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In this essay it is my intension to explore musical interaction from what I see as two 
complimentary perspectives. One is from the perspective of the individual's brain-body 
system and how it approaches musical meaning. The other is from the perspective of 
what happens at the collective level of human interaction and how dynamic interpersonal 
relationships give rise to cultural environments which are conducive to musical meaning. 
 The premise of this essay is that neither of these dimensions are sufficiently explanatory 
independent of the other, and my aim is to display their interconnectedness in a variety of 
contexts.


“Auditory Cheesecake” 
As a young music student, I became aware of a personal dilemma while in conversation 
with an elderly woman, a friend of the family.  When answering her question “What do you 
do?” with "I’m studying violin”, I received a pause, then a smile as if to conceal her 
puzzled disapproval.  “Aha, Music” she said. “Such a …fascinating field.  Simply . . . 
creating beauty” she uttered, with an awkward smile.  There was something in the 
delivery of a remark made by her,  an elderly woman, who had lived through two world 
wars, the civil rights era, the cold war, the anti-war movement and all the social backdrop 
Richard Schechner later referred to in his essay Can We Be the New Third World?, which 
made my relationship to music feel somehow belittled.  “BEAUTY” I thought to myself... 
“Certainly music is a lot more than just creating BEAUTY…”  Regardless of how and what 
she may have intended by her comments, they struck a nerve in me.  Was investing one’s 
time and energy (and all the rest) delving into the world of music, somehow nothing more 
than escapist?  It certainly didn’t feel that way to me. But how could I argue anything to 
the contrary?  The notes, sensibilities, and gestures I scrutinised over with all my spare 
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time certainly weren’t doing the rest of the turbulent world much good.   To this day, I’m 
struck periodically with the notion that music is MERELY entertainment, or “beauty”, or 

“auditory cheesecake” (Pinker, 2009, p.534). Just for my own personal amusement!? 
 Usually this perspective evaporates rather quickly now, leaving me with the question: 
How can an activity which is so immaterial and seemingly inconsequential also seem at 
times as if to represent and express everything that one feels strongly about?  


Incidentally, I was either too stunned by the woman’s insight, or too naive to mention the 
event just 6 years earlier when my youth-symphony had the role of playing for Mikhail 
Gorbachev following a summit with George Bush Sr., in Minnesota.  I remember us 

playing “Moscow Nights” (myself on the tuba), out on the tarmac as  Gorbachev, his wife 

Raisa, and his team of diplomats stopped  for a few moments to hear some cute kids 
playing a familiar tune, the staging of which was demonstrably intended as a diplomatic 
gesture of goodwill, directed symbolically and deliberately toward them.  I remember 
thinking at the time that it was a hauntingly beautiful melody, though I was unaware of any 
connotations it may have carried.  And though I was painfully aware of the anxiety 
produced by the cold war,  I probably didn’t fully grasp the gravity of the situation until I 
was older. Eventually, the existential threat of mutual nuclear annihilation, and all that 
accompanied it, came seeping in.  I still ponder from time to time that I played “Moscow 
Nights” on the tuba for Gorbachev. I wonder if he remembers…  And in his recollection of 
the event, I wonder if he ever associated thoughts about nuclear disarmament with those 
musical gestures once performed by my friends and I, the next generation of potential 
political adversaries.  I wonder if the face-to-face experience we shared together 
somehow aligned with or reaffirmed his conviction toward glasnost and perestroika. I 
wonder if witnessing a tune he may have associated with his own cultural identity, 
performed for him by American youth as a going away present, may have helped to break 
down metaphorical walls between “us” and “them”.  Incidentally, walls were in the 
process of being broken down that year. Very real walls.  The “iron curtain” as it was 
called, was already in the process of being dismantled.  “Iron” had given it the 
connotations of something which was tangibly hard, cold, man-made and unforgiving.  
Whether the iron and concrete wall itself was to blame for people’s hardship, or the walls 
which are socially constructed in people’s minds, the metaphorical connection between 
the two is, I believe, anything but coincidental.  Meaning is to be found in the big grand 
narratives, as well as in the small seemingly insignificant gestures of social interaction. 
And my view is that music does occupy an important place in between.  In this assertion 
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lies the assumption that musical meaning is both a function of the cognitive make-up of 
human beings as well as the social construction of their ongoing interactions. Upon 
reading this essay, I hope that the reader will conclude that music is an ongoing and 
meaningful process of ritualised social interaction and indeed anything other than 
“auditory cheesecake.”


Music is, first and foremost, a performative act, a process exhibiting both cognitive and 
social attributes. Musical meaning, according to this essay, is not stowed away in a text, 
score or recording, but is ultimately embodied in and derived from the enactment and 
reenactment of social-cognitive relationships between performers and listeners. Though 
the cognitive attributes of individuals undoubtably affect the nature of musical interaction in 
ways we will address in this essay, the social aspects of this relationship take place 
between human beings in plenum.  An understanding of such interactive processes is 
important for a composer to take into account, and in that a practical counterpart to this 
essay involves composing for- and hosting a string quartet workshop, the ideas discussed 
here will be foremost in mind during the conceptualisation and implementation of that 
event. As Durkheim argued that human beings are part of society, or the collective 
consciousness, from the moment we are born until the moment that we die, so too does 
this essay assume that we are born into the musical attributes of society.

NARRATIVE LANDSCAPES


In a broad effort to contextualise the role of music in human society, let us first consider 
the importance of narrative. In the everyday goings-on of a global community, narratives 
are everywhere. As Noah Harari argues in his recent “Sapiens: A Brief History of Human 
Kind”,  what has arguably distinguished human beings as a species in terms of ecological 
placement at the top of the food chain is our ability to cooperate effectively in very large 
numbers by making use of stories, myths and narratives.(Harari, 2015, p.32)  A narrative 
in this sense can be understood as a kind of cognitive device. From the perspective of 
traditional cognitive science, such narratives would presumably take the form of mental 
representations of identities, intentions, actions, and turns of events which could be 
internalised and form the basis for a group’s consensus.  Concepts such as love, war, 
peace, nation-states, money, justice, heroes and villains, are all arguably both the 
product, as well as the basic ingredients, of narratives.  Cognitively speaking, such 
narratives provide the conceptual landscapes upon which human beings constantly orient 
themselves, and language undoubtably plays an integral role in the dissemination of such 
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conceptual meaning.  Though the assertion that concepts and narratives circulate freely 
among our species because of our our ability to communicate via language seems self-
explanatory, such a paradigm doesn’t adequately account for the richness of human 
cognition.  Narratives, understood as cognitive devices,  are certainly facilitated by 
language, but not exclusively contingent upon it. Prior to the recent paradigm in cognitive 
science, the structures which such mental representations were presumed to take were 
considered to be abstract. Ultimately, it is not until one begins to conceive of narratives 
from the vantage point of embodied cognition that one sees an explanation of the 
tangible relationship between conceptual meaning and nonverbal communication such as 
instrumental music.


So we might ask ourselves then, how does music fit in to the narrative landscape of 
todays global digital world?  It certainly augments our sensitivity to narratives. Music is 
widely understood to express emotions in various capacities.  As Antonio Damasio has 
argued, emotional affect is a prerequisite to rational thought. (Damasio, 2005, p. [p xvii])  
Without the ability to feel emotion, one has no ability to render what is desirable to 
oneself, and therefore has no basis upon which to understand the self-interest or 
intentions of others.  And both Sophia Lissa and Phillip Tagg have dealt with in various 
accounts of the basic functions of film music there are certain properties of musical 
expression which are so conducive to the augmentation and modification of narrative that 
we simply take these abilities for granted. From this point of view, it seems incontestable 
that musical components play an integral role in the narrativity of film, tv, theatre, radio 
and other performed narratives. 


In light of musical rituality which this essay will seek to address,  such an awareness of 
music’s narrativity is also essential in regard to the ritualised events characteristic of 
everyday life.  Birthday parties, inaugurations, religious celebrations, weddings, funerals, 
commencement and graduation ceremonies, parades and festivals have always 
incorporated live musical elements.  The functional roles that music plays in such 
demarcations are many and the dimensions it adds in terms of narrativity should not be 
underestimated. The rituality which this essay assumes to be present in music itself 
however, and which is intrinsic of all music is, i believe, a vibrant display of the social-
cognitive attributes of human beings which afford musical expression the ability to 
synthesise conceptual meaning and contribute to the narrative landscapes of everyday 
life.
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Musical rituality: a social cognitive phenomenon

My fascination for this topic stems from a belief that musical interactions of every sort 
belong to a massive human project; an ongoing and ubiquitous experiment in social 
cognition. Acts of music-making as well as conversations about and preoccupations with 
things musical are all in essence somehow related to the fact that music is an immensely 
mysterious human phenomenon, rooted both in our socially constructed world as well as in 
our human genome.  My own conversations and encounters, such as those recollected 
above, often seem to remind me of the paradoxical relationship that we human beings 
seem to have with music, it being both an act and an object, and indeed one of both 
playfulness and dire seriousness.  Certain existential questions emerge from such 
dichotomies: How does music become meaningful in human societies? How does music 
mediate our social spaces?  In order to answer these questions we need to address  
certain cognitive attributes of the individual in the context of musical interaction.  We also 
need to take account of how such attributes affect what happens between individuals in 
processes of musical interaction.  Hence, our holistic account of music-making is an 
attempt to combine the modern paradigm of embodied cognition with more macro oriented 
approaches to theorising human behaviour. My conviction here is that there is ample 
ground for combining the implications of new neurocognitive research in light of music 
making with theories regarding the nature of ritual interaction.

That which pertains to cognition has traditionally been within the domain of psychology, 
and psychology has principally treated the individual as its basic unit of analysis. As the 
philosopher David Chalmers has asserted however, the belief that cognition, and therein 
consciousness, are properties confined to the spatial dimension bound by the cranium 
reflects an attitude he refers to as “skull chauvinism”. (Chalmers, 2014) If there is anything 
that the last decades of cognitive neuroscience have revealed then it is the importance of 
the roles which the body plays in an organisms ability to interact with and think about its 
environment.  Furthermore, activities such as writing in a notebook, counting on fingers, 
talking on a mobile phone, and in the spirit of this essay, composing, all exhibit the act of 
cognitive offloading. They are evidence that individuals’ cognitive functioning is not 
confined to the brain.  Instead our thoughts, actions, ideas, and emotional sensibilities are 
part of a much larger and continuous network. James Gibsons theoretical contributions to 
what became known as ecological psychology were an important development toward 
such notions of embodiment and interconnectedness which are typical of the most up-to-

Page �  of �5 44



date paradigms regarding the nature of cognition. (Shapiro, 2011) The notion that entities, 
objects, qualities, and events in an organisms environment provide certain affordances 
relative to the needs and abilities of the organism itself certainly determines in part the 
cognitive opportunity-set of that organism.  This idea, that the relationship between an 
organism and its environment is an important determinant of cognitive function is a 
premise in the modern paradigm of embodied cognition.  So too is the related fact that how 
an organism interacts with (and thinks about) its environment is in part determined by the 
physical attributes of its own body.  The physiological fact of symmetry for example, (made 
evident by human beings’ two legs, two arms, two eyes, ears, etc.) is understood as a 
prerequisite to the concepts right and left according to this paradigm.

This embodied nature of social cognition is important to consider in regard to our 
assessment of music’s role in the synthesis of meaning. It can also help to close a gap 
between what Gerard Edelman discerned as two fundamentally different levels of human 
consciousness, namely those of higher-order consciousness and primordial 
consciousness. (Edelman, 1989) The former he describes as the reflective and self-aware 
aspect of consciousness which is able to recognise, compare, strategise and perform 
other mental operations which require command of complex concepts.  In contrast, 
primordial consciousness has been given the connotation of “lower” in that it consists not 
of conceptual categories but is characterised rather by its perceptual attributes.  This level 
of consciousness is seen to be an attribute characteristic of all forms of life, regardless of 
their conceptual abilities. From some perspectives, conceptual categories such as 
nationalism, romanticism, and naturalism have been argued to resonate meaning onto the 
more primordial parameters of music perception such as vibrato, dynamics, texture and 
tonality.  This is known as the top-down approach to music cognition.  An inverse 
perspective, conceivable as a bottom-up approach would include the notion that micro 
level musical parameters somehow contain aesthetic properties which are innately 
meaningful and conducive toward synthesis of conceptual categories.  Eric Clarke 
provides a compelling analysis of the musical parameters at the micro (perceptual) level of 
Jimi Hendrix’s rendition of the Star Spangled Banner.  He provides evidence for how sonic 
attributes of the performance can be interpreted to modify the traditional conceptualisation 
of the song as if to communicate a subversive protest against the backdrop of the Vietnam 
War. (Clarke, 2005, p. 48-61) Though such an analysis assumes the preexistence of 
narratives and conceptual categories at the “higher” level of cognition, it also shows how 
the conceptual “top” and perceptual “bottom” levels of cognition mutually contribute to one 
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another.  (Snyder, 2000, p. 6) When considered in light of recent findings in the field of 
cognitive semantics, the bottom-up approach, (where micro musical parameters are 
assumed to lend themselves to the expression of meaning at the conceptual level), has 
gained new credibility.  The Neural Theory of Metaphor (NTM), for example, has important 
implications in terms of the possible link between pre-conceptual attributes of music and 
the more complex conceptual narratives we often ascribe to musical expression.(Lakoff, 
2014) We will take these ideas into consideration in addressing how music becomes 
meaningful.  

But first, in attempting to see the link between the perceptual level of music cognition and 
the conceptual level of musical narrativity, it is worthwhile to recognise that this relationship 
does not exist in a vacuum.  Let us remember that music is first and foremost a social 
phenomenon. It involves (or at least implies) the existence of both a performer and a 
listener.  Furthermore, however many concrete and physical manifestations musics may 
seem to be responsible for, music itself is immaterial.  It cannot be touched, held or even 
looked at. Musical sound itself exists for only a short time, and cannot be owned. If music 
consists of ideas, then we are presented with the dilemma of discerning which aspects of 
musical ideas belong to certain individuals and which ones are part of the public domain.  
If one considers music in the terms proposed by Christopher Small however, namely 
“musicking” and “musicker” then one has a framework which I believe to be more helpful in 
the endeavour of discerning how music gives rise to meaning. (Small, 1998) Indeed 
according to Small, the entities we refer to as “love”, and “music” are in actuality mere 
abstractions of the more significant acts and processes (i.e. verbs) of “loving” and 
“musicking”.  From this perspective, it is in assessing the primary act of “musicking” that 
musics derive any and all of the meanings which are attributed to them. 

As a theoretical point of entry into examining how musical interaction takes place between 
performers and listeners, let us consider the ideas of Emile Durkheim in regard to ritual 
forms of behaviour.  This will ultimately help us to assess the contingency of musical 
meaning as a product of ritualised social interaction. In The Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life, Durkheim provided an ethnographic account of the lives of Aborigines in the attempt 
to establish a model of what he claimed to exemplify human beings’ most essential 
(elemental) religious practices. (Durkheim, 1995) In his study of aboriginal customs and 
religious rites Durkheim had a much broader agenda than merely documenting the 
behavioural intricacies of a specific cultural group.  As typical of the anthropological 
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approach to social phenomena, he set out to illuminate the more universal aspects of 
human behaviour by juxtaposing modern society with both the familiar as well as 
unfamiliar aspects of a unique isolated indigenous society.  Ultimately, his explanation of 
ritual interaction within Aboriginal culture was intended as a metaphor with which to 
understand the ritualised social interaction characteristic of modern human societies. 

Furthermore, as Durkheim expounded upon in The Elementary Forms, there is much 
about human cognition that is simply not reducible to the level of individuals.  The 
collective consciousness, which he argued was the basis for all human culture, was 
observed to be an emergent phenomenon, analytically irreducible to the sum of its 
constituent parts.  The source of human culture, according to Durkheim, is therefore an 
act, a process of focused interaction which he described as ritual.  Though much of 
Durkheim’s Elementary Forms  was devoted to the religious ritual practices of Australia’s 
Aborigines, the deep story beneath the perspective outlined in this book was that the 
focused interaction characteristic of the Aboriginal practices displayed the basic 
mechanism of social interaction in all human societies.  The collective effervescence, state 
of entrainment, emotional energies, the realisation of selves, and group solidarity, which 
Durkheim theorised as essential aspects of a group’s interaction ritual could, he argued, 
be used to understand everyday secular forms of focused social interaction as well. 
(Durkheim, 1995) Perhaps the greater motivation for a book of this nature was to not 
merely describe the ritual interaction of Aborigines, but to decipher universal 
characteristics of focused interaction inherent in all social contexts.  After introducing other 
contributions to the growing body of theory regarding ritual interaction followed by an 
account of relevant neuro-cognitive human attributes, the latter portion of this essay will 
address how various components of such theories are applicable in specifically addressing 
musical interaction.

As indicated, other scholars have also noted the centrality of ritual behaviour in the 
manifestation of culture.  Erving Goffman extended Durkheim’s theory of ritual interaction 
to all areas of secular life. (Goffman, 1972) Common threads in terms of the rituality 
described first by Durkheim, then by Goffman, were the notions that an interaction-ritual 
has an intrinsic logic, a formal prescription of behavioural expectations, an embedded 
order of symbolic significance, and that the sum of these possess a continuity which 
evolves over time, and which maintains and modifies the solidarity of a group in regard to 
symbolic entities and events.  Furthermore, in his “Frame Analysis: An Essay on the 
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Organisation of Experience” he delved into an aspect of ritualised human behaviour which 
is of great significance in current studies of cognitive neuroscience, not to mention in the 
focus of this essay. (Goffman, 1974) Goffman’s description of the “lines” individuals take in 
situated social contexts are synonymous with the “semantic roles” of both agents and 
objects in relation to conceptual frames in the field of cognitive semantics. (Lakoff,https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_CWBjyIERY Feldman, et. al.) In musicological terms these 
frames are arguably omnipresent, both in the form and content of music itself, and at the 
conceptual level of narrativity. One of the hallmarks of such frames is the fact that they are 
largely invisible to us.  We take for granted the appropriate social expectations of a waiter 
in a restaurant because the contextual frame of restaurant is so commonplace and exhibits 
its own intrinsic logic.  Such is arguably the case in regards to musical performance in 
general.  Though there may be many derivatives of musical frames (rock concert, funeral 
recitation, telephone jingle) the semantic roles of listener and performer are firmly 
established in all of these, even if they vary somewhat in terms of the social expectations 
attributed to them.  Our ability to assume these roles appropriately according to the 
intrinsic logic of a music’s situational context is what separates musical behaviour from all 
other modes of behaviour.  

Another aspect of ritual interaction which Goffman theorised, became known as his 
dramaturgical approach to social interaction.  The idea of any social interaction as having 
a “front-stage” and a “back-stage” took into account different dimensions of meaning 
attributable to the “face”, or self, one constructs in social interaction with others. (Goffman, 
1971) This theoretical perspective of interaction ritual is valuable in musicology in the 
sense that it can meaningfully address the individual musician’s ongoing musical quest. 
This can be explanatory in terms of assessing the preparation, collaboration, learning, and 
self-actualisation processes that individuals encounter with regard to musical performative 
contexts.

Many artists, as well as ritual theorists, have referred to the musical mode of interaction as 
a transformative process.  Problematic with this notion is the fact that music itself is non-
material and invisible to the human eye except for its behavioural and logistical 
manifestations.  Descriptions of musics transformative attributes are profoundly 
explanatory of music at the conceptual level of narrative and culture if one ignores the fact 
that the language which theorists use to explore this transformative space is non-literal 
and highly metaphorical. And yet if one could only talk about musical behaviour at the 
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perceptual level of material things and material actions, then conceptual, narrative, 
emotional, and cultural meaning is largely inaccessible.  This is arguably the greatest 
obstacle to a complimentary relationship between sociology and biology cited by various 

scholars. (Heinskou & Liebst, 2016, p.354) I believe that the Neural Theory of Metaphor 

(Lakoff, 2014) has enormous potential to help bridge this divide in that it hypothesises 

metaphor to be a fundamental and neurologically grounded cognitive characteristic of 
phenomenological experience. Together with other recent findings within cognitive 
neuroscience and cognitive semantics, the contingencies and properties of metaphor hold 
a key, I believe, to unlocking ways of conceptualising musical meaning which have 
previously been ignored.

Metaphor: Bridging the gap between the “pre-conceptual” and the “cultural”.

One take-away in regard to the concept of metaphor at this point in our discussion is that it 
deserves to be taken very seriously.  A far back as Aristotle, metaphor was frequently used 
as a pedagogical technique, but ultimately considered to be little more than a linguistic 
flourish with practical applications. The question that consistently arises while pondering 
the uses of metaphor is one of, Why? Why does there often emerge a need to explain one 
thing in terms of another?  Why might it be useful to explain someone’s personality in 
terms of temperature?  Why would it be useful to explain markets in terms of “liquidity” or 
of arguments in terms of armed conflict? (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p.4) More importantly in 
the scope of this essay, why is it meaningful to talk about a musical expression as 
exhibiting an “attack” (as if it were to physically assault someone?) or a stereo “field” as 
being “saturated”. Note that the latter example invokes associations with the spatial 
dimension of a field, as well as the aqueous qualities of water, and porous qualities of a 
sponge.  Somehow, such linguistic expressions are both meaningful and indeed useful to 
individuals who understand the metaphors being applied.  Let’s come back to assessing 
why this is the case.  First however let us truly consider the depth and breadth of 
metaphors’ importance in performing as well as interpreting music.
 
Recently, I had the pleasure of rehearsing for a performance of Jean Sibelius's second 
symphony. The conductor stopped the orchestra a few measures into the first movement 
to relay a little anecdote about where Sibelius wrote these first few bars. It took place 
allegedly in Cremona after being urged by a friend to visit his estate there with the goal of 
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relaxation and inspiration for his next composition.  The conductor used a simple metaphor 
to explain the sound he found appropriate for those measures, saying that “This is a warm 
wind”.  We started again and the metaphor made all the difference.  The sound of the 
strings became supple, transparent, and indeed warm. (I am aware that I rely on 
metaphors to explain this experience.) Everyone was presumably aware of the feeling of a 
warm wind: the slow and sustained waxing and waning of a gentle force, whose iterating 
pulse is governed by its own intrinsic logic, the soothing essence of warmth and ocean air 
rushing over oneself.  Its possible to explain such a phenomena in mathematical and 
physical terms, or to write endless poetry about its essence.  Some may also argue that 
music has no ability whatsoever to express such a phenomenon because of its obvious 
semantic limitations.  Nonetheless,  an entire orchestra plays that passage in a new 
meaningful way, every time thereafter, due to approximately 30 seconds of anecdote. The 
words we use to describe it mirror the notion of a warm wind in one another only because 
these words are able to remind us of something which is already there, the embodied 
metaphorical representation of a warm wind. 

When one begins to explain feelings, observations, concepts and narrative events in 
metaphorical terms, then one begins to discover the omnipotent nature of metaphorical 
concepts.  This is certainly also the case in musical performance and interpretation as well 
as in musicological discourse. As George Lakoff and Mark Johnson illustrate in “The 
Metaphors We Live By” (Johnson, Lakoff, 1980) linguistic evidence is abundantly clear that 
their is a common usefulness in describing one “target domain” with linguistic terms 
borrowed from a more familiar “source domain”. 

Furthermore, the source domain which a metaphorical concept usually borrows from is 
predominantly a concrete, more tangibly understood, embodied domain. This is especially 
relevant in the context of explaining how the act of musicking can generate thoughts and 
feelings individuals and groups can conceive of as being meaningful.  Meaning in the 
sense considered in this essay is in the form which one can think and feel about things or 
events.  A closer look at Lakoff and Johnson’s explanation of embodied cognition is very 
useful to consider at this stage in our discussion.  Motor-sensory action is embodied in our 
brain-body neural circuitry.  Abstract thought is also embodied in the same manner, only 
the neural circuits are inhibited rather than actively triggered. (Lakoff, 2013) The 
relationship between physical action and abstract thought is phenomenologically 
metaphorical because they share much of the same neural structure in the brain. This 
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explains the connection between certain pre-conceptual phenomena, cogs, and image-
schema on the one hand, and conceptual categories and narrative structure on the other. 
(Lakoff, 2014)  

Embodied Cognition 
One of the main suppositions in this essay is that all human action and thought are 
embodied. Both the philosophy and the neurological research regarding the the nature of 
cognition have taken a new turn within the last few decades. Though embodied cognition 
has implied slightly different things for different theorists, these all share a certain premise 
in that how and what we think are directly shaped and influenced by the body in which 
our brains reside and by the environment that our brain-body system interacts with. 
(Shapiro, 2011) All which we do is enabled by our brain-body make-up given the 
environment we are exposed to.  Furthermore, evidence suggests that a great deal of 

even our most abstract thought is embodied. (Lakoff, 2012) That is to say that the same 
brain-body apparatus which enables our motor-sensory system to move us up and down, 
forward and backward, is what enables us to think about moving up and down, forward 
and backward.   George Lakoff and Mark Johnson provided linguistic evidence alluding to 
this relationship in their 1980 book, “The Metaphors We Live By.” 


“we have bodies and we stand erect. Almost every movement we make involves a motor 
program that either changes our up-down orientation, maintains it, presupposes it, or takes 
it into account in some way. (Johnson & Lakoff, 1980, p. 56)


“Human spatial concepts . . .include up-down, front-back, in-out, near-far, etc.. It is these 
that are relevant to our continual everyday bodily functioning and this gives them priority 
over other possible structuring of space—for us. In other words, the structure of our spatial 
concepts emerges from our constant spatial experience, that is, our interaction with the 
physical environment. Concepts that emerge in this way are concepts that we live by in the 
most fundamental way.” (Ibid. p.56-57)


Jerome Feldman, a co-contributor to the  Neural Theory of Language built upon Joeseph 

Grady’s general theory from 1996 which suggests that the cognitive system is grounded 

in primary metaphors. (Feldman, 2006, p. 200) These are micro level metaphorical 
concepts which consist of a link between a sensory-motor occurrence, and a subjective 
judgment.  Examples of primary metaphors which Grady studied are:
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“Affection is warmth”

Subjective: affection

Sensory-motor: temperature

Example: “They greeted me warmly.”

Experience: Feeling warm while being held affectionately.


Intimacy is closeness

Subjective experience: intimacy

Sensory-motor experience: being physically close

Example: “We´ve been close for years, but we are beginning to drift apart.”

Experience: Being physically close to people you are intimate with.


Important is big.

Subjective: importance

Sensory-motor: size

Example: “Tomorrow is a big day.”

Experience: As a child, important things in your environment are often big, for example, parents.


Happy is up

Subjective: happiness

Sensory-motor: bodily orientation

Example: “I'm feeling up today.”

Experience: Feeling happy and energetic and taking an upright posture.


More is up

Subjective: quantity

Sensory-motor: vertical orientation

Example: “Prices are high.”

Experience: Observing rise and fall of levels of piles and fluids, as more is added or subtracted.


Help is support

Subjective: assistance

Sensory-motor: physical support

Example: “Support your local charities.”

Experience: A child is often aided through physical support.   (Ibid p. 200)


These primary metaphorical relationships are learned in early childhood through 

experiential learning and interaction with one’s environment. (Feldman, 203) These 
primary metaphors afford themselves to be illustrated by linguistic expressions because 
they borrow conceptually from a physical motor-sensory domain, which exists 

independently of language. (Johnson & Layoff, 1980) In the context of music, and as was 

evident in the string quartet workshop which was a component of this thesis, one refers 
to such primary metaphors often.  Whether explaining, playing or showing a 
“crescendo” (literally the italian word for to grow”) musicians borrow embodied concepts 
from a motor-sensory domain to express something more abstract.   Both the language 
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used in notation and music education, as well as the movement on stage and the sounds 
inherent in a musical performance exhibit an intimate connection to the embodied motor-
sensory basis from which they are derived.


In order to really grasp the implications of embodied cognition in regard to musical 
performance and musical thought, let us first take account of some breakthroughs in the 
field of cognitive science following the publication of Metaphors We Live By.  Cognitive 

neuroscience has since then, with the help of FMRI, and neural imaging technologies, 

observed physical evidence of our neurological makeup which supports the 
phenomenologically metaphorical relationship of between our motor-sensory and thought 
processes.  


  The brain is seen to contain layer upon layer of three dimensional maps. All of our 
movements are enabled by the flow of electric current through neurological circuits.  
These circuits coordinate our motor movements to, from, through, over, under, and 
around points in our spatial surroundings.  One can see here implications regarding the 
importance of practice and rehearsal in athletic disciplines as well as in musical 
performance. What is especially meaningful in the context of this thesis, furthermore, is 
that the act of thinking about spatial movements and physical interactions with our 
environment are enabled by the same circuitry. The difference is that the neural circuits 

used in thinking are activated inhibited.  


Equally fascinating is research regarding the nature of what are referred to as mirror-
neurones.(Gallese, 2001)  First observed in Macaque monkeys, a mirror system was 
identified in certain neurons which were activated both by the act of eating food as well 
as by witnessing someone else eating the food.  Since then, numerous studies have been 
conducted on cognitive properties of mirror-neurones and neuroscientists such as Vittorio 
Gallese have theorised their significance as the neural basis for empathy as well as having 
profound implications for animals’ ability to cognitively simulate the actions, experiences, 
and feelings of others. (Ibid.) In regard to ritual aspects of musical interaction, the 
properties of mirror neurons are of undoubtable significance when it comes to the spatial 
relationships between performers and listeners as well as in terms of our ability to 
recognise, simulate, imitate, empathise with and trigger in one another the metaphorical 
circuitry necessary to activate a mutual sense of what Durkheim referred to as collective 
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effervescence.  I admit that I am now alluding to the belief that such cognitive attributes 
carry rapidly increasing relevance to the study of music as a ritual form of interaction. 
Epistemologically speaking, cognitive embodiment implies a primacy of the body in all 
things musical, and all musicological thought. The ability to not only recognise emotional 
states in others but to simulate them internally is a central characteristic of musical 
performance.  Recognising and internalising characteristic traits and gestures of others is 
also of utmost significance in the context of musical collaboration.  Let us come back to 
these implications in the context of music and ritual theory, but first let us consolidate 
new research findings that elaborate on this model of embodied cognition. 


Another aspect of the modern cognitive paradigm is that of multimodality. (Lakoff, 2014) 

Complimentary associations between the senses of sight and sound for example may 
suggest both visually as well as sonically that a fire-engine is first approaching, then 
departing.  But if one is blind, and is therefore only able to hear the so-called Doppler-
effect emitted from the fire engine, one is still able to perceive a mental image of the 
object passing through three dimensional space.  Many musicians claim the ability to 
imagine a sonic timbre of an instrument as being “dolcé” (sweet), or “rich”, even though 
these perceptions borrow metaphorically from the sensory domain of taste rather than 
hearing.  Another kinaesthetic example of multimodality in the perception of sound relates 
to amplitude. In hearing loud noises we perceive the sources of these as being either very 
close or very big (powerful).  If the sound seems to diminish in terms of amplitude, its 
source can be perceived as moving away, or as decaying in terms of energy.  


The study of motion in musical sound is an important dimension of cognitive musicology 

because there is abundant evidence to suggest that it is not possible to separate the 
perception of sounds from a perception of the bodily, or physical motions which cause 
them. (Godøy, 2010) Recognising a downbeat as such implies the preconceived motion of 
the conductor’s wand in a downward motion in order to signify the first beat of a measure.  
To perceive the texture in a symphonic passage may involve a preconceived and 
embodied understanding of articulation involving movements of the tongue, direction and 
velocity of a bow, stick, or club, not to mention an embodied notion of the force and effort 
required to produce them, nor the emotional state typically associated with these 
physiological movements.  And when we “feel” acceleration, or tempo, or “bounce” or a 
“drop” in music it is because of the multimodal affordances of sound which are able to 
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activate our embodied neural infrastructure which correspond to these perceptions.  
(Lakoff, 2014)


How then does an embodied brain conduct abstract thought? 

As Lakoff asserts:

 “(a) we think with our brains, that is, thought is physical and is carried out by functional neural 
circuitry; (b) what makes thought meaningful are the ways those neural circuits are connected 
to the body and characterize embodied experience; (c) so-called abstract ideas are embodied 
in this way as well, as is language. (Lakoff, 2012, p.773).  


An elaboration of such claims accounts for the ability of our sensory-motor system to 
move and perform tasks in 3-dimensional space and time enabled by the firing of 
electrochemical impulses via neural circuits. It continues that much of the same circuitry 
is utilised while thinking about an activity as is used while physically performing it. Prior to 
1975,  abstract thought was thought to be disembodied, and as Lakoff explained in his 
2012 paper on the topic,


“Concepts were seen as characterized by inherently meaningless abstract symbols that got 
their meaning via the ability to “represent” external mind‐free reality, without the body or brain 
playing any significant role.” (Ibid. p. 773)


Since then, much has been revealed in the realm of cognitive neuroscience.  In addition to 
the primary metaphors mentioned above, cognitive scientists have discovered what seem 
to be cross-culturally universal cognitive attributes of the human conceptual system 
known as “image schemas” or “cogs”(for cognitive primitives.) These include certain 
spatial relation templates such as “Source-Path-Goal, Containment (with Interiors, 
Exteriors, and Boundaries), Contact-Noncontact, Near-Far, Around, Along, Across, In 
Front Of, Behind, Beside, At, Toward”. (Ibid, p. 775) 


Snyder gives a compelling account of various image schemata as they appear to be 
evident in music.  Among these are the image schema of centrality for example, a 
commonly perceived aspect of tonal orientation as well as rhythmic structure. He cites 
“central pitches” and “central beats” as examples of this phenomenon. (Snyder, 2000, p.
112)  The image schema of linearity, which shares much in common with the source-path-
goal image schema, is another common attribute of musical sound. (Ibid. 114)  This is 
evident both in the musical attributes of harmonic progression as well as in the 
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extramusical attributes of musical rehearsal. The image schema up-down, relating to an 
embodied sense of gravity can also be attributed to musical parameters. (Ibid. 111) 
Playing high on the trumpet is often associated with defying gravity by certain performers, 
notably confounded by the primary metaphor of force which is perceived as necessary 
both in order to jump, fly, or play a double high C on the trumpet. 


Perhaps the most significant finding in research regarding such image schemata, cogs 
and primary metaphors is the evidence that abstract thought is also embodied.  That is, 

abstract thought is enabled by borrowing of the same nodes of neural circuitry which are 
utilised for more primitive action/thought concepts.  Phenomenologically speaking, this is 
a result of the fact that an abstract concept is built upon much of the same organisational 
structure as well as neural structure as that of the domain it borrows from conceptually. 
Hence, if the flow of money into a country, for example, seems metaphorically equivalent 
to the flow of water into a glass, it is because the embodied pre-conceptual basis for 
understanding country and glass in these contexts utilise the same image schema, 
namely that of a container. A container such as a glass, or a nation-state, by metaphorical 
extension, is characterised as having an interior, a boundary, and an exterior.  This is 
because they share neural circuitry in the brain, and hence they share conceptual 
properties as well.   If a country seems to be overflowing with wealth, then this is in part 
because the concept of overflowing is metaphorically embodied in our physical 
understanding of the image schema of a container. The container image schema is 
particularly valuable in music, music analysis, and musicological thought. In regard to 

musical content and form the image schema of a container is clearly prevalent in the way 

composers, performers and listeners perceive music.  The expression musical content is 

in and of itself linguistic evidence of the fact that we perceive a musical act as containing 

some kind of substance, a concept which borrows metaphorically from a motor-sensory 
domain. This musical substance, whether considered to be of an emotional and/or 
intellectual nature, or an expression of individual and/or cultural identity is understood to 
be contained in an act of musical performance.  A performance is also perceived as 
having certain boundaries. The differentiation between a performance’s intrinsic musical 
sounds in contrast to that which is perceived as background noise are one example of a 
boundary which is characteristic of the container as image schema.  John Cage’s 4’33” 
can be considered to have played deliberately with the perception of this boundary in that 
it attempted to re-conceptualise the boundary between musical content and sounds of 
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the audience. In that all pieces of music are considered to be bound by a beginning and 
an ending of some form is further evidence that we perceive musical performance through 
the lens of this particular image schema, the container. 


A performance may also be conceptualised and perceived as consisting of a progression 
of units separated by thresholds, such as cadences.  The container metaphor is at play 
here as well since each segment of a musical progression is perceived as having an 
intrinsic logic which differentiates it from that which happens beforehand, afterward, or 
off-stage.   Musical practices have intrinsic techniques which set them apart from non-
musical behaviour.  A high level of musical content in a musical object may be expressed 
by exhibiting a multitude of melodic lines in terms counterpoint, or a multitude of sounds 
in terms of timbre, or tonal complexity in terms of texture.  There are many other 
examples of these metaphorical boundaries between the intrinsic content of performative 
interaction and that which is peripheral, or as in Goffman's dramaturgical approach, “off-
stage”. (Goffman, 1971) During performances (lasting approximately five hours) of Philip 

Glass’s “Einstein on the Beach”, audiences are encouraged to come and go freely.  This 
option, for an audience member within what may have previously been perceived as a 
traditionally invariant concert setting can also be considered to blur the metaphorical 
boundary, or frame according to Goffman, which is inherent in a listening experience.  

Such conceptual frames are ever-present in performative contexts. Researched  first by 
Erving Goffman, frames are a concept firmly placed in the realm of  interaction ritual 
theory which he expanded to apply to secular social situations.  Frames are also, 
according to cognitive scientists, the conceptual product of combinations of image 
schema.  This is enabled by what cognitive linguists refer to a conceptual blending and 
neural binding. (Lakoff, 2014) 

The same image schematic metaphor we just considered , the container, extends itself to 
a higher level of conceptual and narrative meaning as well.  Genre affiliation among social 
groups, for instance, should be considered in terms of the container metaphor.  When 
identifying oneself in terms of political inclination, gender, nationality, and the like, it is 

common to conceive of one’s own membership within a social group, contained by 

metaphorical boundaries. In identity politics the container metaphor is especially visible. 
Just as common as the tendency to identify oneself as Norwegian, Swedish, socialist, 
libertarian, gay or heterosexual however is the tendency to associate oneself with 
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performative genres. To associate oneself with the performative parameters of punk 
music for example is to focus ones attention in a positive way upon the aesthetic qualities 
which make it meaningful.  To the extent that such aesthetic qualities might be seen to 
contrast with, and even conceptually reject the aesthetic properties of the so-called 
common practice period of classical music for instance, feeling punk may entail feeling 
apart of a counter-cultural social group, in part self-defined as not being bourgeois, or 
capitalist or politically conservative for example. In such a case the notion of a container 
having an exterior which is by definition differentiated from the interior and separated by a 
barrier, is a structural cognitive aspect of the way we both perceive and associate 
ourselves with musical aesthetic qualities and attributes.   Having now considered the 
image schematic metaphor  of a container in the context of musical genre affiliation, it is 
noteworthy that to deeply appreciate both punk and Mozart equally is certainly possible.  
To agree politically with both progressives and conservatives is also possible according to 
Lakoff, in which case such individuals he refers to as bi-conceptuals.  (Lakoff, 2008, p.70) 
Among some individuals and social groups, the container metaphor and the intrinsic 
boundary between the content of its community and its exterior are seemingly more 
tangible than among others.  The “musical apartheid” (was this Stan’s comment?) some 
have remarked on, even within the field of musicology, is I believe a metaphorical 
extension of this prevalent image-schematic metaphor which metaphorically frames 
different social and musical practices as being somehow mutually inhibitive.


 A relevant question which arises at this point in our discussion is: How do such image 
schema find their way into our abstract musical thought?  As mentioned earlier, Feldman, 
Lakoff, and Grady suggest that the most essential image schema and primary metaphors 

are learned in early childhood. (Feldman, 2006, p.203)  Furthermore, human beings are 

constantly building and strengthening new neural connections. The more an action-

thought circuit is activated, or is actively inhibited, the stronger the synaptic connection 
becomes, and the more adept an individual becomes at the corresponding thought or 
activity.  There are at any given moment very many nodes of neural circuitry firing 
simultaneously at any given moment, and the process of synaptic strengthening is such 
that “Neurons that fire together, wire together.” (Ibid. p. 201) Phenomenologically 

speaking, such neural binding, as it is called, allows for the prevalence of what cognitive 

linguist’s refer to as conceptual blending. (Ibid. p.286) This means that the more two 
actions or thoughts are combined at the same time, the more they activate one another.  
The more one wears a tuxedo to an opera, the more one may associate a tuxedo with 
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going to the opera.  The more one contemplates songwriting in preparation for the 
Eurovision Song Contest, the more one may conceptualize songwriting as a competitive 
endeavour.  Clusters of action-thought circuits in the brain are “wired together” over time, 
become increasingly normalised in relation to one another, and eventually taken for 
granted.  


The cognitive attribute just described, as theorised according to recent neurocognitive 
research, is especially fascinating in regard to the aforementioned conceptual frames, 
initially researched by Erving Goffman. (Goffman, 1974)  One facet of ritual interaction is 
that a ritual’s intrinsic logic, or frame, is largely invisible to us. We take so for granted our 

roles as teacher in a school, doctor in a hospital, mother in a family,  patron in a 
restaurant, and bassist in a rock band, that the overwhelming majority of behavioural 
expectations associated with these roles go largely unnoticed.  The exception to this rule 
happens when someone deviates from the behavioural role which is expected of them in 
a given situation. Consequently, if one performs a stage dive during an otherwise typical 
performance of Debussey’s Clair de Lune, then one would most likely be interpreted as 

having “broken the frame”, according to Goffman’s theory. (Ibid. p.348) Building on 
Goffman’s frame analysis, Charles J. Fillmore has been accredited with establishing 
research which indicates that all linguistic expressions are metaphorically related to a 

conceptual frame. (Fillmore, 1989)  These frames are, as Lakoff explains, “not in the 
external world. Rather, they fit semantic roles concerning embodied notions such as 

agents, patients, recipients, sources, goals, beneficiaries, and so on.”  (Lakoff 2012) 
Today, the idea of conceptual frames is a well established component of the study of 
cognitive science in addition to micro-sociological theory.  Conceptual frames are made 
up of cognitive primitives such as image schema and primary metaphors, but persist as 
seemingly invisible attributes of a situation that structure social expectations and the 
various “semantic roles” associated with the activities or concepts which define a 
situation.  These conceptual frames are incidentally useful to take into account, I believe, 
in regard to musical rituality.  When composing for or performing with pre-established 
combinations of instruments, perhaps also utilising a preexisting aesthetic style of voicing 
or rhythmic pattern, one is making use of ritualised forms of musical behaviour.  Aspects 
of these forms have presumably fulfilled some social, practical or symbolic role in order to 
be repeatedly implemented to the point of eventually becoming given attributes of the 
music’s conceptual frame.  
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Conceptual frames in music are in a constant state of flux.  It might seem noteworthy that 
musicians and music appreciators often seem to be in constant search of new, original, or 
novel combinations of familiar performative ingredients.  To the extent that Arnold 
Schoenberg initiated a new approach to tonality in the later period of his career, this may 
be considered as breaking with the established image schema or conceptual frames 
characteristic of harmonic progression up until that point.  Notably however, the twelve 
tone technique, a kind of related serialism did still make use of the same twelve tones 
utilised previously in the western chromatic scale.  In that certain parameters of this tonal 
convention are arguably dictated by the natural acoustic properties of the harmonic series 
the continuities in Schoenberg’s new conceptual blend was a combination of a new tonal 
concept (avoiding predictability) with an otherwise preestablished and embodied tonal 
image schema inherent in the chromatic scale.  A cross-cultural comparison of tonal 
practices however, between that of western classical music and Indian classical music for 
example, shows that that which we may assume to be the embodied acoustic basis for 
tonal possibilities is largely a product of cultural convention.


Such image schemata, primary and complex metaphors, complimentary and mutually 
inhibitive conceptual frames abound, both in the form and content of music, and the 
interactive ritual structure of “musicking” as well, as in the inherent attitudes and claims 
expressed within musicological discourse.  And of paramount significance is the 
discovery that via the activity of mirror neurons we are constantly triggering 
corresponding and pre-existing image schematic circuitry in one another at the 
subconscious level. It has been asserted that this is the neural basis for empathy through 

which we are all connected in a dynamic world of social interaction. (Gallese, 2001) From 
the neurological perspective, engaging in a musical rehearsal together involves, quite 
literally, a mutual alteration of, or transformation of one-another’s brain-body circuitry. An 
important point to consider here is that the face-to-face realtime contact in music-making 
and performing is the prime experiential source of embodiment in musical meaning. It is 
in this sense taken to be the source of cognitive primitives, the image schemata, and 
other embodied cognitive attributes which are prerequisite to, and remain pervasive in 
even the most abstract of musical thought.  Even the greatest abstractions of that central 
activity which Christopher Small referred to as “musicking” should, I believe, be mindful of 
the embodied ritual source from which they are derived.
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Narratives overlap and mutually inhibit one another just as brain circuits and their 
corresponding thoughts can either compliment or mutually inhibit one another.  Studying 
the ritual time-space in which music is created and recreated is to study the 
multidimensional switchboard of circuitry between individuals and the collective 
consciousness. (Durkheim, 1995) Important to keep in mind in this respect, in addition to 
the embodied nature of our cognitive attributes, is a curiosity for how our cognitive musical 
attributes are reenforced by and interact with our social surroundings. Consistent with the 
other cognitive hypotheses employed in this essay, our discussion of ritual interaction 
should assume that social interaction also involves cognitive processes which rely on our 
motor-sensory experience. Our interaction with our environment is embodied. Hypotheses 
consistent with the aforementioned Neural Theory of Metaphor  assume that abstract  
thought is also embodied.  By extension of these principles narrative structure is assumed 
to be embodied. “Musicking” as Christopher Small has coined, is embodied. And thinking 
about music and musicking are also embodied.  A ritual theory of music should then also 
address the fact that all things musical stem from an embodied conceptualisation of a ritual 
time-space.  Even though the overwhelming majority of human beings’ musical experience 
today may be facilitated by prerecorded playback, the multimodal motor-sensory system 
we are equips with is very adept at filling in the blanks. As a case in point, consider Simon 
Frith’s remarks

“my argument in this book is not just that in listening to popular music we are listening to a 
performance, but, further, that “listening” itself is a performance: to understand how 
musical pleasure, meaning, and evaluation work, we have to understand how, as listeners, 
we perform the music for ourselves.” (Frith, 1998, p.203)


I would add to this that the reason we can simulate this ritual for ourselves, in our 
imaginations, is because we have an embodied mind which has been doing so for 
millennia.  As embodied cognition shows, metaphorical relationships can become so 
commonplace that they become invisible to us. They become attributes of unconscious 
conceptual frames. Arguably, our ancestors have somehow benefited from the activity of 
performing and listening to one another for so long, that this activity has become 
sanctified, normalised, a given, constant, taken for granted, and as a result more or less 
invisible to us.  It has become an invisible structure of our neural makeup, as well as an 
invisible aspect of the social fabric we were born into. 
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So in what ways might our ancestors have benefited from this ritualised form of 
interaction? We can attempt to answer this question by looking at other animal species 
that engage in musical vocalisation. There are many theories as to why birds sing, for 
example. An elaborate birdsong can project virility, health and strength on behalf of a 
male.  In evolutionary terms, being able to project these attributes over a sizable 
geographic area may be advantageous for the male in signalling to an available female his 
ability to provide food and security.  Whales display similar characteristics in the ways 
they appear to communicate with one another.  It is nonetheless difficult to see, in the 
context of human musical practices any direct link between harmonic complexity or 
soloistic virtuosity and an ecological advantage in terms of the process of evolution by 
natural selection.  Human beings are for the time being at the top of the food chain and 
any attempt to explain music as a trait of evolutionary significance remains to be a 
speculative effort at best. However, if one is to consider ritualised musical interaction from 
a holistic perspective, that is as an integral aspect of a more complex human genome, 
then it seems that its ecological significance may be more profound than it has been 
given credit for. However, if we choose to think of music not as an isolated phenomenon 
in and of itself, but rather as an aspect of a holistic system of human attributes, then I 
argue it is possible that music has been a contributory factor to humans’ ecological 
position in evolutionary history.


Macrosocial context and the power of narrative 

In order to see musical assembly as a ritual phenomenon within a greater social context, 
let’s step back a minute and consider a broader social aspect of human cognition.  As 

argued in the aforementioned popular account of human history by the Israeli archeologist 
Noah Yuval Harari, there is evidence to suggest that a cognitive revolution happened 
among homo sapiens, 70,000 years ago. (Harari, 2015, p.3) This was arguably evident in 
the observation that many of the large predatory animals on the African continent were 
pushed to extinction, while homo sapiens were somehow catapulted simultaneously to 
the top of the food chain.  The newfound cognitive ability which Harari attributed this to 
was that  which gave humans the capability to, as he put it, “cooperate flexibly, in very 
large numbers.”  That ability, Harari explains, was humans’ ability to proliferate, internalise 
and adhere to stories.  Stories, myths, legends, systems, and narratives are according to 
this view the determinant factor in the placement of humans at the top of the food chain.  
Narrative structure is from this perspective largely representative of beliefs and value 
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systems which make up our social landscapes.  Where one narrative, such as that of 
capitalism, proves to be advantageous in coping with one’s social environment, humans 
can very rapidly swap communism in exchange for capitalism, Christianity in exchange 
for scientism or dollars in exchange for yen. 

In this essay, I do not intend to delve into the intricacies of how and why narratives are 
compelling. I have already asserted however that narratives make up the social cognitive 
landscape in which we navigate our daily lives, and that narratives provide a primary way 
of structuring our thoughts and instincts regarding agents’ motives and actions within our 
physical and social environment.  In fact, narrative is arguably the dominant structural 
relationship between those cogs, image schema, and embodied metaphorical concepts 
which allow us to negotiate our social coexistence.


The embodiment of narrative is made possible because of the embodiment of both 
primary and complex conceptual metaphors.  “Metaphor projects narrative 
structure.”(Lakoff, 2010, p. 27) But the process of embodying narrative requires a place 

and time for people to engage in assembling these metaphorical concepts, both 
neurologically and phenomenologically.  Whether gathering in a cave to reenact a story of 

our ancestors, or in a cathedral to revisit the birth of Christ, or meeting over a cup of 
coffee to reconstruct the week’s events, ritual and rituality represent the what and the 
how in regard to how such meetings generate narrative meaning.  Let us proceed to 
addressing music’s rituality from this perspective.


In today's dynamic, digital world, it is often difficult to discern between root and abstraction.  
And this dilemma certainly extends to the world of music.  It is worth while to consider 
however, that there was a time in the not so distant past when amplifiers, recordings, 
musical scores, and opinions about these did not exist.  Then too there existed a 
performative behaviour among humans, who engaged one another with sound, narrative 
and emotion.  Eventually came the ability to offload, and transcribe these performative 
attributes, first in the form of tangible tools as were musical instruments, then notation, 
then recording technologies and the transmission of these, and ultimately the massive 
ubiquitous egalitarian dissemination of sound, sight, language and narrative that we 
experience today: The culmination of these factors has become a salient feature of recent 
human history.  We now live in a social environment characterised by hyper-reflexivity due 
to these technologies. More and more, we take this to be normal because our recollection 

Page �  of �24 44



of the way things used to be is fading like an old photograph. Narratives, real events, 
sounds, images, and ideas, are diffracted, pixelated, and reconstructed and we aren’t fully 
aware of how everything has changed. Its no wonder the obsession for discerning the real 
and the authentic from the fake and illusionary persists in the world of popular culture, not 
to mention in the world of public debate. The narrative environment of our world today is 
metaphorically synonymous with a house of mirrors. Even though the last century may 
have drastically altered our conception of the relationship between time and space 
however, that framed relationship between performer and listener is still enshrined in the 
ritualised modes of human behaviour which are embodied in musical interaction.

The preliminary agenda in this essay is still to illustrate that the basic essence of this 
performer-listener ritual frame remains very much intact. Regardless of the structural 
changes in modern society, an ongoing ritual process persists as the embodied source 
domain of all things musical. So far we have considered cognitive aspects of the brain-
body system which music’s rituality are contingent upon. We have also alluded to the 
notion that there are aspects of musical interaction which, like all forms of social 
interaction, take on a dynamic life of their own in the social realm. The remainder of the 
essay will attempt to focus on interpersonal aspects of musical relationships. Hopefully it 
will become more apparent how cognitive attributes such as image schema, primary 
musical metaphors, and conceptual frames become conducive to the emergent social 
phenomena which are characteristic of musical interaction.  Our goal now is to take into 
account some of these emergent social aspects of musicking and consider them in 
comparison with other performative genres. For the remainder of this essay, theoretical 
perspectives of ritual interaction will guide our discussion. It should in turn become more 
evident which roles musicking fulfils in social narrative contexts by establishing a basis for 
social cohesion, emotional significance, transformative collaboration, and construction of 
self- and group-identities, to name a few.  

Earlier in this essay we addressed an array of cognitive attributes which I find to be 
important in taking account of ritual interaction. Having considered such aspects of the 
body-brain system we are better equipped to address aspects of ritual interaction which 
many theorists have in common. One aspect in mind is the notion of a transformative 
process. This notion of a musical performance, or indeed a ritual performance of any kind 
being able to facilitate a transformative process may appear problematic at first glance. 
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The notion of transformation denotes some material shape-shifting taking place on the part 
of some substance as a result of being deliberately worked over by a volitive agent.  In the 
case of many rituals, certainly in the case of a musical performance, the “transformation” 
taking place is not one of the physical substance. Rather it is a metaphorical 
transformation.  Partly to blame for the effort spent in the first part of this essay on 
contextualising the embodied nature of our cognitive attributes is the still somewhat novel 
importance of metaphor as a fundamental property of the brain-body system.  Metaphor 
has historically been considered as a weakness in logical inference.  Its value as an 
explanatory device is unchallenged but indeed many scholars often feel the need to 
apologize for their uses of metaphor in the absence of other methods of description.  My 
point here is that much of the social world is physically immaterial. To describe things such 
as freedom or human rights, conflict or resolution, the properties of metaphor are therefore 
utterly necessary.  A conclusion that I think we can walk away with having considered that 
metaphor is so intimately interwoven with our very ability to think and act upon the world is 
that the so-called “structures” that we see in the world are not mere figments of the 
imagination. That something in the social world is of merely metaphorical importance does 
not make it any less real.  This having been said, many metaphorical inferences in the 
world of the social should certainly remain to be contended topics of intense public debate.  
One can debate the aesthetic virtues of minimalism vs. those of serialism in music just as 
one can and should debate the values of socialism and capitalism.  However, we should 
be more aware of the metaphorical inferences that such discussions rely upon and we 
should be more aware of how such metaphorical inferences derive their embodied source 
of meaning.  

With this understanding of metaphor firmly in mind, let us continue to assess the central 
idea of transformation in musical interaction. Social interaction involves very clearly an 
intimate connection between the inner cognitive workings of individuals and the common 
social (read metaphorical) constructs which they negotiate in contact with one another.  
In the words of Nichola Wood and Susan J. Smith (Wood, Smith, 2004, p.540) “musical 
performances force us to think about ways of being that prioritize not what people think but 
how they feel.” (Wood & Smith, 2004, p.540)  In consideration of this aspect of musical 
performance, the roles that short-term and long-term memory play in musical interaction 
are of central importance. (Schnyder, 2000, p.7) Embodied memories of emotional affect in 
regard to places, things, people, and events can all be recalled and recycled in the 
process of interacting musically.  As addressed earlier in this essay metaphor projects 
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narrative structure. And narrative, whether it be played out in a theatre or in a political 
arena, activates our emotional responses in regard to performed actions between agents 
and entities.  In concrete terms, it is reasonable to assume then that our neural circuits are 
to a certain extent “transformed” after witnessing a performance of any kind.  How then is 
this an aspect of rituality?  Ritual is the manner in which society enacts, normalises, and 
revises the ways of being which Wood and Smith were referring to.  What is ultimately 
“transformed” after a performance is not only brains and synaptic pathways, but 
individuals’ emotional status in relation to one another.  

In assuming that musical “meaning” is not to be found in the physical artefact which is a 
score, recording or text, neither is narrative meaning itself to be found in the physical 
artefact of a book, video or photograph.  Human beings have the ability to comprehend 
and internalise narratives because our brain-body systems possess an embodied capacity 
to grasp concepts such as identity, intention, desires, fears, movement, action, reaction, 
cause and effect in a myriad of forms.  We can comprehend these narratives when danced 
on a stage, acted out in the real world, read from a newspaper or painted on a ceiling.  
Furthermore, these embodied conceptual components of narrative derive their meaning 
from an embodied social context.  Let us now consider social context as the basic 
experiential source of narrative meaning.

Scholars of ritual, Durkheim being among the most notable in our discussion, have put 
forth an idea which we tend to take for granted today; that is that there exists some entity 
called society. Though it may often seem tempting to equate society with the collective 
sum of all individuals, ritual theorists argue that it is something more.  Durkheim was 
among the first of such scholars to assert that social situations, involving the spatial 
coming-together of individuals, brought about emergent psycho-social phenomena. Herein 
lies an assumption that the nature of society is analytically irreducible to the level of 
individuals.  At the root of this emergent social state which Durkheim referred to as 
collective effervescence was a universal human inclination to fluctuate between two 
default states of being. These are determined by our being “dispersed” or “gathered 
together”.  In his observation of Aboriginal culture he described these alternating phases 
as follows:

“These two phases stand in the sharpest possible contrast. The first phase in which economic 
activity predominates, is generally of rather low intensity. Gathering seeds or plants necessary 
for food, hunting, and fishing are not occupations that can stir truly strong passions. The 
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dispersed state in which the society finds itself makes life monotonous, slack, and humdrum. 
Everything changes when a corroboree takes place.” (Durkheim, p. 217)

“…The very act of congregating is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once the individuals are 
gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated from their closeness and quickly launches 
them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every emotion expressed resonates without 
interference in consciousnesses that are wide open to external impressions, each one echoing 
the others. … (Durkheim, p.217)

This “electricity” associated with coming together, and individuals’ subsequent sensation of 
an entity which is greater than oneself is the phenomenon Durkheim referred to as 
“collective effervescence”.  Other scholars of ritual have also noted the emergent 
properties of a group’s coming together and attributed this situational context to be the 
most important level of analysis in the study of culture.  (Collins, 2004, p. 3) 

The mirror neurons mentioned earlier in this essay are arguably at play in this coming-
together in the sense that “consciousnesses”  are “wide open to external 
impressions” (Durkheim, 1995, p. 217) Observation of mirror neurons in primates 
strengthen the assumption that our thoughts and actions are infused with and affected by 
impulses from other human beings.  Our own brain circuits, including mental simulations of 
others’ actions and emotional states, are implicitly activated by the witnessing of and 
spatial interaction with recognisable states and gestures of others.  This notion implies in 
part that spatial vicinity is a contributing factor to the richness of aesthetic experience 
which our brains’ mirror systems allegedly grasp at the subconscious level. (Gallese, 2001)
There is a newfound interest among scholars of the humanities and performing arts 
communities, as well as in the scientific community, in the implications of research 
regarding mirror-neurons. The round table talks between actors, performers, and scholars 
of the humanities with Vittorio Gallese in attendance is an example of the implicit belief 
that mirror-neurons have profound implications for the act of embodied communication 
both in terms of multimodality, and spatial proximity. (Gallese, et.al. 2007) Indeed, 
Durkheim seems to suggest that by merely sharing a spatial proximity with one another 
certain gestures and forms of non-verbal communication enable the group to enter an 
emergent state of communication and expression.  He describes a form of entrainment in 
such gatherings…

. . . “Probably because a collective emotion cannot be expressed collectively without some 
order that permits harmony and unison of movement, these gestures and cries tend to fall 
into rhythm and regularity, and from there into songs and dances. . .” (Durkheim, p. 217) 

Page �  of �28 44



The sensations generated by such ritual encounters, of experiencing something holy, 
unique, extraordinary, greater than oneself, or sacred has also been credited with 
responsibility by Durkheim and subsequent ritual theorists, for the notion of a sacred vs. 
profane dichotomy. (Durkheim, 1995) This is also an emergent aspect of an interaction 
ritual. The centrality of certain sacred symbols, values, and beliefs within a social group, 
and the peripherality of profane symbols, associated with things and activities considered 
more ordinary and mundane, is considered by Durkheim to be a natural reflection of the 
“gathered-together” and “dispersed” phases characteristic of human life.  Sacred symbols 
are generated when a group’s shared focus of attention seeks to fasten the emotional 
significance of the ritual experience to tangible objects and/or actions within the collective 
attention space.  Things and deeds which are perceived as important to the group’s 
identity and social cohesion are assigned the perceived status of sacred. (In many 
contexts the word sacred might just as well be swapped with significant, or meaningful.)  
To the extent that mundane and ordinary things and deeds threaten the group sentiment 
sense of solidarity they are deemed profane. (Durkheim, 1995)

In various musical contexts, the sacredness of certain objects seem overly apparent.  The 
conductors baton in an orchestral setting is an example of this so-called sacredness that 
everyone in the orchestra has the right to possess in his/her line of sight.  Though the 
movements of the baton may not be a feature of everyone’s conscious awareness at every 
given moment, it is certainly an embodied focal-point which unites the collective 
effervescence of the orchestra with the rhythmic and dynamic imagination of the 
conductor.  This sacredness, or symbolic centrality, is also well apparent in the case of 
musical instruments.  The market value of a Stradivarius violin, a Steinway piano, or a 
vintage Gibson guitar is evidence of this fact.  The notion that there is some material 
quality inherent in a “masterfully” produced instrument serves to physically fasten the 
emotional significance of a musical community to that object.  Additional evidence of the 
ritualistic nature of these instruments’ value is evident in their historical origins.  Virtually all 
stringed instruments of the orchestra today are copies of the “master” violinmakers of the 
17th century Stradivari, Guarneri, or Amati.  The historical period and setting in which they 
lived, in northern Italy, constituted a highly collaborative and artistically expansive 
environment between performers, violinmakers, composers and architects.  The collective 
effervescence Durkheim would have attributed to this collaborative historical setting has 
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apparently left its mark on the material aspects of today’s classical music practices.  
Though there have been significant innovations since the 17th century, both in terms of 
musical aesthetics as well as in terms of material alterations to instruments and concert 
venues, the instruments themselves were ascribed enormous symbolic value during that 
period. Many of the instruments themselves have miraculously survived and are still 
performed on today. Performers who don’t possess one of these sacred objects perform 
on instruments that are remarkably close reproductions of them, thanks to centuries of 
craftsmanship and modern technology. Noteworthy also is the fact that the names 
themselves, Stradivari, Guarneri, and Amati, have a near sacred significance in 
appreciators of stringed instruments and classical music. 

The profanity on the other hand of the sound of a mobil phone ringing out in the middle of 
Vilde Frang’s recital would also be relatively self-explanatory.  As Durkheim postulated, 
things and actions deemed as profane are those which somehow threaten the symbolic 
essence of a group’s solidarity.  If a group of individuals are tranquilly gathered to channel 
their collective attention upon the sonic essence of Vilde Frang and Antonio Stradivari in a 
setting designed by Tarald Lundevall, then the hackneyed iPhone jingle that we all react 
eagerly to on a daily basis is suddenly transformed into a hideous provocation of group 
anger.  

The sense of group solidarity just referred to is also a common aspect of theories 
regarding ritual interaction. (Summers-Effler, 2006) It is noteworthy in this regard to 
consider the image schema of a container mentioned earlier in this essay. An embodied 
notion of solidarity necessarily entails an embodied feeling of belonging to a group. As also 
mentioned earlier in regard to group affiliation is the notion that there is some central 
(sacred) sensibility which is able to provide the group with social cohesion.  To the extent 
that one considers themselves a part of the interactive process which emanates collective 
effervescence, one conceives of being within a bound category or imaginary space 
contained by the differential between the sacred and profane.  Another image schema that 
may apply to this embodied sense of group solidarity is that of an up-down spatial 
relationship from which the notion of a hierarchy is metaphorically derived.  It is possible to 
conceive of a hierarchical differentiation between those who are really dedicated to the 
group’s symbolic essence and those who associate themselves with the group’s totemic 
symbols more casually.  A virtuoso in the opera, or the producer of an iconic rock band 
may possess overtly obvious evidence of their stake in their group’s symbolic essence. 
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They may perceive themselves and be perceived by others as more loyal to, authoritative 
and symbolic of the group’s central characteristics in comparison to a new fan who has 
recently been exposed to a music’s aesthetic for the first time.  A theoretical problem 
occurs then: In consideration of the idea that such image schematic metaphors are at play 
in aspects of group solidarity, it may seem contradictory at first to assert that the so-called 
collective consciousness is analytically irreducible to the cognitive attributes of individual 
human beings.  However, there are issues to address with this assumption. First is that we 
operate daily with tens of thousands of such image schemata. (Lakoff, 2013) In the 
interactive ritual frames through which we experience daily life these image schemata are 
overlapping seamlessly in various combinations in any given scenario. Secondly, to 
examine the presence and prevalence of these image schemata at play in the frames of 
our experience is enlightening and worthwhile, yet ultimately only provides a limited and 
linear scope of a social cognitive relationship which is arguably characterised by a far 
greater complexity of systemic logic. 
  
The collective consciousness which Durkheim referred to is not a material entity either. It is 
not a sum of individual human beings but is instead a cumulative result of the emergent 
collective effervescence which results when individuals interact with one another in 
plenum. (Durkeim, 1995, p.426) It is the overall product of the ongoing succession of ritual 
interactions between human beings.  He assumed it too to be an emergent phenomenon, 
analytically non-reducible to the level of individual human beings. Furthermore Durkheim 
claimed the collective consciousness to be the fundamental basis for all  social norms, 
ideas and culture. 

“… collective consciousness is something other than a mere epiphenomenon of its 
morphological base, just as individual consciousness is something other than a mere product of 
the nervous system. If the collective consciousness is to appear, a sui generis synthesis of 
individual consciousnesses must occur. The product of this synthesis is a whole world of 
feelings, ideas, and images that follow their own laws once they are born. They mutually attract 
one another, repel one another, fuse together, subdivide, and proliferate; And none of these 
combinations is directly commanded and necessitated by the state of the underlying reality. 
Indeed, the life thus unleashed enjoys such great independence that it sometimes plays about 
in forms that have no aim or utility of any kind, but only for the pleasure of affirming itself. I have 
shown that precisely this is often true of ritual activity and mythological thought.” (Durkheim, 
1995, p. 426)

Certain image schematic metaphors, cogs, and primary metaphors are arguably at play 
here. Consider the container metaphor in this context for example. Individuals sense the 
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existence of a group, an event, something larger than themselves which they feel apart of.  
The assumption here is that individuals feel contained by the social order of the group and 
its activities.  

Other scholars such as Erving Goffman, Randall Collins, and Erica Summers-Effler have 
theorised about forms of ritual interaction. They too have argued that it is situations in 
which individuals interact, rather than the individuals themselves, which should be 
considered as the primary factor in social phenomena.  This is because of the assumption, 
like Durkheim’s, that situations have emergent properties which the attributes of their 
individual participants alone cannot fully account for. As Collins writes “Situations have 
laws or processes of their own; and that is what IR theory is about.” (Collins, 2004, p. 5)  
This theoretical perspective on ritual interaction is perhaps best summarised by Collins as 
follows: “… ritual is a mechanism of mutually focused emotion and attention producing a 
momentarily shared reality, which thereby generates solidarity and symbols of group 
membership.”  (Collins, 2004, p. 7)  This perspective is typical among proponents of 
interaction ritual (IR) theory  in the realm of micro-sociology.  According to such theorists, 
the intrinsic workings of ritual interaction form the basic causal mechanism behind all 
social phenomena.

Ritual interaction is however also a central area of study in the realm of anthropology and 
of religious studies.  From the perspective of many anthropologists, ritual interaction is 
seen less as a causal social mechanism in its own right, and more as a social 
manifestation of larger macro-social or cultural aspects of a society.  This perspective 
displays more of a structuralist approach to human behaviour in which ritual interaction is 
seen as a mere reflection of macro-structure.  Collins describes such a perspective:  

“a long-standing anthropological theme is that ritual taking place in time reveals the 
timeless, the local manifests the total… this is the approach of structuralism, of 
symbolic anthropology, of semiotics and cultural codes.” (Collins, 2004, p. 7)

The phenomenon of ritual interaction is then characterised by a collective focus of 
attention,  and a collective appropriation of emotional significance to objects and actions 
that are considered to represent the group’s identity and social cohesion.  (Summers-
Effler, 2006) It is seen from various perspectives as both cause and/or symptom of far-
reaching social phenomena.  Though theorists may debate its greater significance in this 
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respect, I believe that all aspects of rituality contribute to a compelling perspective with 
which to consider any form of musical expression.

Consider for a moment the so-called “collective effervescence” experienced just prior to a 
much-anticipated performance by your favourite artist, ensemble or composer.  The feeling 
itself of knowing that a special musical moment is about to take place is enough to 
heighten your awareness of your surroundings and to alter the focus of your conscious 
attention.  In the course of the performance, certain unconscious yet embodied sensations 
will be fealt, expressed and mirrored between individuals.  The objects, movements, 
individuals and actions on stage become the shared focus of an audience’s conscious 
attention.  One’s emotional sensibilities are actively engaged by the sounds and 
performative actions which are produced in the centre of the audience’s attention space.  
The rhythmic pulse of musical sound, as well as the timbre, the relative intensity and the 
motion with which it is produced are all intentionally manipulated to facilitate a shared 
emotional, intellectual, and physical experience. In terms of ritual interaction, this shared 
and embodied experience is referred to as entrainment, which is characterised by a 

shared focus of attention and emotional sentiment.  (Summers-Effler, 2006)  This 

performance leaves its mark on everyone in attendance.  It alters neural circuitry. It may 
perform neural binding and conceptual blending while new musical styles and gestures are 
combined in novel ways.  Perhaps old performative ideas are revisited in a dramatically 
new social context.  Perhaps physical gestures which are performed in the centre of the 
attention space correspond to new ways of perceiving what would otherwise be familiar 
sounds.  The richness and multimodality of the aesthetic experience which the 
performance embodies may be mood-altering. In so-being it may even transform one’s 
perspective:  on a political dilemma, a personal crisis, or an appropriate course of action.  
The experience may transform one’s identity in terms of gender, in terms of social status, 
in terms of self-worth, or as a public servant, faithful follower, creative innovator, 
compassionate humanitarian or as an agent of protest.  From this perspective, a musical 
performance can be seen to display dynamic and transformative characteristics.  It may, 
and arguably does, entail a multidimensional negotiation of contextual meaning.  

From the standpoint where a rock concert is seen to reflect something structural and 
symbolic of the greater society, a performance may have a vital and important function in 
forming the minds and sensibilities of a young attendee.  Or it might have a reaffirming and 
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stabilising affect in regard to senior members of the group which it defines.  Susan 
Montague and Robert Morais describe a compelling account in this manner of rock 
concerts and football games as “Ritual Enactment of American Success Models” (Gannon, 
2001)This view of ritual interaction sees ritual performance, (whether musical, athletic or 
religious) as a prescribed reenactment of functional narratives in which individuals are 
appropriated social status according to an intrinsic honor-reward system.  This point of 
view coincides rather neatly with the so-called “top-down” approach to music perception 
where cultural meaning is assumed to ascribe conceptual significance to the micro level 
parameters of aesthetic experience.

The anthropologist Victor Turner also observed an emergent quality of ritual interaction 
similar to Durkheim’s collective effervescence.  Turner’s theory of ritual was also 
influenced by the ideas of Arnold Van Gennep.  Van Gennep’s 1909 monograph entitled 
“Rites de Passage”, observed certain common features among various performed rituals 
such as weddings, funerals, and various initiation rites.  These, as well as certain naturally 
determined transitions such as in the case of pregnancy, birth, and death, all exhibit a 
similar pattern of progression Van Gennep recognised as having three essential stages.  
These were the stages of “separation”, “transition” and “incorporation”.  These three 
stages represent an alteration in social status.  As in the case from betrothed to married, 
certain rites are carried out in a society to formally recognise the shift in one status to the 
other. One is formally “separated” from the ranks of single eligibles by a series of ritual 
procedures relative to one’s culture. One then enters into an interim period of formalised 
separation from the former status, where one is no longer currently a single eligible, but 
not yet married either.  During this phase of transition, certain rites are carried out, vows 
are taken, prayers, various offerings, or symbolic gestures may be performed before 
witnesses.  Finally, formal rites are performed which effectively reintegrate the individuals 
into their new social status as “married”.  The same three stages are assumed to take 
place in a reversal of social status.

The phase of transition, according to Victor Turner exemplifies the most essential aspect of 
ritual.  In that one’s social status during this phase is neither here nor there, or in the words 
of Turner: “betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, 
convention, and ceremonial”, it is the phase most distinguished as exhibiting 
transformative qualities. (Turner, 1969, p. 95)  This phase of transition from one status to 
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another, Turner referred to as liminal, derived from the latin word limen for threshold. (Ibid. 
p.94)  The emergent quality of liminality which is an essential aspect of ritual interaction 
according to Turner is unique from all other aspects of social life in that it is characterised 
by instability, the motor behind transformative action and social change. He differentiated 
between what many anthropologists referred to as social structure and what he deemed 
anti-structure.  The liminality of ritual interaction exhibits this anti-structure in that it 
represents a “dissolution of normative social structure, with its role-sets, statuses, rural 
rights and duties, etc.” (Turner, 1982, p. 28)

Perhaps the most essential aspect of liminality in the case of ritual, especially in the case 
of musical performance, is this potential for transformation.  As we have hinted at earlier in 
this essay, the transformation which takes place in a musical performance is mainly a 
metaphorical one in that sound is immaterial.  To the extent that music expresses primary 
metaphorical relationships, to the extent that these metaphors project narrative structure 
and to the extent which conceptual meaning can be ascribed to musical parameters, 
musical narrativity provides the means to enact and inspire social and personal 
transformations. June Boyce-Tillman provides a compelling account of this potential in the 
essay The Transformative Qualities Of A Liminal Space Created By Musicking (Boyce-
Tillman 2009) Among other examples cited in this essay, Shakespeare’s Midsummer 
Night’s Dream is employed in order to illustrate the author’s assertion that the 
transformative possibility of music’s liminal space is most effectively accessed when there 
is established “a relationship on the part of the musicker with the four domains of the 
musical experience.” (Ibid.) The four domains Boyce-Tillman cites should come into a 
complimentary balance with one another in order to unleash the potential for a successful, 
transformative performance. These are the domains of materials, expression, construction, 
and values, which she claims to be intrinsic to any musical performance. In the domain of 
materials the author points to both the instruments which are utilised as well as the 
physical-acoustical space. She also cites particular techniques which are employed, 
referring to bel-canto vs. Chinese Opera style, as being components of the domain of 
materials.  In regard to the so-called domain of expression, Boyce-Tillman notes the 
following:

“The listener may well bring extrinsic meaning to the music, meaning that has been locked onto 
that particular piece or style or musical tradition because of its association with certain events 
in their own lives. This immensely important component has often been ridiculed or ignored by 
musical theorists.” (Boyce-Tillman, p.186)
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On the Domain of Construction Boyce-Tillman says the following: 

“In the domain of construction, musical ideas are debated and explored; they are repeated and 
contrasted with one another. The way in which this debate is played out is often carefully 
regulated by the elders of the various traditions, be they composers or theoreticians of the 
Western classical tradition or the master drummers of Yoruba traditions. Construction issues 
are over-documented in the pieces that make up the classical canon and form the basis of 
Western musicologyt and therefore of many national schemes of music education. The 
principles and terminologies develop in the Western classical conditioning are often applied to 
other cultures without sufficient regard for how thinkers within those traditions regard their own 
processes of musical Construction.” (Ibid., p.187)


And on the domain of values: 
“the domain of values is related to the context of the music making experience —the macro-
area of culture and the micro-area of a particular event. Musical events contain both internal 
(within the musical structures) and external (the context of the music making) value 
systems.” (Ibid, p.187)    


She goes on to address Turner’s notion of liminality in music.


“Music has the possibility of creating a liminal space and the perceived effectiveness of a 
musical experience is often closely related to this area. Insofar as as a musical experience takes 
us out of everyday consciousness with its concerns for food, clothing, and practical issues and 
moves us into another dimension, we regard the musical experience as successful, whether we 
are a composer, performer, or listener. Indeed some would see music as the last remaining 
ubiquitous spiritual experience in a secularized Western culture. . . “(Ibid., 2009, p. 188)


“…Victor Turner, drawing on an analysis of ritual, described this as a character of being or 
dwelling for extended periods of time in a spatial, social, and spiritual threshold, like 
pilgrims.”(Turner, 1969) (Ibid. p. 188) 

I agree with Boyce-Tillman’s thorough assessment that the emergent and transformative 
qualities of music occur to a large extent due to the achievement of balance between of 
various domains of the interactive experience.  As she recognises, Victor Turner’s theory 
of the “social drama“, an acknowledgement that the stages of schism, crisis, action, and 
re-integration which are present in real life social interactions, are also at play in the 
narratives of theater, epic novels, performative art and ritual. Turner built this theory on the 
premise of Arnold van gennep’s book Rites de Passage which described a liminal phase in 
social dramas. Turner theorised further a differentiation between what he called “Liminal“ 
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and “liminoid” in both traditional and modern societies citing various social events and 
institutions as exhibiting qualities of each and both of these.

“…Liminal phenomena are centrally integrated into the total social process, forming with all its 
other aspects a complete whole, and representing its necessary negativity and the subjunctivity. 
. . Liminoid phenomenal develop a park from the central economic and political processes, 
along the margins, In the interfaces and interstices of central and servicing institutions—they 
are plural, fragmentary, and experimental and character.” (Turner p.54) 


“In complex, modern societies both types coexist in a sort of cultural pluralism. But the liminal
—found in the activities of churches, sects, and movements, in the initiation rites of clubs, 
fraternities, masonic orders, and other secret societies, etc.—is no longer world-wide. Nor are 
the liminoid phenomena which tend to be the leisure genres of art, sport, pastimes, games, 
etc., practiced by and for particular groups, categories, segments and sectors of large-scale 
industrial societies of all types. But for most people the liminoid is still felt to be freer then the 
liminal, a matter of choice, not obligation. The liminoid is more like a commodity—indeed, often 
is a commodity, which one selects and pays for—then the liminal, which elicits loyalty and is 
bound up with one's membership or desired membership in some highly corporate group. One 
works at the liminal, one plays with the liminoid. (Turner, p.55)  

According to this differentiation between liminal and liminoid phenomena, it may seem 
fitting to distinguish musical interaction as liminoid, in other words a mere simulation of 
true ritual interaction, arranged for the sole purpose of entertainment. Yet this is perhaps 
ultimately a matter of perspective, based on just how seriously one invests oneself in the 
musical process.

Both Richard Schechner and J. Huizinga also observe a dichotomy between 
“seriousness” and “play” in performative processes. As the latter has asserted in his 
Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture


“… All true ritual is sung, danced and played. We moderns have lost the sense for ritual and 
sacred play. Our civilization is worn with age and too sophisticated. But nothing helps us to 
regain that sense so much as musical sensibility. In feeling music we feel ritual. In the 
enjoyment of music, whether it is meant to express religious ideas or not, the perception of 
the beautiful and the sensation of holiness merge, and the distinction between play and 
seriousness is whelmed in that fusion.” (Huizinga, p. 159)

Boyce-Tillman’s description of the liminal experience in music makes use of 
commonalities from multiple fields. She cites the experience of “holiness” within religious/
spiritual literature, “trance” from anthropological literature, and the concept of “flow" from 
psychological studies of creativity. (Boyce-Tillman, 2009)
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The experience of “flow” as described by  Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, and Nakamura, 
in their phenomenological study of the concept, is particularly compelling in regard to the 
liminal experience.    Based on interviews with hundreds of rock climbers, chess players, 
athletes, and artists they described a subjective conscious state in which individuals 
reported feeling …


“completely involved in something to the point of forgetting time, fatigue, and everything else but 
the activity itself. It is what we feel when we read a well-crafted novel or play a good game of 
squash, or take part in a stimulating conversation.. The defining feature of flow is intense 
experiential involvement in moment-to-moment activity.” 


The scholars began to refer to it as the “flow experience” because a recurring metaphor emerged 
from respondents’ descriptions of experience, namely “the metaphor of a current that carried them 
along effortlessly.” (Csikszentmihalyi, et. al, p.230) 

While attending a trumpet masterclass on improvisation years ago, an attendee asked the 
artist if he ever got nervous while performing. His response was that while he was 
performing, he was “way too busy to be nervous.”  I took this to exemplify the experience 
of “flow”. 

Music is an embodied ritual act which exhibits “sacred play”:

-Huizinga’s quote presents the notion that our modern understanding of the relationship 
between time and space has been drastically altered. This is especially the case in the age 
of internet, mass-transit and globalisation. But I argue that we still recognise the traditional 
time-space relationship present in pictures, sounds and narratives which are circulated on 
the internet. This is the case with music as well, I argue, because we still possess an 
embodied understanding of what it means to perform and to witness a musical 
performance. Furthermore, that embodied understanding is a result of our direct 
experience with performance.  This essay has begun to address how this conception of 
music as a ritual performance becomes embodied in us.
Huizinga’s quote also mentions the notion of ritual and music as “sacred play.”  We “play” 
music. We “play” with musical gestures and objects in the process of musicking as if our 
real purpose were to address “sacred” things which are much larger, such as: nationality, 
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gender, identity, ideology, narrative, and other serious business of great social and political 
significance. Huizinga, and others allude to a dichotomy between manifestations of play 
and those of seriousness in human behaviour. Some scholars of ritual and performance 
such as Richard Schechner and Victor Turner have claimed that these two attributes of 
human behaviour coexist simultaneously in many forms of ritual, theatre and performance. 
Part of understanding the music’s inherent rituality would be to address the extent to which 
play and seriousness can coexist simultaneously in various performative contexts. The 
musical attributes of Capoeira or of African American slave music would be a poignant 
case study in this regard.  Furthermore, a deeper discussion regarding the embodied 
cognitive foundations of flow, communitas, play and seriousness would further develop an 
understanding of how we conceive of musical styles, practices and performances. It would 
also add a dimension of understanding to the what, how, and why in regard to musicking’s 
functional roles in society.

The resulting social cohesion, referred to as solidarity by Durkheim and subsequent micro-
sociologists, Turner coined as “communitas” a latin word used by anthropologists to refer 
to a group’s temporary social cohesion which results from a transitional, collective state of 
being.  Turner was largely preoccupied with the notions of “structure” and “anti-structure” in 
the social sphere.  Ritual interaction, according to Turner, was said to exhibit a “liminal” or 
transitional collective status not characteristic of the ordinary structure of everyday life.  
Liminal forms of interaction were inherently “anti-structural” transient modes of behaviour, 
and groups which form from these liminal phases he referred to as “communitas”.  

“… what I call communitas has something of a “flow" quality, but it may arise, and often 
does arise spontaneously and unanticipated… Again, “flow” is experienced within an 
individual, whereas communitas at its inception is evidently between or among individuals 
— it is what all of us believe we share and its outputs emerge from dialogue, using both 
words and non-verbal means of communication, such as understanding smiles, jerks of the 
head, and so on, between us.” (Turner p.58)


Both a sense of flow as well as of communitas seem to me to be central motivations for 
musical participation. With that as a final point of reflection in our discussion of the 
cognitive dimensions of music’s intrinsic rituality, I’d like to address where this discussion 
has taken us.
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The goals of this essay have been broad in reach and it would be presumptuous to 
assume that the themes covered in it are adequately outlined in any great detail.  The 
depth and breadth of new knowledge regarding the cognitive make-up of human beings is 
at times seemingly overwhelming in and of itself.  And the body of theory regarding social 
interaction is equally broad in scope.  The prospect then of uniting these two perspectives 
in an essay of this brevity may seem like an insurmountable task from the outset. 
However, musical interaction holds, I believe, a unique station in the human world.  It is 
positioned so squarely between the mind of the individual and the collective 
consciousness to which he/she is inextricably connected.  For this reason I find it 
extremely worthy to reflect on music’s function in human life from both of these 
perspectives simultaneously. Musical interaction is undoubtably affected by our cognitive 
make-up as individuals and yet it seems at times to take on a life of its own. It seems to 
both reflect the society we live in yet transform that society simultaneously.

 I have attempted to address cognitive attributes of the human brain body system that not 
only affect the way we perceive and perform music, but also the way we think about music. 
Such embodied characteristics as image schemata, and primary metaphors are aspects of 
the way we interact with music because they are fundamental characteristics of the way 
we interact with the world around us. Though cognitive science has revealed much about 
the brain-body system with in recent decades, many fascinating discoveries undoubtedly 
remain yet to be made. Yet however revolutionary such discoveries Reveal themselves to 
be, the more intriguing the musical mind becomes. Perhaps this is in part due to the fact 
that music is above all a social phenomenon. I’ve also attempted in this essay to address 
the fact that human beings, cognitive attributes in and of themselves are not fully sufficient 
in addressing the dynamic interactive processes intrinsic to musical interaction. This 
perspective stems from the belief congruent with that of ritual theorists in that music, like 
all social phenomena is indeed an emergent phenomenon, irreducible to the some of its 
individual participants. The satisfaction of musical participation is perhaps synonymous 
with what Durkheim referred to as collective effervescence. It has been utilized for the 
purposes of inspiring revolution, as well as for generating a sense of solidarity, of 
emancipation and even of holiness, all consistent with the collective sensations which 
ritual theorists attribute to dynamic group interaction. Just as other forms of ritual 
interaction, musicking is an inherently reflexive activity. On the one hand music reflects the 
structural, aesthetic, and behavioral context of the society in which it is performed. On the 
other hand musicking takes active part in the emergent formation of the collective 
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consciousness which society is composed of. Just as is much of the social world, the 
majority of musical relationships are metaphorical ones.  But as we’ve considered in this 
essay the metaphorical premises of the musical and the social are rooted in our very 
physical and embodied existence.  The essence of ritual and the essence of musical are 
part and parcel to our neural, emotional, and embodied make-up, but it doesn’t stop there.  
Liminality, flow, communitas, social cohesion, and the seriousness of music as well as its 
playfulness, are all aspects of music’s inherent rituality which enable it to both reflect and 
to transform Society.  An awareness of musical rituality is the acknowledgment that music 
is both worthy of deep reflection and worthy of taking part in with wild abandon.
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