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retreat to for escapist fantasies or entertainment and convert it into discomforting
reminders of that from which we sought to hide—political control and money.

If American musicology is concerned with polishing the surfaces of composi-
tions for affirmative appreciation—indeed with polishing the entire history of
style into a chain of bright, attractively packaged commodities—what sort of his-
torical narrative would Attali’s model produce? He has provided an outline,
filled in occasionally with evocative examples that whet (but do not fully satisfy)
the appetite. Such spottiness is characteristic of the early stages of most para-
digm shifts. But his model does offer the key to a revitalized version of the his-
tory of Western (and even, by extension, non-Western) music, and it is possible
to apply it productively to repertories he does not discuss at length.

For instance, several elements of seventeenth-century music can be richly
illuminated both by Attali’s succession of stages (Sacrifice, Representation, etc.)
and by his concept of examining the opposition of socially legitimated order and
noise in explaining style change. Polemic discussions concerning style—rival
taxonomies, competitive claims to authorized lines of descent, and ideologically
polarized sets of tastes—were rampant in the seventeenth century, indicating that
it might be a period of particular interest to an enterprise connecting music and
social/economic factors. But the seventeenth century is not usually treated very
seriously in musicology, for its music is (in terms of our standard tonal expecta-
tions) noise. If we take Attali at his most daring and permit ourselves to assume
that music truly heralds changes that are only later apparent in other aspects of
culture, we may find explanations for several problems in seventeenth-century
music scholarship: for the upheaval in style around 1600, for the peculiar contra-
dictory story concerning the invention of opera advanced by its first practi-
tioners, for the staunch resistance in France to Italian style, and for modern
musicology’s tendency to write the century off as primitive.

Attali locates the stage of Representation (music for the bourgeois audience)
in the nineteenth century. I wish to propose that it appeared much earlier, that
it was ushered in with great fanfare with the invention of opera, monody, and
sonata in the first decade of the seventeenth century.

Indeed, opera was first called stile rappresentativo, and its express purpose
was to make spectators believe in—to experience directly—the dramatic strug-
gles enacted in its performances. In place of the equal-voiced polyphony of the
previous style (now dubbed by the rebels as the prima prattica [*“first practice,’’
as opposed to the new, modern ‘‘second practice’’], it made use of flamboyant,
virtuosic individuals. Its technical means involved a particular transformation of
earlier syntactical procedures that resulted in constant surface control and long-
term goal orientation (the essential ingredients of tonality and, not coinci-
dentally, of capitalism).

It is significant that opera (and parallel solo genres) developed not in the con-
text of the hereditary feudal aristocracy (which is often assumed by historians
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and social critics of opera), but in the courts of northern Italy that were sustained
by commerce and later, after 1637, in public opera houses. Despite the humanis-
tic red herrings proffered by Peri, Caccini, and others to the effect that they were
reviving Greek performance practices, these gentlemen knew very well that they
were basing their new reciting style on the improvisatory practices of contem-
porary popular music. Thus the eagerness with which the humanist myth was
constructed and elaborated sought both to conceal the vulgar origins of its tech-
niques and to flatter the erudition of its cultivated patrons.

Moreover, the plots themselves repeatedly involve the subversion of the in-
herited social hierarchy. Orfeo as a demigod (between the gods and the plebian
shepherds) willfully breaks through traditional barriers, first in his seduction of
the deified nobility through his great individual virtuosity that wins him admis-
sion into the forbidden Inferno, and second in his apotheosis. Monteverdi’s
Poppea, Alidoro in Cesti’s Orontea, and Scarlatti’s Griselda succeed in penetrat-
ing the aristocracy by force of their erotic charms, talent, or virtue (all of which
qualify as noise in a static, ordered social structure). What is represented, what
one is made to believe in this music is the rightful emergence of the vital, supe-
rior middle-class individual in defiance of the established, hereditary class sys-
tem.

That there should have been attempts at dismissing the new style as noise is
to be expected, and the spokesmen for traditional authority rushed in with lists
of errors committed by the new composers in voice-leading and dissonance con-
trol (quite literally complaints concerning the mischanneling of violence). The
almost raw erotic energy of the new style swept over Europe, nonetheless, meet-
ing real opposition in only one place: the France of Louis XIV. This too is to
be expected, for the individual-centered explosivity of the Italian compositional
procedures (with their compelling momentum, enjambments, and climaxes),
performance practices (with improvised effusions added on the spot by the indi-
vidual singer), and subversive plots could only have revealed the oppressiveness
of Louis’ absolutist regime of enforced Platonic harmony. Italian music was, in
fact, banned in France, clearly for ideological reasons; but the documents com-
paring Italian and French styles refer not to politics directly, but to matters of
orderliness, harmoniousness, and tastefulness (French bon goiit or good taste
versus Italian noise). If the violence of Italian music is right on the surface,
luring us along and detonating periodically to release its pent-up tension, vio-
lence is equally present in French music—but it is inaudible. It is that which has
silenced the noise, systematically siphoned off the tension, leaving only pretty
blandness. The most worrisome aspects of music to a regimented society—the
areas in which noise is most likely to creep in, such as physical motion and orna-
mentation—are the most carefully policed in French performance. Exact for-
mulas for the bowing of stringed instruments and for the precise execution of
ornaments were codified and enforced: the performer was most regulated
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exactly where he would ordinarily be permitted to exercise greatest individual
spontaneity.

Why does musicology avoid taking the seventeenth century seriously? Pre-
cisely because the ideological struggles that put tonality, opera, and solo instru-
mental music (and their economic, philosophical, and political counterparts) in
place by the eighteenth century are distressing to witness—especially if one
wants to hang onto the belief that tonality (and capitalism, parliamentary
democracy, Enlightenment rationalism) are inevitable and universal. Only when
the dust of the seventeenth century settles and the new ideological structures are
sufficiently stabilized to seem eternal can we begin to perform acts of canoniza-
tion and the kind of analysis that seeks to confirm that ours is truly the only
world that works. The seventeenth century reveals the social nature and thus the
relative status of tonal music’s ‘‘value-free’” foundation.

This interpretation of the seventeenth century goes counter to Attali’s only in
that he places the transition to Representation considerably later. It validates,
however, the concepts central to his position: that music announces changes that
only later are manifested in the rest of culture and that it is in terms of the noise/
order polarity that styles define themselves ideologically against predecessors or
contemporaneous rival practices. A history of Western music rewritten on the
basis of these principles would be extraordinarily valuable, for musicians still
stuck with sterile chronologies, but especially for nonmusicians who (as Attali
demonstrates so well) must have access to the kinds of insights music offers.

Attali’s term for the hope of the future, Composition, seems strange at first
glance, for this is the word used in Western culture for centuries to designate
the creation of music in general. But the word has been mystified since the nine-
teenth century, such that it summons up the figure of a semidivine being, struck
by holy inspiration, and delivering forth ineffable delphic utterances. Attali’s
usage returns us to the literal components of the word, which quite simply means
*‘to put together.”’ It is this demystified yet humanly dignified activity that Attali
wishes to remove from the rigid institutions of specialized musical training in
order to return it to all members of society. For in Attali’s eyes, it is only if the
individuals in society choose to reappropriate the means of producing art them-
selves that the infinite regress of Repetition (whether in the sense of externally
generated serial writing or of mass reproduction) can be escaped.

In the scant seven years since Noise was published, extraordinary evidence
of such tendencies in music has emerged. It was in the mid-1970s that New
Wave burst on the scene in England, with precisely the motivation suggested by
Attali at his most optimistic and with the mixed results he also realistically antic-
ipated. Many of the original groups began as garage bands formed by people
not educated as musicians who intended to defy noisily the slickly marketed
‘‘nonsense’’ of commercial rock. The music is often aggressively simple syntac-
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tically, but at its best it conveys most effectively the raw energy of its social and
musical protest. It bristles with genuine sonic noise (most of it maintains a deci-
bel level physically painful to the uninitiated), and its style incorporates other
features that qualify as cultural noise: the bizarre visual appearance of many of
its proponents, texts with express political content, and deliberate inclusion of
blacks and of women (not as the traditional ‘‘dumb chicks’’ singing to attract
the libidinous attention of the audience, but—taboo of taboos—as competent
musicians playing instruments, even drums).

The grass-roots ideology of the New Wave movement has been hard to sus-
tain, as the market has continually sought to acquire its products for mass repro-
duction. Even among the disenfranchised, the values of capitalism are strong,
and many groups have become absorbed by the recording industry. The realiza-
tion that much of their most ardent protest was being consumed as ‘‘style”’
caused a few groups, such as the Sex Pistols, to disband shortly after they
achieved fame. But while there exists a powerful tendency for industry to con-
tain the noise of these groups by packaging it, converting it into style-commod-
ity, the strength of the movements is manifested by the seeming spontaneous
generation of ever more local groups. The burgeoning of Composition, still
somewhat theoretical in Attali’s statement of 1977, has been actualized and is
proving quite resilient.

The same seven-year period has witnessed a major shift in ‘‘serious’’ music,
away from serialism and private-language music toward music that strives once
again to communicate. Whether performance art, minimalism, or neo-tonality,
the new styles challenge the ideology of the rigorous, autonomous, elitist music
produced in universities for seminars. They call into question the institutions of
academic training and taxonomies, of orchestras and opera houses, of recording
and funding networks.

Many of the principal figures in these new styles come from groups tradi-
tionally marginalized, who are defined by the mainstream as noise anyway, and
who thus have been in particularly good positions to observe the oppressive
nature of the reigning order. Women, for instance, are not only strongly repre-
sented in these new modes of Composition—they are frequently leaders, which
has never before been the case in Western ‘‘art’” music. Instead of submitting
their voices to institutionalized definitions of permissible order, composers such
as Laurie Anderson and Joan La Barbara celebrate their status as outsiders by
highlighting what counts in many official circles as noise. Some individuals
composing new kinds of music were originally associated with other media
(David Hykes with film, for instance) or have found their most responsive
audiences among dancers and visual artists (Philip Glass). All are people who
managed not to be silenced by the institutional framework, who are dedicated
to injecting back into music the noise of the body, of the visual, of emotions,
and of gender.



158 OO AFTERWORD

For the most part, this music is far more vital than the music of Repetition,
which has deliberately and systematically drained itself of energy. Many practi-
tioners of Composition fight the tendency toward objectification by making live,
multimedia performance a necessary component of the work. Others (such as
Pauline Oliveros) explore the possibility of breaking down the barrier between
producer and consumer by designing instructions for participatory events. Col-
laborative efforts (combining music, drama, dance, video) are prominent in
these movements. The traditional taxonomic distinction between high and
popular culture becomes irrelevant in the eclectic blends characteristic of this
new music, and indeed many of these new composers are as often as not
classified as New Wave and perform in dance clubs. A new breed of music critic
(such as John Rockwell and Gregory Sandow) has begun to articulate the way
the world looks (and sounds) without the distortion of that distinction.

Composition, as Attali defines it, is coming increasingly to the fore, dis-
placing the musical procedures and the networks of Repetition. That these new
movements signal not simply a change in musical taste but also of social climate
seems extremely plausible, though how exactly the change will be manifested
in other areas of culture remains to be seen. At the very least the new movements
seem to herald a society in which individuals and small groups dare to reclaim
the right to develop their own procedures, their own networks. Noise, by ac-
counting theoretically for these new ways of articulating possible worlds through
sound and by demonstrating the crucial role music plays in the transformation
of societies, encourages and legitimates these efforts.
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