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Introduction

An utterly remarkable device [the phonograph] . . . and no one can as yet envision all
the remarkable that may follow from this invention.

Ann Charlotte Leffler (1878)1

Music changed in the Western world during the twentieth century. Not only in its styles,
modes of production, and consumption, but also, more constitutively, in the very idea of what
music is. From having been regarded as primarily an activity, a process, or a course of events,
music was increasingly heard, conceived of, and talked about as a kind of thing, an enduring
abstract kind of object, a musical ‘work’. This change was itself a complex process, parts of
which occurred long before the twentieth century, in the tradition known as classical
music.2 Nevertheless, crucial transformations bringing the complex together did not come
about until the interwar years (c. 1919–39), with the entry of electrified recording technology
and the rise of solitary listening being its most conspicuous factors. As I have suggested else-
where,3 this process involved the phonogram – from wax roll, to shellac, and subsequently to
vinyl disc – in a double role, as both sign and medium, in a suppositious communication
chain between a sender and a receiver. Imprinted as a natural sign on record, the evanescent
sound of music could thereby be conceived of as a carrier of an abstract object – the work –

communicated from composer via musician to listener, in a way functionally similar to ordi-
nary commodity exchange.4
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1 Quoted in Tony Franzén, Gunnar Sundberg, and Lars Thelander, Den talande maskinen: De första inspelade ljuden i

Sverige och Norden (Helsingfors: Finlands ljudarkiv 2008), 19.

2 See Anne Barron, ‘Copyright Law’s Musical Work’, Social and Legal Studies 15/1 (2006); Carl Dahlhaus, Die Idee der

absoluten Musik (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1978); Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the

Philosophy of Music (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992); Reinhard Strohm, ‘Looking Back at Ourselves: The Problem with the

Musical Work-Concept’, in The Musical Work: Reality or Invention?, ed. Michael Talbot (Liverpool: Liverpool

University Press., 2000); Heinz von Loesch, ‘“Musica” und “opus musicum”. Zur Frühgeschichte des musikalischen

Werkbegriffs’, in Musikwissenschaft zwischen Kunst, Ästhetik und Experiment, ed. Reinhard Kopiez, Barbara

Barthelmes, and Heiner Gembris (Würzburg: Königshausen und Neumann, 1998).

3 Ulrik Volgsten, ‘Work, Form and Phonogram: On the Significance of the Concept of Communication for the Modern

Western Concept of Music’, IRASM: International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 46/2 (2015).

4 Nicolas Cook writes similarly about ‘[t]he idea of music being some kind of intellectual property to be delivered

securely from composer to listener’. See Nicholas Cook, ‘Between Process and Product: Music and/as

Performance’, Music Theory Online 7/2 (2001). www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.01.7.2/toc.7.2.html. However, Cook
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The aim of this inquiry is to substantiate this claim by uncovering and analysing a partic-
ular discursive formation that enabled a work-centred, reifying listening – a listening predi-
cated on a belief that what one hears is a materialization of an abstract object – which
became prominent during the interwar years. By analysing its discursive conditions, it will
also be possible to show how such a way of understanding what music is could gain foothold
at all.5 Two areas of practice that came to intersect during the interwar years, but which have
been largely overlooked by musicologists and music historians, will be examined. The first
considers issues of copyright and authorship legislation, both theoretical and practical. The
second considers solitary home listening as it was addressed by the new journalistic genre
of the record review. Whereas the sources concerning copyright have an international
European provenance, the record reviews have their source in Swedish daily newspaper crit-
icism.6 Although local, the assumption is that the reviews are part of a wider international
trend concerning mainly classical music,7 whereas a reifying work-centred listening would
include genres such as jazz, rock, and folk music only later.8 Considering copyright discourse,
the aim is to show its significance for aesthetic matters traditionally believed to be safeguarded
from prosaic matters such as economy and jurisdiction. More specifically, once the work con-
cept is subject to the law, its use becomes fixed beyond the vicissitudes of everyday musical

discusses (recent) musicological debate rather than analyses its discursive conditions. On a slightly different note,

Arved Ashby regards the shift ‘from music as social activity to music as individual and inactive consumption’ as ‘par-

adoxically . . . entrench[ing] the idea of autonomous musical texts’, see Arved Ashby, Absolute Music, Mechanical

Reproduction (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010), 209. By showing the logic of this shift, the present

analysis will hopefully resolve the paradox.

5 Thus, exploring a more profound transformation than merely of ‘the way we listen to music and the way music is per-

formed’. Timothy Day, A Century of Recorded Music: Listening to Musical History (New Haven, CT: Yale University

Press, 2000), ix.

6 Source material is either referenced in the text via primary and secondary literature or, when not, derives fromWIPO,

www.wipo.int/treaties/en/ip/berne/ (accessed 15 March 2023), or the Swedish daily Svenska Dagbladet (issues covered

1919–39).

7 One of the earliest record reviews in Svenska Dagbladet, and quite likely in the country at large, was published in early

December 1923 and considered a recording of Tchaikovsky’s Symphonie Pathétique by the Royal Albert Hall

Orchestra, conducted by Sir Landon Ronalds on His Master’s Voice. This same recording had been reviewed in the

British magazine The Gramophone in its September issue of the same year, which quite possibly served as a model

for the Swedish review (the latter is an independent review and not a copy). In France, record reviews were published

in the daily Le Temps as early as 1920. See SophieMaisonneuve, L’invention du disque 1877–1949: Genèse de l’usage des

médias musicaux contemporains (Paris: Éditions des archives contemporaines, 2009), 210. The Gramophone published

its first issue in April 1923. In other words, the Swedish example shows that the trend reached beyond the centre of

Europe. For southern and eastern European examples, see Benedetta Zucconi, ‘Phonographic Awareness: Recorded

Sound in Early Twentieth-Century Italy between Aesthetic Questions and Economic Struggles’, in Phonographic

Encounters: Mapping Transnational Cultures of Sound, 1890–1945, ed. Elodie Roy and Eva Moreda Rodriguez

(London: Routledge, 2022); Ferenc János Szabó, ‘Record Criticism and New Attitudes of Music Listeners’, paper pre-

sented at the conferenceNeue Sachlichkeit North and South – TransformingMusic during the European Interwar Years

(and Beyond), Stockholm, April 2024.

8 See David Horn, ‘Some Thoughts on the Work in Popular Music’, in The Musical Work: Reality or Invention?, ed.

Michael Talbot (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000); Mischa van Kan, ‘Presenting the Studio on Record

Covers: Changing the Understanding of Swedish Jazz Records’, Popular Music and Society 45/4 (2022); Martin

Scherzinger, ‘Music, Spirit Possession and the Copyright Law’, Yearbook for Traditional Music 31 (1999).
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practice. Thus, besides their historical relevance, the findings are important in that they sug-
gest how a reifying and principally idealist concept of the musical work could achieve a heg-
emonic status that has come to prevail even to this day.9

This inquiry subscribes to a discourse theoretic approach initially developed by Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe and recently expanded through Jason Glynos’s and David
Howarth’s theory of ‘fantasmatic logics’. The approach proposes a social ontology according
to which discursivity is a fundamental meaning-making principle.10 As such, discursivity
involves the identification of subjects and objects through subject and object positions,11

and also types of projects and practices and their logical organization.12 An object, for
instance, is identified and individuated by becoming related to other objects to which it differs
and thus becomes a potentially meaningful sign. Likewise, a ‘subject is . . . no more than a void
in the symbolic order whose identity and character is determined only by its identifications’.13

However, an identification and individuation of subjects and objects would remain a field of
haphazard floating signifiers were it not for the practice of discursive articulation. Through
articulation, subjects and objects are organized around central nodes of significance, enabling
the demarcating of social practices and imposing order and structure.14 But since there is
bound to occur conflicts of interest concerning such organization, from individual to
group levels, the meanings and limits that a discursive articulation aims to settle are always
precarious.15 For instance, in the present case, the reifying tendency of solitary listening to
recorded music conflicted with central assumptions underlying the long established practices
of both concert going and amateur music making in the home.
Since the issue here is aesthetic, it will be of particular importance that what people hear

and listen to – in this case music – is to a large extent discursively determined.16

Specifically, the approach will enable a detailed analysis of the interwar reification of
music, explaining why it is more than simply an affordance chosen among possible alterna-
tives by coincidence or preference (multiplied through herd mentality). Instead, it is more
likely the result of different areas of social practice being discursively tied together – copyright

9 As pointed out by Lydia Goehr, ‘the contemporary use of the work-concept does not confine us to “concert” music

produced since 1800’, see Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, 245.

10 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe,Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (London:

Verso, 1985), 112.

11 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, xi, 11.

12 Jason Glynos and David Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory (London: Routledge,

2007), 78f, 129.

13 Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation, 119. In addition to fantasmatics, Glynos and Howarth’s is also a

theory of social logics and political logics, aspects which will not be dealt with explicitly in this analysis.

14 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 96, 113. Rather than referring to given empirical entities as the

starting point of inquiry, ‘discourse’ is an analytical concept the purpose of which is to delimit the scope of discursive

articulation to be studied. See Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips, Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method

(London: Sage, 2002), 143.

15 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 98.

16 On the relation in music between the discursive and the affective (the latter of which will not be discussed here), see

Ulrik Volgsten and Tobias Pontara, ‘Music as Embodied and Emergent: Expanding on a Theme by Joseph Margolis’,

IRASM: International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 54/1 (2023).
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and solitary home listening in particular, and assumedly also other music practices such as
composing, playing, and recording – practices which also involves the subjective identifications
of the participants of the field of music, such as the audience and ultimately the individual lis-
tener.17 In other words, the analysis will show how affordances of music practices during the
interwar years are systematically regulated by discourse.18 Keeping the complex of practices
together is the common nodal point constituted by the concept of the reified musical ‘work’.19

Considering the notion of reification, it is applied here without any assumption that a non-
contingent, or ‘true’, sense of subject or object – such as the listener or the music – is possible
to attain beyond discursive contingency. On the contrary, meaning and significance is always
precarious, inviting struggles for new nodal centralities.20 Reification, in the present analysis,
thus refers to the idea that ephemeral music is a temporary materialization of an enduring
ideal object, most prominently manifested in the abstract musical work. But it also refers
to the dissimulation of the historical and political contingency of the idea, that is, a natural-
ization of the notion (of the work) aiming to reduce any conflicts in the social order and
impose a hegemonic regime.21 Further details of the discourse theoretic approach will be
introduced as they are applied to the empirical material. The practices of copyright, or
right of authorship, and solitary home listening to recorded music, as implied by the record
review, are summarized in the first two sections and put under discourse theoretic scrutiny in
the third and fourth. A final conclusion is drawn in the fifth and last section.

The work of composers, musicians, and record producers: whose rights?
The musical work concept grew increasingly important during the nineteenth century.
Originally referring to material scores and treatises during the fifteenth and sixteenth

17 For matters of space, radio broadcasting is not discussed here, but see Benedetta Zucconi, ‘Pensare la radio. Fratture

mediali nel dibattito giuridico italiano degli anni Trenta’, Musica/Realtà 40/120 (2019).

18 It is notable that when Eric Clarke states that ‘a recording is always both a work and a performance’, the discursive

ordering of recorded music’s affordances is largely taken for granted. See Eric Clarke, ‘The Impact of Recording on

Listening’, Twentieth-Century Music 4/1 (2007).

19 Because of the inevitable instability of any discourse, this complex appears as a whole only within ‘the horizon of an

impossible totality’. Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 122.

20 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 134–6. The alienating effects of reification will be discussed in

context. As stated in the opening paragraph, this reification is part of a complex process involving events long before

the twentieth century, not least the invention of musical notation, which itself can be regarded as a sort of early reifi-

cation of music. However, notations were not regarded as music, but as descriptions of or instructions for singing and

playing.

21 The subject is under-researched. Among the few existing publications of significance is an illuminating inquiry by

Timothy Taylor, who analyzes ‘the conversion of music from music as something that people made themselves to a

commodified and reified “music” that people bought’. However, Taylor’s focus is not, as in the present inquiry, on the

reification of the musical work, but on the alienating tendency of piano-roll advertisements that ‘hide the social rela-

tions of the making of the music they played back, as well as masking the industrial production of the music recorded’.

See Timothy Taylor, ‘The Commodification of Music at the Dawn of the Era of “Mechanical Music”’, Ethnomusicology

51/2 (2007), 293, 295. Likewise, but on a different account, Jonathan Lewis delves into the reification of the aesthetics of

music in the twentieth century, but highly interesting as the study is, it only indirectly touches on the present issue of

the reification of the work. See Jonathan Lewis, Reification and the Aesthetics of Music (London: Routledge, 2016).
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centuries,22 the concept was reformed in romantic and idealist aesthetics, subsequently spark-
ing interest also in juridical circles where the idea of a composer’s right became a topic of the-
oretical discussion.23 However, the development was not as straightforward as it might seem
in the traditional history of music. Especially in the German lands, legal and aesthetic discus-
sions concerning the nature of the musical work evolved mutually.
At the beginning of the century, legal issues concerned copying of scores and sheet music.

The right to copy belonged to the owner of the written manuscript, the first owner of which
was the composer, who might sell it to a printer who thereby became its rightful new owner.
However, there existed no obvious concept of an abstract musical work. This is evident in the
case of an unauthorized arrangement of Carl Maria von Weber’s Der Freischütz as late as
1822. The court turned to none other than the famous author and music critic E. T. A.
Hoffmann, who was also a trained lawyer, to give his view on the matter. According to
Hoffmann a piano arrangement could not be regarded as a tampering with an abstract
work, the way versions and translations of literary works were seen. Thus, the arranger had
not committed any crime. Although Johann Gottlieb Fichte had defined the literary work
as consisting of the author’s ideas, the prevailing view of music was the infamous Kantian,
that music did not consist of ideas but of playful sensations.
By the time of the PreussianUrheberrechtsgesetz of 1837, the legal and aesthetic discussions

had reached a consensus that music was, after all, to be regarded as expressions of the com-
poser’s ideas. The result was a law that assigned the right to both printing and performances
of musical works to the composer. As such the law implied an abstract work as a general
underlying principle for the two types of practice. And although no theory had yet been con-
sistently formulated that would define such a work, a legal practice was more or less settled by
1840.24 Nevertheless, there remained contradictory tendencies in aesthetic theory as well as in
musical practice that would repercuss soon enough.
A significant tone had been set in the German discussion by themusic theorist and founder

of the journal Berliner Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, Adolf Berhard Marx (who, like
Hoffmann, was also a trained lawyer).25 Marx summarized his views in the essay Die Form
in der Musik in 1856. Of particular interest here is Marx’s category of ‘singular forms’
(Einzelformen), the prototype of which is the free fantasia, but which also contains ‘those
metamorphoses of established forms that have their origin in . . . the artist’.26 In brief, that
which the composer creates, which identifies the musical work and thus underlie the legal

22 von Loesch, ‘“Musica” und “opus musicum”’; Heinz von Loesch, ‘Musica Poetica – Die Geburtsstunde des

Komponisten?’, Musiktheorie 14 (1999), 84–91; Bonnie Blackburn, ‘On Compositional Process in the Fifteenth

Century’, Journal of the American Musicological Society 40/2 (1987).

23 The following paragraph draws mainly on Friedemann Kawohl’s, Urheberrecht der Musik in Preussen 1820–1840

(Tutzing: Hans Schneider, 2002).

24 Kawohl mentions a court case in Saxony in 1844 that did not accept the notion of an abstract musical work. See

Kawohl, Urheberrecht der Musik in Preussen, 151.

25 Kawohl, Urheberrecht der Musik in Preussen, 135, 222,

26 Adolf Berhard Marx, ‘Form in Music’, in Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven: Selected Writings on Theory and

Method, selected and trans. Scott Burnham (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 88.
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claims to both print and performance, is the individual abstract form of the work. Thus, it
might seem as if a clear-cut concept of the abstract musical work had finally been determined.
Nevertheless, as Marx also points out, ‘the characteristic essence of art rests precisely in its

revelation of spiritual content – the Idea – through material embodiment’.27 The phrase
reveals the Aristotelian tonic of Marx aesthetics, according to which form is immanent in
matter. The composer would thus be limited to create only potential music, whereas it
would take a musician (or perhaps a printer) to present actual music (in a similar
Aristotelian vein Eduard Hanslick’s famous dictum rules out the printer but maintains the
musician when locating true beauty to ‘sonically moved forms’).28 It would take until 1892
until a more Platonic-oriented view on musical creation was presented by the influential
legal scholar Josef Kohler. According to Kohler, the ‘multiple embodiment’ in sounding mat-
ter which the abstract work admits through its potential performances rather confirms the
work as ‘an existing – ideally existing – spiritual being’.29 Thus, in Kohler’s theory the per-
forming musician is firmly and unmistakably degraded to a contingent means, since the
abstract work exists ideally, without ever having to be materialized.
Although ontological specifications hardly surface in the acts of law – and neither are legal

scholars in full agreement on the ontology of music – a work concept such as Kohler’s
strengthened the theoretical basis for legal practice in the direction of a Platonic work that,
once created, exists beyond time and space regardless of ever being played or otherwise mate-
rialized.30 At the turn of the twentieth century, the reified abstract work is thus consolidated as
a statutory benchmark against which to measure music’s aesthetic and economic values, not
only in Germany but also abroad.
A driving force in this process was the international harmonization of legal principle

through the so-called Berne Convention of 1886 and its subsequent revisions in, for example,
Paris (1896) and Berlin (1908).31 By the time of its institution, recorded sound was already a
reality (Thomas Edison had invented the phonograph in 1877). However, since it did not
become the major content of sound recordings until the turn of the century, music on record
was considered by the Berne Convention for the first time in the Berlin revision of 1908, spec-
ifying in its article 13 that ‘[a]uthors of musical works have the exclusive right to authorize: (1)
the adaptation of these works to instruments serving to reproduce themmechanically; (2) the
public performance of the same works by means of these instruments’.
Of particular interest here, in that it furthers the reification of the work by relentlessly loos-

ening its ties from the performers and also sound producers, is the Berne treaty revision in

27 Marx, ‘Form in Music’, 56 (italics added).

28 EduardHanslick,On theMusically Beautiful, trans. Lee Rothfarb and Christoph Landerer. (Oxford: Oxford University

Press), 41; onHanslick’s Aristotelianism, seeMark Burford, ‘Hanslick’s Idealist Materialism’, 19th-CenturyMusic 30/2

(2006). It is notable that Grimm’s Wörterbuch defines musizieren as musik machen, that is, music making (music is

made when played).

29 Josef Kohler, Das literarische und artistische Kunstwerk und sein Autorschutz: eine juristisch-ästhetische Studie

(Mannheim: J. Bensheimer, 1892), 35.

30 See Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works, 2 and 106.

31 The United States did not sign the Berne Convention until 1989.
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Rome in 1928 and the heated discussions that followed. In the 1920s, playing of recorded
music in public venues, enabled by the new electrically amplified loudspeaker as well as
broadcasting through the new radio medium, initiated a discussion apparently at odds
with the conventional view. It involved various parties from musicians’ unions to radio
and gramophone companies and concerned a right for the musicians along the lines of the
composers’. In other words, a musicians’ right.32 The most obvious model for such a right
was the recent German Urheberrechtsgesetz of 1910, which accorded a right to performers
as ‘authors’ of their recordings – given the contribution was considered a substantive adap-
tation of the work performed. This proviso in practice meant that it was a right that only ben-
efitted soloists. Other members of the orchestra had no right to the recording whatsoever, a
circumstance the musicians’ unions wanted to change to the benefit of their members.33

However, the proposal for a musicians’ right met with strong negative reactions. For
instance, the lawyer Fritz Smoschewer claimed that were the proposal to be accepted, ‘[c]reat-
ing artists would be at risk of ominous commercial, moral, and even artistic dependency on
reproducing artists’, whereupon publisher Alexander Elster concluded that ‘[r]eproduction is
to be fundamentally separated from production’.34 When the issue was to be decided for the
1928 Rome revision, it was predictably turned down. And as the 1930s commenced, there was
no international agreement on musicians’ rights.
Instead, the initiative for an extended authors’ right to music was taken over by the record-

ing industry, which came together as an international organization, the International
Federation of the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), in 1933. To forward their interests, IFPI
called for full protection of recordings by the Berne Convention, its foremost lobbyist and
founder Amadeo Giannini arguing that ‘[a]ll the essential elements for disc production,
both technical and artistic, become elements of a complex work, where they harmonically
blend into one: the disc’.35

As such the record producer is to be considered as a creative ‘author’ in its own right,
whereas the musician is degraded from creative interpreter to mere executor.36 The plan
was to present a draft at the upcoming conference in Brussels in 1935, for yet another revision
of the Berne Convention. However, the conference was postponed, and when it eventually got
off the ground in 1948, after the Second World War, IFPI’s draft for assigning an author’s
right to the record producers was also turned down. In lieu, the record companies were
granted a right to compensation for the public use of recordings, whereas the singers and
players – who through their new International Federation of Musicians (FIM) had already
cancelled their claim to an author’s right – were moved down the hierarchy of what was to

32 Monika Dommann, Authors and Apparatus: A Media History of Copyright (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,

2019), 108; Olle Edström, På begäran: Svenska musikerförbundet 1907–1982 (Stockholm: Tiden, 1982), 142.

33 Rasmus Fleischer, ‘Protecting the Musicians and/or the Record Industry? On the History of “Neighbouring Rights”

and the Role of Fascist Italy’, Queen Mary Journal of Intellectual Property 5/3 (2015), 330.

34 Quoted in Dommann, Authors and Apparatus, 108.

35 Translated and quoted in Zucconi, ‘Phonographic Awareness’, 169f.

36 Fleischer, ‘Protecting the Musicians and/or the Record Industry?’, 333.
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be called ‘neighbouring rights’, whereby their lot was to negotiate with the positionally stron-
ger IFPI for monetary compensation.

From collective audiences to solitary listeners: activity or object?
Singers and players were in a precarious position during the interwar years. So too were the
listening public. Commenting on the concert life in the Weimar Republic in general and the
city of Frankfurt am Main in particular, the composer, conductor, and organizer of concerts
Paul Hindemith lamented in 1922 ‘the almost lost community between performers and lis-
teners’.37 Hindemith’s problem, which he shared with contemporary writers as different in
theoretical outlook as Theodor Adorno andHeinrich Besseler, concerned both social and aes-
thetic matters, both what the musical works were ‘for’, and what listening to their perfor-
mances was ‘about’. When, for instance, listeners complained about the dimmed lights
during concerts, the complaints had their source in the belief that the general purpose of con-
certs were social unity, which required enlightened visibility, whereas the lights were dimmed
to highlight what the concert performance was all about, the musical work.38

But whereas listening along formalist lines was not as widespread in the concert halls as its
proponents would assume – other commentators complained about the prevailing romantic
tendency of hearing music as an emotional outpouring of the composer’s soul, could the
music at all be heard above the ‘rustling of sandwich wrappers and candy bags’ among the
audiences39 – the most profound social change quite likely appeared at home, rather than
in the concert hall. This change also quite likely occurred in the listening to recorded
music, or as it was commonly put, in ‘playing the gramophone’. Notably, this was a change
in the ‘community between performers and listeners’ (as Hindemith saw it), but equally sig-
nificant, between the listeners themselves – aspects all furthering the reification and commod-
ification of music.
In the interwar home, the piano was still the dominating sign of cultural prestige. The prize

of a grand pianomade it a privilege of the upper classes, whereas an ordinary pianowas hardly

37 Quoted in Hansjakob Ziemer, ‘The Crisis of Listening in Interwar Germany’, The Oxford Handbook of Music Listening

in the 19th and twentieth Centuries, ed. Christian Thoreau and Hansjakob Ziemer (Oxford: Oxford University Press

2019), 101. The German case can be compared with that of Sweden. Of the three new state-subsidized concert insti-

tutions (symphony orchestras and concert halls), established in the early 1910s in the cities of Helsingborg, Gävle, and

Norrköping, all had witnessed a constantly decreased popularity by their twenty-fifth anniversaries. As a commentator

put it, ‘the orchestras show by and large the same desperate struggle with economic problems and an indifferent audi-

ence’. Yngve Flyckt, Svenskt musikliv (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell 1939), 49. The institutions of the bigger cities

Stockholm, Göteborg, and Malmö fared only slightly better. On the ‘depersonalization’ of the relation between per-

former and listener in the local context of the city of Göteborg, see Olle Edström, Göteborgs rika musikliv: En

översikt mellan världskrigen (Göteborg: Musikvetenskapliga avdelningen, 1996), 252.

38 See Ziemer, ‘The Crisis of Listening in Interwar Germany’, 105; on Besseler, see Matthew Pritchard, ‘Who Killed the

Concert? Heinrich Besseler and the Inter-War Politics of Gebrauchsmusik’, Twentieth-Century Music 8/1 (2012);

Carolin Duttlinger, ‘Musical Listening between Immersion and Detachment’, in Attention and Distraction in

Modern German Literature, Thought, and Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 2022.

39 Quoted in Ziemer, ‘The Crisis of Listening in Interwar Germany’, 101, 107.
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affordable for a working-class home.40Widening the focus from central Germany to include a
northern neighbour such as Sweden, for which German culture was a model, reveals an
increasing presence of the gramophone, predominantly in middle- and to some extent
working-class homes. Much less so in the upper-class salons, where it was often despised
as a cheap surrogate for ‘real’ music.41 As a commentator in the Swedish journal
Hemkultur (‘Homeculture’) put it, ‘there is much in hearing [höra], but far more in doing
[göra] music. Only the one who, in the capacity of being a singer or instrumentalist, performs
music in some form, reaches a deeper personal relation to its values.’42 The target is the gram-
ophone and the purportedly passive listening it promotes. An even more alarming tone is
voiced in the journal Nutidens hem (‘The contemporary home’), according to which the
gramophone has ‘deadly threatened’ to turn ‘musical activity . . . and joyful creativity’ into
‘languid passivity . . . and unproductive receptivity’. Fortunately, though, the writer finds res-
cue in new smaller piano models, which promise a future for home playing also in contem-
porary modern flats.43

To evade such accusations of passive hearing, and match with domestic playing and sing-
ing, the gramophone was often spoken of as an instrument to be played. And it was to be
played among family and friends. The collective ethos is particularly well illustrated in a
1928 advertisement in the city of Göteborg: ‘[i]n good company . . . “the new gramophone”
is at the centre of things’.44 However, this collective practice was already being challenged.
Particularly significant is the shift one can notice in the press during the interwar years,
from describing and reporting gramophone playing to that of listening to records,45 especially
in the new genre of the record review. Having appeared in Sweden for the first time in 1923,
record reviews occur regularly from 1926 in the Stockholm daily Svenska Dagbladet under the
headline Grammofonnytt (Gramophone News), followed by both other dailies and periodical
magazines.46 Although the reviews are initially dominated by reports of popular records, a
new national standard is set by Svenska Dagbladet when recordings of classical music are

40 Besides the piano there were of course other instruments played at home too, for instance the violin and the cello, of

which the former was also commonly used for folk music. Likewise, the guitar and the accordion were frequently used

for popular genres of the day. Needless to say, singing traversed genres. See Edström Göteborgs rika musikliv, 141–3,

197–9.

41 Edström,Göteborgs rika musikliv, 250; Ulrik Volgsten, ‘ATechnology and Its Vicissitudes: Playing the Gramophone in

Sweden 1903–1945’, Popular Music, 38 (2019).

42 Valdemar Dahlgren, ‘Skall man spara pianot till sist?’, Hemkultur: Månadstidskrift för de svenska hemmen 3/4

(1937), 30.

43 Herbert Johansson, ‘Musiken i hemmet’, Nutidens hem 4 (1935), 8.

44 Quoted in Edström, Göteborgs rika musikliv, 255.

45 Volgsten, ‘ATechnology and Its Vicissitudes’. In Swedish dailies before the 1930s, the words ‘listen’ and ‘listening’ only

rarely occur together with the word ‘gramophone’. See Alf Björnberg, ‘Vad lyssnar jag till när jag spelar mina gram-

mofonskivor? Den tidiga fonografins genresystem i Sverige’, inMusikens medialisering och musikaliseringen av medier

och vardagsliv i Sverige, ed. Ulrik Volgsten (Lund: Mediehistoriskt arkiv, 2019), 150.

46 Record reviews also occur regularly in the Stockholm daily Aftonbladet, albeit on a less ambitious level, whereas in the

major daily of Sweden’s second largest town Göteborg, Göteborgs handels- och sjöfartstidning, record reviews occur

only occasionally. Of journals and periodicals publishing record reviews during the interwar years, Charme,

Populär Radio, and Hemkultur can be mentioned. Only the latter covered classical music (see also footnote 7).
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reviewed by professionally trained critics towards the turn of the decade. The record review
thus increasingly bestows the gramophone and its records with an aura of scholarly serious-
ness and cultural prestige. In addition, the record review implies an entirely new way of lis-
tening to recorded music. Not only does the writing of a review require repeated listening
at will (which is not possible in a concert situation), but it also requires an undisturbed listen-
ing which more or less precludes listening in company with one’s family and friends. What
the review of recordings both implies and reinforces is thus a solitary listening to music which
is not only new, but also had hardly been possible before the advent of sound recording. The
tendency can be noted in comments such as in critic Kajsa Rootzén’s review of pianist Arthur
Schnabel’s recording of Franz Schubert’sMoments musicaux on His Master’s Voice: ‘it is as if
such a style of playing were made for intimate listening in privacy’.47

In tandem with this normalization of solitary listening there seems to be a shift in the
apprehension of what it is that the listener hears, how the listener makes sense of the record-
ing. Regarding the approximately sixty occasions in which records with classical music were
reviewed in Svenska Dagbladet between the years 1923 and 1939 (several records were
reviewed on each occasion, many times also including popular genres), one can observe a
shift in emphasis between three different ways of referring to the recordings. The first, dom-
inating from the outset to around 1930, refers to the recordings as ‘reproductions’ (reproduk-
tioner), or documentations of a past occasion. For instance, in the review of Hans
Knappertsbusch’s Odéon recording with the Berliner Staatsopernkapelle of Mozart’s
Symphony No. 40, the reviewer Helge Malmgren concludes that ‘[t]he recording has on
the whole succeeded well, although the sound of the violin is a little sharp in forte and
high register’.48 In other words, the recording is evaluated as a representation of an original
sound event, the musical performance.
The second way of referring, dominating until the middle of the decade,49 focuses on the

quality of the recorded performance (rather than on the recording of the performance), that
is, the musical interpretation, as for instance in composer-critic Moses Pergament’s review of
two recordings on HMV and Odeon, by Jascha Heifetz and Bronislaw Hubermann, of
Edward Elgar’s La Capricieuse: ‘[o]ne can compare bar by bar, if one wants to. Heifetz
plays the piece entirely brilliant. Hubermann is not inferior, but in addition puts more
emphasis on the character given by the title – La Capricieuse’.50

Finally, at the end of the 1930s, the reviews increasingly focus on the work that is recorded.
To the extent that the quality of the recording and the performance is mentioned, as for
instance in the quoted mentioning of Arthur Schnabel’s intimate playing, it is mainly as a
means to communicate the specific composition heard, which is to say the musical work.
This does not mean that the term is always used, although the concept is implied, as in the

47 Kajsa Rootzén, ‘Inspelat och avlyssnat’, Svenska Dagbladet 6 February 1938, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.

48 Helge Malmgren, ‘Grammofonnytt’, Svenska Dagbladet, 22 May 1939, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.

49 There was an interruption in the reviews between 1935 and 1938, perhaps due to the crisis of the recording business in

the 1930s. On the economic crisis of the early 1930s, and how it affected the recording industry, see Pekka Gronow and

Ilpo Saunio, An International History of the Recording Industry (London: Cassell, 1998).

50 Moses Pergament, ‘Grammofonrevy’, Svenska Dagbladet, 28 October 1934, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.
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following brief quote, once again by Kajsa Rootzén: in playing Maurice Ravel’s ‘Forlane’ and
Claude Debussy’s prelude in A minor, Arthur Rubinstein has an ‘almost bitingly firm grip on
the material’.51 Less focus on the performer and more on the work itself is exemplified in the
review of Ravel’s String Quartet in F major six months earlier, wherein Rootzén observes that
‘[t]he work is so rarely performed on our scenes, that it can be wise to have it [the work] avail-
able in a gramophone recording, as for instance that of the Lener Quartet’s distinguished
interpretation’. Significantly, nothing more is said about the interpretation, although the
work is said to harbour ‘a devotion and sincerity that feels enriching throughout’.52 A similar
focus on the work, at the expense of the performance, is her review of Carl Nielsen’s Sonata in
A, which after commenting on the work in positive terms ends by pointing out that ‘[t]he
work is available in a relatively recent recording, beautifully and sensibly interpreted by
Emil Telmanyi and Christian Christensen’.53

One could perhaps try to account for these changes in listening to music records by not-
ing that, by the turn of the decade, recordings are made with electrified technology
enabling the registration of an increased amount of audible detail, or that the three
ways of reviewing in Svenska Dagbladet can (largely) be accredited to three different
reviewers replacing each other (in temporal order: Helge Malmgren, Moses Pergament,
and Kajsa Rootzén). However, quality of reproduction was a central marketing argument
already during the heydays of Edison’s phonograph and would unlikely lead to any sud-
den conceptual change concerning the music listened to.54 Nor is it plausible that the
changes are merely the result of personal writing styles or preferences on the part of
the reviewers. And the change is so striking that it can hardly be explained away as a sim-
ple turn of phrase.
More relevant is that Rootzén’s focus on the work resonates with a contemporary

Sachlichkeit tendency, voiced for instance by Igor Stravinsky’s call to reduce the interpreter’s
impact on the performance and ‘to see what is really in the score’.55 In Sweden, Rootzén had
an important ally in her colleague and concert critic Julius Rabe (who did not review records).
Rabe’s objectivist leanings shine through eminently in a short essay in a volume dedicated to
the chief-editor of the dailyGöteborgs handels- och sjöfartstidning, headlined ‘ToWrite About
Music’ (Att skriva ommusik – that the topic concerns writing about music in daily criticism is

51 Kajsa Rootzén, ‘Inspelat och avlyssnat’, Svenska Dagbladet 3 July 1938, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.

52 Kajsa Rootzén, ‘Inspelat och avlyssnat’, Svenska Dagbladet 23 January 1938, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.

53 Kajsa Rootzén, ‘Inspelat och avlyssnat’, Svenska Dagbladet 13 November 1938, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.

54 To mention but one example from Svenska Dagbladet in 1912: an advertisement for Pathéfon gramophones states that

it ‘reproduces music, song and speech equally perfect’ and that its reproductions in comparison to other brands’ are

‘more natural, softer and pleasant’, Svenska Dagbladet, 15 December 1912, 10; for US examples, see Marsha Siefert,

‘Aesthetics, Technology, and the Capitalization of Culture: How the Talking Machine Became a Musical

Instrument’, Science in Context 8/2 (1995).

55 This Sachlichkeit tendency is typically exemplified in an interview by Rootzén with the conductor Ernest Ansermet,

who speaks about the conductor’s duty of not standing in the way of the work, but of reproducing it ‘in and for itself’.

Kajsa Rootzén. ‘Ernest Ansermet, Klassicistisk avant-garde-dirigent’, Svenska Dagbladet, 22 March 1936,

Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.
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obvious).56 To write about music, Rabe says, is to describe what happens in a composition.
Although the reviewer must take the composer’s creative process into account, there is no
mention whatsoever by Rabe of the performance of the music, how it sounds and is played.
And equally absent is any mention of the listener’s experience (thus contributing to the reifi-
cation of the musical work) – except that the listener should, after considering what the critic
writes about themusic, achieve a ‘richer experience of thework and a deeper understanding of
the composer’.57

And what way of listening could be better suited to the task than solitary home listening,
when there is no one else around to disturb one’s focus, and when the unique form of the
work can be grasped through repeated listening? Rabe would not have agreed, however, as
neither Adorno nor Besseler did at the time, all three despisingmusic recordings as an inferior
surrogate for the ‘real’ thing.58 But although Adorno would change his mind later in life,
speaking favourably about solitary listening to recorded music as ‘a perception that is com-
parable to reading’,59 its advantages were approved by Rootzén and other record critics
already in the 1930s.

Copyright and reification: the discursive hegemony of the work
The two previous sections describe crucial changes in discourse about music during the inter-
war period. The practices of composing, playing, listening, recording, law-making, and so on
make up a field of meaningful relations between various subjects (composers, players, listen-
ers), objects (recordings, musical works), and types of practice (concert performance, home
playing, solitary gramophone listening). It can be described as a field in that it gathers partic-
ipants who act together socially, that is, cooperatively or competitively in similar (yet differ-
ent) activities by similar (but not identical) means. In making sense of interactions and
practices, boundaries and demarcations are drawn, or articulated, both internally (e.g.,
what are the correct ways of doing things, and who are entitled to do what) and externally
(e.g., determining what belongs to the articulated practices, what does not). Because of the
multiplicity of interests involved, from individual to group levels, and with new participants
successively replacing the older, these boundaries and demarcations are never settled once

56 For a more detailed analysis of the development of Rootzén’s reviews, see Ulrik Volgsten, ‘Mediatization of Music,

Musicalization of Everyday Life: New Ways of Listening to Recorded Sound in Sweden during the Interwar Years,

1919–1939’, in Phonographic Encounters: Mapping Transnational Cultures of Sound, 1890–1945, ed. Elodie Roy

and Eva Moreda Rodriguez (London: Routledge, 2022).

57 Julius Rabe, ‘Att skriva ommusik’, in En bok tillägnad Torgny Segerstedt (Göteborg: Göteborgs Handelstidning, 1936),

208. Rabe was also programing director at the Swedish national radio-broadcasting company, see Edström, Göteborgs

rika musikliv, 134. His views on music and music criticism were hardly unique at the time, although they differ sig-

nificantly from those prevailing in the previous century, see Ulrik Volgsten, ‘Between Critic and Public. Listening to the

Musical Work in Stockholm during the Long 19th Century’, Swedish Journal of Music Research 97 (2015).

58 While Adorno refers to silent reading, one should be aware that silence and solitude (as in solitary listening to recorded

music) are not interchangeable phenomena. See Theodor Adorno, ‘The Form of the Phonograph Record’, trans.

Thomas Y. Levin, October 55 (1990); Heinrich Besseler, ‘Fundamental Issues of Musical Listening’, trans. Matthew

Pritchard and Irene Auerbach. Twentieth-Century Music 8/1 (2012).

59 Theodor Adorno, ‘Opera and the Long-Playing Record’, trans. Thomas Y. Levin. October 55 (1990), 64.
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and for all. They are continuously unsettled and contested. Discursive articulations such as
those discussed here can therefore be seen as specific ways, or attempts, to stabilize social
order within the field –whether this involves support of the pre-existing order or its question-
ing, contestation, and ultimate replacement by a new order.
Central in this articulatory practice – of fixating meaning in discursive fields by means of

specific discursive logics and regularities – is what Laclau and Mouffe describe as ‘the con-
struction of nodal points’:60 ‘Any discourse is constituted as an attempt to dominate the
field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a [meaningful] centre
[of practice].’61 As already suggested, that which constitutes the central and unifying node
of the practices under discussion here is the work. As an aesthetic and music-theoretical con-
cept, the work has a winding history. When it enters copyright and authorship legislation, it
serves the purpose of unifying claims to rule over both print and performance, such as for
instance in the proposed Platonist theory by Kohler.
Of central importance is the discourse theoretic explanation of how the work, given the

observed copyright regime, determines the subject positions available to the participants of
the field to identify with. In contrast to how the field was structured in, say, the ancien
régime before the end of the eighteenth century, when a composer often was a performing
Capellmeister and credit was assigned to a wealthy benefactor, it has by the interwar years
of the twentieth century become inhabited by distinct composers and musicians. This is to
a considerable extent a result of the discursive order which sets up a ‘system of differential
positions’,62 according to which composers and musicians are related but basically distinct.
Composers create musical works and musicians perform them (musical performance
being an ontic correlate to the ontological materialization of the created ideal work). One
can of course be both a performing musician and a creative composer, but one cannot be cre-
ative by being simply a musician. The two identities gain their respective meaning from their
mutual difference.
It is striking how the work, once it has attained a nodal position in the discursive order of

copyright, as well as in the larger field of musical practice, and eventually becomes a corner-
stone of law, is not being seriously contested by the participants.When the recording industry
unsettles, or dislocates, the musicians’ practices to the extent that being (i.e., identifying as) a
musician will not enable making enough money for a livelihood, the musicians do not ques-
tion copyright as such. Instead, they attempt a redefinition of their own identity and practice.
They toowant to identify and be identified as creative composers (or, using the terminology of
the law, as ‘authors’), and identify their own practice as creative.
What the musicians in this case do not seem to understand is that their demand articulates

an ‘antagonism’ that threatens the entire discursive order.63 Should the musicians get creative
credit it would not only dissolve the differential logic which distinguishes their identity from

60 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 95 and 113.

61 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 112.

62 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 102.

63 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 122–4.
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that of the composer, but also threaten the identity of the created work. This is because musi-
cal creation, according to the metaphysics of the copyright regime, is a unique event and can
therefore not be repeated like performance is repeated (only a fool would request a da capo
upon God’s creation of light).
But as we have seen, the lawmakers react strongly against the antagonistic threat to the

identity of the composers and their work, turning down the musicians’ proposal (as well as
that of the recording industry a few years later, which is similarly antagonistic). The emphatic
force by which this rejection is executed is telling. The proposal is described as entailing not
only a commercial subordination of the composers to the musicians (the latter disparaged as
‘reproducing artists’), but also a moral and artistical subordination – thus the statement that
‘[r]eproduction is to be fundamentally separated from production’.64 Although the antago-
nism never develops into any open ‘political’ conflict about the rights of the musicians
vis-à-vis the composers (and the status of the musical work), the case reveals the modus ope-
randi of hegemony in its recourse to a fundamental separation between the two groups.65

From being articulated differentially against each other, composers and musicians are now
antagonistically opposed.
This move, this change of the type of relation of the discursive logic (from difference to

antagonism), amounts to no less than an ontological contradiction, a fundamental rejection
of the musicians (or rather the proposed musicians-as-creators identity). By the same move
the composer-identity changes from a ‘differential self’ to an ‘equivalential identity’.66 This
means that rather than distinguishing itself by difference, the composer may now relate to
otherwise different positional identities as equivalents, and thereby recruit them as supportive
forces in a uniform front against the threatening and antagonistic ‘other’ (by refraining from
taking the musicians’ side, the industry silently lines up in the ‘equivalential chain’ of the
composers).67

The common banner for this new order is, unsurprisingly, the musical work. However, to
function as a unifying symbol for the fractions whose differences are temporarily bracketed
for the sake of equivalence, while at the same time fundamentally rejecting the self-proposed
musician-as-creator (and later the sound-producer-as-creator), the work cannot face this
musician-as-creator as a ‘different’ identity, since it would then reciprocally affirm the subject
position of that which it rejects, that is, the possibility of a work repeatedly created by per-
forming musicians.68 To avoid such a self-effacing affirmation, the conceptual content of
the notion of the musical work must be withdrawn, whereby the work is transformed into
a more or less ‘empty signifier’.69

64 Quoted in Dommann, Authors and Apparatus, 108.

65 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 122–4; Ernesto Laclau, ‘Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to

Politics?’, in Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996), 40–2.

66 Laclau, ‘Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, 42.

67 See Laclau and Mouffe Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 130.

68 The rejected identity is thus ‘not a being which has not been actually realized, but one which is constitutively unreach-

able’. See Laclau, ‘Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, 39.

69 Laclau, ‘Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, 36–8.

14 Volgsten Solitary Listening, Copyright, and Reification during the Interwar Years

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478572224000082 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478572224000082


Equally important, by turning into an empty signifier, it (the nodal signifier ‘musical
work’) may unite different conceptions, without the differences causing conflictual distortion
(which gives an explanation to the paucity of theoretical detail in the Berne Convention and
the corresponding national acts of law). One can thus imagine how the copyright regime, had
there been an extended open conflict, could have enrolled not only legal scholars subscribing
to different ontological theories (Kohler’s is just one among several), but also the sound pro-
ducers of the recording industry (following Giannini of the IFPI), and even aestheticians
(Hanslickean or other), music critics, and listeners. Given such a scenario, the question
unavoidably becomes how the troops could be coordinated.Whowould lead the battle against
the common enemy, against the threatening creator wannabe, against the musician?
Laclau’s principal answer is that although ‘the equivalential logic tends to do away with the

relevance of all differential [meaning], this is only a tendential movement that is always
resisted by the logic of difference which is essentially non-egalitarian’.70 In other words,
backed up by law – in the acts of which a tactical emptiness is preferred to ontological clar-
ification71 – the copyright regime would show the way, as it does when the musicians’ pro-
posal is turned down in Rome in 1928 and the record producers’ in 1948. And such an
order, ‘by which a particular content becomes the signifier of absent communitarian fullness
is’, as Laclau puts it, ‘exactly what we call a hegemonic relationship’.72

Record reviews and the fantasmatic logic of active listening
The work is a nodal point in the discursive web of musical significance, establishing a hege-
monic order in public practice according to the logic of equivalence. In contrast to the logic of
equivalence, the logic of difference articulates exclusive subject positions for the participants
in the field to identify with and be identified with by others, as either creators or as non-
creators. Differentiated from the non-creative musician is the listener, that is, the subject posi-
tion of the listener, and (by extension) the social practice of listening. Both subject position
and practice change during the interwar years. Like the transformation of the musician iden-
tity, this transformation of listener and listening practice also occurs in relation to the work,
the nodal point which ultimately connects the solitary listener with the hegemonic regime of
copyright and its statutory reification of music.
At the outset of the interwar years, many connoisseurs and music lovers among the upper

classes in urban centres had a double music-identity inherited from the nineteenth century.
As concertgoers they were part of a public audience gathering regularly to listen to music by
the local orchestra, whereas at home they were regularly playing together on private and semi-

70 Laclau, ‘Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, 43.

71 Likewise, the uniqueness of creation is never mentioned explicitly in the versions of the Berne Convention, but it is

meticulously spelled out by a theorist such as Kohler, who is also referred to in this respect in, for example, the pre-

paratory documents to the first Swedish law granting rights to a creative ‘author’. See Förslag till lag om rätt till litterära

och musikaliska verk, lag om rätt till verk av bildande konst, samt lag om rätt till fotografiska bilder, avgivna den 28 juli

1914 av därtill inom kungl. justitiedepartementet förordnade sakkunniga. Stockholm: K. L. Beckmans boktryckeri,

1914. 50, 57; see also Volgsten, ‘Work, Form and Phonogram’.

72 Laclau, ‘Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, 43.
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private occasions. These two identities did not interfere since they were performed in different
social circumstances and corresponded to different but complementary social practices (e.g.,
the competence as an amateur musician at home nurtured a technically informed listener at
the concert).73

In the beginning, domestic gramophone playing was at odds with these practices and pro-
voked negative reactions.74 However, this began to change with the inception of the record
review. The three ways of referring to the recordings – as documentary reproduction, as inter-
pretive performance, and as work presentation – are telling in this regard. As documentary
reproductions, the recordings can be seen to provoke an antagonistic reaction, to the extent
that the kind of listening they invite is directed towards a mechanical product (the record and
its playback equipment).75 That the practice is marketed as a social playing of the gramo-
phone did not convince its detractors.76 Not until the reviews began to focus the work
does the practice become accepted as an alternative, different way of listening.
However, there was more to this change. The reference to the work was not simply a change

in journalistic lore. There was something at play that justified and motivated the new practice
of solitary listening, something which cannot be fully explained by reference to the logics of
equivalence and difference. It is also possible to see how a ‘fantasmatic’ logic articulated dis-
course, neither differential nor equivalential, but future looking, thus ‘providing an image of
fullness, wholeness, or harmony’.77 In addition to the cultural prestige and aura of scholarly
seriousness with which the record review increasingly bestows the gramophone and its
records, this fantasmatic logic accounts for a certain cultural value that the reviews assign
to the recordings. With this cultural value secured, the recordings turn into attractive and
enjoyable objects for the listener to acquire, while simultaneously normalizing the practice
of solitary listening.
Although tied to the nodal point of the work, this fantasmatic logic does not take the same

form in the practice of listening as it does in copyright discourse. In the practice of solitary
listening, the fantasmatic logic appears in the form of a certain narrative. This is a narrative
that can be found in various versions in both scholarly and popular publications, in both

73 For a detailed historic overview of the nineteenth-century listener, see Leon Botstein, ‘Listening through Reading:

Musical Literacy and the Concert Audience’, Nineteenth-Century Music, 16/2 (1992). Emerging as an outcome of

the enlightenment towards the end of the eighteenth century, the audience could conceive of itself as an active public

judging the merits of performed music. However, the judging activity is successively taken over by the professional

critic, leaving the audience as a passive recipient at the turn of the twentieth century. For a vivid glimpse of the

European pre-recording audience, see Robert Philip, Performing Music in the Age of Recording (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 2004), 4–6; see also Volgsten, ‘Between Critic and Public’.

74 When commented in the daily press in other formats than the record review, the gramophone almost exclusively

received negative comments, see Volgsten, ‘A Technology and Its Vicissitudes’.

75 This reaction is part of a wider civilization critique, see Volgsten, ‘A Technology and Its Vicissitudes’.

76 As put by the American composer John Philip Sousa in 1906, recorded music is ‘canned music’. John Philip Sousa,

‘The Menace of Mechanical Music’, in Music, Sound and Technology in America: A Documentary History of Early

Phonograph, Cinema, and Radio, ed. Timothy Taylor, Mark Katz, and Tony Grajeda (Durham, NC: Duke

University Press, 2012).

77 Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation, 130.
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concert and record reviews. It notably appears as such, for instance, in the previously men-
tioned journals Hemkultur and Nutidens hem, neither of which is particularly devoted to
music (thus indicating that the fantasmatic narrative was both common and widespread out-
side the specialized corners of professional critics, composers, and performers).78 According
to this narrative – and in line with the binary structure of narrative –music’s values can only
be attained through active singing and playing, not through passive listening to recorded
music. This is a version of an ancient logic ascribing to each subject, object, and practice
its well-defined place in a harmonious cosmic order. It is a hierarchical order which subju-
gates the social beneath the heavenly and the passive below the active, the latter distinction
significantly configured as feminine andmasculine.Whereas passivity is associated with tran-
sient receiving matter, as per the feminine maternal body, activity is associated with produc-
tive masculine power and a promise of ideal eternal life. The logic appears in many guises
throughout the centuries. A particularly well-known instance is Eduard Hanslick’s
nineteenth-century treatise on the musically beautiful, which indignantly pictures the nega-
tive side of the binarism, the ‘passive receptivity’ exemplified by the ‘music-intoxicated lady’
Bettina von Arnim, who ‘always sees an unfathomable product of nature in a composition, not
a human artwork’.79 In other words, the beauty of music, that which makes it a true art, is
ideal, masculine and active.80

A fantasmatic narrative can thus focus on either (or both) the positive or the negative side
of its articulating binary logic, ‘providing a promise of a fullness or harmony to come’ or ‘a
threat to an already existing fullness or harmony’.81 Of relevance here is that home singing
and playing rested on such a binary distinction. And it is this particular fantasmatic logic
of active and passive that the new social practice of solitary gramophone listening, implied
by the record review, comes to terms with through its changing ways of referring to the
recordings. Put differently, the fantasmatic logic points out the direction for the new practice
of listening.
Considering the documentary way of referring, it thrived on the pseudo-scientific market-

ing claims of the day, that recorded sound is perfectly natural and life-like. What the listener
(supposedly) hears is, by implication, a truthful representation of a real performance. This
was the object offered to the listener to gain subjective fulfilment. That it did not catch on
can now be explained with reference to the fantasmatic logic according to which activity is
a supreme value to be pursued. To the extent music recordings are documentary, the repre-
sented activity (that which the recording is ‘of’) has for obvious reasons already happened.

78 On the narrative character of fantasmatic logics, see Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation, 145–7.

79 Hanslick, On the Musically Beautiful, 81, 93. Hanslick associates artworks with ‘ideas’ and nature with ‘matter’

(the latter deriving from the Latin mater). See also Christine Battersby, Gender and Genius: Towards a Feminist

Aesthetics (London: Women’s Press, 1989); Ulrik Volgsten, ‘Piracy, Musical Work, and the Monosexual Concept of

Creativity. Time to Do Away with an Obsolete Metaphor and Affirm the Mothership Connection?’, Estetica: Studi

e Ricerche 1 (2014), 35–45.

80 The point is made similarly by Fred Everett Maus: ‘Hanslick’s account of active listening creates a comfortably mas-

culine position for the listener’. Fred Everett Maus, ‘Hanslick’s Animism’, Journal of Musicology, 10/3 (1992), 287.

81 Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation, 150f.
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And this circumstance inevitably turns the listener into a latecomer, a passive auditeur (like
Sartre’s voyeur devoid of any existential affirmation). Without the promise of power to act in
praesentia, this is simply not an attractive subject position.
What about the record reviews’ focus on performance? As it turns out, the focus on per-

formance tends to appear in connection either with the documentary way of referring,
whereby the performance is that which is represented, or more commonly, with the third
way of review whereby the performance is but an interpretation of the recorded work.
That is, the reference to representation appears in connection with a reference to the work.
The third way of referring to music recordings in the reviews is characterized to a signifi-

cant extent by regarding them as not being recordings at all, but as presentations of works.
Although the music recording is to some extent still heard as a representation of a perfor-
mance, it is all the more importantly and essentially re-conceptualized as a making present
to the listener of a musical work.82 A telling example of this way of both referring and listening
is Rootzén’s review of the Telefunken première recording of Robert Schumann’s Violin
Concerto in D minor, with George Kulenkampff as soloist and Hans Schmidt-Isserstedt con-
ducting the Berlin Philharmonic. Rootzén describes in detail how, after

[s]o much dust having been stirred up and so much whimpering (by spirits’ voices,
even) having accompanied the publication of this, during a couple of generations
archived opus, the lowering of the needle into the outermost groove of the first record
had something of the teasing excitement of sensation. But as soon as one has gotten a
bit into the work, a worthier attitude takes over and after a few more minutes one is
able to listen to the whole several rounds with composure and a more well-tempered
mood.83

The point here is not that of a listener observing or even being imaginatively transferred to a
past performance event in a concert hall, but rather that of listening to the work ‘itself’ in the
here-and-now of the actual listening situation.
This is obviously a different type of object – the musical work itself, instead of its perfor-

mance – as well as a new subject position – the subject is invited to identify as a solitary lis-
tener to musical works – than what is offered by the documentary mode of discourse. And
there is work to be done too for the male-empowered listener (here interestingly exemplified
by Rootzén, a woman). The reified musical work must be distilled from the sounds in the very
act of listening, which requires an intellectual know-how, an analytical expertise, vouched for
by the scholarly critic reviewing the records. However, this is not a new task taken on by the
record reviewer, but a practice honed by music critics at least since the days of Hanslick and
continued by Rabe. And it is a practice which assures a position on the masculine side of lis-
tening by requiring active contemplation of the work, even when the imperative is transferred

82 What I have elsewhere described as the phonogram’s double function as both sign and medium, see Volgsten, ‘Work,

Form and Phonogram’.

83 Kajsa Rootzén, ‘Inspelat och avlyssnat’, Svenska Dagbladet 13 March 1938, Söndagsbilagan (sec. 2), 9.
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from the concert audience to the solitary home listener – the former, according to its interwar
critics, too prone to passive distraction in the ‘good company’ of its audience friends.
Thus, one can conclude that the fantasmatic logic remains more or less unchanged, retain-

ing the ancient active/passive dichotomy. What is new is the practice of solitary home listen-
ing. And since it can be justified with reference to active contemplation of the work –which is
what the record reviews show the reviewer to be doing – solitary listening to recorded music
will eventually find its way to what Rootzén calls the ‘cosy corner’ of the modern living room.

Concluding remarks: a discursive logic of reification
Music changed during the twentieth century. From having been commonly regarded as a col-
lective activity, it was now increasingly heard, conceived of, and talked about as a private
object – object of the individual listener’s private experience, while owned by the composer
as private intellectual property. This is not a change confirmed by any concessions that certain
actors may have voiced publicly or in private. Rather, it is a conclusion that is drawn from
analysing the articulatory practices that strove to ‘dominate the field of discursivity’.84

More specifically, it is a conclusion drawn from the role that the concept of the work came
to play in the discursive field of music. The discursive orders of copyright and of the record
review, the latter of which is a subset of a larger discursive ordering of solitary listening to
recorded music, can both be seen to form around the concept of the work, which not only
structures each area of practice, but also ties them together (by the same token it is assumed
that various aesthetic, educational, and even marketing discourses are joined together by
being structured around the same node).85 The discourses thereby constitute a ‘totalizing
horizon’ for the subjects positioned within it.86 In other words, discourse becomes the ‘pri-
mary ontological level of the constitution of the real’,87 and thus determines what music is.
Within copyright, the analysis shows how thework concept entails the articulation of a fun-

damental distinction between the creative and the non-creative, which as it attains hegemonic
status through the subsumption and reduction of differences in an equivalential chain, ulti-
mately promotes the composer to a higher rank than the performing musician. In the record
reviews, the way of referring to the work as an object immediately heard answers to specific
fantasmatic logic that promises subjective fulfilment (rather than contributing one affordance
among possible others). The logic at once positions the subject as a solitary listener, as well as
ennobling this listener as an actively, characteristically masculine, contemplating expert capa-
ble of enjoying the work. However, there is a loose thread yet to be collected. It concerns the
concert audience, the public half of the double-sided nineteenth-century music-identity, and
what it reveals about its solitary defiant.
At the outset of the interwar years, solitary home listening stands in stark contrast to con-

certgoing. The latter is justified by its edifying communal qualities, while the former is

84 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 112.

85 See Taylor, ‘The Commodification of Music’; Lewis, Reification and the Aesthetics of Music.

86 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 144.

87 Ernesto Laclau, quoted in Glynos and Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation, 179.
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regarded by its detractors as blatantly asocial. As a countermove to this impeachment, the
social logic of the record review promises the gramophone listener a route to the immaculate
work via not only solitary but also repeated listening, neither of which is available in the con-
cert situation, but which together can be cashed in as a ticket to the Parnassus of the muses,
the world of the musical work.
However, the admission to the sweet spot of the work comes with a proviso and an

under-the-counter charge. The proviso is that it is a ticket to a sequestered listener’s seat,
not to the staged throne of the timeless genius-composer (the legal rights-owner, the creator
of thework). This might not seem such a big deal, but the charge amounts to nothing less than
a subsumption of the record review and the solitary listening practice under the copyright
regime, the latter of which is appointed as the hegemonic reference system for the nodal
point of the work. The compliancy of solitary listening to copyright, as it appears in the dis-
cursive practice of the record review, resides in this repeatability of listening. Central to the
practice of listening to recorded music, repetition turns out to be exactly what original com-
position of reified works is not. Listening is not creative. To the contrary, according to copy-
right, creation is unique, it cannot be repeated.
What the analysis finally suggests is how two social practices coincide with a third. Solitary

listening, which requires the work to affirm its subject as active, sets the listener in a relation of
fundamental indebtedness to the creative originator of the work (the subject of creative orig-
inality as posited by copyright discourse) in a way neither home playing with friends nor con-
cert listening does (the first active through playing, the other collectively edifying). Given this
account it is hardly a surprise that the social practice with which both listening and compos-
ing coincide is the practice of commodity exchange – the reified work now being the valuable
signified in a communication chain between a producing sender and a consuming receiver –
although in real life the coincidence goes more or less unnoticed (in the temple of the aes-
thetic, economic transfers are stashed). Equally unnoticed is the robustness of the discursive
logic. When appearing in social practice, the reciprocal features of solitary listening and cre-
ative composition connect in terms of difference. But should the legislated regime be con-
tested, should solitary listening not obey copyright order, equivalence relations will take
over and institute an antagonistic divide. Thus, the reification of the musical work rests safely
within the order of hegemony.
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