson (Figure 9.3), whereby aural realities could be redefned as 
much by belief as by empiricism, “throughout the civilised world.”79 

Here aural fraud counts as little more than applied fction vis-à-vis Kaf-
ka’s tale. It also explains why, from the outset of his doctoral work, Riemann’s 
belief that acts of listening are always analytical—“so-called simple tones are 
not simple”80—was also a statement about the inscrutability of private cog-
nition, projected as such through Kafa’s subterranean creature who dis-
cerns noise in “all its fnest shades.” Not only do acts of listening comprise 
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Figure 9.3. An advertisement for J. H. Nicholson’s artifcial eardrums, English 
Mechanic and World of Science (11 November 1887), vii. 

composite partial tones, but they refect the identity of the mind attending to 
them. Accordingly, before articulating what is meant by the analysis of musi-
cal works, the frst edition of Riemann’s Musik-lexikon sets out a prior sense 
of “analysis” as an act of cognitive discernment: “Analysis of sounds by the 
ear is an end point of the new acoustics, it means the description of partial 
tones contained within a single tone (sound) of our musical instruments.”81 
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With this skill, it is possible to discern the diferent partial tones within a 
single sound, even if how this happens continues to remain “insufciently 
explained” (noch nicht hinlänglich erklärt). 

Tis insufciency explains why debates over impairment and musical 
composition, the thresholds of sensation, the role of consciousness in acts 
of perception, and the prospect of an acoustic unconscious nest together as 
interwoven contingencies during the 1870s. In this sense, their emergence 
as a single entanglement, in the sense of a Foucauldian unity of discourse, 
is not the story of a historical concept’s progressive refnement or rational-
ization but of its “various felds of constitution and validity . . . its successive 
rules of use [and] the many theoretical contexts in which it developed and 
matured.”82 Above all, this entanglement speaks to the centrality of sound in 
guiding theories of sensation, perception, consciousness, and imagination in 
the fnal third of the century. Within the strengthening feld of empirical psy-
chology, moreover, the role of attention to sound sits across these discourses, 
both structuring their relations and, at times, threatening to dissolve the very 
boundaries between them. 
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CHAPTER 10 

Salih Bey’s Sonometer: 

Synchronizing Audition in Ottoman Istanbul 

Jacob Olley 

Introduction 

Are ways of listening shared across diferent societies and musical traditions, 
or are they culturally specifc? How are they connected to models and prac-
tices of time measurement? What role does attention play in conceptualiza-
tions and experiences of sound and temporality? Tis chapter approaches 
these questions through a discussion of experimental acoustics in the late 
Ottoman Empire.1 It focuses on the activities of Salih Zeki Bey (1864–1921), 
a mathematician, physicist, and historian of science who also published the 
frst substantial works on acoustics in Ottoman Turkish. Beginning in 1898, 
in collaboration with the musicologist Rauf Yekta (1871–1935), Salih con-
ducted experiments with a diferential sonometer to measure the intervals 
used in Ottoman music. Tis led to the formulation of a new theory of pitch 
that combined concepts from early Islamicate music treatises with the prin-
ciples of modern acoustics, and which is the basis of the standard theory 
used in Turkish music today.2 In this chapter, I situate Salih’s experiments 
within the context of his scientifc career and contemporary debates about 
the relationship between Europe and the Ottoman Empire in order to illus-
trate how developments in music theory and acoustics were connected to 
broader social, intellectual, and political currents. As I will argue, Salih’s con-
ceptualization of pitch can be fruitfully understood in relation to his eforts, 
as director of the Imperial Observatory, to implement international standards 
of time measurement in the Ottoman Empire. In this way, the chapter shows 
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how global experiences of attentive listening were transformed by the adop-
tion of new technologies and models of scientifc measurement that traversed 
multiple domains including music theory, acoustics, and chronometry. 

Attentive listening takes diferent forms and may serve many diferent 
purposes. Before the late nineteenth century, the most extensively theorized 
forms of listening in Ottoman and other Islamicate contexts were those asso-
ciated with Suf rituals involving music, vocalization, and movement, gener-
ally referred to as samāʿ (audition). Practices of attentive listening were also 
integral to Ottoman court music, which drew heavily on philosophical and 
aesthetic elements of Sufsm.3 Proper appreciation of such music required 
close attention to modal (and rhythmic) structures, including nuances of 
pitch that distinguished one makam from another, demonstrated the skill 
and knowledge of the performer, and intensifed the afective power of a text 
or composition. In theoretical discourse, the apprehension of musical modes 
and their correspondences with cosmological and natural phenomena such as 
planets, humors, and elements was ofen portrayed as an act of extraordinary 
auditory perception.4 Te notion that attentive listening has an ethical efect 
and mediates between mundane and supramundane realms was also a key 
aspect of Quranic recitation, which was institutionalized through the system-
atic training of reciters and the construction of mosques with highly resonant 
interiors.5 Furthermore, attending to the call to prayer (which coincided with 
the stages of the diurnal cycle) constituted the principal means of time reck-
oning in the Ottoman lands before the mid-nineteenth century, and thus was 
another way in which the supramundane structures that governed human 
societies were rendered audible.6 

While the forms of auditory attention associated with Sufsm, courtly 
music, Quranic recitation, and the call to prayer should not be regarded as 
homogenous or unchanging, they do represent a broad set of interrelated and 
socially structured listening practices that were also the subject of intellectual 
refection among Muslim authors. In the long nineteenth century, however, the 
adoption of modern scientifc technologies and concepts in conjunction with 
a shifing geopolitical relationship between the Ottoman Empire and Europe 
contributed to the emergence of new practices of listening, which I argue were 
also entangled with changing understandings of temporality.7 In the context 
of the acoustic experiments conducted by Salih and his collaborators, the 
purpose of attentive listening was not to produce a heightened emotional or 
spiritual state, but to determine the exact frequency of a pitch. Rather than 
revealing the cosmological or divine basis of the manifest world, the science 
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of acoustics aimed to demonstrate universal principles of sound as a purely 
material phenomenon by means of standardized technologies and mathemat-
ical models. Likewise, the standardization of time involved the adoption of 
technologies and calculative procedures that desacralized the experience of 
temporality and reconfgured it as an abstract series of linear points.8 

As a variation on the anthropologist Talal Asad’s notion of “calculative 
reason,” I use the term calculative listening to describe the kinds of auditory 
attention that are employed in acoustic experiments, and more generally in 
relation to the perception of sound and time as quantifable physical phe-
nomena.9 Te advent of calculative listening coincided with the adoption 
of international standards of scientifc measurement that were essential to 
the integration of the Ottoman Empire into global networks of governance, 
economics, and knowledge. Tis process can also be described as a form of 
synchronization, which applied to various domains from telegraphic com-
munication and railway timetables to the homogenization of social prac-
tices and aesthetic values (including, for example, perceptions of pitch).10 

Te advocates of synchronization in the Ottoman Empire—including Salih 
Zeki—were closely associated with the Young Turk movement, which came 
to power in the constitutional revolution of 1908 and was driven by a materi-
alist philosophy that promoted belief in the supremacy of modern science.11 

Te concepts of calculative listening and synchronization thus provide ways 
to understand the interactions between large-scale geopolitical processes, 
localized scientifc debates and social struggles, and collective practices and 
subjective experiences of listening. 

Yet although there was a general shif in modes of auditory attention in 
the fnal decades of the Ottoman Empire, this was by no means uncompli-
cated or uncontested. Salih’s sonometric experiments were intended to pro-
vide empirical confrmation of precisely defned intervals in Ottoman music. 
However, he found that most performers and listeners were dismissive of his 
calculative methods and continued to use less mathematically exact means 
of articulating pitch relations. At the same time, Salih argued that the per-
ception of fne distinctions in pitch and the appreciation of their emotional 
signifcance depended on culturally specifc modes of listening that distin-
guished Ottoman from European music. Both practically and rhetorically, 
then, auditory attention could be deployed in diverse and apparently contra-
dictory ways: as a means of calculating exact frequencies or synchronizing 
experiences of daily time, and thus as a kind of audile technique that was 
essential to the ideology of scientifc progress, but also as an enculturated 
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listening practice that demonstrated the sophistication and subtlety of Otto-
man music in contrast to European musical aesthetics. Moreover, forms of 
auditory attention and temporal consciousness associated with Sufsm con-
tinued to hold signifcance for late Ottoman and early Republican intellectu-
als and were reinvigorated by engagement with contemporary spiritual and 
philosophical movements, including the thought of Henri Bergson. In the 
fnal section of this chapter, I therefore discuss how Suf and Bergsonian ideas 
of time and listening were used to conceptualize the heterogenous modes of 
auditory attention that coexisted in late Ottoman modernity. 

An Ottoman Man of Science and Letters 

Before discussing Salih Zeki’s interventions in acoustics, an outline of his 
broader professional and intellectual trajectory can give a sense of the inter-
connections between scientifc, technological, and governmental domains in 
the late Ottoman Empire.12 Born in Istanbul in 1864, Salih began working 
in the Science Department of the Ministry of Post and Telegraphy (Posta ve 
Telgraf Nezareti Fen Kalemi) in 1882. He was sent the following year to study 
at the École supérieure de Télégraphie in Paris, where he also pursued courses 
at the École des Ponts et Chaussées and the Collège de France. Afer returning 
to Istanbul in 1885, he worked again in the Science Department of the Min-
istry of Post and Telegraphy while also teaching physics and chemistry at the 
Imperial School of Administration (Mekteb-i Mülkiye-i Şahane). 

In the early 1890s, Salih worked as an assistant to Aristide Coumbary 
(1828–1896), an Ottoman Greek astronomer who had founded the Impe-
rial Observatory (Rasadhane-i Amire) in 1868.13 Te primary purpose of the 
observatory was to collect meteorological data from areas within or adjacent 
to the Ottoman Empire, which were transmitted via telegraph to the Paris 
Observatory, thus helping to maintain a global information network. A fur-
ther and related function of the observatory was to regulate time measure-
ment, ensuring that the various calendrical and diurnal time systems used in 
the Ottoman Empire were standardized and synchronized with those used in 
Europe. Tis was essential not only for the management of commerce, labor, 
transport, communication, and administrative schedules, but also for the 
comprehensive mapping of space through the establishment of precise geo-
graphic coordinates, as stipulated by the International Meridian Conference 
held in Washington, DC in 1884.14 
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Afer Coumbary died in 1896, Salih became the director of the observatory 
and was thus responsible for meteorological data collection and time regulation 
throughout the empire. In 1908, the Young Turks led a coup that established a 
new constitutional government led by the Committee of Union and Progress 
(İttihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti, CUP). Given his alignment with the philosophi-
cal ideals of the Young Turks, this proved favorable for Salih’s career, and over 
the following years he occupied a series of important posts in education and 
government. In 1913 Salih was the Ottoman delegate to the second Interna-
tional Time Conference in Paris convened by the International Time Bureau, 
which had been founded the previous year and was headquartered at the Paris 
Observatory.15 Although he resigned from the rectorship of Darülfünun (now 
Istanbul University) in 1917, he continued to teach and serve as dean of the 
Faculty of Science until his premature death four years later.16 

Salih was a prolifc author, producing scores of newspaper and jour-
nal articles, monographs, textbooks, and translations alongside his ofcial 
duties.17 At the observatory, Salih compiled almanacs in collaboration with 
Émile Lacoine (1835–99), a French advisor to the Ministry of Post and Teleg-
raphy who had facilitated his studies in Paris. Tese provided granular infor-
mation on lunar and solar cycles, altitudes, longitudes and latitudes, rainfall, 
air pressure, and temperatures for local and global locations.18 Relatedly, he 
wrote a number of newspaper articles advocating the reform of timekeeping 
systems and the adoption of Greenwich Mean Time in the Ottoman Empire.19 

Salih published educational and reference works on various areas of science, 
mathematics, and engineering as well as articles that sought to communicate 
scientifc knowledge and the latest technological discoveries to the reading 
public. He was actively involved in print journalism, serving as the director of 
Resimli Gazete and writing regularly for periodicals such as Tanin, which was 
closely aligned with the CUP. In addition, he published books and articles on 
the methodology and philosophy of science, mathematics, and logic, includ-
ing translations and commentaries on works by fgures such as Jules Henri 
Poincaré, George Boole, and August Comte.20 

Another important area of Salih’s work was the history of science and 
mathematics in the Islamicate world, which was typically referred to during 
this period (by European and Muslim scholars alike) as “the Orient” (şark). In 
the late 1880s, Salih had begun to study treatises on mathematics and astron-
omy in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish that were held in Istanbul’s libraries, 
aiming to understand how the adoption of ancient Greek concepts by Mus-
lim scholars had contributed to the development of mathematical sciences in 
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Europe. At the same time, he read the work of Orientalists and historians of 
mathematics such as Franz Woepcke, J. H. C. Kern, and Paul Tannery.21 Tis 
research provided the basis for articles on the history of the mathematical 
sciences that were published in both Ottoman and French journals and cul-
minated in a projected four-volume history of mathematics in the Islamicate 
world, titled Asar-i bakiye (Eternal works, 1911), of which only the frst two 
volumes were published in Salih’s lifetime.22 

In sum, then, Salih was a cosmopolitan intellectual who believed in the 
benefts of modern science and the integration of the Ottoman Empire into 
the global order. At the same time, he was a fellow traveler of the nationalist 
movement led by the Young Turks, as well as of the reformist trends that 
sought to revive early Islamic learning in order to modernize the Muslim 
world and demonstrate its parity with European civilization. Tese complex-
ities are representative of many Ottoman intellectuals around the turn of the 
twentieth century and are essential for understanding Salih’s approach to the 
science of sound, which wove together several diferent ideological threads. 
However, as I will show in the following section, there were diverse views 
about the nature and practical benefts of acoustics among Ottoman intellec-
tuals and music practitioners, views that intersected with polemical debates 
about science, universalism, and cultural diference. 

Debating the Science of Sound 

Salih Zeki’s contributions to the science of sound began with the publica-
tion of his textbook Hikmet-i tabiiye (Physics) in 1894. Tis work included 
a substantial section on acoustics, explaining basic principles of vibration, 
frequency, hearing, and resonance, complete with diagrams of instruments 
such as tuning forks, sirens, and a sonometer.23 In this respect, it was pre-
ceded by a number of other generalist physics textbooks, most of which were 
based on French sources.24 It was not until the appearance of Salih’s Mebhas-i 
savt (Acoustics) in 1910 that a work devoted exclusively to acoustics was 
published in Turkish.25 Mebhas-i savt is also notable for its exposition of the 
Ottoman pitch system and comparison with other tuning systems, which 
had not been discussed in previous treatises on physics. Tis was an outcome 
of the experiments Salih and his collaborators began conducting with the 
sonometer in the late 1890s, experiments whose implications were vigorously 
debated in the Ottoman press at the time. 
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Figure 10.1. Diferential sonometer from Ṣāliḥ Ẕekī, Ḥikmet-i ṭabīʿīye, 565. Image 
courtesy of Türk Tarih Kurumu. 

Te diferential sonometer (Figure 10.1) had been developed in the mid-
nineteenth century by Albert Marloye (1795–1874), an early specialist maker 
of acoustic instruments.26 It comprised a wooden resonator box across which 
two or more metal strings were mounted, supported by two fxed bridges a 
meter apart, and whose vibrating length and tension could be adjusted by 
manipulating sliding bridges, weights, pulleys, and a tuning key. Te surface of 
the resonator box was usually marked with diferent scale divisions, including 
the “chromatic tempered scale” and the “chromatic physicists’ scale” (based 
on harmonic ratios), as well as a meter scale divided into millimeters, though 
string lengths could also be measured with a beam compass. By adjusting these 
parameters, it was possible to acoustically compare pitches produced by dif-
ferent string lengths (as well as degrees of tension, string diameter, or density) 
in relation to diferent mathematical scales.27 In comparison to other acoustic 
instruments such as the siren or the tonometer, the sonometer was relatively 
inexpensive and simple to construct. Although it did not measure frequencies 
directly, it could be used in conjunction with other instruments such as pitch 
pipes or tuning forks to provide an accurate indication of pitch. Tis involved 
tuning one string of the sonometer to a fxed pitch (e.g., 435 Hertz), which 
allowed for the calculation of other frequencies with reference to the mathe-
matical scales marked on the body of the instrument.28 

In the section on acoustics in Hikmet-i tabiiye, which was based entirely 
on European sources, Salih had been unable to provide any information about 
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the scientifc basis of Ottoman or “Oriental” music, and his curiosity about 
this topic brought him into contact with Rauf Yekta, today regarded as the 
founder of modern Turkish music theory. Like Salih, Yekta had been collecting 
and studying treatises in Arabic and Persian since the 1880s, in his case with 
the aim of reviving mathematical approaches to pitch and mode that were no 
longer used or well understood by Ottoman musicians and theorists.29 Yek-
ta’s main teacher and collaborator in this regard was the Mevlevi Suf sheikh 
Ataullah Efendi (1842–1910), a highly profcient musical performer who was 
conversant with older theoretical works and at the same time deeply interested 
in contemporary scientifc and intellectual developments. Yekta had read the 
section on acoustics in Hikmet-i tabiiye closely, and he and Ataullah both had 
sonometers built in order to demonstrate the intervals documented in earlier 
treatises and measure the pitches used in contemporary Ottoman music.30 

Based on his historical research and practical experiments with Ataul-
lah, Yekta began publishing articles on Ottoman music theory in periodicals 
such as Resimli Gazete and İkdam in January 1897, and the following year 
he personally demonstrated his fndings to Salih using the sonometer.31 Yek-
ta’s publications attracted the attention of other musicians and intellectuals, 
including Ahmed Midhat (1844–1912), perhaps the most infuential man of 
letters of the late Ottoman period. Yekta and Ahmed Midhat had a series of 
testy exchanges in the press beginning in October 1898, in which Ahmed 
Midhat argued that there was a single, universal music that had reached 
the most advanced state in both practice and theory in Europe. By contrast, 
Yekta maintained that there was an essential diference between Occidental 
and Oriental music, and that the latter was governed by distinct theoretical 
rules that had been meticulously formulated by al-Fārābī (d. 950) and other 
Muslim scholars.32 

In response to Yekta’s articles, an unidentifed writer using the pseud-
onym “İsmail” questioned not just the distinction between Eastern and West-
ern music, but the value of applying mathematical models to Ottoman music. 
In attempting to calculate the number of vibrations in sounds, according to 
this critic, Yekta and his collaborators were pointlessly “counting hairs on a 
sheepskin” (“pösteki saymak”) and posing riddles like those that elementary 
school children ask one another.33 Yekta’s response was dismissively terse, but 
Salih Zeki was now motivated to intervene.34 In an article published in İkdam 
on January 7, 1899, Salih stated that he had met Yekta only once, and empha-
sized that he was not a musician but a scientist with an interest in acoustics. If 
the current century was the “age of progress” (“asr-ı terakki”), as the critic had 
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asserted, it was necessary to respect the achievements of illustrious scholars 
such as al-Fārābī and to have a frm grasp of the latest scientifc principles. 
Moreover, the respected European scientists who had carried out acoustic 
experiments, such as Helmholtz, could hardly be compared to elementary 
school children.35 

Salih went on to explain in more detail the concept of frequency, asserting 
that it is the only possible means to distinguish between diferent pitches. 
Indeed, it was the basis for the advanced development of music theory in 
Europe, to the extent that the composer had become a kind of “music accoun-
tant” (“musiki muhasibi”).36 Yet when Salih had attempted to discuss acoustic 
principles with practicing Ottoman musicians, his inquiries were ofen met 
with incomprehension. Salih reported that he was astonished to meet musi-
cians who, “although they play an instrument superbly, are . . . not convinced 
that the phenomenon called sound is the result of vibration.”37 Upon hearing 
that the air column in a pitch pipe tuned to A vibrates 870 times per second 
(i.e., 435 Hertz), one interlocutor responded: “Be reasonable! Does the air in 
such a tiny pipe have time to vibrate so many times?”38 According to Salih, 
whereas in European music the relations between pitches had been accounted 
for mathematically, the musicians he spoke to confrmed that knowledge of 
pitch relations in Ottoman music could still be learned only from a master 
teacher. For these reasons, he was overjoyed to read about the progress of 
Yekta’s research, which would establish a rational theory for Ottoman music 
rooted in the principles of acoustics, and thus demonstrate scientifcally its 
diferences from European music.39 

Yekta responded a few days later to Salih’s article, grateful to have the 
public support of a respected scientist who understood his methods and 
goals.40 Ahmed Midhat also responded, expressing admiration for Salih but 
reiterating his opinion that “what we call Western (alafranga) music is sci-
entifc music. What is opposed to that is opposed to science.”41 Over the fol-
lowing weeks a furry of articles by Salih, Ahmed Midhat, Yekta, and others 
appeared in the Ottoman press, addressing a range of questions connected 
to acoustics, music theory, science, aesthetics, cultural diference, and modes 
of listening. Salih announced that he was now engaged in further experi-
ments with the sonometer in collaboration with Yekta and other musically 
knowledgeable people.42 Like Yekta, he invoked the authority of European 
musicologists, Orientalists, and acousticians to support his argument that 
Eastern music was based on theoretical principles that difered from those of 
Western music, and that these had been systematically worked out by earlier 



 

 

 

286 Measurement 

Muslim scholars. According to Salih, diferent civilizations and ethnic groups 
had distinctive musical languages, which could only be appreciated if the lis-
tener had some degree of theoretical understanding and previous experience 
of the music being heard. While Salih concurred that science was universal 
rather than particular, he maintained that this related to acoustics rather than 
music.43 Hence, like science and mathematics in general, acoustics was not 
“European” but transcended cultural diferences, while at the same time pro-
viding a practical and intellectual framework for demonstrating these difer-
ences in quantifable and testable ways. 

A Subtle Art: Attending to Ottoman Music 

At the heart of these debates was the relationship between the mathemat-
ical representation of musical intervals and their auditory perception. For 
Salih, attentive listening mediated by the sonometer and other acoustic tech-
nologies could prove the existence of certain intervals in Ottoman music as 
well as their scientifc validity. As a specifc variety of auditory attention, we 
can refer to this as calculative listening. While the broader social and politi-
cal implications of this mode of listening will be discussed in the following 
sections, for now I will use it mainly with reference to experiments in pitch 
perception. Te primary purpose of calculative listening for Salih and his 
allies was to demonstrate that intervals described in early Islamicate treatises 
corresponded to those used in contemporary Ottoman music, and that they 
were grounded in universal acoustic laws. Tis ofered a powerful riposte to 
critics such as Ahmed Midhat, who believed that pitches that fell outside of 
the recognized tonal framework of Western music were either incorrect or 
superfuous. As Midhat asserted, when closely related makams with subtle 
intonational diferences were played on the piano, “we cannot detect these 
diferences with our ears.”44 Yet if such intervals could be precisely calculated 
and perceived by means of the sonometer, this meant that the inability to 
hear pitches beyond the chromatic notes of the piano was due to a lack of 
proper auditory attention—meaning a mode of focused listening that was 
properly informed by scientifc knowledge. At the same time, calculative lis-
tening ofered a superior audile technique in comparison to the seemingly 
intuitive and unquantifable modes of auditory attention that were employed 
by practicing Ottoman musicians, as illustrated by Salih’s fruitless eforts to 
explain the physics of sound to his interlocutors. 
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Salih’s acoustic experiments supposedly revealed the scientifc basis of 
musical intervals that lay at the limits of auditory perception and yet consti-
tuted the essential diference between Ottoman and European music. Accord-
ing to Salih, the measurement of frequency using the sonometer made it 
possible to distinguish precisely between the major tone (9:8) and minor tone 
(10:9), “a diference the ear will be unable to sense” (“kulağın his edemeyeceği 
farkı”).45 Likewise, Yekta argued that while tetrachords based on either major 
or minor tones (as described by the thirteenth-century theorist al-Urmawī) 
can be realized exactly on an instrument such as the sonometer, “a violin-
ist or a singer cannot, however, execute them one afer the other in all their 
precision, because these diferent forms of the perfect fourth confuse the 
hearing.”46 Te diference between a major and minor tone is equivalent to 
a syntonic comma (81:80 or 21.51 cents, referred to as koma). Te same dis-
crepancy is found, according to Salih, between the European note mi (in just 
intonation) and the Ottoman note hüseyni in the equivalent scale position.47 

Although various types of comma were discussed by early Islamicate the-
orists based on their engagement with ancient Greek sources, the concept 
had been obsolete in Ottoman music since the early sixteenth century and 
was reintroduced by Yekta partly on the basis of modern European sources.48 

Te reintroduction of the comma was integral to the project of establishing 
a rational, accurate, and mathematically defned pitch system for Ottoman 
music. In isolation or in close juxtaposition with other intervals, the difer-
ence of a comma might be virtually imperceptible or easily misinterpreted by 
the untrained listener. Yet it now ofered a conceptual means to explain and 
represent the subtle infections of pitch and the diversity of intervallic and 
modal structures that distinguished Ottoman from European music. Further-
more, by empirically verifying the existence of the comma in Ottoman music, 
it became possible for an attentive listener to hear the diference between two 
closely adjacent pitches as a comma, rather than as “out of tune” (falso) in rela-
tion to the piano, or according to the mathematically imprecise and variable 
terms that were used prior to the establishment of the new theory. 

As other acoustic experiments and debates during this period demonstrate, 
the relationship between the physical properties of sound and its auditory per-
ception is rarely straightforward. Sounds that are not immediately audible to 
the ordinary listener (such as upper partials) require special apparatus and 
the training of auditory attention to be accurately perceived.49 Moreover, the 
inherently subjective nature of listening as a psychophysical process as well 
as the infuence of conceptual or metaphysical frameworks may produce 
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peculiar auditory efects including the perception of nonexistent sounds, as 
in Riemann’s undertones.50 More generally, experiences of pitch relations are 
determined to a large degree by learned habits and cultural values, so that even 
if the laws of acoustics are universal, the manner in which they are deployed, 
heard, and conceptualized within diferent musical systems is highly variable.51 

Salih was evidently aware of some of these epistemological problems, as 
refected in his distinction between the universality of “acoustics” and the 
particularity of “music.” It followed that if an interval such as the comma was 
explainable according to the universal laws of physics, its status as a distin-
guishing feature of Ottoman music had to be accounted for in cultural rather 
than purely scientifc terms. Te comma therefore not only demonstrated the 
scientifc validity of Islamicate music theory, but also ofered a ready expla-
nation for the aesthetic values, modes of listening, and emotional efects that 
were believed to diferentiate Ottoman from European music. Salih concep-
tualized this distinction in terms of the relative importance of subtle into-
national nuances signifed by the comma, which he explained by means of a 
spatial and sensorial analogy: 

One of them [i.e., European music] resembles a very large and 
expansive park. Te other one [i.e., Ottoman music] brings to mind 
the image of a pleasure garden that has been planted and adorned 
with perfumed fowers. While it is true that in such a large park the 
presence or absence of, for example, a carnation is of no importance 
whatsoever, in a blooming garden like Ottoman music, its lack will 
be immediately sensed.52 

Tis analogy suggests that although the diferences between European and 
Ottoman music can be scientifcally measured, they are also determined by 
culturally specifc aesthetic values and modes of attention. Te image of the 
pleasure garden evokes the multisensorial and socially interactive context in 
which Ottoman music was ideally performed and enjoyed, and which was 
thought necessary to produce the desired emotional efects on the listener. 
Salih emphasized that he did not intend to disparage European music, only 
to point out that Ottoman music was an independent art with specifc char-
acteristics, which demanded a particular attention to subtle details. As he 
wrote, “I wish to explain that Ottoman music is not a part of Western music, 
and that while the latter is a great art (sanat-i aliye), the former is a subtle art 
(sanat-i dakika), and thus they are diferent things.”53 
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Although calculative listening was the dominant mode of audition in 
Salih’s acoustic experiments, his interpretive arguments suggest that other— 
more subtle—forms of auditory attention are required to fully understand 
and appreciate Ottoman music. Te ambiguous relationship between physical 
sound, auditory perception, and aesthetic judgement is likewise encapsulated 
in the epigraph to Salih’s treatise on acoustics, which is taken from a speech 
given by the British mathematician and physicist Lord Kelvin in Birmingham 
in 1883: “Tere [giving a sudden clap of the hands]—that is a sound. Tere is 
no question about it—nobody will ever ask: Is it a sound or not? It is sound if 
you hear it. If you do not hear it, it is not to you a sound.”54 Tis choice of epi-
graph signals Salih’s commitment to scientifc empiricism, in which objective 
knowledge can be obtained only through sensorial perception. At the same 
time, however, Salih sought to demonstrate in his treatise the existence of 
pitch relations specifc to Ottoman music, the correct hearing and enjoyment 
of which depend on learned modes of auditory attention. Tus, the statement 
“If you do not hear it, it is not to you a sound” (“Eğer işitmez iseniz . . . sizin 
için sada değildir”) can simultaneously be understood as an acknowledgment 
that what constitutes a sound or pitch is at least partly determined by the 
culturally specifc and subjective perception of the listener. 

Calculative Listening, Synchronization, and Difference 

By the early Republican period, the comma-based theory of pitch relations 
formulated by Salih and Yekta had been established as the defnitive theory of 
Ottoman-Turkish music, which it remains (with some modifcations) to this 
day. Its genesis in experimental acoustics and mathematics indicates a con-
nection to the ideals of scientifc progress and philosophical materialism that 
were widespread among Ottoman intellectuals in the 1890s, and which laid 
the ideological groundwork for the Young Turk revolution and eventually 
the founding of the Republic. Te technique of calculative listening is thus 
directly related to the concept of calculative reason, which, as Asad shows, is 
central to the formation of the modern secular state.55 Calculative listening 
involved a disenchantment of audition based on the quantifcation of sound 
(in the form of frequencies, beats, intervals, ratios, and so on), which was 
conceived as an essentially material phenomenon whose nature could be 
objectively measured through instruments such as the sonometer, pitch pipe, 
and tuning fork. Te cognitive, perceptual, and philosophical reorientations 



 

 

290 Measurement 

that this entailed were aligned with the project of creating rational subjects 
who were conversant with modern science and integrated into the social, 
bureaucratic, and technological structures of both the centralized state and 
the international order. 

Calculative listening was an aspect of a broader shif in modes of auditory 
attention precipitated by the introduction of standardized systems of time 
measurement. Before the nineteenth century, daily time had been marked 
sonically in the Ottoman Empire primarily by the call to prayer, which was 
coordinated with the passage of the sun.56 Since the diurnal cycle depended 
on the time of the year and the location of the observer, the hours of the day 
were correspondingly variable in their onset and duration. Te implementa-
tion of centralized technologies and systems of measurement was intended 
to eliminate such local variations and inaccuracies and demanded a new 
kind of auditory attention to the universal intervals of time regulated by the 
Imperial Observatory and signaled by the ticking of a clock, the clicking of a 
telegraphic message, or the fring of the noon cannon.57 Likewise, while the 
intervals of Ottoman music had previously been subject to local variation and 
fexibility, the introduction of modern acoustic instruments and systems of 
measurement required a focused attention to objective and invariable stan-
dards rather than a sensitivity to ephemeral moments of aesthetic pleasure or 
afective relationality. Such calculative modes of aural attention also engen-
dered a desacralization of time, which became a neutral and objective series 
of numbers relating to the physical world rather than an expression of reli-
gious practice and cosmology. 

Salih’s advocacy of Greenwich Mean Time was part of a larger efort 
to regulate the diverse calendrical and temporal systems that were used in 
the Ottoman Empire and to integrate them with international standards of 
time measurement. By this process, local perceptions of time would be syn-
chronized both with the Imperial Observatory in Istanbul and with other 
metropoles such as Paris and London. Tis synchronization was achieved 
through technologies such as the chronometer and telescope as well as 
telegraphy and print media (including periodicals and almanacs), which 
depended on the international compatibility of quantitative data. Similarly, 
the standardization of pitch relations involved a process of temporal quanti-
zation using acoustic instruments, rendering the sounds of Ottoman music 
into measurable frequencies that adhered to the universal logic of numbers 
and were thus made legible and translatable across geographical and cultural 
boundaries. Furthermore, the institutionalization of an empirical theory of 
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pitch relations would ensure that the variable and potentially conficting 
intervals that occurred among music practitioners would be synchronized 
with one another (that is, all musicians would now consistently play the same 
intervals, precisely defned by their frequency ratios) and with the universal 
norms of modern science. 

However, the ideal of universal synchronization could not be directly 
and instantaneously applied and had to contend with a multiplicity of mate-
rial realities, everyday practices, and alternative subjectivities. Moreover, the 
materialist frameworks of modern science could not eradicate uncertainty 
and ambiguity. In 1909, Salih had argued that the noon cannon should be 
replaced by a time ball, since the time it took for the sound of the cannon to 
reach international ships in the Bosporus strait (not to mention the inevi-
table delay in telegraphic transmission between more distant locations) cre-
ated an unacceptable margin of error.58 However, although he proposed that a 
time ball should be mounted on top of the Galata tower (the highest point in 
Istanbul), he discovered that vibrations caused by the nearby funicular railway 
meant that a telescope placed within the structure could not be completely 
stable.59 Hence, while modern technologies could in principle facilitate pre-
cise and objective measurement, in practice they were not infallible and could 
even create distortions and delays of perception. Furthermore, technologi-
cally mediated forms of attention nonetheless required a human observer or 
listener whose perception and interpretation of phenomena were inevitably 
conditioned by a variety of unpredictable factors. Te sound of a pitch pipe 
tuned to 435 Hertz might signify a universal scientifc value, or it might be 
interpreted as an absurd proposition about the nature of sound that was as 
irrelevant to musical practice as counting hairs on a sheepskin. Tere was no 
guarantee that an interval of duration or frequency would be attended to in 
the same way by diferent subjects, and standardized systems of time and pitch 
measurement therefore remained open to contestation and misinterpretation. 

Salih’s description of Ottoman music as a “subtle art” encapsulates many 
of the tensions that existed within the project of scientifc universalism 
and its acoustic, temporal, and psychological dimensions. Te word dakik 
(dakika in its feminine adjectival form) connotes exactness or precision, and 
also supplies the noun for “minute” (dakika) in both its temporal and geo-
metrical senses. A closely related word, dikkat, signifes careful attention. 
Tis cluster of meanings suggests that the objective grasp of phenomena 
such as time, space, or pitch involves a process of quantization into small, 
regular values, which is achieved by a narrowly focused and technologically 
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mediated attention to detail. Yet this also entails the detection of intervals, 
gaps, or diferences that are essential to calculation. Te diferential sonom-
eter was designed not to measure single, isolated pitches, but the intervals 
between them; hence, the Ottoman-Turkish term for sonometer, mikyas-i 
savt, implies both “measurement” and “comparison” of sound. As we have 
seen, the diference between two pitches may be exceedingly subtle—another 
of the meanings of dakik—and indeed almost imperceptible for listeners 
who are unaccustomed to valuing such fne distinctions. It is therefore at 
risk of being misheard and may require a variety of attention that is less like 
comparing two notes on a piano than noticing the pleasing smell of a carna-
tion in a garden in full bloom. 

While diferences between pitches could occur at the limits of percepti-
bility, the measurement and integration of such intervals into a larger system 
of pitch relations became the basis for another kind of diferentiation: that 
between Ottoman (or “Eastern”) and European (or “Western”) music. Te 
notion of cultural diference was as central to Salih’s experiments in acoustics 
as it was to his historical scholarship, which sought to document the exis-
tence of a distinctive Islamic or “Oriental” intellectual tradition even as it 
reafrmed the universal validity of modern science and a related belief in civ-
ilization and progress. Such apparent tensions are also found in the careers of 
Yekta and his teacher Ataullah Efendi, both of whom continued to be active 
members of the Mevlevi Suf order while also promoting calculative methods 
and materialist ontologies of sound. In order to better understand these com-
plexities, it will be useful to consider how Suf ideas of listening, attention, 
and temporality intersected with debates about modern science and psychol-
ogy in the late Ottoman Empire, particularly in relation to the philosophy of 
Henri Bergson. 

Auditory Temporalities: Sufsm and Bergsonism 

Suf practices of listening are closely bound up with conceptions of tempo-
rality and attention, which is understood as inseparable from consciousness.60 

As Ines Weinrich writes, audition (samāʿ) can be defned as “listening with 
spiritual intent in Suf ritual practice,” and was central to the traditions of 
the Mevlevis as well as other orders active in the Ottoman Empire.61 Indeed, 
Sufsm provided arguably the most important conceptual and ethical frame-
work for practices of audition across the Islamicate world until the end of the 
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nineteenth century. For the philosopher al-Ghazālī (d. 1111), whose tract on 
listening remains one of the most widely infuential texts on the subject, “there 
is no entrance to the heart save by the ante-chamber of the ear.”62 Tus, atten-
tive listening provides access to the innermost recesses of the soul, in which 
both the true state of the auditor and the presence of God can be felt. How-
ever, this can be achieved only with the right conditions of time, place, and 
company. Listeners in a ritual gathering should not be distracted by worldly 
concerns or by the behavior of those who are less spiritually developed, and 
must be calmly attentive and “present in heart.”63 Furthermore, the efects of 
music depend on the listener’s stage of spiritual attainment. Te most adept 
listener enters a state of ecstasy (wajd) in which the self is dissolved into the 
oneness of being (waḥdat al-wujūd). Proper auditory attention is therefore 
possible only in the social context of ritual practice, and although it is deter-
mined by the subjective state of the listener it also produces a mode of con-
sciousness in which there is no autonomous self. 

Tese spiritual practices are closely connected to Suf ideas of time. Te 
concept of waqt (time, hour, moment) refers to an intimate experience of 
divine presence in which the practitioner perceives the eternity of the past 
and the future in each moment.64 According to al-Sarrāj (d. 988), waqt is “the 
breath between two other breaths, or the thought that lies between two other 
thoughts.”65 Te adept may experience the timelessness of waqt through audi-
tion and the closely related practice of dhikr (remembrance), in which atten-
tion is directed to the repetition of divine names as a means of constantly 
recalling God’s presence. In the Mevlevi ayin, a complex musical structure 
orchestrates a series of coordinated cyclic movements whose choreography 
mirrors the revolutions of the heavenly spheres.66 While these ritual practices 
might be understood as forms of synchronization, they are better described 
as involving entrainment, or the spontaneous emergence of embodied coor-
dination under specifc conditions. Relatedly, although Suf practices of audi-
tory attention require the exercise of will and intention, their goal is neither 
to gain precise knowledge of the physical world nor to establish a sovereign 
subject, but to create conditions for the “passing away” or “annihilation” 
(fanāʾ) of the individual self through collective ritual, and thereby to become 
conscious of the fundamental unity of existence. 

In some ways, there may seem to be a clear opposition between Suf under-
standings of auditory attention and what I have referred to as calculative lis-
tening. In Suf and Islamic cosmologies, neither physical phenomena, time, 
nor individual subjectivity exist independently of the will of God. Experiences 
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of audition and temporality in this framework appear fundamentally distinct 
from the varieties of attention produced by modern technological, scien-
tifc, and social structures, which are predicated on the essentially material 
nature of the world and its perception by an autonomous subject within 
empty homogenous time.67 Furthermore, this ontological and epistemologi-
cal divide seems to ft neatly with broader historiographical plots concerning 
the relationship between the Ottoman Empire and Europe, in which Islamic 
religious tradition is overcome or suppressed by secular Western modernity. 
However, while I argue that new modes of auditory perception did indeed 
emerge in conjunction with modern scientifc technologies and discourses, 
and that these developments were profoundly shaped by Ottoman relations 
with Europe, more complicated realities lie beneath this schematic narrative. 

As a number of scholars have shown, the implementation of standard-
ized time measurement in Ottoman territories did not immediately or wholly 
erase existing temporal practices and subjectivities, and in fact provided con-
ditions for the articulation of a variety of “counter-temporalities.”68 Relatedly, 
if modernity promoted calculative and disenchanted modes of attention, it 
also led to a proliferation of interest in more elusive forms of subjectivity such 
as hypnosis, trance, and the unconscious.69 Tis was equally true in the Otto-
man Empire, where intellectuals of diverse social backgrounds and political 
orientations engaged with a range of contemporary discourses, including 
positivism and materialism as well as spiritualism, psychology, and occult-
ism, while also critically reevaluating older scientifc and philosophical tra-
ditions.70 Whether in terms of institutions and personalities or concepts and 
ideologies, these engagements were typically characterized by complex syn-
theses rather than strict oppositions between diferent elements. 

An apt example is the reception of Bergsonian philosophy by Ottoman 
and other non-European intellectuals. Bergson likened aesthetic experi-
ence, and attending to music and rhythm in particular, to a receptive state 
of hypnosis.71 Tis was part of a broader argument about the nature of per-
ception and subjectivity in which Bergson rejected the physical determinism 
of experimental psychologists and scientists such as Ribot or Helmholtz and 
instead posited a model of consciousness defned by the continuous inter-
penetration of heterogenous temporal and psychic states, which constituted 
“duration” (durée).72 As Martin Jay argues, rather than the kinds of abstract 
spatialization associated with vision, Bergson was interested in multimodal 
forms of sensorial perception that produce afective states shaped by the 
interplay of presence and memory, such as the smell of a rose.73 For Bergson, 
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intuition—as opposed to analysis, which separates heterogenous experiences 
into spatialized and diferentiated representations—ofers a means to grasp 
the multitudinous singularity of duration as the fusion of embodied percep-
tion and memory. Tis is connected to a distinction between the qualitative 
multiplicity of duration as lived experience and the quantitative multiplic-
ity of time as numerical calculation.74 Accordingly, in Bergsonian terms the 
cognitive representation of relative diferences in pitch involves a quantita-
tive spatialization that is at one remove from the indeterminate and afective 
experience of pure sonic quality.75 

Tere are signifcant points of contact between Bergson’s ideas and Suf 
philosophies of audition and temporality. Te concept of durée bears a notable 
resemblance to waqt, while Bergson’s portrayal of music and dance as forms 
of embodied receptivity that allow access to deeper unities of experience 
might easily be applied to Suf ritual practices. More generally, his refutations 
of physical determinism, mechanization, and calculative reason appealed 
to moderate Islamists who wished to critique the materialism of European 
modernity as well as the secularism and scientism of the CUP and the early 
Republican state.76 But although Bergsonism ofered emancipatory possibili-
ties for some non-European intellectuals, it was also interpreted in conficting 
ways and pressed into the service of diverse political ideologies including fas-
cism and ethnic nationalism.77 

Furthermore, Bergson himself was susceptible to racist discourses of cog-
nitive diference between civilized Europeans and primitive non-Europeans, 
and readily justifed the French colonization of North Africa on the grounds 
of Muslims’ supposed indolence and indiference to change and progress.78 

Although few maintained that Islam itself was a cause of psychological pas-
sivity or backwardness, the idea that Muslim civilization had declined due to 
a lack of scientifc progress was commonplace among late Ottoman intellectu-
als. Tus, while some scholars argued that Bergson’s concept of intuition had 
been anticipated by al-Ghazālī, others believed that the latter’s approach to phi-
losophy had overshadowed more rationalistic and scientifc currents of Islamic 
thought.79 In reformist discourses, Sufsm was ofen associated with states of 
idleness and mental dissipation, and with an irrational, timeless mysticism that 
was out of step with the mechanized, scientifc, and economically productive 
modes of attention that were necessary to keep pace with modern life.80 

Tese discourses were a product of ideological battles fought both locally 
and globally over the meanings of modernity in the early twentieth century, 
rather than an accurate description of the complexities of individual subjects 
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and social groups. Te interest of Rauf Yekta and Ataullah Efendi in acoustic 
instruments such as the sonometer should be understood both in the context 
of the historical role of Sufs as timekeepers, astronomers, clockmakers, and 
music theorists in the Ottoman Empire, and in relation to their long-standing 
philosophical, ethical, and practical commitment to audition as a medium of 
knowledge.81 Hence, the utilization of analytical concepts and technologies 
did not preclude an intuitive grasp of the immediacy of experience, or of 
varieties of consciousness that lie beyond the measurable domain of mate-
rial phenomena. Conversely, although Salih Zeki’s philosophical outlook was 
generally oriented toward positivism, he also translated works by Henri Poin-
caré, whose ideas about intuition and indeterminacy (together with those of 
his brother-in-law Émile Boutroux) were invoked by reformist Muslim theo-
logians to critique the vulgar materialism of more radical Ottoman think-
ers.82 Tere was, then no clear divide between secular European modernity 
and Islamic religious tradition, but a plurality of positions that attempted in 
various ways to articulate the complex subjectivities that emerged through 
the entanglement of local and global forces. 

Conclusion 

Forms of auditory and temporal attention in the late Ottoman Empire, 
whether defned by the intellectual frameworks of Sufsm, Bergsonism, or 
scientifc materialism, were inescapably social and political—in terms of how 
they were experienced and mediated through technological and social struc-
tures, how they were conceptualized by practitioners and observers, and what 
they signifed in the context of broader philosophical debates and political 
formations. Tey were also multiple, heterogenous, and indeterminate, in 
contrast to the idea that certain cultures are confned to a single, unchanging 
mode of consciousness, or that the advent of modernity precipitated a uni-
versal progression from one mode to another. Te mapping of oppositions 
between intuitive and analytical states of consciousness onto the geographies 
of East and West—whether by Orientalists, colonialists, radical secularists, 
or religious conservatives—tends to overlook the fact that calculative rea-
son was not a uniquely European invention, but enjoyed a prominent place 
within the history of Islamicate science and mathematics, as the scholarship 
of Salih Zeki demonstrated. It was only the instrumentalization of calculative 
methods by modern states, institutions, and economic systems that made it 
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seem as if there was an unbridgeable divide between analysis and intuition, or 
between diferent forms of social organization and cultural production based 
on these varieties of consciousness. Tus, if the imposition of modern scien-
tifc discourses and technologies produced modes of auditory attention that 
were increasingly shaped by calculative reason and the synchronization of 
global networks, it also ofered means to enunciate the value of cultural difer-
ence, to revitalize older aesthetic and intellectual traditions, and to formulate 
alternative ways of being in the modern world. 
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22. Ṣāliḥ Ẕ ̱ekī Āsār-i baḳīye, 2 vols. (Istanbul: Maṭbaʿa-i ʿāmire, 1329/1911). 
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CHAPTER 11 

The Attention Wave: 

Sound and Sense in Cycles ca. 1905 

D. Graham Burnett 

T he English-born, German-trained scientist Edward B. Titchener 
presided rather grandly over the most prolifc American center of 
experimental psychology in the early twentieth century—at Cornell 

University. His textbook and lab manual, Experimental Psychology: A Manual 
of Laboratory Practice of 1901, was used all over the United States and beyond.1 

One of the early experiments in that volume taught students how to establish 
the existence of an “attention wave,” a psychological phenomenon to which 
this dean of American science was quite deeply committed. Let us begin, then, 
with a close look at just exactly how one caught a glimpse of this important 
feature of the human mind—at least as it was understood circa 1900. 

Te experiment proceeded as follows: Students were assigned to work in 
pairs, and one sat in front of a “kymograph”—an electrical recording device 
that used a recording needle to inscribe a line on a sheet of smoked paper on 
a slow-revolving drum; then this student pressed a little key-switch, the nee-
dle jumped, and the line marked the change. With that student at the ready, 
the other student carried a ticking watch away from the kymograph table 
until the sound of the timepiece could no longer be heard by the student 
at the switch; then, slowly, inching a bit closer together, the pair found the 
absolute “supraliminal” threshold of audibility for the student on the kymo-
graph. At that distance, this latter student proceeded to press the key when 
the sound could not be heard, and release it when it was again perceived. 
When the experiment “worked,” even if both students stayed perfectly still, 
the sound seemed to come and go for the student on the kymograph, whose 



  

 

 

 

305 The Attention Wave 

recordings of the phenomenon were supposed to take on an evenly oscillat-
ing curve form. 

Tis activity, in fact, reproduced a classic psychophysical experiment: 
In 1875, the Austrian ear surgeon Viktor Urbantschitsch had noticed that 
his patients experienced subjective fuctuations in their ability to hear a 
faint sound without moving their heads, despite there being no measurable 
change in the intensity of the sound itself. It seemed clear that this was hap-
pening in the biology of the listener, because while various subjects would 
report the same efect, they did not experience it “in phase” together, even 
when they were all listening to the same tuning fork hum or trickle of water. 
Urbantschitsch ascribed the phenomenon to a (hypothetical) cyclical change 
in the receptivity of the auditory nerves themselves.2 Perhaps, he thought, 
they went through periods of exhaustion and recuperation along the lines of 
other nervous responses studied by Gustav Fechner and others. Urbantsch-
itsch explicitly analogized the appearance and disappearance of the sound to 
a visual phenomenon discussed by Hermann von Helmholtz in the second 
volume of his Handbuch der Physiologischen Optik (originally published in 
1860), where the faintest visible rings on a rotating Masson disk seemed to 
appear and disappear to the eye.3 

About a decade later, both the acoustic and the visual phenomenon of 
fuctuations of liminal perception (together with parallel efects in a third 
sensory modality—haptic discrimination) came under the scrutiny of Nicolai 
Lange, who worked closely with Wilhelm Wundt at Leipzig. Across a barrage 
of experiments, Lange satisfed himself that these cycles were a robust man-
ifestation of something much deeper than the fatiguing of peripheral recep-
tors: He made a claim that these discernable patterns of perceptual sensitivity 
were actually “central,” and hence were better understood as fuctuations 
not of mere perception, but of active apperception itself, which he would call 
“Aufmerksamkeit”—attention.4 

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, the emergent sense that oscil-
lations in the experience of perception at liminal thresholds refected some 
sort of general cyclicity in the apperceptive capacities of the human organism 
gave rise to the formal idea of an “Attention Wave.” Tis idea was controversial. 
Titchener, for one, came down frmly on the side of those who believed that 
these various rhythmical experiences of faint perception (in vision, touch, 
and hearing) indeed refected an underlying organic cycle: He believed that 
the minds of human beings could be shown to have an attentional rhythm not 
unlike the rhythm of the breath.5 In fact, by 1899, Titchener was persuaded 
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Figure 11.1. Figure 10 from Edward Brad-
ford Titchener, A Primer of Psychology, 
revised edition. New York: Macmillan, 
1899, illustrating the rhythmic dynamic of 
attention. 

that experimental evidence pointed to discrete “attention-waves” of variable 
but distinct periodicities: 

Te attention-wave rises and falls at short intervals: attention fuctu-
ates. Te longest stretch of attention recorded is a stretch of 24 sec., 
and the average length of attention is no more than 5 or 6 secs.6 

He even ofered an illustration of the rhythmic dynamic of attention, an 
image meant to depict not only the frequency, but also the amplitude of an 
attention wave under changing conditions (Figure 11.1).7 

In sum, from Titchener’s perspective, “continuous attention” was, as he 
put it, “a contradiction in terms”—because attention came and went, perpet-
ually, in a series of sinusoidal oscillations.8 

* * * 

Tis core claim—that attention itself was subject to an organic rhythm oper-
ating at the scale of two to thirty seconds—was hotly debated by a number of 
leading experimental psychologists in Europe and the United States. Already, 
in the immediate wake of Urbantschitsch and Lange, a half-dozen published 
experiments on both sides of the Atlantic contested both the factual fnd-
ings and the interpretations at stake. Some denied that there was any real 
subjective fuctuation at all, provided you set the experiments up just so. 
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Others acknowledged perceptual fuctuations, but insisted that they were best 
explained by peripheral (or modally particular) accommodations of the eyes, 
ears, or sensory faculties of the skin. 

Bracket all this debate (which I discuss in detail in a longer study of this 
problem). What is relevant for our purposes in this essay is that Titchener, 
in 1900, was a partisan of the full-on “Attention Wave” theory.9 Which is to 
say, he believed that what was fuctuating was indeed a central apperceptive 
capacity, and one that corresponded to what he wanted to call “Attention.” 
In his view, the specifc threshold efects in each of the senses were all prop-
erly attributed to the cyclical nature of human attention itself. Tus, his lab-
oratory manual for Experimental Psychology gave clear instructions about 
how a student of psychology was to be taught to discern this attentional 
dynamic. 

For instance, in Chapter 8, the manual explained that it was important, 
when setting up the basic fuctuation experiments, to put the student doing 
the threshold listening right in front of the revolving drum of the kymograph 
itself—so he or she could see the rise and fall of the indicator needle that he 
or she was causing. Tis was key. It allowed “the attention wave” to take shape 
right before the eyes of the experimental subject. Te object of the experi-
ment? To learn to see/feel the attention wave. Te assignment? To produce a 
strip of kymograph indicator showing sinusoidal attentional fuctuations. 

What better way to help the student learn to “introspect” these fuctu-
ations than to position him or her in front of the recording device, so that 
there could be a visible “check” and reinforcement of the auditory dynamics 
being experienced? A telling note to the lab instructor went on to explain that 
if the drum was set to rotate too slowly the subject, “(at any rate, in this stage 
of practice), grows inattentive, and the results are therefore untrustworthy.”10 

Tis is an extraordinary moment in the text, one that speaks a small vol-
ume on the intricate nexus of attention (as a problem) and introspection (as a 
method) in psychology at the start of the twentieth century. Here, the leading 
fgure in the feld in the United States provides instructions to young psy-
chologists as to how to be attentive to their own attention. It was a learning 
process, to be sure. It took a while to get the hang of it. And this was what the 
laboratory practices of early psychology explicitly taught. Titchener, who had 
very specifc ideas about the nature of attention (he defned it, ultimately, as 
a kind of mental “clearness”) and how it worked (in waves), laid out, in his 
laboratory manual, exceedingly precise instructions for how everyone working 
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in psychology would learn to experience, in themselves, and document, in 
the lab, the wave-nature of human attention. Accordingly, the “clarity” of 
things—one’s core capacity to see, hear, feel, and think—was in perpetual, 
rhythmic, and very subtle fux. Successful introspectors acquired, through 
disciplined psycho-technical pedagogy, a heightened somatosensory attune-
ment: Tey learned to see past the illusion of a stable world of thoughts and 
perceptions. Tese expert scrutinizers of mental life could discern what most 
of us miss: Our minds, too, “beat,” just like our hearts; consciousness pulses 
in a systole–diastole of attention–distraction; there is a respiratory rhythm to 
what Titchener would come to call “attensity.”11 

Becoming an expert psychological introspector thus entailed doing hun-
dreds of pages of exercises across weeks and months of laboratory study, 
and (for those who went on to pursue master’s and doctoral degrees) fol-
lowing such practice with years of careful reinforcement. Te result was a 
cadre of certifed experimental subjects for new psychological experiments. 
It is perhaps little surprising, then, that these individuals were able to gener-
ate relatively large amounts of handsomely consonant experimental results. 
While not a “shell game,” exactly, it was one of the most remarkably refned, 
elaborate, intensive, and ultimately abandoned regimes of observation ever 
devised in the modern sciences.12 Moreover (at least for quite a while), it 
worked—producing vast numbers of professional publications and securing 
teaching berths for hundreds of newly minted PhDs in an emergent feld that 
would hold a successful place in the modern research university. 

By 1900, then, Titchener had created a whole system of “formation,” a 
process of disciplinary acculturation, an elaborate socio-technical regime of 
sequential exercises and regular “practices”—in short, a dispositif, in the sense 
invoked in late Foucault—by which to instantiate his theory of attention in 
the eyes, ears, hands, and minds of those who would pursue the problem for a 
full generation in North America.13 In this way, Attention Waves were “baked 
in” to the dominant process of disciplinary professionalization in the United 
States at the turn of the century. Titchener not only believed that human 
attention operated in identifable waveform cycles, he and his colleagues had 
anchored that fnding in a distinctive complex of laboratory experiments and 
trained observation. Competent subjects in the psychology labs of Cornell, 
Ann Arbor, and elsewhere had learned how to discern the rhythmical nature 
of their own attention through carefully drilled introspective exercises. Empir-
ical technologies of graphic inscription turned this expert knowledge into 
objective, time-sequenced data, suitable for display and further analysis. 
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Figure 11.2. Figure 3 from John W. Slaughter, “Te Fluctuations of the Attention in 
Some of Teir Psychological Relations,” American Journal of Psychology 12, no. 3 
(April 1901), leaf between pages 328 and 329. 

Figure 11.2 shows an image from an article entitled “Te Fluctuations of 
the Attention in Some of Teir Psychological Relations,” published in 1901 
in the American Journal of Psychology as part of a series of research reports 
contributed by Walter Pillsbury on work being done on attention waves in 
his Michigan laboratories.14 Te recording was made by John W. Slaughter 
as part of his PhD work under Pillsbury, who had just recently arrived at the 
university from his days in Ithaca with Titchener (and who was already on his 
way to becoming the leading attention scientist in the United States). 

We can think of the upper part of this recording as a paradigmatic inscrip-
tion of the attention wave in the period. Unlike the Titchener graphic shown 
above (which was merely an “illustration” for pedagogical purposes), this 
is a photostatic reproduction of an actual sheet of smoked paper peeled of 
the drum of a kymograph afer an active experiment. In that experiment, the 
author of the paper, Slaughter, serving as his own expert subject, attempted to 
discern the faintest ring on a rotating Masson disk for a little over half a minute. 
Te top line depicts the tick-marks made every ffh of a second by a Jacquet-
Verdin indicator clock on the kymograph sheet. Te crenellating curve below 
records Slaughter’s pressing and releasing of a telegraph key, as (through the 
introspective scrutiny of his own attention) he saw, and then failed to see, that 
lightest gray bit of the Masson disk. In other words, that stepwise, oscillating 
curve depicts the “attention wave” itself, as it was then understood. A full cycle 
(of visibility and invisibility, which translated to “attention” and “inattention”) 
varies, but runs about 3 to 5 seconds—the shorter end of the “normal” spec-
trum that had come to be established in the course of traditional laboratory 
exercises like those sketched in Titchener’s Manual. 

If the upper lines in the diagram, then, establish this document as an 
inscription of “normal science” for the study of human attention at the turn 
of the century (the kind of thing that everyone who had done a laboratory 
course in psychology knew how to make), it is the lower line that accounts 
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for Slaughter’s publication of the research in a professional journal. Because 
that line shows something diferent. It depicts the delicate tracing of a “fn-
ger plethysmograph,” a highly precise mechanical piston-sensor that could 
be ftted over the fnger and that was capable of recording a number of phys-
iological rhythms—most notably the pulse and the cyclical perturbations in 
blood pressure known as “Traube-Hering” (or sometimes “Mayer”) waves.15 

And what Slaughter claimed that he could show, from this inscription and 
others made over the course of his doctoral research, was that attention waves 
could be correlated with Traube-Hering waves. Tere seemed to be a relation-
ship between the cycles of human attention and the cycling of blood pressure 
in the body.16 Not only that, respiration, too, appeared to play a role. Te 
rhythms of attention thus seemed to be embedded in a series of fundamental 
somatic cycles. 

I explore this moment in attention wave research circa 1901 in order to 
give a feel for the kind of work being done on the topic during its heyday, espe-
cially the richness of the research program and the dynamism of the larger 
project of investigation. Literally dozens of intricate, data-intensive papers 
exploring the workings of attention waves were published in the United 
States in the frst decade of the twentieth century, many of which clashed 
with one another in sharp arguments—over measurements, equipment, and 
interpretation. I will not belabor the point by attempting to ofer a résumé of 
all this work, or the details of the minor point-scoring by junior scholars that 
went on in those exchanges. But it will perhaps help the reader get a sense 
of the feld if I sketch a few more instances of the work being done by the 
circle around Pillsbury, who established himself as the leading exponent of 
attention-wave work—more so even than his mentor, Titchener. 

So, for instance, while John Slaughter was working to correlate attention 
waves with the physiological cycles of circulatory phenomena, another Uni-
versity of Michigan scientist, R. W. Taylor, applied a very similar experimen-
tal setup to run nearly one thousand attention wave observations on three 
diferent experimental subjects (all with “previous psychological training,” 
all “careful, interested observers”).17 His experiments had two basic aims: 
(1) to examine changes in the attention waves under the infuence of various 
pleasant and unpleasant “stimuli” (the warm odor of balsam, the soothing 
efects of smoking a cigarette, a sudden galvanic shock); and (2) to run these 
tests while closely monitoring the subject’s breathing by means of a “pneu-
mograph”—a device that recorded the rise and fall of respiratory activity. 
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Te results were mixed: It was hard to distinguish the efects of pleasant and 
unpleasant stimulation; but any stimulation did seem to have a direct efect 
on the attention wave (lengthening its cycle). Moreover, confrming Slaugh-
ter’s fndings, there seemed to be excellent evidence that respiratory rhythms, 
too, were afected, thus suggesting that respiration was also involved in the 
dynamic of attention waves.18 

Related work in other labs followed. Frederick G. Bonser, working at the 
University of Illinois, expanded attention-wave research by looking system-
atically at the relationship between Traube-Hering waves and a wide range of 
sensory modalities in which attention waves were thought to be identifable. 
Tese included the visual modality, using a Masson disk; the auditory modal-
ity, using faint audition (as in the original psychophysical work of Urbantsch-
itsch); and then a pair of related phenomena—retinal rivalry (the oscillation 
of eye dominance in a split presentation of diferent hues on the lef and right 
side of a stereoscope), and the “fipping” of ambiguous fgures like a Necker 
cube.19 Bonser developed a set of composite images that showed the tight 
correlation across these manifestations, shown in Figure 11.3. 

So robust did these correlations come to seem (to some, anyway), that a 
good few physiologists decided to dispense with the fnicky business of trying 
to monitor Traube-Hering waves (always very hard to detect) and instead 
simply to use the much easier to generate attention waves as a workable 
proxy.20 And for his part, Pillsbury began to investigate, in conjunction with 
Wundt’s protégé Oswald Külpe in Würzburg, the idea that diurnal patterns 
in the attention wave could become a useful index for mental fatigue, a topic 
of considerable interest in the period.21 By 1904, attention waves felt so solid 
that they could serve as a means for investigating other psychological and 
physical phenomena.22 

Tis sense of the attention wave as a fundamental feature of the embod-
ied mind extended beyond laboratory research in those years and enjoyed 
wider cultural resonance. Te Hungarian-born social activist Gustav Spiller, 
one of the early leaders of the Ethical Culture movement (and a convener of 
the 1911 anticolonial “First Universal Races Congress” in London), picked 
up on the theme of attention waves in his popular writings on the human 
mind in the early twentieth century and went on to elaborate what might be 
thought of as an “attention wave theory” of aesthetics, education, and human 
possibility more generally. In Te Mind of Man (1902), he mined the exper-
imental literature on the dynamic nature of attention to sketch “attention” 



 
Figure 11.3. Figures 14 and 15 from Frederick G. Bonser, “A Study of the Relations 
Between Mental Activity and the Circulation of the Blood,” Psychological Review 10, 
no. 2 (1903), 135. 
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as something like the essential “delta” or “dynamic of change” in the human 
organism, understood as a sensory and cognitive being.23 Waves operated at 
every scale. Tere were the grand swells: 

Instead of imagining attention in time as a smooth sea, we have 
to look upon it as a stormy one where the surface consists of huge 
waves. Tese waves, which form the ocean of thought, represent the 
several subjects which constitute the feld of attention in time, and 
the largest waves are constantly broken up so as allow others to form. 

And then there were the continuous pulsings, which he invoked in a sentence 
the actual cadences of which reproduced the very dynamic at issue: 

Or, we may say, that as the blood is propagated, not in a steady 
stream, but in waves, so in attention, or neural functioning, advance 
proceeds by pulsations. 

For Spiller, more than for Titchener, Pillsbury, and others, static attention 
was authentically a contradiction in terms—because static attention meant 
inattention, even vacancy: 

Attention is like a river; it cannot rest; it must report progress. If 
the larger waves represent the subjects of thought, then the minute 
ripples which cover the whole surface of the stormy sea represent the 
essentially dynamic property of attention. Attention, like all work, is 
movement.24 

When attention “sat still” it was no longer attention at all: “In normal life we 
ceaselessly pass from detail to detail, for persistent attention to one detail, as 
in hypnotism, produces vacancy or non-attention.”25 

Again, the rhythmic nature of the prose—the pacing of these sentences, 
in little comma-marked units—may well have been intentional, in that Spiller 
was ultimately committed to the idea that the wave-nature of attention was 
constitutive of human understanding and aesthetic experience alike. In 
a remarkable synthetic chapter at the end of his study, Spiller summarized 
his whole volume under the ambitious heading “Systems as Attention-
Determined” and proceeded to lay out the way that the “waves” and “ripples” 
in human attention determine nearly every aspect of our experience: beauty, 
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poetry, prose, music, humor, play—ultimately, the nature of learning itself. 
Aesthetic experiences, in his account, amount to a coordination of the rhythms 
of phenomena in the world with the rhythms of our native attentional being, 
hence we experience both pleasure and “progress” when we are, efectively, 
“in time,” attentionally, with the stuf of existence. Not for nothing did Spiller 
turn his own attention, in his work with Felix Adler and the Ethical Society, 
to the collation of (secular) songs and hymns by which a new generation of 
well-tempered souls might be gathered in the enacted harmony of chorale.26 

Nor was Spiller alone in linking the attention wave to the wider dynam-
ics of language and aesthetic experience. Carl Seashore, the Iowa-based psy-
chologist who would go on to develop the “Meier-Seashore Art Judgement 
Test” and the “Seashore Tests of Musical Ability,” devoted six pages of his own 
popular textbook, Elementary Experiments in Psychology (1908), to attention 
waves, depicting them graphically in a particularly striking way (Figure 11.4). 

He also insisted, like Spiller, that “the psychological explanation for our 
enjoyment of rhythm in all sorts of mental activity is to be found largely in 
this basal fact of a natural, biological rhythm of attention.”27 

We should pause for a moment on his uncanny image. We are told that 
this fgure gives a sense of what a “detailed record of attention to a constant 
stimulus” might look like across about ten seconds. Te “rugged” nature of 
the crests and troughs alike indicates that the “rhythmic fuctuation” oper-
ates continuously on multiple frequencies. Here is Seashore’s explanation: 
“Tere are infnitely short ripplets of attention, hardly perceptible; these 

Figure 11.4. Attention waves depicted in Carl Seashore, Elementary Experiments in 
Psychology (New York: Henry Holt, 1908), 160. 
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form the surface of ripples, which in turn form the surface of wavelets; and 
these wavelets in turn form the surface of waves, and so on.” Summing up, he 
sketched a kind of fractal topology of attention, which undulated across all 
possible scales: “Tus, all attention is rhythmic, and there is rhythm within 
rhythm from the infnitesimally short to the very long, even daily and annual 
periodicities.”28 

But how strange, then, to read on and discover, in a footnote, that, in fact, 
the fgure in question isn’t an actual image of attention waves at all. While 
Seashore ofers that it “might represent the distribution of attention . . . sche-
matically,” he owns, in the note, that the picture itself is meant as “merely a 
hypothetical diagram.” Why? Because what the image shows is something 
quite diferent: As he concedes, his picture of “attention waves” is actually an 
engraved copy of “a photograph of the manometric fame for a vowel.” 

A what? A quick turn into turn-of-the-century “phonometry” may be in 
order. Te “manometric fame” was the nineteenth-century technical term 
for a kind of “dancing candle” demonstration pioneered by Paris-based Prus-
sian instrument-maker Karl Rudolph Koenig. It converted sound-waves 
into a series of vibrations in a gas-fed fame, the oscillations of which could 
then be seen stretched into a kind of time-lapse strip by means of a rotating 
mirror. Located somewhere between a parlor-trick and an early instance of 
“sound-writing” (such as would later give rise to phonographs and sound 
spectrographs), elaborate manometric fame apparatuses were developed by 
Helmholtz and other distinguished physicists and engineers interested in 
music and speech in the second half of the nineteenth century. Te instru-
ment got a new lease on life when high-speed photographic technique per-
mitted the near-instantaneous documentation of the fame efects (creating 
a newly concrete inscription of sonic phenomena). Te whole tradition was 
just passing from currency by the end of the frst decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, when Seashore used this imagery as an (unexpected) reference for the 
complex nature of attention waves. 

But his “hypothetical” substitution is telling. By using the graphic rep-
resentation of the sound-patterns of a human voice articulating a vowel to 
represent (if “schematically”) the layered dynamics of the attention waves, 
Seashore was gesturing at something he thought was real: Like Spiller, Sea-
shore too believed that when the object of attention was itself periodic (“as 
in music, poetry, or rhythmic movements”), then “the attention-waves adapt 
themselves to the rhythm so that the essentials of the group [i.e., the “units” 
of periodicity in the object] are grasped during the crest of the attention-wave 



 

 

 

 

 

 

316 Measurement 

and each momentary efort is well timed and is followed by a period of rest.”29 

Both understanding and aesthetic experience, by these lights, were a kind 
of phase conjunction, a coordination between attention waves and those of 
sense. Indeed, Seashore likely felt that the inherent sonic rhythms of the voice 
(like those of music, to which he would give much of his professional atten-
tion in subsequent decades) were closely related to the attention waves that 
apprehended them. 

Tis very idea—that the rhythms of human language were inextricable 
from the rhythms of attention waves—was brought to its most elaborate and 
systematic exposition in the same years by the American applied psychol-
ogist, adman, and general dignitary of commercially viable learned enter-
prise, Walter Dill Scott. Another Midwestern farm boy who eventually took 
a PhD (circa 1900) with Wundt in Leipzig, Scott had played a central role 
in establishing experimental psychology at Northwestern University in the 
early twentieth century—and he would go on not only to be president of the 
American Psychological Society, but also of Northwestern itself. He was an 
early and energetic exponent of the utility of psychological testing and psy-
chological theories to the worlds of commerce, administration, and educa-
tion, and his frst book, Te Teory of Advertising; A Simple Exposition of the 
Principles of Psychology in Teir Relation to Successful Advertising of 1903, 
can be thought of as inaugurating the particular unholy alliance of science 
and capital that comes down to us as the “attention economy”—a dubious 
distinction.30 

Scott’s successful 1906 volume, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, gives 
an entire chapter to attention wave phenomena and elaborates a remarkably 
detailed vision of the ways that the successful use of language depends on a 
mastery of the organic rhythms of the human attentional capacity. Repro-
ducing several kymographic strips that depict the fundamental oscillation 
of attention (such as had been derived from Masson disk work and other 
threshold perceptual experiments), Scott went on to abstract a full-spectrum 
attention wave—one showing the layered attentional temporalities revealed 
in the laboratory (Figure 11.5). 

From this diagram, Scott proceeded to elaborate a host of practical obser-
vations concerning the nature of human communication. Te most funda-
mental point was simply that “all our thinking is done in ‘spurts’ which are 
uniformly followed by periods of inactivity.” And for this reason, the work of 
“public address” must be tailored to the reality of the attention waves—at both 
ends (meaning both speaker and listener). And it must take into account the 
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Figure 11.5. Figure 7 from Walter Dill Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking (New 
York: Hinds, Noble, and Eldredge, 1906), leaf between pages 112 and 113. 

multiple vibratory cycles at play in every act of attention. Indeed, it would not 
be wrong to think in terms of a kind of “harmonics” at play in every efort to 
communicate. Dill actually used the musical language of “partials” to charac-
terize the subunits of the larger attentional waves, drawing on the theory of 
musical resonance laid out in Alexander John Ellis’s important translation of 
(and commentary on) Helmholtz’s On the Sensations of Tone as the Physiolog-
ical Basis for a Teory of Music.31 

Scott appealed to the experiences of his readers to support his general 
claim concerning the waveform experience of attentive consciousness: 
“Every public speaker has doubtless had the experience of fnding himself 
unable to attend to the matter at hand for a moment, and then he seems to 
lose all control of himself and what he is trying to accomplish.” Tis unset-
tling episode of “struggle” corresponds, Scott explained, to a dip in the major 
attention wave, such as can be seen between “A+” and “A-.” Scott went fur-
ther, noting that when the trough of the major wave coincides with a local 
minimum in the “minute waves” (which he identifed as “A-q”), the result is 
an attentional nadir: 

Te speaker may forget his part or he may speak on from the famil-
iarity of the part, but with a minimum of efciency. Te hearer will 
not understand that which is being spoken. 

All of this is ofen happening at a speed that militates against clear awareness 
(which is anyway what is somatically compromised). If the amplitude and fre-
quency of the waves are sufciently high, “when the crest of the second wave 
and of the minute wave coincide at a later time, the view of the whole may 
be so complete that the loss sustained by the previous lack of attention may 
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be wiped out and not become known to the individual at all.”32 Tis meant 
that high peaks of attentiveness had the capacity, in efect, retrospectively to 
supersede upon the inevitable and continuous “gaps” created by inattention. 
One senses a theory of consciousness that is fundamentally analogous to the 
phenomenology of cinema: Te experience of smooth, conjoint perception 
is an artifact of the physiology and psychology of the perceiving subject and 
does not correspond with the underlying discontinuities revealed by techno-
scientifc analysis.33 

Tis had direct implications for the work of communication—implica-
tions of material importance to anyone (like an adman) who needed to get a 
message through to an audience. And Scott drove the point home: “No one 
can attend to what we are saying or doing unless we are presenting a new 
aspect of the subject every few seconds.” Not only that, it stood to reason that 
the way to manage the inevitable series of local minima of attention in any 
time sequence was to make sure that the peaks of attentional engagement 
were sufciently full and engaging that they could cast a little time-defying 
ring of ripples capable of widening across the stone-skipping lacunae in any 
listener’s capacity to attend. 

In this efort to “tune” a message for the human receiver, it was the actual 
structure of language that provided the key tool. In a remarkable section of 
his analysis of attention waves entitled “Te Sentence, or Clause, as the Unit 
of Tought,” Scott turned to a delicate discussion of the concordance between 
syntactical structure and the dynamics of human attention itself. While the 
verbal expression of a given “conception or idea” may require a number of 
seconds, Scott again contended that laboratory study had shown defnitively 
that “we do not sustain a maximum of attention to it during the entire time.” 
And this was, of course, true for both speaker and listener. Under certain 
circumstances, “as we pronounce a sentence our minds may hardly be on it 
at all, but we may be thinking of the sentences which are to follow, and the 
sentence which is being pronounced almost ‘says itself.’” Similarly, when we 
are listening to a discourse, “we do not hold ourselves to a continuous strain, 
but we comprehend the sentences by very short pulses of attention, which are 
followed by periods of comparative rest.” 34 

Tis meant that understanding itself proceeded by a kind of saccadic 
rhythm: “As a sentence is pronounced we may give but little attention to it 
and may not comprehend any of it till the very last word is spoken, and then 
by a single momentary activity of the mind we get the import of the entire 
sentence.” And this could go farther. Now and again, the lacuna may endure 
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“till afer the following sentence has been commenced, and this later sentence 
may give the cue to the former, and it may then be grasped by a single pulse 
of thought.”35 

What the laboratory study of the attention wave had established was that 
the “normal” periodicity of attentional peaks seldom exceeded a few seconds, 
and thus that “to be compelled to attend without pause longer than this time 
is exhausting and very unpleasant.” At the same time, “vibrations of attention 
that are shorter than a full second” are equally problematic, as they, too, are out 
of sync with the natural rhythm of our attentional capacities. Scott insisted that 
this “psychological law” had direct “application” in the work of efective and 
artful expression: Te rhythm of the mind needed to be brought into harmony 
with the rhythm of the body.36 Scott pointed out that normal human respi-
ration could be shown to involve exhalations of about three seconds’ dura-
tion: “Sound may be produced during an entire exhalation; or several ‘breath 
groups’ or ‘exhalation groups’ of sounds may be produced by a single exhala-
tion.” Citing physiological and psychological research done on the poet James 
Whitcomb Riley as he declaimed his thirty-two-line poem “Old-Fashioned 
Roses,” Scott reported a total of twenty-nine exhalations, of which twenty-
two fell at the end of a line: “Each expiration period expressed a single idea 
and could be grasped as a single pulse of attention,” with an average period of 
3.13 seconds. Te point? “Here we have the expiration period usually identical 
with the line of poetry and the time of the enunciation of the line (or expira-
tion period) . . . well within the time stated as the fuctuation of attention.”37 

Here was the modal optimum for the syncopation of human breath, 
human attention, and English syntax. Yes, longer sentences were possible. 
And shorter ones too. But the former were “exhausting” and the latter felt 
“choppy.” Te reason for this lay in the essential periodicity of the faculty of 
attention itself. Tere was some elasticity in all of this, naturally, in that “the 
nature of the discourse and the mental development of the auditors seem to 
make a diference,” but the divergence fell in a narrow zone, given by Scott, 
on the basis of laboratory research as “from a minimum of approximately 
a single second to a maximum of a very few seconds.” He summarized his 
discussion with concrete advice to those who wished to deliver an efective 
message to an audience: 

In general it may be said that each single sentence requires a ‘spurt’ 
of the attention, and the presentation must conform to this psycho-
logical fact. Every lecturer or entertainer must also expect a rise and 
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fall of the intensity and duration of those recurrent ‘spurts’ of atten-
tion, and so [must] adjust his lecture to the mental limitations of his 
hearers. By skillful adjustments to the attention waves of the hearers 
the maximum efect is produced with the minimum of strained 
attention.38 

* * * 

Te “Attention Wave” rose across the frst decade of the twentieth century. 
But it fell before the First World War. Te full story of that collapse is beyond 
the scope of this chapter, but sufce it to say that new experiments made it 
hard to hold on to the dream. Yes, there were fuctuations in sensory experi-
ence at the threshold of perception; but it became harder and harder to insist 
that what was fuctuating could properly be described as “attentional.” On the 
contrary, a spate of younger researchers, working on the cusp of the second 
decade of the century, gradually established that what was “fuctuating” were 
the neural signals being generated at the sense organs themselves. Tis was 
hardly “attention” in any meaningful sense; it was simply “perception.” Along 
the way, the primary means by which the scientists of the attention wave did 
their work—relying on trained “introspection”—also slumped into the dust-
bin of history. A new cohort of psychology researchers, eventually termed 
“behaviorists,” would move away from the kind of self-scrutiny on which the 
science of Edward Titchener and his acolytes depended. Treating the mind 
as a “black box,” these new researchers focused on inputs and outputs, and 
mostly deemed actual “thinking” as simply beyond scientifc scrutiny. Sure, 
stuf happened in the mind, but there was no way to get at it from the frst-
person perspective. Tis had been the error of the introspectors, who spent so 
many hours feeling the rise and fall of the attention wave inside their persons. 

But the sense of synchrony of voice and mind—the sense of a self under-
standing itself as a kind of rhythmic coordination—was a dream that died 
hard. As a coda to this story, we can do no better than return to one of the 
champions of the attention wave at its peak: Walter Pillsbury, one of Titch-
ener’s earliest and most faithful students, and himself the author of a distin-
guished treatise on attention, published in 1908. But the decade that followed 
was tough—globally, personally, and in the learned precincts of psychology. 
Te First World War had sundered the Germanophilic world of Ameri-
can mind science and devastated the laboratory meccas of Old Europe to 
which that project had long oriented itself. Pillsbury himself, though always 
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prolifc and still the éminence grise of Ann Arbor, had teetered through an 
episode of psychological and physical collapse just before the outbreak of the 
war, slipping from the podium mid-lecture in a sudden rictus of epilepsy or 
stroke—to be caught by an attentive student in the front row. Convalescence 
ensued. And doggedly, the old warhorse of the attention wave returned, even 
in his depleted condition, to the pursuit of that essential periodicity he still 
posited, despite the ever-mounting evidence to the contrary. In a touching 
exercise of what might be called “absent-minded introspection” (or is it the 
“psychophysics of scholarship”?), Pillsbury had both himself and his type-
writer wired up to a kymographic recorder in order that, as he wrote up a 
new psychology textbook in the postwar period, the rhythms of his scholarly 
productivity could be correlated to his respiration rate, his blood pressure, 
and, yes, his “attention waves,” which were also monitored. Te results were 
ambiguous. He presented them at the eighth international conference of psy-
chology, held in Groningen in 1926. By the time the abstract saw print, the 
following year, Titchener himself was dead, and so was introspective/struc-
turalist psychology. 

Te attention wave was a fatline. 

Notes 

1. For a recent not entirely unfavorable assessment of all of this by a philosopher interested 
in the ways philosophy and psychology orient to introspection, consider: Eric Schwitzgebel, 
“Introspective Training Apprehensively Defended: Refections on Titchener’s Lab Manual,” Jour-
nal of Consciousness Studies 11, no. 7–8 (2004): 58–76. 

2. Viktor Urbantschitsch, “Ueber eine Eigenthümlichkeit der Schallempfndungen gerings-
ter Intensität,” Centralblatt für die medicinischen Wissenschafen 37 (21 August 1875): 625–28. 

3. Te Masson disk is a circular card marked with a single radius of black hachures. When 
rotated sufciently quickly each of these marks appears as a gray circle. Although the marks 
are all identical, the concentric gray circles they generate in rotation are evenly graded from 
dark (in the middle) to very pale (at the margin)—on account of the faster speed of the turning 
disk as one moves out toward the circumference from the center. Tis was a standard instru-
ment of the psychophysical and optical laboratory in the period. See Hermann von Helmholtz, 
Treatise on Physiological Optics, edited by James P. C. Southall (New York: Dover, 1962). Tis 
publication presents the three original volumes in two, with Helmholtz’s volumes one and two 
bound together with separate numeration in a single book. Te relevant pages for the Masson 
disk work are thus volume one (of the Dover), but volume two (of the work), and they are 
numerated pp. 178–180. 

4. Nicolai Lange, “Beitrige zur Teorie der Aufmerksamkeit,” Philosophische Studien, 4 
(1888): 390–422. Interestingly, Lange also tried to demonstrate that these perceptual fuctuations 
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correlated to what would later be thought of as “gestalt shifs” in bivalent imagery (like a Necker 
cube). For a discussion of Lange and the fate of the idea of fuctuating attention in Wundt’s work, 
see: Sven Luders, “Te ‘Fluctuations of Attention’ Between Physiology, Experimental Psychol-
ogy and Psycho-Technical Application,” in Psychology’s Territories, edited by Mitchell Ash and 
Tomas Sturm (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2007): 31–50. 

5. In the United States, Titchener’s primary adversary in this matter was Hugo Münster-
berg, who already by 1889 had defned the core elements of an alternative view by focusing on 
the role of specifc ocular adaptations (blinking, averted vision) on perceptual fuctuations as 
they were experienced at sensory thresholds. 

6. Edward Bradford Titchener, A Primer of Psychology, revised edition (New York: Mac-
millan, 1899), 88–89. 

7. Ibid., p. 75. Te work that this graphic does in the Primer should not be underestimated, 
as the simple image is actually deployed in a rhetorically intricate way. Yes, Titchener references 
this fgure as an “attention-wave” on page 89, in the course of an analogy that likens the dynam-
ics of attention to the carnival game in which an egg, bouncing atop a little jet of water, ofered a 
difcult target for sharpshooters. But on page 75, where the image originally appears, Titchener 
glosses it as depicting the fow of consciousness coming out of the page at the reader and sug-
gests that each peak be understood as an idea or perception in the feld of awareness (i.e., appre-
hended at the same time); as one perception or idea seizes the attention, it can be understood to 
be “amplifed,” and the others correspondingly diminished. Tis is, obviously, not at all the same 
thing as the “natural” and continuous oscillation of attention in time—though Titchener uses 
the same image to illustrate both phenomena. 

8. He asserts that continuous attention is a contradiction in terms in his Experimental Psy-
chology: A Manual of Laboratory Practice, vol. 1, 196. 

9. Te specifc formulation “attention wave” arises in English, in the relevant sense, for 
the frst time (that I have yet discovered) in Science in 1889 in the course of a discussion of the 
publication, in German, of a series of experiments conducted in Strasbourg by the pioneering 
Swiss Sanskrit scholar Ernst Leumann. Leumann, inspired by experimental practices in physi-
ology and psychology, monitored the pulse and respiration in readers, and believed he had noted 
correspondences between the rates of bodily functioning and textual expression/comprehen-
sion. Coincident patterns suggested rhythms of attention. See: Anonymous, “Mental Activity in 
Relation to Pulse and Respiration,” Science 14, no. 355 (22 November 1889): 347–48. Leumann’s 
work became part of the general argument for “attention waves” in the early twentieth century, 
though it was sometimes noted in the psychological literature as a “lay” contribution (e.g., in the 
American Journal of Psychology). 

10. Titchener, Experimental Psychology, 195. 
11. On “attensity,” see Edward Bradford Titchener, “Te Term ‘Attensity,’” Te American 

Journal of Psychology 35 (1924): 156. 
12. One thinks of how richly Titchener’s regime of introspection could be assimilated to 

the analytics laid out in Lorraine Daston and Elizabeth Lunbeck’s Histories of Scientifc Observa-
tion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 

13. Kenneth Rogers, in Te Attention Complex: Media, Archaeology, Method (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), plays out a fully “Foucauldian” treatment of attention from William 
James to John Conway, although his study really gets started with an analysis of behaviorism. 
Te frst chapter, for instance, examines how a behaviorist account of attention was inextrica-
ble from the “subject” of regimes of labor, training, management, and education in the period 
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1900–1945. Te work on attentional cyclicity and mental fatigue in the early part of the century 
makes for an interesting counterpoint to his study (he does not discuss “attention waves”). 

14. John W. Slaughter, “Te Fluctuations of the Attention in Some of Teir Psychological 
Relations,” American Journal of Psychology 12, no. 3 (April 1901): 313–34. 

15. Traube-Hering-Mayer phenomena are genuinely complex and remain imperfectly 
understood to this day. But the consensus is that they relate to changes in the “tone” of the blood 
vessels, changes efected biochemically. Tey came to the attention of physiologists in the 1860s 
and 1870s, and their relationship to respiration and other physiological patterns was a subject 
of active research in the late nineteenth century. Continuous blood pressure recording sensitive 
enough to see them and stable enough to permit them to be distinguished from other factors was 
not easy to achieve. Te fnger-plethysmograph used by Slaughter is described in detail in: War-
ren P. Lombard and W. B. Pillsbury, “A New Form of Piston Recorder and Some of the Changes of 
the Volume of the Finger Which It Records,” American Journal of Physiology 3 (1900): 186–200. 

16. It is important to note that the English physician-physiologists Charles S. Roy and 
Charles S. Sherrington had suggested, in 1890, that threshold perceptual experiences (like the 
fuctuations of the visibility of faint rings on a Masson disk) might be attributable to “Traube-
Hering undulations of the arterial pressure—with the wavelength of which they agree very well.” 
But these medical doctors were not engaged in the study of attention and did not conceive 
liminal perceptual fuctuations as “attentional.” See C. S. Roy and C. S. Sherrington, “On the 
Regulation of the Blood Supply of the Brain,” Journal of Physiology 11 (1890): 85–108, at p. 108. 
Because modern neurophysiology continues to ascribe threshold perceptual fuctuations to cir-
culatory rhythms, it is interesting to consider a more recent reappraisal: Robert P. Friedland and 
Constantino Iadecola, “Roy and Sherrington (1890): A Centennial Reexamination of ‘On the 
Regulation of the Blood-Supply of the Brain,’” Neurology 41 (1991): 10–14. 

17. R. W. Taylor, “Te Efect of Certain Stimuli upon the Attention Wave,” American Jour-
nal of Psychology 12, no. 3 (1901): 335–45, at p. 333. 

18. Tough not in any simple way. Taylor deferred to Slaughter’s hypothesis that the 
Traube-Hering waves were tightly aligned to the attention waves. But Taylor thought that an 
inspiration could provide a “respiratory reinforcement” that could “keep the [Masson] rings in 
consciousness.” Taylor saw his work as complementing “Slaughter’s conclusions that the atten-
tion waves are due to overfows from the medulary centers to the central nervous system in 
general”—a process that heightened activity in the nervous system and that was itself, in all 
likelihood, “reinforced” by physiological processes of circulation and respiration. See Slaughter, 
“Te Fluctuations of Attention in Some of their Psychological Relations,” 333. 

19. Frederick G. Bonser, “A Study of the Relations Between Mental Activity and the Circu-
lation of the Blood,” Psychological Review 10, no. 2 (1903): 120–38. 

20. See Taylor, “Te Efect of Certain Stimuli upon the Attention Wave,” 345. 
21. Pillsbury was resident in Würzburg in the summer of 1902, where he became 

acquainted with the closely related work of E. D. Wiersma (Wiersma, E. “Untersuchungen über 
die sogenannten Aufmerksamkeitsschwankungen,” Zeitschrif für Psychologie und Physiologie 
der Sinnesorgane 26 [1901]: 168–200, and two subsequent supplements), then working with 
Külpe. More generally on the study of fatigue, the classic study remains Anson Rabinbach, Te 
Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1992). 

22. W. B. Pillsbury, “Attention Waves as a Means of Measuring Fatigue,” American Journal 
of Psychology 14, no. 3/4 (1903): 277–88. 
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23. “Delta” and “dynamic of change” are my phrases. But here is his theory in nuce: “We 
have identifed attention with cerebral change. Te meaning of our key-word is readily distin-
guishable from the only other term, besides activity, with which it might be confounded. Willing 
is divided from attention, and attention from willing, in that attention always is change and 
nothing else, while volition never is change, but only points to it. Te relation is that between 
being and becoming, between sein and werden.” Gustav Spiller, “Te Dynamics of Attention,” 
Mind 10, no. 40 (1901): 498–524, at 523. Emphases in the original. It is an extraordinary passage, 
suggesting as it does that “attention” is properly thought of as “being”—understood dynamically. 
But it is precisely a dynamic conceptualization of “being” that has proved elusive within the 
history of Greek-derived philosophical inquiry. About a decade later, Heidegger himself would 
be preoccupied with this very problem, as it emerged from a neo-Kantian “psychologism” not 
unlike that of Spiller. 

24. Tis and the block quote above, from Gustav Spiller, Te Mind of Man (London: Son-
nenschein, 1902), 69–70. 

25. Ibid. 
26. Te wider project of linking physiological rhythms to artistic form in the period is 

the subject of Michael Golston, Rhythm and Race in Modernist Poetry and Science: Pound, 
Yeats, Williams, and Modern Sciences of Rhythm (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). 
Golston mentions attention waves briefy in connection with the work of Taddeus Bolton, but 
the book could have made more of the centrality of specifcally attentional rhythms. 

27. Carl E. Seashore, Elementary Experiments in Psychology (New York: Henry Holt, 1908), 
163. Te image above is found on p. 160. 

28. Ibid., p. 161. 
29. Ibid., p. 163. 
30. Walter Dill Scott, Te Teory of Advertising; A Simple Exposition of the Principles of Psy-

chology in Teir Relation to Successful Advertising (Boston: Small, Maynard & Company, 1903). 
Te longest chapter in this book is the one that immediately follows the introduction, and it 
is on “Attention.” Interestingly, Scott is overlooked by Tim Wu in his lively and wide-ranging 
book on the history of the buying and selling of attention, Te Attention Merchants (New York: 
Knopf, 2016). Wu takes up “scientifc advertising” a quarter-century later. But Scott was writing 
a regular column for Mahin’s Magazine, the Chicago-based ad-industry newsletter from the frst 
issue (in 1902). 

31. Walter Dill Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking (New York: Hinds, Noble, and 
Eldredge, 1906), 112–113. Helmholtz’s book went through multiple editions, the frst in 1875. I 
have consulted that of 1895, published in London by Longmans. 

32. Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, 113–114. 
33. See Jimena Canales, A Tenth of a Second: A History (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2009). 
34. Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, 115. 
35. Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, 115. Te sense that understanding itself was 

efectively “saccadic” (in the way I am invoking here) wants to be examined in the context of 
the actual identifcation of the saccadic movements of the eye in reading. I strongly suspect a 
relationship. Tere is a notable convergence in the timing of the inquiries, as well as in some 
of the research personnel. It is the French optical scientist Émile Javal who is usually credited 
with frst observing the jittery skipping of the eye along a line of text. But much of the mechani-
cal/experimental early eye-tracking work was done by the idiosyncratic American psychologist 
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Edmund Burke Huey. See his Te Psychology and Pedagogy of Reading (New York: Macmillan, 
1908). It is important to note that the term “saccade” would not come to be used in English in 
the relevant sense until later, when Raymond Dodge applied the Francophone neologism to the 
jumpy, horizontal eye-movements associated with reading. 

36. Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, 117. Interestingly, the dramatist, radical, and 
Victorian man of letters George Henry Lewes, writing in his Problems of Life and Mind (Lon-
don: Trübner, 1879), ofered a surprising early invocation of the “syncopation” of attention and 
breath-rhythms. Scott does not cite him, but Lewes’s decidedly “nonprofessional” essay on atten-
tion was taken up by a number of scientifc psychologists in the later nineteenth century, includ-
ing Ribot. Here is Lewes’s striking footnote (which appears in a note that runs from pages 188 to 
189 of the work cited above): “Te acquisition of the power of attention is the learning how to 
alternate mental adjustments with the rhythmic movements of respiration.” 

37. Scott, Te Psychology of Public Speaking, 117. 
38. Here and above, ibid., pp. 116–18. 



 

 

CHAPTER 12 

Attention in Musical Action: 

Theories of Attention in Early Music 

Psychology and Piano Pedagogy 

Youn Kim 

T he nineteenth century famously saw the ascendence of various new 
forms of auditory attention. Tese new modes of listening responded 
to emerging musical aesthetics—such as the dramatic increase in the 

prestige of instrumental music—as well as to innovations in the domain of 
medicine, which saw the emergence of mediate auscultation and a bevy of 
associated techniques of attending to bodily sounds.1 Tis chapter examines 
conceptions of attention in the context of psychology and music pedagogy at 
a late-century moment when the boundaries between these felds were still 
largely undefned. 

Investigations of auditory attention took place in a variety of research lab-
oratories toward the end of the nineteenth century. But the topic was also 
studied within the context of an active speculative tradition that had long 
attempted to understand the human mind in context. Tese approaches 
collectively formed what later historians have termed “second psychology.”2 

Attention was a prominent topic across these various psychology programs, 
with rich and intricate conceptual layers. Many contemporary music ped-
agogy writings, and especially piano treatises that related attention to con-
cepts of muscular sensation, automaticity, bodily efort, proprioception of the 
performing body, and the unconscious, can thus be regarded as also repre-
senting this “second” psychological tradition. Situating attention as a form 
of agency rather than discussing it as a quality of experience, they advanced 
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broad, multimodal concepts of musical attention with signifcance well out-
side pedagogy. Here, I examine these multiple dimensions of attention in 
musical action, focusing on the reciprocal relationship between psycholog-
ical research and piano pedagogy. 

Late Nineteenth-Century Psychologies of Attention 

With the emergence of scientifc psychology in the late nineteenth century, 
many attempts were made to systematically discuss the topic of attention.3 

Edward Bradford Titchener, who studied with the founder of scientifc psy-
chology, Wilhelm Wundt, even wrote that “the discovery of attention” was 
one of the principal achievements of the new experimental psychology: 

What I mean by the discovery of attention is the explicit formulation 
of the problem; the recognition of its separate status and fundamen-
tal importance; the realization that the doctrine of attention is the 
nerve of the whole psychological system and that as men judge of it, 
so shall they be judged from the tribunal of psychology.4 

However, the study of attention within the context of psychology remained 
complicated due to a lack of clarity as to the nature of the phenomenon. Te 
reality was far from William James’s famous assertion that “everyone knows 
what attention is.”5 On the contrary, as historian Kurt Danziger has aptly 
pointed out, the boundaries between intra-scientifc and lay usage of some 
terms have long been blurry in the human sciences, partly because special-
ized language “continues to seep into the languages of everyday life” (and 
vice versa).6 Tis was particularly true for attention. Tough today the term 
is generally associated with the selective process of perception, historically, it 
had much broader and more comprehensive implications. 

Te most widely discussed attentional models in early psychology were 
based on analogies to vision. Wundt deemed the focus of attention the Blick-
punkt (“focal point”) and the wider feld of awareness the Blickfeld (“feld 
of view”).7 Tis approach infuenced several structural psychologists who 
investigated the basic elements of consciousness in order to understand the 
structure of the human mind. Titchener, for instance, delineated diferent 
“levels or degrees of clearness [that] may coexist in the same consciousness.” 
In his infuential Lectures on the Psychology of Feeling and Attention (1908), he 
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writes: “Increased clearness of any one part-contents of consciousness implies 
the decreased clearness of all the rest.”8 Tis model of attention prevailed even 
in writings by those who disagreed with the foundational tenets of struc-
tural psychology. For example, psychologist Oswald Külpe, who emphasized 
higher mental processes rather than the structure of consciousness, provided 
a similar explanation of attention as a “state of consciousness,” writing, “We 
think of the attention as a state of mind which may be realized in greater or 
less degree, and may embrace at any given time a larger or smaller number of 
conscious processes.”9 A similar view is found in American psychologist and 
philosopher James Mark Baldwin’s graphic representation of consciousness 
as a series of concentric circles that illustrate gradations of awareness, ranging 
from the unconscious to active acts of apperception. Tis further emphasizes 
the analogy with vision (see Figure 12.1).10 

British ethologist and psychologist Conwy Lloyd Morgan also proposed 
that “in any moment of consciousness, there are in addition to and alongside 
the dominant elements constituting the summit of full clear, consciousness, 

Figure 12.1. Baldwin’s 
“graphic representation of 
area of consciousness, afer 
analogy with vision.” 



  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

   
  

 
 

329 Attention in Musical Action 

dimly felt elements that may have little or no direct connection with those 
dominant elements.”11 And American psychologist and educator James Row-
land Angell made a similar contention about “a central focal point” and “fad-
ing gradually away to vaguer and vaguer consciousness.”12 

Te aforementioned visual models typically consider attention as a psy-
chological state that refects the limits of our perceptual capacity. Here, atten-
tion is “sensory clearness.”13 Such conceptions have been frequently discussed 
in the history of psychology and, as historian Christopher Mole observes, 
became “the central explananda for a theory of attention.”14 

In nineteenth-century discussions of audition, however, a subtly yet sig-
nifcantly diferent conceptualization of attention emerges. In his monumental 
work, Die Lehre von den Tonempfndungen als physiologische Grundlage für die 
Teorie der Musik (1863), Hermann von Helmholtz proposed two kinds of ears: 
the “bodily ear” (das körperliche Ohr), which analyzes the compound musical 
tone into its constituent simple sinusoidal components, and the “mental ear” 
(das geistige Ohr), which synthesizes them back into a single representation. As 
a result, many constituent aspects of a given sound are overlooked or ignored 
in our everyday listening. We are used to hearing a musical tone as a whole. In 
order to perceive the details of a sound, such as its constituent overtones, an 
“exercise of attention” (Uebung der Aufmerksamkeit) is necessary.15 As Benja-
min Steege puts it, “Helmholtz sought to produce a listener who could choose 
and analyze its objects at will and thereby makes its perceptions its own.” As a 
result, Helmholtz’s listener is “endowed with considerable perceptual agency.”16 

Titchener was profoundly infuenced by Helmholtz’s theory of auditory 
attention. In Experimental Psychology: A Manual of Laboratory Practices 
(1901), he provided detailed guidelines for instructors on how to conduct 
experiments on auditory attention. Proposing that “under certain conditions, 
the process attended to becomes more intensive as well as more clear and 
distinct” as the “second law of attention,” Titchener suggested an experiment 
using a piano (Figure 12.2): 

(a) Strike on the piano the chord here indicated, and hold the keys 
down while the tones ring of. When the sound is quite weak, single 
out by attention some one of the constituent tones. Is the selected 
tone intensifed? . . . (c) Strike the chord c-e-g strongly upon the 
piano keyboard, directing the attention to the c. Is it intensifed? 
Strike the chord again, directing the attention to the e or g. Is the 
tone attended-to intensifed?17 
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Figure 12.2. Experiment suggested by Titchener 
to verify his second law of attention. 

Here, a listener directs their attention to one of the constituent tones of 
the C-major chord, allowing it to occupy the focal point of consciousness. As 
in the preceding model, this explanation of attention proposes distinct levels 
of consciousness with varying degrees of clarity; as such, it remains grounded 
in the vision-based models discussed above. However, it also suggests a dif-
ferent connotation of attention as an action and invokes the agency of an 
attentive listener. 

Attention and the Sense of Agency 

Attention, conceptualized as an action of the psychological subject rather 
than a psychological state of consciousness, thus involves a sense of agency. 
Te etymology of the word itself also reinforces this point. “To attend” in 
Latin is ad tendere, derived from “ad” (toward) and “tendere” (stretch), mean-
ing the act of stretching toward. Attention has long played a signifcant role in 
the traditional philosophical discourse on volition.18 Given its close link to the 
concept of an active subject, how could attention be investigated within the 
new framework of physiological and experimental psychology? In his 1889 
lecture for the Neurological Society of London titled “Te Psycho-Physical 
Process in Attention,” English psychologist James Sully addressed this chal-
lenge directly: “In its higher form of voluntary selection and fxation of par-
ticular presentations of sense and ideas,” he writes, attention is ofen thought 
of as “a mysterious emanation of spiritual activity that interferes with and 
controls the mechanism of mind.”19 As a result, attention calls the “possibility 
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of a true science of psychology” into question. In contrast to this notion of 
an “occult Ego that asserts itself in the activity of attention,” Sully advocated 
for attention as a psycho-physical process “of which we may, by properly sci-
entifc methods, determine the co-operant factors and conditions.”20 In his 
lecture, he not only discussed attention as a psychological phenomenon but 
also explored sensory and muscular changes involved in acts of focus, thereby 
presenting a biological conception of attention. 

A similar emphasis on action and agency, as well as on the link between 
attention and motor processes, is found in William James’s Te Principles of 
Psychology (1890). Here, James emphasizes the signifcance of attention in the 
production of behaviors, stating that our “experience is what [we] agreed to 
attend to.”21 Teorizing the nature of the attentive process, he observes that 
the sensory organs and the bodily muscles accommodate and adjust them-
selves in our attention to not only sensory stimuli but also to the “idea” of a 
sensible object. As he puts it, “Te two processes of sensorial adjustment and 
ideational preparation probably coexist in all our concrete attentive acts.”22 In 
his chapter on attention, James does not discuss listening in detail but pro-
vides a long footnote in which he cites Ernst Mach’s discussion of auditory 
attention, highlighting the view of attention as a “bodily activity”: 

We ‘search’ among the sounds. Tis hearkening search is very 
observably a bodily activity, just like attentive looking in the case of 
the eye. . . . If . . . we understand by attention nothing mystical, but a 
bodily disposition, it is most natural to seek it in the variable tension 
of the muscles of the ear. . . . it seems to me a very plausible view that 
quite generally Attention has its seat in the mechanism of the body.23 

Motor Theories of Attention 

A more substantial and methodical examination of attention in relation to 
action and motor processes emerged throughout the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, giving rise to the “motor theory of attention.”24 Te 
Scottish philosopher Alexander Bain was a leading member of this school of 
thought. Te major contribution of his two treatises on physiological psychol-
ogy—Te Senses and the Intellect (1855) and Emotions and the Will (1859)— 
is an emphasis on action and movement in all psychological matters. Bain 
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regarded the muscular sense as primary and emphasized awareness of the 
body’s movement and force as exerted by the muscles: 

In treating of the Sense, besides recognizing the so-called muscular 
sense as distinct from the fve senses, I have thought proper to assign 
to Movement and the feeling of Movement a position preceding 
the Sensations of the senses; and have endeavored to prove that the 
exercise of active energy originating in purely internal impulses, 
independently of the stimulus produced by outward impressions, is a 
primary fact of our constitution.25 

Bain treats music extensively in both treatises. In his discussion of touch, 
he links action and muscular sense: “In playing on fnger instruments, the 
piano, guitar, organ, etc., the touch must measure the stroke or pressure that 
will yield a given efect on the ear.”26 Te expression of feeling is hence con-
ditioned by the nature of the action itself. According to Bain, attentive lis-
tening involves the sensations of both sounds and muscular activities. Te 
gradual increase and decrease of loudness, for example, can evoke intense 
emotion as it involves muscular efects as well as the stimulation of the audi-
tory nerves: 

I think it not unlikely, that a muscular efect enters into this sensation: 
the gradually increased or relaxed tension of the muscles of the ear 
being a probable accompaniment of the increase or diminution of 
loudness. On this supposition, the infuence on the mind would be 
one of the very delicate efects of movement.27 

Noting that attention involves many deliberate bodily actions, Bain deemed it 
a kind of motor phenomenon. 

Contemporaneous developments in neurology provided support for 
Bain’s notion of attention as action. In his work Te Functions of the Brain 
(1876), Scottish neurologist David Ferrier claimed that “when engaged in 
the attentive consideration of some idea or ideas, we are in reality throwing 
into action, but in an inhibited or suppressed manner.”28 Several other psy-
chologists continued to adopt the notion of action as central to attention. 
American psychologist Walter B. Pillsbury, for example, authored a 346-page 
monograph on attention in which he proclaimed, “One of the [strongest] facts 
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in connection with the attention is its close connection with bodily move-
ment and posture. . . . Tere is no act of attention that is unaccompanied by 
some motor process.”29 For Pillsbury, the “motor concomitants of attention” 
included the movements of the sense organs involved, as well as the efects 
on other voluntary muscles, on posture, and on the involuntary mechanisms 
of pulse, respiration, and vaso-motor activities. Arguing along similar lines, 
German-American psychologist Hugo Münsterberg classifed “attention” 
as an “activity” in his Psychology: General and Applied (1914), claiming that 
attention consists of both “mental and physical activities.”30 He emphasized 
the fact that “the body adjusts itself to the center of attention, and this adjust-
ment sends kinesthetic sensations to consciousness.” In his view, the body 
and mind are an inextricable unit: Bodily processes occur in tandem with 
brain processes, and they are not the “result of attention, but are themselves 
the attention.”31 

Physiologically grounded motor theories of attention thus described how 
the attentional process was connected not only to the activation but also to 
the inhibition of physical movements. French psychologist Téodule Ribot’s 
conceptualization of attention is particularly noteworthy in this regard. In 
his monograph La psychologie de l’attention (“Te Psychology of Attention”), 
Ribot famously asserted, “Every intellectual state is accompanied by def-
nite physical manifestation.”32 His claim emphasized the close connection 
between our mental experiences and the biological processes that underlie 
them. When it comes to attention, the signifcance of the bodily movements 
and modifcations becomes more crucial. Accordingly, “Te fundamental 
role of the movements in attention is to maintain the appropriate state of con-
sciousness and to reinforce it.”33 Tey are not “simply efects, outward marks”; 
they are “the necessary conditions, the constituent elements, the indispensable 
factors of attention.” To Ribot, physical movements are not mere side efects 
but rather the essential component of attention. 

Claims such as this placed attention within the framework of experimen-
tal psychology, linking attentiveness to muscle contraction/relaxation and 
thus rendering it observable and measurable. Tis idea was soon applied to 
music. In an experimental study of musical enjoyment, psychologist Harry P. 
Weld drew on plethysmography, the technique of measuring changes in the 
volume of body parts and observed that “the act of listening to music was 
almost invariably attended by a decrease in the volume of the fore-arm.” He 
concluded that “volumetric changes are essentially phenomena of attention; 
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it proves to be possible, in every instance, to correlate these characteris-
tic changes with changes in the nature or condition of attention.”34 Weld’s 
research highlighted the role of bodily movements and muscular senses in 
music listening. Te New York Times showcased his research under the title 
“Develop Your Muscle So You Can Enjoy Music,” highlighting its potential 
challenge to the prevailing view that “a strictly auditory enjoyment of music 
is the only way in which melody pleases us.”35 

Muscular Attention and Music-Making 

Tese discussions of attention as a motor process proved highly pertinent 
to practical discussions of music-making; indeed, a noticeable shif in piano 
pedagogy at the turn of the twentieth century coincided with emerging motor 
theories of attention. New treatises on piano playing brought attention– 
action correlates to the realm of music psychology by considering attention— 
both in auditory perception and in music-making—as manifested through 
bodily action. While a directly causal relationship between motor theories of 
attention and piano pedagogy cannot be established here, it is nevertheless 
instructive to explore resonances between the two felds. 

Te end of the long nineteenth century saw the rise of a new pedagogical 
approach that ofen incorporated contemporary physiological fndings. Te 
“physiological turn” in the study of piano playing is particularly evident in 
the work of the French performer-pedagogue Marie Jaëll. Central to Jaëll’s 
teaching was the principle of touch (toucher).36 She was especially well known 
for her fngerprint experiments, undertaken in collaboration with the physi-
cian Charles Féré, which involved applying ink to pianists’ fngertips and then 
recording their prints on the piano keys.37 Her keyboard print-maps served 
as evidence of proper or improper pianistic technique. More signifcant here 
is the particular emphasis she placed on attention in her piano pedagogy, 
which, she maintained, was “not particularly aimed at those who are gifed or 
those who are not; it is aimed at those capable of an efort of will.”38 Conscious 
attention to physical processes, Jaëll argued, was necessary: Te pianist must 
continuously attend to the relationship between haptic and aural sensations, 
and such attention is closely linked to muscular tension. Chapter 2 of her 
La musique et la psychophysiologie (“Music and psychophysiology,” 1896) is 
entirely devoted to the topic of “attention and muscular sense.” According to 
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her, the “mechanism of attention resides in the muscles, which, like rubber 
bands, warm up as they contract.”39 

Jaëll opposed the mechanistic “fnger school” of piano pedagogy, which 
advocated for the independence of individual fngers and stillness in other 
parts of the upper body.40 However, she recognized the importance of mus-
cular tension or “fxity” (la fxité) in piano playing. In her piano pedagogy, the 
concept was equated with attention itself: “Without perfection of the muscu-
lar tension, there is neither a perfection of attention nor a perfection of tim-
bre.” Such fxity allows students to “think about the movements, the sounds 
they hear, and the tactile sensations they are feeling.”41 

Whereas the concept of fxity was important for attention in Jaëll’s teach-
ing, other piano pedagogues approached the issue in diferent ways. For 
example, attention featured frequently in writings by the “arm weight” school. 
Te treatises in this tradition were mostly theoretical and explanatory, and 
ofen drew on contemporary physiology and psychology, as opposed to the 
fnger school, which focused on providing a wealth of practical exercises.42 

German piano pedagogue Rudolf Maria Breithaupt, for example, consid-
ered attention as a characteristic of fnger school piano pedagogy, with its 
focus on ideals of “immobility” and “fxation.” “To play ‘fxed,’” he wrote, “is 
perhaps the same as to play ‘with concentrated attention.’” Here, attention 
was identifed as the cause of the rigidity, not desirable in piano playing. By 
contrast to this artifcial fxation, Breithaupt foregrounded muscular relax-
ation by emphasizing the importance of relaxed forearms, upper arms, and 
even shoulders.43 He advocated for the development of the body’s “natural 
playing-faculties,” arguing that “the arm must be weighted and yet loose in 
all its movements.”44 While sharing a similar emphasis on arm weight, Brit-
ish piano pedagogue Tobias Matthay provided a diferent, fuller account of 
attention. Instead of likening attention and inhibition to action alone, he 
identifed diferent kinds of attention, thereby proposing a kind of atten-
tional psychology. In Te Act of Touch in All Its Diversity: An Analysis and 
Synthesis of Pianoforte Tone-Production (1903), which underwent multiple 
editions by the mid-twentieth century, Matthay conceptualized attention 
multimodally, deeming it necessary for natural pianism. As he wrote, “Te 
act of Attention needed in playing, although it seems but a single fash of 
consciousness, is really a compound act, and that it must embrace two dis-
tinct purposes.”45 He diagrammed “the intelligence needed in piano-playing” 
as follows (Figure 12.3): 
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Figure 12.3. Matthay’s diagram of “the intelligence needed in piano-playing.” 

Matthay identifed two diferent levels of attention: (1) the “inward” or 
“aural” attention to music as a sonic phenomenon, and (2) the “outward” or 
“muscular” attention to “key-resistance.” Tese claims require some unpack-
ing. Te notion of “inward” or “aural” attention extends beyond hearing to 
include a vivid visualization of sonic imagery.46 Hence, attention is directed 
toward the intended object of our musical action. Te idea of “outward” and 
“muscular” attention, on the other hand, includes attention to our bodily 
parts in action as well as the interaction between our body and the instru-
ment, which, in Matthay’s words, refers to “the resistance the key ofers before 
it will move, and during its descent.” Muscular-sense is the “medium through 
which we thus become aware of key-resistance.”47 In this view, instead of 
merely acting upon the sounding mechanism of the instrument, the perform-
er’s body is also perceived by the performer in connection with their own 
position. Consequently, muscular attention is not equated with mere inhi-
bition of movement during an action but embraces a more nuanced phys-
icality. Although Matthay’s treatise did not include the terms “kinesthesia” 
or “proprioception,” he was aware of their sense and importance.48 His trea-
tises describe both awareness of the position and movement of body parts 
(proprioception) and a sense of the strength of efort required to move the 
body (kinesthesia). Figure 12.4 shows the procedure of Matthay’s “‘Aiming’ 



Figure 12.4. Matthay’s illustration of the “Aiming” exercise. 
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Exercises,” by which the student could bring their mind “properly on Key-
attention,” with both their “muscular-sense and aural-sense now keenly 
applied to each other.”49 

Matthey’s treatise can be evaluated from the viewpoint of psychological 
theory as well as in the context of practical piano pedagogy. As his approach 
demonstrates, early twentieth-century piano pedagogues identifed diferent 
kinds of attention—including attention to the object and to the attending 
agent—and contributed to expanding attentional discourse across diferent 
modalities. 

Unconscious Attention and Virtuosic Pianism 

In addition to describing pianistic attention as a psychological and physi-
ological phenomenon, late nineteenth-century treatises also proposed inte-
grated attention models related to action. Tis concept emerged particularly 
clearly in discussions surrounding virtuosity.50 Historically, the term virtu-
osity denoted not just performers but also composers and music theorists. 
Eighteenth-century French music theorist Sébastien de Brossard, for example, 
argued that “virtuoso” should be applied to excellent musicians who “apply 
themselves to the theory or the composition of music.”51 It was only in the 
nineteenth century that the term became associated primarily with extremely 
skilled performers. One of its key features was physical velocity—the speed at 
which musicians move their fngers. Intrigued by pianists’ sheer motor abil-
ities, several late nineteenth-century physiologists empirically investigated 
the speed of pianists’ muscle movements, ofen in collaboration with players 
themselves. Tese studies call into question the role of attention during rapid, 
complicated passages. 

To take one example: In 1902, James Paget, a leading medical fgure of the 
time, collaborated with pianist Natalia Janotha. He was particularly interested 
in the rapidity with which she performed Mendelssohn’s Perpetuum Mobile, 
Op. 119, clocking her at 4 minutes and 3 seconds.52 Janotha did not leave a 
recording of this particular piece, thus no verifcation of her speed is possible, 
yet it would seem to fall well within the range of plausibility (for context, some 
twentieth-century recordings have a duration of less than three minutes).53 

Certainly, her rendition was fast enough to impress Paget. According to his 
calculation, Mendelssohn’s piece contained 5,595 notes, which meant that Jan-
otha had executed at least 72 bimanual fnger movements per second, even 
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without considering the movements of the hand, forearm, arm, and foot.54 

Later, physiologist Homer William Smith continued this line of investigation, 
working with American pianist David Saperton. On studying Saperton’s play-
ing, Smith concluded that, even focusing on fnger actions alone (i.e., leaving 
aside the movements of other body parts involved in performance), “a speed 
of 20 to 30 notes per second may involve 400 to 600 separate motor actions.”55 

Overall, Smith concluded that efortful attention had little infuence on virtu-
osic motor execution, maintaining that “in the most complicated patterns of 
voluntary [motor] activity, consciousness may play a very limited role.”56 

Tis point can be made concrete by examining Saperton’s performance 
of one of Leopold Godowsky’s piano pieces. Figure 12.5 shows the beginning 
of Godowky’s Study No. 47, “Badinage,” from 53 Studies on Chopin’s Études, 
which combines Chopin’s études Op. 10, No. 5 (“Black Key”) and Op. 25, 
No. 9 (“Butterfy”), both in G fat major. Each étude requires complex fn-
ger actions on its own, and performing the combination of the two études 
requires even more complex motor coordination. 

Godowsky was, of course, a signifcant pianist and pedagogue, as well as 
Saperton’s father-in-law. Like Breithaupt, whom we met earlier, Godowsky 
was a proponent of the relaxed “arm weight” school. He was also known to 
be a “wizard of technique,” and yet appeared to exert very little efort while 
playing.57 His student Heinrich Neuhaus observed that while executing his 
“super-acrobatic task,”  Godowsky’s face muscles demonstrated “enormous 
concentration” while his body appeared “terribly natural” and “completely 
efortless,” with no concentrative traces at all.58 Perhaps, then, extreme virtu-
osity stood in opposition to directed muscular attention? 

Tis conclusion seemed attractive, yet it was irreconcilable with theories 
of attention as efort, particularly those of American psychologist Taddeus L. 
Bolton. In his extensive study on rhythm (1894), Bolton described “eforts of 
attention” and more specifcally, mental “eforts to attend to sound.”59 Simi-
larly, in “Attention: A Historical Summary of the Discussion Concerning the 
Subject,” Bolton’s compatriot Lemon Leander Uhl wrote, “Physiologically, 
attention is a motor efort or a sensory impulse combined with motor inner-
vation.”60 Tese notions of attention in action—that is, attention as equated 
with muscular efort—seemed at odds with observations of virtuosic pianism 
and with the “arm weight” school of piano pedagogy. How could the two be 
reconciled? 

Among those who recognized and attempted to solve this conundrum 
was German physiologist Friedrich Adolf Steinhausen. In his treatise  Die 



Figure 12.5. Te beginning of Godowsky’s Étude No. 47 from 53 Studies on Chopin’s 
Études, “Badinage” (New York: Schirmer, 1899), combining Chopin’s Étude Op. 10, 
No. 5 (“Black Key”) and Étude Op. 25, No. 9 (“Butterfy”). 
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physiologischen Fehler und die Umgestaltung der Klaviertechnik (1913), Stein-
hausen argued for unconscious attending in action, writing that “only the 
goal of the movement, the intention or purpose, is continually conscious to 
us.”61 He claimed that “the muscular position and motion senses” that play a 
great role in piano playing are “totally unconscious (alles unbewußt).”62 Te 
natural or passive motions (promoted by the arm weight school) are gen-
erated by weight and elasticity, not active focus. In fact, in order to learn to 
play the piano, an unlearning (das Verlernen) of disturbing and unnecessarily 
controlling forms of attention was required, this being “in the real sense[,] a 
mental process.”63 

Attention, in Steinhausen’s formulation, thus plays a signifcant role in 
virtuosic performance, but difers from the conscious attention accompanied 
by motor innervation, constituting instead a kind of automaticity. It is also 
distinguished from the more widely known Helmholtzian notion of inatten-
tion, which dictates, according to James’s characterization, that “we leave all 
impressions unnoticed which are valueless to us as signs,” as in the perception 
of upper partial tones.64 In Steinhausen’s framework, attention is an uncon-
scious proprioceptive sense, a form of muscular intention manifested on and 
through the body. 

Conclusions 

Tis chapter has examined various aspects of attention in the context of late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century psychology and music pedagogy. It 
reveals that theories of auditory, rather than visual, attention contributed to 
the emergence of an account of attention as action. Te physiological con-
sequences of this approach toward attention were explored and expanded 
in piano pedagogy, particularly by “arm weight” pianists active in the early 
1900s. Histories of music pedagogy ofen credit advocates of this pedagogi-
cal school with introducing a “naturalistic” style of playing that engaged the 
entire body rather than focusing solely on the fngers. I have highlighted a 
diferent contribution made by these treatises by reading them through the 
lens of psychological theory. As demonstrated, the piano pedagogues in the 
arm weight tradition distinguished between various kinds of attention and 
thus recognized musical activity as a fertile arena for observing the relation-
ship between attention and muscular action. Tey also considered the role 
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of efort in attention and the possibility of attention not only to but also in 
action, as a muscular (rather than purely mental) phenomenon. 

Historians of psychology ofen point out that attention has long been 
studied as a facet of perception, focusing on internal mental processes.65 Espe-
cially post-1950, when defnitions of attention as “selection-for-perception” 
were dominant, auditory focus was primarily studied in response to external 
sounding stimuli and “in the absence of actions.”66 Not until the late 1980s did 
certain scholars advance an action-related approach,67 arguing that “viewing 
attention and action in isolation would not ofer a realistic representation of 
either of the two types of processes.”68 Teir approach was not entirely novel, 
however. As demonstrated in this chapter, an attempt to integrate attention 
and action was already present in various forms in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, especially in the discussions of musical activities 
such as piano playing. Because keyboard performance involves a complex 
interplay between the intended object of attention (the music) and the per-
forming/attending subject (the player), it necessitates a theory of attention 
that goes beyond “the auditory self ” or the “attentive ear,” casting the pia-
nist as the agent of embodied attending. Te piano treatises examined in this 
chapter, when viewed in relation to physiological and psychological theories 
of their day, thus represent an important part of the history of attention. 
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