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Abstract 

Music in, as, for, and through Virtual Spaces 

Cheng Wei Lim 

 

This dissertation unites two contrasting phenomena, musical theorizing as practiced on YouTube 

and dreamlike experiences involving music, under a single rubric: virtual space. While the two 

phenomena are disconnected in time, geography, and culture, they are nonetheless similar in that 

they are spatialized in ways that contravene how we typically experience physical space, So, I 

develop the concept of virtual space as a means of approaching the commonalities underlying these 

phenomena. Building on a definition of space as a medium in which entities are positionally 

related, I propose a framework for analyzing virtual spaces that emphasizes a phenomenonôs 

subjective immersivity and objective relationality. In order to bring out the human dimension of 

these virtual spaces, I concentrate on the discursive, instrumental, experiential, and generative 

aspects of embodied virtual spaces that are entangled in social, cultural, and political networks. 

 To that end, in the first half of the dissertation, I discuss how a community of YouTube 

content creators has carved out a place for practicing, teaching, and learning music theory. I detail 

YouTubeôs affordances as a space for theorizing music and a medium of communication, showing 

how content creators have leveraged these to great effect in their theorizing of game music. Flitting 

between the general and the particular, I balance case studies of content creators and close readings 

of audiovisual content with sociological approaches. In spite of the platformôs self-image and the 

communityôs political positioning, I contend that YouTubeôs egalitarian promise has been left 

unfulfilled in the English-language, Western-centric field of YouTube music theory, which 



 

replicates or even exacerbates some of the epistemological issues and unjust social structures that 

pervade academia and Western society more broadly.  

The other half of the dissertation concerns the analytical interpretation and precise 

differentiation of dreamlike experiences centered on music. I demonstrate that much of the 

discourse on this topic comes from close readings of music as dream. As this perspective locates 

dreaming in an object, I argue for counterbalancing this discourse towards a dreaming subject, and 

thus I propose a framework with three interrelated components. First, I carefully distinguish 

dreaming, as a virtual and spatialized experience, from standard waking consciousness through 

recourse to neuroscience and phenomenology. After that, I set forth a tripartite scheme that 

articulates the many permutations of how we might position ourselves, other subjects, and music 

in this non-dreamerïdreamer dynamic. Last, I classify the various interactions between music, 

dreamlike experience, and analytical interpretation. Using the music of Fryderyk Chopin as my 

example, I show that, though this music has accrued much historical and cultural meaning through 

being read as dreamlike, we have much to gain from the analytical insights unique to our 

subjective, dreamlike experiences with this music. 
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Introduction  

I begin with a well-known tale. 

Once, Zhuang Zhou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, 

happy with himself and doing as he pleased. He didnôt know he was Zhuang Zhou. 

Suddenly he woke up and there he was, solid and unmistakable Zhuang Zhou. But he didnôt 

know if he was Zhuang Zhou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming 

he was Zhuang Zhou. Between Zhuang Zhou and a butterfly there must be some 

distinction!1 

 

We may trace the first written accounts of the dream argument, that ñwaking can never be 

distinguished from sleep by conclusive indications,ò2 to Ancient Chinese and Greek philosophy,3 

but that realization is perhaps as old as humanity itself. As a species, we dream, and itôs through 

dreaming that we make primordial contact with the virtual. If dream experience is confusable forð

that is, if dream experience is as good asðwaking reality, dreaming is virtually reality, by virtue 

of what Ludwig Wittgenstein idiosyncratically describes as grammar, or the ñrules for use of a 

word.ò4  

Yet the relationships between the real and the virtual on the one hand, and dreams and 

waking reality on the other, are not just about wordplay. What does it mean to say that that 

something is virtual? These days, the word is most frequently used in the sense aboveðthat is, 

one asserts that the virtual stands in for the actual in some respect. Giles Deleuzeô linkage of 

virtuality with potentiality is a useful image for explicating this assertion, although I stress that the 

 
1 Zhuangzi, Zhuangzi: Basic Writings, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 44. 

2 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy: With Selections from the Objections and Replies, trans. Michael 

Moriarty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 14. 

3 Plato, Theaetetus, ed. John Henry McDowell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 25ï26. 

4 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Grammar, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. Anthony Kenny (Berkeley, CA: University 

of California Press, 1974), 184. 
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commonplace usage of virtuality is incompatible with Deleuzian metaphysics and ontology.5 The 

virtual has the potential to complement or even displace the actual, not because the actual and the 

virtual are all that much alike or even comparable, but because the virtualôs potential is realized in 

effect, purpose, or function. For instance, virtual conferences offer a completely different set of 

affordances for networking than physical conferences do, and so our experiences of either type of 

event are incomparable. Even so, they both achieve their stated goals of giving a way for 

researchers to present original work and to keep abreast of recent developments. In the same way, 

we realize our dreams donôt always resemble the facts of reality or even our experience of reality 

once we awaken, but weôre somehow almost always enthralled by our dreams as they unfold. 

Thatôs why dreams must be considered as an example of virtuality, as I argue more forcefully in 

the second half of this dissertation.  

Strictly speaking, the everyday conception of virtual as pseudo or even ersatz clashes with 

the more specialized and philosophical understanding of this term, the lineage of which runs from 

Henri Bergson through Giles Deleuze to Brian Massumi. The chasm between these conceptions is 

impossible to narrow, but the two might align instrumentally. As Mark Grimshaw and Tom Garner 

describe it, in this more involved conceptualization of virtuality, ñthe virtual is real but it is a 

transitional process with immaterial and nonsensuous properties as opposed to the actual, also real, 

 
5 I refer to Deleuzeôs registers of being, which encompass the virtual, the intensive, and the actual. Deleuze wants to 

say that the virtual, as multiplicity incarnate, is real but not actual (Deleuze distinguishes the two). For example, the 

idea of white noise is the differential, virtual ground from which sound arises (i.e., one sound differs from another in 

that each is white noise filtered differentially). As any actualized sound implicates this idea of white noise, sounds 

therefore endow the idea of white noise with reality. Deleuzeôs first sustained development of the concept of virtuality 

can be traced to Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (New York: Zone Books, [1966] 1988); 

but his most definitive statements on the topic are to be found in Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton 

(Columbia University Press, [1968] 1994). However, Deleuzeôs definition of virtuality clashes with how we use the 

word virtual in everyday language. For instance, virtual reality (VR), or immersive experiences that are brought about 

through technological intervention, is just as actualized as the unmediated experiences simulated by VR technology.  
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which is a set of material and sensuous properties contained within a form and which are objective 

and measurable.ò6  

a) b) 

  

Figure 1: a) A Necker cube; and b) a Kanizsa triangle.7 

Building off Massumiôs reading of Deleuze,8 Grimshaw and Garner use optical illusions 

such as the Necker cube and Kanizsa triangle to demonstrate what they mean (Figure 1).9 For 

example, the Necker cube is a two-dimensional vector graphic in actuality, yet itôs rich in 

potentialities: a multiplicity of possible cubic images emerges from our perceptual engagement 

with this two-dimensional graphic. So, this particular spatial arrangement of lines stands in for a 

multiplicity of visual objects that are as real as the lines themselves; in other words, the two-

dimensional vector graphic is virtually a composite of overlapping cubes. Thus, the lay usage of 

virtuality can encompass the applications of the Bergsonian-Deleuzian conception of virtuality. 

 
6 Mark Grimshaw and Tom Garner, Sonic Virtuality: Sound as Emergent Perception (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2015), 159. 

7 Reprinted from Grimshaw and Garner, Sonic Virtuality, 162 and 164, © 2015, with permission from Oxford 

Publishing Press. 

8 Brian Massumi, ñEnvisioning the Virtual,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Virtuality, ed. Mark Grimshaw-Aagaard 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); see also Massumiôs book, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, 

Sensation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002). 

9 Grimshaw and Garner, Sonic Virtuality, 162ï65. 
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Because of this, I use the term in its popular sense for the most part, clarifying where I choose to 

employ the Bergsonian-Deleuzian notion of the term where needed. 

Grimshaw and Garnerôs examples geometrical examples provide an opportunity for me to 

clarify that this dissertation is about virtual space. Space is another contentious term; for our 

purposes, however, I define it as a medium in which entities are positionally related. If we take 

how we experience physical space in everyday life to be unmarked spaceðnotwithstanding the 

considerable variation in our experiencesðany conceptualization of space thatôs removed from 

this default space might be read as a virtual space. Maps of real-world locations and computer-

generated ludic environments alike would qualify as virtual spaces. 

So, like virtuality, the concept of virtual space is open-ended in the extreme even if we 

have a feel for how to use the term. For the concept to be of any theoretical use, further clarification 

is in order. First, Iôm mainly interested in describing and analyzing how weôve engaged music in 

virtual spaces, as opposed to how music itself might give rise to a virtual space.10 To that end, the 

primary virtual spaces that I talk about in this dissertation are YouTube and dreamlike experiences, 

but other virtual spaces such as ludic virtual worlds (Chapter 2) and nostalgic soundscapes of 

Poland (Chapter 4) appear as worlds within worlds in this discussion. As a matter of fact, I theorize 

the distinction between music as and music in dreamlike experience (Chapters 4 and 5). I chose 

YouTube and dreamlike experiences not only for their ubiquity in our lives, but because they 

answer contrasting questions about technological and cultural mediation despite the many 

 
10 Recent examples of musico-theoretical literature that use the latter approach include Iain Findlay-Walsh, ñVirtual 

Auditory Reality: Inhabiting Digital Pop Music as Simulated Space,ò SoundEffects: An Interdisciplinary Journal of 

Sound and Sound Experience 10, no. 1 (January 2021): 71ï90; Michèle Duguay, ñAnalyzing Vocal Placement in 

Recorded Virtual Space,ò Music Theory Online 28, no. 4 (December 2022), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.22.28.4/mto.22.28.4.duguay.html; and Philip Kirby, ñMusical Orientation in Virtual 

Space: Videogame Score and the Spatiality of Musical Style and Topic,ò Social & Cultural Geography 23, no. 6 (July 

2022): 855ï72.  

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.22.28.4/mto.22.28.4.duguay.html
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characteristics that the two virtual spaces share. Second, Iôm more interested in virtual spaces as 

an analytical approach than an ontological category. That is, I see my characterization of YouTube 

and dreamlike experiences as virtual space as my commitment to an approach to describing 

interlinked subjects, objects, events, and practices as they relate to and interact with each other in 

any combination of environments that go beyond physical space. Through this perspective, I treat 

virtual spaces as spaces, rather than phenomena to be described with spatializing metaphors. 

There are four primary principles and four secondary ones informing this analytical 

approach. For the former, these are 1) virtual space is embodied, 2) virtual space is cultural, 3) 

virtual space is social, and 4) virtual space is political. As for the latter, they are 1) virtual space is 

discursive, 2) virtual space is instrumental, 3) virtual space is experiential, and 4) virtual space is 

generative. Not all virtual spaces will exhibit all eight, but the more of them that a virtual space 

does, the more amenable said space is to being transformed into place; that is, for an individual or 

a community to endow space with sociocultural meaning.  

Indeed, I demonstrate this placemaking at work in the two virtual spaces by narrowing the 

scope to specific phenomena. For YouTube, I look at the thriving community of music theorists 

on that platform, where their interactions with each other and their audience have fostered a 

boisterous place for doing, teaching, and learning music theory. As part of a space thatôs 

independent from higher-learning institutions, content creators politically position themselves 

variously vis-à-vis the academy (Chapter 1). Even then, nominally egalitarian virtual spaces like 

YouTube tend to reinscribe inequitable social structures because of a number of factors, some of 

which concern who gets to share in this place and set its rules (Chapter 3).  

For dreamlike experiences, I contextualize my decision to limit my analytical consideration 

to the music of the Polish composer, Fryderyk Chopin, with recourse to its historical reception. To 
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a degree thatôs perhaps unmatched by any other composer in the Western art music tradition, many 

of Chopinôs contemporaries report hearing his music as dreamlike experiences, with some of them 

even experiencing these vicariously. The spatial meanings they attribute to these experiences, such 

as idealized sonic images of Poland before the Third Partition (1795) or the November Uprising 

(1830ï1831), reflect these listenersô desire to transform these dreamlike experiences of music into 

a space thatôs simultaneously personal and communal (Chapter 4).  

 

Letôs turn now to the eight principles I set out earlier: 

Virtual space is embodied. The first principle is perhaps the most counterintuitive one since 

virtuality is popularly mistaken to be the complete antithesis of reality, a misapprehension that 

results in some conceptual incoherence.11 The fact is, even VR technologies are designed to play 

on our bodily responses to environmental stimuli to immerse us in a particular world. Dreaming is 

the flip side of this, since our bodily sensations modulate the virtual world we dream up instead.12 

Even in the most engrossing reverie, the body is still presentðnot only in how we draw on our 

cumulated lived experiences in meatspace to make sense of and to immerse ourselves in the 

fantasy, but our mind wandering also manifests itself in changes in our bodily behaviors.13 

 
11 Massumi laments the common usage of this term: ñóVirtual realityô has a short conceptual half-life, tending rapidly 

to degrade into a synonym for óartificialô or ósimulation,ô used with tiresome predictability as antonyms for óreality.ô 

The phrase has shown a pronounced tendency to decompose into an oxymoroné a creature of the press, a death 

warrant on its usefulness as a conceptual tool.ò Brian Massumi, ñSensing the Virtual, Building the Insensible,ò 

Hypersurface Architecture 68, no. 5ï6 (June 1998): 16. 

12 Jennifer M. Windt, Dreaming: A Conceptual Framework for Philosophy of Mind and Empirical Research 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015), 581ï91. 

13 Mariana Rachel Dias da Silva et al., ñMind and Body: The Manifestation of Mind Wandering in Bodily Behaviors,ò 

in New Perspectives on Mind-Wandering, ed. Nadia Dario and Luca Tateo (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 

2022), 59ï75. 
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Moreover, what bridges virtuality with reality is precisely the body, as distressing stimuli are those 

most likely to shock us out of our dreamlike experiences.  

The body plays no less important a role in the spectrum of virtual spaces in between the 

mirror images of VR and dreaming. Grimshaw and Garner explain that the virtual world of a video 

game is ñshorthand for the environments and possibilities generated by the game software and that 

are manifested, in the case of environments, through visual and auditive means and, in the case of 

possibilities, opportunities for engaging with and affecting those environments through a variety 

of usually manual tools enabling an interactive human-computer interfaceò (italics mine).14 

Similarly, our experience of virtual communal spaces, such as YouTube, is a multimodal one in 

which touch and other non-visual senses play an understated but crucial role. 

Therefore, in my discussions of the space/place engendered by the YouTube music theory 

(henceforth referred to as YTMT) community on the one hand and dreamlike experience on the 

other, I emphasize the role of the body in these virtual spaces. A content creatorôs voice and 

appearance play a substantial part in their communication and how their content is received 

(chapters 2 and 3). Some of the practices encouraged in YTMT, especially those related to rhythm 

and meter, foreground the body and the physical (chapters 1 and 2). Likewise, I take care to address 

both in-dream bodily imagery and external bodily sensations, whether in examining what others 

have reported (chapter 4) or my own experiences (chapter 5). 

Virtual space is cultural. As a phenomenon, dreamingðor, at least, how we talk about it 

ðis both highly impactful on and heavily influenced by culture. Dreams tend to reproduce 

elements of what weôre familiar with in waking reality, so oneôs dreams are dependent on oneôs 

culture in that trivial sense. Thatôs not to say that our cultural representations of dream are a 

 
14 Grimshaw and Garner, Sonic Virtuality, 160ï61. 
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transparent reproduction of our dreamlike experiences, however: for example, the stereotype of 

dreaming as a nonsensical sequence of bizarre imagery is not borne out by empirical analysis of 

dream reports, yet thatôs how dreams are represented in many works of art.15 Rather, the 

relationship between dreams and culture is complex. As I show in my survey of Chopinôs musicôs 

historical reception in dreamlike terms, dreaming had a range of connotations and associations that 

could be valued as positive, as in the contexts of early German and Polish romanticism, or negative, 

as when dreams are invoked in a nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century discourse that 

sought to devalue and stigmatize what was seen as femininity and sentimentality (chapter 4). 

As for YTMT, content creators devote much of their creative and contemplative energies 

to repertoires, such as Western popular music, jazz, film music, and video game music, that they 

feel have been underrepresented in traditional musico-theoretical pedagogy, where the traditional 

focus on Western art music means that many see a disconnect with their everyday practices of 

musicmaking (chapters 1 and 2). Even so, YTMT doesnôt merely reflect tastes; it sets them. YTMT 

might also be understood as a space thatôs in conversation with geek culture, but geeky spaces can 

be experienced as hostile by those who donôt identify as or pass for white or male (chapter 3). 

Virtual space is social. Engineered sociality is at the core of YouTubeôs click-based 

economy. YouTube affords certain kinds of social interactions between users; a viewer can engage 

in conversation with the content creator and other viewers through the comments section. Also, 

the contemporary style of YouTube educational videos is very personable in feel and 

conversational in tone, and that fosters a sense of sociality (chapter 1). However, YouTubeôs 

algorithmðas a reflection of audience behavior, corporate interests, and value-laden designð

 
15 G. William Domhoff, ñThe Invasion of the Concept Snatchers: The Origins, Distortions, and Future of the 

Continuity Hypothesis,ò Dreaming 27, no. 1 (March 2017): 14ï39; and The Emergence of Dreaming: Mind-

Wandering, Embodied Simulation, and the Default Network (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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recommends (and therefore classifies) certain kinds of content and content creators with far more 

regularity than others. This it does in a way that often replicates social inequities that are present 

in Western society (chapter 3). 

Conversely, though we might initially balk at the notion that dreaming is social given that 

dreams are perhaps the archetypal example of private experience, social imagery is in fact 

pervasive in our dreams, even if that aspect is underplayed in our common (mis)conceptions of 

dreaming. Moreover, we do share and compare our dreams with one another, which adds another 

layer of sociality to dreaming. Some historical cultures even put the music as dream trope into 

communal practice, as evidenced by F®licien Mallefilleôs report of how he and others fell into a 

deep reverie as they listened to Chopin perform (chapter 4). Such dreamlike experiences with 

music can provide us a way to virtually commune with those who are temporally or geographically 

separated from us (chapter 5). 

Virtual space is political. When there are competing groups in a space where people 

organize themselves socially, there is politics. Iôve alluded to the camouflaged but no less potent 

hierarchical structures that govern YTMT (chapter 3). Politics extends beyond the intangible 

confines of the virtual space, too. The very foundation of YTMT is its orientation and political 

self-positioning vis-à-vis the academy (chapter 1). Contrarily, we might think of oneôs turn to 

dreaming and other introspective behavior as constituting a withdrawal from the political, but 

nineteenth-century Poles used the language of dreams to inspire political action among themselves 

and sympathetic non-Poles (chapter 4). To call attention to dreamlike experiences is also to call 
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for an ethical reorientation of music theory towards highly personal ways of engaging with music 

that have typically been sidelined in the field (chapter 5).16 

These four primary principles are foundational to the placemaking of virtual spaces, and 

this is perhaps a good time to remind ourselves that the production of place is inherently political 

in that it involves demarcate boundaries and deciding who gets to belong.17 As for the four 

secondary principles, they build on the four primary ones in that theyôre dependent on some or all 

of these being operational, as I discuss below. 

Virtual space is discursive. It goes without saying that discourse and the production of 

knowledge is at the heart of YTMT; both have cultural, social, and political ramifications (chapters 

1ï3). To what extent do YTMT content creators reflect on what they do, and do they take 

accountability and responsibility for the implications that their videos have beyond the aesthetic? 

Also, if we are to take the political claims of some content creators about their brands of theory at 

face value, are those claims backed up by a commensurate rupture in epistemology and practice 

from the academy (chapter 1)?  

Discourse is also inseparable from the study of dreamlike experiences. As weôre still a long 

way from reproducing oneôs dream experience through brain scans, dream reports remain the only 

viable approach towards constructing a phenomenology of dreaming.18 Rather than viewing this 

intertwining of dreams and discursive practices as a critical defect, I celebrate the potential of 

 
16 Vivian Luong, ñRethinking Music Loving,ò Music Theory Online 23, no. 2 (June 2017), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.17.23.2/mto.17.23.2.luong.html. 

17 See also John A. Agnewôs book, Place and Politics: The Geographical Mediation of State and Society (New York: 

Routledge, 2014). 

18 Tomoyasu Horikawa and Yukiyasu Kamitani, ñHierarchical Neural Representation of Dreamed Objects Revealed 

by Brain Decoding with Deep Neural Network Features,ò Frontiers in Computational Neuroscience 11 (January 

2017): 1ï11, https://doi.org/10.3389/fncom.2017.00004. 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.17.23.2/mto.17.23.2.luong.html
https://doi.org/10.3389/fncom.2017.00004
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dreamlike experiences to upend the epistemologies and cognitive modes characteristic of the 

default waking state (chapters 4 and 5).  

Virtual space is instrumental. That is, individuals or communities leverage the affordances 

of a virtual space to particular ends. Content creators see YTMT as a way to share their musico-

theoretical thought and analyses, whereas many in their audience use YouTube as a space to learn. 

Of course, as these videos are monetized, the most watched content creators are able to make a 

living off a full-time career on YouTube (chapter 1). Being familiar with the affordances of the 

medium of the video essay, content creators are able to convey concepts that would translate poorly 

over text (chapter 2). As for dreamlike experiences, Iôve discussed how nineteenth-century Poles 

have put the dream trope to political use, and others have seen dreamlike experiences mediated by 

music as a means to access inspiration or to get in touch with what they saw as femininity (chapter 

4). Historical contexts aside, we interact with music during our dreamlike experiences in modes 

that are markedly different from those that are associated with the default waking state like the 

close reading of scores. After presenting a typology that distinguishes between the various possible 

interactions between music, dreamlike experiences, and analytical interpretation, I show how 

dreamlike experiences might themselves give rise to analytical insights that are different in kind 

from those in the default waking state (chapter 5). 

Virtual space is experiential. Our body is the means by which we develop a feel for a virtual 

space; as a social species, our (imagined) social interactions within these spaces have the potential 

to deepen our sense of belonging. In characterizing one of my objects of study as dreamlike 

experiences, I take the position that these are experiences that weôre fully conscious of as they 

happen, even if we most often quickly forget about them after awaking. Indeed, as Iôve previously 

noted, dreams are replete with bodily sensations and social flavor (chapters 4 and 5). In comparison 
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to dreams, YouTube might seem limited in that only the audiovisual elements of the experiences 

it can offer as a platform are formalized, but users can and do extend beyond the screen, such as 

taking up musicianship challenges (chapter 1). Even so, some content creators strive to provide an 

immersive experience for the viewer, with one example in particular managing to suture the 

viewerôs immediate physical surroundings, the virtual space of the video essay, and ludic 

environments (chapter 2). On the flip side, the lived experiences of the marginalized are often 

sidelined (chapter 3). 

Virtual space is generative. The rhizomatic structures of certain virtual spaces mean that 

such spaces have the potential for uprooting ingrained epistemological and socially hierarchical 

regimes. Given how radically different our cognition can be when we dream, dreamlike 

experiences imbue the familiar with unforeseeable meanings that challenge the epistemological 

assumptions we take for granted when weôre awake (chapters 4 and 5). On the other hand, the 

loose social and discursive structure of the YTMT community has given rise to a diversity of 

innovative and even improvisatory approaches to theorizing and analyzing music, even if most of 

these still operate within the limits of Western epistemological framework for music theory 

(chapters 1 and 2). 

Having set out the eight principles of virtual space as an analytical approach, I return to my 

definition of space as a medium in which entities are positionally related. The principles suggest 

but donôt constrain the theoretical and analytical approaches to virtual spaces, and so this definition 

of space is helpful in articulating why Iôve chosen the approaches that I did. The approaches I 

bring to bear on YouTube and dreamlike experiences draw on the fields of music theory, critical 

theory, sociology, geography, game studies, sound studies, media studies, phenomenology, 

neuroscience, literary theory, and narratology. Iôll go through these approaches according to which 
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of these twin aspects of space they emphasize, i.e., immersion in a medium or the relationality 

between the entities within said medium. 

The theoretical and analytical approaches used should emphasize immersivity. When 

characterizing YouTubeôs affordances as a platform, I take pains to detail how the YTMT 

community has transformed the undifferentiated virtual space of YouTube into a place; to do so, I 

adapt concepts from the field of human geography (chapter 1). When I compare the various 

approaches that YTMT has taken in light of how game music, narrative, and interactivity are 

enmeshed in the next chapter, I draw on narratology, game studies, and ludomusicology (chapter 

2). Later, I invoke Pierre Bourdieuôs concepts of the habitus and the illusio to illuminate the 

differing ñfeels for the gameò that YTMT content creators have (chapter 3). As for dreamlike 

experiences, I turn to the neuroscience and phenomenology of dreaming to underscore the 

immersion in a virtual world that we experience as we dream (chapters 4 and 5). I also employ 

Gaston Bachelardôs notion of the poetics of space to illustrate the potency that the dreamlike 

meanings attributed to Chopinôs music have had for historical listeners (chapter 4). Last, I turn to 

Michel Foucaultôs concept of heterotopia, which concerns those pockets of space that suspend the 

relations and logics that suffuse ordinary and hegemonic spaces, to further theorize the historical 

practice of how listeners sought out dreamlike experiences while listening to Chopinôs music. I 

then extrapolate this to how we in the present day might join in this culturally and semiotically 

rich practice, thus situating ourselves in a virtual interpretative community (chapter 5).  

The theoretical and analytical approaches used should emphasize relationality. I paired 

my theorizing of content creatorôs political positionality vis-à-vis the academy with Foucaultôs 

idea of subjugated knowledges, for Foucault furnishes the insights that local, subjugated 

knowledges are from totalizing discourses not necessarily because of their respective contents or 
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epistemologies, but because of the nature and scope of the political claims they make (chapter 1). 

This is carried over in the next chapter, where I contextualize the enthusiasm for theoretical and 

notational rudiments in relation to how music theory has traditionally been taught in the academy 

(chapter 2). Given that a core metatheoretical claim in Pierre Bourdieuôs field theory is that it 

embraces a relational approach rather than a substantialist one, I use it to theorize how content 

creators position themselves within the YTMT space (chapter 3).19 For the latter half of the 

dissertation, I combine a tripartite classification of subjective positions, in which who or what is 

doing the dreaming changes (chapter 4), with a typology of the possible interactions between 

music, dreamlike experiences, and analytical interpretation (chapter 5). I also reconcile Foucaultôs 

heterotopias, which Foucault claims need to be understood in terms of how they function in relation 

to all other spaces,20 with Edward Sojaôs Thirdspace, a trialectic model for understanding how 

hybridity arises from the interactions between various conceptions of space (chapter 5).  

In brief, Iôve described the themes that tie the two disparate primary virtual spaces that I 

explore in this dissertation, and Iôve demonstrated the theoretical strands that run throughout this 

dissertation. In doing so, Iôve presented the contents of this dissertation in a fragmented, almost 

dreamlike way. In the interest of clarity, Iôll restate this dissertationôs contents in a more 

conventional, narrative form. The dissertation is composed of two halves: one half, which 

encompasses the first three chapters, concerns YTMT; other concerns dreamlike experiences. As 

the theoretical applications and literature reviews are specific to each half, I defer my discussion 

of these to the appropriate chapters. 

 
19 John W. Mohr, ñBourdieuôs Relational Method in Theory and in Practice: From Fields and Capitals to Networks 

and Institutions (and Back Again),ò in Applying Relational Sociology: Relations, Networks, and Society, ed. François 

Dépelteau and Christopher Powell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2013), 101ï35. 

20 Michel Foucault, ñOf Other Spaces,ò in Heterotopia and the City, trans. Lieven De Cauter and Michel Dehaene 

(New York: Routledge, 2008), 21ï22. 
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I start off the first chapter by situating and contextualizing social media music theory 

(SMMT), and YTMT in particular, in the broader world of public music theory. After that, I launch 

into an overview of the themes that suffuse these three chapters. What kinds of knowledges, 

practices, and objects do members of the YTMT community occupy themselves with? Does the 

YTMT community define itself differentially in relation to other communities? To what extent is 

this difference reflected in the YTMT communityôs knowledges, practices, objects, and internal 

social structure, and to what extent is this difference a product of political positioning? I offer three 

theoretical tools to answer these questions: a model of virtual space and communal placemaking; 

a tripartite conceptualization of the interrelationships between a communityôs knowledges, 

practices, and objects; and a model for comparing two communities that are oriented towards a 

common interestði.e., music theory in this case.  

I go on to survey the history of YouTube as a platform and YTMT as a phenomenon; after 

that, I dwell on the affordances that YouTube has for musical theorizing both in the sense of and 

as an aestheticized, intellectual pursuit, and I offer an updated typology for the kinds of musico-

theoretical content that YouTubers produce. I close the chapter with a consideration of the political 

positions that a representative sample of content creators on YouTube have taken in relation to the 

academy. Characterizing these positions as the citizen theorist, the gadfly, the outsider, and the 

revolutionary, respectively, I turn to Foucaultôs notion of subjugated knowledges to theorize these 

political positions. 

The second chapter takes a closer look at the musico-theoretical content of YTMT and the 

perspectives that this content embodies. I consider how YTMT has been a fertile ground for 

theorizing notational and theoretical rudiments, using analyses of film and game music to illustrate 

YTMTôs innovations in this regard. Next, to address the question of whether YTMTôs political 
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claims are backed up by a commensurate rupture in knowledges, practices, and objects, I consider 

how music theorists in the YTMT community have approached game music. Specifically, I 

contrast the approaches of the two most subscribed and most widely consumed YouTubers who 

specialize in theorizing game music, 8-bit Music Theory and Scruffy.  

8-bit Music Theoryôs approach exhibits a predilection for theorizing and analyzing pitch-

rhythmic structures and form and tendency to reify game music into stable transcriptions 

divorceable from their ludic contexts; so, it aligns with traditional musico-theoretical pedagogy in 

jazz and classical contexts. Conversely, Scruffyôs emphasis on game and sound design is 

spiritually closer to how ludomusicologists in the academy study game music and sound. The two 

channels have substantial differences in the format of their video essays, too. Whereas 8-bit Music 

Theory prizes transcriptions and the communication of theoretical and analytical information 

through notation, Scruffy, whoôs also trained as a digital artist, produces highly polished video 

essays that are just as notable for their immersive qualities as for their musico-theoretical 

contributions. I end this chapter with a brief discussion of how creative content, a term I use to 

mean both original content and participatory culture content such as covers, arrangements, and 

remixes, might be read as implicit acts of musical theorizing or analysis. 

Chapter 3 reorients the discussion away from discourse and back towards social structures. 

I begin by critiquing the libertarian ideology that suffuses the self-image that social media 

corporate interests present. Marginalized and minoritarian content creators face an uphill climb in 

achieving equitable representation in YTMT as they struggle against an uncooperative algorithm. 

Whatever YouTubeôs engineers and executives might say, YouTubeôs algorithm is anything but 

value-neutral for it reflects audience behavior, corporate interventions, and value-laden design. 

That said, audience behavior and the unstated biases of hegemonic sections of the YTMT 
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demographic affect content creators more directly, too. To theorize how content creators are 

situated with relation to each other in YTMT and the resources or strategies to which they have 

access in order to better position themselves, I turn to Pierre Bourdieuôs field theory, which I take 

in its totality (i.e., along with his concomitant concepts of capital, habitus, and illusio) in response 

to Gabe Ignatowôs and Laura Robinsonôs cautious note that ñdigital researchers who have found 

practical value in one or two parts of Bourdieuôs sociology would do well to explore the rest of his 

oeuvre.ò21 Last, I explore how marginalized content creators have positioned themselves in this 

field through four case studies, through which I explore varying issues of gender and sexuality, 

race and ethnicity, class and education, and access (or lack thereof) to metropolitan culture. 

The fourth chapter demarcates the second half of the dissertation. Here, I set forth a 

framework for the analytical interpretation of our musical experiences in states of consciousness 

other than the standard waking one. I then show how dreamlike experiences invoke virtual 

spatiality, and I demonstrate this virtuality on three fronts: dreams immerse us in a virtual 

environment in which we feel we are bodily situated; dreams are virtual in the Bergsonian-

Deleuzian sense that they engender an immanent multiplicity of potentialities; and the only way 

of ensuring our access to previous dreamlike experiences is through inscribing these experiences 

within a representational medium (e.g., by writing it down). 

For the purpose of making fine-grained distinctions about musical dreamlike experiences, 

I present a tripartite classification of subjective positions, corresponding to the idea of grammatical 

person in English and many other Indo-European languages, so as to clarify who or what is doing 

the dreaming when we talk about music and dreamlike experiences. So, while the topic of music 

 
21 Gabe Ignatow and Laura Robinson, ñPierre Bourdieu: Theorizing the Digital,ò Information, Communication & 

Society 20, no. 7 (July 2017): 962. 
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and dreaming is a well-trodden one in musicology and music theory, I demonstrate that the 

perspective that people have almost invariably inhabited when writing about the topic is one that 

places the act of dreaming within the music; in other words, a piece or passage of music is read as 

dreamlike, but not necessarily experienced as such. I refer to this as the ñthird-person perspective.ò 

 To show the benefits and the limits this perspective has, I undertake a thorough 

examination of the dream-related discourse around a specific repertoire, which is the music of the 

Polish composer Fryderyk Chopin. Referring to both historical sources from the long nineteenth 

century and recent academic writing on the subject, I show that the close reading of Chopinôs 

music as dreamlike hinges on a two-pronged strategy. The first part of that strategy involves 

identifying semantic objects (e.g., with recourse to topic theory) and ungrammatical syntactical 

concatenations and attributing dreamlike connotations and affects to these. The second part 

involves imbuing the analytical facts uncovered in the first part with sociocultural meaning by 

placing these facts in specific historical and cultural contexts. I identify three of these: early 

German Romanticism and idealism, Polish nationalism and Romanticism, and the love-hate 

relationship with sentimentality and femininity cultivated in certain Western European cultures in 

the second half of the nineteenth century. I end the chapter with an analysis of Chopinôs Mazurka 

in A minor, op. 59 no. 1, so as to demonstrate the limits of the third-person perspective.  

In the last chapter, I open up the remainder of the subjective positions to theoretical 

scrutiny, contemplating what it means to analyze our dreamlike encounters with music from these 

(i.e., the first-person and second-person perspectives). After introducing a typology that 

distinguishes between the various possible interactions between music, dreamlike experiences, and 

analytical interpretation, I consider various permutations of subjective position and interaction 

type, and I explore some of these with reference to dream-adjacent phenomena such as 
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microdreams (or sleep-onset imagery), mind wandering, and nightmares. After that, I bring 

together these different subjective positions and interaction types in the context of a single 

example, which is to consider the subversive potential of the historical listening practice to have 

dreamlike experiences as one listens to Chopinôs music. Here, I draw on Foucaultôs concept of 

heterotopia and Edward Sojaôs Thirdspace to frame my argument. I conclude by reiterating that 

the framework employed here is applicable not only to other repertoires and practices associated 

with dreamlike experiences, but to repertoires and practices associated with other altered states of 

consciousness as well. 
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Chapter 1  

Discourse, Power, and YouTube Music Theory 

Despite what their opponents might claim, it isnôt that these fans want to eradicate musical 

hierarchiesðitôs that they want to ensure that their preferred music makes the cut. The barbarians 

at the gates arenôt tearing down walls; they just want to come in for tea. 

ðWilliam Gibbons, Unlimited Replays: Video Games and Classical Music1 

 

How would I do things differently if I had to start again? é If I could go back, Iôd take the tools I 

was learning and try to apply them to the music I loved, pick songs that mean something to me 

and try to break them down. I probably wouldnôt be very good at it yet, but thatôs not the point. 

The point is to see what these concepts look like in action, and, more importantly, to see which 

other concepts I wasnôt being taught. 

ð12tone [Cory Arnold], ñHow Iôd Learn Music Theory (If I had to Start Over)ò2 

 

Thereôs no question that the Internet has revolutionized how we consume, circulate, and create 

knowledge. The advent of Web 2.0, a platform built on an ideological foundation that emphasizes 

participation and sociality and a set of technological innovations,3 was the catalyst to social 

mediaôs eventual ubiquity and permeation into our lives. The term social media refers collectively 

to platforms or websites emphasizing user participation and user-generated content, such as 

 
1 William Gibbons, Unlimited Replays: Video Games and Classical Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2018), 165. 

2 12tone [Cory Arnold], ñHow Iôd Learn Music Theory (If I Had to Start Over),ò June 18, 2021, YouTube video, 0:29ï

0:31 and 1:02ï1:18, https://youtu.be/2pirdPK5avU. 

3 These technological innovations included Adobe Flash, Really Simple Syndication (RSS), and Asynchronous Java 

Script (AJAX); Andreas M. Kaplan and Michael Haenlein, ñUsers of the World, Unite! The Challenges and 

Opportunities of Social Media,ò Business Horizons 53, no. 1 (January 2010): 60ï61. The term Web 2.0 was coined 

by Darcy DiNucci, an author and web designer, who first introduced it in a magazine article from 1999. It was 

popularized by Tim OôReilly and Dale Dougherty, who inaugurated the Web 2.0 Conference (later renamed the Web 

2.0 Summit). Though the term is often used in relation to a business model, more specifically ña set of commercial 

practices that seek to capture and harness the creative energies and collective intelligences of the usersò as the 

renowned media scholar Henry Jenkins critiques it in a blogpost, I follow Grant Blank and Bianca C. Reisdorf in 

emphasizing usersô interactions and the participatory culture(s) that contextualizes these interactions when I use the 

term. Darcy DiNucci, ñFragmented Future,ò Print Magazine 53, no. 4 (1999): 32, 221ï22; Grant Blank and Bianca 

C. Reisdorf, ñThe Participatory Web,ò Information, Communication & Society 15, no. 4 (May 2012): 537ï54; Henry 

Jenkins, ñWhy Participatory Culture Is Not Web 2.0: Some Basic Distinctions,ò Pop Junctions (blog), May 23, 2010, 

http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2010/05/why_participatory_culture_is_n.html. 

https://youtu.be/2pirdPK5avU
http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2010/05/why_participatory_culture_is_n.html


21 

 

Wikipedia, YouTube, Twitter, Reddit, and TikTok;4 their influence has democratized access to 

and the production of knowledge at an impressive, globalized scale.5 Music learning and 

musicmaking, too, have been swept up in these tumultuous waves of change.6 As for the broad 

umbrella of practices and discourses in relation to musical objects and activities that we might call 

ñmusic theory,ò this new wave of technologically-facilitated democratization of knowledge ushers 

in a particularly prolific age of theorizing music.7  

We, in the academy, are neither immune nor even fundamentally opposed to these changes. 

As Miriam Piilonen asserts, 

The social media world of music theory is both a scrappy Do-It-Yourself space and a 

serious arena for important music theorizing. It is a space for community and a site for 

exploitation. It stands apart from academia but is also entwined with it. Music theory 

scholars should want to be aware of what is happening with music theory on social media 

because it is already a part of the reality of the discipline. Welcome to the social media era 

of music theory.8 

The idea of an intersection between academic and more public and/or vernacular spheres of 

theorizing music is itself nothing new. That these interactions now take place over social media 

breathes new life into the concept of ñpublic music theoryò by virtue of social mediaôs sheer 

 
4 My gloss of social media resonates with Kaplanôs and Haenleinôs definition: ña group of Internet-based applications 

that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of 

user-generated content.ò See Kaplan and Haenlein, ñUsers of the World, Unite!ò, 61. 

5 To put this into context, the artificial intelligence chatbot ChatGPT, which is able to generate reams of informative 

texts on command, is trained on a dataset that consists in large part of such user-generated content. 

6 Itôs beyond the scope at present to treat the transformational effects of social media on music learning and 

musicmaking at length, but, for a varied sample of scholarship on the subject, consult the following edited volume: 

Janice L. Waldron, Stephanie Horsley, and Kari K. Veblen, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Social Media and Music 

Learning (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020). 

7 To be sure, Web 2.0 comes from a long lineage of technologies that have been put into the service of democratizing 

knowledge, such as writing, the codification of vernacular languages, and the printing press. 

8 Miriam Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel 

Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 2, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.14. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.14
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visibility and reach.9 Public music theory refers to the production and/or circulation of musico-

theoretical discourse and practices, broadly conceived, by and for communities outside some 

institutionally and culturally privileged, gatekept caste of theorists, musicians, or some other group 

of insiders.10 Its intent is to foster civic engagement around music, and to that intent it leverages 

novel technologies.  

Public music theory has been put at the service of activism, as in the pedagogy of Nora 

Douglas Holt and entire generations of Black women.11 Practitioners of public music theory have 

been leveraging new technologies, such as the radio and the television, for the propagation of 

information well before social mediaôs advent. Examples include Holt and her American Negro 

Artist Program on the New York-based WNYC; Arnold Schoenbergôs analyses of his own music 

as recorded for and broadcasted on radio;12 and those who integrate the verbal conveyance of 

 
9 J. Daniel Jenkins suggests that he came up with the term in 2016: ñThe public music theory course at the University 

of South Carolina, which I first taught in fall 2016, may very well have been the first course with the title é The 

academyôs interest in public music theory pre-dates the coining of the term public music theory in 2016.ò J. Daniel 

Jenkins, ñAn Introduction to Public Music Theory,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel 

Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 5, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.37. 

10 There is some overlap here with the more established term ñpublic musicologyò insomuch as the latter concerns 

music criticism. With regard to amateur musicmaking as a distinctively middle-class activity in Western society, 

public music theory traces its roots to the earliest program notes, which were first propagated in Edinburgh and London 

in the 1830s and 1840s; to the historian and theorist Johann Nikolaus Forkelôs public lectures for educating the so-

called Liebhaber in the art of listening, given c. 1780ï85; or even earlier to the general-interest music periodicals that 

began sprouting in the second half of the eighteenth century, such as Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurgôs Kritische Briefe 

über die Tonkunst (1759ï63) and Johann Adam Hillerôs Musikalische Nachrichten und Anmerkungen (1766ï70). For 

a brief account of the rise of program notes and the sociocultural contexts in England that facilitated this practice, see 

Christina M. Bashfordôs book chapter, ñNot Just G: Towards a History of the Program Note,ò in George Grove: Music 

and Victorian Culture (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2003), 115ï42; see also her book The Pursuit of High Culture: John 

Ella and Chamber Music in Victorian London (Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2007). Also, see Mark Evan Bondsô 

book chapter, ñTurning Liebhaber into Kenner: Forkelôs Lectures on the Art of Listening, ca. 1780ï1785,ò in The 

Oxford Handbook of Music Listening in the 19th and 20th Centuries, ed. Christian Thorau and Hansjakob Ziemer 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 145ï62. 

11 Samantha Ege, ñNora Douglas Holtôs Teachings of a Black Classical Canon,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public 

Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï15, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.21. 

12 J. Daniel Jenkins, ñSchoenbergôs Liner Notes,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel 

Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï13, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.35. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.37
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.21
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.35
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analytical information into their televised performances (as opposed to its separation from the 

listening experience, as in program notes or pre-concert talks),13 such as Leonard Bernstein, Glenn 

Gould, and Wynton Marsalis.14 Whatôs particularly exciting about Web 2.0ôs continued impact on 

how public music theory is conducted is the fact that anyone with a device and an Internet 

connection can participate in public musico-theoretical discourse, whether in the form of watching 

and commenting on YouTube video essays on music theory and analysis;15 debating musico-

theoretical concepts on Facebook, Twitter, and Discord; posting and sharing memes about music 

theory on Tumblr and Instagram; or starting viral musical challenges on TikTok. 

 Despite the promise that this Web 2.0-facilitated democratization of knowledge holds for 

musico-theoretical discourse, Roger Mathew Grant warns that we in the academy should not only 

pay attention to this development, but also contemplate its implications and consequences. He 

explains the latter as follows: 

As a set of tools for describing and understanding musicôs formal structures and materials, 

music theory works to shape social interactions with its repetitions and its hierarchies. It 

rewards certain types of engagements, and it penalizes inattention to certain rules and 

norms. Music theory delineates structure and it helps one to find oneôs place within it. 

Moreover, participation in music theory is retentive because it encourages the replication 

 
13 For more on pre-concert talks as public music theory, see Scott Burnham, ñóOnly Connectô: Ways and Means of the 

Pre-Concert Lecture,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University 

Press, 2021), 1ï9, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.27. 

14 Dave Headlam refers to this synchrony of verbal information and performance as ñinformance.ò See his book 

chapter, ñMusical Informance: Performance for the Information Age,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music 

Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï13, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.2. 

15 Some commentators and technology enthusiasts, especially those in circles advocating open-source software, 

blockchains, and other so-called technologies of ñdecentralization,ò have identified this push towards the 

decentralization of data and content from a small group of companies (e.g. Google, Microsoft, Meta [Facebook], often 

collectively referred to as ñBig Techò) as the next phase of the Internet, called Web3 or Web 3.0, though the term still 

very much describes a (potentially problematic) vision for the Internet rather than its current state of affairs. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.27
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.2
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of its own systems through ritual and routine. So, if music theory is going to be public 

behavior, it is to the disciplineôs benefit to think through what kind of behavior it is to be.16 

Grantôs warning addresses ethical and political concerns of what kinds of knowledges, theories, 

and practices would come to dominate public manifestations of music theory. To what extent does 

public music theory replicate or even enforce the dominant musico-theoretical perspectives in the 

academy? And do these perspectives privilege certain types of engagements, with certain types of 

musical objects and musicking peoples?  

For instance, one common critique of the field concerns its score-centric methods and 

assumptions.17 This bias towards Western notation, whose primary dimensions are (discretized) 

pitch and rhythm with considerable limits of resolution,18 goes hand-in-glove with a disciplinary 

bias towards Western art music. Even so, transcription did and still does play a large part in the 

analysis of oral musical traditions.19 Grantôs spotlight on the role of repetition in teaching, 

 
16 Roger Mathew Grant, ñTeaching Music Theory in Colonial Chiquitania,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music 

Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 2, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.36. 

17 Nicholas Cook is perhaps singular in his sustained criticism of the fieldôs ontological privileging of the score, and 

his career-long exploration on the issue of music theory, analysis, and performance is summed up his monograph, 

Beyond the Score: Music as Performance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). More recent scholarly work 

on this topic includes Daphne Leongôs book, Performing Knowledge: Twentieth-Century Music in Analysis and 

Performance (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2019); and Judith Lochheadôs book, Reconceiving Structure 

in Contemporary Music: New Tools in Music Theory and Analysis (New York: Routledge, 2016). 

18 In the domain of rhythm, for example, Western notation is built on a framework of rhythm and meter that assumes 

that a clocklike regularity of timing is a good description of the music, even if this assumption of (perceptual) 

isochrony is untrue for a lot of Western music in practiceðhence the existence of an entire branch of performance 

studies devoted to the study of microtiming and expressive timing.  

19 For a review of the ethical, ontological, and epistemological issues in transcribing world music into Western 

notation, see Muriel Swijghuisen Reigersbergôs book chapter, ñTranscription and Analysis as Translation: 

Perspectives from Ethnomusicology,ò in Music, Text and Translation (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 163ï73. While 

some have defended the practice of transcribing unwritten music into Western notation, most notably Kofi Agawu, 

other scholars, such as Glenda Goodman, have noted how the practice of transcription might deal epistemic violence 

in racialized, colonialist, and imperialist contexts. V. Kofi Agawu, Representing African Music: Postcolonial Notes, 

Queries, Positions (New York: Routledge, 2003), 64ï68; Glenda Goodman, ñSounds Heard, Meaning Deferred: 

Music Transcription as Imperial Technology,ò Eighteenth-Century Studies 52, no. 1 (Fall 2018). Andrew Killick 

suggests one solution to circumvent the descriptive shortcomings of Western notation, which is an ñaesthesic global 

notationò thatôs configurable to any one listenerôs experience of music, in his article, ñGlobal Notation as a Tool for 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.36
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applying, and conceptualizing music theory calls to attention this fact: To the extent that music 

theorists engage with performance, we often prefer analyzing stable musical objects amenable to 

repeated examination such as scores and recordings, which are in effect another textual musical 

object, rather than attending to a performanceôs ephemerality.20 (To be fair, even approaches 

dedicated to performance, such as performance studies, find it difficult to talk exclusively about 

the ephemeral.)21 

As I show, many examples of ñsocial media music theoryò (SMMT)22 tend to transcribe 

music whose default or preferred ontological state is not a score (e.g., popular music or video game 

music)23 and favor labelling pitch-based analytical objects (e.g., chords) rather than those based 

on some other musical parameter (dynamics, timbre, or even rhythm). Thereôs little overt critical 

reflection in social media musico-theoretical discourse on why this is what doing music theory 

 
Cross-Cultural and Comparative Music Analysis,ò Analytical Approaches to World Music 8, no. 2 (December 2020): 

39ï45. 

20 Some examples of scholarship that address this point are Ian Sewellôs literature review, ñTowards a More Reciprocal 

Discourse Between Analysis and Performance,ò Music Analysis 39, no. 3 (October 2020): 414ï33; Carolyn Abbateôs 

article, ñMusicðDrastic or Gnostic?,ò Critical Inquiry 30, no. 3 (Spring 2004): 505ï36; and Nicholas Cookôs paper, 

ñChanging the Musical Object: Approaches to Performance Analysis,ò in Musicôs Intellectual History (New York: 

Répertoire International de Littérature Musicale, 2009), 775ï90. 

21 For example, the feminist scholar Peggy Phelan insists on the ephemeral ontology of performance, claiming that 

performance ñcannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the circulation of representations of 

representations: Once it does so, it becomes something other than performance. Performanceôs being é becomes itself 

through disappearance.ò However, Nerea Ayerbe, drawing on scholars who have responded to Phelanôs ñradical 

position,ò such as Erika Fischer-Lichte, Philip Auslander, and Martha Buskirk, musters a robust refutation on three 

fronts: Performance itself leaves behind material and documentary traces, the dichotomy between performance and 

its reproduction is increasingly untenable in the face of increasing cultural mediatization, and the failure of a 

documentative object to reproduce a performance exactly is itself productive. Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics 

of Performance (New York: Routledge, 1993), 146; Nerea Ayerbe, ñDocumenting the Ephemeral: Reconsidering the 

Idea of Presence in Discussions on Performance,ò Revista Brasileira de Estudos da Presença 7, no. 3 (December 

2017), 551ï72. 

22 I use this term in the same way that Miriam Piilonen has adapted it from a now-defunct website by Samantha Zerin. 

Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 15n. 

23 Peter Winkler discusses the political and ideological implications of transcribing popular music in his book chapter, 

ñWriting Ghost Notes: The Poetics and Politics of Transcription,ò in Keeping Score: Music, Disciplinarity, Culture, 

Knowledge, Disciplinarity and Beyond (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997), 169ï203. 



26 

 

should look like. To an extent, this has the possible effect of discouraging online discourse around 

modes of engaging music that are less amenable to such analytical methods, types of theories and 

analyses that donôt depend on pinning down pitch and rhythm, or repertoires that are harder to 

square with Western notation. Whether intentional or not, such ñcrowding outò is a historical issue 

in public music theory too. For instance, the Jesuit mission communitiesô musical interactions with 

the natives of Chiquitania in the eighteenth century resulted in the displacement, in Chiquitanian 

cultural memory, of Indigenous oral musical traditions by the European galant style; the latter was 

preserved in the archive at a time when literate musical practices were being promulgated as a way 

of belonging to the colonial public, leading to their crowding out of indigenous practices.24 

The Chiquitanian example exemplifies the significant sociopolitical implications of public 

music theory. The academic field of music theory in North America has been accused of 

demographic and epistemological biases through an overrepresentation of cisgender, heterosexual, 

white middle-class males from the Western world,25 both in the membership of the field and in 

who the field studies; this, arguably, has sidelined women and minority groups. We might pause 

to wonder if similar hierarchical dynamics are at work in public music theory as it plays out in 

SMMT. For every example of public music theory being used to right injustices, as in Holtôs 

mission to curate a Black classical canon with aims that we would now recognize as inclusive and 

 
24 Grant, ñTeaching Music Theory in Colonial Chiquitania.ò  

25 For a sample of some recent criticism about the fieldôs problematic epistemological and demographic biases, see 

Danielle Sofer, ñSpecters of Sex. Tracing the Tools and Techniques of Contemporary Music Analysis,ò Zeitschrift 

Der Gesellschaft Für Musiktheorie 17, no. 1 (June 2020): 31ï63; Loren Kajikawa, ñLeaders of the New School? 

Music Departments, Hip-Hop, and the Challenge of Significant Difference,ò Twentieth-Century Music 18, no. 1 

(February 2021): 45ï64; Dylan Robinson, ñTo All Who Should Be Concerned,ò Intersections 39, no. 1 (2019): 137ï

44; Fred Everett Maus, ñLGBTQ+ Lives in Professional Music Theory,ò Music Theory Online 26, no. 1 (March 2020), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.1/mto.20.26.1.maus.html; Ellie M Hisama, ñGetting to Count,ò Music Theory 

Spectrum 43, no. 2 (October 2021): 349ï63; Philip A. Ewell, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò Music 

Theory Online 26, no. 2 (June 2020), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html. 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.1/mto.20.26.1.maus.html
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html
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intersectional rather than the displacement of Eurocentricity with Afrocentricity,26 one could name 

a counterexample, such as how the Barbershop Harmony Society has historically used music 

theory as a means to influence and affirm the Societyôs social and political values as they relate to 

whiteness, racial segregation, and racial discrimination,27 or how rap has constantly been 

denigrated in the public sphere for the past half a century as unmusical through the racist 

application of a narrow understanding of Western music theory as a set of criteria for determining 

whatôs musical and whatôs not.28 

Despite the seeming lack of barriers of entry to creating and promoting content on social 

media, by no means can we assume an equality of reception and recognition among creators, let 

alone of renumeration.29 Social media platforms are owned by corporations that are beholden to 

certain economic, political, and sociocultural interests.30 Itôs true that each social media platform 

 
26 Holt, who was highly cosmopolitan, emphasized in her teaching the interactions between Black practitioners (male 

and female), European traditions, and African-American folk idioms as they played out in the North American musical 

landscape. Ege, ñNora Douglas Holtôs Teachings of a Black Classical Canon,ò 2. 

27 See Clifton Boydôs book chapter, ñMusic Theory, Race, and the Barbershop Harmony Society,ò in The Oxford 

Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï11, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.15; and his article, ñBarbershopôs Cautionary Tale for 

Academic Music Theory: A Response to Stephen Lett,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April  2023): 120ï24. 

28 See Benjamin Court, ñRacializing Amateurism: Punk and Rap,ò Third Text 34, no. 1 (January 2020): 49ï61; Loren 

Kajikawa, ñThe Possessive Investment in Classical Music: Confronting Legacies of White Supremacy in U.S. Schools 

and Departments of Music,ò in Seeing Race Again: Countering Colorblindness across the Disciplines (Oakland, CA: 

University of California Press, 2019), 155ï74. 

29 For example, a study carried out by a public relations firm in conjunction with The Influencer League, a group 

ñdedicated to educating and empowering a diverse group of influencers,ò has found that a pay gap of 35% exists 

between white and Black influencers on Instagram when it comes to the compensation they receive for marketing. 

ñMSL Study Reveals Racial Pay Gap in Influencer Marketing | MSL Global,ò MSL Group, December 6, 2021, 

https://mslgroup.com/whats-new-at-msl/msl-study-reveals-racial-pay-gap-influencer-marketing. 

30 Case in point: The Black Lives Matter movement faced significant algorithmic resistance on Facebook during the 

movementôs nascency in 2014, yet white supremacist groups have been leveraging algorithms with shocking facility 

to bring to the center topics once beyond the pale of public discourse. Even in 2020, TikTok could still be accused of 

algorithmically suppressing Black creators and content related to the Black Lives Matter movement; this perception 

of Black TikTok creators not receiving due credit for their creative labor culminated in Black TikTok creators going 

on strike in July 2021. For how algorithmic oppression impacts Black social media users, see Zeynep Tufekci, Twitter 

and Tear Gas: The Power and Fragility of Networked Protest (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017), 154; 

Thomas Poell, David B. Nieborg, and Brooke Erin Duffy, Platforms and Cultural Production (Medford, MA: Polity 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.15
https://mslgroup.com/whats-new-at-msl/msl-study-reveals-racial-pay-gap-influencer-marketing
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has its own set of features, userbase demographics, and corporate culture, but disquieting patterns 

of systemic marginalization emerge across all. Likewise, instead of assuming that the world of 

SMMT is a democratic utopia, we might consider the extent to which social media musico-

theoretical discourse reproduces or reinscribes hegemonic social structures, whether those found 

in the academy specifically or in society more broadly, and we might theorize why this is the case 

along with resisting it.  

This chapter and the following one take these twin issuesðthe epistemological make-up 

of SMMT, and its sociopolitical contexts and implicationsðas their starting points. The focus of 

these chapters will be on a specific platform, YouTube. In this chapter, I limit my coverage to 

YouTube creators who produce English-language content on the most popular repertoires in this 

community, which are Western popular music, jazz, film music, and video game music. Iôll also 

discuss whether and how music theory on YouTube differs from music theory as taught and 

practiced in the academy (this distinction between pedagogy and research is key), and if this 

difference underscores or even engenders political imbalances. My strategic reasoning for this 

move is as follows. SMMT, like the academy, is not monolithic, and to do justice to this public 

musico-theoretical discourse one must employ careful reading while being sensitive to the wider 

contexts surrounding SMMT.  

For example, just as competing conceptions of music theory jostle with each other in the 

academy, sometimes even in a single authorôs oeuvre,31 arguments over what music theory means 

are commonplace online. In her book chapter, Piilonen noted that a Twitter userôs innocuous 

 
Press, 2022), 99. For how right-wingers took advantage of social media algorithms to their own ends, see Jessie 

Daniels, ñThe Algorithmic Rise of the óAlt-Right,ôò Contexts 17, no. 1 (February 2018): 60ï65. 

31 Thomas Christensen, ñIntroduction,ò in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1. 
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request that ñsomeone explain music theory in 4 wordsò in February 2020 garnered responses that 

revealed conceptions of music theory as alternately descriptive or prescriptive,32 fact or fiction, 

and an art or a science.33 Thatôs not to say that there are no commonalities in SMMT. Despite the 

many nuances expressed in the SMMT world about the meaning of music theory, technical 

information about music seems to predominate the conversation and practices of SMMT.34 But the 

commonalities must be understood in terms of its local context, as this predilection for the technical 

manifests itself in radically different ways between platforms or types of digital interactions.  

For instance, the top post of all time in the r/musictheory subreddit (at the time of writing), 

one of the most frequented and populated music theory forums, is titled ñTheory: óF*ck Youô by 

Cee Lo Green is actually about his girlfriend leaving him for another ex-girlfriend and him trying 

to rationalize it.ò35 Piilonen notes that some users on that subreddit insisted that the post was 

misplaced, and some even responded with analytical facts about the songôs harmony, rhythm, 

instrumentation, and other musical parameters to show ñhow music theory is óactuallyô done,ò36 

an unsurprising backlash given that the subreddit describes itself as a place ñfor people who care 

 
32 In a way, this argument reflects the fact that music analysis, as practised in North American academic music theory, 

has conventionally been used in three distinct ways: explanatory, prescriptive, and descriptive. See Mark DeBellisô 

article, ñMusical Analysis as Articulation,ò The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 60, no. 2 (Spring 2002): 119ï

35. 

33 Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 4.  

34 In her conversations with three SMMT content creatorsðAshley Greathouse of ñMusic Theory Augmented,ò one 

of the first and most well-known Tumblr accounts for music theory memes; Asaf Peres of ñTop40Theory,ò an online 

consulting service for artists, songwriters, and producers; and Cory Arnold, co-creator of the YouTube channel 

12toneðthe three emphasize the analytical, practical, and artistic dimensions of music theory, respectively. 

35 /u/Stampeder, ñTheory: óF*ck Youô by Cee Lo Green Is Actually about His Girlfriend Leaving Him for Another 

Ex-Girlfriend and Him Trying to Rationalize It,ò Reddit post, /r/musictheory, April 10, 2015, 

https://www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/comments/322nb6/theory_fck_you_by_cee_lo_green_is_actually_about/. 

36 Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 3ï4. The postôs responses seem to have been moderated since. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/comments/322nb6/theory_fck_you_by_cee_lo_green_is_actually_about/
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about composition, cognition, harmony, scales, counterpoint, melody, logic, math, structure, 

notation, and also the overall history and appreciation of musicò (and not a word about lyrics).37  

 But that kind of interactive space differs from, say, those that feature ñthe Lickò or the ñ7-

Eleven Polyrhythmò meme. As a form of what the musicologist Paula Harper calls ñviral 

musicking,ò38 both memes originated on social media platformsðFacebook in the case of ñthe 

lick,ò39 and YouTube and Instagram for ñ7-Eleven Polyrhythms.ò ñThe Lickò refers to a short 

motif that supposedly crops up time and time again in music from a wide variety of traditions and 

styles, such as classical, jazz, and popular music (Example 1.1); the musico-theoretical work 

consists in identifying instances of this motif in various contexts (e.g., transpositions, metrical 

frames, etc.). As for the 7-Eleven polyrhythm, itôs ñan unprecedentedly popular music theory 

meme é that crossed from platform to platform, to 7-Eleven convenience stores, and back 

again,ò40 where users share videos of themselves tapping seven-against-eleven polyrhythms in 

front of the eponymous convenience stores, thus digitally engaging in a communal and embodied 

practice of a rudimentary theoretical concept. 

 
37 ñ/r/Music Theory,ò https://www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/. 

38 See, e.g., Paula Harperôs article, ñBEYONC£: Viral Techniques and the Visual Album,ò Popular Music and Society 

42, no. 1 (January 2019): 61ï81. 

39 The original Facebook group is ñThe Lick,ò accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.facebook.com/thelickpage/.  

40 Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 8. The YouTuber Adam Neely seems to be responsible for popularizing 

this meme, if not creating it; see Adam Neely, ñ7:11 Polyrhythms.ò February 25, 2019. YouTube video, 12:18. 

https://youtu.be/U9CgR2Y6XO4. 

 
 

Example 1.1: Prototypical version of ñThe Lick.ò 

https://www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/
https://www.facebook.com/thelickpage/
https://youtu.be/U9CgR2Y6XO4
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Despite their flippant humor, memes are central to the transmission and construction of 

knowledge in digital communities,41 with the potential to either relay or break with dominant 

discourses.42 For instance, memes about music theory propagate certain tropes about the field, such 

as an affinity between music theory and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics) disciplines; in the case of the 7-Eleven meme, it encourages physical gestures that 

embody musical numerical complexity. So, though these two examplesðthe 7-Eleven meme and 

r/musictheoryðboth foreground the value that technical musical information holds for SMMT 

communities at large, one tends towards the discursive and the regulative while the other the 

practical and the participatory. 

What I hope to convey is that our understanding and theorizing of the SMMT world needs 

to be sensitive to the characteristics unique to each of the possible virtual spaces that constitute 

SMMT. Like other immersive media, these virtual spaces localize our perceptual field (in this case, 

to part or all of a deviceôs screen), but they also allow for interaction with other users across many 

timescales (in real-time or over the long term), all of which may apply simultaneously. The ways 

in which a particular virtual space redirects our attention, modulates our perception, and shapes 

 
41 Piilonen theorizes memes as a form of ñunoriginal genius,ò a term she borrows from the poetry scholar Marjorie 

Perloff. For Perloff, citational or intertextual poetics characterize twenty-first century poetics, especially for Internet 

discourse, although Perloff doesnôt make an explicit connection to memes. Marjorie Perloff, Unoriginal Genius: 

Poetry by Other Means in the New Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010).  

42 The social anthropologist Anahita Neghabat claims that the do-it-yourself aesthetic of the meme make it a 

particularly potent tool for marginalized groups ñto reject the whole logic of exclusive, elitist, top-down knowledge 

production commonly performed by hegemonic, established media and political institutions.ò Likewise, Tenna 

Foustad Harbo sees memes as an integral part of what the Italian sociologists Donatella della Porta and Elena Pavan 

call ñrepertoires of knowledge practicesò in contemporary, digitally-connected, progressive social movements, where 

these practices aid the elaboration and experimentation of alternative epistemologies. Anahita Neghabat, ñIbiza 

Austrian Memes: Reflections on Reclaiming Political Discourse through Memes,ò in Critical Meme Reader: Global 

Mutations of the Viral Image, ed. Chloë Arkenbout, Jack Wilson, and Daniel de Zeeuw (Amsterdam: Institute of 

Network Cultures, 2021), 137ï38; Tenna Foustad Harbo, ñInternet Memes as Knowledge Practice in Social 

Movements: Rethinking Economicsô Delegitimization of Economists,ò Discourse, Context & Media 50 (December 

2022): 1ï9, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2022.100650; Donatella della Porta and Elena Pavan, ñRepertoires of 

Knowledge Practices: Social Movements in Times of Crisis,ò Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management 

12, no. 4 (November 2017): 297ï314.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2022.100650
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our social interactions define our experience of that spaceôs particular kind of virtuality. These 

spaces, too, are (literally) tangible, both in terms of the end-user experienceðone navigates 

through these platforms with a series of physical gestures (clicking with a mouse or tapping on a 

screen)ðand the underlying physical infrastructures, most of which are kept out of the end-userôs 

sight. So, the inherent physicality differs from one virtual space to another. 

That said, these virtual spaces are not ersatz spaces, faint echoes of ñthe real world,ò but 

viable alternatives to physical spaces; that is, they are places.43 Thatôs because these virtual spaces 

gain sociocultural meaning just as they cultivate a sense of belonging and identity-forging through 

communal use,44 as is the case with physical spaces. In their critique of how area studies have 

clung onto geographical notions of area when globalization has shifted this division, Gavin Walker 

and Naoki Sakai write that ñ[our] belonging to a place é has never been natural in the sense of a 

place just being there for us to belong to without our intervention and productioné our location 

in a place is always of our own making-doing, of our poiesis.ò45 Iôd like to invert Walker and 

Sakaiôs phrasing without detracting from their point: belonging to a place can seem natural despite 

 
43 In the field of humanistic geography, one of the classic texts advocating the analytical productivity of a distinction 

between space, which comprises mathematical, measurable, and ñobjectiveò notions of the physical world, and place, 

which is concerned with the wide array of lived experiences in that same world, is Yi-fu Tuanôs monograph, Space 

and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota press, 1977). Tuanôs contribution 

to this concept is how he temporalizes these notions: For him, space refers to ñthat which allows movementò while 

ñeach pause in movementò enables the transformation of a location into a place. Tuan, Space and Place, 6. For an 

argument for incorporating the concept of place into sociology, see Thomas F. Gierynôs literature review, ñA Space 

for Place in Sociology,ò Annual Review of Sociology 26, no. 1 (August 2000): 463ï96. 

44 Of course, Henri Lefebvreôs foundational text, The Production of Space (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991), exhorts 

us to pay attention to the lived experience of the world. That said, Lefebvre doesnôt frame space and place as a binary, 

preferring to work with various trialectics of space in his thinking instead. Edward Soja synthesizes his reading of 

Lefebvre and other thinkers such as Michel Foucault and bell hooks into ñThirdspace,ò a term he borrows and adapts 

from Homi Bhabha. See Sojaôs monograph, Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places 

(Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996). 

45 Gavin Walker and Naoki Sakai, ñThe End of Area,ò Positions: Asia Critique 27, no. 1 (February 2019): 11. That is, 

the division of the West from the Rest has moved away from geopolitical lines towards biopolitical masses (in the 

Foucauldian sense of how human life itself is managed under regimes of authority over knowledge, power, and 

subjectification). 
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the constructedness of belonging, and that applies to real and virtual spaces alike. In fact, in 2007, 

the literary scholar Angela Thomas observed that, for digitally-connected youth, ñthere is no such 

dichotomy of online and offline, or virtual and realðthe digital is so much intertwined into their 

lives and psyche that one [the virtual] is entirely enmeshed with the other [the real].ò46 Even earlier, 

in 1999, the sociologists Berry Wellman and Milena Gulia argued that networked individuals form 

communities that are no less meaningful than those localized in physical space.47 

Iôd like to propose a framework for the broader study of musico-theoretical communities 

including SMMT, through which I situate my study on how certain kinds of music are theorized 

on YouTube. Allow me to first make some methodological clarifications on my use of the term 

virtual space in these chapters, which concentrate on the discursive aspect of virtual space. Here, 

I use virtual space as an analytic rather than a rigidly defined ontological category. Thatôs because, 

though these discursive and communal spaces are different from physical spaces, these virtual 

spaces each have distinctive properties and are best understood as exhibiting what Ludwig 

Wittgenstein famously describes as ñfamily resemblance.ò48  

For example, all virtual spaces are situated, but itôs difficult to define this situatedness with 

exactitude and consistency. That is, some virtual spaces lend themselves to neat definition while 

others are fuzzy and nebulous. It seems straightforward to restrict the virtual space of Reddit music 

theory to the r/musictheory subreddit, which is located at a fixed and unique Internet address that 

 
46 Angela Thomas, Youth Online: Identity and Literacy in the Digital Age (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 3. 

47 Barry Wellman and Milena Gulia, ñVirtual Communities as Communities: Net Surfers Donôt Ride Alone,ò in 

Communities in Cyberspace, ed. Peter Kollock and Marc Smith (New York: Routledge, 1998). 

48 In §65ï71 in the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein considers the category of ñgamesò and how ñsimilarities 

crop up and disappearò across different groupings of games. He concludes that he ñcan think of no better expression 

to characterize these similarities than ófamily resemblancesô; for the various resemblances between members of a 

family: build, features, color of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way.ò See Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967), 32ï33. 
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neatly envelops all of its posts (all r/musictheory posts have an alphanumeric identifier in their 

web address). We could also confine the Reddit music theory virtual space to a primary mode of 

interaction, which are Reddit users responding to each otherôs (text-based) posts, although the 

sharing of files, images, and videos does happen in limited ways. The virtual space of, say, the 7-

Eleven meme, on the other hand, is much more fluid when it comes to the locations, interactions, 

and agents involved, even if the virtual space itself is centered around a single musical idea. One 

might find the idea that the 7-Eleven meme itself creates a virtual space unintuitive, but I wish to 

keep the concept open. 

Additionally, weôre concerned with a particular application of the idea of virtual space, 

which is to characterize a digitally emplaced community whose identity lies in a set of discursive, 

analytical, embodied, and other kinds of practices featuring musical objects. On the one hand, 

these spaces resemble what the educational theorist £tienne Wenger terms ñcommunities of 

practice,ò in which people ñdevelop, negotiate, and share theories and ways of understanding the 

world through shared histories of learning.ò49 On the other hand, these spaces are, in their 

rhizomatic structure,50 similar to what the linguist James Paul Gee theorizes as ñaffinity spaces,ò 

which are places (or sets thereof) ñwhere people affiliate with others based primarily on shared 

activities, interests, and goals, not shared race, class culture, ethnicity, or gender."51  

 
49 Jared OôLeary, ñApplications of Affinity Space Characteristics in Music Education,ò in The Oxford Handbook of 

Social Media and Music Learning, ed. Janice L. Waldron, Stephanie Horsley, and Kari K. Veblen (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2020), 74; for more, see £tienne Wengerôs monograph, Communities of Practice: Learning, 

Meaning and Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

50 See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1987). 

51 James Paul Gee, Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of Traditional Schooling (New York: Routledge, 

2004), 67; see also his book chapter, ñSemiotic Social Spaces and Affinity Spaces: From The Age of Mythology to 

Todayôs Schools,ò in Beyond Communities of Practice: Language, Power and Social Context., ed. David Barton and 

Karin Tusting (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 214ï32. 
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Moreover, any space, virtual or not, is transformed into a place when human beings 

respond to a given environment in ways that produce sociocultural meaning. For example, the 

search engine Google and the microblogging platform Twitter are both virtual spaces with clearly 

defined locations, albeit virtual, but we would hardly think of Google as a place. (To paraphrase 

the anthropologist Pradeep Jeganathan, they are spaces which have ña óthereô with no there 

there.ò)52 Thatôs because Twitter is built on sociability, whether in the progressive sense of, say, 

empowering the marginalized to find themselves in online communities and to militate for political 

actionðsuch as Black Twitter, which the Black feminist social activist Feminista Jones describes 

as ña collective of active, primarily African-American Twitter usersò that succeed at ñbringing 

about a wide range of sociopolitical changesò53ðor in the less constructive sense of being yet 

another battlefront in Americaôs culture wars.54 On the other hand, Google is better described as a 

ñnon-place,ò a term coined by the French anthropologist Marc Aug®. Aug® contrasts non-place 

with ñanthropological place,ò a term which encompasses ñplaces of identity, of relations, and of 

history.ò55 For him, the non-place is the spatial manifestation of a means to certain ends, for which 

he lists transport, transit, commerce, and leisure as examples.56 

 
52 Pradeep Jeganathan, ñEelam.com: Place, Nation, and Imagi-Nation in Cyberspace,ò Public Culture 10, no. 3 

(September 1998): 527. 

53 Feminista Jones, ñIs Twitter the Underground Railroad of Activism?,ò Salon, July 17, 2013, 

https://www.salon.com/2013/07/17/how_twitter_fuels_black_activism/. 

54 For more on the roles that Twitter and other online platforms played in American culture wars and the rise of the 

alt-right, see Angela Nagle, Kill All Normies: The Online Culture Wars from Tumblr and 4chan to the Alt-Right and 

Trump (Winchester: Zero Books, 2017). 

55 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, trans. John Howe (New York: Verso, 

1995), 52. 

56 Augé, Non-Places, 94. 

https://www.salon.com/2013/07/17/how_twitter_fuels_black_activism/
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Put another way, we have space as a set of locations on the one hand, and a community 

that transforms this space into a place through its lived experience of said space on the other 

(Figure 1.1). These locations indicate an environment that has particular affordances;57 in response 

to these affordances, a community organizes its intracommunal relations, identifies objects for 

communal use, fleshes out its practices, produces its own knowledges and ways of knowing things, 

and attributes cultural meanings to these locations, all while transforming abstract space into place. 

Put another way, place is space as enacted by a population as its members actively explore the 

environment, which encodes correlations between their intentional and unintentional movements, 

sensory states, and perceptions of the world around them.58 Or, from a more broadly 

 
57 I use the term as the founder of ecological psychology, James J. Gibson, does. His clearest definition of the term, 

that ñaffordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or 

ill,ò may be found in his book The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 

1979), 127. 

58 Here, Iôm referring to accounts of enactivism that draw on sensorimotor theories of consciousness, such as Alva 

Noëôs Action in Perception. Iôm aware that there are methodological incompatibilities between cognitive ecology and 

enactivism, which cluster around whether an environment has a unitary set of objective physical properties that persist 

 
Figure 1.1: Model for a communityôs transformation of space into place. 
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phenomenological perspective, a place is ñany environmental locus that gathers human 

experiences, actions, and meanings spatially and temporally,ò as David Seamon summarizes it.59 

The placemaking of online spaces is not different in kind from physical spaces, though some online 

spaces are more grounded in oneôs experiences, memories, and representations of the physical 

world than others.60 A communityôs placemaking is a continuous, dynamic process; likewise, these 

locationsô affordances can and do change over time, whether in response to a communityôs needs 

and/or actions or because of some external cause connected to corporate interests and broader 

sociopolitical forces. As the media studies scholar Jos® van Dijck observes, itôs a common fallacy 

ñto think of platforms as merely facilitating networking activities; instead, the construction of 

platforms and social practices is mutually constitutive.ò61 

 
outside of an organismôs subjective and lived Umwelt, but recent literature has suggested potential rapprochements 

between the two camps. Alva Noë, Action in Perception (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004); for literature attempting 

to build bridges between enactivism and cognitive ecology, see, e.g., Edward Baggs and Anthony Chemero, ñRadical 

Embodiment in Two Directions,ò Synthese 198, no. 9 (May 2021); Manuel Heras-Escribano, ñPragmatism, 

Enactivism, and Ecological Psychology: Towards a Unified Approach to Post-Cognitivism,ò Synthese 198, no. 1 

(January 2021): 2175-2190; and Kevin J. Ryan and Shaun Gallagher, ñBetween Ecological Psychology and 

Enactivism: Is There Resonance?,ò Frontiers in Psychology 11 (June 2020): 1ï13, 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01147. As for the concept of the Umwelt, it was developed by the Baltic German 

biologist Jakob von Uexk¿ll. Uexk¿llôs full sense of the term emphasized it as the complete world of subjective 

experience as constituted by an individual organism, but later writers have used a ñdeflated readingò of the term to 

mean a subset of physical properties as accessible to an organism in light of its physiology. Jakob von Uexküll, A 

Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans: With A Theory of Meaning, trans. Joseph D. OôNeil, 12 (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2010); see also Tim Elmo Feitenôs article, ñMind After Uexk¿ll: A Foray Into the 

Worlds of Ecological Psychologists and Enactivists,ò Frontiers in Psychology 11 (March 2020): 1ï10, 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00480. 

59 David Seamon, Life Takes Place: Phenomenology, Lifeworlds, and Place Making (New York: Routledge, 2018), 2. 

60 For example, see Jeganathanôs article, cited in note 52, on how members of the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora construct 

their identities over cyberspace through their collective imagination of Tamileelam, the conceptual homeland of Sri 

Lankan Tamils. 

61 José van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2013), 6. For more on how the Internet remains in flux as innovative usages continue to crop up, see also 

Andrew Feenberg, ñCritical Theory of Communication Technology: Introduction to the Special Section,ò The 

Information Society 25, no. 2 (March 2009): 77ï83. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01147
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00480
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The tripartite model of communities shown in Figure 1.2 can be useful in conceptualizing 

the characteristics of communities that define themselves in terms of a common interest. The 

model calls for three categories, which are objects, knowledges, and practices; these categories 

map loosely onto Aristotleôs typology of modes of human activities, i.e., poeisis (ˊɞɑɖůɘɠ), theoria 

(ɗŮɤɟɑŬ) and praxis (ˊɟ‖ɝɘɠ), respectively.62 First, there are the objects towards which a 

communityôs common interest orients itself, and we might further distinguish these objects into 

two types. For communities in the SMMT world, the primary type refers to musical objects, which 

chiefly take the form of (audio/audiovisual) recordings. The secondary type, on the other hand, 

indicates objects that are created through a communityôs application of its practices and 

 
62 All three of Aristotleôs terms will go on to have extensive intellectual genealogies, but itôs beyond the scope here to 

summarize any of these. One point of clarification: I donôt use the term praxis in the Marxist sense of restricting it to 

ñthat form of activity that, when executed within a particular conjuncture, proves capable of transforming its 

conditions of possibilityò (i.e., work that effects sociopolitical and historical change), but in its etymologically faithful 

and capacious meaning of practical activity (which may or may not be explicitly informed by theory). Joel Wainwright, 

ñPraxis,ò Rethinking Marxism 34, no. 1 (January 2, 2022): 42. 

 

Figure 1.2: Tripartite model of communities formed around a common interest. 
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knowledges to primary objects. Examples of these are video essays, transcriptions andðof 

courseðmemes. That said, I donôt mean to imply that the objects are conceptually prior to the 

other two categories. If anything, the knowledges and practices specific to a community mutually 

influence that communityôs objects. I also wish to emphasize that this model doesnôt bracket out a 

communityôs sociability; to the contrary, intracommunal and intercommunal relations bleed into 

these three categories, and vice versa. 

These two modelsðof the transformation of space into place by a community, and of a 

communityôs characteristicsðare two parts of the analytical framework I propose here. One 

further model is needed for the comparative analysis of two communities, which Iôve sketched out 

in Figure 1.3. Here, the comparison is between communities Ŭ and ɓ, which are emplaced in spaces 

A and B, respectively. Each space is associated with a set of locations and associated affordances; 

likewise, each community is defined by a set of objects, knowledges, and practices and how 

relations between community members coalesce into a social structure. 

In these chapters, I draw a comparison between YouTube music theory, which I view as a 

specific manifestation of musical theorizing on social media, and music theory as an academic 

field. As Iôm interested in the social and political aspects of these spaces as much as I am in their 

Relationship to broader society 

(modulates) 

Affordances é é Affordances 

Locations é é Locations 

Space Ŭ Space ɓ 

Community A Community B 

Objects é 

Practices é 

Knowledges é 

Relations é 

é  Objects 

é Practices 

é Knowledges 

é Relations 

(modulated by) 

Intercommunal relationship 
Figure 1.3: Model for intercommunal comparison. 



40 

 

discursive and practical ones, I stress that these spaces correspond to emplaced communities. Some 

places and people are definitional when it comes to these communities: The virtual space of 

YouTube and content creators for the former; universities, music schools, and other institutions of 

higher learning plus card-carrying academics and enrolled students for the latter. (This is not to 

say that academics and students are put on an equal footing in the academy when it comes to the 

power-knowledge hierarchy, of course.) 

 Beyond that, however, these spaces are expansive and fluid when it comes to their 

members and locations, and so resist easy definitionðthese YouTube content creators donôt have 

an easily identifiable and characterizable viewer base (to anyone not privy to YouTubeôs 

surveillance machine, anyway), academics do theorize music in incongruous pockets of physical 

spaces (conference halls, cafés) and over the Internet,63 and so on. Likewise, the boundaries 

between the two communities are somewhat porous. Academics do create YouTube content, but 

their authority doesnôt automatically translate to cybernetic credibility; conversely, one might see 

themselves as an academic music theorist even if one hasnôt earned their stripes in the profession. 

The same resistance to rigid definition and separation goes for the respective communityôs objects, 

practices, and knowledges. Moreover, as I argue, the categorial overlap between the two 

communities belie how these communities position themselves politically with respect to one 

another. 

 
63 Thomas Christensen uses the term ñhidden theoryò to refer to musico-theoretical discourse, as conducted in private 

lessons, conversations, and lectures, among others, that has fallen by the wayside because they were not preserved 

and circulated in text. Of course, there may be some traces of these online activities, depending on how careful these 

communities were in maintaining their databases, but these activities lack the same formality and that published 

research, for example, do. See Thomas Christensenôs article, ñFragile Texts, Hidden Theory,ò Musica Humana 3, no. 

2 (September 2011): 177ï208; and his book chapter, ñMonumental Theory,ò in Experimental Affinities in Music, ed. 

Paulo de Assis (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2015), 197ï212. 
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A reminder: Our comparisons between the two communities must be contextualized by 

how they relate socio-politically to each other and to society at large. To explain this, I turn to 

Michel Foucaultôs thoughts on knowledge and power. In a lecture given on January 7, 1976, the 

first of a course known as ñSociety Must Be Defendedò (ñIl faut d®fendre la soci®t®ò), Foucault 

delivers a retrospective overview of how his thinking on the interrelatedness of power and 

knowledge came to be. There, he calls attention to ñthe local characterò of critical theory as 

practiced in the decade preceding his speech, which has had the unforeseen consequence of 

resurfacing the oppressive nature of ñglobal, totalitarian theoriesò such as Marxism and 

psychoanalysis.64 As he sees it, an ñinsurrection of subjugated knowledgesò arises out of this 

turn.65 

Foucault distinguishes between two kinds of subjugated knowledges. On the one hand, 

there are those blocks of historical knowledge implicating ñruptural effects of conflict and 

struggleò that have been paved over in the formal systemization of a field; to illustrate this, 

Foucault, hinting at his earlier work, contrasts ñthe semiology of the life of the asylumò and ñthe 

sociology of delinquencyò with historical accounts of how the asylum and prison emerged.66 On 

the other hand, subjugated knowledges also indicate a separate categoryðñnaµve knowledgesò 

which have been disqualified for being ñinadequate to the taskò and ñinsufficiently elaboratedò on 

account of their marginal and local characteristics. For this, Foucault gives the example of the 

 
64 Michel Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972ï1977, ed. 

Colin Gordon, trans. Colin Gordon et al. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 80ï81. All uses of italics here and in 

later citations are as in the original. 

65 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 81. 

66 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 81ï82. Confusingly, Foucaultôs use of historical knowledge [savoirs historiques] can 

mean both ñknowledge of historical contentsò and ñhistorically-held knowledges,ò although it seems to me that 

Foucault chiefly means the former. 
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psychiatric patient and the nurse, whose knowledges are ñdisqualifiedò vis-à-vis the scientific field 

of medicine.67 

What unites these two disparate strands of subjugated knowledges, which he glosses as 

erudite and disqualified knowledges, respectively, is not any commonality in character or content 

between the two but their status as testaments to conflicts or hostile encounters. Foucault implies 

that these knowledges are subjugated to a dominant discourse not primarily because of any 

fundamental disagreements in their epistemologies, but in how these knowledges are positioned 

socio-politically; the claim Foucault makes about these knowledges is political, not 

epistemological.68 This is more clearly seen when Foucault elaborates on what he saw then as 

nascent research into subjugated knowledges: 

What it really does is to entertain the claims to attention of local, discontinuous, 

disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the claims of a unitary body of theory which 

would filter, hierarchize and order them in the name of some true knowledge and some 

arbitrary idea of what constitutes a science and its objects. é We are concerned é with 

the insurrection of knowledges that are opposed primarily not to the contents, methods or 

concepts of a science, but to the effects of the centralizing powers which are linked to the 

institution and functioning of an organized scientific discourse within a society such as 

ours. Nor does it basically matter all that much that this institutionalization of scientific 

discourse is embodied in a university é for it is really against the effects of the power of 

a discourse that is considered to be scientific that the [union of erudite knowledge and local 

memories] must wage its struggle.69 

Here, Foucault is describing the sociopolitical implications of a specific kind of encounter 

(i.e., hostility) between particular kinds of knowledges, but Iôd like to generalize his observation 

into a principle: The sociopolitical web enveloping two distinct knowledges (and associated 

 
67 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 82. 

68 ñFoucaultôs concern is the tactical usefulness rather than the content of subjugated knowledges.ò Carol Bacchi and 

Susan Goodwin, Poststructural Policy Analysis (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2016), 48. 

69 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 84. Iôve substituted Foucaultôs term of ñgenealogyò in the original with his own gloss of 

it in p. 83. It should be noted that this translation seems to be based off a source that is slightly different from the 

French original. 
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practices and objects) inflects our understanding of their respective epistemologies. If, for 

instance, two communities employ the exact same objects, practices, and knowledges in their 

pursuits of a common interest, but one is defined in a sociopolitical relationship (of subjugation, 

but also of other relationships of alterity, or even simply alternation) to the other, that itself is both 

a marker and creator of difference. Case in point: While the nature of the work involved in 

computer programming has remained more or less the same over the course of its history, the 

fieldôs cultural meanings and (socio-politically determined) economic worth shifted radically 

when it transitioned from a female-dominated profession to a male-dominated one in the 1960s 

and 70s.70 

Note that Iôm not making judgements of value here (so far). That is, I donôt necessarily 

advocate the perspective that the oppressed are, a priori, better situated than the oppressors to 

produce knowledge. I say this to pre-empt any confusion between my use of Foucaultôs 

ñsubjugated knowledgesò and Donna Harawayôs ñsituated knowledges.ò In her foundational paper, 

ñSituated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 

Perspectiveò (1988), Haraway asserts the epistemological primacy of the marginalized.71 She 

contends that ñthere is good reason to believe vision is better from below the brilliant space 

 
70 See Janet Abbateôs book, Recoding Gender: Womenôs Changing Participation in Computing (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 2012), and Nathan Ensmengerôs article, ñóBeards, Sandals, and Other Signs of Rugged Individualismô: 

Masculine Culture within the Computing Professions,ò Osiris 30, no. 1 (January 2015): 38ï65. As Ensmenger 

explains, although women were seen as low-status ñcodersò carrying out the intellectual operations of male ñplanners,ò 

that distinction did not hold in practice. From the onset of the fieldðtraceable perhaps to Ada Lovelaceôs code for 

Charles Babbageôs proposed mechanical general-purpose computer, the Analytical Engine, female programmers have 

been doing the same creative, intellectual problem-solving work that we would associate with programmers today. 

Ensmenger, ñóBeards, Sandals, and Other Signs of Rugged Individualism,ôò 46. 

71 Donna Haraway, ñSituated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 

Perspective,ò Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 575ï99. 
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platforms of the powerful,ò not because the subjugated are privileged for who they are,72 but 

because subjugated standpoints are the ñleast likely to allow denial of the critical and interpretative 

core of all knowledge.ò73 While Iôm sympathetic to her arguments for ñpolitics and epistemologies 

of location, positioning, and situating,ò where partiality and not universality is the precondition for 

knowledge-making, we risk withholding a partial perspective from or attributing a universal 

perspective a priori  to a ñsubjugator.ò Put another way, I agree with the generalized principle of 

standpoint theory (which Harawayôs paper is in conversation with)74 that oneôs perspective on 

knowledge is shaped by oneôs social and political experiences. However, in its adaptation of the 

Marxist argument that those of a specific oppressed class have special insight into knowledge 

production, standpoint theory runs the danger of making essentializing claims (e.g., that there is a 

universal womenôs standpointðand, by implication, a universal menôs one).75 By contrast, Ramón 

Grosfoguel reminds us that ñepistemic locationò and ñsocial locationò are not always the same 

thing.76 We need to defer judgement until weôve undertaken a comparison in good faith. 

 
72 As she puts it, ñSubjugation is not grounds for an ontology; it might be a visual clue.ò Haraway, ñSituated 

Knowledges,ò 586. 

73 Haraway, ñSituated Knowledges,ò 583ï84. 

74 Haraway uses the term ñstandpointò multiple times in her paper, and she cites Sandra Hardingôs book, The Science 

Question in Feminism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), which is the foundational text for standpoint theory. 

75 One solution to this potential problem is to carefully apply the analytical framework of intersectionality to individual 

experience. Developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, this framework, which is itself developed out of standpoint 

theory, emphasizes how the many ways in which one identifies socially and politically (e.g., in terms of gender, sex, 

ethnicity, race, and class) converge to exert a combined effect on oneôs lived experience. Patricia Hill Collinsô 

monograph, Black Feminist Thought, is an early and influential example that brings an intersectional perspective to 

bear on standpoint theory. Kimberl® Crenshaw, ñDemarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist 

Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,ò University of Chicago Legal Forum 

1989, no. 1 (1989): 139ï67; Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 

Politics of Empowerment (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990). 

76 Ram·n Grosfoguel, ñThe Epistemic Decolonial Turn,ò Cultural Studies 21, no. 2ï3 (March 2007): 213. 
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Having put forth a framework for comparing two communities emplaced in discursive 

spaces that are in some sociopolitical relation to each other, I briefly outline where Iôll go next in 

this chapter and the following one. For this chapter, I first provide a general overview of YouTube 

before discussing the platformôs affordances as an educational and discursive space for music 

theory; I also give an account of how the YouTube music theory scene came to be. Next, I delve 

into the sociopolitical make-up of the musico-theoretical community on YouTube, which I will 

refer to henceforth as YouTube music theory (YTMT) to parallel Piilonenôs social media music 

theory (SMMT).77 By this, I mean both how YTMT positions itself socio-politically vis-à-vis the 

academy and the kinds of sociopolitical structures that emerge on YTMT. In the next chapter, I 

survey YTMTôs content on video game music and film/animation music, with extensive case 

studies for the former. I focus on these two musical categories because their integration into 

(interactive) multimedia contexts raises significant epistemological, phenomenological, and 

ontological questions. As it turns out, a dominant epistemological frame does emerge on YTMT, 

and that, in turn, implicates the persistence of hegemonic social structures despite YouTubeôs 

tagline of ñBroadcast Yourself.ò In the third, Iôll delve into why this is the case by adapting Pierre 

Bourdieuôs field theory to the digital world, and Iôll explore how some content creators have 

attempted to address sociopolitical issues and concerns faced by marginalized communities. 

1.1 YouTube, its Affordances, and Music Theory 

The theorizing of music by humans connected through networked machines is by no means a new 

thing. Prior to the birth of the Internet, these networks, such as ARPANET (1966), lacked a 

 
77 Julianne Grasso and Cory Arnold use the term ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò or MTYT, in their book chapter, but I 

think this nomenclature might be confusing when placed side-by-side with Piilonenôs SMMT. See Julianne Grasso 

and Cory Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï13, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.32. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.32
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standardized means of cross-communication and were limited to a select group of governmentally-

linked academic and research organizations, and so functioned as an additional limb for both 

academia and the state. In the 1980s, the advent and adoption of the Transfer Control 

Protocol/Internetwork Protocol (TCP/IP), which became the single standard for internetwork 

communication, sparked the global interconnectivity that we take for granted today. E-mail 

services, bulletin boards, and Listservs aided in the formation of online communities, or functioned 

as an additional discursive space for existing groups,78 and we can be sure that much ñhiddenò 

theorizing took place among those academics and others who had access to such services.79 

 The invention of the World Wide Web by British scientist Tim Berners-Lee in 1991 rapidly 

transformed this terrain. An informational system built on hypertext technology, the World Wide 

Web enabled users to ñsurfò the Internet as we know it today through hyperlinks. The first modern 

social media platforms, such as classmates.com (1995), came soon after. That said, as van Dijck 

explains, only with Web 2.0 did online services become ñinteractive, two-way vehicles for 

networked socialityò as opposed to passively facilitating self-directed networked 

communication.80 That is, she goes on to elaborate, where websites once ñgenerally operated as 

conduits for social activity, the new platforms [of Web 2.0] increasingly turn these conduits into 

applied servicesò that were programmed with specific purposes and functions in mind.81 The 

exponential growth in technological advances and economic efficiency in digital infrastructure, 

 
78 Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity, 5; Piilonen, 3. 

79 See note 63. 

80 Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity, 5. See also Manuel Castells et al., Mobile Communication and Society: A 

Global Perspective: A Project of the Annenberg Research Network on International Communication, ed. Manuel 

Castells (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007); and Lev Manovich, ñThe Practice of Everyday (Media) Life: From Mass 

Consumption to Mass Cultural Production?,ò Critical Inquiry 35, no. 2 (2009): 319ï31. 

81 Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity, 6. See also legal scholar Jonathan Zittrainôs idea of ñappliancizationò in his 

monograph, The Future of the Internet and How to Stop It (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 104ï107. 
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the wholesale adoption of Internet-connected smartphones, and the normalization of digital 

connectivity and cultures all contributed to social mediaôs pervasive, almost ineluctable presence 

today.  

So, it follows that public music theory, of varying kinds and of differing degrees of 

formality, eventually came to flourish in these social media spaces as they became more accessible 

and widely used. With the exception of Blogger (1999) and Wikipedia (2001), the bulk of music 

theorizing in English-literate social media spaces today takes place over Web 2.0 social media 

platforms: namely, Facebook (2004), YouTube (2005), Twitter (2006), Tumblr (2007), Instagram 

(2010), and TikTok (2016). While some of these platforms are arguably declining (Facebook and 

Tumblr), others are still going from strength to strength (e.g., YouTube and TikTok). 

Iôll draw on van Dijckôs types of social media to clarify how each virtual space offers a 

different set of affordances. Van Dijck lists types of sites, but Iôll reconfigure them as platforms 

since we rarely experience these platforms as sites on a browser any longer (Table 1.1).82 Social 

network platforms, such as LinkedIn (2003), are advertised as means to establish personal, 

professional, and geographical ties, and they actively contribute to this goal by algorithmically 

suggesting potential connections. On the other hand, user-generated content platforms such as 

YouTube and TikTok are premised on the consumption of user-generated creative or 

documentational content. Trading and marketing platforms act as online marketplaces with 

minimal barriers of entry, whereas play and game platforms enable video gamers, casual or avid, 

to partake in a shared ludic experience. 

 
82 Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity, 8. I prefer van Dijckôs typology as she concentrates on the social aspect of 

these platforms. Focusing on the ñdomain of digital circulation,ò as Paul Langley and Andrew Leyshon do in their 

article, results in a typology of platforms differentiated chiefly by whatôs being exchanged in a marketplace. See 

Langley and Leyshon, ñPlatform Capitalism: The Intermediation and Capitalization of Digital Economic 

Circulation.,ò Finance and Society. 3, no. 1 (October 2017): 11ï31. 
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The boundaries between these categories are by no means rigid. Certain platforms aim to 

fulfill all functions associated with these categories, even if theyôre primarily marketed as just one 

of these. If one were to visit Facebookôs sign-up page, for example, it sells itself by exhorting one 

to ñ[connect] with friends and the world around you on Facebook.ò83 In reality, much of 

Facebookôs erstwhile success relies on user-generated contentðnot only the text, photos, and 

videos users post on their ñwall,ò but also what users post in public pages or groups for shared 

interests. Twitter and Instagram, too, walk the line between these two categories, but Facebook 

goes further by dipping its toes into both the trading and marketing (Facebook Marketplace) and 

play and game spaces (Facebook Gaming). Yet there are counterexamples of platforms whose 

fluidity seems intrinsic to its nature. For instance, on Steam (2003), which was envisioned as a 

video game digital distribution service and storefront, one can add other Steam users as friends 

and message them, share unofficial modifications (mods) of video games to the Steam Workshop, 

 
83 ñFacebook - Log in or Sign Up,ò Facebook, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.facebook.com. 

Table 1.1: Types of social media platforms, adapted and updated from van Dijck 2013 and 

Langley and Leyshon 2017. 

Type Function Examples 

Social network platform Promotes interpersonal contact 

Forges personal, professional, 

and geographical connections 

LinkedIn 

User-generated content 

platform 

Supports creativity and cultural 

activity 

Fosters exchange of amateur 

and professional content 

YouTube, TikTok 

Trading and marketing 

platform 

Facilitates trading of assets, 

products, services, labor, or 

financing options 

eBay, Etsy, Craigslist, Uber, 

Airbnb, TaskRabbit, Kickstarter 

Play and game platform Encouraging interactive video 

gaming 

Massively multiplayer online 

games (MMOG) (e.g., Among 

Us [2018], League of Legends 

[2009], PlayerUnknownôs 

Battlegrounds [2017]) 

https://www.facebook.com/
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sell in-game items or brand-new video games on the Steam Community Market, andðof courseð

play video games with other Steam users. 

Moving back to the matter at hand, I now briefly describe YouTubeôs history and current 

role in our engagement with social media today. When YouTube was first launched in 2005 by 

three former employees of the online payment service PayPal, it was but one of a number of 

competing services that formed in response to Internet usersô demand for the widespread sharing 

and viewing of videos online.84 YouTube soon incorporated advertising into its business model, 

and by the end of 2006, the search engine giant Google acquired the platform after their entry into 

this market, Google Video, failed to gain significant traction. 

Presently, YouTube is indisputably the dominant platform for sharing and watching user-

generated videos online, save for those markets in which itôs banned, such as China (where Youku 

dominates instead). Some of its erstwhile competitors, such as Dailymotion (2005) and Vimeo 

(2004), are still active and fulfill certain nichesðcommercial use in the case of Dailymotion and 

high-definition, professional video sharing in the case of Vimeoðwhile many others have gone 

by the wayside. Of course, YouTube now competes with services adjacent to it such as TikTok 

and Twitch (2011) and a host of streaming services such as Netflix (2007). However, these 

streaming services donôt usually offer user-generated content, whereas TikTok and Twitch are 

geared towards short videos (typically lasting up to half a minute) and livestreaming, respectively. 

While these two features are also available on YouTubeðYouTube Shorts (2021) and YouTube 

Live (2008)ðthey are ancillary. 

 
84 Jean Burgess and Joshua Green, YouTube: Online Video and Participatory Culture, 1st ed. (Cambridge: Polity, 

2009), 1. 
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Part of YouTubeôs continued success lies in how its business model incentivizes content 

creators to amass large followings and gain massive view counts. In late 2007, the YouTube 

Partner Program was launched, compensating content creators for building an audience.85 Full-

time content creation became a viable profession. Whatôs more, as Julianne Grasso and Cory 

Arnold note, YouTubeôs distinct capabilities to introduce content to potential audiences through 

its recommendation and search algorithms, along with YouTubeôs hundreds of millions of users, 

make it a very desirable platform for individual and small corporate content creators producing 

polished, professional content.86 That is, YouTube, not its creators, does most of the legwork in 

promoting content.87 

Of course, the current YTMT scene didnôt develop in a vacuum. Now, YTMT represents a 

specific kind of educational video content that arose from the confluence of technological, 

economic, and sociocultural factors. However, music educators have incorporated YouTube into 

their teaching from the platformôs earliest days. YouTube became yet another way to conduct 

lessons;88 a tool for multimedia pedagogical approaches in teaching music theory (and music more 

broadly) in the classroom;89 and as a key space to teach, learn, and practice music in communities 

 
85 ñHistory of Monetization at YouTube,ò YouTube 5 Year Anniversary Press Site, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://sites.google.com/a/pressatgoogle.com/youtube5year/home/history-of-monetization-at-youtube. 

86 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 3. 

87 This speaks to the point by van Dijck, cited earlier in this chapter, that Web 2.0 services arenôt content to passively 

facilitate sociality; they actively engineer it. 

88 Here, as in the next two footnotes, Iôll list some representative examples of earlier scholarship that treats these 

aspects. See Kiri Miller ôs book chapter, ñMusic Lessons 2.0,ò in her book Playing Along: Digital Games, YouTube, 

and Virtual Performance (Oxford University Press, 2012), 155ï82; and Nathan B. Kruseôs and Kari K. Veblenôs 

article, ñMusic Teaching and Learning Online: Considering YouTube Instructional Videos,ò Journal of Music, 

Technology & Education 5, no. 1 (May 2012): 77ï87. 

89 Philip Copeland, ñTechnology for the Twenty-First Century Choir,ò Choral Journal: The Official Publication of 

the American Choral Directors Association 50, no. 5 (December 2009): 22ï30; Thomas E. Rudolph and James 

Frankel, YouTube in Music Education (New York: Hal Leonard Books, 2009); Hope Munro Smith, ñGlobal 

Connections via YouTube: Internet Video as a Teaching and Learning Tool,ò in Pop-Culture Pedagogy in the Music 

Classroom: Teaching Tools from American Idol to YouTube (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2011), 29ï46; Michael 

https://sites.google.com/a/pressatgoogle.com/youtube5year/home/history-of-monetization-at-youtube
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whose far-flung members are defined by self-identification and relationships, rather than 

geography.90 

So, in YTMTôs early history, those who saw YouTube as an extension of their teaching 

activities, such as Andrew Furmancyzk in 2006,91 created tailored music theory videos. These 

early videos tended to fall under the category of what Grasso and Arnold call tutorial content, in 

that they are aimed at students in the field, not the general public and are intended to answer a 

specific question (e.g., how do I modulate?).92 In such videos, music theory is often presented 

more as a practical tool for developing oneôs musicmaking, especially in terms of instrumental 

proficiency, rather than a humanistic or artistic pursuit in its own right (i.e., in the etymological 

sense of theoria, ñspeculationò). This understanding reflects the contexts in which those who study 

performance most frequently encounter music theory in instrumental lessons or the academy, and 

so such tutorial videos ñreplicate not only the content, but also the framework of music theory 

found in a traditional academic program.ò93 Grasso and Arnold donôt specify what they mean by 

ñframework,ò but Andrew Furmancyzkôs music theory series, for example, is structured like an 

academic course with homework given at the end of the video, and runs the gamut of staff notation 

 
Webb, ñMusic Analysis down the (You) Tube? Exploring the Potential of Cross-Media Listening for the Music 

Classroom,ò British Journal of Music Education 24, no. 2 (July 2007): 147ï64. 

90 Janice L. Waldron and Kari K. Veblen, ñThe Medium Is the Message: Cyberspace, Community, and Music Learning 

in the Irish Traditonal Music Virtual Community,ò Journal of Music, Technology & Education 1, no. 2ï3 (November 

2008): 99ï111; Janice L. Waldron, ñLocating Narratives in Postmodern Spaces: A Cyber Ethnographic Field Study 

of Informal Music Learning in Online Community,ò Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 10, no. 2 

(December 2011): 32ï60. 

91 Andrew Furmanczyk, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@pianolounge. 

Furmanczykôs channel was formerly known as Lypur. 

92 Grasso and Arnold, ñYouTube Music Theory,ò 4. 

93 Grasso and Arnold, ñYouTube Music Theory,ò 4. 

https://youtube.com/@pianolounge
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rudiments through scale degrees and diatonic triadic harmony to form and counterpoint.94 in his 

case, the framework corresponds to the academic one both epistemologically and pedagogically. 

Tutorial content is still produced in the YTMT sphere, but Iôd like to focus on a different 

category in this chapter. These videos emphasize accessibility, mass appeal, and production values; 

rather than addressing perceived pedagogical needs, they might expound on a single idea, analyze 

certain pieces or repertoires, or incorporate music theory into narratives both personal and 

cultural/historical. Grasso and Arnold claim that these kinds of videos fall into a category known 

as ñcuriosity contentò in the industry,95 whereas Piilonen refers to a subset of such content less 

flatteringly as ñclickbait.ò96 Both Piilonen and Grasso and Arnold single out Michael Newôs 

channel as an originator of curiosity content on music theory.97 Newôs early content was still very 

much in the mold of tutorial content and still had a DIY aesthetic in contrast with the style of 

YouTube educational videos that we know today; that said, Newôs intimate and personal style 

resembled a conversation more than a conventional lecture.98  

 
94 Andrew Furmanczyk, ñLEARN FREE MUSIC THEORY,ò YouTube playlist, last updated July 2, 2014, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLB585CE43B02669C3.  

95 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 3. Despite their claim, a search for the exact term on Google 

uncovers surprisingly few results (~4000 at the time of writing). The history of this kind of content on YouTube traces 

back nearly fifteen years, when the video journalist Brady Haran began producing a channel now known as Periodic 

Videos, which aimed at first to be a comprehensive collection of videos on each element of the periodic table. Periodic 

Videos, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@periodicvideos. 

96 Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 9. For Piilonen, the clickbait element resides in how YouTubers 

fiercely compete with each other for screentime on that heavily trafficked, algorithmically-governed platform. For a 

similar phenomenon of concise, timely, and easily sharable content in thinkpieces on music theory, whether they are 

published on personal websites such as blogs or in mainstream journalism, see also William OôHaraôs article, ñMusic 

Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet; or, Analyzing Music Under the New Thinkpiece Regime,ò Analitica: 

Rivista online di studi musicali 10 (August 2018): 1ï22. 

97 Michael New, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@MichaelNew. 

98 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 4. 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLB585CE43B02669C3
https://youtube.com/@periodicvideos
https://youtube.com/@MichaelNew
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Newôs framing of his videos was novel, too. Even his earliest ones, which were uploaded 

in 2011, had titles that anticipated what the general public might search, such as ñHow Seventh 

Chords Work.ò99 The algorithm itself is a black box,100 but content creators surmise that having a 

good click-through rate (CTR)ðhow often a user would watch a video once theyôre shown it in a 

search or as a recommended videoðand watch timeðhow much of the video a user would tend 

to watch after opening itðis key for exposure. Catchy titles and thumbnails are essential for the 

former, and this is in spite of how such ñclickbait-y titles,ò as William OôHara claims, 

instrumentalize music theory and flatten the fieldôs complexity into ñsoundbites and shallow, 

quickly sharable insights.ò101 I would caution that we shouldnôt necessarily reinscribe these 

negative perspectives. I propose instead that we take these videos seriously rather than instinctually 

devaluing or dismissing them because of how they are marketed.  

Before too long, the rise of other YTMT content creators followed New. Grasso and Arnold 

identify 2016 as a turning point in YTMTôs history, when a number of YouTubers, such as Adam 

Neely, Rick Beato, 12tone, and Aimee Nolte, began to produce music theory videos with more 

 
99 Michael New, ñHow Seventh Chords Work (Part 1) - Music Theory Lesson 2,ò September 15, 2011, YouTube 

video, 12:56, https://youtu.be/3tbK2jtVRM8. 

100 That is, the inputs and outputs are observable and identifiable, but how exactly one is transformed into the other 

remains fuzzy and elusive even to the engineers at YouTube, or so they claim. The computer scientist Joshua Kroll 

contends that the impression that algorithms are inscrutable black boxes is a fallacy; rather, apparent inscrutability 

and opacity are irreducibly connected to a software systemôs power dynamics between users and regulators on the one 

hand and system creators and operators on the other. See Krollôs article, ñThe Fallacy of Inscrutability,ò Philosophical 

Transactions of the Royal Society A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 376, no. 2133 (November 

2018): 1ï14, https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2018.0084. Going one step further, the technology ethicist Kirsten Martin 

reframes algorithms as value-laden, not neutral, and holds an algorithmôs designer accountable and responsible for an 

algorithmôs ethical implications. Pretending that algorithms are inscrutable and solely beholden to the secular, 

ñobjectiveò values of efficiency and accuracy, she claims, is disingenuous. Refer to Martinôs article, ñEthical 

Implications and Accountability of Algorithms,ò Journal of Business Ethics 160, no. 4 (December 2019): 835ï50; and 

her book chapter, ñAlgorithmic Bias and Corporate Responsibility: How Companies Hide behind the False Veil of the 

Technological Imperative,ò in Ethics of Data and Analytics: Concepts and Cases, ed. Kirsten Martin (Boca Raton: 

Auerbach Publications, 2022), 36ï50. 

101 OôHara, ñMusic Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet,ò 15; quoted in Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social 

Media,ò 10. 

https://youtu.be/3tbK2jtVRM8
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2018.0084
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advanced and esoteric concepts.102 Simultaneously, these YouTubers, in line with a general trend 

across YouTube educational content,103 moved away from a no-cuts, one-camera, unedited style 

(as in Newôs videos) to a more polished and sophisticated visual style incorporating multiple 

camera angles and edits, musical examples (often in Western notation), and other visual aids (such 

as 12toneôs top-down, hand-drawn animations).104 At that point, these creators were seemingly 

working on their own, drawing inspiration from established curiosity content creators in other 

fields as opposed to each other.105 YouTubeôs algorithm soon began to recommend these creatorsô 

work to each other, and while YouTube itself doesnôt allow for direct messages between users, 

these creators began connecting through other platforms, forming friendships and ña sort of 

alternative community of experts.ò106 

To repeat, itôs this kind of overtly produced videos, which tend to be discursive but less 

explicitly and formally pedagogical, that I look at in this chapter. These videos tend to range from 

a few minutes long to upwards of an hour. Whether produced by so-called ñmusic theory 

influencersò107 or simply musicians exploring the video essay as a form to theorize music, this 

 
102 Cory Arnold, 12tone, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@12tone; Rick Beato, 

YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@RickBeato; Adam Neely, YouTube channel, 

accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@AdamNeely; Aimee Nolte, Aimee Nolte Music, YouTube channel, 

accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@AimeeNolte. 

103 For additional examples of content creators that had adopted these professional production values around or prior 

to this time, see Derek Mullerôs YouTube channel about science, Veritasium, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/@veritasium; and Grant Sandersonôs YouTube channel about math, 3Blue1Brown, accessed May 

26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@3blue1brown. 

104 John Moore observes this trend in the evolution of Neelyôs videographic style in his book chapter, ñThe New 

Language of Music Theory in the Digital Age,ò in YouTube and Music: Online Culture and Everyday Life, ed. Holly 

Rogers, Joana Freitas, and João Francisco Porfirio (London: Bloomsbury, 2023), 136ï37. Contrary to Grasso and 

Arnold, Moore dates Neelyôs shift to 2015. 

105 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 4. 

106 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 5. 

107 The term is Piilonenôs; see Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 9. 

https://youtube.com/@12tone
https://youtube.com/@RickBeato
https://youtube.com/@AdamNeely
https://youtube.com/@AimeeNolte
https://youtube.com/@veritasium
https://youtube.com/@3blue1brown
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content is not a mere transposition of music theory lessons to cyberspace, but a parallel mode of 

theorizing music to that practiced in the academy. 

These videos arenôt created in isolation, as they exist in a web of engineered social 

interactions. Users can subscribe to a channel, keeping them informed of new videos; career 

YouTubers are pressured to release videos with some regularity so as to keep their audience base 

hooked. Users can also ñlikeò or ñdislikeò videos, with the number of ñlikesò impacting YouTubeôs 

search and recommendation algorithm.108 Most importantly, users can also comment on the videos 

themselves, and these comments themselves are open to responses; as a result, the comment 

section opens up a lively space of interaction between users, as well as between the commenter 

and the content creator.109 

So, on the one hand, thereôs the community of content creators, or ña sort of alternative 

community of experts.ò On the other hand, an affinity space of students, enthusiasts, observers, 

and critics form around the content creators themselves. Members of both interact not only over 

YouTube itself, but also a number of ancillary social media platforms, such as Twitter, Discord, 

and Reddit. These communities are formalized to varying degrees: For example, in most cases, 

anyone can interact with a content creator on Twitter without ñfollowingò the content creator on 

the microblogging platform, but there might be subreddits or Discord ñservers,ò which are 

 
108 Commenting on the aftermath of YouTube removing the public dislike count in November 2021, the erstwhile 

CEO, Susan Wojcicki, claimed that YouTube ñexperimented with removing the dislike count across millions of videos 

over many months. Every way we looked at it, we did not see a meaningful difference in viewership, regardless of 

whether or not there was a public dislike count. And importantly, it reduced dislike attacks.ò Susan Wojcicki, ñLetter 

from Susan: Our 2022 Priorities,ò YouTube (blog), January 25, 2022, https://blog.youtube/inside-youtube/letter-susan-

our-2022-priorities/. 

109 See Ilana Dubovi and Iris Tabakôs article, ñAn Empirical Analysis of Knowledge Co-Construction in YouTube 

Comments,ò Computers & Education 156 (October 2020): 1ï16, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2020.103939. 

https://blog.youtube/inside-youtube/letter-susan-our-2022-priorities/
https://blog.youtube/inside-youtube/letter-susan-our-2022-priorities/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2020.103939
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expansive chatroom offering text messaging as well as audio and video calls/streams, dedicated to 

said content creator.  

Because of this, content creators occasionally produce content that engage an established 

audience by responding to viewer-generated content like comments, questions, or submissions. 

Grasso and Arnold term this ñparticipatory contentò in their typology of YouTube musico-

theoretical videos by format and strategy for engaging viewers (the two are intertwined), arguing 

that these kinds of content foster a stronger sense of community by helping viewers connect to the 

content creator and to these kinds of videos themselves through their contributions. These kinds 

of videos (such as Q&As) have the same high standard of production values as others, yet there 

are types of content that are far more informal (or give the impression of it) including interviews, 

podcasts, ñreaction videos,ò ñvlogsò of events110 or musical activities,111 and livestreamed content.  

We might subsume many of these under a new category, ñconversational content,ò but 

livestreams merit their own consideration, as content creators are able to see and respond to usersô 

comments in real-time. Livestreams might play a minor role for some content creators, where they 

commemorate certain milestones, 112 aid YouTubers in producing collaborative content,113 or 

 
110 As an example, hereôs a video thatôs part vlog and part interview: Adam Neely, ñAsking My YouTuber Friends 

Advice at NAMM,ò June 9, 2022, YouTube video, 8:11, https://youtu.be/Ne5GjBpfqLc. At the 2022 NAMM Show, 

organized by the National Association of Music Merchants (NAMM), Neely asks his fellow YouTubers the following 

question: ñIf you had to give advice to a musician in five words or less, what would it be?ò More generally, Neely 

posts ñGig Vlogsò that chronicle his activities as a freelance musician; Adam Neely, Gig Vlogs, YouTube playlist, 

last updated August 26, 2022, https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLBcZM94cb2UytuvhmcMHgm2epXGSXdF_-. 

111 E.g., and his documentary of his songwriting process with another YouTuber, Ben Levin, in Neelyôs video, 

ñDemystifying Songwriting with Ben Levin,ò August 13, 2019, YouTube video, 11:32, 

https://youtu.be/B7gLskvda3s. Likewise, Nahre Sol, a classical pianist and composer, documents her explorations of 

various traditions beyond the Western art music one in her ñAs Digested by a Classical Musicianò series. Nahre Sol, 

GENRE EXPLORING, YouTube playlist, last updated December 9, 2022, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL0UfT1ar7nMfyYHSgG3ofHBbQK9hJJ83f. 

112 One instance is 8-bit Music Theoryôs [Ben Kiddôs] ñ400k Q&A Celebration Stream!ò, streamed live on October 

14, 2021, YouTube video, 1:19:47, https://www.youtube.com/live/TaWLFlt-C_s. 

113 For example, in 2018, Adam Neely began his ñMusica Analyticaò series, which brought together four of the most-

viewed names of YouTube Music Theory at that timeðNeely himself, Arnold [12tone, pseud.], Ben Kidd [8-bit Music 

https://youtu.be/Ne5GjBpfqLc
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLBcZM94cb2UytuvhmcMHgm2epXGSXdF_-
https://youtu.be/B7gLskvda3s
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL0UfT1ar7nMfyYHSgG3ofHBbQK9hJJ83f
https://www.youtube.com/live/TaWLFlt-C_s


57 

 

simply help a content creatorôs viewers connect with a content creator as a musician.114 But some 

YouTubers, such as Rick Beato, livestream regularly, while others like the Twitch streamer Zane 

Carney create videos in this mode almost exclusively.115 While livestreaming does overlap with 

conversational content in that it might take the form of an interview or podcast, the core difference 

here is that a livestream is unedited (by definition) and offers the possibility of real-time interaction 

with the virtual audience.  

To account for these additional types of content, Iôve adapted Grasso and Arnoldôs 

categories by adding conversational content and livestreams (Table 1.2). Categories closer to the 

top of the table are more formalized, whereas those categories closer to the bottom tend towards 

casualness and informality. Content creatorsô eschewal of a ñlinear approach to music theory 

tuitionò116 means that they have the freedom to respond to and shape their audienceôs interests, but 

someone solely reliant on YouTube for their musico-theoretical development would have a rather 

haphazard journey. So, as it stands, much of this body of work is not particularly amenable to the 

development of a full, comprehensive syllabus for a music theory sequence,117 even if YouTube 

itself, as a platform, is certainly capable of providing an educational experience that parallels the 

traditional classroom. 

 
Theory, pseud.], and Ethen Marrs [Sideways, pseud.] for a virtual chat. For the first video in this series, see Adam 

Neely et al., ñ12 Tone, Sideways and 8-bit Music Theory Livestream | Musica Analytica,ò streamed live on June 8, 

2018, YouTube video, 1:31:55, https://www.youtube.com/live/1ZgLf4tUuhA. 

114 For instance, see 8-bit Music Theoryôs video, ñ(Semi)-Live Composition and Transcription with 8-bit Music 

Theory,ò January 21, 2018, YouTube video, 1:31:57, https://youtu.be/wiFXA31MX4o. 

115 Zane Carney, zanecarney, Twitch channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.twitch.tv/zanecarney.  

116 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 135. 

117 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 10; see also Catherine Schmidt-Jonesôs article, ñInstrument-Based 

Music Theory on YouTube: Entries and Barriers to Lifelong Learning,ò Journal of Music, Technology and Education 

14, no. 1 (April 2021): 5ï20. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/1ZgLf4tUuhA
https://youtu.be/wiFXA31MX4o
https://www.twitch.tv/zanecarney
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Table 1.2: Categories of explicitly musico-theoretical creative content on YouTube based on format 

and marketing strategy, after Grasso and Arnoldôs typology.118 

 Category Characteristics  

Early model Tutorial content Resembles content/framework of music 

theory as taught in the academy 

 

Current model 

(ñCuriosity 

contentò) 

Utilitarian content Presents the instrumental use of theory for 

the benefit of performance, improvisation, 

or composition 

Formal 

 Expositional 

content 

Explains specific musico-theoretical 

concepts 

 

 Analytical content Analyzes particular pieces of music or 

repertoires 

 

 Explorational 

content 

Explores a question posed by the content 

creator 

 

 Narrative content Weaves musico-theoretical knowledge into 

personal or cultural/historical narratives 

 

ŷ 

 Participatory 

content 

Responds to viewer-generated content (e.g., 

Q&As) 

Ź 

 Conversational 

content 

Documents more casual discussions of music 

theory 

 

 Livestreams Allows real-time, ñunscriptedò interaction Informal 

Before I move on, let me situate this explicitly musico-theoretical creative content among 

other kinds of content on YouTube that could be described as musico-theoretical (Figure 1.4). 

Thereôs an entire world of fan-generated creative content that could be understood as implicit acts 

of musical theorizing. This includes vidding, or the creation of musical videos by pairing footage 

from one or multiple video sources with carefully curated music;119 covers, arrangements, and 

other adaptations of music;120 and compositions that are in dialogue with a particular style, such 

 
118 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 6ï7. 

119 For examples of how vids might be understood as implicitly theoretical or analytical acts, see James A. Deaville, 

ñRecut and Re-Tuned: Fan-Produced Parody Trailers,ò ed. Jessica L. Getman and Aya Esther Hayashi, Journal of 

Fandom Studies 4, no. 2 (June 2016): 209ï23; Tisha Turk, ñTransformation in a New Key: Music in Vids and 

Vidding,ò Music, Sound, and the Moving Image 9, no. 2 (September 2015): 163ï76; and Nina Treadwell, ñQueer 

Audiovisual Creativity: Fan-Created Music Videos from Star Trek to Bad Girls,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Music 

and Queerness, ed. Fred Everett Maus and Sheila Whiteley (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 185ï209. 

120 Recent examples of scholarship that considers adaptations to be implicit theoretical/analytical acts include Julianne 

Grassoôs article, ñOn Canons as Music and Muse,ò Journal of Sound and Music in Games 1, no. 1 (January 2020): 
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as ñchiptune,ò or synthesized electronic music that aims to recreate the sonic elements of older 

video games.121 Furthermore, YouTube serves as an archive for musical theorizing of all kindsð

certainly public-facing musico-theoretical content, such as Leonard Bernsteinôs lectures on 

Western art music, Herbie Hancockôs musico-theoretical introduction to his improvisatory style,122 

or George Russellôs brief exposition of modal jazz and various conceptions of ñtonal gravityò in 

an interview,123 but also footage of activities that are implicitly musico-theoretical, such as footage 

of producers in the studio. YouTube is also used to log or to share lessons, lectures, and 

presentations given by academics, but the fact that such content is on YouTube is incidental to its 

purpose or creation. 

All that doesnôt detract from the fact that the explicitly musico-theoretical content is the 

most prominent part of YTMT. To repeat, in these three chapters, I will mainly look at discursive 

content (i.e., video essays) that falls under the first five categories of contemporary YTMT (i.e., 

utilitarian, expositional, analytical, explorational, and narrative content), in which the theorizing 

of music is presented more as an explicit, deliberate activity in and of itself. (That said, however, 

the specific discussion of and distinction among these categories will not play a critical role in the 

following sections.) More specifically, I will focus on English-language content around Western 

 
82ï86; and Jeremy W. Smithôs article, ñóWear Peopleôs Facesô: Semiotic Awareness in Fan Adaptations of the Music 

from The Legend of Zelda: Majoraôs Maskò 1, no. 4 (September 2020): 45ï79. 

121 Kenneth B. McAlpineôs book, Bits and Pieces: A History of Chiptune (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 

gives a historical account of the genre. For a study on how fan identity is (trans)formed through encounters with 

chiptune, see George Reid, ñChiptune: The Ludomusical Shaping of Identity,ò The Computer Games Journal 7, no. 4 

(December 2018): 279ï90.. 

122 Herbie Hancock, ñHerbie Hancock on Music Theory,ò ManifestingMusic444, June 27, 2019, YouTube video, 7:48. 

https://youtu.be/AkUNbe9sDpw. 

123 George Russell, ñGeorge Russell The Future of Jazz Interview [Excerpt],ò N. Mediamus, October 17, 2009, 

YouTube video, 4:19. https://youtu.be/8t5y1ihklP8. 

 

https://youtu.be/AkUNbe9sDpw
https://youtu.be/8t5y1ihklP8
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and other globalized forms of music (e.g., Japanese video game music or K-pop), inclduing art 

music, popular music, jazz, film music, or video game music. 

One reason for this is that the interconnected YTMT community built around these 

repertoires is the largest of such communities.124 To be sure, other communities do exist, whether 

English-language ones for other traditions, such as north125 and south Indian classical music,126 or 

those in other languages, such as Spanish127 and Mandarin.128 The major personalities in this 

 
124 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 7. 

125 For example, see Anuja Kamatôs YouTube channel, Anuja K, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@AnujaK20. 

126 E.g., see Pratibha Sarathyôs YouTube channel, VoxGuru, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@VoxGuru. 

127 E.g., see Jaime Altozano, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@JaimeAltozano. 

128 For example, see Wiwi Kuan ( ) , NiceChord, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@nicechordwiwi. 

  
Figure 1.4: Types of musico-theoretical content on YouTube. 
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communities all have subscriber counts that compare very favorably129 to those in the English-

language ñWesternò (or, perhaps more accurately, Global North) community.130 Trying to account 

for all these communities and their highly varied content would be an impossible task here. 

More importantly, the comparisons between the English-language YTMT community on 

ñWesternò music and the world of academic music theory would be more incisive than others 

precisely because of its adjacency to Western academia. That is, to what extent is the separation 

from the academy that YouTube music theorists often proclaim a strategic political maneuver, one 

that has to be understood in light of the fact that, for music theory to even exist as a field, it has 

had to carve out its own discursive and physical spaces, gatekept by proof of professional status 

attainable only through trial by fire?131 To what extent does this cleaving reflect differences in 

social structuring, rather than epistemology and praxis? Does YouTube offer a radical alternative 

to formal avenues for learning, practicing, and talking about music theory, or is the relationship 

between YouTube and the academy more synergistic than antagonistic? A study into Mandarin-

language YTMT (for example) muddies the picture, because not only do we take into account its 

differences from music theory as practiced in the greater Chinese academy,132 but also the 

differences between Western and Chinese academia. 

 
129 All the channels cited in notes 125ï128, for instance, have subscriber counts that range from nearly 300,000 to 

over 3,300,000 at the time of writing. By contrast, Rick Beato, who is one of the most subscribed English-language 

musico-theoretical content creators, is just a few thousands short of three and a half million subscribers. 

130 Even as early as 1985, the ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl could argue that, because of how some countries in the 

Global North such as Japan were so enculturated in Western musical traditions, thereôs reason to consider Japanôs 

ñurban centers as members of the Western cultural system.ò Bruno Nettl, The Western Impact on World Music: 

Change, Adaptation, and Survival (New York: Schirmer Books, 1985), 158. 

131 See Stephen Lettôs article, ñMaking a Home of The Society for Music Theory, Inc.,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, 

no. 1 (April 2023): 101ï19; and follow-up, ñTake Care,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April 2023): 162ï67; and 

Sumanth Gopinathôs response to ñMaking a Home,ò ñAbolitionist Music Theory and Marxism: Notes Toward a 

Reconciliation,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April 2023): 125ï31. 

132 To be clear, the Mandarin-language musico-theoretical creative content on YouTube is geared towards the 

Taiwanese and the Chinese diaspora (predominantly across Southeast Asia), since YouTube is still banned in China. 

Here, Iôm using ñgreater Chinese academyò as a shorthand for a much more complicated network of institutions, some 
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Let me briefly explain why. One consequence of the Westôs push towards globalized trade 

that began in the fifteenth century (and the eventual colonial and imperialist enterprise that came 

along soon after) is the hegemony of Western culture and society in the production of knowledge. 

Western knowledge, or the world as filtered primarily through the lenses of the European white 

male (with all other markers of privileged identity), is presented as universal.133 In their article, the 

postcolonialist scholars Walter Mignolo and Madina Tlostanova observe the following language-

driven hierarchy of epistemologies, which is arguably at play in musicology and music theory, 

too:134 

Knowledge and subjectivities have been and continue to be shaped by the colonial and 

imperial differences that structured the modern/colonial world. Consider, on the one hand, 

knowledge in the modern and imperial European languages andðon the other handð

Russian, Arabic, and Mandarin. The difference here is imperial [as opposed to colonial]. 

However, they are not just different. In the modern/colonial unconscious, they belong to 

different epistemic ranks. ñModernò science, philosophy, and the social sciences are not 

 
of which may even be better understood as outposts of Western ones (such as examination boards based in the United 

Kingdom and other Anglophone countries). 

133 See Ramón Grosfoguelôs articles, ñDecolonizing Post-Colonial Studies and Paradigms of Political-Economy: 

Transmodernity, Decolonial Thinking, and Global Coloniality,ò TRANSMODERNITY: Journal of Peripheral Cultural 

Production of the Luso-Hispanic World 1, no. 1 (May 2011): 1ï38, https://doi.org/10.5070/T411000004; ñThe 

Structure of Knowledge in Westernized Universities: Epistemic Racism/Sexism and the Four 

Genocides/Epistemicides of the Long 16th Century,ò Human Architecture: Journal of the Sociology of Self-

Knowledge 11, no. 1 (September 2013): 73ï90; and ñWorld-Systems Analysis in the Context of Transmodernity, 

Border Thinking, and Global Coloniality,ò Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 29, no. 2 (2006): 167ï87; Walter 

Mignoloôs article, ñGlobalization and the Geopolitics of Knowledge: The Role of the Humanities in the Corporate 

University,ò Nepantla: Views from South 4, no. 1 (January 2003): 97ï119; his monograph, The Darker Side of Western 

Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011); and his joint article 

with Madina Tlostanova, ñTheorizing from the Borders: Shifting to Geo- and Body-Politics of Knowledge,ò European 

Journal of Social Theory 9, no. 2 (May 2006): 205ï21; Sylvia Wynterôs article, ñUnsettling the Coloniality of 

Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation--An Argument,ò CR: The New 

Centennial Review 3, no. 3 (Fall 2003): 257ï337; and Aníbal Quijanoôs article, ñColoniality and 

Modernity/Rationality,ò Cultural Studies 21, no. 2ï3 (March 2007): 168ï78. 

134 Kofi Agawu reports how scholars based in Africa are beset by language barriers and inadequate access to recourses 

when it comes to participating meaningfully ñin our self-styled global musicological conversationò in his article, ñTo 

Cite or Not to Cite?: Confronting the Legacy of (European) Writing on African Music,ò Fontes Artis Musicae 54, no. 

3 (September 2007): 254ï62; likewise, Phil Ewell remarks how American music theory has historically considered 

only a select few non-English languages to be core in his blogpost, ñRace, Gender, and Their Intersection in Music 

Theory,ò Music Theoryôs White Racial Frame (blog), April 10, 2020, paragraph 1, 

https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-their-intersection-in-music-

theory/. 

https://doi.org/10.5070/T411000004
https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-their-intersection-in-music-theory/
https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-their-intersection-in-music-theory/
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grounded in Russian, Chinese, and Arabic languages. That of course does not mean that 

there is no thinking going on or knowledge produced in Russian, Chinese, and Arabic. It 

means, on the contrary, that in the global distribution of intellectual and scientific labor, 

knowledge produced in English, French, or German does not mean that there is no thinking 

going on or knowledge produced in Russian, Chinese, and Arabic. Furthermore, 

increasingly since the sixteenth century, knowledge in Russian, Chinese and Arabic cannot 

avoid intellectual production in English, French, and German.135 

Or, as the African-American feminist scholar Barbara Christian puts it more punchily, ñI was 

supposed to know them, while they were not at all interested in knowing me.ò136 Far be it from me 

to desire to be complicit in perpetuating this hierarchy, but what I hope to have impressed here is 

that doing justice to such a studyðthat is, of how Chinese spheres of musical theorizing, both in 

the academy and beyond, compare to their counterparts in the West, and if such theorizing does 

political work vis-à-vis the Westôs epistemological dominanceðis simply unfeasible here. It is 

certainly a topic of great interest and relevance, given that Chinese research in humanities and 

social sciences is in an expansionary, outward-looking phase,137 and that Chinese musicians are 

increasingly gaining native fluencyðand asserting their placeðin traditions that have often been 

described as the preserve of Western, Eurocentric elitism, such as Western art music.138 And itôs a 

topic thatôs open to all music theorists.139 

 
135 Mignolo and Tlostanova, ñTheorizing from the Borders,ò 207. 

136 Barbara Christian, ñThe Race for Theory,ò Cultural Critique, no. 6 (1987): 51ï63. 

137 Xin Xu, ñInternationalization of Chinese Humanities and Social Sciences,ò in Changing Higher Education in East 

Asia, ed. Simon Marginson and Xin Xu (New York: Bloomsbury, 2022), 129ï46. 

138 Mari Yoshihara presents a forceful argument, based on ethnographic research, for how Asian and Asian American 

musicians in the classical tradition see Western art music as their own in her chapter, ñA Voice of Oneôs Own,ò from 

her monograph, Musicians from a Different Shore: Asians and Asian Americans in Classical Music (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 2007), 187ï224. For a history of how Western art music came to be accepted and adapted 

to in China, see Sheila Melvin and Jindong Caiôs book, Rhapsody in Red: How Western Classical Music Became 

Chinese (New York: Algora, 2004). 

139 Clifton Boyd criticizes the inequitable distribution of what he calls ñidentity-based serviceò in the field, in that 

scholars of marginalized backgrounds (but not those with majority identities) are expectedðif not requiredðto 

provide labor in issues of diversity, such as serving in committees and mentoring and providing pastoral care to 

minority students; see his article, Clifton Boyd, ñRace, Retention, and Identity-Based Service in Music Theory,ò 

Theory & Practice 46 (January 2021): 1ï22. In the same vein, one would object to the equally troubling assumption 
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 Back to the matter at hand. Taking YTMT and its claims as an alternative space for 

theorizing seriously means engaging with that communityôs discourse in good faith. Thatôs why 

Iôve decided to focus on formalized musico-theoretical content, since the creators themselves view 

these kinds of videosðand not their Q&As, interviews, or livestreamsðas their bread and butter. 

These polished, discursive videos are akin to conference presentations; analytical content, 

especially, represents these creatorsô flagship content and their primary means of attracting new 

viewers. So, in the following section, I consider how members of the YTMT community have 

positioned themselves vis-à-vis the academy and society more broadly, and the effect to which 

these positionings act as political claims. While the YTMT community is by no means a monolith, 

some of these claims are more prevalent than others, both among creators and their audiences. But 

thereôs more to this than just sheer numbers: Although no single content creator holds formal or 

institutionalized power over other content creators, informal structures of power and hierarchies 

do emerge depending on oneôs clout. Moreover, what an individual content creator does say can 

have ripple effects, as most of a content creatorôs audience would see themselves as students rather 

than equals in a discourse with the content creator. Behind the scenes, too, the invisible hands of 

YouTubeôs algorithm and those who hide behind the veil of the technological imperative140 make 

themselves keenly felt, exerting techno-bureaucratic control over what content gets promoted to 

which users. Both content creators and their audiences alike are wrapped up in what Shoshana 

Zuboff dubs ñsurveillance capitalism:ò an economic order, enabled by our constant connectivity 

 
that the burden of researching non-Western music and music theories with ethical care and epistemological respect 

ought to be shouldered exclusively by minority scholars, especially if this assumption is founded on the pigeonholing 

of oneôs research obligations through hasty assumptions about oneôs identity and lived experiences. 

140 See Martin, ñAlgorithmic Bias and Corporate Responsibility.ò 
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through the Internet and social media platforms, that voraciously and unilaterally devours our 

human experiences for behavioral data to be extracted and traded.141 

1.2 Subjugated Knowledges and the Politics of YouTube Music Theory 

How do YTMT content creators see themselves in relation to the academy? It depends on whom 

you ask, of course. As it happens, some YouTubers, such as Seth Monahan and Scott Murphy, are 

also academics.142 Other academics, such as Phil Ewell and Megan Lavengood, have collaborated 

with prominent YouTubers.143 Most prominent creators in the YTMT world, however, arenôt 

academics, and there seems to be a certain antipathy towards some aspects of the academic musico-

theoretical world. In a talk given in 2019, Julianne Grasso comments that some YouTubers ñfoster 

a kind of music theory counterculture, one that seemingly feeds off of negative thoughts about 

music theoryò by ñdissing academic music theory and composition.ò144 To an extent, too, the 

distaste for theory as taught in the academy might be understood as a manifestation of ñsauce 

 
141 Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power 

(New York: PublicAffairs, 2019). Compare this to the terms ñplatform capitalismò and ñplatform economyò; see 

Martin Kenney and John Zysman, ñThe Rise of the Platform Economy,ò Issues in Science and Technology 32, no. 3 

(April 2016), https://issues.org/rise-platform-economy-big-data-work; and Langley and Leyshon, ñPlatform 

Capitalism.ò 

142 Seth Monahan, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@SethMonahan; Scott Murphy, 

YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@ScottMurphyIdeasAboutMusic. Some of Murphyôs 

videos have been wildly successful, with one even nearing three million views at the time of writing. Beyond 

YouTube, still others have published peer-reviewed ñcuriosity contentò-style videos in the Society for Music Theory 

Videocast Journal, or SMT-V. This is in fact the stated aim of SMT-V: ñSMT-V publishes video essays that showcase 

research in music theory in a dynamic, audiovisual format, presented so as to have the potential to engage both 

specialists within the field as well as interested viewers outside the music theory community.ò ñSMT-V: The Society 

for Music Theory Videocast Journal,ò Society for Music Theory, accessed May 26, 2023, http://www.smt-v.org/. 

143 Adam Neely, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò September 7, 2020, YouTube video, 44:01, 

https://youtu.be/Kr3quGh7pJA; 12tone, ñHow One Instrument Defined a Generation,ò July 10, 2020, YouTube video, 

11:50, https://youtu.be/L5eN83w0ssc. Arnold refers to Lavengood as a friend and extensively cites her article, ñWhat 

Makes It Sound ô80s?: The Yamaha DX7 Electric Piano Sound,ò Journal of Popular Music Studies 31, no. 3 

(September 2019): 73ï94. However, itôs unclear the extent to which Lavengood actively played a role in writing 

Arnoldôs script. 

144 Julianne Grasso, ñLike, Comment, and Subscribe: Amateur Music Theory as Participatory Culture,ò paper 

presented at the Annual Meeting of the Society for Music Theory, Columbus, OH, November 2019, 6. 

https://issues.org/rise-platform-economy-big-data-work/
https://youtube.com/@SethMonahan
https://youtube.com/@ScottMurphyIdeasAboutMusic
http://www.smt-v.org/
https://youtu.be/Kr3quGh7pJA
https://youtu.be/L5eN83w0ssc
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B®arnaise syndrome,ò or conditioned taste aversion, in that some studentsô dislike for the 

repertoires that form the bedrock of academic theoretical pedagogy (mostly Western art music, but 

also jazz in some institutions) rubs off on theory.145 Certainly, some musico-theoretical content 

creators present this antipathy towards traditional theory in those terms, as I explain later.  

Perhaps because she controversially described these content creators as ñamateur music 

theoristsò in her talk, not as a judgement of skill but rather as admiration for their love for music,146 

Grasso expands on these tensions between YTMT and the academy in her later joint book chapter 

with the man behind 12tone, Cory Arnold. Although they note that many content creators ñhave 

made videos that could be reasonably viewed as critical of established music theoretical topics and 

the ways they are presented to learners,ò Grasso and Arnold counteract the impression of a purely 

antagonistic relationship between YouTube music theorists and academia. This is because many 

content creators have not completely eschewed scholarly sources in favor of fashioning their own 

brand of music theory, whether the creator conveys research or directly collaborates with 

academics. Grasso and Arnold describe this relationship as symbiotic, as ñthe YouTuber benefits 

from the researcher having done much of the legwork, while the researcher benefits from the 

diffusion of their work to the YouTuberôs (often much larger) audience.ò147 

So, it would seem that the walls between YTMT and academia are porousðat least as far 

as their discourses are concerned. In a livestream with Ken Hanson, the chemistry professor behind 

 
145 To be sure, these negative thoughts abound in social media space; Miriam Piilonenôs experimental Twitter account, 

@darkmusictheory, exemplifies this by retweeting complaints about music theory found on Twitter. Miriam Piilonen 

(@darkmusictheory), Twitter, https://twitter.com/darkmusictheory. 

146 Grasso, ñLike, Comment, and Subscribe,ò 2. In her joint book chapter, Grasso details her experience of how aspects 

of her talk, specifically her (non-pejorative but easily misunderstood) use of the term ñamateur musical theorist,ò were 

taken out of context on Twitter, leading to her becoming a ñmomentary villainò who received many impassioned 

comments defending these YouTubers from strangers. Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 2. 

147 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 5. 

https://twitter.com/darkmusictheory
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the YouTube and Twitch channel, Ask a Scientist Gaming, Grasso reaffirms that her use of the 

term ñamateur music theoristsò to describe YouTubers was not a value judgement, but a marker of 

professional (and hence political) status that can often be hard-won, especially for women and 

members of minority communities.148 This she does by commenting that many YouTubers ñhave 

amazing music analyses on YouTube that I would happily cite in my own analyses. Itôs not like 

theyôre not good.ò149 Rather, in this casual discursive space of a livestream, she more readily 

identifies the issue as arising from a mixture of misinformation, perceived privilege, and strategic 

political positioning. Asserting her desire that the various spheres of musical theorizing might 

comingle further, she continues her conversation with Hanson as follows: 

JG: I think itôs useful for the YouTube worldðand the TikTok world now, tooðand 

academia to kind of constantly be learning from each other, to constantly be doing 

[collaborative] things like this. You know, more public-facing, broader-facing things, to 

kind of have these collaborations and not be so ivory-tower-ish, but also for YouTubers 

to also é see what we are doing. óCause some YouTubers are like, ñAcademics are evil 

[her emphasis] and also very well paid,ò and Iôm like, ñwait,ò [laughs] 

KH: [laughs] You are sorely misinformedé 

JG: [inaudible] Like weôre é these rich barons. So, Iôm like, wait a minuteé All the 

misconceptions! And just trying to bring these communities together, where weôre just 

trying to share knowledgeðwith music, weôre really just like fanning out about music. 

Like, really, what are we doing here?150 

 Coming from the scholar who first truly acknowledged YouTube music theory in a formal 

setting,151 and from an academic who has gone further in building bridges with the YTMT 

 
148 Noriko Manabe has identified a litany of ñharmful behaviors in institutional gatekeepingò in the context of music 

theory as a field: Curricular roadblocks in graduate and undergraduate programs, issues of equity and fairness in the 

classroom, possible biases against international or minority students in graduate admissions, and possible issues in the 

faculty search and tenure/promotion processes. See her article, ñHow SMT Could Become More Welcoming,ò Music 

Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April  2023): 144ï45. 

149 Ask a Scientist Gaming [Ken Hanson], ñEp 43 (Full): Dr. Grasso, Music Theory, and Final Fantasy II/IV.ò 

September 23, 2022, YouTube video, 33:27ï33:36, https://youtu.be/CijvtBUQ7co. 

150 Ask a Scientist Gaming, ñEp 43 (Full),ò 34:03ï35:05. 

151 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 134. 

https://youtu.be/CijvtBUQ7co
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community than most, Grassoôs cumulative insights elucidate the nature of the relationship 

between YTMT and academic music theory. They tell us, for instance, that while some YouTubers 

see an affinity with academia, others freely collaborate with academics and use scholarly sources 

but separate themselves from the academic world, and still others frame their work from 

perspectives that are either somewhat distant from the academic world of music theory or that are, 

in fact, actively anti-academic. Iôll refer to these positions by the following terms: citizen theorist, 

gadfly, outsider, and revolutionary. I use none as ontological categories or value judgementsðin 

fact, I would argue that all of them do have positive connotations in the right contexts. Rather, 

these are shorthand for what seems to me to be how these content creators present themselves. 

First, letôs talk about the citizen theorist, modeled after the term citizen scientist, which the 

Oxford English Dictionary defines as either a scientist whose work is marked by conscientiousness 

for a communityôs greater interests, orðmore commonly and pertinentlyða member of the 

general public who engages in scientific work, frequently in collaboration with or with the 

assistance of professional scientists and scientific institutions.152 The termôs dual nature is useful 

in that it includes academics who are more involved in public-facing work, but also the musico-

theoretical content creators who form the bulk of the discussion here. Like Grassoôs ñamateur 

musical theorist,ò citizen theorist should not be taken as a value judgement. For one, as noted by 

one overview published in the highly prestigious academic journal, Science, citizen scientists can 

collect data of equal quality to experts with appropriate protocols, training, and oversight.153 

Letôs bracket out our moonlighting academicsðIôve already mentioned Murphy and 

Monahan, and thereôs also Calder Hannan, presently a graduate student at Columbia University, 

 
152 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. ñCitizen Scientist, n.,ò accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/33513#eid316597459. 

153 Rick Bonney et al., ñNext Steps for Citizen Science,ò Science 343, no. 6178 (March 2014): 1436ï37. 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/33513#eid316597459
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who runs a prolific channel called Metal Music Theory.154 I use citizen theorist to mean those 

YouTubers who see themselves as connected to the academic world even if they donôt necessarily 

have all the trappings of academia (i.e., they have graduated with or are pursuing a doctorate in 

music theory or a related field) and/or arenôt formally employed at an institution. For instance, 

Cory Arnold, or 12tone, describes themself unhesitatingly as a music theorist and an ñacademic 

musician,ò155 despite not being connected to academia in the formal sense.156 Rather than defining 

the term, Arnold clarifies the misconception that ñacademic musiciansò are ñnormal musicians, 

but somehow smarter,ò going on to say that academic musicians ñdonôt play in bands, have albums, 

or even necessarily write of perform music.ò Instead, drawing on his experience giving a talk at a 

conference on public music discourse held at the University of South Carolina,157 he presents the 

viewer with a montage of academics who attended that conference describing their research. 

Arnold expresses a similar sentiment of solidarity when they took pride in officially becoming a 

ñpublic academic authorò just after their joint book chapter with Grasso was released.158 The 

implication is that Arnold doesnôt see himself doing theoretical, analytical, and musicological 

work that is different in essence or strictly separated from what academics do; for citizen theorists 

 
154 Calder Hannan, Metal Music Theory, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/@metalmusictheory5401. 

155 12tone, ñHow Iôd Learn Music Theoryò; and ñWhat Is an Academic Musician?ò, March 9, 2018, YouTube video, 

7:50, https://youtu.be/hsndZ67Dibg. 

156 Arnold graduated with a bachelorôs degree in vocal performance, and they donôt seem to be employed at an 

institution of higher learning. Cory Arnold (@12tonevideo), ñI have a bachelors in vocal performance. Now I draw 

cartoon elephants and pretend to know how songs work,ò Twitter, June 29, 2022, 3:58 p.m., 

https://twitter.com/12tonevideos/status/1487530535593254912. 

157 Cory Arnold, ñCommunicating Music through Online Video,ò paper presented at the Public Music Discourse 

conference, University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC, March 2018. 

158 Cory Arnold (@12tonevideo), ñIn happier news, as of today I am officially a published academic author! About a 

year and a half ago I was invited to contribute to the Oxford Handbook on Public Music Theory é,ò Twitter, January 

13, 2022, 8:39 p.m., https://twitter.com/12tonevideos/status/1481803102856433664.  

https://youtube.com/@metalmusictheory5401
https://youtu.be/hsndZ67Dibg
https://twitter.com/12tonevideos/status/1487530535593254912
https://twitter.com/12tonevideos/status/1481803102856433664
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like Arnold, the difference seems to lie in their relationship to the public, and (their self-perception 

of) skill and depth of knowledge.159 

 On the other hand, there are YouTubers like Adam Neely, who are fluent in academic 

language and thought, but present themselves as beyond the academic world nonetheless. As John 

Moore puts it, Neelyôs delivery and content juxtapose or fuse ñacademic literature and his own 

analyses with inside jokes and memes é framing everything with relatable references to popular 

culture and internet aesthetics.ò160 In a livestreamed ñonline study eventò convened by the UK-

based Society for Music Analysis that featured Neely, Arnold and a number of academics, Neely 

described his content in these terms: 

I do think of the analysis itself as like an artistic thing, and a YouTube video can be an 

incredibly artistic thing with research etc., and it runs parallel to academic research in a 

different é presentation way. But I also think of it like, you know, journalism. Pieces of 

journalism can be art, but they can also describe the world in a really meaningful way. I 

think é whenever youôre dealing with any kind of online media, making the parallel to 

journalism is é an important one to make, because é at least for what I do on YouTube 

é itôs easier to understand it that way rather than purely as teaching or purely as art or 

purely as a utilitarian thing.161 

In his own words, Neely sees his content as parallel to academic research, but not congruent with 

it, even ifðas itôs impliedðthe difference lay chiefly in how the two are presented.162 

Though both see themselves as ñmusic theory communicators,ò Arnold seems to be 

comfortable with academia and describing themself as a music theorist, whereas Neely doesnôt. 

 
159 ñI am probably not as good a music theorist as é people é who have PhDs in music theory, but I have a lot of 

practice taking the stuff that I do know and wrapping my head around it enough to é explain it to someone in a way 

they can then understand it.ò Cory Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day Roundtable - Adam Neely, 12tone, Julianne Grasso, 

William O'Hara, John Moore,ò Society for Music Analysis, streamed live on March 26, 2021, YouTube video, 52:22ï

52:38, https://www.youtube.com/live/VT9QS96Hq7U. 

160 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music,ò 138. 

161 Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day Roundtable,ò 11:22ï12:10; italics mine. 

162 Whatôs unsaid here is a philosophical understanding of art summed by the creed ñart for artôs sake,ò and a specific 

understanding of journalistic work that corresponds to ñthinkpieces.ò 

https://www.youtube.com/live/VT9QS96Hq7U
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Neely goes on to self-deprecatingly express his feelings of impostor syndrome, but again he seems 

to center on form and rhetoric rather than content per se: 

I would not even call myself a music theoristé I feel like a complete impostor when it 

comes to the rigorous academic study of music theory and the rigorous building of an 

argument that way, but I definitely feel like I know what Iôm doing with this music theory 

communication, which is a different skill that runs parallel. But itôs not the same thing, 

and I feel like making that distinction is importanté163 

This is despite the academics in that same livestream assuring Neely right after that he should in 

fact regard himself as a music theorist; watching from the sideines, Phil Ewell even interjects: 

ñDisagree Adam [sic]. You're a music theorist...own it!ò.164 Certainly, Neelyôs background plays 

a part in this self-image; he was formally trained in jazz composition, graduating from the Berklee 

College of Music and the Manhattan School of Music.165 Neely seems to distinguish himself from 

the academic world precisely because of his primary musical identity as a practicing jazz bassist 

and composer. In the online study event, Neely goes on to say that 

I donôt come from an academic music theory background, but é a jazz backgroundé 

Theory in jazz is always for the benefit of the improviser, the performer and the composer. 

I like talking about theory and I like understanding music from that analytical perspective, 

but, at least in jazz é itôs always a means of talking about the actual performance act. So 

thatôs kind of like the ethos that I always came into, making YouTube videos: This is a 

thing. You can make music with it.166 

Neely suggests that this framing of theory and its use from a jazz perspective, too, differentiates 

what he does from the way music theory is formally presented and taught; whether such framings 

result in tangible differences in methodology or approach is something in the later sections of this 

chapter. 

 
163 Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day Roundtable,ò 53:50ï54:21; italics mine. 

164 Philip A. Ewell, March 26, 2021, YouTube chat message, timestamped 54:37, in Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day 

Roundtable.ò 

165 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music,ò 136. 

166 Society for Music Analysis, ñSMA Study Day Roundtable,ò 15:31ï16:04. 
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That said, it also seems to me that Neely is leveraging on his jazz credentials to bolster his 

authenticity, immediacy, and arguably authority to his audience (which is very broad and large by 

any count, given that Neely is one of the most prominent names in YTMT and has close to 1.7 

million subscribers at the time of writing). By criticizing certain elements of music theory as taught 

and researched in the academy, raising timely and hard-hitting questions about music theory as a 

field of study, and broadcasting these issues to a wide audience, Neely positions himself as 

something of a gadfly.167 (Plato wrote in the Apology of Socrates that Socrates likened himself to 

a gadfly [ɛɨɤɣ] when the latter was put on a trial in which his very right to life itself hung in the 

balance;168 in modern parlance, a gadfly is one who persistently challenges or criticizes the status 

quo to bring about change.169 The gadfly has illustrious forebears.) In fact, some of Neelyôs earlier 

output, at least, falls under Grasso and Arnoldôs charge of ñvideos that could be reasonably viewed 

as critical of established music theoretical topics and the ways they are presented to learnersò; 

Grasso would even comment that Neely ñjust seems to not be a big fan of academics.ò170  

In one early video, for example, Neely criticizes musical academia for having ñvastly 

inflated the importance of written music.ò171 Painting this a phenomenon as ñthe cult of the written 

scoreò that pervades ñall forms of academic and collegiate [sic] thought é especially in classical 

and jazz music, but other musics as well,ò172 Neely goes on to say that ñfor whatever reason, 

 
167 E.g., Adam Neely, ñWhy You Should Learn Music Theory (Prescriptivism vs Descriptivism),ò October 5, 2015, 

YouTube video, 6:21, https://youtu.be/49alQj7c5ps. 

168 W. S. Tyler, Platoôs Apology and Crito (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1873), 137ï38. 

169 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. ñGadfly, n. and Adj.,ò accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/75959. 

170 Grasso, ñLike, Comment, Subscribe,ò 6. 

171 Adam Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score (Academic Dubstep, and How Sheet Music Affects How We Listen 

to Music),ò December 14, 2015, YouTube video, 2:21ï2:26, https://youtu.be/KA6mkg0KNco. 

172 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 2:54ï2:57. 

https://youtu.be/49alQj7c5ps
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/75959
https://youtu.be/KA6mkg0KNco
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musical academia has decided that the written note is more important than the actual performed 

noteò; as a result, one judges performers based on how exactly they could reproduce whatôs on the 

score, and composers on the sophistication of their legible compositional processes, as opposed to 

ñthe music itself.ò173 At its most extreme, Neely claims, the cult of the written score leads ñpeople 

to the ivory towerò to be ñmore interested in the mathematical thought and the processes necessary 

to make twelve-tone composition or pitch cell composition [sic],ò and that results in music that is 

ñextremely boring é with no sense of drama, or arc, or texture, or anything.ò174  

We might balk at these polemics, but Neelyôs gripes about this purported elevation of 

compositional process over aesthetic experience in the academy are not that different in spirit from 

Richard Taruskinôs excoriation of what he calls the ñpoietic fallacyò175ðthat is, relating to 

creation, or poiesis (ˊɞɑɖůɘɠ) rather than poetry. Taruskin defines the poietic fallacy as ñthe 

conviction that what matters most (or more strongly yet, that all that matters) in a work of art is 

the making of it, the makerôs input,ò and he goes on to name Schoenberg and the discourse around 

him as the ñchief bulwarksò of this fallacy in music.176 Again, Neely is not alone. 

For what itôs worth, Neely doesnôt argue for throwing notation overboard, as he continues 

to use notation and transcriptions to illustrate his points.177 In one video, in which Neely braves 

the pedagogical minefield of explaining the visual, representational difference of aurally 

 
173 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 2:34ï2:49. 

174 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 2:57ï3:19. 

175 Iôm indebted to Ben Schweitzer for this point. 

176 Richard Taruskin, ñThe Poietic Fallacy,ò The Musical Times 145, no. 1886 (Spring 2004): 10 and 12. Of course, 

Taruskinôs thoughts on this subject color his treatment of serialism in his highly influential Oxford History of Western 

Music. Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music, vols. 4ï5, 5 vols. (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005). 

177 See, e.g., Adam Neely, ñThe Mesmerizing Harmony of Wayne Shorter,ò March 13, 2023, YouTube video, 23:21, 

https://youtu.be/siHfCV6vuSc. 

https://youtu.be/siHfCV6vuSc
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equivalent enharmonic notes, Neely defends Western notation and its idiosyncrasies against 

charges of inefficiency and irrationality.178 Moreover, Neely even concedes his own pleasure in 

partaking in one of the pastimes arising out of this ñextreme emphasis on the written musicò: 

following the score as the music flies by in real time, ñkind of like a lyric video, except way more 

detailed and far more insightful.ò179 Rather, Neelyôs arguing against what he sees as the 

epistemological blinkers resulting from an overreliance on notation; 12tone does something similar 

in his video, ñHow Sheet Music Lies to You,ò which is really more about how different notation 

systems (Western staff notation, guitar tablature, the Nashville Number System) interact with 

various musical traditions and practices, in spite of its ñclickbait-y title.ò (Arnold defends the 

clickbait stratagem as an effective teaching technique: ñMeet them where they are and drag them 

back to where I want them to be.ò)180 Whatôs disconcerting about Neelyôs approach, however, are 

the problematic polemics that occasionally result from his self-positioning as a gadfly. 

For example, Neely talks about his experience applying for (and winning) the ASCAP Herb 

Alpert Jazz Composers Award with a big band piece that heavily used electronic music elements. 

He contends that, though he had considered submitting a score with just the jazz big band parts 

notated, he felt compelled in the end to notate the electronic elements as well despite the 

considerable difficulty in doing so just so ñthese academic musicians who had absolutely no frame 

of reference for popular electronic music stylesò could have some context, although he doesnôt 

name who wouldôve been on the jury or how theyôre connected to the academy.181  

 
178 Adam Neely, ñIs Cb the Same Note as B?ò [sic], March 23, 2023, YouTube video, 15:49, https://youtu.be/SZftrA-

aCa4. 

179 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 4:17ï4:31. 

180 Quoted in Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò 10. 

181 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 4:55ï5:20. 

https://youtu.be/SZftrA-aCa4
https://youtu.be/SZftrA-aCa4
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Never mind, it seems, that music theorists have been arguing for an ethical and ontological 

reorientation of the field towards performance since the late 1980s, when Wallace Berry and 

Eugene Narmour set out their structuralist vision of the analyst dictating what the performer should 

do;182 or that the ñmyth of serial tyrannyò in American academia even during the 1950s and 60s 

had been long exposed, establishing a stranglehold in only a select few institutions, and that 

twelve-tone music was in fact capable of fostering idiomatic and highly individuated styles;183 or 

that the polemics against this serialist stereotype of ñacademicò music smacks of anti-

intellectualism and bad faith; or that much early work on electronic music in the United States was 

carried out in universities, giving the lie to Neelyôs call for ña different mindset among musicians 

who wish to educate an entrenched elite about more modern music that doesnôt necessarily have a 

tradition yet of written sheet musicò;184 or that Neely seemed to be acting on what he thinks the 

judges of the award want from him and not what they actually demanded. 

The thing is, while thereôs the potential for our dependence on (Western) notation to blind 

us to some ways of knowing music, notation can also democratize access to music, so conflating 

notation with academic elitism is both unfair and untrue. For one, ever since Ottaviano Petrucci 

 
182 Wallace Berry, Musical Structure and Performance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989); Eugene 

Narmour, ñOn the Relationship of Analytical Theory to Performance and Interpretation,ò in Explorations in Music, 

the Arts, and Ideas: Essays in Honor of Leonard B. Meyer (Stuyvesant: Pendragon Press, 1988), 317ï40. For an 

example of an incisive early critique of Berryôs and Narmourôs conceptualization of the relationship between theory, 

analysis, and performance, see Joel Lester, ñPerformance and Analysis: Interaction and Interpretation,ò in The 

Practice of Performance: Studies in Musical Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 197ï

216. 

183 See Joseph Strausô articles, ñThe Myth of Serial óTyrannyô in the 1950s and 1960s,ò The Musical Quarterly 83, 

no. 3 (October 1999): 301ï43; and ñA Revisionist History of Twelve-Tone Serialism in American Music,ò Journal of 

the Society for American Music 2, no. 3 (August 2008): 355ï95. To be fair, Anne Shreffler contends that Strausô 

claims obscure social pressures and hierarchies around serialist music that did exert their force in the 50s and 60s, but 

she concedes that the ñpeaceable kingdom of musical pluralismò that Straus describes in his article characterizes the 

post-1980 musical landscape just as well. Anne C. Shreffler, ñThe Myth of Empirical Historiography: A Response to 

Joseph N. Straus,ò The Musical Quarterly 84, no. 1 (March 2000): 30ï39. 

184 Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 6:48ï6:57. 



76 

 

published the Harmonice Musices Odhecaton in 1501, the printing pressô role in facilitating the 

mass production and circulation of scores gave the broader public a way to participate in 

musicmaking beyond their immediate milieu while circumventing gatekeeping spaces such as 

guilds, religious institutions, and circles of aristocratic patronage.185 Furthermore, without 

invoking judgements of value here, notation itself, as a way of representing and encoding musical 

sounds and relationships, is as much a technology that facilitates (or even affords) certain kinds of 

social, embodied musicmaking (including, but not only compositional techniques) that would be 

unavailable without it186 just as much as it is a technology that filters out noise, wrong notes, and 

extraneous sounds.187 That is, notation is a technology in the same way that a digital audio 

workstation (DAW) is a technological interface that has its own affordances for musicmaking. 

That is, though we in the academy have not weaned ourselves off notation as much as we 

probably shouldðwe still havenôt diversified away from notation in our teaching to the extent we 

claim weôd like,188 and we still donôt attend to performance and performers as much as we should 

in our field189ðitôs doubtful that the academic study of music is a leading cause of or an outsized 

 
185 My thanks to Joe Dubiel for pointing this out. 

186 For an example of a similar argument, see Floris Schuilingôs article, ñNotation Cultures: Towards an 

Ethnomusicology of Notation,ò Journal of the Royal Musical Association 144, no. 2 (July 2019): 429ï58. 

187 This is Friedrich Kittlerôs argument; see the chapter, ñGramophone,ò in the monograph translated into English as 

Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1999), 21ï114. 

188 See, e.g., Paul Fleet, ñóIôve Heard There Was a Secret Chordô: Do We Need to Teach Music Notation in UK Popular 

Music Studies?,ò in The Routledge Research Companion to Popular Music Education (New York: Routledge, 2016), 

166ï76; and Sanna Kivijªrvi and Lauri Vªkevª, ñConsidering Equity in Applying Western Standard Music Notation 

from a Social Justice Standpoint: Against the Notation Argument,ò Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 

19, no. 1 (May 2020): 153ï73. 

189 Although more analytical attention is being paid to popular music, media music, and world musics than ever before, 

Cookôs articulation of the ñsounded writingò issue very much still rings true for the study of Western art music. As 

Iôve mentioned before, however, transcription still plays a major role in musical analysis regardless of the tradition. 

See note 19. 
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contributor to notationôs continued use in many musical traditions in the Western world, including 

jazz. (For example, why have a lead sheet at all in jazz when jazz musicians emphasize playing by 

ear? My intuition is that improvising on a lead sheet is itself creatively productive in a way that 

surpasses relying purely on oneôs aural and instrumental faculties, in addition to allowing the 

performers to offload the cognitive effort of recalling a jazz standard and its associated sets of 

chords in the pieceôs entirety.190 After all, fake books werenôt produced for academic purposes.) 

Case in point: Despite notationôs minimal relevance to much of the music industryôs practices, US 

copyright law continue to require musical notation in order to register oneôs work, despite 

academics in both music and law arguing for change.191 

Whatôs striking is that Neely exaggerates a caricature of out-of-touch academics and formal 

musico-theoretical pedagogy so as to align himself with the everyday musician. As Iôve pointed 

out, there seems to be a disconnect between what Neely says and what Neely does, as Neely is still 

reliant on notation even in his latest discussions of jazz,192 so thereôs some political posturing here. 

Although not all his viewers agree with this videoôs premiseðin fact, a good number of 

commenters pointed out some of the issues with his video, with one user asserting that their 

experiences with notation were freeing rather than limiting,193 while another points out that ñthe 

 
190 Sean Smither offers a similar observation in his article, ñFlexible Conceptual Maps: A Schema-Based Approach to 

the Analysis of Jazz Tunes,ò Theory and Practice 44 (2019): 83ï118. 

191 Charles Cronin, ñSeeing Is Believing: The Ongoing Significance of Symbolic Representations of Musical Works 

in Copyright Infringement Disputes,ò Colorado Technology Law Journal 16, no. 2 (September 2018): 225ï48; 

Brandon Evans, ñLet Me Get My Glasses, I Canôt Hear You: Sheet Music, Copyright, and Led Zeppelin,ò Vanderbilt 

Journal of Entertainment & Technology Law 24, no. 1 (January 2021): 157ï89; Eleanor Selfridge-Field, ñSubstantial 

Musical Similarity in Sound and Notation: Perspectives from Digital Musicology,ò Colorado Technology Law Journal 

16, no. 2 (September 2018): 249ï84. 

192 See note 177. 

193 TheZacman2, ñI've been playing written music since I was a kid and what I've experienced from this is drastically 

different from what you described. Also, most of what the conductor of my college orchestra says is about 

interpretation and emotion, not note-reading,ò April 13, 2018, 12:55 a.m., comment on Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written 

Score,ò https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KA6mkg0KNco&lc=Ugw_--AboXoOTfhJKeB4AaABAg.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KA6mkg0KNco&lc=Ugw_--AboXoOTfhJKeB4AaABAg
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cult of the written scoreò is routinely criticized in musicology and ethnomusicology194ð

controversy drives views. There are certainly other early videos in which Neely has posted 

controversial takes about classical musicians and musicians in the academy in general, such as his 

assertion that ñclassical musicians feel rhythm differentlyò (from any musician working in ñany 

music from the past hundred years that has its origins in West African rhythms,ò apparently),195 

which generated enough controversy that Neely had to issue a follow-up response.196  

As an aside, this speaks to the lack of adequate ñpeer-reviewò mechanisms for YTMT, 

which both Arnold and Neely acknowledge.197 Sure, users are free to comment on and to ñdislikeò 

videos, but thereôs no guarantee that newcomers might read these comments and understand whatôs 

at stake. Neelyôs videos on the cult of the written score and on classical musiciansô different 

rhythmic and metrical experience are still going strong with 500,000 and 1.4 million views, 

respectively, and so that danger for misperception and misinformation still persists.198 

To be clear, none of this detracts from the fact that Neely does put a lot of effort and 

research into his content; Neelyôs personal growth vis-à-vis his relationship with academia, 

 
194 Tasfa10, ñHaving studied musicology and musical arts as an undergraduation [sic] and a postgraduation [sic] in 

college, I didn't have the same experience as you at all. óThe cult of the written scoreô is even criticised [sic] in 

ethnomusicology,ò November 15, 2016, 9:11 p.m., comment on Neely, ñThe Cult of the Written Score,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KA6mkg0KNco&lc=Ugw_--AboXoOTfhJKeB4AaABAg. 

195 Adam Neely, ñHow and Why Classical Musicians Feel Rhythm Differently,ò January 25, 2016, YouTube video, 

6:46, https://youtu.be/rEbUNDW9bDA. 

196 Adam Neely, ñQ+A #22 - Classical Musicians Still Feel Rhythm Differently,ò November 28, 2016, YouTube 

video, 23:47, https://youtu.be/1ZJzjCiC1No. 

197 E.g., Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day Roundtable,ò16:46ï18:28 and 25:00ï26:20, For a discussion of this issue in 

the literature, see Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 11ï12; and Moore, 147. 

198 For a critique of Neelyôs videos from this perspective, see NAETE [pseud.], ñAdam Neely is Wrong Aboutéé A 

LOT,ò March 24, 2023, YouTube video, 45:57, https://youtu.be/f3tXfdNVjSQ.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KA6mkg0KNco&lc=Ugw_--AboXoOTfhJKeB4AaABAg
https://youtu.be/rEbUNDW9bDA
https://youtu.be/1ZJzjCiC1No
https://youtu.be/f3tXfdNVjSQ
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demonstrated by how he increasingly cites and collaborates with academics;199 and his status as 

one of the most influential of musico-theoretical content creators who are also committed to 

diversity and inclusion. For example, Neely incorporates North Indian classical music theory (as 

filtered by the composer W. A. Mathieu)200 into his video on C®line Dionôs ñAll By Myselfò (1996) 

by applying an affective reading to that songôs reinterpretation of flat scale degree 6 in one key as 

scale degree 3 in another.201  

More significantly, Neely featured Phil Ewell in his video, ñMusic Theory and White 

Supremacyò (originally titled ñMusic Theory and Racismò).202 Itôs tempting to claim that, in 

retrospect, Neely seems to have read the tealeaves in aligning himself with a powerful (and long 

overdue) trend in the academy,203 albeit one thatðto reinforce the gadfly imageryðseeks to 

dismantle unjust hierarchies and power relations that arguably still govern our field.204 (It also 

 
199 For example, in his video, ñThe Most Elegant Key Change in All of Pop Music,ò April 16, 2021, YouTube video, 

27:07, https://youtu.be/epqYft12nV4, Neely cites Scott J. Hanenbergôs article, ñRock Modulation and Narrative,ò 

Music Theory Online 22, no. 2 (June 1, 2016), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.16.22.2/mto.16.22.2.hanenberg.html. 

200 W. A. Mathieu, Harmonic Experience: Tonal Harmony from Its Natural Origins to Its Modern Expression 

(Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions International, 1997). 

201 Neely, ñThe Most Elegant Key Change,ò 18:40ï22:07. Consider also that Neely extensively features Anuja 

Kamatôs videos on North Indian classical music theory as a foil to Western music theory in his collaborative video 

with Phil Ewell, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy.ò 

202 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 140. See note 143 for the citation of Neelyôs collaboration with 

Ewell. 

203 At the point Neely started working on his video (he interviewed Ewell in early July 2020), the dust had settled. 

Responses to Ewellôs plenary speech at the 2019 Annual Society of Music Theory meeting, many of which ranged 

from overly defensive at best and racist and personal at worst, were published as the ñSymposium on Philip Ewellôs 

2019 SMT Plenary Paperò in the twelfth volume Journal of Schenkerian Studies, while violating academic protocols 

such as allowing an anonymous publication and failing to invite Ewell to respond. It became clear that neither the 

Society for Music theory nor the field more broadly would tolerate these attacks; ñExecutive Board Response to Essays 

in the Journal of Schenkerian Studies Vol. 12 | SMT,ò Society for Music Theory, July 28, 2020, 

https://societymusictheory.org/announcement/executive-board-response-journal-schenkerian-studies-vol-12-2020-

07.  

204 See Lettôs article, ñMaking a Home,ò Manabeôs response ñHow SMT Could Become More Welcoming,ò and 

Catrina S. Kimôs response, ñOrienting to Pedagogical Service,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April 2023): 132ï

36. 

https://youtu.be/epqYft12nV4
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.16.22.2/mto.16.22.2.hanenberg.html
https://societymusictheory.org/announcement/executive-board-response-journal-schenkerian-studies-vol-12-2020-07
https://societymusictheory.org/announcement/executive-board-response-journal-schenkerian-studies-vol-12-2020-07
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shouldnôt escape our notice that Neelyôs building on an introspective academic critique that also 

aligns with the arguments and values he espoused in his earlier videos, in which he criticizes the 

academy with broad strokes.) However, Neely couldnôt have assumed his audience wouldôve been 

on board, even if some of them share his seeming distaste for the analytical and theoretical tools 

that have developed around the Western concert tradition (e.g., figured bass),205 and would relish 

any reason to disavow these tools. In fact, that video immediately attracted much controversy; 

while some of the pushback was more level-headed, an alarmingly large number of misguided (if 

not outright racist) responses surfaced, whether in the videoôs comments, in the form of ñreaction 

videosò on YouTube,206 or on other SMMT spaces such as Twitter and Reddit.207 All this is to 

show some of the repercussions (good and bad) that positioning oneself as a gadfly might have 

and how their effects can persist for a long time even if the creator has moved on. In this case, too, 

Neely casting himself as the common man against a supposedly oppressive and monolithic 

academy obscures the actual political dynamics between him and us: None of us is exactly in a 

position to hurl thunderbolts at Neely.208 

 
205 ñThere are some musical elements which are unique to [the harmonic style of eighteenth-century European 

musicians] that are not shared in other styles, which are oddly prioritized é Figured bass is totally useless in 

understanding any kind of music that isnôt Western or tonal. Instead, itôs a tool designed to understand the style of 

music from one kind of people.ò Neely, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò 4:13ï4:19, 6:10ï6:19.  

206 E.g., Vlad Vexler, ñMusic Theory Is NOT Racist! | Let's Not Link Music Theory and White Supremacy,ò 

September 16, 2020, YouTube video, 16:41, https://youtu.be/up1PTQQ6jI0. 

207 See, e.g., the comments on /u/drukqôs Reddit post, ñóMusic Theory Is Racistô - Adam Neely,ò /r/musictheory, 

September 7, 2020, www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/comments/ioa72x/music_theory_is_racist_adam_neely/. For a 

more in-depth discussion of how the music theory subreddit reacted to this video, see Megan L. Lavengood and 

Nathaniel Mitchell, ñ/R/Musictheory: Making Music Theory on Reddit,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music 

Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2022), 9ï10, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6. As Megan Lavengood and Nathaniel Mitchell note, 

r/musictheory exhibits three primary harmful biases: a positivistic preoccupation with pitch structures; exoticizing 

consumption habits; and ambivalence towards antiracist discourse. 

208 Iôm grateful to Joe Dubiel for this imagery. 

https://youtu.be/up1PTQQ6jI0
http://www.reddit.com/r/musictheory/comments/ioa72x/music_theory_is_racist_adam_neely/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6
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Iôll briefly discuss the third position that YouTube music theorists might take, that of an 

outsider, before moving on to the last, the revolutionary. Maxx Bradley, who goes by Scruffy on 

YouTube, refers to themself as ña composer and a 3D artist who loves to teach about video game 

audio and music theory!ò209 Scruffyôs qualifications leave little doubt that they are a bona fide 

music theorist and composer; they have an MFA in composition from the California Institute of 

the Arts and a bachelorôs in composition and jazz piano from the College of Charleston.210 

However, Scruffyôs videosðpublished in a series unassumingly called ñWhat I Loveò211ðgo over 

game design and sound design just as much as, if not more than, they do music theory as is 

traditionally understood. Indeed, many of Scruffyôs video titles (and some of their most popular) 

emphasize this break in perspective: ñóInvisible Sound Design in Breath of the Wild,ò ñHow Audio 

Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at Freddyôs [sic],ò ñSound Intensity and the FNaF Series,ò 

ñMario Kart and the Doppler Effect,ò and ñA New Step for Pok®mon Sound Design ï Pokémon 

Legends: Arceus.ò212 Moreover, Scruffy describes their content rather differently on their personal 

website and on their Patreon (a platform that allows content creators to crowdfund through 

subscriptions) than on their channel: They claim their intent is to ñshare original music and to 

 
209 ñAbout,ò on Scruffyôs YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://youtube.com/@ScruffyMusic/about.  

210 ñAbout Scruffy,ò on Maxx Bradleyôs [Scruffy, pseud.] official website, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://scruffymusic.com/about.html. 

211 Scruffy, What I Love (Chronological Order), YouTube playlist, last updated May 19, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQY6PNl6p3Mac8ItJwWqWAEFdfSsqpBi2.  

212 See Scruffyôs videos, ñA New Step for Pok®mon Sound Design ï Pokémon Legends: Arceus,ò July 18, 2022, 

YouTube video, 11:27, https://youtu.be/MXBl6mMIyp4; ñóInvisibleô Sound Design in Breath of the Wild,ò July 9, 

2019, YouTube video, 9:48. https://youtu.be/Vgev9Gzybk8; ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at 

Freddy's,ò October 17, 2020, YouTube video, 18:12, https://youtu.be/1yTIhtfgDwY; ñMario Kart and the Doppler 

Effect,ò May 29, 2021, YouTube video, 8:55, https://youtu.be/lz5yiVBtPvs; and ñSound Intensity and the FNaF 

Series,ò April 25, 2021, YouTube video, 15:00, https://youtu.be/rMkkE0AIuMo. 

https://youtube.com/@ScruffyMusic/about
https://scruffymusic.com/about.html
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQY6PNl6p3Mac8ItJwWqWAEFdfSsqpBi2
https://youtu.be/MXBl6mMIyp4
https://youtu.be/Vgev9Gzybk8
https://youtu.be/1yTIhtfgDwY
https://youtu.be/lz5yiVBtPvs
https://youtu.be/rMkkE0AIuMo
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demonstrate admirable details in video games that often go overlooked,ò and they ñaspire to keep 

producing educational content about video game design and audio.ò213  

Because Scruffy is one of the content creators Iôll cover in the next section, I defer detailed 

discussion of the content of Scruffyôs videos until then. The point here is that Scruffy is as well-

versed in the tools of the musico-theoretical trade as any of these content creators are,214 but their 

videosô synthesis of musical details with game and sound design is a refreshing break from the 

view of musicôs autonomy as an artwork that seems to pervade the video game music fandom at 

large.215 In fact, many of Scruffyôs YouTube peers like 8-bit Music Theory and David Bennett 

Piano implicitly subscribe to such an ontology, using their own ñfixedò transcriptions of music as 

their primary analytical objects; they, too, have succumbed to music theoryôs seemingly 

unshakeable enchantment with the aesthetic spell of music.216 This stands in contrast to the state 

of affairs in ludomusicology, which has recognized the inseparability of video game music, sound 

design, and game design since its inception,217 and so the subdiscipline emphasizes the need for 

reorienting oneôs ontology, epistemology, and phenomenology when it comes to video games and 

 
213 Likewise, Scruffy characterizes themselves as ña musician and an educator who studies music and sound design in 

video games and creates fun, accessible videos to share what they can teach us!ò Maxx Bradley, Scruffy, Patreon, 

accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.patreon.com/scruffymusic. 

214 For an example, see their video, ñHarmonic Rhythm in Sonic the Hedgehogôs Music,ò October 14, 2019, YouTube 

video, 12:41, https://youtu.be/Vjj0aA933_s. 

215 See William Gibbonsô book, Unlimited Replays. 

216 Steven Rings, ñMusicôs Stubborn Enchantments (and Music Theoryôs),ò Music Theory Online 24, no. 1 (March 

2018), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.18.24.1/mto.18.24.1.rings.html. 

217 For instance, this was the approach in Karen Collinôs monograph, Game Sound, which was one of the first full-

length studies on the topic. Karen Collins, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video 

Game Music and Sound Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008). 

https://www.patreon.com/scruffymusic
https://youtu.be/Vjj0aA933_s
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.18.24.1/mto.18.24.1.rings.html
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music/sound.218 In her manifesto outlining her vision of ludomusicology as a trailblazer in 

musicological disciplinary reform, Isabella van Elferen even goes so far to assert that 

Ludomusicology challenges the score analysis that musicologists have employed since the 

late nineteenth century. A combination of factorsðthe limited availability of game scores, 

the variation of musical output depending on player actions, the blurred boundaries 

between score and sound effects, and so onðmean that traditional approaches to score-

based analysis are often of limited use or relevance. Certainly, games dispute the idea that 

treating music in terms of a fixed score should be the default mode of analysis.219  

Insomuch as Scruffyôs approach relates to both their YouTube peers and to music theory more 

broadly understood as opposed to ludomusicologistsô more tailored practice of music theory, 

however, Scruffy stands as an outsider, something which they do acknowledge.220 The fact that 

Scruffy approaches this position from their practical experience with designing a gameôs sonic and 

visual world, too, means that their theoretical perspective promises a welcome addition to the 

musico-theoretical discourse on game music. 

 For my last category, revolutionary, Iôll use the Hack Music Theory YouTube channel as 

my example,221 which has over 200 million subscribers and a companion website.222 Ray Harmony 

and his wife, Kate, the team behind Hack Music Theory, produce videos that are typically didactic 

in nature, unlike Neelyôs and many other popular YouTubersô; in Grasso and Arnoldôs 

classification (see Table 1.2), Hack Music Theoryôs videos would largely fall under utilitarian 

 
218 See, e.g., Miller, Playing Along. 

219 Isabella van Elferen, ñLudomusicology and the New Drastic,ò Journal of Sound and Music in Games 1, no. 1 

(January 2020): 106. 

220 ñMy channel is unorthodox in some regards, but itôs undoubtedly what I love.ò Scruffy, ñBehind the Scenes of 

Scruffy Videos,ò September 19, 2020, YouTube video, 14:43ï14:48, https://youtu.be/hH4kJlO3zjc. 

221 Ray Harmony and Kate Harmony, Hack Music Theory, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/@HackMusicTheory. 

222 Ray Harmony and Kate Harmony, Hack Music Theory, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://hackmusictheory.com/home.  

https://youtu.be/hH4kJlO3zjc
https://youtube.com/@HackMusicTheory
https://hackmusictheory.com/home
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content. Whatôs fascinating about Hack Music Theory are the claims that Ray and Kate Harmony 

make about their method. Seemingly oblivious to the possible negative connotations of the noun 

ñhack,ò Ray Harmony frames Hack Music Theory as a ñnotation-free music theory revolutionò; in 

fact, the corporate entity that Hack Music Theory is a part of is named ñRevolution Harmony,ò 

which has the tagline ñunorthodoX [sic] music education since 1995.ò223 Moreover, Rayôs rhetoric 

is inclusive: ñThank you for being here! Youôre a vital part of this, cos [sic] together we are all the 

Revolution Harmony.ò224 

 Letôs take a closer look at what this ñnotation-free music theoryò entails. Like Busy Works 

Beats, a music production channel with a significant focus on music theory,225 Hack Music Theory 

uses a digital audio workstation (DAW) and so-called ñpiano roll notationò as visual tools in lieu 

of staff notation. As Moore notes, Hack Music Theoryôs rhetoric about their method comes across 

more as a manifesto than it does an educational YouTube channelôs description.226 While the 

Harmonies have since revised their website, I reproduce the version that Moore cites below. 

Popular music (electronic, hip-hop, indie, metal, etc.) is super cool, but most of it is also 

super predictable! This is because the current music education system focuses on 

classical/jazz. Those genres are irrelevant for most modern songwriters and producers, 

though, and as a result, they donôt study music and choose to compose by ear instead. 

 

However, making music by ear is precisely whatôs causing all the predictable song these 

days, as our ears will always lead us to what weôve heard before. So, if we want to make 

great music that stands out, we need to use theory! But traditional theory is irrelevant and 

overcomplicated. This is the dilemma that popular music is currently trapped in. 

 

Our solution is Hack Music Theory, an online platform for songwriters and producers to 

learn relevant, simple theory hacks, which can instantly be applied to making cool music 

 
223 ñAbout,ò on Hack Music Theoryôs official website, accessed May 26, 2023, https://hackmusictheory.com/about. 

224 ñAbout,ò on Hack Music Theoryôs YouTube Channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/@HackMusicTheory/about. 

225 Carlin Hines, Busy Works Beats, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@busyworksbeats. 

226 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 141. 

https://hackmusictheory.com/about
https://youtube.com/@HackMusicTheory/about
https://www.youtube.com/@busyworksbeats
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thatôs also creative and clever! So, get involved now by downloading our free book, and 

join over 175,000 like-minded music makers in the Hack Music Theory community.227 

By casting traditional theory as ñirrelevant and complicatedò by virtue of its focus on 

classical and/or jazz, which are ñirrelevant for most modern songwriters and producers,ò Hack 

Music Theory feeds on recurring antipathies towards music theory and composition as taught in 

the academy. Moore considers Hack Music Theoryôs countercultural or anti-establishment 

tendencies to be partly responsible for the channelôs success on YouTube;229 the same, too, could 

be said of Neely. Thereôs also something ironic about how Hack Music Theory see themselves as 

revolutionaries while claiming credibility and authority through their institutional affiliations (Ray 

 
227 Quoted in Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 141. 

228 Hack Music Theory, ñ80/20 Rule for Better Bass Lines,ò April 9, 2020, YouTube video, 7:37, 

https://youtu.be/XmfiZe8VBYI. 

229 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 142. 

 
Figure 1.5: Example of ñpiano-roll notationò used in Hack Music Theoryôs videos.228 

https://youtu.be/XmfiZe8VBYI
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Harmony describes himself as a ñmulti award-winning college lecturer,ò perhaps ñexploiting the 

transatlantic linguistic ambiguitiesò surrounding these terms, as Moore notes).230  

 Does Hack Music Theoryôs musico-theoretical content, however, match its revolutionary 

rhetoric? Yes and no. Hack Music Theory is notable among YouTube musico-theoretical channels  

in using almost no staff notation, utilizing in its place a form of visual representation thatôs more 

familiar to those interested in contemporary pop songwriting and production, who primarily work 

with DAWs (Figure 1.5).231 That said, this notation is not fundamentally different from staff 

notation in that it centers on pitch (on the vertical axis) and duration (horizontal); arguably, it 

shows even less information about timbre, a parameter that academics have claimed in recent times 

to be just as importantðif not moreðthan pitch and rhythm in popular music,232 than staff notation 

does, let alone higher-level information about pitch and rhythm such as the key signature and the 

rhythmic grouping of notes. 

So much for notation. As for the theoretical content itself, Hack Music Theory presents a 

mixed bag when it comes to its claims of revolution. In his discussion of Hack Music Theoryôs 

video, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò233 in which Ray and Kate Harmony discuss how to write 

ñbetter melodiesò against chordal harmonies, Moore argues that the theoretical framework behind 

 
230 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 142. 

231 Moore also notes that DAWs often come preinstalled on modern computers, such as GarageBand in the case of 

Appleôs Macs, in addition to the fact that this kind of interface appears in many music-related games and applications, 

such as Guitar Hero (2005) and Synthesia (2006). Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 145ï46. Other 

social media music theorists, such as Top40Theoryôs Asaf Peres, have used similar means to convey musical 

information, but Hack Music Theory is distinctive in its studied avoidance of staff notation. 

232 See, for example, Kyle Adamsô article, ñMusical Texture and Formal Instability in Post-Millennial Popular Music: 

Two Case Studies,ò Intégral 33 (2019): 33ï45; Megan Levangoodôs articles, ñThe Cultural Significance of Timbre 

Analysis: A Case Study in 1980s Pop Music, Texture, and Narrative,ò Music Theory Online 26, no. 3 (September 

2020); and the previously cited ñWhat Makes It Sound ô80s?ò; and Asaf Peresô dissertation, ñThe Sonic Dimension 

as Dramatic Driver in 21st-Century Pop Musicò (PhD dissertation, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, 2016). 

233 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò June 5, 2020, YouTube video, 11:55, 

https://youtu.be/TbDUsEmbsPw. 

https://youtu.be/TbDUsEmbsPw
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this ñruleò is fairly conventional, and that much of the channelôs music theory aligns with most 

theories of classical and jazz harmony.234 (Hack Music Theoryôs ñrulesò are more like rules of 

thumb rather than laws or axioms.) Letôs take a look at this claim. The ñ246ò in the ñ246 ruleò 

refer, in effect, to diatonic notes by the interval classes generated above the root of the underlying 

triadic harmony, although the Harmonies donôt put it in those terms and muddle this concept with 

scale degrees to a certain extent. The Harmonies gloss ñthe numbers in our 246 ruleò as ñthe second 

note, the fourth note, and the sixth note. In other words, the notes that are not in the triad but are 

still in the scale [emphasis mine].ò235 Thereôs a potential for confusion here; for example, in the 

context of D Dorian, the 2 over a C major triad is a D, the 4 an F, and the 6 an A, but D is evidently 

not scale degree 2 in D Dorian; so, ñscaleò here refers to diatonic scalar projections from a 

harmonyôs root, as opposed to the scale of a key. As I show below, this haphazard mixture of 

terminology has some pedagogical consequences. 

The Harmonies then bring up how these non-chord tones create tension with the underlying 

harmony, which one could follow up with three options. They then assert that ñmost songwriters 

and producers are using the 2, 4, and 6 all wrongò because of how they go for the option thatôs 

supposedly the most rule-compliant yet also the most predictable (and hence what the untheoretical 

ear tends to go for): to resolve these non-chord tones downwards. The other options, they say, are 

ñto go up to the unpredictable harmonic noteò or ñto go somewhere completely different,ò and the 

ñ246 ruleò is essentially advocating the use of these two other options to avoid predictability. This 

seems to me to be a more informal, utilitarian approach to whatôs traditionally presented as 

 
234 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 143. 

235 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 2:00ï2:11. 
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contrapuntal writing (specifically, the treatment of non-chord tones), presented in the form of ñpro 

tipsò that are relevant to modern popular musical styles.  

At the same time, itôs curious how the ñirrelevant stylesò of classical and jazz seem to 

inform their theoretical framework. For example, their claim that the default move is for ñ2, 4, and 

6ò to go down echoes how the intervals of a second and a fourth are treated in fourth species 

counterpoint. Moreover, their treatment of what they call ñ7,ò however, is particularly telling. 

Describing it as a ñwhole different beastò from ñ2, 4, and 6,ò they also mention that ñthe 7 is also 

known as the leading noteò (i.e., a leading tone in American musico-theoretical lingo). They go on 

to assert that the ñgravitational pull of this note is far more than on any other non-harmonic note. 

The 7 is absolutely desperate to claw its way up to the root, and itôs willing to do anything to get 

there.ò236 As Moore points out, the characterization of the seventh scale degree as tending towards 

to scale degree 1 is a cornerstone of tonal harmony thatôs taught at an early stage, and so is at odds 

with Hack Music Theoryôs ethos of rebelling against traditional pedagogies of music theory rooted 

in classical or jazz.237 

The Harmonies then claim that ñwe love going against the stream and not resolving the 7, 

because taking it somewhere other than the root note creates incredibly strong emotions in the 

listeners.ò Because ñthose emotions will include shocké if you use the 7 and donôt resolve it up 

to the root, you do so at your own peril.ò238 They then show how they treated ñthe 7ò in their 

 
236 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 2:23ï2:26 and 8:03ï8:24. Even this gravitational metaphor 

is nothing new to academia, as gravity is one of Arnold Schoenbergôs favored metaphors for explaining tonal music 

theory. Severine Neff, ñReinventing the Organic Artwork: Schoenbergôs Changing Images of Tonal Form,ò in 

Schoenberg and Words: The Modernist Years (New York: Garland, 2000), 293ï94; James Kenneth Wright, 

Schoenberg, Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 46ï50. 

237 Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 144ï45. 

238 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 8:28ï9:02. 
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melodic example: Over a D minor triad, the melody leaps from E to the C above, and from there 

the melody leaps to the D below. The Harmonies state that they ñdid actually resolve the 7 to the 

root,ò but they ñmake this resolution fresh and unpredictableò through the downward leaps; also, 

by inserting a (sixteenth-note) rest between the C and the D below it, they claim to start a new 

phrase that ñthe listener wouldnôt be expecting.ò239 Letôs set aside how the Harmonies seem to 

understand musical phrases in a representational way thatôs divorced from a listenerôs experiences. 

The issue is that this ñ7ò is not a leading tone; even when they concede that ñitôs a flat 7 here,ò240 

they continue to treat this C as if it were the leading tone (of D Dorian) that demanded upward 

resolution. Here, the confusion between intervals and scale degrees rears its head. 

It seems to me, then, that Mooreôs observation of the ñtraditionalò nature of Hack Music 

Theoryôs holds true when it comes to harmony. Whatôs different from academic music theory, in 

my opinion, is that Hack Music Theory presents music theory as a utilitarian tool, built primarily 

out of their own idiosyncratic understandings of what Michael R. Rogers calls the building blocks 

of a ñpre-theory stage,ò such as the scales, solfege, Roman numerals, key signatures, etc.241 The 

utilitarian approach is even more clearly demonstrated in Hack Music Theoryôs video, ñ6 Hacks 

for Better Bass Lines,ò which offers compositional tips such as adding syncopations and octave 

displacements or breaking up perfect fourths and fifths between successive notes in the bass with 

other chord tones.242 The thing is, all this still hinges on a conventional understanding of triadic 

 
239 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 9:07ï9:33. 

240 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 9:10ï9:11. 

241 Michael R. Rogers, Teaching Approaches in Music Theory: An Overview of Pedagogical Philosophies, 2nd ed. 

(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2004), 3. 

242 Hack Music Theory, ñ6 Hacks for Better Bass Lines,ò March 28, 2017, YouTube video, 11:27, 

https://youtu.be/ujS0Viuv5kg. 

https://youtu.be/ujS0Viuv5kg


90 

 

harmony, even if some concepts associated with the ñirrelevant and overcomplicatedò classical 

and jazz traditions are left out (e.g., tonal function and upper extensions). 

What Hack Music Theory offers to musico-theoretical discourse, then, is how they couch 

theory in terms that are closer to production and production technologies. In that way, their 

vernacular theorizing might be seen as a refreshing counterpart to an oft-made critique of how 

theoretical analysis of popular music in the academy ñfails to account for how musicians and 

songwriters themselves engages with the music,ò as most musico-theoretical research on harmony 

or tonality in popular music ñeither arises from an analytical system or framework reflecting the 

theoristôs own inclinations and listening background, or is derived from empirical, listener-based 

data.ò243  

While some of Hack Music Theoryôs pro tips are maddeningly scarce in theoretical details 

(e.g., ñGood rhythms, like all good patterns, enjoy a pleasing yet interesting balance of repetition 

and variety,ò which ñis created by using many different note values and, most importantly, 

syncopationò),244 other videos do offer surprising examples of musical theorizing, as in their 

association of various elements of the rhythm section with certain in their video, ñKick Drum Rule 

for Better Beats.ò245 As they see it, the cymbals connect the drumbeat with the pulse of a song, the 

snare injects energy into a drumbeat, toms add timbral variety, and the kick drum brings the 

 
243 Ben Duinker, ñPlateau Loops and Hybrid Tonics in Recent Pop Music,ò Music Theory Online 25, no. 4 (December 

2019), https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.4.3, paragraph 7.4. Likewise, Trevor de Clercq notes that itôs rare for analyses 

of pop music to engage closely with the technical aspects of production. Trevor de Clercq, ñReview of Ralf von Appen, 

André Doehring, Dietrich Helms, and Allan Moore, eds. Song Interpretation in 21st-Century Pop Music (Ashgate, 

2015),ò Music Theory Online 22, no. 1 (March 2016), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.16.22.1/mto.16.22.1.declercq.html, paragraph 8. 

244 Hack Music Theory, ñRhythm Rule for Better Melodies,ò May 13, 2021, YouTube video, 3:11ï3:17 and 3:26ï

3:33, https://youtu.be/WTj-b6oD-Ks. 

245 Hack Music Theory, ñKick Drum Rule for Better Beats,ò October 1, 2020, YouTube video, 7:56, 

https://youtu.be/dwdvaZ4ZDz4. 

https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.4.3
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.16.22.1/mto.16.22.1.declercq.html
https://youtu.be/WTj-b6oD-Ks
https://youtu.be/dwdvaZ4ZDz4
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groove, which they define as ña rhythm that contains a magic balance of on-beat notes and off-

beat notes, i.e., syncopation.ò246 Because the kick drumôs function is less structurally 

predetermined in comparison to the cymbals and the snare, they introduce what they call the ñkick 

drum rule,ò which essentially asserts that one has the greatest amount of creative freedom with the 

kick drum, and they cite polymeter as an example of a technique that could enliven a kick drum 

pattern. (Frustratingly, they donôt go on to show how exactly their drumbeat incorporates 

polymeter, redirecting their viewers to purchase their self-published guide, ñHack Drum Beats,ò 

instead.) Hack Music Theoryôs emphasis is on the utilitarian and the practical as opposed to the 

analytical, but, in this case, they do address a topicðthe structural possibilities afforded by the 

various elements in a drum kitðthatôs only begun to receive the belated attention it deserves in 

the field as of late.247 So, while Hack Music Theory certainly offers a way into music theory 

without requiring literacy in staff notation, coupled with a utilitarian pedagogical method that 

concerns itself with repertoires and topics that have been relatively neglected in academic research 

and/or formal pedagogy until fairly recently, the theoretical perspective that Hack Music Theory 

gives falls short of its outsized revolutionary rhetoric. 

 
246 Hack Music Theory, ñKick Drum Rule for Better Beats,ò 3:15ï3:22. 

247 While theorists working on jazz and popular music have always acknowledged how certain drumkit elements (hi-

hat, snare) are used to signify meter in the style, itôs not until fairly recently that the drumkit, its potential for structuring 

metrical experience, the embodied practices surrounding it are discussed in-depth. An early example of this is Brad 

Osbornôs article, ñBeats That Commute: Algebraic and Kinesthetic Models for Math-Rock Grooves,ò Gamut: The 

Online Journal of the Music Theory Society of the Mid-Atlantic 3, no. 1 (2010): 43ï68. However, itôs not until almost 

a full decade later that we see a flurry of scholarly activity on the subject. Iôll name one article each from three of the 

most highly-regarded journals in the field: Zachary Cairns, ñSwitching the Backbeat: The Quick Flip and Polymetric 

Pogo in 1980s-Era Rock Music,ò Music Theory Online 28, no. 1 (October 2022), https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.28.1.2; 

Scott J. Hanenberg, ñUsing Drumbeats to Theorize Meter in Quintuple and Septuple Grooves,ò Music Theory 

Spectrum 42, no. 2 (October 2020): 227ï46; and Mariusz Kozak, ñFeeling Meter: Kinesthetic Knowledge and the 

Case of Recent Progressive Metal,ò Journal of Music Theory 65, no. 2 (October 2021): 185ï237. See also the 

analytical pieces in Matt Brennan, Joseph Michael Pignato, and Daniel Akira Stadnicki, eds., The Cambridge 

Companion to the Drum Kit (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021). 

https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.28.1.2
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All this brings me to how many of these YouTubers draw on the academy regardless of 

how they politically position themselves to it. Even the Harmonies are well-aware of the concepts 

used in traditional theory (e.g., non-harmonic tones, leading tone, polymeter), although they 

dismiss these as ñfancyò names for something they believe they can explain in more intuitive terms. 

(A rose by any other name would smell as sweet, as one would say.)248 Whatôs curious is how 

these YouTubers often make use of their academic connections as much as their credentials as 

professional musicians, even if they outwardly claim to oppose how theory is taught and practiced 

in the academy. Iôve mentioned that Ray Harmony prizes himself as a ñmulti award-winning 

college lecturer,ò while both Adam Neely and Scruffy speak fondly of their educational 

backgrounds on their websites, listing their qualifications and who theyôve studied with.249  

Paradoxically, these three content creators define their respective positions through 

painting themselves as black sheep who nonetheless have inside knowledge.250 William OôHara 

has discussed how journalistic essays, or ñthinkpieces,ò on music theory cast the subject as a 

ñsecret decoder ringò thatôs ñarcane and mysterious, and yet scientifically rigorousò accessible to 

those initiated into the field.251 Likewise, Adam Neelyôsðjustified or notðcritiques of academia 

seem convincing to his audience precisely because heôs fluent in its language, ideas and practices. 

 
248 ñWhatôs in a name? That which we call a rose / By any other name would smell as sweet.ò William Shakespeare, 

Romeo and Juliet, ed. René Weis (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012), 189. 

249 ñAbout Scruffyò; ñAdam Neely ï Bio,ò on Adam Neelyôs official website, accessed May 26, 2022, 

https://www.adamneely.com/about. 

250 Moore makes this observation about Ray Harmony specifically; see Moore, ñThe New Language of Music Theory,ò 

142.  

251 OôHara, ñMusic Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet,ò 1. OôHara connects this phenomenon to ñan entire 

subgenre of contemporary nonfiction,ò exemplified by economist Steven D. Levittôs and journalist Stephen J. 

Dubnerôs Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything (2005), that ñposits that 

everything has é a secret explanation waiting to be exposed to the public by someone in the know.ò Steven D. Levitt 

and Stephen J. Dubner, Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything (New York: 

William Morrow, 2005). 

https://www.adamneely.com/about
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The Harmonies sell the utility of music theory as a tool, which they praise (and instrumentalize) 

as ña flashlight that illuminates the way, revealing musical paths we could not see in the darkò (cf. 

OôHaraôs secret decoder ring).252 Despite their stated antipathy toward ñtraditional theory,ò when 

it comes to harmony and melodic harmonization, at least, what they really disagree with is how 

music theory is taught in traditional musical pedagogy, believing they can present musico-

theoretical insights and adapting concepts in down-to-earth, more practically relevant terms. 

Lastly, despite their distinctive interdisciplinary perspective and immersive, Scruffy concedes that 

their research includes reading articles by musicologists (they seem to collapse theorists into this 

term) in addition to what musicians, game designers, and audio engineers have said about a 

topic.253 

Iôd like us to recall Foucaultôs exposition on subjugated knowledges. As Iôve already 

remarked, Foucault frames subjugated knowledges as more of a political struggle than an 

epistemological war of differences, and that seems to be whatôs playing out here in relation to the 

content creatorsô love-hate relationship with the academy. Iôve shown how even content creators 

who take the most radical of the four political positions surveyed here donôt actually muster a 

commensurate rupture in epistemology and praxis. Perhaps the objects of study are different, but 

that too has already begun shifting rapidly in the academy as the field reorients itself away from 

the analytical and theoretical study of Western art music towards popular music, jazz, musical 

theater, and (to a lesser extent) video game and film music.254 In terms of approach, we are also 

 
252 Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better Melodies,ò 4:35ï4:43. 

253 Scruffy, ñBehind the Scenes of Scruffy Videos,ò 1:50ï1:54. 

254 The most recent extensive empirical study on trends in theoretical topics and repertoires is perhaps Ben Duinker 

and Hubert Léveillé Gauvinôs article, ñChanging Content in Flagship Music Theory Journals, 1979ï2014,ò Music 

Theory Online 23, no. 4 (December 2017), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.17.23.4/mto.17.23.4.duinker.html; even 

then, they conclude that the repertoires I mentioned have seen a dramatic explosion of interest since 2000. Duinkler 

and Gauvin, ñChanging Content,ò paragraph 10.3. Leigh VanHandelôs article relies on less comprehensive data (an 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.17.23.4/mto.17.23.4.duinker.html
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closer to YouTubers in the classroom and in the conference room than we are in our books and 

journals. 

Foucaultôs distinction of subjugated knowledges into erudite and disqualified knowledges 

is also helpful here. Letôs start with disqualified knowledge. To remind ourselves of Foucaultôs 

points, I cite this passage on disqualified knowledges, although Iôve quoted from it before: 

Naïve knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of 

cognition or scientificity é these unqualified, even directly disqualified knowledges (such 

as that of the psychiatric patient, of the ill person, of the nurse, of the doctorðparallel and 

marginal as they are to the knowledge of medicineðthat of the delinquent etc.) é involve 

what I would call a popular knowledge (le savoir des gens) é a particular, local, regional 

knowledge, a differential knowledge incapable of unanimity and which owes its force only 

to the edge it presents in opposition to everything surrounding it.255 

The preponderance of practical and experiential knowledge circulating in YouTube music theory 

spaces parallels Foucaultôs popular knowledge (le savoir de gens). Moreover, while I wouldnôt say 

that the musico-theoretical knowledge on YouTube is ñbeneath the required level of cognition or 

scientificity,ò this is a self-image thatôs prevalent among YouTube content creators, for even the 

most proficient in the field perceive their theoretical work to lack the depth (ñlevel of cognitionò) 

and rigor (ñscientificityò) of their academic counterparts. And, while Grasso and I may ñhappily 

citeò YouTubersô analyses and theorizing of music in our research, this seems untrue of our field 

more broadly. While Neely has been cited in a modest amount of (mostly lower-level) academic 

work, no other YouTuber seems to have been cited muchðif at all. In a sense, even though 

 
online survey of current graduate students and graduates within the last five years with a total sample size of forty-

six). Nonetheless, these graduate students and recent graduates rank ñpopular music/jazz/theaterò as one of the two 

most important topics of study, whereas that topic was the third most frequently self-identified research interest only 

after ñmusic theory pedagogyò and ñpost-tonal/twentieth-/twenty-first-century analysis.ò Leigh VanHandel, ñWho 

Does the Society for Music Theory Gather?,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April  2023): 1ï10. 

255 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 82; translation amended by me. The relevant extract from the original text reads thus: 

ñincapable dôunanimit® et qui ne doit sa force quôau tranchant quôil oppose ¨ tous ceux qui lôentourent.ò Michel 

Foucault, Il faut défendre la société: cours au collège de france, 1975-1976 (Paris: Gallimard/Seuil, 1997), 9. 
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YouTubers have participated in academic conferences and publications, a YouTuberôs knowledge 

is still disqualified in some academic spaces when itôs not published on a ñqualifiedò platform (like 

academic journals).  

However, Foucaultôs characterization of disqualified knowledges as ñparticular,ò ñlocal,ò 

and ñregionalò needs to be reinterpreted in light of the cybernetic virtual spaces weôre dealing with 

here. The particularity of this knowledge comes from its interest to musicians and certain avid 

listeners, but not humanity at largeðhence why Foucault contrasts this ñpopular knowledgeò with 

ñgeneral commonsense knowledge.ò On the other hand, the terms ñlocalò and ñregionalò are harder 

to square with YTMT when the social-mediaïfacilitated musico-theoretical discourses it 

participates in is have already become the lingua franca of our youngest generations of 

musicians.256 Add that to the fact that YouTube musical theorizing is literally a global 

phenomenon, and it becomes clear that Foucaultôs characterization of ñlocalò and ñregionalò canôt 

be understood in terms of physical geography or social pervasiveness here. 

 Rather, the meaning of ñlocalò and ñregionalò hinge on the last part of the sentence: ña 

differential knowledge incapable of unanimity and which owes its force only to the edge it presents 

in opposition to everything surrounding it.ò While Foucaultôs description might strike us as 

hyperbolic in this context, some YouTubers derive some of their credibility and powerbase through 

positioning themselves against traditional or academic music theory, as Iôve shown. YTMT is a 

space for ñdifferential knowledge incapable of unanimityò in a sense: YouTubers are generally 

content to find their own areas, and few individual content creators would claim to present a unified 

 
256 Iôve quoted Piilonenôs chilling warning for those who ignore SMMT at their peril earlier; see note 8. As Somrita 

Ganchoudhuri and Barry Wellman put it, ñmusic teachers and institutions have weakened godlike powers over 

insulated studentsé Nowadays, students are apt to connect with other students or to ignore their teachers, politely or 

impolitely.ò Somrita Ganchoudhuri and Barry Wellman, ñReflections from the Field of New Media and Sociology: 

Networked Music Learning,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Social Media and Music Learning, ed. Janice L. Waldron, 

Stephanie Horsley, and Kari K. Veblen (Oxford University Press, 2020), 108. 
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theoretical framework. But thatôs also true of music theory, especially as the field feels more 

fraught with ñthe methodological disputes and uncertainties that characterize professional 

academiaò more than ever before.257 The image of music theory as a field in which only graphically 

sophisticated analyses predicated on certain prestige theories or methods (e.g., Schenkerian 

analysis, transformational theory, set theory) as applied to prestige repertoires (read: Western art 

music) is an overdone caricature by this point, but these YouTubers arenôt even positioning 

themselves against that. Instead, a lot of their animus is directed at how music institutions have 

traditionally taught ñpre-theoryò and theoretical rudiments as developed from and applied to 

ñirrelevantò repertoires (most often eighteenth-century Western art music, but also jazz, as in the 

case of Hack Music Theory). Even that, however, is starting to change in the American/Canadian 

academy;258 as Cora Palfy and Eric Gilson concede, educators are beginning to chip away 

successfully at the ñhidden curriculumò of the Western art music canon that students identify in 

their music theory courses.259 

On the other hand, we might read differential knowledge as one that goes around or pushes 

back against a disciplineôsðor even a cultureôsðclaim to epistemological universality. The 

academic study of music has been criticized for this voracity in recent times;260 Mignolo, among 

other postcolonial scholars, argues that the university has been complicit in the Westôs capacity 

 
257 OôHara, ñMusic Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet,ò 16. 

258 For example, educators in the field are starting to question the priority given to chorale part-writing in the pedagogy 

of music theory. See Chelsea Burns et al., ñCorralling the Chorale,ò Journal of Music Theory Pedagogy 35, no. 1 

(January 2021): 1ï78; and Anna Gawboy, ñThe Non-Neutrality of Part-Writing,ò paper presented at the Distinguished 

Residency in Music Theory Pedagogy [sic], Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI, March 2019.  

259 Cora Palfy and Eric Gilson, ñThe Hidden Curriculum in the Music Theory Classroom,ò Journal of Music Theory 

Pedagogy 32, no. 1 (January 2018): 1ï32. Their argument parallels much of what Ewell argues in his article, ñMusic 

Theory and the White Racial Frame.ò 

260 Dylan Robinson, Hungry Listening: Resonant Theory for Indigenous Sound Studies (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2020). 
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for untold epistemological violence in its colonialist and imperialist history.261 However, I would 

be hard pressed to claim that most YouTube content creators are aware of and well-attuned to these 

issues, let alone that theyôre actively addressing them. Adam Neely is one of the few exceptions; 

in his video, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò Neely advocates for ways of thinking cross-

culturally about music that could be described as ñborder thinking,ò a term thatôs most closely 

associated with Walter Mignolo, though Mignolo adapts it from cultural theorist Gloria E. 

Anzaldúa.262 To put it simply, border thinking results when one interrogates epistemological 

dominion from the outside, using adjacent but marginalized ways of knowing to problematize and 

disrupt dichotomies predicated on alterity. This passage from his monograph, Local 

Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking, illustrates 

the latter point: 

This, in other words, is the key configuration of border thinking: thinking from 

dichotomous concepts rather than ordering the world in dichotomies. Border thinking, in 

other words, is, logically, a dichotomous locus of enunciation and, historically, is located 

at the borders (interiors or exteriors) of the modern/colonial world systemé263 

 

Elsewhere, Mignolo asserts that, because the ñknowing subject is an observer of, not 

a dweller in, the borders,ò border thinking necessitates dwelling in the border.264  

 Neely demonstrates the potential of border thinking when he analyzes Kathleen Battleôs 

recording of Xavier Montsalvatgeôs ñNinghe, ningheò (from the collection Cinco canciones 

negras)265 and the YouTube music theorist Anuja Kôs performance of the Hindustani rag ñShuddah 

 
261 See note 133. 

262 Gloria Anzalduá, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987). 

263 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking, 2nd 

ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 85. 

264 Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs, xv. 

265 For how Montsalvatgeôs setting relates to the poetryôs racial themes, see Alice Hendersonôs thesis ñIdentity in 

Cinco Canciones Negras (1945) by Xavier Montsalvatgeò (Masterôs thesis, Tallahassee, FL, Florida State University, 
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Kalyanò by inhabiting the theoretical traditions associated with each songði.e., Western and 

North Indian traditions of music theory. He concludes that, despite the two songsô sonic 

similarities, building as they do on the same scale degrees/swara and utilizing portamento/meend, 

the pitch bends are structural in ñShuddah Kalyanò because of how the avroh (roughly put, a 

ñdescending pentatonic scaleò) is conceptualized in North Indian music theory, whereas 

portamento is used more as an expressive effect in ñNinghe, ninghe.ò266 In effect, his cross-cultural 

analysis reveals that an abstract conception of pitch classes, decontextualized from musical 

patterns and stripped of timbre, is a culturally-conditioned phenomenon despite the utility of 

frequency as a scientific concept. Later in that video, he goes on to say that 

Jazz, in general, has a long tradition of non-white theorist-educators who have attempted 

to codify the language of bebop, like David Baker, for example, and of course the absolute 

legend himself, Barry Harrisé Since jazz harmony is largely tonal, as well as a lot of 

European classical music, there is no reason why you couldnôt simply adopt their systems 

to look at the music of Chopin, or Beethoven, or Brahms, or Mahler, or any nineteenth-

century European classical composer, just that nobody has done that before. And, honestly, 

to me it just makes a lot more sense to analyze Chopin through [Harrisô] sixth diminished 

scale than it does through figured bass.267 

Neelyôs argument for taking vernacular theories developed by those who have experienced 

marginalization, with the aim of loosening the grip of dominant discourses of knowledge, does the 

decolonializing work that Mignolo attributes to border thinking. 

 
2013); and the chapter, ñMontsalvatgeôs Cinco Canciones Negras: The Search for Freedom through Music,ò in Nelson 

R. Orringerôs book Uniting Music and Poetry in Twentieth-Century Spain (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2021). 

266 Neely, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò 8:24ï16:53. 

267 Neely, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò 18:08ï18:21 and 19:17ï19:43. Neely may be factually wrong here 

about his claim that ñnobody has doneò the analysis of nineteenth-century Western art music from a jazz perspective, 

for Harris himself has done exactly what Neely suggests. Harris once explained his theory to a group of classical music 

students by performing an ñexquisite melody with a diminished qualityò from a piece by Chopin. He would then go 

on to claim that ñif Chopin hadnôt known his diminished chords, he never could have thought of this.ò Quoted in Paul 

Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 168. The 

jazz educator has also done similar demonstrations with Chopin in other workshops, such as the one held at the Jazz 

Cultural Theater of Bilbao in 2016, where he cited Chopinôs Etude in C-sharp minor, op. 10 no. 4, and the Nocturne 

in G major, op. 37 no. 2; see Guillermo García-Valdecasas Vatic·n, ñThe Barry Harris Harmonic Theory in Chopinôs 

Work,ò Jazz-Hitz 3 (November 2020): 109ï42. 
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 Be that as it may, Neelyôs propensity for cross-cultural musical theorizing is the exception 

rather than the norm. As I discuss in the next section, thereôs a tendency for some YouTubers to 

apply their own theoretical training (most often in jazz, but sometimes in the Western art tradition) 

to other repertoires without necessarily articulating the potential political and epistemological 

issues involved. Some even borrow the language of music theory to buttress their aesthetic 

judgements. Arran Lomas, who runs the channel Thoughty2, argued in a video that the aesthetic 

value of popular music had been on a steady decline over the last few decades, using musico-

theoretical terms to assert that timbre and melody, among other parameters, were becoming 

increasingly homogenized.268 To do so, he notes the prevalence in 2010s pop music of what 

blogger Patrick Metzger calls the ñmillennial whoop,ò or a melodic formula consisting of 

alternations between the fifth and third scale degrees in the major mode, often paired with the ñwaò 

and ñohò syllables;269 by invoking musico-theoretical descriptions, Thoughty2 imbues his claims 

with an air of authority.  

Now, Thoughty2 does not claim to be an expert on music himself, and his video has been 

thoroughly debunked by the Irish composer Martin Kearyðwho creates musico-theoretical 

content on YouTubeðamong others.270 But even established and respected YouTubers 

occasionally make troubling aesthetic pronouncements. Rick Beato, for example, has spoken out 

 
268 Thoughty2 [Arran Lomas], ñWhy Is Modern Music So Awful?ò, August 5, 2017, YouTube video, 20:00, 

https://youtu.be/oVME_l4IwII. Lomas seems to base most of his arguments on Joan Serrà et al.ôs article, ñMeasuring 

the Evolution of Contemporary Western Popular Music,ò Scientific Reports 2 (2012): 1ï6, 

https://doi.org/10.1038/srep00521. 

269 Patrick Metzger, ñThe Millennial Whoop: A Glorious Obsession with the Melodic Alternation between the Fifth 

and the Third,ò The Patterning, August 20, 2016, https://thepatterning.com/2016/08/20/the-millennial-whoop-a-

glorious-obsession-with-the-melodic-alternation-between-the-fifth -and-the-third/. For a discussion of Metzgerôs 

article and how excerpts and ñsoundbitesò from his piece were quickly taken up by other news outlets, see OôHara, 

ñMusic Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet,ò 3ï7. 

270 Tantacrul [Martin Keary], ñResponse to óWhy is Modern Music so Awfulô by Thoughty2 - The Decline of the Pop 

Song,ò October 8, 2018, YouTube video, 18:18, https://youtu.be/VfNdps0daF8. 

https://youtu.be/oVME_l4IwII
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep00521
https://thepatterning.com/2016/08/20/the-millennial-whoop-a-glorious-obsession-with-the-melodic-alternation-between-the-fifth-and-the-third/
https://thepatterning.com/2016/08/20/the-millennial-whoop-a-glorious-obsession-with-the-melodic-alternation-between-the-fifth-and-the-third/
https://youtu.be/VfNdps0daF8
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in numerous videos against the ubiquity of certain digital music production techniques and 

technologies, such as digital audio workstations, splicing, and pitch and timing correction 

software, claiming that they dehumanize musicians and detract from the development of musical 

knowledge and skill.271 In one instance, he says that 

Most of the popular music thatôs on the radio or that people stream on Spotify or Apple 

Music is music thatôs generally created by a small group of people on laptops. Thereôs very 

little imperfection in it. You donôt have to worry about things being out of time or having 

a human element to it because itôs actually not even thought about anymore. Things are 

placed on a grid, the sounds are created in studios, and there are presets that some people 

tweak. Some people donôt even bother tweaking. They just take out a preset, start playing, 

create a loop, put a song together, create a verse, a chorusðthey follow these formulas!272 

While this is a more abstract argument about what counts as music theory and musicmaking more 

broadly, Beato doesnôt seem to consider some methods of digitally-assisted music production and 

the implicit musico-theoretical knowledge therein as a kind of musical craft, dismissing modern 

production ñpeople on laptopsò tweaking and cobbling together presets. 

Beato also rails against what he sees as ñthe regression of musical innovationò in 

contemporary popular music. His measure of innovation, however, seems to boil down to how 

complicated a songôs harmony and melody is in terms of chromaticism; he also gives little attention 

to rhythm and timbre, or the advances in music production technology that allows for timbral 

innovations.273 To be sure, Beato isnôt alone in using his musical tastes and musico-theoretical 

 
271 See Rick Beatoôs videos, ñHow Auto-Tune DESTROYED Popular Music,ò January 3, 2023, YouTube video, 9:18, 

https://youtu.be/6IV29YNTH3M; ñHow Computers Ruined Rock Music,ò April 13, 2019, YouTube video, 19:53, 

https://youtu.be/AFaRIW-wZlw; ñModern Musicôs Death by Auto-Tune,ò June 15, 2021, YouTube video, 14:35, 

https://youtu.be/NNXg5dIVC1M; and ñThe Irrelevance of Classic Rock in óThe Era of Perfect Music,ôò April 13, 

2020, YouTube video, 8:16, https://youtu.be/L-8EbHkc8tc. Beato allows for the ñcreative useò of, say, Auto-Tune, 

citing the hip-hop artist T-Pain as an example, but the question then becomes why Beato deems some uses of Auto-

Tune to be more aesthetically valuable than others. Beato, ñModern Musicôs Death by Auto-Tune,ò 3:57ï4:12. 

272 Rick Beato, ñThe Irrelevance of Classic Rock,ò 1:06ï1:51; italics mine. 

273 Rick Beato, ñWhy Today's Music Is So BORING. The Regression of Musical Innovation,ò streamed live on May 

28, 2021, YouTube video, 32:31, https://www.youtube.com/live/Ks4c_A0Ach8. 

https://youtu.be/6IV29YNTH3M
https://youtu.be/AFaRIW-wZlw
https://youtu.be/NNXg5dIVC1M
https://youtu.be/L-8EbHkc8tc
https://www.youtube.com/live/Ks4c_A0Ach8
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training as a yardstick for aesthetic value. For example, in a video on Britney Spearsô ñToxicò 

(2003), the jazz pianist and musico-theoretical content creator Charles Cornell gushes over the 

ñtritone substitutionsò274 in that songôs chorus,275 again with the implication that the (musico-

theoretical) proximity of a piece to some prestige repertoire determines its aesthetic value.276 To 

be fair, Cornell seems to be somewhat flippant in his stated stance that ñjazz makes everything 

better,ò277 but the underlying viewpoint seems to be that every piece of music can be ñjazzifiedò 

or understood in jazz terms, which can be problematic when that viewpoint marginalizes other 

equally valid viewpoints. That issue is compounded all the more in Beatoôs videos, as Beato seems 

to make his aesthetic judgements without any hint of critical distance or irony.  

Of course, neither Cornell nor Beato, despite their massive subscriber counts, is a 

hegemonic figure in the community; in fact, other content creators have criticized Beato for these 

views.278 But the fact remains that the differences in viewpoint among popular musico-theoretical 

 
274 Tritone substitution is a term used in jazz theory to capture the idea that one dominant seventh chord could 

ñsubstituteò for another if they share an enharmonically equivalent fourth/diminished fifth See Nicole Biamonteôs 

article, ñAugmented-Sixth Chords vs. Tritone Substitutes,ò Music Theory Online 14, no. 2 (June 2008), 

mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.08.14.2/mto.08.14.2.biamonte.html. 

275 Charles Cornell, ñWhy EVERYONE Loves Toxic by Britney Spears,ò August 16, 2022, YouTube video, 16:09, 

https://youtu.be/d04-kseradA. 

276 ñBritney Spears, in 2003, using a tritone substitution! é Itôs unironically really good, but I think the thing that 

boggles my mind the most is, like, this is mainstream pop from the early 2000s and itôs using, to be honest, somewhat 

complex harmony in a really, really effective wayé In fact, you could literally just play this as though it was jazz and 

it would work great.ò Cornell, ñWhy EVERYONE Loves Toxic by Britney Spears,ò 12:04ï12:08, 12:36ï12:48, and 

13:42ï13:46. Itôs also telling that Cornell neglects to mention the overt elements of bhangra and Hindi film music in 

ñToxic,ò unlike 12tone in their analysis of the same song. 12tone, ñUnderstanding Toxic,ò January 8, 2021, YouTube 

video, 15:12, https://youtu.be/q0QqS8QOErA. 

277 ñWe started to wonder if we were doing the song a disservice by trying to change it, make it something that itôs 

noté And sure, thereôs nothing wrong with doing an exercise in advanced reharmonization. Itôs fun, and you can 

come up with some really cool sounding music, but maybe at the expense of the impact that the songôs original 

harmony already has.ò Charles Cornell, ñ90s Music Was Just Better.ò [sic], March 22, 2023, YouTube video, 3:22ï

3:27 and 4:39ï4:56, https://youtu.be/noB_suPrrDs. 

278 For an argument against Beatoôs views on modern music production techniques and technologies, see Patricia 

Taxxon, ñHow Is Rick Beato Still Getting away with This?ò, February 6, 2023, YouTube video, 3:35, 

https://youtu.be/Xt7UhLeU4E4; for a rebuttal of Beatoôs video on contemporary popular music and its purported lack 

https://doi.org/mto.societymusictheory.org/issues/mto.08.14.2/mto.08.14.2.biamonte.html
https://youtu.be/d04-kseradA
https://youtu.be/q0QqS8QOErA
https://youtu.be/noB_suPrrDs
https://youtu.be/Xt7UhLeU4E4
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content creators is hardly on the scale that Foucaultôs description of subjugated knowledge as ña 

differential knowledge incapable of unanimityò suggests. After all, many are aligned, to greater or 

lesser degrees, with a conventional Western musico-theoretical perspective despite what individual 

content creators such as Hack Music Theory might claim. As these examples show, no matter 

which repertoire they discuss, most YouTube content creators still subscribe to the prioritization 

of pitch and its resultant higher-order parameters (e.g., harmony and voice-leading), the use of 

notational systems whose primary purpose is to represent pitch and rhythm in a two-dimensional 

Cartesian space, the privileging of permanent objects (especially recordings and their 

transcriptions) over the processual or the ephemeral, and other methodological assumptions and 

epistemological axioms that undergird conventional Western musico-theoretical thinking. In fact, 

it would be hard to claim that epistemological diversity flourishes more among popular musico-

theoretical content creators than in music theory as an academic field. 

Rather, Foucaultôs characterization captures how content creators are mostly working as 

individuals, and the impressionðin terms of social organization, if not epistemology or identityð

is one of plurality rather than a center with a periphery; indeed, large, substantive subcommunities 

or subspaces frequently form around community creators, and that phenomenon could be described 

as ñlocalò or ñparticular.ò Thatôs not to say these content creators donôt collaborate or that there 

arenôt common trends in video topics, but the YTMT community doesnôt cohere into an 

institutionalized professional cadre. As Iôve shown, some creators have indeed made it a selling 

point to paint themselves as being opposed to a monolithic academy. The caricature is easier to 

draw when the image of academic music theory most often evoked in YouTube music theory is 

 
of innovation, see 12tone, ñNo, Today's Music Isn't Boring (A Response to Rick Beato),ò July 16, 2021, YouTube 

video, 15:03, https://youtu.be/tODG4Xt45bU. 

https://youtu.be/tODG4Xt45bU
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how the field has traditionally portrayed itself in its pedagogy; after all, many of the examples used 

in the most commonly used American music theory textbooks come from the ñmusic from 

German-speaking lands of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early-twentieth centuries,ò279 and that 

predilection reflects and reinforces a universalizing musico-theoretical epistemology founded on 

Western tonal practice in the common practice era and its associated concepts (e.g., harmony).280 

So, this emphasis in YTMT on repertoires that, until fairly recently, have been on the 

margins of higher musical education and academic musico-theoretical research speaks to the other 

strand of subjugated knowledges that Foucault identifies: erudite knowledges. Foucault primarily 

takes this term to indicate research into the historical circumstances that attest to the fault-lines, 

left by historical confrontations, that are papered over in systematizing and functionalist 

accounts.281 Because of the ambiguity in English translations of this lecture, however, some have 

read erudite knowledge to mean knowledges that were historically held but buried under the weight 

of a universalizing theory.282 

 
279 Ewell, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò paragraph 3.2. 

280 Ewell makes a similar argument in ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò though he does this explicitly 

from the perspective of critical race theory; others who have questioned traditional music theoryôs epistemological 

assumptions include Robert Davidson and Mandy Lupton, ñóIt Makes You Think Anything Is Possibleô: Representing 

Diversity in Music Theory Pedagogy,ò British Journal of Music Education 33, no. 2 (July 2016): 175ï89; and Paul 

Smith, ñThe Cloud of Musical Knowledge: Towards a Critical Music Theory Pedagogy,ò in Pedagogy Development 

for Teaching Online Music, ed. Carol Johnson and Virginia Christy Lamothe (Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 2018), 165ï

82. 

281 This understanding of erudite knowledge is more harmonious with Foucaultôs notions of ñarcheologyò and 

ñgenealogy.ò The two terms have a long and difficult history in Foucaultôs thought, but, in this lecture, he describes 

the former as a methodology for unearthing subjugated knowledges and the latter as a scholarly orientation towards 

subjugated knowledges that seeks to deploy them against hegemonic or hegemonizing discourses. Compare, for 

example, with Foucaultôs use of archeology in The Archeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1972), and genealogy in ñNietzche, Genealogy, History,ò in Language, Counter-Memory, 

Practice, trans. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1977), 139ï64. 

282 This is, for instance, the stance that Meridith Kruse takes, following David Maceyôs translation of this lecture. How 

this reading arises becomes clear when we realize that Maceyôs translates ñces contenus de la connaissance historique 

méticuleuse, érudite, exacte, techniqueò and ñles savoirs ensevelis de lô®rudition,ò for example, as ñhistorical, 

meticulous, precise, technical expertiseò and ñburied scholarly knowledge,ò which seem to be fair translations at first 

glance, but, in view of the larger context, they mask the ambiguity of who is doing the knowingðthe researcher, or 

the historical actors. Meridith Kruse, ñWhat Happened to the Insurrection?: The Muting of Foucaultôs Antiscience 
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Regardless of which understanding of erudite knowledge we take, YTMT doesnôt quite do 

this research of unearthing erudite knowledge (in the first sense), nor would it count as an erudite 

knowledge itself (in the second), simply because YTMT hasnôt been completely absorbed into ña 

theoretical, unitary, formal, and scientific discourseò emanating from the academy.283 What 

YouTube music theory does do particularly well is to raise awareness of who gets to decide what 

music theory should be about among the general public.284 This is true even if some individual 

content creators seem to be at risk of falling into the same trap of reconstituting a universalizing 

musico-theoretical discourse, albeit around a different musical tradition. 

Therefore, the extent to which YTMT qualifies as a subjugated knowledge depends on the 

epistemological claims it stakes. So long as a content creator doesnôt seek discursive hegemonyð

whether in the form of seeing all music from a universalizing standpoint, or in limiting the kinds 

of music deemed worthy of considerationðwe might valorize YTMT as an antidote to any claims 

of epistemological universality in the field. The philosopher Linda Alcoff observes incisively that 

itôs not enough for a knowledge to be non-hegemonic, for 

é given Foucaultôs views about the nature of the relationship between power and 

knowledge, this characterization of local knowledges also implies that the structure of these 

knowledges will take a different form. What makes these knowledges local is not simply 

that they have not yet achieved dominance, but that they do not aspire to dominance. They 

do not construct competing unitary, formal, totalizing theoretical systems that seek to 

 
Genealogy in Strykerôs Introduction to The Transgender Studies Reader,ò Transgender Studies Quarterly 8, no. 3 

(August 2021): 298ï309; for Maceyôs translation, see ñLecture Oneò in Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: 

Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-76, ed. Mauro Bertani and Alessandro Fontana, trans. David Macey (New 

York: Picador, 2003), 1ï22. 

283 Foucault, ñTwo Lectures,ò 85. 

284 Cf. the quote cited in note 69. Note that Macey translates the relevant part of the excerpt as the following: ñIt is a 

way of playing local, discontinuous, disqualified, or nonlegitimized knowledges off against the unitary theoretical 

instance that claims to be able to filter them, organize them into a hierarchy, organize them in the name of a true body 

of knowledge, in the name of the rights of a science that is in the hands of a few.ò Foucault, ñLecture One,ò 9. 
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subsume all local elements beneath a single umbrella, but are formulated as local not just 

in terms of the range of their content but also in terms of their structure.285 

That is the crucial matter here: Foucault draws a distinction between knowledges that are content 

to remain ñlocalò and those that seek ñglobalò hegemony, not between dominant and subordinate 

ones.  

Thatôs also why I think that Foucaultôs subjugated knowledge is a better conceptualization 

of this phenomenon than Donna Harawayôs situated knowledge. The overrepresentation of the 

heterosexual, cisgender, able-bodied, white middle-class male in the YouTube musico-theoretical 

space mirrors what we see in the academy. Iôll return to why this is the case in the next chapter, 

but Iôll mention a few possible reason here: the design of YouTubeôs algorithm, the aesthetic and 

political biases in YouTubeôs audience base, the gendering of music theory through its association 

with STEM fields, and the considerable investment of time and money required to be a full-time 

YouTuber. Since situated knowledge, like standpoint theory, makes political claims about how 

oneôs (perceived) identity shapes oneôs epistemology, the vast majority of content creators and 

professional music theorists are looking down from on high. In fact, top content creators arguably 

do have privileges that we in the academy do not, including the ears and approval of millions 

across the world and freedom from certain institutional and professional obligations.  

It would be even more of a stretch to think of these creators as subaltern, or to accept a 

content creatorôs self-image in similar terms; as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak points out, ñmany 

people want to claim subalternityé They should see what the mechanics of discrimination are, 

and since they can speak é theyôre within the hegemonic discourse wanting a piece of the pie and 

 
285 Linda Martín Alcoff, Real Knowing: New Versions of the Coherence Theory (Ithaca, NY: Cornell university press, 

1996), 156. 
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not being allowedé They shouldnôt call themselves subaltern.ò286 YouTubers are already part of 

the mainstream musico-theoretical discourse, whether we like it or not, and theyôre already more 

than welcome to speak at our conferences and events.287  

By contrast, the notion of subjugated knowledge allows us to acknowledge the anti-

hegemonic, democratizing work happening in YouTube music theory if thatôs whatôs being done 

(as Neely arguably does, for example). But, if not every content creator aspires to that, theyôre 

taking part, at least, in something of a Gramscian ñwar of positionò (alongside the academy) that 

seeks to dislodge an outsized veneration for a subset of one particular musical tradition and to 

redress that venerationôs unfortunate consequences of epistemic violence. The fact that these 

YouTubers lie beyond the hegemonic institution, too, gives them more leeway in critiquing a 

hegemonic culture if they should choose to do so. Stephen Lett, drawing on Fred Moten and 

Stefano Harneyôs critique of the university, comments that the term ñprofessionalò is ñless a 

description of oneôs demonstrated capacity to do a job than it is an attitude toward life: to narrowly 

engage the world and neglect anything outside the scope they have been trained to engage.ò288 Itôs 

this freedom that content creators have, from being deluged with pedagogical duties or certain 

sanctioned forms of research, that allows them to leverage goodwill and social capital for political 

action. 

 
286 Leon de Kock, ñAn Interview with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,ò ARIEL: A Review of International English 

Literature 23, no. 3 (July 1992): 46. 

287 Iôve mentioned two examples of this: 12tone being invited to speak at the Public Music Discourse Conference at 

the University of South Carolina in 2018, and 12tone and Neely participating together with a few academics in a 

livestreamed ñroundtableò session hosted by the Society for Music Analysis. 

288 Lett, ñTake Care,ò 165.  
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Iôve spoken at length about intercommunal relationships, but Iôve yet to go into detail about 

how social relations are structured within each community. With regard to the classroom in the 

academy, thereôs a clear hierarchy between student and teacher. By contrast, the YouTube musico-

theoretical world is more like an affinity space.290 Iôve reproduced what Gee sees as the 

characteristics of an affinity space in Table 1.3. If content creators are the ñleadersò in this musico-

theoretical space, anybody could, in theory, start their own channel and create a space of their own 

by drawing on their strengths as musicians, possibly even joining the ñbig leagueò of content 

creator with time (characteristics 11 and 12). After all, the only barrier YouTube imposes is age 

(ch. 2), for YouTube itselfðunlike teaching at a higher-learning institution or even enrolling in a 

graduate programðdoesnôt demand proof of qualifications (ch. 3). Viewers, too, are free to watch 

whichever musico-theoretical videos interest them as opposed to taking music theory classes for 

the purposes of fulfilling major requirements (ch. 1). Furthermore, through their interactions, 

 
289 Reproduced from Jared OôLeary, ñApplications of Affinity Space Characteristics in Music Education,ò in The 

Oxford Handbook of Social Media and Music Learning, ed. Janice L. Waldron, Stephanie Horsley, and Kari K. Veblen 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 66, © 2020, with permission from Oxford Publishing Limited 

(Academic). 

290 In fact, the idea of an affinity space was first developed by James Paul Gee in contradistinction to the classroom. 

Gee, Situated Language and Learning. 

Table 1.3: Characteristics of affinity spaces.289 

1 Affinity spaces share a common endeavor 

2 Affinity spaces are not segregated by age 

3 Affinity spaces are not segregated by experience 

4 Affinity spaces encourage, but do not require, active participation 

5 Interaction transforms content within an affinity space 

6 Affinity spaces encourage both intensive and extensive knowledge 

7 Affinity spaces encourage individual and distributed knowledge 

8 Affinity spaces encourage dispersed knowledge 

9 Affinity spaces encourage and honor tacit knowledge 

10 Affinity spaces encourage a multitude of engagement 

11 Affinity spaces have multiple routes to status 

12 Leadership is porous and leaders are resources 
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whether on YouTube or some other ancillary platform (e.g, Twitter, Reddit, or Discord), content 

creators and viewers are in constant negotiation over a channelôs future content (chs 4, 5, and 10). 

Content creators and viewers alike learn from each other through these interactions (ch. 7), and 

both are equally happy to cite other content creators or forms of knowledge beyond YouTube, 

including academic research papers (ch. 8). And, though content creators might specialize, they 

often try to tackle a broad variety of topics and repertoires; a channelôs variety might encourage 

viewers to branch out of their comfort zones (ch. 6). Last, tacit knowledge is valued by the 

YouTube musico-theoretical community, as evidenced by how many YouTubers integrate their 

practical musicmaking skills into their videos (ch. 9). Of course, depending on the personal 

teaching style of the instructor, some of these characteristics apply to the university or conservatory 

classroom, tooðIôm thinking of characteristics 5ï10 hereðbut Iôd argue that the classroom has a 

masterïstudent dynamic that disqualifies it from being an affinity space. (That said, one might 

think of certain academic spaces, such as conferences, as exhibiting many of the characteristics 

associated with an affinity space.) 

Iôve summarized how I view the two communities in Figure 1.6, which fleshes out the 

abstract model described in Figure 1.3. My descriptions are not meant to be exhaustive, but 

exemplary of certain pertinent points of comparison. First, let me explain the arrows. Where the 

arrows converge, I take that to mean that the two communities (i.e., YouTube music theory and 

the academic field of music theory) are approaching each other in that regard. For example, in 

terms of the ñobjectsò of music theory, the academy is rapidly pivoting away from Western art 

music towards the repertoires that occupy the most widely watched content creators in the 

YouTube music theory, as Iôve noted before. That said, the secondary objects produced by each 

community, through the application of its practices and knowledges to primary objects, are 
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unlikely to converge, although academics are closer to YouTubers in the conference room and in 

the classroom than in our books and journals. 

Where the arrows diverge, I indicate that the two communities are unlikely to close in on 

these areas. These include practices and relations, where significant institutional and political 

barriers within and between the two communities impede convergence;291 for relations, the 

comparison is made at two levels: 1) between content creators/viewers and instructors/students, 

and 2) between content creators and academics. Some of these characteristics are actionable, but 

others such as the continued persistence of the masterïstudent hierarchy in the academy are highly 

unlikely to be dismantled entirely.292 

Lastly, where the arrows indicate a flow from one community to another, I use this to mean, 

in this specific instance, that YouTube music theory freely adapts knowledge that originates in or 

is seen ñas part ofò the academy, but the reverse isnôt true. Iôve already noted the paucity of 

academic work citing these content creators, and the divider symbol signifies that thereôs 

institutional resistance at play here. That said, some of YouTube music theory does diffuse into 

the academy, whether because students bring what theyôve learned from these content creators to 

 
291 Note that Iôm not saying that this convergence is desirable a priori.  

292 For example, although thereôs been increased traction in higher education for student-centered learning, a diverse 

teaching philosophy centered around the idea that learners should co-constitute their learning space by having a say 

in what material they learn and how they learn it, the instructor is, ultimately, still in charge of supervising and guiding 

their students. Conversely, YouTubers canôt direct or evaluate their viewers beyond whatôs in their videos, at least not 

on YouTube itself. Paul Ashwin, ñHow Student-Centered Learning and Teaching Can Obscure the Importance of 

Knowledge in Educational Processes and Why It Matters,ò in The Routledge International Handbook of Student-

Centered Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (New York: Routledge, 2020); Manja Klemenļiļ, ñStudents as 

Actors and Agents in Student-Centered Higher Education,ò in The Routledge International Handbook of Student-

Centered Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (New York: Routledge, 2020); Jose Eos Trinidad, 

ñUnderstanding Student-Centred Learning in Higher Education: Studentsô and Teachersô Perceptions, Challenges, and 

Cognitive Gaps,ò Journal of Further and Higher Education 44, no. 8 (September 2020); Gloria Brown Wright, 

ñStudent-Centered Learning in Higher Education,ò International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher 

Education 23, no. 1 (2011). 
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the classroom, or because educators use these videos as teaching aids, or because academics 

discuss these YouTubers and their content informally. 

Let me elaborate on my summaries of how YTMT and the academic field of music theory 

relate to each other and to the broader world. Iôll touch on the latter first, where Iôve named the 

widespread popular association between music theory and STEM fields and anti-intellectualism 

as examples of factors that modulate both communitiesô perception of themselves and of each 

other. While we might chuckle at the many memes comparing music theory to rocket science 

circulating in the digital sphere, this scientism was arguably part and parcel of the music theoristôs 

(and composer-theoristôs) self-image in the 1970s and 80s, when they successfully introduced new, 

influential analytical methods modelled on mathematics and other STEM fields (in the case of 

transformation theory and set theory) or sought to infuse existing ones with the language of science 

(Schenkerian analysis);293 arguably, such disciplinary moves aided theorists in their historical goal 

of carving out a safe space of their own in the academy. 

The tongue-in-cheek references to music theory and rocket science, then, could be read as 

both an expression of novice frustration with music theory and the unwitting perpetuation of a 

deliberate self-image turned stereotype. This possible jab at music theory as being needlessly 

complicated goes hand in glove with how musicians of some traditions disavow music theory and 

learnedness in general, or are at least compelled to project such an image in the context of a 

traditionôs ideological framework, as Benjamin Court and John Moore have shown.294 Small 

 
293 See Robert Snarrenbergôs book chapter, ñCompeting Myths: The American Abandonment of Schenkerôs 

Organicism,ò in Theory, Analysis and Meaning in Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 29ï56. 

294 Benjamin Court, ñThe Politics of Musical Amateurism, 1968-1981ò (PhD dissertation, University of California, 

Berkeley, 2017); John Moore, ñóYou Know Too Damn Muchô: Music Theory Knowledge as a Para-Musical 

Component in the Construction of Identities,ò in RMA/KVNM Postgraduate Proceedings 2020 (Utrecht: Koninklijke 

Vereniging voor Nederlandse Muziekgeschiedenis, 2020), 1ï14. Courtôs dissertation goes into the ideological 

frameworks underpinning various traditions of musical amateurism in his survey. The chapter on how punk musiciansô 

supposed ñinability to playò their instruments (regardless of the lack of truth to this reading) had differing connotations 
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surprise, then, that videos with titles such as ñGuitar Players Who Donôt Learn Theoryò and ñWhy 

Guitar Players Shouldnôt Learn Theoryò have their audiences.295 To an extent, such attitudes need 

to be understood as an expression of broader anti-intellectual sentiments, which has long been a 

characteristic of American public life and is becoming increasingly pervasive since its adherents 

and proponents weaponized traditional and social media.296 

Sometimes, the two factors converge. In a video, Anthony Fantano, who runs the music 

review channel theneedledrop in addition to fantano, a channel for ñdiscussions and rants about 

the music industry,ò297 answers the oft-asked question of why he doesnôt talk about music theory 

much in his reviews:298 

 
for fans and non-fans, respectively is of particular interest here. Moore explores how oneôs professed attitude towards 

musico-theoretical knowledge is crucial in the construction of identities within some subcultures in his paper. That 

attitude is prevalent in popular music even today; as Lucy Green notes in her monograph on how popular musicians 

acquire their skills and knowledge outside the context of an institution or structured instrumental lessons, ñassuming 

óauthenticityô by pretending that óit all comes naturally,ô and attempting to appear ócoolô by disguising the hard grind 

that goes into the acquisition of knowledge and skills.ò Lucy Green, How Popular Musicians Learn: A Way Ahead 

for Music Education (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002), 66. 

295 creativeguitarstudio [Andrew Wasson], ñGuitar Players Who Donôt Learn Theory.ò October 6, 2017. YouTube 

video, 12:28. https://youtu.be/9ooiz8vznpQ; Acoustic Life [Tony Polecastro], ñWhy Guitar Players Shouldnôt Learn 

Theory,ò October 30, 2017, YouTube video, 3:59, https://youtu.be/vcW8NATakWE. Part of this attitude is entwined 

with the ideology of authenticity in rock. Philip Auslander, in his study on the concept of liveness as an artifact of a 

mediatized culture, writes that the ñconcept of rock authenticity is linked with the romantic bent of rock culture, in 

which rock music is imagined to be truly expressive of the artistsô souls and psyches, and as necessarily politically 

and culturally oppositionalé the fact that the criteria for rock authenticity are imaginary has never prevented them 

from functioning in a very real way for rock fans.ò Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture 

(New York: Routledge, 1999), 70. 

296 Historian Richard Hofstadterôs monograph, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York: Random House, 

1963), was key to establishing, in mainstream discourse, a critique of Americaôs pervasive anti-intellectualism. For 

anti-intellectualism and traditional media, see Dane S. Claussen, Anti-Intellectualism in American Media: Magazines 

& Higher Education (New York: P. Lang, 2004); for anti-intellectualism and social media, see Thomas M. Nichols, 

The Death of Expertise: The Campaign against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2017); for an argument for American higher educationôs ethical responsibility to confronting anti-

rationalism in a post-truth world, see Robert J. Thompson, Anti-Intellectualism to Anti-Rationalism to Post-Truth Era: 

The Challenges for Higher Education (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2022). 

297 ñAbout,ò on Anthony Fantanoôs YouTube channel, fantano, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@fantano/about. 

298 fantano [Anthony Fantano], ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much in My Reviews.ò December 31, 2018. 

YouTube video, 11:40. https://youtu.be/LnLVAYtq4pk. 

https://youtu.be/9ooiz8vznpQ
https://youtu.be/vcW8NATakWE
https://www.youtube.com/@fantano/about
https://youtu.be/LnLVAYtq4pk
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e.g., anti-intellectualism, association with STEM(-adjacent) fields 

Relationship to broader society 

(modulates) 

Affordances é 

encourages ñweak tiesò through bonding over 

shared interests 

 popular and globalized audiovisual channel 

for distributing knowledge with covert, 

algorithmic oversight on content  

é Affordances 

stronger ties from regular, face-to-face 

interaction 

institution that spreads and structuralizes 

certain epistemologies through path-

dependency 

Locations é 

predominantly online 

relatively low barriers of entry 

(Internet access, Internet-capable device) 

é Locations 

predominantly physical places 

high barriers of entry 

(appropriate educational background) 

YouTube Academia 

YouTube music theory Music theory (academic field) 

Objects Ÿ 

mostly Western popular music, jazz, film 1. 

music, video game music, some art music 

audiovisual discursive content, memes 2. 

Ŷ  Objects 

1. (traditionally) mostly Western art music 

 

2. mostly written and oral discursive content 

Practices Ŷ 

pedagogy/outreach prioritized over research 

self-directed learning 

informal theorizing among all members 

without formalized hierarchy 

general musicianship skills prized 

balance between reporting academic research 

and presenting personal insights 

Ÿ Practices 

research prioritized over pedagogy/outreach 

(traditionally) clearly defined pedagogical  

informal theorizing among peers and between 

master and student 

general musicianship skills sidelined 

broad range of research types (archival, 

empirical/quantitative, qualitative, etc.) 

Knowledges Ŷ 

predominantly from 

Western musico-theoretical perspective 

emphasis on 

practical/implicit knowledge, craft 

ñpre-theoryò 

Ŷ| Knowledges 

predominantly from 

Western musico-theoretical perspective 

emphasis on 

analysis and theory as contemplative activity 

advanced analytical methods  

(e.g., transformation theory, set theory) 

Relations Ŷ 

affinity space 1. 

(collaborative) 

hidden hierarchy 2.  

(shaped by algorithm) 

Ÿ Relations 

1. formalized hierarchy  

(masterïstudent) 

2. formalized hierarchy 

(determined by employment) 

(modulated by) 

Intercommunal relationship (modest collaboration/crossover) 

popular support 

some individual power 

cultural and societal prestige 

institutional and structural dominance 

Figure 1.6: Intercommunal comparison of YouTube music theory and the academic field. 
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Why arenôt I talking, I guess, more deeply about even some of the baseline stuff that comes 

up in music theory? What key is this song in? What kind of chords or scales are we using? 

You know, time signatures, outside maybe an occasion where, you know, weôre talking 

about an odd time or something like thaté299 

Fantano excuses himself as a musician whoôs been taking lessons for a long time, and so has ña 

baseline understanding of music theory,ò but is ñnowhere on the level of an Adam Neely.ò300 

Subsequent remarks reveal his understanding of music theory as a language to articulate oneôs 

musical craft in technical terms, albeit muddled by a confusion between technical description and 

composition techniques: 

But, at the end of the day, what is the emotional or aesthetic function that those theoretical 

elements serve? I think thatôs really, ultimately, what matters the most to people, because 

you can really kind of work as much music theory into your works as you would like, 

throwing in all these unnecessary chords, getting really insane with how you sort of build 

out or structure your melodies and that sort of thing, do crazy time signature switches all 

around the place é But still, at the end of the day, if it just sounds like pure wankery, itôs 

not really gonna appeal to many people.301 

Fantano explains that he sees his reviews as a ñservice of communicationò about whether 

a certain album is appealing.302 He then draws an analogy between talking about music theory in 

a review of a musical work with talking about mechanics in a review of a car; in the case of the 

latter, he says, people are more interested in how a car drives: ñwhatôs the zero-to-sixty, whatôs 

the dashboard é what are all the bells and whistles, like what are the trim upgrades.ò303 Here, 

music theory is likened to automotive engineering, rather than, say, literary theory; its remit is 

assumed to be limited to either crafting or reverse-engineering music, its utility in facilitating oneôs 

 
299 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 0:28ï0:53. 

300 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 0:59ï1:13. 

301 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 4:21ï5:12.  

302 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 5:14ï5:29. 

303 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 6:17ï6:24. 
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description of musical experience with greater precision ignoredðwhich, ironically, would aid in 

the communication service that Fantano seeks to provide. Fantano then asks sardonically, ñAre 

you going to find me in a position where I am diving into the inner workings of the music theory 

behind, like, Migosô Culture II? No, I would rather just take a nap.ò304 What is intriguing about 

this episode is that Neely himself pushes back against this anti-intellectualist yet technicist view 

of music theory that Fantano espouses (along with many others). In a comment on Fantanoôs video, 

Neely states that he hopes that ñpeople who have watched my videos (and this video!) realize that 

music theory is bigger than just ówhat key is this song in,ô or ówhat time signature,ô although that's 

part of it. It's just a language explaining how music works, and that can be very helpful for 

musicians. Sometimes that's interesting or important to listeners, sometimes it's not.ò305 

 

 As for the intercommunal relationship between the YouTube musico-theoretical 

community and academia, Iôll touch briefly on the two points of comparison I included in Figure 

1.6. That musico-theoretical content creators enjoy a substantial measure of popular support and 

the privilege of having an audience of an immensity of which we in the academy can only dream 

is something that cannot be denied. A decent number of musico-theoretical content creators can 

boast of a subscriber base numbering at least a million, including many of those Iôve discussed 

(Beato, Cornell, Neely). 

What this means is that, individually, content creators have a far more direct and extensive 

influence than an academic music theorist would have (hence the earlier Jovian quip). We might 

 
304 fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 6:48ï6:57. 

305 Adam Neely, ñAwwww <3. I hope that people who have watched my videos (and this video!) realize that music 

theory is bigger than just ówhat key is this song in,ô or ówhat time signature,ô although that's part of it,ò January 2, 

2019, 1:24 a.m., comment on fantano, ñWhy Music Theory Doesnôt Come up Much,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LnLVAYtq4pk&lc=Ugy66t8_sfPLisNd4MF4AaABAg. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LnLVAYtq4pk&lc=Ugy66t8_sfPLisNd4MF4AaABAg
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think of Neelyôs video, ñMusic Theory and White Supremacy,ò as an attempt to channel that 

influence for social good, given that he critiques the very stuff on which his livelihood is based 

and so he runs the danger of ruffling his viewersô feathers. Contrarily, the academy still has cultural 

and societal cachetðhence content creatorsô references to their formal academic trainingðand the 

human and financial capital to match. This capital speaks to the fact that the university and its 

associated apparatus (e.g., academic presses) are perhaps still the unrivalled force in shaping a 

societyôs epistemology in the long run. Iôve already cited those who view the university as a 

structural tool in the Westôs (neo-)colonialist and imperialist enterprise;306 in some fields, such as 

the numerous area studies, that potential link between the academy, the Westôs imperial gaze, and 

possible epistemic violence has been extensively explored and critiqued ever since the publication 

of Edward Saidôs landmark book Orientalism (1978).307 The very fact that these critiques are still 

being made is symptomatic of the high degree of ñpath dependency,ò or how the past constrains 

institutional change, in the formation and evolution of academic disciplines.308 

One last point: YouTube and the academy provide very different affordances in terms of 

socialization. Whereas ñweak ties,ò a term used in sociology to denote infrequent, arms-length 

 
306 See note 133. 

307 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). This criticism has been especially fierce in 

regard to the academyôs positioning of itself as the sole producer of knowledge and the non-Western other as mere 

objects to be observed. See, e.g., Naoki Sakaiôs articles ñFrom Area Studies toward Transnational Studies,ò Inter-Asia 

Cultural Studies 11, no. 2 (June 2010): 265ï74; and, ñThe Regime of Separation and the Performativity of Area,ò 

Positions: Asia Critique 27, no. 1 (February 2019): 241ï79; Oyekan Owomoyelaôs critique, ñWith Friends Like These 

é A Critique of Pervasive Anti-Africanisms in Current African Studies Epistemology and Methodology,ò African 

Studies Review 37, no. 3 (December 1994): 77ï101; Shu-mei Shihôs critique, ñRacializing Area Studies, Defetishizing 

China,ò Positions: Asia Critique 27, no. 1 (February 1, 2019): 33ï65; Daniel Vukovichôs article, ñChina in Theory: 

The Orientalist Production of Knowledge in the Global Economy,ò Cultural Critique, no. 76 (Fall 2010): 148ï72; and 

Gavin Walkerôs article, ñThe Accumulation of Difference and the Logic of Area,ò Positions: Asia Critique 27, no. 1 

(February 2019): 67ï98. 

308 Dan Little, ñUnderstanding Society: Path Dependency in Formation of Academic Disciplines,ò Understanding 

Society (blog), January 11, 2017, https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/path-dependency-in-formation-

of.html. 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/path-dependency-in-formation-of.html
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2017/01/path-dependency-in-formation-of.html
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relationships, predominate in the digital sphere, the academy encourages collegiality among 

colleagues (or, at least, thatôs what we say);309 it also goes without saying that the university is a 

foundational space for many young adultsô formative experiences and relationships. The notion 

that weak ties provide novel opportunities, information, or connections that strong ties (e.g., family 

and close friends) canôt was first popularized by sociologist Mark Granovetter.310 Indeed, itôs the 

Internetôs capacity to seemingly transcend physical space that allows virtually-connected people 

to form weak ties with each other and to organize themselves into affinity spaces around their 

interestsðincluding music theory. Despite what the adjective suggests, however, weak ties are 

anything but inconsequential; in their early study on virtual communities, Wellman and Gulia cite 

evidence for reciprocal supportiveness on the Internet, strong group attachments, and a willingness 

to trust that strangers have good intentions (within reason).311 Of course, strong ties may form over 

the Internet too, even if these relationships remain exclusively online.312 

Letôs recapitulate. I began this chapter with an introduction to how we might understand 

certain discourses and practices around music in the digital sphere as constituting a kind of social-

media-fueled public music theory. I raised two themes that infuse my chapters on this 

phenomenon: how we might describe the epistemology of the social media musico-theoretical 

world, and how we might frame the sociopolitical contexts for understanding this epistemology. I 

stressed that this epistemology canôt be divorced from the community that expresses it. Likewise, 

I emphasized again that even virtual communities are emplaced: Virtual space is transformed into 

 
309 See Lettôs critique in ñMaking a Home.ò 

310 Mark S. Granovetter, ñThe Strength of Weak Ties,ò American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6 (1973): 1360ï80. 

311 Wellman and Gulia, ñVirtual Communities as Communities.ò 

312 Samantha Henderson and Michael Gilding, ñóIôve Never Clicked This Much with Anyone in My Lifeô: Trust and 

Hyperpersonal Communication in Online Friendships,ò New Media & Society 6, no. 4 (August 2004): 487ï506. 
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place just as we construct our sense of belonging to entwined locations and communities in the 

physical world. To explore these themes, I offered a model for comparing the affordances, 

locations, practices, objects, knowledges, and internal social structures characteristic of two 

communities formed around music theory. As my qualitative methodology is more suited to depth 

than breadth, I chose to focus on music theory as it is discussed, practiced, and bonded over on 

YouTube. Since many content creators seem to construct their identities in relation to the academic 

field of music theory, I took the academy as the other community in this dialogue. 

Then, I gave a brief exposition of the history of the Internet, social media, and YouTube 

music theory (YTMT) as a phenomenon, before discussing YouTubeôs affordances as a social 

media platform. I considered the sociopolitical contexts that envelop both YTMT and music theory 

as an academic field, and I delved into how these contexts inflect the epistemological claims made 

by members of the former. Despite the various political positions that content creators take with 

regard to the academy, which I characterized as citizen theorist, gadfly, outsider, and 

revolutionary, I showed that thereôs significant overlap in epistemology and praxis between the 

YTMT world and academia.  

That said, while both communities approach music largely from a conventional Western 

musico-theoretical perspective, there are considerable differences in focus, specifically in the 

musico-theoretical activities and repertoires of most interest, and which analytical tools tend to be 

used the most. Specifically, the bread and butter of YTMT is analysis rather than theorization or 

metatheory, whereas analysis for its own sake is harder to publish in an academic journal; because 

of this, many content creators seem to find analytical productivity in what we consider ñpre-

theoryò or rudiments. I applied Foucaultôs concept of ñsubjugated knowledgeò to the discourses in 

YTMT to show how we might understand content creatorsô rhetoric of difference as a political 
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strategy. I closed with a summary of how the two communities compare to each other, restating 

these earlier points while elaborating on how their internal and external relations are structured. 

In the next chapter, I revisit the interplay between objects, practices, knowledges, and 

societal structures in YouTube music theory. After examining the musico-theoretical discourse on 

film/animation music and especially game music, I consider how creative content on YouTube, 

such as original music that aims to replicate a style of game music, might constitute implicit acts 

of musical theorizing or analysis. To close that chapter, I note the glaring absence of diverse 

representation in YTMT. After conceptualizing how minority and marginalized content creators 

position themselves in this sphere with recourse to Pierre Bourdieuôs field theory, I examine four 

case studies and the strategies that some marginalized content creators have employed in their 

careers as YouTubers. 

As for why I choose to talk about game and film music, their contexts raise epistemological, 

phenomenological, and ontological questions that are often unaddressed in both YTMT and 

academic music theory.313 Much academic music theory research and pedagogy has traditionally 

centered repertoires that donôt suggest these questions to the same extent, such as Western art 

instrumental music. To be precise, in music theoryôs traditional ontology, musicôs ideal form is 

taken as inscribed in the score, with performances seen as sonic reproductions of this ideal with 

 
313 Nicholas Cook was perhaps the first to present a comprehensive framework for the analysis of music in multimedia 

contexts; see his monograph, Analyzing Musical Multimedia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). The specific 

details of these epistemological, phenomenological, and ontological issues are too numerous and involved to discuss 

here and will have to be deferred yet again. At this juncture, Iôd like to point the reader to some representative 

overviews of whatôs at stake here. For video game music, see van Elferenôs article, ñLudomusicology and the New 

Drasticò; for film music, see James Buhlerôs book chapter, ñOntological, Formal, and Critical Theories of Film Music 

and Sound,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Film Music Studies, ed. David Neumeyer (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2013). 
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varying levels of fidelity to the work (i.e., the notion of being true to the work, or Werktreue).314 

Does the YTMT communityôs and their audienceôs interest in repertoires beyond the Western art 

music canon go hand-in-hand with an intent to challenge the traditional, hegemonic musico-

theoretical view of music as a sounded representation of a textual object meant to be appreciated 

in a vacuum?315 Thatôs the question I start off with in the next chapter. 

 
314 Lydia Goehrôs argument for how Werktreue ideal came to be entrenched in Western art music andðby extensionð

musicology is well-known; see her book, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of 

Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

315 As Nicholas Cook diagnosed it, the traditional musicological and musico-theoretical paradigm, which takes ñthe 

idea that music is sounded writing, that it consists of texts or works reproduced in performance,ò has ñdriven a wedge 

between the real-life experience of music and the academic discipline based on it.ò See his monograph, Beyond the 

Score. 
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Chapter 2  

YouTube Music Theory 2.0: Discursive and Ludic Virtual Spaces 

The Super Mario Bros. Movie (2023) has been breaking box-office records ever since it was 

released. For one, the film, which is based on Nintendoôs evergreen Mario video-game franchise, 

is the first video game adaptation to surpass $1 billion in global box office revenue.1 For another, 

though it remains to be seen whether itôll remain the highest-grossing film of the year, itôs certainly 

well-positioned to defend that title. Above all, The Super Mario Bros. Movieôs success speaks to 

the fact that films and video games are, undeniably, juggernauts among entertainment media 

today,2 and video games have taken their rightful seat alongside movies, animation, television, and 

other screen media in popular culture and mainstream discourse for some time now.3  

Unhappily, but not unexpectedly given the academyôs traditional disdain for what it 

perceives not to be high art, the academic study of music and sound in both film and video games 

has lagged behind when these medias ascended into popular culture. Though video games have 

been a significant cultural force since the 1970s, which saw both the rise of the arcade as a public 

 
1 ñThe Super Mario Bros. Movie (2023) - Financial Information,ò The Numbers, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.the-numbers.com/movie/Super-Mario-Bros-Movie-The-(2022). 

2 Here are some numbers: Total consumer spending on video games in the United States topped $56 billion in 2022, 

even after consumer demand has stabilized following the gradual lifting of coronavirus-related restrictions across all 

states in that year; after all, 66 percent of Americans play video games regularly. Even as far back as 1982, just a 

decade after the release of Pong (1972), some have made the claim that the video game industry brings in more money 

than cinema. ñ2022 Essential Facts About the Video Game Industry,ò Entertainment Software Association, last 

modified June 7, 2022, https://www.theesa.com/resource/2022-essential-facts-about-the-video-game-industry/; ñU.S. 

Consumer Video Game Spending Totaled $56.6 Billion in 2022,ò Entertainment Software Association, last modified 

January 17, 2023, https://www.theesa.com/news/u-s-consumer-video-game-spending-totaled-56-6-billion-in-2022/. 

For historical claims about the strength of the video game industry, see Marsha Kinder, Playing with Power in Movies, 

Television, and Video Games: From Muppet Babies to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (University of California Press, 

1991), 88. 

3 As early as 2002, Arthur Asa Berger could claim that most Americans are well aware of video games, noting that 

mainstream traditional media publications like the New York Times, Time, and Newsweek address video games and 

the industry on a fairly regular basis. Arthur Asa Berger, Video Games: A Popular Culture Phenomenon (New 

Brunswick, N.J: Transaction, 2002), 4ï5. 

https://www.the-numbers.com/movie/Super-Mario-Bros-Movie-The-(2022)
https://www.theesa.com/resource/2022-essential-facts-about-the-video-game-industry/
https://www.theesa.com/news/u-s-consumer-video-game-spending-totaled-56-6-billion-in-2022/
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gaming space and Atariôs pioneering breakthrough in the home gaming market,4 ludomusicology 

emerged only in the mid-2000s,5 and it took Karen Collinsô landmark monograph Game Sound: 

An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video Game Music (2008) to cement the 

subdisciplineôs legitimacy in the academy.6 By contrast, sound film had been a commercially 

viable medium since the late 1920s, yet it was only in the 1980s that an academic subdiscipline 

emerged around film sound and music despite some valiant early efforts.7 Many trace modern film 

musicologyôs birth to the special issue titled ñCinema/Soundò published in Yale French Studies in 

1980;8 as with Collinsô Game Sound, Claudia Gorbmanôs Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film 

Music (1987) might be credited for securing the subdisciplineôs foundations.9 This delay in film 

musicologyôs nascence is in no small part due to sound and musicôs marginalization in film studies 

proper, a state of affairs that continues to this day.10 

 
4 Michael Z. Newman, Atari Age: The Emergence of Video Games in America (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017). 

5 Melanie Fritsch and Tim Summers, ñIntroduction,ò in The Cambridge Companion to Video Game Music, ed. Melanie 

Fritsch and Tim Summers, Cambridge Companions to Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 2. 

6 Karen Collins, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video Game Music and Sound 

Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008). 

7 See, e.g., Kurt London, Film Music: A Summary of the Characteristic Features of Its History, Aesthetics, Technique; 

and Possible Developments (London: Faber & Faber Limited, 1936); Roy M. Prendergast, Film Music: A Neglected 

Art: A Critical Study of Music in Films (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977); and Manvell Roger and John Huntley, The 

Technique of Film Music (New York: Focal Press, 1957). Theodor W. Adorno and Hanns Eislerôs book, Composing 

for the Films (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947), is notable for (misleadingly) presenting itself as a textbook. 

8 Rick Altman, ed., ñCinema/Sound,ò special issue, Yale French Studies, 60 (1980); see also Heldt, ñFilm-Music 

Theory,ò 101. 

9 Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1987). 

Among those who cite Gorbmanôs work as foundational to the subdiscipline include Ben Winters and Frank Lehman; 

see Lehmanôs book, Hollywood Harmony: Musical Wonder and the Sound of Cinema (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2018), 4; and Wintersô article, ñThe Non-Diegetic Fallacy: Film, Music, and Narrative Space,ò Music 

& Letters 91, no. 2 (2010): 224ï25. 

10 Guido Heldt, ñFilm-Music Theory,ò in The Cambridge Companion to Film Music, ed. Fiona Ford and Mervyn 

Cooke, Cambridge Companions to Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 100ï101. Also, the film 

studies scholar Emilio Audissino considers these interdisciplinary tensions and how to resolve them in his monograph, 

Film/Music Analysis (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2017). 
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These subdisciplinesô belated blossoming has the consequence that, although thereôs been 

a good amount of musico-theoretical work being done on film music starting from the 1990s, and 

video game music since the mid-2000s, it wasnôt until a fair bit later that these repertoires ceased 

to be treated as peripheral topics, becoming instead options among many in a more pluralistic 

conception of the field.11 That delay in responsiveness is compounded within the traditional 

pedagogy of music theory, for how we teach music theory in the academy changes at a glacial rate 

compared to how we study it, and our leading textbooks still use eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century Western art music as their bases. Just as the ñadd diversity and stirò approach is not a 

solution to the narrow, complicitly Eurocentric epistemology that our textbooks present,12 a few 

excerpts from film or video game scores will not address the ontological and epistemological 

discrepancies that arise from approaching them as we do Western art musicðthat is, postulating 

some kind of fixed, independent existence of ñthe music itselfò that stands apart from the many 

varied contexts in which we experience music. 

What this means is that many people learning music theory the traditional manner wouldnôt 

even be exposed to the conception of these repertoires as objects for music theory unless they went 

out of their way to take electives (which not every higher education institution offersðeven this 

Ivy League university doesnôt). While thereôs no shortage of excellent analytical and theoretical 

work on these repertoires, not everyone is equipped with the resources and the tools to research 

 
11 The academic study of video game sound/music lags behind film sound/music, too. While the first journal dedicated 

to film music, the Journal of Film Music, was launched in 2003, it wasnôt until 2020 that the Journal of Sound and 

Music in Games took off, which is so far the only journal dedicated to ludomusicology. 

12 Philip A. Ewell, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò Music Theory Online 26, no. 2 (June 2020), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html, paragraphs 3.1ï3.5. For an example of how non-

Western musics might be taught in a way that goes beyond Western musico-theoretical frameworks, see Anna Yu 

Wang, ñTeaching the Cultural Commitments of Musical Structures and Their Theories,ò Engaging Students: Essays 

in Music Pedagogy 8 (February 2022), https://doi.org/10.18061/es.v8i0.7736. 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html
https://doi.org/10.18061/es.v8i0.7736
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these topics on their own.13 Though a few journals in which articles on these repertoires are 

routinely published, such as Music Theory Online, are open-access, many are not; likewise, the 

high price points of introductory textbooks to the subfields, such as James Buhler and David 

Neumeyerôs Hearing the Movies: Music and Sound in Film History,14 can be discouraging. Lastly, 

if learners feel like theyôve had less than positive experiences with how theyôve been taught music 

theory, that might put them off from exploring academic research tout court, speaking again to the 

distrust of experts or anti-intellectualism I touched on in the previous chapter. 

The peripheral status of film and video game music in traditional musico-theoretical 

pedagogy has profound ramifications for how users theorize and analyze these repertoires in the 

social media musico-theoretical sphere. As they negotiate a ñscrappy Do-It-Yourself space and a 

serious arena for important music theorizingò among themselves,15 content creators and users alike 

find inventive uses for what theyôve learned about music theory, whether through lessons with a 

teacher, traditionally structured and framed music theory courses at a higher education institution, 

or from reading and watching whatôs available to them online. Put another way, music theorizing 

on YouTube can come across more like a bricolage than reflections of a singular theoretical 

perspective, which could be analytically productive in unexpected directions. For instance, one 

mode in which this self-made culture manifests itself is in the general enthusiasm across the 

 
13 Kofi Agawu talks about the disadvantaged access to resources for research that scholars based in Africa face in his 

article, ñTo Cite or Not to Cite?: Confronting the Legacy of (European) Writing on African Music,ò Fontes Artis 

Musicae 54, no. 3 (September 2007): 261. That said, inequality in higher education runs rampant closer to home, too; 

see Barrett Jay Taylor and Brendan Cantwell, Unequal Higher Education: Wealth, Status and Student Opportunity 

(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2019). 

14 James Buhler and David Neumeyer, Hearing the Movies: Music and Sound in Film History, 2nd edition (New York, 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 

15 Miriam Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel 

Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 2. 
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YouTube musico-theoretical space for what we might think of as the rudiments of music theoryð

not unlike the vernacular discourse for jazz and popular musical traditions. 

Iôd like to demonstrate this emphasis with two groups of examples before moving on to 

more in-depth discussions of individual content creators and the more esoteric, but not a priori 

more sophisticated, points of view that they bring to the table. The first group of examples clusters 

around pitch-related rudiments; the second is centered about rhythm, meter, and counting. In the 

realm of pitch, the topic of scales, modes, and scale degrees seems to occupy a lot of real estate on 

YouTube music theory. Of course, these terms are encountered early in oneôs learning of music 

theory, so itôs no surprise that many of the top musical content creators (as opposed to just those 

with a musico-theoretical bent) have published their pedagogical takes on the topic to capture their 

share of this sizeable market.  

Reflecting the fact that many content creators are more attuned to jazz and popular music 

than to Western art music, YouTubers refer primarily to the seven diatonic modes (and their 

countless alterations) when they use the term rather than the major-minor duality thatôs core to 

traditional musico-theoretical pedagogy. Even so, many YouTubers often donôt make a careful 

enough distinction between mode as analogous to major or minor, mode as analogous to key, and 

mode as analogous to scale, on the one hand; and between scales and types of scales on the other. 

For example, Rick Beato and Nik Popovic (a solo metal artist whose content includes reaction 

videos, reviews, covers, memes, and original music) present, as many YouTubers do, the idea that 

modes are characterized by scales that are, in effect, permutations of the notes of a paradigmatic 

scale.16 As Beato and Popovic explain it, the seven diatonic modes derive from the major scale 

(Beato) or the natural minor scale (Popovic).  

 
16 Rick Beato, ñScales vs Modes: What's the Difference?ò, streamed live on January 6, 2020, YouTube video, 33:09, 

https://www.youtube.com/live/vZ8QzZ8GGo4; Nik Nocturnal [Nik Popovic], ñUnderstanding Scales & Modes Made 

https://www.youtube.com/live/vZ8QzZ8GGo4
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However, because YouTubers donôt always clarify how they use the terms scale and mode 

in multiple ways, thereôs potential for confusion. In a livestream in which he addresses the many 

requests for him to clarify his thoughts on the differences between scales and modes, Beato, who 

has published nearly a hundred videos on the topic,17 declares that his ñsimple definitionò of mode 

is that itôs a ñsubset of a scale,ò adding huffily that ñI donôt care what your music teachers tell you; 

modes are scales, too.ò18 The potential pitfall with equating the two without further explanation is 

that the term ñmodeò encompasses more than just its associated scale. Even if we take ñmodeò 

simply to mean its scale, the term ñsubsetò is still a bit of a misnomer: In fact, the set of major 

scales is a subset of all the possible diatonic modal scales (or whatôs referred to as ñmajor scale 

modesò in jazz and pop theory), not the other way around.  

Conversely, Popovic comes at the question from an instrumentalistôs angle: ñA scale is 

essentially a set of, on average, around seven different notes, sometimes less than seven, 

sometimes more than seven, that you have to play within in order to be considered in a specific 

keyé Now, ómodesô is a really fancy word for just being able to play that set of notes, those seven 

notes, everywhere on your fretboard, but itôs the exact same notes.ò19 He then borrows the imagery 

 
EASY,ò May 23, 2019, YouTube video, 22:51, https://youtu.be/96AyJplf1MM. For other, popular examples of videos 

that use this approach to derive the seven diatonic modes, see NewJazz [Oliver Prehn], ñModal Theory - The 7 Church 

Modes Explained,ò May 10, 2017, YouTube video, 25:53, https://youtu.be/v5cw-WYNBgI; and PianoPig [Simon 

Warner], ñINTRODUCTION TO MODES: Dorian, Lydian, Mixolydian, Locrian & More,ò April 28, 2017, YouTube 

video, 10:46, https://youtu.be/o6FVtZ-bkyU. The other approach that YouTubers take is to start with a major scale 

(most often C major) and to raise or lower various scale degrees until all the seven diatonic modes have been derived; 

for example, see Rick Beato, ñMusic Theory Basics: Modes and How to Use Them,ò streamed live on February 26, 

2019, YouTube video, 41:41, https://www.youtube.com/live/NP6jla-xUOg; Ryan Leach, ñMODES: How to 

Understand & Actually Use Them | Music Theory,ò December 6, 2021, YouTube video, 8:48, 

https://youtu.be/1FRmmnKSBdg; and Signals Music Studio [Jake Lizzio], ñDemonstrating All 7 Modes in Parallel 

[MODAL MUSIC THEORY],ò March 16, 2018, YouTube video, 16:04, https://youtu.be/bwaeBUYcO5o. 

17 Rick Beato, ñScales and Modes,ò YouTube playlist, last updated October 7, 2020, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLW0NGgv1qnfwOCvaua3pRBCT7Vx-mlrHI. 

18 Beato, ñScales vs Modes,ò 1:17ï1:22. 

19 Nik Nocturnal, ñUnderstanding Scales & Modes,ò 1:17ï2:08. 

https://youtu.be/96AyJplf1MM
https://youtu.be/v5cw-WYNBgI
https://youtu.be/o6FVtZ-bkyU
https://www.youtube.com/live/NP6jla-xUOg
https://youtu.be/1FRmmnKSBdg
https://youtu.be/bwaeBUYcO5o
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLW0NGgv1qnfwOCvaua3pRBCT7Vx-mlrHI
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of a clock to illustrate what he means: Using the natural minor scale as his example, he explains 

that the second mode results from starting on the second note of this scale, and the third mode from 

starting on the third note, and so on and so forth. While Popovicôs explanation is undoubtedly 

helpful for a guitarist to physicalize the various modes, one might walk away with the idea that 

ñmodesò refer to cases when one plays a scale starting on a scale degree other than scale degree 

one, as Popovic doesnôt explain that modes involve re-orienting oneôs ears around a new tonic.  

This last matter is variously explicitly articulated, implicitly assumed but not clarified (as 

Beato does), or just not addressed (as in Popovicôs video), so those interested in learning about the 

topic have to take information from a variety of sources to piece together a full picture. The fact 

that much of the interest in modes on YouTube lies in how modes might be used as tools or 

inspiration for musicmaking rather than for interpreting music explains these discrepancies 

somewhat. Put another way, modes are seen as scalar resources that give musical passages a certain 

color, rather than an analytical statement about which pitch we hear as the tonic and how the other 

scale degrees relate to that tonic. This is, for example, how modes are presented in Signals Music 

Studioôs video, (problematically) titled ñWriting Exotic Music with Phrygian Dominant- 5th mode 

of Harmonic Minor [MUSIC THEORY - SCALES],ò or NewJazzôs ñALL ABOUT MUSICAL 

SCALES - A COMPLETE GUIDE!!!ò.20 Beato even lambasts music theory professors, when they 

reach out to him with their concerns over how he conceptualizes modes and scales, for being stuck 

in an ñantiquated way of analyzing musicò (Beato doesnôt quite spell out what he means here, but 

more on that below) and for defining scales and modes using ñclassical theory.ò Instead, he argues 

 
20 Signals Music Studio, ñWriting Exotic Music with Phrygian Dominant- 5th mode of Harmonic Minor [MUSIC 

THEORY - SCALES].ò November 11, 2018. YouTube video, 10:59. https://youtu.be/aCZezZf9bi0; and NewJazz, 

ñALL ABOUT MUSICAL SCALES - A COMPLETE GUIDE!!!ò. September 5, 2019. YouTube video, 21:35. 

https://youtu.be/Vq2xt2D3e3E. 

https://youtu.be/aCZezZf9bi0
https://youtu.be/Vq2xt2D3e3E
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that whatôs really important is ñhow do you use modes, really, as how do you use scalesé what 

are the characteristic sounds of it, can you recognize it, and can you use it in a melodic line?ò21  

 

Example 2.1: Two reductions of ñThe Clawò from Toy Story 3 (2010).22  

What this means is that, even in those videos that do explicitly analyze music using the 

interrelated concepts of scale, mode, and scale degrees, the instrumentality of these concepts 

informs the discourse. Depending on how careful YouTubers are about clarifying these concepts, 

YouTubers might apply these concepts in ways that produce friction with how we understand 

tonality and modality in the academy. For example, in his video ñThe Lydian Mode | Why Film 

Composers and Rock Guitarists Love This Sound,ò Beato talks about his favorite use of ña Lydian 

chord, or a Lydian soundò: where it appears in a particularly tense scene in the animated movie 

Toy Story 3 (2010), which was scored by Randy Newman.23 Just as the protagonists are headed for 

certain doom, theyôre rescued at the last minute by a deus ex machina. Beato zeroes in on the toysô 

moment of rescue in this track, aptly titled ñThe Claw.ò  

 
21 Beato, ñScales vs Modes,ò 0:47ï1:14 and 27:48ï27:54. 

22 Rick Beato, ñThe Lydian Mode | Why Film Composers and Rock Guitarists Love This Sound,ò January 5, 2020, 

YouTube video, 5:05ï5:20, https://youtu.be/O4IJnSTS84A.. 

23 Beato, ñThe Lydian Mode,ò 4:06ï5:36. 

https://youtu.be/O4IJnSTS84A
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After, Beato relays how he was watching this movie with his kids. Turning to one of them, 

who has perfect pitch, Beato asked him what the chord was, and the reply was ñE-flat Lydian.ò 

Beato clarifies that this happens over B flat in the bass, and he proceeds to play his reduction of 

the passage and to label the chords, which Iôve transcribed in Example 2.1. (Idiosyncratically, 

Beato refers to the combination of scale degrees 1, 4 and 5 as the ñLydian triad,ò whereas Lydian 

chords typically refer to a seventh chord with an added 11th in a jazz context.) The move from 

mode as scale to mode as chord is disconcerting enough: In the previous examples that Beato cites, 

such as a passage from the first movement of Erich Wolfgang Korngoldôs Violin Concerto in D 

major, op. 35 (1945) or a cue from the score to Lemony Snicket's A Series of Unfortunate Events 

(2004), modal scale and ñtonalò center coincide. In the context of ñthe Claw,ò however, the tonal 

context leading up to this moment is indubitably G minor (or should that be G Aeolian?). I would 

be hard-pressed to hear a shift in tonal center from G minor to E Lydian, and I canôt help but hear 

the A (or the sharp fourth above the root of E flat) as a neighboring note to the G, as scale degree 

2 resolving to scale degree 1 harmonized by an E-flat major chord, albeit in an unexpected 

inversion. (As a matter of fact, Beato seems to be aware of this voice-leading quality despite his 

reduction, as he alludes to the E Lydian chordôs resolution to D major and the ñheavenly soundò 

of the choirôs top line when he mimics it in falsetto.)  

That said, if the tonal implications of the chord label are bracketed out, the label directs our 

attention to the prominence of this sharp fourth above the root of E flat. That is, the idea of a 

ñLydian chordò divorced from tonal context, or a ñLydian soundò more generally, serves as a way 

to describe the color of a particular musical moment without commenting on how that moment 

relates syntactically to the surrounding passages. This also explains why Beato brings up two 

excerpts, one from the theme of Jurassic Park (1993) and the other from the transition in the last 
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movement of Ludwig van Beethovenôs Fifth Symphony (1808), as examples of the Lydian mode, 

even though we would explain the ñLydian modeò as an applied chord in the former or as part of 

a modulation to the dominant in the latter. Thatôs because Beato is attending to the sound of these 

passages as itôs constituted as a set of intervals in an isolated and local context, rather than their 

tonal function.24 In that sense, Beatoôs idiosyncratic terminology participates in a larger vernacular 

discourse that values musical modes as a creative resource for suggesting moods, affects, or topics, 

even if that means losing sight of some of the implications that musical modes have in terms of 

musical syntax. More generally, one might say that the lingua franca of YouTube music theory 

consists of chord qualities and qualities of brief chord progressions, frequently characterized 

without reference to an overall key, even if these associations are derived from tonal context; 

memorizing the sounds of these pitch-structure objects seem to be of greater appeal than imbibing 

the tonal system from which they may be derived.25 

Transcription plays a part in this discourse, too, as oneôs practice of transcription influences 

oneôs perception of a governing scale (or mode) in a passage of music. In a video about how 

classical music served as an inspiration for the music of Pokémon Red and Blue (1998), which 

were the first of many Pokémon games to be released in North America, David Bennett argues 

that Junichi Masuda, the composer for those games, draws on particular scales to evoke certain 

atmospheres.26 However, as I show below, the scales themselves are subject to interpretation, a 

 
24 A few viewers have noted that some of Beatoôs examples involve applied dominants. As one commenter puts it, 

ñJurassic Park provides a good example of the Lydian ósound,ô but I don't hear the theme as being in the Lydian 

mode. The C/Bʐ strikes my ears as a secondary dominant, resolving, in the manner of a deceptive cadence, to Gm (vi 

in BΤ). The theme then makes its way by step to EΤ--IV of BΤ major, not BΤ Lydian. In other words, the Eʑ is a 

chromatic alteration, not a scale note.ò Peter Schaffter, January 6, 2020, 6:14 p.m., comment on Beato, ñScales vs 

Modes,ò https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O4IJnSTS84A&lc=UgzxuacfHrxBO96-pvt4AaABAg. 

25 Iôm indebted to Joe Dubiel for this aperçu. 

26 David Bennett, ñHow Pok®mon 8-bit Music Was Inspired by Classical Music,ò December 27, 2022, YouTube video, 

17:20, https://youtu.be/WyvfKFVRqVs. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O4IJnSTS84A&lc=UgzxuacfHrxBO96-pvt4AaABAg
https://youtu.be/WyvfKFVRqVs
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fact that Bennett doesnôt address in his arguments. For example, Bennett talks about how the track 

for Lavender Town (which is a quaint locality devoted to honoring departed Pokémon) sharply 

contrasts with the otherwise cheery mood of Pokémon Red and Blue, deftly capturing the villageôs 

unnerving atmosphere.27 Bennett claims that Masuda uses some ñinteresting note choices é to 

cast this uneasy mood, namely the combination of both the raised fourth degree and the flat 

second.ò28 He goes on to say that this combination ñsets the musicò in a ñ[C] Lydian Τ2 scale,ò 

which he ñquite an unnatural and unusual sound.ò The thing is Bennett asserts this as a fact without 

addressing the elephant in the room, which is that the statement implies that Bennett hears this 

track as being centered around C; see his transcription in Example 2.2. Moreover, itôs not evident 

to me that the note in channel 2 in m. 8 and other similar measures is a D flat rather than a C sharp. 

If the argument is that C sharp clashes with the C naturals in the other parts, D flat is also 

contradicted by D natural in channel 3 two measures before. What the D flat reading does do is 

that it allows one to fit all the notes in channel 2 into an identifiable heptatonic scale, i.e., the C 

Lydian Τ2 scale, although the note A is nowhere to be found in this track, but thatôs not necessarily 

representative of how we hear the note. 

 
27 In fact, the track inspired a widespread urban legend about how the high-pitched tones and alleged ñbinaural beatsò 

in the music induced severe headaches and erratic behavior in children who played the game. Some have even 

superimposed images of ghosts and cryptic messages onto what as spectrograms of the track to add to the legendôs 

convincingness. This is, perhaps, another example of how the more technical language and methods of music theory 

might be repurposed in digital culture. See, e.g., Jay Hathaway, ñLavender Town: The Bizarre Pok®mon Child-Suicide 

Conspiracy Theory,ò Gawker, March 12, 2015, http://blackbag.gawker.com/lavender-town-the-bizarre-pokemon-

child-suicide-conspi-1690396450. 

28 David Bennett, ñPokémon 8-bit Music,ò 9:59ï10:18. 

http://blackbag.gawker.com/lavender-town-the-bizarre-pokemon-child-suicide-conspi-1690396450
http://blackbag.gawker.com/lavender-town-the-bizarre-pokemon-child-suicide-conspi-1690396450
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Example 2.2: Two transcriptions of mm. 5ï8 of ñLavender Townò from Pokémon Red and Blue 

(1998).29 

Likewise, in making the argument that the track for Mt. Moon exhibits a ñStravinsky-like 

use of chromaticism,ò Bennett points to how he hears the main motif of the theme as containing 

ñthe notes of a major scale, but with a lowered sixth degree, what we could refer to as a óharmonic 

major scale.ôò30 (Iôm not sure I hear the connection to Igor Stravinskyôs music, but, to be fair, 

Masuda has mentioned that heôs an enthusiastic fan of Stravinsky and Dmitri Shostakovich.)31 

Again, Bennett asserts the harmonic major scale as if it were a simple fact, but I show that this 

isnôt the case. Allow me to briefly mention the history of the concept. The impetus for a harmonic 

 
29 David Bennett, ñPokémon 8-bit Music.ò 

30 David Bennett, ñPok®mon 8-bit Music,ò 12:14ï12:42. 

31 Junichi Masuda, ñNo. 109,ò Hidden Power of Masuda: Directorôs Columns (blog), October 4, 2007, 

https://www.gamefreak.co.jp/blog/dir_english/2007/10/index.html. 

https://www.gamefreak.co.jp/blog/dir_english/2007/10/index.html
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major scale can be traced to Moritz Hauptmannôs treatise Die Natur der Harmonik und Metrik 

(1853) and its espousal of a ñminor-majorò mode (Moll-Dur), but it was Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov 

who popularized the name ñharmonic majorò through his Practical Manual of Harmony 

[ʇʨʘʢʪʠʯʝʩʢʠʡ ʫʯʝʙʥʠʢ ʛʘʨʤʦʥʠʠ] (1886), while treating the harmonic major mode as an 

independent mode with equal status to the diatonic major.32 While Bennett doesnôt cite Rimsky-

Korsakov, I wonder if thatôs the Russian connection heôs making.  

As with Bennettôs transcription of ñLavender Theme,ò itôs not clear to me if Bennettôs 

transcription of the ñMt. Moon Themeò with the harmonic major scale in mind is the onlyðor 

even the bestðhearing for this passage (Example 2.3). From a voice-leading perspective, the 

harmonic major reading suggests that that G natural is displacing F sharp here, but I hear this 

augmented harmony as the anchor for this theme, and so I would be more inclined to spell the triad 

to indicate B as the root, at least for these four measures. (Iôve also re-beamed the notes to make 

the 3+3+2 groupings of eighth notes explicit.) Also, this theme is transposed up a perfect fourth at 

m. 5, and so the augmented triad reading lets us hear the F double sharp, the fifth of the B 

augmented triad, as leading us to G sharp, the third of the E augmented triad. One might counter 

that the G naturals are easier to read than the F double sharps, but Bennettôs argument that the 

theme is in the harmonic major scale hinges on G naturals being so in terms of function. Itôs hard 

to know if the transcription or the harmonic major mode hearing came first, but itôs plausible that 

the more convenient spelling suggested the tonal interpretation, and not the other way around. 

 
32 Moritz Hauptmann, Die Natur der Harmonik und Metrik (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1853); Nikolai Rimsky-

Korsakov, ʇʨʘʢʪʠʯʝʩʢʠʡ ʫʯʝʙʥʠʢ ʛʘʨʤʦʥʠʠ (Saint Petersburg: A. Büttner, 1886). See Matthew Rileyôs article, ñThe 

óHarmonic Majorô Mode in Nineteenth-Century Theory and Practice,ò Music Analysis 23, no. 1 (March 2004): 1ï26. 
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Contrarily, the approach I suggest attempts to take into account whatôs happening in terms of 

voice-leading.33  

This split in approaches reveals a difference in theoretical viewpoints: While we in the 

Anglophone academy, influenced as we are by the thought of Heinrich Schenker, are perhaps more 

likely to explain chromatic alterations as local deviations from an underlying ñmajor-minor 

system,ò35 those in the digital musico-theoretical sphere seem to find solace in being able to 

characterize passages in terms of scales and/or modes, no matter how idiosyncratic the scale might 

be (as in the C Lydian Τ2 scale). Whatôs often left unsaid or unaddressed with this analysis-as-

labeling is that the scale or mode that one uses to describes a passage would normally entail an 

 
33 Later in the track, the arpeggiations in channel 2 shift such that they go from high (i.e., F double sharp) to low (B) 

while the melody remains the same in pitch and rhythm, and this results in a disorienting effect. One could read this 

effect as mirroring the fact that this is the first complex, multi-floor dungeon that the player encounters in the game. 

34 David Bennett, ñPokémon 8-bit Music.ò 

35 Heinrich Schenker, Harmonielehre (Stuttgart: J.G. Cottaôsche Buchhandlung Nachfolger, 1906); see also Riley, 

ñThe óHarmonic Major Mode,ôò 3ï4. 

 
Example 2.3: Two transcriptions of ñMt. Moonò from Pokémon Red and Blue (1998).34 



134 

 

assertion of a particular harmonic frame, unless the context makes it clear the modes are invoked 

solely as a coloristic description of pitch content, as Beato does with his ñGreek modeò triads or 

chords (e.g., the Lydian triad, which weôve encountered, but also what he calls the ñPhrygian 

triad,ò which consists of a root, flat second, and fifth; remarkably, Beatoôs Lydian and Phrygian 

triads are related by inversion.) This might reflect a higher-order difference in epistemology, as 

many YouTubers seem to prefer a conception of analysis as positivistic labeling as opposed to the 

description of musical experiences or the narration of musical facts. A framework that sees 

deviations from diatonicism as being decided in a systematic, pre-compositional plane (which is 

abstractly represented by a scale) is more conducive to labeling than a framework that views such 

alterations as ad hoc features of certain piece of music, whether these are explained as mixture, 

applied chords, motivic chromaticism, or something else.36 

Contrarily, Ben Kidd, the jazz drummer and bandleader behind 8-bit Music Theory, is very 

attentive to these issues. In a series of videos on ñmodes analysis,ò Kidd sets out to create a video 

on every diatonic mode, and he has just the Ionian mode left to go at the time of writing.37 His 

titles, such as ñLOCRIAN Doesn't Have to Be S p O o K y,ò ñThe Mixolydian Mode is Really 

Kind of Goofy,ò and ñThe PHRYGIAN Mode Feels THREATENING,ò divulge the ways in which 

the diatonic modes are frequently characterized in the world of digital music theory. The 

ñclickbait-yò titles aside (Kidd even makes a tongue-in-cheek reference to his titles in the 

description of one of his videos, quipping that the Dorian mode ñis the most versatile of the 7 

major modes, but óversatileô doesnôt seem like a very click-bait-y [sic] word to put in the titleò),38 

 
36 Many thanks to Joe Dubiel for this insight. 

37 8-bit Music Theory [Ben Kidd], ñModes Analysis Videos,ò YouTube playlist, last updated April 30, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL-ZQIvQFPv4LYaNhtbleNaepGSGsuzQyp. 

38 8-bit Music Theory, ñThe DORIAN Mode Feels MYSTERIOUS (Among Other Things),ò February 22, 2023, 

YouTube video, 15:00, https://youtu.be/SbRD3tPipNw. Kidd uses the term ñmajor modeò in the sense that the scalar 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL-ZQIvQFPv4LYaNhtbleNaepGSGsuzQyp
https://youtu.be/SbRD3tPipNw
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Kidd makes subtle observations about how modes are associated with certain frames of listening. 

For example, in his video on the Mixolydian mode, Kidd draws a distinction between the 

Mixolydian mode and the soundscape of the blues. Even though both use flat scale degree 7, he 

observes that the two are associated with different melodic gestures, chords, and chordal 

progressions.39 Likewise, for his exposition of the Aeolian mode, he emphatically distinguishes 

the Aeolian mode from the minor mode, noting that, while the Aeolian sound is dependent on scale 

degrees 6 and 7 being flat, scale degree 7 is often raised to yield a leading tone in the minor.40 This 

distinction might seem like second nature to us, but itôs not one thatôs always carefully observed 

outside academia. 

Iôd like to take a closer look at Kiddôs video on the Locrian mode.41 Kidd starts off by 

noting the Locrian scaleôs particular characteristics. First, he comments on the fact that, in contrast 

to the natural minor scale, scale degrees 2 and 5 are flattened in the Locrian mode. Then, he 

observes its similarity to the diminished scale. Something crucial that separates the two, he says, 

is that the characteristic chord of the Locrian mode would be a half-diminished chord as opposed 

to a fully-diminished one. Remarking that the Locrian mode is often pigeonholed as the ñevil-

sounding,ò ñsuper dark, unstable mode,ò42 Kidd pushes back against these stereotypes by 

 
content of the diatonic modes corresponds to rotations of the ordered intervals in the major scale. This is yet another 

example of the terminological confusion that occasionally proliferates on YTMT, as Kidd also uses the terms ñmajor 

modesò and ñminor modesò to refer to diatonic modes with a major scale degree 3 and a minor scale degree 3, 

respectively. 

39 8-bit Music Theory, ñThe MIXOLYDIAN Mode Is Really Kind of Goofy,ò October 17, 2022, YouTube video, 

11:35, https://youtu.be/strpCnUKs_g. 

40 8-bit Music Theory, ñThe AEOLIAN Mode Feels Devastating,ò April 30, 2023, YouTube video, 13:05, 

https://youtu.be/UFqfSTdg5Xg. 

41 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò July 31, 2022, YouTube video, 11:20, 

https://youtu.be/tbRdHktBv58. 

42 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 0:45ï0:48 and 1:28ï1:32. 

https://youtu.be/strpCnUKs_g
https://youtu.be/UFqfSTdg5Xg
https://youtu.be/tbRdHktBv58


136 

 

analyzing three examples of video game music that he claims uses the mode and showing the 

variety of moods and colors that each of them has.  

As an example of how an inventive use of the Locrian mode could augment its diabolical 

connotations, Kidd cites a track called ñAt Doomôs Gate,ò composed by Bobby Prince, from the 

PC first-person shooter Doom (1993). There, as opposed to the chord progression being drawn out 

of a single Locrian scale, each chord change exerts its own Locrian field. That is, he analyzes the 

chord progression as Eø7ïAø7ïC  ø7ïBø7, with each of these chords having its own Locrian sound, 

although E, A, C , and B donôt fit into a Locrian understanding of the tonality at the larger scale. 

 

Example 2.4: Conventional tonic chord of E Locrian vs. harmony outlined by melody in mm. 1ï8 of 

ñSamasa Desert,ò after 8-bit Music Theoryôs ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y.ò43 

As his counterexamples, he cites ñThe Mines of Narshe,ò a track composed by Nobuo 

Uematsu from the role-playing game Final Fantasy VI (1994) for the Super Nintendo 

Entertainment System (SNES), and the first four measures of ñSamasa Desert,ò taken from the 

action-adventure game The Legend of Zelda: Oracle of Seasons (2001) for the Nintendo Game 

Boy Color, which was scored by Minako Adachi and Kiyohiro Sada. For him, the former is 

ñleveraged into this kind of film noir, detective sound that gives a sense of suspense and dreariness 

 
43 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 8:43ï9:02. Mm. 5ï8 repeat mm. 1ï4. Iôve changed 

the key signature to reflect Kiddôs hearing of this passage as E Locrian, even if his transcription uses a key signature 

without sharps and flats because the rest of the track is in a different tonal space. 
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to the musicò (is there suspense in dreariness?);44 his remark that the Samasa Desert theme recalls 

an arid desert more than it does the gates of hell is rather less impressive. 

 

Figure 2.1: Screenshot of 8-bit Music Theoryôs ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y.ò45 

Whatôs remarkable about his discussion of these examples is how he ties it into hearing 

the Locrian mode. He argues that both respond to the challenge of establishing the ñtonicò with a 

diminished triad or a half-diminished seventh, as whichever harmony that comes after the 

supposed tonic has the potential of destabilizing the Locrian tonic simply by virtue of being more 

stable in chord quality. ñThe Mines of Narshe,ò he says, sidesteps the question by not leaving its 

home ground of a B half-diminished seventh chord at all. On the contrary, he claims that ñSamasa 

Desertò ñdoes the impossibleò task of creating a sense of tension and release within a Locrian 

 
44 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 6:52ï7:00. 

45 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 9:46ï9:53. 
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framework through melodic resolutions.46 By this, he points to the fact that the bass gravitates 

between E and D, whereas the melody outlines a chord that he describes as ñEø7(sus4Τ9)ò (Example 

2.4), in contrast to the expected plain half-diminished seventh chord on E. Whereas the melody 

lands on scale degree 2 on the second beats of measures 1ï2, it does the same on scale degree 1 at 

the analogous moments in measures 3ï4 (see Figure 2.1). All this adds up to a musical passage 

that ñdoesnôt feel all that dark or sinisteré but we definitely get the color and the edge of the 

Locrian mode here with a diatonic functional framework.ò He then compares the successful use of 

the Locrian mode to fugu, a pufferfish often served as sashimi that must be carefully prepared to 

eliminate lethal toxicity, by way of how that dish was referenced in the episode ñOne Fish, Two 

Fish, Blowfish, Bluefishò (1991) from the animated series The Simpsons (1989ï).47 

For all the sensitivity to tonal context that Kidd displays in his content, itôs all the more 

surprising to me that he doesnôt bring up the fact that the extract from the Samasa Desert theme 

suggests D minor just as wellðif not more soðthan E Locrian. For one, 8-bit Music Theory 

neglects to mention that the melody in mm. 1ï8 is drawn exclusively from a pentatonic scale thatôs 

commonly associated with traditional Japanese music, i.e., DïEïFïAïBΤïD.48 Iôd argue that the 

bass, by itself, could equally point to E or D as the tonic. Contrarily, I more easily hear the melody 

as outlining a D minor triad, with scale degrees 2 and (flat) 6 of D minor consistently resolving to 

scale degrees 1 and 5. So, I hear the inverse of what Kidd describes; rather than a large-scale 

motion from scale degrees 2 to 1 in E Locrian, I hear a large-scale motion from scale degrees 2 to 

 
46 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 7:41ï7:49. 

47 8-bit Music Theory, ñLOCRIAN doesn't have to be S p O o K y,ò 7:41ï7:49. 

48 This scale is occasionally referred to as the hirajǾshi scale, so-named after a tuning practice for the koto, a plucked 

zither instrument. A similar, modally related scale is the in scale, which would be AïBΤïDïEïFïA in this tonal space; 

the in scale forms the scalar basis for the famous Edo-period folk song, ñSakura Sakura.ò 
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1 in D minor, but I also hear this motion as taking place on different beats than Kidd does, as my 

ear prolongs the unresolved E on the third beat of measure 1 all the way up to the analogous point 

in measure 3 (Example 2.5).  

Now, while I donôt think the hearing I describe is inaccessible to someone without at least 

cursory knowledge of Japanese traditional music, the fact that Kidd doesnôt seem to consider it (if 

only to dismiss it in favor of his Locrian reading) brings me to another point. Kiddôs flippant 

analogy of what he sees as the meticulous use of the Locrian mode to a Western stereotype of 

Japanese cuisine is symptomatic of the fact that, despite how discourse on video game music both 

within and beyond the academy prizes games and composers from Japan, the view offered often 

comes from the lenses of white scholars and gamers.50 That state of affairs is perhaps paralleled 

 
49 Although Iôve used a key signature with one flat for this excerpt, I would use a key signature without flats and 

sharps if I were transcribing the entire track. 

50 Hyeonjin Park, ñThe Difficult, Uncomfortable, and Imperative Conversations Needed in Game Music and Sound 

Studies,ò Journal of Sound and Music in Games 1, no. 1 (January 2020): 90ï91. 

 

Example 2.5: Possible hearing of long-range voice-leading in mm. 1ï4 of ñSamasa Desert.ò49 
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by ñthe fetishization of, infantilization of, and obsession with Japanò in the West, behaviors that 

trace back to the late eighteenth century.51  

All this is to underscore the fact that the musico-theoretical discourse in YouTube 

perpetuates some of the epistemological inequalities that weôve observed more broadly of Western 

academia and Western society as a whole. Content creators are free not to take into account how 

Japanese culture might be viewed both by the Japanese themselves and other non-Western 

cultures, not only because many of their viewers are themselves Western, but also because many 

of them are simply uninterested inðif not actively hostile towardsðthis kind of ethical 

accountability when it comes to epistemology, and antiracist discourse more generally. Iôll have 

to defer this discussion, but this serves as a reminder of how the YouTube musico-theoretical 

space, like /r/musictheory, has yet to fulfill the promise of unseating unjust hegemonic structures 

despite beingðon the surface of itða radically democratic platform.52 

While the discourse in the YouTube musico-theoretical space often veers towards pitch 

and pitch structures, rhythm and meter do figure largely in this community, too. As with scales 

and modes, introductory tutorials about time signatures abound, but thereôs widespread 

appreciation for rhythm and meter as an analytical and theoretical topic. Among the most watched 

musico-theoretical videos (nearly 17 million views at the time of writing) is Polyphonicôs video 

on the rhythmic practices of the drummer John Bonham, who played with the English rock band 

Led Zeppelin.53 Though some of the most popular videos on rhythm and meter, such as 

 
51 Park, ñThe Difficult, Uncomfortable, and Imperative Conversations,ò 91. 

52 Megan L. Lavengood and Nathaniel Mitchell, ñ/r/musictheory: Making Music Theory on Reddit,ò in The Oxford 

Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï15, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6. 

53 Polyphonic [Noah Lefevre], ññWhat Makes John Bonham Such a Good Drummer?ò, July 13, 2017, YouTube video, 

9:43, https://youtu.be/UvOm2oZRQIk. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6
https://youtu.be/UvOm2oZRQIk


141 

 

Polyphonicôs video essay, appeal to a wide general audience, thereôs appetite for nerding out over 

unconventional or complicated rhythms. I discussed Adam Neelyôs 7-Eleven meme in the previous 

chapter, which involves posting videos of oneself executing 7:11 polyrhythms, often in or around 

a 7-Eleven store; the 7-Eleven meme ties into a broader fascination with virtuosic polyrhythms 

across all social media platforms, with some of the most adroit ones performing 420:69 and 

2:3:7:11 polyrhythms.54  

As for meter, much of the interest lies is in notational rudiments such as time signatures on 

the one hand and in pieces that have the potential for multiple, equally viable metrical 

interpretations on the other. Cory Arnold, who runs the musico-theoretical channel 12tone, 

provides a good example of the latter. In their video about rapper Ludacrisô song, ñRollout (My 

Businessò), Arnold tries their hand at elucidating the debate on where the strong beats fall in 

Ludacrisô single, which was sparked by a Twitter thread by Robert Komaniecki, a music theorist 

who works on hip-hop.55 As for time signatures, simply observing the fact that some pieces of 

music are structured in unconventional time signatures has an allure. 8-bit Music Theoryôs most 

popular video, which has accumulated 1.7 million views, has the self-explanatory title ñOdd Time 

Signatures in Video Game Music,ò56 whereas David Bennett has an entire playlist devoted to 

 
54 Michael Gilly (@mikey.gilly), ñ#fyp #music #rhythm,ò TikTok, April 30, 2020, 

https://www.tiktok.com/@mikey.gilly/video/6821672528226815237?lang=en. Jairo Mora (@project.jdm), ñI 

dedicate this one to @underwatrdrummr and @its_adamneely,ò Instagram, May 15, 2020, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CAN7UkeDMmx/. See also Miriam Piilonen, ñMusic Theory and Social Media,ò in 

The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 8ï

9, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.14. 

55 12tone [Cory Arnold], ñWhy Music Experts Are Fighting About Ludacris,ò November 13, 2020, YouTube video, 

13:47, https://youtu.be/6LgtXINpf6w. 

56 8-bit Music Theory, ñOdd Time Signatures in Video Game Music,ò January 14, 2020, YouTube video, 13:49, 

https://youtu.be/5JRojRIA1ng. 

https://www.tiktok.com/@mikey.gilly/video/6821672528226815237?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/p/CAN7UkeDMmx/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.14
https://youtu.be/6LgtXINpf6w
https://youtu.be/5JRojRIA1ng
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ñsongs in odd time signatures,ò and those time signatures run the gamut from 5/4 to 17/8.57 Then, 

thereôs the practical advice about how to count and feel such unconventional time signatures, and 

how to incorporate them into oneôs musical practices.58 Last, there are the more theoretical and 

speculative videos about unusual time signatures, such as David Bruceôs and Adam Neelyôs videos 

on ñirrationalò (i.e., nondyadic)59 time signatures and their utility in facilitating metric modulations 

in performance,60 or Neelyôs explorations of ñnegativeò time signatures and ñtripleò time 

signatures.61  

Neelyôs conception of triple time signatures is easier to explain, so let me start with that. 

These proposed time signatures would have three numerals, with an additional numeral above the 

two that are present in a conventional time signature (e.g., 4/4/4). By extension, this numeral would 

indicate how we would group measures of a given meter (i.e., 4 measures of 4/4), and so a triple 

time signature is in effect a way of communicating oneôs conception of a passageôs hypermeter. 

Whereas Neely considers hypermeter to be a ñfairly academic term é thatôs fairly analytical, but 

é might not be super useful for the musicianò (for some reason, Neely seems to separate analysis 

 
57 David Bennett, ñSongs in Odd Time Signatures,ò YouTube playlist, last updated June 9, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLlx2eo2tD6Kqb9mOS0kjwV9WMK-B-i9iT. 

58 See, e.g., Rick Beato, ñProg Rock: How to Count Odd Meters (Odd Time Signatures),ò January 12, 2019, YouTube 

video, 7:38, https://youtu.be/kffnwaHtfzg; Adam Neely, ñHow to óSpeakô in Odd Time Signatures,ò April 18, 2016, 

YouTube video, 6:24, https://youtu.be/_K6_kPKtix4; Music is Win [Tyler LarsenñHow Odd Time Signatures Sound 

(and Make You Feel),ò December 14, 2020, YouTube video, 10:40, https://youtu.be/V43vQYyKquI; and Signals 

Music Studio, ñUnderstanding and Using Odd Time Signatures - 6 Examples [MUSIC THEORY / RHYTHM],ò 

August 12, 2018, YouTube video, 11:02, https://youtu.be/T8AaalPfxYk. 

59 That is, a time signature in which the lower numeral isnôt a nonnegative-integer power of 2 and, therefore, doesnôt 

represent a duple division of a whole note. 

60 See David Bruceôs video, ñIrrational Time Signatures & Rhythms,ò November 14, 2017, YouTube video, 7:59, 

https://youtu.be/yLCD6sJdsOs; and Adam Neelyôs videos, ñ4/20 Time Signatures,ò November 25, 2019, YouTube 

video, 10:31, https://youtu.be/BG1zZ7K5sf0; and ñIrrational Time Signatures,ò March 19, 2018, YouTube video, 

4:50, https://youtu.be/cQ9yI4dtuGQ. 

61 See Adam Neelyôs videos, ñNegative Time Signatures,ò March 12, 2018, YouTube video, 6:15, 

https://youtu.be/Kg7qAA_nAhQ; and ñWhat Would a óTripleô Time Signature Be? | Q+A #56,ò January 21, 2019, 

YouTube video, 10:54, https://youtu.be/pF4XYey-X5M. 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLlx2eo2tD6Kqb9mOS0kjwV9WMK-B-i9iT
https://youtu.be/kffnwaHtfzg
https://youtu.be/_K6_kPKtix4
https://youtu.be/V43vQYyKquI
https://youtu.be/T8AaalPfxYk
https://youtu.be/yLCD6sJdsOs
https://youtu.be/BG1zZ7K5sf0
https://youtu.be/cQ9yI4dtuGQ
https://youtu.be/Kg7qAA_nAhQ
https://youtu.be/pF4XYey-X5M
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as an activity from musicmaking, rather than seeing it as a method for creative inspiration for the 

latter),62 the triple time signature would communicate information about how to group measures 

to musicians more visibly, but Neely then concedes it might just be easier to write out instructions 

above the staff.63  

Conversely, in the video essay on negative time signatures, Neely distinguishes between 

various kinds of accentsði.e., metric, dynamic, and agogic. Neely claims that, in the context of 

jazz or popular music (and, indeed, Western art music), we tend to hear shifts in harmony as 

occurring on strong beats as opposed to weak ones, and he illustrates this notion by analogy with 

the concept of prosody in poetry.64 While the chord changes give us cues for hearing metrical 

accent, he claims, dynamic accents are associated with the weak beats in popular music drum 

grooves. Neelyôs solution to actualizing negative meter is to have the chord changes coincide with 

the backbeats, so the listener experiences a ñpush and pull between what youôre supposed to hear, 

and whatôs actually going on.ò65 Neely doesnôt fully explain how this relates to negative meter, 

but the gist is that, if the reversal in time is conceived of as a perceptual inversion of where the 

strong and weak metrical accents fall, the conflicting metrical cues allows us to paradoxically hear 

the chord changes as falling on the weak beats. (It goes without saying that merely switching the 

backbeatsô and the chord changesô beats in a metrical framework would be futile, as we would 

hear whichever beats the chord changes notionally fall on as the strong ones anyway.) In this way, 

 
62 Neely, ñWhat Would a óTripleô Time Signature Be?ò, 1:18ï1:22. 

63 This is in fact the solution that Ludwig van Beethoven opted for; see, for example, the instruction ñritmo di tre 

battuteò in the Scherzo of the Ninth Symphony, op. 125 (1824) and the Finale of the String Quartet in C-sharp minor, 

op. 131 (1826). 

64 For his explanation, Neely references Grosvenor Cooper and Leonard B. Meyerôs monograph, The Rhythmic 

Structure of Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960). 

65 Neely, ñNegative Time Signatures,ò 5:38ï5:42. 
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Neely finds analytical and creative productivity in a concept we might be tempted to dismiss for 

its counter-intuitiveness and its unreality (time only moves forward, after all), and his solution is 

certainly a more imaginative oneðif not more philosophically rigorousðthan playing a piece of 

music backwards, which is what 12tone proposed in response to Neelyôs video.66 Notably, itôs the 

content creatorsô theoretical speculation about notational rudiments that leads to analytical and 

compositional/improvisational insights, as opposed to them finding ways of notating these 

insights. 

My last examples concern counting and transcription in the analysis of video game music 

and music for film and animation. Given that most of these content creators have an affinity with 

jazz and Western popular music as opposed to Western art music, their sense of pulse tends 

towards strict chronometric isochrony, and so they are very sensitive to deviations from clock time. 

In their video about sound design in the Nintendo Switch game Pokémon Legends: Arceus (2022), 

Scruffy dwells on the theme to Jubilife Village, the playerôs base camp in this open-world, action 

role-playing game.67 The track is essentially built around a three-chord loop, Bǧ9ïA m7ïD m7, 

which Scruffy reads as deictic of F-sharp major; the fact that it never quite gets to that adumbrated 

tonic, he says, imbues the track with ña very nostalgic, kind of wistful sound.ò68 While they note 

that most of the track is in regular 12/8, they observe that, at the beginning of the tune, the B major 

ninth chord lasts longer than twelve eighth notes, or even thirteen of them. To prove their point, 

 
66 12tone, ñOn Negative Time Signatures (A Response to Adam Neely),ò April 20, 2018, YouTube video, 6:51, 

https://youtu.be/xHOfoRbBaYQ. 

67 Scruffy [Maxx Bradley], ñA New Step for Pok®mon Sound Design ï Pokémon Legends: Arceus,ò July 18, 2022, 

YouTube video, 11:27, https://youtu.be/MXBl6mMIyp4. 

68 Scruffy, ñA New Step,ò 7:33ï7:37. Another (complementary) reading of this progression is that itôs a play on the 

so-called ñroyal road progressionò (ǾdǾ shinkǾ), or IV 7ïV7ïiii 7ïvi, which is commonly used in Japanese popular and 

media music. 

https://youtu.be/xHOfoRbBaYQ
https://youtu.be/MXBl6mMIyp4


145 

 

Scruffy plays a click track alongside the music; Scruffy then contends that the governing time 

signature in this passage is in fact 12/8, but if they were to transcribe it, they would write out a 

tempo rubato marking (Example 2.6). 

 

Example 2.6: Two transcriptions of the piano part from ñJubilife Villageò from Pokémon Legends: 

Arceus (2022).69 

Scruffyôs choice of notating the rhythm in this way is curious. Not only is the B major ninth 

chord lengthened, but the D sharp minor seventh chord is also shortened, and even Scruffyôs click 

track demonstration acknowledges that fact. In fact, the chords are altered by the same duration: 

one and a half beats. (Iôve notated the rhythm as in Example 2.6 so as to clarify this ebb and flow.) 

So, itôs intriguing that Scruffy not only neglects to mention this possibility, but also to 

acknowledge this possibility of transcribing the track in this mechanistic manner given how 

sensitive they were to minute deviations from the pulse. In any case, what this example shows is 

how transcription itself is fraught with analytical decisions, and content creators do occasionally 

address this issue in their videos. 

My next example, which is Charles Cornellôs popular analytical video (with over 2.1 

million views at the time of writing) on the themes of the opening and closing credits from the first 

 
69 Scruffy, ñA New Stepò; Scruffyôs transcription corrected by me. 
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season of the animated series The Transformers (1984ï87), takes these issues further.70 The two 

tracks contain many rhythmic and metrical oddities that are as much due to production artifacts as 

they are to compositional and performative intent; as one brave soul describes his attempt at 

transcribing the opening theme, the ñweird time signature stuff is most likely bad splicing and/or 

a slight rhythmic lift (or push) from the band.ò71 So, in spite of this acknowledgement, the 

transcription makes no attempt to account for the splicing errors (for example, the time signature 

switches from 4/4 to 17/32 [!] and back, although the prevailing metrical shift patterns imply this 

should be 2/4).  

So, itôs no wonder that Cornell had a hard time with the intro and outro themes, the latter 

of which is the focus of Cornellôs analysis. Going over how the meter gets ñmessed upò from the 

get go in the outro track, Cornell then goes into why he chose to transcribe the music the way he 

did. The track begins with a kind of vamp built out of two chords, A minor and B-flat major, but 

whereas the A minor harmony is played in straightforward, the B-flat major harmony shifts from 

2/4 to 5/16 (Example 2.7). Cornell then muses over why he chose to write it that way as opposed 

to having a single bar of 13/16 for the B-flat major harmony, but he argues that a more even 

distribution of the notes across the measure, where the sixteenth notes line up with the quarter 

notes, would make more visual sense to a musician reading it. (While I agree with Cornell in 

principle, Iôm unsure why the sixteenth notes in his engraving of the 5/8 bar donôt line up with the 

bass.) He then elaborates:  

This is kind of where Iôm getting at with this whole thing about engraving and how we 

write out different stuff. I have no idea what the original sheet music looks like. I donôt 

know what the idea was with making this so disjointed. It winds up just being confusing, 

 
70 Charles Cornell, ñThe First Transformers Theme Was WILDLY Confusing,ò June 16, 2022, YouTube video, 17:59, 

https://youtu.be/4Lk1d1PbHYY. 

71 Tony Rod, ñ1984 Transformers Theme Transcription,ò July 13, 2022, YouTube video, 0:37, 

https://youtu.be/xhMnhynKLPU. 

https://youtu.be/4Lk1d1PbHYY
https://youtu.be/xhMnhynKLPU
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and I donôt mean that in a bad way. Itôs an interesting thing to listen to, but it is like, whoa, 

what just happened? It almost feels like it ñrecord skippedò and it started over. Like, listen 

to this. This straight up sounds like the whole thing got screwed up and started over.72 

Here, Cornell is alluding to the production artifacts that I brought up earlier; counting alongside 

the music, he shows how the music does give of this impression of a technological glitch. 

Perceptively, he goes on to say that the B-flat major harmony wouldôve been taken in a 3/4 

measure, but thereôs an additional sixteenth note for whatever reason. (For what itôs worth, it 

sounds as if the composers of the track, Ford Kinder and Anne Bryant, had this passage recorded 

in 4/4 originally, but later decided to remove a beat to add metrical interest, although this was not 

done cleanly). 

 

Example 2.7: Two transcriptions of the first passage in the vamp of the closing credits theme of 

Season 1 of The Transformers (1984ï87).73 

 
72 Cornell, ñThe First Transformers Theme,ò 4:17ï4:40. 

73 Cornell, ñThe First Transformers Themeò; the beamings are Cornellôs. 
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Example 2.8: Three transcriptions of the descending diatonic cycle of fifths passage in the closing 

credits theme of Season 1 of The Transformers (1984ï87).74 

Cornell then talks about a sequential passageðwith some potentially harmful confusion of 

harmonic terminology75ðin which the meter modulates, in essence, to 12/16. To illustrate how 

 
74 Cornell, ñThe First Transformers Theme.ò  

75 Briefly, Cornell describes the sequence as consisting of a iiïVïIïIV chord progression in C major and a ii oïVïi 

chord progression in A minor; for some reason, ñtalking é about functionality of harmonyò seems to preclude hearing 

the entire sequence in A minor (starting on iv) for him. He goes on to say that the E minor chord, being the iii of C 

major, would naturally be a minor chord, but since itôs ñflippedò to be the dominant of A minor, itôs ñwhat we call a 

secondary dominant or a subdominant.ò Of course, both subdominants and secondary dominants do function as pre-

dominants in their paradigmatic use (i.e., as V/V  in the case of secondary dominants), but Cornellôs equation of the 

secondary dominant to the subdominant is erroneous. Moreover, Cornell seems to contradict himself: Earlier, Cornell 

claims that he hears neither C major nor A minor as the governing tonality for the entire passage, but calling the E 
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this passage might be transcribed, he offers three possibilities (Example 2.8): First, one that has 

the 12/16 measure in 3/4; second, one that combines this 3/4 measure with the next into a 7/4 

measure; and last, one where the 12/16 measure is notated in 6/8 but played at ñdouble tempo,ò 

with the assumption that the pulse is maintained at the level of the subtactus (eight note) as opposed 

to the tactus (i.e., quarter note/dotted quarter note). Cornell prefers the 3/4 and 4/4 version, and 

while he accepts the validity of the 6/8 version, he finds the 7/4 one to be unwieldy and unfriendly 

to the musician. 

 

Example 2.9: Two ways of hearing the ñDecepticonsò melodic figure.76 

 A minor irritant in Cornellôs discussion of these three variants, however, is that he frames 

these issues as purely a matter of engraving for the convenience of the performer, when itôs just as 

much about transcription; each of these variants indicate a particular hearing of meter. Cornell 

addresses the question of how oneôs transcription reflects oneôs hearing of the track more explicitly 

when he talks about the melodic figure in Example 2.9. Depending on where one hears the down 

beat, Cornell says, one could hear this figure in a couple of ways. The first treats this figure like a 

lead-in; the other looks to the lyrics in the intro theme for guidance. There, the figure is set to the 

words ñthe Decepticons,ò and, with the usual prosody of that phrase, the stress falls on the second 

syllable of the noun.  

 
dominant chord a ñsecondary dominantò implies that he hears this ii oïVïi in A minor as an extended tonicization of 

C majorôs submediant. Cornell, ñFirst Transformers Theme,ò 8:56ï11:10. 

76 Cornell, ñFirst Transformers Theme.ò 
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 With the above examples, I show how musico-theoretical content creators on YouTube 

have not only come up with different and novel methods for presenting and teaching notational 

and theoretical rudiments, but they have also popularized or even invented unconventional 

productive uses for these rudiments in making, analyzing, and theorizing music. Although we get 

a mixed bag when it comes to the academic rigor and theoretical sophistication of these creators, 

the videos I cited above do support Piilonenôs characterization of the digital musico-theoretical 

sphere as a ñserious arena for important music theorizing,ò even with foundational topics that are 

hardly given much attention in the academic field of music theory.  

What Iôd like to do now is to take a look at how some popular content creators have 

contributed to this production and dissemination of musico-theoretical knowledge by way of more 

advanced or esoteric topics and approaches. Before I can do that, letôs recall Julianne Grasso and 

Cory Arnoldôs classification of YouTube musico-theoretical content according to how itôs 

marketed to the viewer, which Iôve taken up in the previous chapter.77 To summarize, they 

conceive of six categories of content: utilitarian, expositional, explorational, analytical, narrative, 

and participatory. To those, I added conversational content and livestreams. Because weôre 

primarily concerned with the musico-theoretical content of these videos in this chapter as opposed 

to the forms that these videos take or the strategies that content creators have utilized in selling 

them, Iôd like to rework this classification into five types. These are analytical, theoretical, 

narrative, utilitarian, and musicmaking content. Iôve summarized these types in Table 2.1. Iôll 

briefly elaborate on the two new additions here, which are theoretical and musicmaking content. 

The former encompasses videos that are about theoretical concepts as opposed to the analysis of 

 
77 Julianne Grasso and Cory Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. 

J. Daniel Jenkins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 5ï9, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.32. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.32
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pieces or repertoires (such as Neelyôs explorations of triple and negative time signatures). As many 

videos do analyze certain pieces while addressing particular musico-theoretical concepts, these 

two categories are not meant to be mutually exclusive. As for musicmaking content, I use this to 

mean creative content thatôs primarily musical rather than discursive. This might take the form of 

improvisations, covers, arrangements, pastiches (ñin the style ofò), and so forth. A content creator 

might explicitly make the link to musico-theoretical knowledge; I also use this category to refer to 

content that could be thought of as implicit acts of theorizing. 

Table 2.1: Categories of explicitly musico-theoretical creative content on YouTube based on 

content, after Grasso and Arnoldôs typology.78 

Category Characteristics 

Utilitarian content Presents the instrumental use of theory for the benefit of performance, 

improvisation, or composition 

Analytical content Analyzes particular pieces of music or repertoires 

Theoretical content Explores musico-theoretical concepts 

Narrative content Weaves musico-theoretical knowledge into personal or 

cultural/historical narratives 

Musicmaking content Musical content (e.g., improvisations, covers, arrangements, pastiches) 

that is implicitly or explicitly tied to musico-theoretical knowledge 

With that said, allow me to introduce the groups of content creators that I examine in detail 

in this chapter. For the first section, which looks at the most representative examples of YouTube 

musico-theoretical content on game music, these are 8-bit Music Theory and Scruffy, who are by 

far and large the leaders of the pack as far as subscriber count and total views go. Iôve already 

talked about some videos by these two, but let me give an overview of the format of their videos 

and the topics that tend to recur in their content, as each offers a highly distinctive musico-

theoretical perspective on the repertoire.  

 
78 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 6ï7. 
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8-bit Music Theory is a fairly prolific content creator, having created over 110 analytical 

or theoretical video essays on video game music (and still counting).79 The breadth of topics and 

approaches that 8-bit Music Theory has displayed over his six-year career as a YouTuber is 

impressive, and so my characterization of his content as dealing mostly with pitch and rhythmic 

structures and form is intentionally ecumenical. Compared to Scruffy and Game Score Fanfare, 8-

bit Music Theory puts forth a musico-theoretical perspective that sits closer to the traditional 

methods and objects of musical analysis in that he often talks about video game music as something 

to be listened to in rapt attention as opposed to an aspect of an integrated multimedia experience. 

Thatôs not to say that heôs insensitive to the contexts in which one encounters the music; on the 

contrary, heôs demonstrated an admirable facility for such readings.80 What I mean is that, while 

narrative and worldbuilding do figure in 8-bit Music Theoryôs videos, the main objects of analysis 

are still the structural features of musical excerpts; conversely, sound and game design mostly 

recede into the background.  

By contrast, Scruffyôs musico-theoretical content is sparser (about 25 videos),81 and is 

almost exclusively about game and sound design. The fact that their videos mirror oneôs experience 

of the game being discussed, too, demonstrates this commitment to a more ludic and sonic 

understanding of music theory, one that results from a deliberate epistemological stance rather 

 
79 8-bit Music Theory, ñVideo Game Music Analysis Videos,ò YouTube playlist, last updated May 26, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL-ZQIvQFPv4J_32ofFpI5Nd-WCk88rAC4. 

80 For example, see 8-bit Music Theoryôs videos, ñAtmosphere and Motivic Development in Hollow Knight's 

Soundtrack,ò May 21, 2019, YouTube video, 12:24, https://youtu.be/wzOY3mxTBag; ñHow Music Matches 

Gameplay in Ori's óShadows of Mouldwood,ôò January 30, 2023, YouTube video, 12:56, https://youtu.be/sx4-

ge30dLA; ñStorytelling through Music in Hollow Knight,ò June 3, 2019, YouTube video, 12:53, 

https://youtu.be/f2NEvQb2OeA; and ñWhen the Music Fits the Action Perfectly || Kirby and the Forgotten Land,ò 

March 31, 2022, YouTube video, 13:31, https://youtu.be/26Qhbyd7ENY. 

81 Scruffy, ñWhat I Love,ò YouTube playlist, last updated May 19, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQY6PNl6p3MYg8OD6MYB2pKOFWUA_hCHN. 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL-ZQIvQFPv4J_32ofFpI5Nd-WCk88rAC4
https://youtu.be/wzOY3mxTBag
https://youtu.be/sx4-ge30dLA
https://youtu.be/sx4-ge30dLA
https://youtu.be/f2NEvQb2OeA
https://youtu.be/26Qhbyd7ENY
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQY6PNl6p3MYg8OD6MYB2pKOFWUA_hCHN
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than gaps in competencies, given that Scruffy is as fluent as any other YouTuber in the traditional 

tools and concepts of music theory. 

With video game music, especially, thereôs an added sociopolitical dimension in that the 

world of video games is notorious for espousing a certain brand of toxic masculinity82 (coeval, 

perhaps, with similar signifiers in programming)83 and for its unabashed hostility towards the 

viewpoints of those whoôre not able-bodied, cisgender, heterosexual, and white.84 A similar 

hegemonic structure and its concomitant power dynamics exist in academiaðboth in game studies 

and music theory more broadly as well as game music and sound studies more narrowlyðin that 

the overrepresentation of white male scholars has tended to shut out the voices of women and those 

of marginalized identities.85 Where does YTMT position itself with regard to such hegemonic 

structures? And, to what extent are the communitiesô efforts for diversity hampered by the 

technologically engineered and commercially driven corporate model of sociality?  

Thatôs not to say that there arenôt content creators of other backgrounds who do talk about 

video game or film music from a musico-theoretical angle. For example, Nahre Sol, a highly 

 
82 Megan Condis explores how a particular group of male online users gained command over how ñgamersò came to 

be seen in the popular imagination by shoring up an embattled form of geeky masculinity while tying these toxic 

performances of masculinity to the rise of the alt-right movement in her book, Gaming Masculinity: Trolls, Fake 

Geeks, and the Gendered Battle for Online Culture (Iowa City, IA: University of Iowa Press, 2018). See also Angela 

Nagle, Kill All Normies: The Online Culture Wars from Tumblr and 4chan to the Alt-Right and Trump (Winchester: 

Zero Books, 2017). 

83 Nathan Ensmenger, ñóBeards, Sandals, and Other Signs of Rugged Individualismô: Masculine Culture within the 

Computing Professions,ò Osiris 30, no. 1 (January 2015), 38ï65. 

84 #GamerGate is perhaps the most notorious gaming-related culture war; it took the form of a loosely organized, 

ideologically right-wing harassment campaign that targeted feminist and other progressive and diverse voices in video 

game culture. For a critical exploration of gaming studies and modern gaming culture through queer and (people of 

color) feminist lenses, see Amanda Phillipsôs book, Gamer Trouble: Feminist Confrontations in Digital Culture (New 

York: New York University Press, 2020). 

85 For gaming studies, see Emma Vossen, ñOn the Cultural Inaccessibility of Gaming: Invading, Creating, and 

Reclaiming the Cultural Clubhouseò (PhD dissertation, University of Waterloo, 2018); for game music and sound 

studies specifically, see Park, ñThe Difficult, Uncomfortable, and Imperative Conversations.ò 
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proficient, classically-trained Korean-American composer and pianist who (by comparison, her 

channel has close to 600,000 subscribers and nearly 40 million total views, beating 8-bit Music 

Theory and Scruffy on both counts), has delved into the music from the action-adventure game 

The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (2017), the Korean survival drama television series Squid 

Game (2021ï), and the animated movies produced by the critically acclaimed Japanese animation 

studio Studio Ghibli;86 however, the main focus of Solôs channel, though, is Western art music. 

On the other hand, there are popular content creators who do produce musico-theoretical content, 

but approach video game and/or film music chiefly from a producerôs angle; examples include 

Andrew Huang (2.3 million subscribers), a Canadian, partially deaf musician based in Toronto; 

Simon Servida (over 700,000 subscribers), another Torontonian; and Carlin Hines (over 900,000 

subscribers), the African-American producer behind the channel Busy Works Beats.87 The fact 

remains, however, that the two dominant experts on game music in the YouTube musico-

theoretical sphere are both white- and male-passing, whereas the four generalist content creators 

of color I name above are outliers in the broader YTMT community.  

One space, adjacent to YTMT, in which marginalized content creators might find more 

success is that surrounding creative content (whether original or in connection to a participatory 

culture), which could be said to embody acts of musical theorizing. For that, I look at how Kiefer 

Gopaulchand, who goes by Shady Cicada on the Internet, conveys musico-theoretical knowledge 

through annotated examples of him making music. Specifically, Iôll be looking at his ñSong That 

 
86 See Nahre Solôs videos, ñIs the OST from Zelda: Breath of the Wild OVERRATED?!ò, March 25, 2023, YouTube 

video, 11:51, https://youtu.be/Dxcx-weAePI; ñSquid Game's Music Is REFRESHINGLY CREEPY - 7 Striking 

Details to Prove This,ò October 14, 2021, YouTube video, 6:52, https://youtu.be/K_R11KSm5ks; ñWhat Makes 

Studio Ghibli Music SO GOOD??!!ò, February 26, 2022, YouTube video, 14:06, https://youtu.be/pbmwn-k-8ME. 

87 Andrew Huang, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@andrewhuang; Busy Works 

Beats, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@busyworksbeats; Simon Servida, 

Servida Music, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@ServidaMusic. 

https://youtu.be/Dxcx-weAePI
https://youtu.be/K_R11KSm5ks
https://youtu.be/pbmwn-k-8ME
https://www.youtube.com/@andrewhuang
https://www.youtube.com/@busyworksbeats
https://www.youtube.com/@ServidaMusic
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Plays Whenò series, in which he composes a track in response to prompts, and his ñHow-Toò 

videos on video game music. Gopaulchandôs videos serve as a counterweight to the content by the 

other YouTubers I mentioned, as they exhibit a tacit conception of theory thatôs more rooted in 

practice than it is in abstraction and discourse (in fact, Gopaulchand would be the last person to 

characterize what heôs doing as music theory).88 

Table 2.2: Content creators by geographical location, primary interest, type of musico-theoretical 

content, and typical topics. 

8-bit Music Theory 

[Ben Kidd] 

Canada Game music Analytical and theoretical content 

Pitch and rhythmic structures, form 

Scruffy 

[Maxx Bradley] 

U.S. Game music Analytical and theoretical content 

Game design, sound design 

Shady Cicada 

[Kiefer Gopaulchand] 

Canada Mixed Utilitarian and creative content 

Implicit theory 

Game Score Fanfare 

[Mathew Dyason] 

Australia Game music Narrative, theoretical, and analytical content 

Narrative, signification, meaning 

 Last, some numbers. Table 2.2 summarizes where the four content creators I examine in 

the rest of this chapter are based, the kinds of musico-theoretical content that they produce, and 

the topics and approaches that best characterize their theoretical and analytical work. Figure 2.2, 

on the other hand, compares the subscriber count and the total views that seven of these content 

creators have.89 (Iôll elaborate on Game Score Fanfare, or Mathew Dyason, in the next section.) 

 
88 Kiefer Gopaulchand (@Shady Cicada#3831), ñi donôt know theory and stuff. i'd judge overall arrangement,ò 

Discord, October 13, 2020, 2:59 p.m.; ñyeah it is a language. i realized after i made my own theory language,ò Discord, 

October 27, 2020, 5:50 a.m.; and ñI don't know any music theory terms. I just do things LMAO. get on outta here with 

that flattery,ò messages posted in the #general channel of the ñShady Cicadaò server, Discord, December 15, 2017, 

7:29 p.m. 

89 Note that the ratios of total views to subscriber count are highly variable across the channels, with those who post 

more musical content tending to have a higher ratio. 



156 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Subscriber count and total views for the four  content creators examined. 

 Now, I donôt mean to assert some between quality and the size of a content creatorôs 

fanbase. Phil Ewell argues that, in the case of our academic discipline, itôs a commonly held fallacy 

that ñthe best scholarship in music theory rises to the top of the field in meritocratic fashion, 

irrespective of the authorôs raceò;90 this problem is even more acute in the field of YouTube music 

theory, and there are certainly many more axes of discriminationðwhich is also made known far 

more overtly than in our fieldðthan just race at play here. Rather, these numbers will help illustrate 

the uphill battles that marginalized and minoritarian content creators face when I turn to that topic 

in the next chapter. For now, letôs take a closer look at how YTMT has approached game music. 

2.1 YouTube Music Theory and Video Game Music 

To be sure, video game music is one of the more popular topics in the YouTube musico-theoretical 

sphere, along with jazz, film music, and Western popular music. After all, video games have been 

 
90 Ewell, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò paragraph 7.4. 
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a genuine cultural force for some time now, and they certainly have made their influence felt when 

most of these content creators were growing up in the 90s and the 00s. Given the geeky, STEM-

adjacent aura that music theory has, too, thereôs overlap between the music theory and gaming 

communities. So, itôs not unusual that many musico-theoretical content creators, from the bigwigs 

generalists, such as Adam Neely, Charles Cornell, David Bennett Piano, Nahre Sol, and 

samuraiguitarist (Steve Onotera); through genre-specific content creators such as Shred (Scott 

Sharrard), whose main focus is metal music;91 to content creators who work almost exclusively 

with video game music, such as Scruffy and 8-bit Music Theory; have honed their analytical and 

theoretical skills on this repertoire.  

What may come as a surprise is that Scruffy and 8-bit Music Theory are the only content 

creators specializing in video game music whoôve made it into the big leagues of the YouTube 

musico-theoretical sphere. There are, in fact, a number of channels which have subscriber counts 

numbering in the (tens of) thousands, and Iôll survey them briefly here. Game Score Fanfare 

(82700 subscribers and about 3.9 million views) is described by its creator, Mathew Dyason, as ña 

show that celebrates music in video games, an aspect so overlooked as thatôs often the point: to 

work without you even realizing itôs there. I look at games through the lens of its score, discovering 

the unique perspective and roles that music can bring.ò92 Despite Dyasonôs stated emphasis on the 

score, notation and transcription figures in Game Score Fanfare far less than 8-bit Music Theoryôs; 

analogously to films, score is used here to simply mean music. Rather, Dyasonôs content is geared 

 
91 Shred [Scott Sharrard], ñZelda Music Theory,ò November 13, 2020, YouTube video, 10:01. 

https://youtu.be/Yeyg7VeLRQI. 

92 ñAbout,ò on Mathew Dyasonôs YouTube channel, Game Score Fanfare, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@GameScoreFanfare/about. 

 

https://youtu.be/Yeyg7VeLRQI
https://www.youtube.com/@GameScoreFanfare/about
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toward questions of musical meaning and narratives, whether they are broader, historical and/or 

sociocultural ones, such as his video on women composers of video game music;93 or personal 

ones, such as a follow-up video to his video essay on how the music of the platform video game 

Celeste (2018) addresses the gameôs themes of mental health (which include depression, anxiety, 

and gender dysphoria),94 where he talks about how the music of the Japanese role-playing game 

Final Fantasy VIII (1999) has helped him with his own anxiety. Dyason has since moved on to 

other projects, such as creating a channel dedicated to popular music and helping out with content 

creator Polyphonic with expanding his reach on TikTok,95 but the 31 video essays heôs uploaded 

(the most recent one, ñStreet of Rageôs Groundbreaking Music,ò was uploaded on May 1, 2021)96 

engenders a refreshing perspective that complements 8-bit Music Theoryôs and Scruffyôs 

approaches. 

Thereôs Music Theory for Gamers (88300 subscribers, 14 million total views), hosted by 

Dan Spencer, where most of the videos are about Spencer livestreaming himself reacting to, 

breaking down, and tinkering with tracks from various video game soundtracks.97 Jake Butineau 

(23100 subscribers, 4.7 million total views), a game music composer from Toronto, has a series of 

video essays on game music that demonstrate a wealth of sensitivity to game design, sound design, 

 
93 Game Score Fanfare [Mathew Dyason], ñThe Women who Pioneered Video Game Music,ò March 13, 2020, 

YouTube video, 13:14, https://youtu.be/R4H8UdwaVJU. 

94 Game Score Fanfare, ñThe Anxiety of Celeste and its Music,ò April 14, 2018, YouTube video, 14:24, 

https://youtu.be/jvETIcMXaEo. 

95 Mathew Dyason, Mitto and the Fanfare, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@mittoandthefanfare6506; Mathew Dyason (@mittopotahis), ñSince September I've been 

helping @WatchPolyphonic launch and run his TikTok. Today we hit a milestone: first vid to reach a million views!ò, 

Twitter, May 10, 2023, 8:29 p.m., https://twitter.com/mittopotahis/status/1656456335964381184. 

96 Game Score Fanfare, ñStreets of Rage's Groundbreaking Music,ò May 1, 2021, YouTube video, 9:14, 

https://youtu.be/Z96EivicvNE. 

97 Dan Spencer, Music Theory for Gamers, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@MusicTheoryforGamers. 

https://youtu.be/R4H8UdwaVJU
https://youtu.be/jvETIcMXaEo
https://www.youtube.com/@mittoandthefanfare6506
https://twitter.com/WatchPolyphonic
https://twitter.com/mittopotahis/status/1656456335964381184
https://youtu.be/Z96EivicvNE
https://www.youtube.com/@MusicTheoryforGamers
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and the musical affordances of sound technology.98 Steve Melin, who runs the channel Video 

Game Music Alliance (21600 subscribers, 2.4 million total views) and who presents his claim to 

authority as being able to ñsupport my family with a 6-figure income composing music for video 

games,ò99 occasionally releases musico-theoretical and analytical videos in addition to his 

mainstays of game music production and the game music industry (these musico-theoretical videos 

are not neatly organized into playlists, unfortunately). Matt Kenyon (5100 subscribers and about 

350,000 total views), too, has a similar mix of music theory, music production, and industry tips, 

albeit weighted more heavily towards music theory. Lastly, Joshua Taipale, who goes by Ongaku 

Concept on YouTube (21,300 subscribers, 1.2 million total views), was formerly active as a 

musico-theoretical content creator specializing in analyzing and theorizing game and anime music 

with an emphasis on ñthe music itselfò as opposed to game or sound design, like many of 8-bit 

Music Theoryôs videos.100  

Then, there are the channels that devote the bulk of their attention to specific franchises. 

Alex Yard & Knuckles (32,100 subscribers, 2.4 million total views) is probably the most analysis-

heavy of the names surveyed here, with more than half (15) of all their music theory videos (28) 

dedicated to the soundtrack of the platform games Sonic the Hedgehog 3 (1994) and Sonic & 

Knuckles (1994).101 The host of the YouTube channel Zelda Music Theory describes their mission 

for the channel thus: ñto grow in my appreciation and joy from my most nostalgic and beautiful 

 
98 Jake Butineau, ñGame Music Discussions,ò YouTube playlist, last updated December 10, 2018, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLn9G57Vo6gadLUEzzvz38tKQ5x1P-1g4h. 

99 ñAbout,ò on Steve Melinôs YouTube channel, Video Game Music Alliance, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@VideoGameMusicAlliance/about. 

100 Joshua Taipale, Ongaku Concept, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@OngakuConcept. 

101 Alex Yard, Alex Yard & Knuckles, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@alexyardknuckles4379. 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLn9G57Vo6gadLUEzzvz38tKQ5x1P-1g4h
https://www.youtube.com/@VideoGameMusicAlliance/about
https://www.youtube.com/@OngakuConcept
https://www.youtube.com/@alexyardknuckles4379
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musical influences, and to share it with you. No influence has been more formative for my love 

for music than Zelda [the video game franchise]ò;102 he characterizes his style as a cross between 

8-bit Music Theory and Charles Cornell with a dash of Sideways.103 The collaborative gaming 

channel, Save Data (62,600 subscribers and around 9.7 million views), has an entire series 

dedicated to analyzing the tracks that accompany the dungeons in two games from the Legend of 

Zelda series, Ocarina of Time (1998) and Majoraôs Mask (2000); the analysis is an fascinating 

blend of game design, architectural history, cross-cultural commentary, and topic theory.104 Last 

but not least, Cory Lawrence, a Black content creator from the United Kingdom, has mostly 

uploaded creative content (e.g., arrangements and remixes) of video game music to his channel, 

Everything Fantasy, but he has posted a number of analysis videos, most of which concern the 

music from the Japanese visual novel franchise, Danganronpa.105 

 I hope to show, then, that even this game music subfield of the YouTube musico-theoretical 

scene has considerable variety in the approaches taken. As Iôve mentioned in the introduction of 

this chapter, the three creators that I examine, 8-bit Music Theory, Scruffy, and Game Score 

Fanfare, approach game music from differing standpoints; as Iôve summarized it, 8-bit Music 

Theory is primarily concerned with pitch and rhythmic structures and form, Scruffy with game 

and sound design, and Game Score Fanfare with narrative, signification, and musical meaning. All 

three approaches are not at all foreign to the academy, despite how they position themselves in 

 
102 Zelda Music Theory [pseud.], YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@ZeldaMusicTheory. 

103 Zelda Music Theory, ñWhy Zelda: Tears of the Kingdom Music Sounds Japanese,ò February 11, 2023, YouTube 

video, 9:47, https://youtu.be/TrhM_hHAWdc. 

104 Save Data, ñLegend of Zelda Dungeon Music Analysis,ò YouTube playlist, last updated April 13, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL4rx7GrY_xH9QJiP7K4MwI3upgVkYkMuS. 

105 Everything Fantasy, ñMusic Analysis Videos,ò YouTube playlist, last updated February 5, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLfgJK_3s58DN_YUzcTX90xvgdLXpvHRr4.  

https://www.youtube.com/@ZeldaMusicTheory
https://youtu.be/TrhM_hHAWdc
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL4rx7GrY_xH9QJiP7K4MwI3upgVkYkMuS
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLfgJK_3s58DN_YUzcTX90xvgdLXpvHRr4
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relation to the latter. Iôve already characterized Scruffy as an outsider in the previous chapter; 

while Mathew Dyason, or the man behind Game Score Fanfare, hasnôt spoken strongly on 

metatheoretical issues, it seems to me that the description-heavy and notation-light nature of his 

content reflects the view of an outsider. As for 8-bit Music Theory, or Ben Kidd, whose methods 

and objects of analysis most closely approximate traditional music theory, I would characterize his 

position as a citizen theorist in that, although he has expressed his distaste for his experience of 

traditional music theory education in that music theory was presented as a set of compositional 

rules, what made him re-evaluate music theory was his exposure ñthe biggest one has been music 

theory as a descriptive technique or é a method for describing music.ò106 That is, though some of 

the videos have a utilitarian bent in that Kidd occasionally suggests ways that the insights gleaned 

through his theoretical tools might be applied to oneôs musicmaking, many of them are just about 

him describing the music to get to know it better. The persuasive description of our musical 

experiences is, after all, at the heart of our academic discipline. 

 As Iôve said, Kidd is trained in the jazz tradition; reflecting this training, perhaps, is the 

fact that Kiddôs analyses are heavy on transcription and the labelling of pitch structures. Because 

the ambit of Kiddôs theorization is so wide, Iôll focus on the traits that distinguish him from other 

content creators, which is, namely, his tendency to abstract game music from its original context 

and to orient his analyses towards pitch and rhythmic structures and form. Again, I emphasize that 

Kidd is well aware of game musicôs experiential affordances as one element of an interactive and 

possibly narrative medium on the one hand, and the interactions between the musical affordances 

of sound technology, sound design, and musicmaking on the other. Indeed, Kidd displays his 

 
106 8-bit Music Theory, ñ400k Q&A Celebration Stream!ò, streamed live on October 14, 2021, YouTube video, 

1:19:47, https://www.youtube.com/live/TaWLFlt-C_s. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/TaWLFlt-C_s
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awareness of both aspects to a high level of theoretical sophistication where the situation calls for 

it. In videos such as ñHow Creative Limitations Shaped Ocarina of Timeôs Musicò and ñSNES vs 

Gameboy Music: Mega Man Xtreme,ò Kidd dives into the technical limitations and creative 

possibilities of consoles such as the Game Boy Color (1998), the Super Nintendo Entertainment 

System, or SNES (1990), and the Nintendo 64 (1997), exploring how these shaped in The Legend 

of Zelda: Ocarina of Time and Mega Man Xtreme (2000).107 Conversely, in ñSilent Hill 2: Silence 

is Also a Sound,ò Kidd talks about the sound design of the Japanese survival horror game Silent 

Hill 2 (2001)ôs soundtrack, taking an approach similar to William Chengôs in his chapter on Silent 

Hill (1999) from his monograph, Sound Play: Video Games and the Musical Imagination.108 These 

kinds of videos, however, are a rarity in Kiddôs voluminous analytical output, and Kidd himself 

acknowledges this; in his description to his video on Silent Hill 2, Kidd notes this in his 

characteristically understated manner when he says he ñtook a little bit of a different approachò in 

that video.109 

As for Kiddôs sensitivity to narrative and game design, I use his video, ñStorytelling 

through Music in Hollow Knight,ò as a representative example. Kidd suggests that Hollow 

Knightôs (2017) fragmented and cryptic approach to storytelling encourages players to piece 

together bits of information strewn across the desolate landscape of Hallownest into a coherent 

narrative. Noting that the diegetic ñElegy for Hallownestò is about the Pale King, a mysterious, 

 
107 8-bit Music Theory, ñHow Creative Limitations Shaped Ocarina of Time's Best Music,ò September 29, 2021, 

YouTube video, 14:54, https://youtu.be/_SeY_Gss2CY; ñSNES vs Gameboy Music: Mega Man Xtreme,ò October 

31, 2022, YouTube video, 17:23, https://youtu.be/G4nZ3Y8xLwA. 

108 8-bit Music Theory, ñSilent Hill 2: Silence is Also a Sound,ò October 30, 2019, YouTube video, 15:09, 

https://youtu.be/EMqJAPpuecE; William Cheng, ñDead Ringers,ò in Sound Play: Video Games and the Musical 

Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 93ï112. 

109 8-bit Music Theory, ñSilent Hill 2.ò 

https://youtu.be/_SeY_Gss2CY
https://youtu.be/G4nZ3Y8xLwA
https://youtu.be/EMqJAPpuecE
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deity-like character in the gameôs world, Kidd develops the thesis that, ñif we can connect this 

melody to the Pale King, then we can use that as an inherent implication whenever this theme is 

used throughout the gameôs score to tie together characters or places as having a strong connection 

to the King.ò110 Kiddôs identification of this leitfmotif in other tracks used in the game, which was 

scored by the Australian media composer Christopher Larkin, allows him to tie the Pale King to 

characters such as the White Lady and Hornet and locales like the White Palace; itôs worth 

mentioning that these connections are only ever implied in the gameôs worldbuilding. Even in a 

video like this, however, we can observe Kiddôs propensity to abstract the music away from its 

narrative context. Thatôs because Kidd gives thorough harmonic and formal analyses of these 

tracks, but he doesnôt tie these analyses back into the narrative. 

What this means is that the topics of form and pitch and rhythmic structures truly are the 

bread and butter of Kiddôs brand of game music theory, and this is the self-image of himself as a 

music theorist that he projects at public events, too.111 As weôve already seen a fair bit of Kiddôs 

videos, a comprehensive survey of his content is neither necessary nor particularly illuminating. 

What Iôd like to call attention to are some of the more innovative or distinctive theorizations that 

Kidd has offered over his career as a YouTube music theorist. I should note that whatôs innovative 

or distinctive in this space may not necessarily be news to us: His video on how melodic lines 

imply various harmonic readings (both as isolated chords and chord progressions) that have the 

potential to clash with the actual harmonization is old hat to us in the academy, steeped as we are 

 
110 8-bit Music Theory, ñStorytelling through Music in Hollow Knight,ò 1:13ï1:26. 

111 See, for example, Ben Kidd, ñMAGFest 2019 - Advanced Music Theory w/ "8-Bit Music Theory," MAGFest, 

January 22, 2019, video of presentation, 1:01:44, https://youtu.be/tcpQ2pOJRPs; and ñMAGWest 2020 - 8-Bit Music 

Theory,ò MAGFest, November 6, 2020, video of presentation, 25:22, https://youtu.be/os9AWDVUdYc. 

https://youtu.be/tcpQ2pOJRPs
https://youtu.be/os9AWDVUdYc
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in prolongational analysis, but itôs not a notion thatôs often explicitly stated in the YouTube 

musico-theoretical sphere.112  

On the other hand, Kiddôs idiosyncratic understanding of the concept of the ñchordioidò 

(not to be confused with chordoid) has no clear parallels in the academy.113 Before I can get into 

Kiddôs take on the chordioid, let me explain the termôs background. The provenance of the term 

chordioid is obscure. Itôs very infrequently used, if at all, in Anglophone musico-theoretical 

writing in the academy. A Wikipedia page, written in stilted English (e.g., ñNicolas Slonimsky 

named "master chord" that chordioid described in jazz chord theory as 7no5), asserts that Joseph 

Schillinger and Nicholas Slonimsky, among others, had a theory of chordioids, but none of the 

sources the article cites actually use the name.114 The concept of a chordioid, as this Wikipedia 

article presents it, is to reify harmonic formations that are difficult to classify in some theory of 

chords (which are typically based on tertian harmony) as if they were conventional chords. That 

idea itself is hardly new; after all, Arnold Schoenberg declared that harmonic functions that we 

would usually analyze as byproducts of contrapuntal motion are ñchords: not of the system, but of 

music.ò115 What the term chordioid does is that it gives us a way to conceptualize and compare 

these disparate theorizations of unconventional harmonic formations. It seems to me as if this 

 
112 8-bit Music Theory, ñYou Can Think About Melodies Harmonically, Too,ò February 28, 2022, YouTube video, 

19:46, https://youtu.be/t_DRXroYaj4. 

113 8-bit Music Theory, ñWhatôs a Chordioid?ò, September 9, 2019, YouTube video, 11:44, 

https://youtu.be/cmsqkgppBtc. 

114 Robert Rawlins, Nor Eddine Bahha, and Barrett Tagliarino, Jazzology: The Encyclopedia of Jazz Theory for All 

Musicians (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 2005); Joseph Schillinger, The Schillinger System of Musical Composition, 

2 vols. (New York: Carl Fischer, 1946); Nicolas Slonimsky, Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns (New York: 

Charles Scribnerôs Sons, 1947). For the Wikipedia article, see Wikipedia, s.v. ñChordioid,ò last modified January 19, 

2023, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chordioid. 

115 Arnold Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony, trans. Roy E. Carter, 3rd ed. (Berkeley, CA: University of California 

Press, 1978), 322. 

https://youtu.be/t_DRXroYaj4
https://youtu.be/cmsqkgppBtc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chordioid
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article is an attempt to pass off original research under the guise of someone elseôs (i.e., 

Slonimskyôs and Schillingerôs) authority (the creation of and the bulk of substantial edits made to 

this article could be traced back to two IP addresses, both of which are based in El Paso, Texas). 

Of course, while itôs an example of the violations of academic integrity that are all too common 

on Wikipedia,116 the Wikipedia article on chordioids shows how parcels of ñhidden theoryò might 

come to the surface.117 Given the shaky foundations that the term has, itôs taken off in unpredictable 

ways (a video game is currently being developed around the concept, in fact),118 thus affirming the 

digital sphere as a seedbed for experimental and rhizomatic vernacular theorizing, regardless if 

that vernacular theorizing often replicates whatôs already known or talked about in the academic 

field. 

Letôs return to Kiddôs formulation of the concept. Kidd notes in the description of his video 

that he hasnôt been able to find much information on this topic online, which should come as no 

surprise given what Iôve said above. He then criticizes the definition proffered in the Wikipedia 

article as ñso broad as to be basically meaningless.ò119 Instead, he narrows his consideration to 

harmonic configurations that he feels would be impoverished if analyzed from the standpoint of 

tertian harmony. These include seventh chords without the third and harmonic formations that 

Kidd asserts could be read as implying some extended harmony, even if such a reading would 

 
116 In another context, I describe how whatôs most likely to be a fabricated story involving George Sand has now been 

taken by journalistic and other non-academic writers as a historical fact, in no small part because itôs allowed to remain 

on Wikipedia despite several users calling it out. Cheng Wei Lim, ñHeroic Narratives and Chopinôs Polonaise in AΤ 
Major, Op. 53,ò 19th-Century Music 46, no. 2 (November 2022): 164. 

117 See Thomas Christensenôs article, ñFragile Texts, Hidden Theory,ò Musica Humana 3, no. 2 (September 2011): 

177ï208; and his book chapter, ñMonumental Theory,ò in Experimental Affinities in Music, ed. Paulo de Assis 

(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2015), 197ï212. 

118 CHORDIOID (website), Ash Taylor, accessed May 26, 2023, https://chordioid.com/#home. 

119 8-bit Music Theory, ñWhatôs a Chordioid?ò, 1:18ï1:20. 

https://chordioid.com/#home
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paint a misleading picture of our musical experience. In the track ñNorfairò from the SNES 

Japanese action-adventure game Super Metroid (1994), the music for which was composed by 

Kenji Yamamoto, Kidd zeroes in on a chord consisting of the notes C, DΤ, and F. Hearing this 

harmony as a Csus4Τ2 chord with an implied fifth, Kidd argues, detracts from how itôs used in a 

coloristic, nonfunctional manner in the passage (Example 2.10). Rather, he says, the entire passage 

is based on various transpositions of a chordioid being ñshifted around between D, C, and F tonic 

notesò;120 we might describe that chordioid using set theory as [0, 1, 5]. (For what itôs worth, I 

personally hear the passage as concatenation of seventh chords in third inversion; hence my 

decision to transcribe it as in Example 2.10.) 

 

Example 2.10: First four measures of ñNorfairò from Super Metroid (1994). (transcription by the 

author)  

One of the more intriguing examples of Kiddôs theorizing is the framework for rhythmic 

analysis he sets out in a video, in which he uses the music from Zelda II: The Adventure of Link 

(1987) to illustrate his concepts.121 Building off ideas that he first described in an earlier video in 

which he investigates the notion of rhythmic dissonance,122 Kidd starts off his theorization with 

the notion of rhythmic tension. Drawing an analogy with tension as itôs used to characterize the 

feel of scale degrees and chords in functional harmony, Kidd notes that itôs when events are 

 
120 8-bit Music Theory, ñWhat is a Chordioid?ò, 6:40ï6:44. 

121 8-bit Music Theory, ñA Framework for Basic Rhythmic Analysis Feat. Zelda II: The Adventure of Link.ò February 

28, 2021, YouTube video, 18:04, https://youtu.be/voXkdxjyqRM. 

122 8-bit Music Theory, ñRhythmic Dissonance in the Knuckles' Chaotix Soundtrack [Patron Request],ò December 6, 

2017, YouTube video, 9:24, https://youtu.be/TKodQQD9AmE. 

https://youtu.be/voXkdxjyqRM
https://youtu.be/TKodQQD9AmE
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misaligned with the strong beats suggested by the metrical structure that rhythmic tension is 

generated. He lists the avoidance of starting or ending on strong beats, syncopations, and 

anticipations as examples of devices that contribute to rhythmic tension, and he looks at how these 

devices come into play with the ñhalf clave rhythm,ò which refers to just the tresillo portion of the 

clave rhythm. Last, he extrapolates the notion of rhythmic approach notes to describe those notes 

that seem to prepare for more momentous events.  

Again, this is an example of a YouTuber (re)theorizing what is well-trodden ground in 

academiað David Huronôs application of the psychological theory of expectation to rhythmic and 

metrical phenomena and Harald Krebsô framework of metrical dissonance comes to mind123ðbut 

Kiddôs framework answers questions about how to analyze rhythm beyond naming their durations, 

and that topicôs typically not covered in depth in traditional musico-theoretical pedagogy. As he 

says, rhythm ñis arguably the most important part of music, and itôs the hardest to talk about. I can 

give you a basic overview of how the notes in a scale function in a melodic context or how the 

different chords in a key will affect the music around them, but I donôt have a great way of 

understanding the rhythmic function of the notes in a melody or a musical figureò;124 the 

framework he presents is his attempt to solve that problem. Now, Iôm not cynical enough to suggest 

that Kiddôs seeming unawareness of similar work being done in the academy is performative for 

the sake of garnering a following. Rather, if musicians who are clearly inclined towards music 

theory feel that we in the academy donôt have the answers they seek when we actually might, that 

does speak to a structural issue where what we do is misrepresented both because of the way we 

 
123 Harald Krebs, Fantasy Pieces: Metrical Dissonance in the Music of Robert Schumann (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999); David B. Huron, Sweet Anticipation: Music and the Psychology of Expectation (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press, 2007). 

124 8-bit Music Theory, ñA Framework for Basic Rhythmic Analysis,ò 0:04ï0:20. 
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have traditionally taught music theory by focusing on pitch structures, and because we donôt 

connect with the broader musical public to the extent that we should. Thereôs a clear demand for 

public-facing musico-theoretical content, and so YouTubers like Kidd fill that vacuum. 

My last example showcases Kiddôs approach to form, which is undertheorized in the 

YouTube musico-theoretical community compared to pitch and rhythmic structures. As Kidd says, 

ñI love talking about structure in music. Itôs fun to analyze, and when you discover some 

underlying logic to a piece of music you didnôt hear on first listen, you feel like youôve cracked a 

code or finally beaten one of those goddamn slider puzzle things.ò125 Despite the structuralist 

language that Kidd espouses, the formal analyses he does are in fact very much attuned to his 

experiences with the music. Case in point: in his videos on transitions, a compositional technique 

that Kidd associates with Western art music, Kidd is careful in distinguishing between the sonic 

affects of a theme and a transitionary section.126 Itôs not an issue of relative durations, he says, for 

ñwith é more sophisticated transitions, you can run into a situation where the transition is longer 

than the section itôs transitioning from or to.ò127 Instead, he lists four factors that might contribute 

to why we might analyze a section as a transition than a theme in its own right: a lack of melody, 

harmonic instability, irregular phrasing, and sequential writing.  

 
125 8-bit Music Theory, ñBalancing Structure and Creativity: How Gravity Rush Develops a Theme,ò August 25, 2020, 

YouTube video, 0:04ï0:16< https://youtu.be/f0U7ptjE5R4. 

126 8-bit Music Theory, ñHow to Write Transitions || Final Fantasy Tactics Advance,ò June 30, 2022, YouTube video, 

15:13, https://youtu.be/qV5wlmF16iE. 

127 8-bit Music Theory, ñHow to Write Transitions,ò 3:40ï3:50. 

https://youtu.be/f0U7ptjE5R4
https://youtu.be/qV5wlmF16iE
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Example 2.11: Transcription of ñBò theme of ñBattle of Hopeò from Final Fantasy Tactics Advance 

(2003). (transcription by the author)  

These may seem conventional to us at first glance. For those in the know, however, Kiddôs 

views on what makes a transition comes into productive analytical friction with the theories of 

form that we are familiar with in the academy, such as William Caplinôs.128 The thing is, Kidd 

primarily talks about the transitions interrupting the regular phrases of themes; that, he says, gives 

the transitions an impetus that would be missing otherwise. For instance, in what he identifies as 

 
128 William Earl Caplin, Classical Form: A Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental Music of Haydn, Mozart, 

and Beethoven (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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the ñBò theme of the track ñBattle of Hopeò from the tactical role-playing game Final Fantasy 

Tactics Advance (2003), which was composed by Hitoshi Sakimoto, he notes that the theme 

consists of eight measures, but when that theme is repeated again, itôs interrupted midway by a 

three-bar transition that leads to what he hears as a new section (Example 2.11).  

Kidd notes that this transition begins with a rhythmic motif thatôs the same as the one at 

the analogous point in the previous four-measure phrase (i.e., where the contrasting idea begins), 

and that itôs characterized by sequential repetition of a bar-long unit down a whole step. If we 

understand this theme from a perspective thatôs informed by Caplinôs Formenlehre, which has 

broad potential for the conceptualization of form despite the repertoire on which it was based,129 

we might see the first four measures as a compound basic idea. On the other hand, the next five 

measures might be heard as some admixture between a consequent and a continuation, even with 

the lack of a conclusive cadential motion:130 The varied repetition of the basic idea suggests 

reading these five measures consequent, while the sequential repetition of the motivic fragment 

from the contrasting idea suggests a continuation reading instead.  

So, while we might prefer to view these nine measures as a theme divided into a four-bar 

and a five-bar phrase, as opposed to the six-bar phrase and three-bar transition that Kidd suggests, 

Kidd deserve due credit for latching onto the transition-like quality of the three-bar sequential 

extension. In a Classical sonata-allegro movement such as the first movement of Beethovenôs 

Sonata in F minor, op. 2 no. 1 (1795), the primary theme is followed by what seems at first to 

promise to be its consequent in a large-scale periodic structure, but it turns out to herald the 

 
129 Caplin himself would claim that his theory of form strictly applies to the works of Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang 

Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven. Caplin, Classical Form, 3ï4. 

130 I wouldôve expected m. 10 in Example 2.11 to resolve to V of G-sharp (major or minor) because of the motivic 

and harmonic correspondence between mm. 9ï10 in Example 2.11 and the last two measures of the first presentation 

of the ñAò theme. 
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transition instead; there, the basic idea immediately leads us somewhere else (Example 2.12). The 

passage that Kidd and I examine in ñBattle of Hopeò is similar in that this passage (i.e., mm. 1ï9 

of Example 2.11) promises to be a large-scale consequent to the eight measures prior to it, but 

instead of this passage revealing its transitionary quality right away as in the Beethoven example 

through the piano sonataôs basic ideaôs unexpected turn to the dominant minor, the ñBattle of 

Hopeò passage does so midway.131 

 

Example 2.12: Primary theme and beginning of transition of Ludwig van Beethovenôs Piano Sonata 

in F minor, op. 2 no. 1/i.132 

 Iôve mentioned that there can be a utilitarian or didactic aspect to Kiddôs content, and some 

of the videos do display that tendency. In the video on chordioids, Kidd talks about how ñthe color 

of a chord depends just as much on the notes you leave out as it does on the notes you include, and 

leaving traditional chord theory [i.e., tertian harmony] to the side for a second can open up some 

interesting avenues for musical exploration.ò133 ñMusical explorationò doesnôt strictly come from 

 
131 I thank Ian Sewell for helping me articulate this. 

132 Ludwig van Beethoven, Ludwig van Beethovens Werke, ed. Guido Adler et al., vol. 16, bk. 1, Pianoforte-Sonaten 

(Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1862), 1. 

133 8-bit Music Theory, ñWhatôs a Chordioid?ò, 0:53ï1:04. 
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the listenerôs perspective, as Kidd comes up with a list of chordioids for his viewers to tinker with 

in their own practices of musicmaking.134 Moreover, the video on transitions is billed as a primer 

on writing transitions, even if the bulk of the video is devoted to analyzing various tracks from 

Final Fantasy Tactics Advance and Kidd doesnôt explicitly state the steps from analysis to 

musicmaking. The pedagogical impulse for this is that much contemporary popular music and jazz, 

Kidd contends, display rigid structures (Kidd names the verse-chorus form) or looping forms built 

from four- and eight-bar blocks. Learning how to write transitions, Kidd says, allows one ñto 

weave together musical ideas with a sophistication that feels fresh and invigorating to someone 

accustomed to pop or rock or jazz structures.ò135 Kiddôs views on form across these different 

traditions, which themselves exhibit considerable variety, might overgeneralize or oversimplify 

the situation (wouldnôt we say that a bridge frequently has some of the transition-like qualities that 

Kidd identifies?), but whatôs intriguing is that Kidd sees the pedagogical value of conceiving 

transitions as flexible connective tissue between sections of stronger thematic identity.  

Now, letôs move on to Scruffy, or Maxx Bradley. Iôve talked about Scruffyôs self-

characterization as a composer and an artist and their background as a college-educated composer 

and jazz pianist in the previous chapter. With its emphasis on game and sound design, Scruffyôs 

content is perhaps the polar opposite to 8-bit Music Theoryôs style of musico-theoretical videos. 

In my examination of Scruffyôs videos, Iôd like to concentrate on three ways of understanding their 

content. The first concerns what Scruffy brings to the table. Scruffyôs approach emphasizes game 

and sound design, the interplay between sound technology and musical affordances, and what it 

means to experience sound and music in an integrated ludic and often narrative medium. The 

 
134 Ben Kidd, ñChordioid Examples,ò personal Google Drive account, 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LwUXnaLp4d4Z9I3iyBKIUFVTJlnZmIRq/view. 

135 8-bit Music Theory, ñHow to Write Transitions,ò 0:51ï0:58. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LwUXnaLp4d4Z9I3iyBKIUFVTJlnZmIRq/view
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second considers how Scruffyôs approach contrasts with not only 8-bit Music Theoryôs, but 

arguably the YouTube musico-theoretical space as a whole. Scruffyôs approach sets their content 

apart from the utilitarian outlook and the tendency to abstract and reify music separately from its 

context that permeate YouTube music theory as a whole. Scruffyôs channel counterbalances their 

musico-theoretical videos with original creative content, which complicates a direct comparison 

of their channelôs statistics with 8-bit Music Theoryôs, but the fact that Scruffyôs most popular 

musico-theoretical videos have millions more views than 8-bit Music Theoryôs suggests that 

Scruffyôs content fills a highly desirable niche that few, if any, YouTubers currently compete in.136 

The academy, too, pays its due respects to game and sound design when they discuss game music, 

as I note throughout the following discussion. The last addresses where Scruffy recreates oneôs 

experience of playing the games they talk about. Scruffyôs contentôs production values are almost 

unrivalled in this arena, and all of his videos incorporate original art and design. Indeed, some in 

Scruffyôs audience have picked up on the fact that Scruffy incorporates visual, aural, ludic, and 

conceptual elements from the source material into their videos, and I wish to delve into this enacted 

virtuality and its interplay with Scruffyôs musico-theoretical discourse. 

To demonstrate what I mean by this last question, Iôll briefly talk about Scruffyôs video on 

harmonic rhythm as applied to music from Segaôs Sonic the Hedgehog franchise.137 This video is 

somewhat of an outlier in Scruffyôs output, like their video on the soundtrack of Arms (2017),138 a 

 
136 For comparison, Scruffyôs most viewed video, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at Freddyôs,ò has 

7.9 million views at the time of writing, whereas its counterpart on the 8-bit Music Theory channel, ñOdd Time 

Signatures in Video Game Music,ò has just 1.7 million views. 8-bit Music Theory, ñOdd Time Signaturesò; Scruffy, 

ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at Freddy's,ò October 17, 2020, YouTube video, 18:12, 

https://youtu.be/1yTIhtfgDwY 

137 Scruffy, ñHarmonic Rhythm in Sonic the Hedgehogôs Music,ò October 14, 2019, YouTube video, 12:41, 

https://youtu.be/Vjj0aA933_s. 

138 Scruffy, ñThe Culture behind ARMSô Soundtrack,ò July 31, 2017, YouTube video, 6:17, https://youtu.be/-

JwSz176L8g. 

https://youtu.be/1yTIhtfgDwY
https://youtu.be/Vjj0aA933_s
https://youtu.be/-JwSz176L8g
https://youtu.be/-JwSz176L8g
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fighting game for the Nintendo Switch, which talks about the cultural associations of the 

instruments that vivify that gameôs soundtrack and their significative implications, ¨ la the musico-

theoretical content creator Sideways (Ethen Marrs).139 In the video on harmonic rhythm, Scruffy 

clarifies that the framework they propose is meant for popular music genres or genres of music 

that adopt pop music conventions before diving into its components. Scruffy distinguishes between 

four types of rhythmic structures: a steady, differentiated pulse that they call ñtempoò but which 

we would probably refer to as metrical structure; percussive rhythm, which they gloss as the 

percussive groove that ñframes the infinite tempo into small finite pieces that flavor the musicò; 

melodic rhythm; and harmonic rhythm, which he explains as ñhow quickly chords, or 

countervoices or supporting sounds, change.ò140  

 

Figure 2.3: Screenshot of Scruffyôs ñHarmonic Rhythm in Sonic the Hedgehogôs Music.ò141 

 
139 For example, see Sidewaysô [Ethen Marrs] videos, ñInstrumentation in Steven Universe,ò January 14, 2019, 

YouTube video, 7:15, https://youtu.be/bhkSrIg5SSY; ñThe Perfect Musical Symmetry of Avatar the Last Airbender,ò 

July 31, 2020, YouTube video, 21:33, https://youtu.be/Rzf_sTuDcX8; and ñWhy Avatar has the Most Ironic 

Soundtrack of All Time,ò 23:27, March 31, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tL5sX8VmvB8. 

140 Scruffy, ñHarmonic Rhythm,ò 1:12ï1:40. 

141 Scruffy, ñHarmonic Rhythm.ò 6:40. 

https://youtu.be/bhkSrIg5SSY
https://youtu.be/Rzf_sTuDcX8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tL5sX8VmvB8
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To underscore the fact that the latter three rhythms have differing rates of change, with 

percussive rhythmic events generally zipping by and the harmony typically being the slowest to 

move of the three parameters, Scruffy associates each of them with three different characters from 

the franchise: Sonic, Tails, and Knuckles (Figure 2.3). Sonic is the speediest character whereas 

Knuckles is comparatively sluggish, but Tails and Knuckles have greater maneuverability than 

Sonic in that Tails can fly for short periods of time before tiring out, whereas Knuckles can climb 

up walls and glide indefinitelyðsubject to gravity, of course. (The terms are also color-coded 

according to the charactersô primary color scheme.) This video demonstrates a relatively simple 

example of how Scruffy draws on aspects of the source material to communicate their musico-

theoretical ideas; as I show in my subsequent discussion, however, Scruffyôs communicative 

approach does raise some fascinating issues of virtuality and phenomenology. 

Now, I will concentrate on three case studies. The first is Scruffyôs video on adaptive music 

in the Tanks! minigame from Wii Play (2006), a compilation of minigames meant to demonstrate 

the capabilities of Nintendoôs flagship console, Wii (2006), and its then-revolutionary motion 

controller.142 The next is their video on ñinvisibleò sound design in the Japanese action-adventure 

game, The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (2017).143 Last, I talk about Scruffyôs videos on 

the interactions between game and sound design in horror games such as those from the Five Nights 

at Freddyôs series (2014ï), Phasmophobia (2020), and In Silence (2020), on the question of how 

Scruffyôs discursive style might lend itself to a virtual immersion that not only gets Scruffyôs points 

 
142 Scruffy, ñThe Surprisingly Complex Music of Wii Playôs Tanks!ò, January 10, 2022, YouTube video, 9:42, 

https://youtu.be/NkBXgcN3fXo. 

143 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design in Breath of the Wild,ò July 9, 2019, YouTube video, 9:48. 

https://youtu.be/Vgev9Gzybk8. 

https://youtu.be/NkBXgcN3fXo
https://youtu.be/Vgev9Gzybk8
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across better, but engrosses the viewer in a vicarious experience of the ludic-aural phenomena that 

Scruffy covers.144 

Adaptive music, or adaptive audio, is a term used to describe situations where the in-game 

music responds to gameplay conditions. This is in distinction to what Karen Collins refers to as 

interactive audio, or the use of tiny jingles or other sound effects that are triggered in response to 

a playerôs direct input, such as the ñboingò sound effect that plays whenever Sonic jumps in many 

games from the Sonic the Hedgehog series.145 This synchronization between player input and 

audiovisual feedback results in what the film theorist Michel Chion refers to as synchresis, or ñthe 

spontaneous and irresistible mental fusion, completely free of any logic, that happens between a 

sound and a visual when these occur at exactly the same time.ò146 Instead, adaptive audio refers to 

cases like when Sonic spends too much time underwater in a level and is at risk of drowning, for 

example, and the music changes to a frenetic track that accelerates just as time is running out for 

the player to get Sonic to an air bubble or out of the water. While there can be some correlation 

between player action and adaptive audio, the relationship is not direct or one-to-one, unlike 

interactive audio. 

Since thereôs some overlap between interactive and adaptive audio, Collins prefers to use 

dynamic audio as a blanket term to cover both types. William OôHara, too, has shown that this 

dichotomy is put under stress with the sound design of a game like Proteus, which presents the 

 
144 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horrorò; ñSound Intensity and the FNaF Series,ò April 25, 2021, YouTube 

video, 15:00, https://youtu.be/rMkkE0AIuMo; and ñProximity Voice Chat in Horror Games,ò August 22, 2022, 

YouTube video, 9:26, https://youtu.be/TOa5esB_HIA. 

145 Karen Collins, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video Game Music and Sound 

Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 4. See also her book, Playing with Sound: A Theory of Interacting with 

Sound and Music in Video Games (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2013). 

146 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1994), 63.  

https://youtu.be/rMkkE0AIuMo
https://youtu.be/TOa5esB_HIA
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player with an algorithmically generated island to explore accompanied by a procedurally 

generated soundtrack, in which a substantial vocabulary of short musical gestures and atmospheric 

synthesizer textures flit in and out according to how the player navigates the environment. So, 

while the player has exploratory freedom, the player doesnôt exert immediate control over the 

music they hear.147 Music of this sort is a prime example of what Isabella van Elferen refers to as 

the supradiegetic potential game music, in that it ñexpands the magic gaming circle into the real-

life surroundings of the player.ò148 (The origin of the term ñmagic circle,ò which refers to instances 

where the rules of a gameôs virtual world displace reality, can be traced back to the Dutch historian 

Johan Huizinga in his monograph, Homo Ludens, which was first published in Dutch in 1938.)149  

That said, while dynamic audio has been an integral part in video games almost since the 

mediumôs inceptionðeven Tennis for Two (1958), which is commonly cited as one of the earliest 

video games, had an auditory feedback systemðthe industry has been slow to develop a dynamic 

music that comprehensively responds to game events in real time, despite its potential for far 

greater immersivity. (Notwithstanding particular situations where their boundaries might be 

blurred, Elizabeth Medina-Gray notes that music, sound effects, and dialogue are generally 

recognizable and distinguishable categories of game audio.)150 Composers are used to scoring 

video games in a linear fashion, which goes from composition through arrangement to recording, 

 
147 William OôHara, ñMapping Sound: Play, Performance, and Analysis in Proteus,ò Journal of Sound and Music in 

Games 1, no. 3 (July 2020): 35ï67. 

148 Isabella van Elferen, ñáUn Forastero! Issues of Virtuality and Diegesis in Videogame Music,ò Music and the 

Moving Image 4, no. 2 (Summer 2011): 30. 

149 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971); see also 

Julianne Grassoôs dissertation, ñVideo Game Music, Meaning, and the Possibilities of Playò (PhD dissertation, 

Chicago, The University of Chicago, 2020), https://doi.org/10.6082/uchicago.2292. 

150 Elizabeth Medina-Gray, ñInteracting with Soundscapes: Music, Sound Effects and Dialogue in Video Games,ò in 

The Cambridge Companion to Video Game Music, ed. Melanie Fritsch and Tim Summers (Cambridge University 

Press, 2021), 177. 

https://doi.org/10.6082/uchicago.2292
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and technological limitations and the design philosophy behind music sequencers have historically 

dissuaded composers from adaptive music.151 While many of those technological limitations have 

been overcome today, many composers continue to score for video games in a way thatôs relatively 

static in conception.  

 

Figure 2.4: Screenshot of Scruffyôs ñThe Surprisingly Complex Music of Wii Playôs Tanks!ò.152 

This makes the surprisingly intricate adaptive music system in Tanks! all the more 

remarkable. (As Scruffy uses the term adaptive music in a way thatôs congruent with Collinsô 

distinction, Iôll keep Scruffyôs term.) In the game, you control a blue tank as you jostle against 

enemy tanks in a rectangular arena peppered with obstacles. (Color matters, for it not only what 

differentiates player-controlled tanks from the AI-controlled enemy ones, but also what 

 
151 Tim van Geelen, ñRealizing Groundbreaking Adaptive Music,ò in From Pac-Man to Pop Music (New York: 

Routledge, 2008), 93ï102; and Jesper Kaae, ñTheoretical Approaches to Composing Dynamic Music for Video 

Games,ò in From Pac-Man to Pop Music (New York: Routledge, 2008), 75ï91. 

152 Scruffy, ñThe Surprisingly Complex Muisc,ò 9:03ï9:08. 
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distinguishes one type of tank from another.) Whenever a stage starts, it begins with a short snare-

drum intro that leads into a four-bar pastiche of marching band music that loops indefinitely. 

The adaptive part rests in how the instrumentation of this loop responds to which enemy-

controlled tanks are left in the stage. That is, the instrumentation hinges not only on the number of 

tanks on the screen, but also which kinds of tanks are there, which remaining tank is the highest-

ranked one, and whether the number of enemy tanks has been reduced below a critical level, 

activating what Scruffy characterizes as ñboss mode.ò153 That is, in addition to the basic track 

consisting of a piccolo, a flute, and a snare drum, and the factors I mentioned above either result 

in instrumental layers being added to the track, or the snare drum part being taken out to signal 

heightened tension, in that the removal of a constant layer of high-frequency noise leads to the 

discomforting result of leaving the rest of the instruments exposed in the texture. While Figure 2.4 

shows how Scruffy tries to encapsulate all this information in a single chart, over the course of the 

video, Scruffy explains this complicated adaptive music system by systematically going over how 

the introduction of a higher-ranked tank shifts the instrumentation of the music. They also 

demonstrate that the order in which the tanks are taken out, and so which tanks are left in boss 

mode, influence the boss mode music. As they put it, ñyou may hear the same four measures of 

music over and over, but youôll never hear it quite the same way twice.ò154 Indeed, this adaptive 

music system gives rise to supradiegesis in that, as the player responds to the adaptive music, that 

response influences the order in which the player takes the enemy tanks out. 

But this kind of music is especially difficult to talk about in traditional musico-theoretical 

terms. OôHara has even suggested that, unlike traditional media, for which he lists music, film, 

 
153 Scruffy, ñThe Surprisingly Complex Music,ò 3:57ï4:22. 

154 Scruffy, ñThe Surprisingly Complex Music,ò 8:40ï8:45. 
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and literature, the ñunified perceiving-receiving subject é is common in video games, even 

constitutiveò of the medium.155 That dissolution of the performer/listener dichotomy, OôHara goes 

on to say, is traumatic for those who subscribe to traditional models of musical analysis.156 Here, 

we start to sense the difficulty in approaching this music in the way that, say, 8-bit Music Theory 

does; i.e., with the assumption that thereôs an authoritative and stable Fassung letzter Hand. 

Perhaps the fact that Scruffy isnôt as invested in these traditional models as 8-bit Music Theory 

seems to be explains why the two choose to cover the topics they do with the approaches that they 

adopt. In that spirit, Scruffyôs analytical and musico-theoretical approach could be characterized 

as being closer to contemporary ludomusicological research, even if Scruffy might not be fully 

aware of this work, whereas 8-bit Music Theoryôs approach has more affinity with the analytical 

methodologies that are taught in the music theory classroom. 

Letôs move on to indivisible design. Scruffy illustrates what they mean by this term using 

worldbuilding as their example. When one is presented with a mountain range in an open world, 

the mountain sticks out visually as a significant destination to go towards. Contrarily, running 

towards that mountain doesnôt stand out; once the player has the controls down, moving the avatar 

remains consistent until the game introduces new mechanics that defamiliarizes the player, such 

as a new kind of terrain. (In the same way, we donôt pay attention to how we walk or how we eat, 

but where weôre going to and what we eat in the real world, until we trip or bite our tongue.) In 

terms of sound design, Scruffy describes this as the ñminute detailsò in the music mixing and sound 

effects of the game that elude players ñbecause theyôre not trying to stand out.ò157 

 
155 OôHara, ñMapping Sound,ò 50. 

156 OôHara, ñMapping Sound,ò 48. 

157 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design,ò 0:30ï0:41. 
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Scruffy goes on to name six examples of invisible sound design in The Legend of Zelda: 

Breath of the Wild, drawing on interviews with the sound design team, headed by sounded director 

Hajime Wakai, and his own experiences playing the game. Their first two examples solely concern 

sound effects. In the first, they talk about the Foley surrounding Link, the player character; the 

term Foley, which gets its name after the American sound effects artist Jack Foley, refers to the 

addition of everyday sound effects to media during post-production. Scruffy talks about the 

meticulous care that went into Linkôs footsteps, which are associated with several hundreds of 

individual sound files. The type of terrain; what equipment Link has, not only his footwear, but 

also his weapons and shield; and the level of stealth (which is a gradated mechanic in this game) 

all figure into the sounds that accompany Linkôs motion. The next example concerns how the in-

game sounds reflect physical properties, such as how the sounds of objects falling into the water 

are modulated by the shape and weight of object, and how there are different sounds when fire is 

involved (e.g., the difference between lighting a torch or an arrow on fire). 

Conversely, Scruffyôs next four examples talk about how the philosophy of invisible design 

influences the gameôs music. This includes how every major village in the game has two themes, 

a daytime version and a nighttime one, and how thereôs a composed transition between the two if 

one sticks around these villages during dusk or dawn; and how a high-pass filter is removed from 

the track that plays on mountaintops as the weather shifts from snowy to clear. More involved is 

how the theme that plays when Link is out in the open fields always starts off the same, but, as it 

consists of two sets of snippets of piano music separated by register, with the intervals between 

these snippets randomized within each set, unique combinations arise as playback of the low and 

high parts desynchronize. To be sure, Scruffy doesnôt offer a comprehensive framework for 

analyzing indeterminate music in games, whereas some music theorists in the academic field have 
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taken considerable strides theorizing this kind of gameplay-contingent music.158 What Scruffy 

displays is a willingness to engage with musical issues that are in traditional musico-theoretical 

perspectives, and a flair for communicating those issues to a broad audience. 

The last example of invisible design that Scruffy brings up is how the players actions during 

combat are reflected in the combat theme, and these musical touches are in addition to the usual 

sound effects that play when one scores a hit during combat. Scruffy explains that the theme ñstarts 

in and cycles between one of three possible keys, equidistant from each other,ò namely, C, E, and 

A-flat, which Scruffy illustrates on a keyboard figure but doesnôt name for some reason; Scruffy 

goes on to say that there game cues an elaborated and more intense version whenever there are 

tougher enemies.159 They then comment that the theme ñputs together many different gestures at 

odd rhythms into one soup of texture, almost like a minimalist piece. But it changes this texture 

often enough to be engaging.ò160  

Scruffy couldnôt have known this when they made their video as the gameôs sound files 

hadnôt been disassembled at the time, but the combat music is actually generated by splicing 

together snippets. These snippets are first grouped by the difficulty rating assigned to the 

encounter, which changes dynamically depending on how many enemies and which kinds are left 

 
158 In addition to OôHaraôs article, ñMapping Sound,ò see Elizabeth Medina-Grayôs article, ñAnalyzing Modular 

Smoothness in Video Game Music,ò Music Theory Online 25, no. 3 (September 2019), 

https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.3.2; and her book chapters, ñMeaningful Modular Combinations: Simultaneous Harp 

and Environmental Music in Two Legend of Zelda Games,ò in Music in Video Games: Studying Play (New York: 

Routledge, 2014), 104ï121; ñModularity in Video Game Music,ò in Ludomusicology: Approaches to Video Game 

Music (Sheffield: Equinox, 2016), 53ï72; and ñMusical Dreams and Nightmares: An Analysis of Flower,ò in The 

Routledge Companion to Screen Music and Sound (New York: Routledge, 2017), 562ï76.  

159 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design,ò 5:24ï5:35. 

160 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design,ò 5:36ï5:46. 

https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.3.2
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in an encounter.161 Within each set of snippets grouped by difficulty, almost all of the snippets 

have variants in three keys; each key-specific snippet may have a further variant. A battle that is 

rated ñhardò would combine all the snippets in order, but each snippet may vary in key. (There 

seems to be some path dependency with regard to which keys are chosen for each section, but 

thatôs beyond the scope here.) Iôve provided a flowchart for how the snippets combine in Figure 

2.5; in this way, the music dynamically reflects the enemy type and enemy count. 

if player successfully ends battle at any point, cue Outro 

Easy 

Sections 1 Ÿ 2 Ÿ 3 Ÿ 4 Ÿ 5 Ÿ 6Ÿ 

if battle is now of easy difficulty, loop back to Easy, section 1 

if battle is now of medium difficulty, proceed to Medium, section 1 

Medium 

Sections 1Ÿ 2 Ÿ 3 Ÿ    

if battle is now of easy or medium difficulty, loop back at Easy, section 1 

if battle is of hard difficulty, proceed to Hard, section 1 

Hard 

Sections 1 Ÿ 2 Ÿ     

loop back at Easy, section 1 

Figure 2.5: Flowchart for combat music from The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (2017). 

As Iôve said, Scruffy wouldôve been unaware of this procedure when they made their video 

in 2019, but the reasons I bring up how the battle music is put together are that, one, itôs an example 

of the invisible design that Scruffy talks about, and two, so it can serve to clarify Scruffyôs 

following remarks. Scruffy draws attention to how cymbal crashes and short piano gestures are 

added when the player lands a hit on an enemy. Unlike the sound effects that accompany a blow, 

however, these donôt coincide exactly with whatôs happening on-screen; rather, these musical cues 

are played on the next appropriate beat of the track. In addition, Scruffy claims, there are three 

 
161 snoob [pseud.], ñZelda: BOTW Field Battle Music Disassembled - Every Variations of Battle Theme w/ 

Timestamps & Info,ò January 16, 2022, YouTube video, 10:45, https://youtu.be/ZM849S4iTEc. 

 

https://youtu.be/ZM849S4iTEc
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tiers based on the damage rating of the blow, and there are three variants of the piano gesture that 

are differentiated by key (Example 2.13). Scruffy doesnôt mention this in the video, but only the 

cymbal crash or the piano gesture is played, not both at the same time, depending on which section 

of the combat theme thatôs currently sounding.162 (Actually, there are three variants, but each 

variant is further distinguished by key, resulting in nine different variants in total.) The point is, 

unlike the sound effects, these cymbal crashes and short piano gestures sound like theyôre part of 

the music, yet they originate indirectly from the playerôs input. 

 

Example 2.13: Scruffyôs three piano gestures. (transcription by the author) 

 Scruffy takes pains to illustrate each example of invisible design with animations, musical 

examples, and gameplay footage. It can be hard to illustrate Scruffyôs discursive style with just 

screenshots, but the screenshots in Figure 2.6 provide a picture. First, Scruffy shows gameplay 

footage at a mountaintop summit so their audience would have a chance to hear the difference in 

timbre themselves as the in-game weather changes from snowy to clear. Then, after explaining 

what a high-pass filter is, how it affects the trackôs timbre, and how the timbral changes interface 

with the cold-weather sound effects, Scruffy illustrates its effects with an animated graph. 

Scruffyôs presentation of this sound design detail parallels their own accidental discovery of it; 

they were waiting on the summit so they could watch a sunrise in-game. As they put it, ñthis is 

almost less than invisible sound design, itôs something even more secretive that requires an active 

 
162 The combat footage that Scruffy uses in his video to illustrate this point doesnôt actually the piano gestures; for an 

example of combat footage that does, see Greg in VRôs video, ñEpic Fight in The Legend of Zelda Breath of The 

Wild,ò March 8, 2017, YouTube video, 5:52, https://youtu.be/l_nHoZCx630. 

https://youtu.be/l_nHoZCx630
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search. But Iôm thankful that itôs there; something about being rewarded the richness of the piano 

in this theme makes it absolutely worth searching for.ò163 After all, video games are singular in 

how they allow one to interact with musical spaces as they vicariously yet viscerally negotiate 

them with a virtual body.164 By recreating this experience for the viewer, Scruffy leans into both 

the affordances of the video game and the YouTube video for enveloping the player or the viewer 

into a virtual space, for weôre able to feel what itôs like to discover this detail for the first time as 

we situate ourselves as somebody controlling a character on a snowy summit, waiting for the 

weather to brighten up so we may take in the breathtaking vistas that the summit offers. 

  

  
Figure 2.6: Screenshots of Scruffyôs ñóInvisibleô Sound Design in Breath of the Wild.ò165 

  Iôd like to explore the video essayôs affordances for virtual immersion in one of Scruffyôs 

videos that are chiefly about game and sound design and how to theorize them. Scruffyôs videos 

 
163 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design,ò 8:51ï9:04. 

164 Steven B. Reale, ñA Musical Atlas of Hyrule: Video Games and Spatial Listening,ò paper presented at the Annual 

Meeting of the Society for Music Theory, St. Louis, MO, October 2015. 

165 Scruffy, ñóInvisibleô Sound Design.ò 
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on horror games exemplify this approach. These include one on how an open-ended 

conceptualiztion of sound intensity might be helpful in understanding the unsettling and 

disquieting sound effects in the Five Nights at Freddyôs series of horror games, and another on 

how proximity voice chat, which refers to voice chat features that are integrated into a game and 

its virtual environment and so feel more immersive, is incorporated into the game design of two 

multiplayer horror games, Phasmophobia and In Silence.166 For my close analysis, Iôll use the 

example of Scruffyôs video on the first game from the Five Nights at Freddyôs series, also titled 

Five Nights at Freddyôs (2014). Developed and published independently by the American video 

game developer Scott Cawthon, this point-and-click survival horror game, commonly referred to 

as FNaF 1 by its fanbase, spawned a cult following that was in large part buoyed by YouTubers 

such as Markiplier and MatPat broadcasting their experiences playing the game; indeed, 

playthroughs of games from the series were the eighth most watched on YouTube in 2015.167  

By the time Scruffyôs video essay on FNaF 1 came out in 2020, however, the hype had 

mostly died down, and so Scruffyôs video is more of a retrospective, nostalgic revisitation of the 

seriesô first game. Scruffy starts off their video by introducing the theoretical concept of the 

uncanny valley. First developed by Masahiro Mori, the concept postulates that thereôs a 

relationship between how closely an object resembles a human and our affective or emotional 

responses to said object.168 Thatôs of relevance to the game, as the player controls a security guard 

 
166 See Scruffyôs videos, ñProximity Voice Chat in Horror Gamesò and ñSound Intensity and the FNaF Series.ò 

167 Jeff Cork, ñYouTube Marks Letôs Play Day With All-Time Site Top 10 List,ò Game Informer, May 13, 2015, 

https://www.gameinformer.com/b/news/archive/2015/05/13/youtube-marks-lets-play-day-with-all-time-site-top-10-

list.aspx. 

168 Masahiro Mori, ñ─ ò (Bukimi no tani), ◄♫☺כ (Energy) 7, no. 4 (1970). For a version in English, see 

Masahiro Mori, ñThe Uncanny Valley [From the Field],ò trans. Karl F. MacDorman and Norri Kageki, IEEE Robotics 

& Automation Magazine 19, no. 2 (June 2012): 98ï100, https://doi.org/10.1109/MRA.2012.2192811. 

https://www.gameinformer.com/b/news/archive/2015/05/13/youtube-marks-lets-play-day-with-all-time-site-top-10-list.aspx
https://www.gameinformer.com/b/news/archive/2015/05/13/youtube-marks-lets-play-day-with-all-time-site-top-10-list.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1109/MRA.2012.2192811
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who has to watch over and ward off supernaturally-powered animatronics with murderous 

intentions. The player is seated alone at an office, which they canôt leave; their only means of 

keeping tabs on the animatronics consist of tapping into security camera feeds and keeping an ear 

out for audial clues, and their only (and last) line of defense is to close the office doors. All of 

these mechanics are balanced by the playerôs limited electrical power; if that resource is depleted, 

a sequence of events ensue that results in the game ending unless the player makes it to the end of 

the level (represented in-game as when the clock strikes 6:00 a.m.). 

 Scruffy characterizes the gameôs rules as a nightmare scenario that takes the absence of 

information, which prevents planning ahead, and the absence of action, as caused by the inability 

to fight or to flee, as its foundations. They encapsulate the claustrophobic hopelessness of the 

playerôs situation thus: ñYou are trapped in a single spot, the security office of a pizzeria, while 

these animatronics not only move where they arenôt supposed to, while you arenôt looking, but are 

coming for you specifically.ò169 Scruffy then talks about the that arise from taking oneôs cues from 

the audio. Most of these are diegetic, and while some of these work to the playerôs advantage, 

giving the player crucial information about where an animatronic is currently located, others 

muddy useful audial information, are red herrings, or otherwise add to the atmosphere of 

helplessness and supernatural dread (such as the vaguely human garbled sounds that animatronics 

make, which fall right in the trough of the uncanny valley). Of course, these sounds have 

supradiegetic potential, too, in that the playerôs unbroken immersion in the game might cause them 

to, paradoxically, confuse the soundscape of reality and virtual spatiality. William Cheng 

documents one such example in Sound Play: 

Since much of the industrial audio in Silent Hill is indistinguishable from real-world 

ruckus, it can easily sound as if it were coming from inside the house. Perhaps even more 

 
169 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror,ò 1:07ï1:18. 
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disconcerting is how this crossover é is able to operate in reverse. At one point while 

playing through Silent Hill for the first time, I noticed a hum: low in register, soft, but 

timbrally distinctive enough to be audible amid the many layers of in-game noises already 

in the mix. On a notepad, I documented this sound as a drone é When I turned off the 

game twenty minutes later, however, I could still hear the noise. My emotional trajectory 

rapidly followed thus: Panic, puzzlement, and finally embarrassment, when I realized that 

the sound was coming not from the television set at all, but from my refrigerator. It was a 

noise I had long learned to tune out é and yet, when mashed against this game's audio, it 

returned with sudden vengeanceé If my experience is any indication, the game's industrial 

noises have potential not only to break out of the screen é but also to absorb the sounds 

of a player's surroundings into its depraved ludic plane, opening a portal through which 

noises of real and virtual domains mingle to incestuous ends. Our world, the gameworld, 

the game's Otherworld: a monstrous welter of spaces and sounds, perverse to their 

cacophonous core.170 

  

Figure 2.7: Screenshot of Scruffyôs ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at 

Freddy's.ò171 

 To communicate just how visceral this ñincestuousò and ñperverseò intermingling of the 

real and virtual horror can be, Scruffy scrupulously recreates aspects of FNaF 1 as they describe 

 
170 Cheng, Sound Play, 101ï102. 

171 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror.ò 
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the various audial c(l)ues in the game, both in their technical aspects and in how they figure into 

the ludic experience. For example, in talking about how a non-diegetic stinger accompanies the 

moment when one of the animatronics peers into the office from the hallway, Scruffy recreates 

this experience in their art style (Figure 2.7). Precisely because Scruffy doesnôt rely on gameplay 

footage to illustrate their claims, the transition from conceptual exposition to that moment of 

vicarious frisson is so seamless that I forgot the many layers of remove between me and the 

animatronicôs sudden appearance. That is, I was watching a video in which someone was talking 

analytically about a sound effect in a game that they werenôt even playing, and I still felt that 

stinger.  

 When we watch a video essay, thereôs an implied trust that the content creator would situate 

themselves and their viewers in a safe discursive space; we would not expect to be Rickrolled or 

to be confronted with potentially traumatizing content without fair warning.172 Scruffy prefaces 

the video with the disclaimer that the video ñregards [sic] a horror game, and it will feature some 

jumpscare sounds and overall creepinessò while adding the caveat that their essay is ñbest watched 

with headphones in a dark quiet space.ò173 If we put our trust in Scruffyôs hands and follow his 

instructions, we get to a point in the video where Scruffy talks about sounds that are associated 

with game-ending events. There, before demonstrating the infamous cut-off, overdriven scream 

that accompanies the antagonist Freddy Fazbearôs jumpscare, Scruffy gives the viewer a warning 

that the jumpscare (which Scruffy also recreates in their art style) is about to happen by counting 

down to its impending occurrence. Mere seconds later, Scruffy immediately segues from their 

discussion about a rare variant of this scream into playing the sound file without warning. That 

 
172 Rickrolling refers to an Internet meme that involves baiting unsuspecting users and switching the promised content 

with the music video of English pop singer Rick Astleyôs ñNever Gonna Give You Upò (1987). 

173 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror,ò 0:00ï0:06. 
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breach of trust puts the viewer on high alert. Later, as Scruffy elaborates on the sequence of events 

that results from the player depleting their power, they note that an arrangement of the aria ñVotre 

toast, je peux vous le renderò from Georges Bizetôs Carmen (1875) plays on a music box, after 

which total silence ensues before a game-ending jumpscare: ñGood metaphor for this moment, 

only to be cut off again by the final stage: total silence, total darkness. No more information, no 

more action, no moreðò174 

  

Figure 2.8: Screenshots of Scruffyôs ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror of Five Nights at 

Freddy's.ò175 

 The audio cuts out abruptly, and weôre left with a completely darkened screen (Figure 2.8). 

At this point, weôre primed to expect a jumpscare, yet our eyes are glued to the screen out of 

morbid curiosity. After a few but extremely tense seconds absolutely devoid of any audiovisual 

information, Scruffy breaks the silence in a sheepish tone: ñItôs stressful, right? Iôm not going to 

play a jumpscare here; Iôm just showing how a little silence goes a long way.ò176 This video is 

perhaps the example par excellence of Scruffyôs ability to leverage the affordances of the video 

essay as a communicative medium in such a way as to suture us and our reality into the 

 
174 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror,ò 16:31ï16:41. 

175 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror.ò 

176 Scruffy, ñHow Audio Enhances the Horror,ò 16:47ï16:53. 
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theoretically separate virtual planes of their discursive space and the ludic space that they 

discuss;177 none of their other videos has surpassed this one in this regard. 

2.2 Creative Content and Implicit Theory  

Letôs take a brief respite from explicit musico-theoretical discourse. Earlier in this chapter, I 

introduced Shady Cicada, or Kiefer Gopaulchand. Gopaulchand, a mostly self-taught Canadian 

guitarist and composer, has constantly excused himself or what he sees as his lack of musico-

theoretical knowledge. For example, in one Q&A video, Gopaulchand answers a question by one 

of his fans on his process of analyzing an anime cover and making his own thus: ñI donôt really 

know. I just kind of play or cover the song, and then I just learn the things, and I realize there are 

techniques. I donôt know how to describe any of the techniques because I donôt know music theory 

that well.ò178 In that same video, Gopaulchand expresses his fear of teaching guitar because heôs 

afraid of ñbeing a bad teacher as a resultò of not knowing music theory,179 and Gopaulchand has 

expressed similar sentiments on his Discord server, ñCicada Castle.ò180  

Despite how Gopaulchand characterizes himself and his content, however, Iôd like to take 

the position that some of his videos actually convey a wealth of implicit musico-theoretical 

information. In the ñSong That Plays When,ò series, Gopaulchand takes prompts given to him by 

members of ñCicada Castle,ò and writes a track appropriate for the prompt.181 Some of these 

 
177 For the classic exposition of Kaja Silvermanôs notion of suture, see her book, The Subject of Semiotics (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1983). 

178 Shady Cicada [Kiefer Gopaulchand], ñI Clearly Know Nothing about Music and Anime (Ask Shady),ò October 

20, 2018, YouTube video, 0:23ï0:36, https://youtu.be/s-iVS_qqsyQ. 

179 Shady Cicada, ñI Clearly Know Nothing,ò 8:30ï8:33. 

180 See note 88. 

181 Shady Cicada, ñSong That Plays When (Series) - Shady Cicada,ò YouTube playlist, last updated November 5, 

2022, https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM5iYw2Ud7mD4kXcq4BLda6R. 

https://youtu.be/s-iVS_qqsyQ
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM5iYw2Ud7mD4kXcq4BLda6R
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resemble a typical prompt that a media composer would receive, such as ñSong That Plays When 

the JRPG Characters Get Lost in a Forestò and ñSong That Plays When the Main Character Has a 

Redemption Arc.ò182 Others, such as ñSong That Plays When Someone Asks if a Hotdog Is a 

Sandwichò and ñSong That Plays When You Need to Use the Washroom in a 1950s Ice Cream 

Parlor,ò involve highly specific situations that border on the absurd.183 While most of the videos 

in this series simply present Gopaulchandôs music in piano-roll notation with only a smattering of 

in-video annotations (if any), Gopaulchand does go into his creative process in a couple of these 

videos.  

I defer my discussion of those videos which do verbally articulate Gopaulchandôs 

compositional approach to my examination of his ñHow-Toò videos. Right now, letôs take a look 

at an example of how non-discursive creative content could enact implicit acts of musical 

theorizing. For his ñSong That Plays When the JRPG Characters Get Lost in a Forest,ò 

Gopaulchand composed a track that alternates between two themes, and the trackôs form could be 

described as ||:ABAôBô:||. The first of these is initially presented in A minor with a solo piano; 

when it returns later, itôs transposed to B minor, with the melody taken over by bowed strings and 

the left-hand accompaniment doubled by pizzicato strings. The Aeolian sound of the ñAò theme 

speaks to a common vocabulary of tropes used in Japanese games from the 90s (and newer Western 

games inspired by the retro Japanese aesthetic) to signify mysterious sylvan locales, such as 

ñSariaôs Songò from The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time (1998), developed for the Nintendo 

 
182 See Shady Cicadaôs videos, ñSong That Plays When the JRPG Characters Get Lost in a Forest,ò October 30, 2021, 

YouTube video, 2:15, https://youtu.be/kqBNbi_2pCc; and ñSong That Plays When the Main Character Has a 

Redemption Arc,ò April 23, 2022, YouTube video, 7:24, https://youtu.be/hntNUClZSJg. 

183 See Shady Cicadaôs videos, ñSong That Plays When Someone Asks if a Hotdog Is a Sandwich,ò October 9, 2021, 

YouTube video, 2:50, https://youtu.be/yw_YNVQUI8c; and ñSong That Plays When You Need to Use the Washroom 

in a 1950s Ice Cream Parlor,ò October 2, 2021, YouTube video, 3:08, https://youtu.be/ZMRXHmtfrMk. 

https://youtu.be/kqBNbi_2pCc
https://youtu.be/hntNUClZSJg
https://youtu.be/yw_YNVQUI8c
https://youtu.be/ZMRXHmtfrMk
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64; Super Mario RPG (1996)ôs ñForest Mazeò theme, which is itself a modally-tinged parody of 

the main theme of the first movement from J. S. Bachôs Concerto for Two Violins in D minor, 

BWV 1043 (1731); and ñGreenpathò from the action-adventure game Hollow Knight (2017). The 

melodic contour of Shady Cicadaôs ñAò theme also recalls ñRuins,ò a track from the Japanese-

inspired role-playing game Undertale (2015), and another track from Ocarina of Time thatôs also 

associated with mythical forests, the ñMinuet of Forest,ò in its shared use of triple time signature, 

its melodic contours, and its rhythmic profiles. 

 

Example 2.14: ñAò theme from Shady Cicadaôs ñSong That Plays When the JRPG Characters Get 

Lost in a Forest.ò (transcription by the author) 

By contrast, the ñBò theme evokes a sense of claustrophobia through sustained harmonies 

animated by ceaseless, undulating motion in eighth notes. This, too, is aided by the drastic 

downward shift in register and the dense textures in contradistinction to the ñAò theme, whose 

rarefied textures, jaunty staccato accompaniment, and stratospheric melodic tessitura give it a 

much lighter and airier sound. Thereôs also a sense of monumentality in the harmonies, in that the 

music alternates between two harmonies that are respectively built on the tonic and the submediant 

every two measures, and that results in a shift in our perception of the musicôs metrical 

organization. The change in instrumentation matters, too: Gopaulchand adds strings and synths to 

pad out the sound. It's also in this section where we first get a real sense of harmonic motion: 

Whereas the ñAò theme is underpinned by an ever-present tonic, we get two kinds of harmonic 
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motion in the ñBò theme, that between the tonic and the submediant, and an unprepared modulation 

up a step from A minor to B minor (hence why the return of the ñAò theme is in this key). If the 

ñAò theme presented an image of tonal sure-footedness, itôs through the ñBò theme that we lose 

our harmonic way. 

 

Example 2.15: ñBò theme from Shady Cicadaôs ñSong That Plays When the JRPG Characters Get 

Lost in a Forest.ò (transcription by the author) 

 What all of this suggests is that Gopaulchand clearly has an informal understanding of how 

a track accrues extramusical meaning. Jeremy W. Smith argues that fan adaptations of the musical 

material from the Japanese action-adventure game, The Legend of Zelda: Majoraôs Mask (2000), 

ñshow awareness of musical signs and topicsò contained within the gameôs soundtrack, but their 

adaptations also often provide ñnew interpretations of musical meaning é based on how their 

creators have experienced the game and its story.ò184 Extrapolating from this, original 

compositions written in a particular style (and there are many examples of ñsongs that play when 

JRPG characters get lost in a forest,ò as my identification of metatextual kinship suggests) are also 

conversant with the signifiers and topics that percolate the representative pieces of music in said 

 
184 Jeremy W. Smith, ñóWear Peopleôs Facesô: Semiotic Awareness in Fan Adaptations of the Music from The Legend 

of Zelda: Majoraôs Maskò 1, no. 4 (September 2020), 48. 
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style. Not only that, but Gopaulchand is sensitive to how various production-related musical 

parameters might contribute to a sense of virtual spatiality.185 

 Letôs move on to Gopaulchandôs ñHow-Toò series. Gopaulchand has four distinct ñHow-

Toò series, one on music generally, and three on the repertoires of metal music, anime music, and 

video game music.186 To illustrate the format of these videos, Iôll focus on one representative 

example from the video game music ñhow-toò series, which is his video on how to make an 

underwater-style theme.187 In this video, as in most of his ñhow-toò videos, Gopaulchand begins 

by identifying the raw musical materials needed: (arpeggiated) clean (i.e., undistorted) chords, the 

right scalar color (as he puts it, ñthe deeper you go, the more minor it getsò), and appropriate 

instruments and sound effects such as ñanvils/metal noisesò to evoke boats and anchors.188 He then 

lists several pro-tips: an arpeggiated chord pattern over shifting ñrhythm notesò (which seem to 

refer to the first and lowest note in each group within the pattern) conveys an aquatic ambience; a 

delayed lead furthers the virtual sensation of depth; the strings and percussion should be given 

ñroomò; reverbed and distorted (ghost) bends add just the right amount of dread where needed; 

 
185 See, e.g., Mich¯le Duguay, ñAnalyzing Vocal Placement in Recorded Virtual Space,ò Music Theory Online 28, no. 

4 (December 2022), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.22.28.4/mto.22.28.4.duguay.html. Duguayôs article provides an 

overview of a number of analytical approaches to how listeners might experience a virtual sense of spatiality with 

recorded music while presenting a new methodology that would not only allow for the description of such virtual 

spaces, but also facilitate their comparisons across songs.  

186 Shady Cicada, ñMusic How-To's! - Shady Cicada,ò YouTube playlist, last updated November 5, 2022, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM4dTh3rnUYK1XNxeu66N8py; ñMetal How-To's || Shady Cicada,ò 

YouTube playlist, last updated December 2, 2020, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM7SGOm7OHR07r4ThkuVNxn7; ñAnime Song How-To's || Shady 

Cicada,ò YouTube playlist, last updated May 8, 2021, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM6ki5Dk6a6_xl8T30F6SSos; and ñVideo Game Music How-To's!ò, 

YouTube playlist, last updated November 5, 2022, https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM5uFE7PrgU6X-

9foPm3GdqP. 

187 Shady Cicada, ñHow To: Make an Underwater Theme in 5 Min or Less (+ Full Song at the End) || Shady Cicada,ò 

November 18, 2017, YouTube video, 6:02, https://youtu.be/sLQ97RtywHQ. 

188 Shady Cicada, ñHow To: Make an Underwater Theme,ò 0:13ï0:30. 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.22.28.4/mto.22.28.4.duguay.html
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM4dTh3rnUYK1XNxeu66N8py
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM7SGOm7OHR07r4ThkuVNxn7
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM6ki5Dk6a6_xl8T30F6SSos
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM5uFE7PrgU6X-9foPm3GdqP
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL64iUk_jyLM5uFE7PrgU6X-9foPm3GdqP
https://youtu.be/sLQ97RtywHQ
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contrarily, a slow rate of harmonic change and a minimalist electronic beat signals placidity (or 

ñchillò).189  

 A pertinent example of YouTube music theorizing here is Game Score Fanfareôs ñHow 

Going Underwater Changed Game Music.ò190 Mathew Dyason, who hosts Game Score Fanfare, 

forwards three main arguments in this video. First, he contends that an identifiable genre of 

underwater game music has emerged despite an internal musical diversity of that parallels the 

broad possibilities of ludic contexts that this genre accompanies; his approach to this notion is 

topic theory in all but name. Next, he shows how this type of game music has developed over time 

through the hands of both Japanese composers such as Koji Kondo and Western ones such as 

David Wise, who was part of the team that scored the platformer Donkey Kong Country (1994). 

 The last claim that Dyason makes, which is also perhaps the most intriguing, is that 

underwater game music itself was pivotal in changing the general cultural perception of game 

music. As he argues, the theme that plays in the aquatic levels from the iconic platformer Super 

Mario Bros. (1985) was actually the first piece of music that Koji Kondo composed for that game; 

because it referenced the waltz, a genre of music with a storied history and a great wealth of 

accumulated significative potential. As Sean Atkinson notes, while the waltz itself has few overt 

and commonly understood aquatic connotations (save for Johann Strauss IIôs riparian titles, 

perhaps), itôs the idea of weightlessness thatôs conveyed here, just as Straussô ñThe Blue Danubeò 

did in the context of Stanley Kubrickôs 2001: A Space Oddysey (1968).191 In this way, an original 

 
189 Shady Cicada, ñHow To: Make an Underwater Theme,ò 0:34ï1:27. 

190 Game Score Fanfare, ñHow Going Underwater Changed Game Music,ò May 23, 2017, YouTube video, 9:14, 

https://youtu.be/11PA8QlyRNI. 

191 Sean Atkinson, ñSoaring Through the Sky: Topics and Tropes in Video Game Music,ò Music Theory Online 25, 

no. 2 (July 2019), https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.2.1, paragraph 1. 

https://youtu.be/11PA8QlyRNI
https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.25.2.1
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composition for a game was entered into a conversation with ñthe greater historical context of 

music, and never before had [game music] been thought about in that way, at least not on such a 

wide scale.ò192 

 What Dyasonôs video represents is a vernacular understanding of topic theory as applied 

to underwater game music. Dyason traces two lineages of underwater game music. One takes the 

arpeggiated pattern in the bass of Super Mario Bros.ô underwater theme and develops a vocabulary 

of arpeggiations as a signifier for the aquatic, as in the theme that plays when the player character 

dives underwater in Pokémon Ruby and Sapphire (2002), which was composed by Go Ichinose, 

or The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Timeôs ñWater Templeò track, which was composed by none 

other than Koji Kondo himself. (Of course, the use of wave-like arpeggio patterns to represent 

bodies of water is old-hat in the context of Western art music, as the barcarolle and other similar 

genres can attest.) The other draws inspiration from the synth-heavy film scores and Western 

popular music of the 1980s. Using David Wiseôs ñAquatic Ambienceò from Donkey Kong Country 

as his example, Dyason notes that the lack of a groove gives the listener ñnothing tangible to grab 

hold of é no solid ground to stand on.ò193 Furthermore, the track utilizes production techniques 

such as the application of sound-dampening filters and delay effects. In fact, Wise has declared 

that, of all his compositions, he feels the proudest of this track, because it ñenabled a much bigger 

sound palletò on the Nintendo Gaming System (NES).194 

 
192 Game Score Fanfare, ñHow Going Underwater Changed Game Music,ò 2:57ï3:09. 

193 Game Score Fanfare, ñHow Going Underwater Changed Game Music,ò 5:22ï5:28. 

194 Gavin Lane, ñQuick Beats: Donkey Kong Country Composer Talks Aquatic Ambiance And Get Lucky,ò Nintendo 

Life, September 5, 2021, https://www.nintendolife.com/features/quick-beats-donkey-kong-country-composer-talks-

aquatic-ambiance-and-get-lucky. 

https://www.nintendolife.com/features/quick-beats-donkey-kong-country-composer-talks-aquatic-ambiance-and-get-lucky
https://www.nintendolife.com/features/quick-beats-donkey-kong-country-composer-talks-aquatic-ambiance-and-get-lucky
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 So, what this means is that Gopaulchandôs ñhow-toò video on making an underwater-style 

theme certainly demonstrates Gopaulchandôs awareness of the characteristics that make up this 

topic, even though his tutorial doesnôt explicitly theorize the genre. In this vein, we might view 

creative content like Gopaulchandôs to be implicit acts of musical theorizing, in that they reveal 

that tacit understandings about music that could be explicitly verbalized in theoretical discourse. 

True, Gopaulchandôs ñhow-toò videos walk a fine line between implicit, embodied and explicit, 

discursive knowledges. However, Iôve also shown how we might observe such tacit knowledges 

at work even minimal verbal information is provided through my analysis of the music he posts in 

his ñSong that Plays Whenò series.  

This idea of fanmade content as embodying implicit theoretical or analytical acts is 

definitely a promising avenue for research, as Julianne Grasso and Jeremy W. Smith have 

shown.195 This kind of creative content, however, can be frustratingly silent about its creatorsô 

metatheoretical views, for we can never be sure if the absence of explicit theorizing is incidental 

or is in fact the expression of a coherent epistemological perspective. So, for the purpose of these 

two chapters, which considers the interrelations between the academic and the YouTube musico-

theoretical spaces, Iôm obligated to privilege these content creatorsô explicit analytical and 

theoretical acts, especially since the political positioning that these content creators take manifests 

itself mostly in discourse as opposed to praxis or any fundamental epistemological chasms. Of 

course, Iôm sympathetic to the idea of opening up practices that have been considered 

untheorizable (by virtue of being untheorized?) to a musico-theoretical attitude. This is not so that 

we might dominate and domesticate such practices through traditional musico-theoretical 

 
195 Julianne Grasso, ñOn Canons as Music and Muse,ò Journal of Sound and Music in Games 1, no. 1 (January 2020): 

82ï86; and Smith, ñóWear Peopleôs Faces.ôò 
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epistemology, but so we might find ways to not only characterize musical experiences that are not 

only considered to be beyond the ambit of music theory and analysis because theyôre inaccessible 

to the wakeful contemplation thatôs taken for granted to be the sole mode in which the theorist 

operates, but also to transcend the epistemological limitations that this default mode imposes on 

us. Thatôs precisely what I attempt to do in the second half of this dissertation, in which I propose 

and illustrate an analytical framework for our dreamlike experiences with music. For now, I must 

remain within the conventional discursive boundaries of both the YouTube and the academic 

musico-theoretical spheres. 
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Chapter 3  

Problems of Representation in the Field of YouTube Music Theory 

In the last chapter, I demonstrated the diversity in viewpoints that proliferate in the YouTube 

musico-theoretical sphere, specifically as they concern video game music. The standpoints from 

which 8-bit Music Theory, Scruffy, and Game Score Fanfare approach video game music diverge 

significantly from one another. 8-bit Music Theoryôs theoretical and analytical approaches and 

utilitarian flavor, along with the musical objects to which these approaches are applied, are perhaps 

the most aligned with traditional music theory as itôs taught in the classroom, as the ludic context 

often seems incidental to the analysis; Scruffyôs videos are a masterful display of the interactions 

between game design, sound design, and game music; while Game Score Fanfare seems more 

invested in the historical, personal, or ludic narratives suggested by his reading of the source 

material, and his theorizing and analyzing work towards supporting these narratives. I also 

elaborated on how these viewpoints mirror, complement, or come into productive friction with the 

knowledges, practices, and objects that are analyzed, generated, and circulated in the academic 

field of music theory.  

For all this variation in discourse and approaches in the English-language discourse about 

Western musical traditions, however, there remains a stark paucity of diversity in these content 

creatorsô identities. In fact, with the sole exception of Shady Cicada, all of the content creators 

whose videos Iôve discussed in depth in the previous two chapters pass for male and white. Why 

didnôt I adopt an actively antiracist (and, by extension, anti-cisheteropatriarchal) approach of the 

kind that Phil Ewell suggests, then?1 Could I not have given equal attention to the knowledge 

 
1 See Phil Ewellôs blogpost, ñRace, Gender, and Their Intersection in Music Theory,ò Music Theoryôs White Racial 

Frame (blog), April 10, 2020, https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-

their-intersection-in-music-theory/; and his article, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò Music Theory Online 

https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-their-intersection-in-music-theory/
https://musictheoryswhiteracialframe.wordpress.com/2020/04/10/racism-sexism-and-their-intersection-in-music-theory/
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coming from the voices of the marginalized, if itôs truly the case that ñvision is better from below 

the brilliant space platforms of the powerfulò?2 Indeed, a truly democratic and egalitarian 

conception of music theory would frame it as a ñfamilyò (in the Wittgensteinian sense) of activities, 

no matter if those activities are discursive or practical, that anybody could participate in with a 

sense of belonging; such a project would perhaps require us to give up our disciplinary space and 

our profession.3 By giving more time to content creators of marginalized identities, I wouldôve 

taken a very modest step towards that lofty goal, at the very least in the hopes that their 

representation in academia would translate into some kind of social equity, however symbolic. But 

doing so without further comment would also paint a rosier picture of the YouTube musico-

theoretical scene than it really is, in addition to not being representative of the kinds of knowledge 

and discursive practices that are the most widely consumed (and, arguably, the most produced, 

though thatôs certainly correlated with consumption, and so thereôs an element of a vicious cycle 

here).  

Now that Iôve shown what the most widely consumed content on YTMT looks like, though, 

Iôm Iôm in a position to portray the stakes involved in the systemic challenges that marginalized 

and minoritarian content creators face. Thereôs a tangible problem of representation in the 

 
26, no. 2 (June 2020), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html. Similarly, Sara Ahmed has made 

it a point to not cite any white men in her book, Living a Feminist Life, whereas the musicology-trained writer Elizabeth 

Newton makes a compelling argument for not having to feel the pressure to cite thinkers whoôve come to be seen as 

quintessential with regard to a topic, especially if citing such thinkers end up sustaining the prominence of dominant 

ideologies. Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017); Elizabeth Newton, 

ñFierce Attachments,ò Real Life, October 25, 2016, https://reallifemag.com/fierce-attachments/. 

2 Donna Haraway, ñSituated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,ò 

Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 583ï84. 

3 Stephen Lett, ñMaking a Home of The Society for Music Theory, Inc.,ò Music Theory Spectrum 45, no. 1 (April 

2023): 101ï19, https://doi.org/10.1093/mts/mtac021; see also Tamara Levitz, ñThe Musicological Elite,ò Current 

Musicology, no. 102 (April 2018): 9ï80, and K. Wayne Yang, A Third University Is Possible (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 2017). 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html
https://reallifemag.com/fierce-attachments/
https://doi.org/10.1093/mts/mtac021
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YouTube musico-theoretical space in that white, male, prestige-dialect Anglophone voices 

dominate the conversation in that spaceôs upper echelons. Thatôs not to say that thereôs an absence 

of marginalized content creators; far from it. Rather, the issue is that minoritarian and marginalized 

content creators rarely break into the big leagues, even if they would like to. (Note that these 

marginalized content creators are not subalterns, as Iôve explained in chapter 1.) So, in the third 

section, I go into the algorithmic, corporate, sociocultural, and sociopolitical factors behind this 

lack of diversity in YouTube music theory. After that, I analyze the arena of YouTube music theory 

through a framework derived from Pierre Bourdieuôs field theory, showing the ways in which 

marginalized creators are constrained by their respective positions in this field and how they might 

leverage the non-dominant resources that they do possess.  

I then present four case studies. First, I look at Cadence Hiraôs channel, which has close to 

2,500 subscribers and a little over 100,000 total views; even though her videos are just as excellent 

in content and just as refined in production values as, say, 8-bit Music Theoryôs, her reach is very 

limited compared to the top-tier creators with whom she compares favorably.4 Next, I talk about 

Carlin Hines as an example of a marginalized musico-theoretical content creator who has 

successfully risen to the top of the field, even if he may not have been accorded the same respect 

that other content creators have;5 as a matter of fact, Hinesô numbers tower above everyone else 

covered in the remainder of this chapter. The third case study contrasts the musico-theoretical 

approaches of two publicly and visibly trans content creators, Marlene Bellissimo, who runs the 

 
4 Cadence Hira, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@CadenceHira. 

5 For some reason, Grasso and Arnold neglected to include Busy Works Beats in their survey of musico-theoretical 

creators with over 100 thousand subscribers, even though Busy Works Beats explicitly describes many of his videos 

as being about music theory. Achieving this reach is a significant milestone, for which content creators are honored 

with a plaque and gain access to perks such as channel verification and being able to work with a Partner Manager at 

YouTube. Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 8ï12. 

https://www.youtube.com/@CadenceHira
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channel Dreamsounds, and Patricia Taxxon.6 Last, I talk about how those who identify with non-

Western musical traditions, such as the two branches of classical Indian music or various African 

music traditions, participate in this cybernetic, metropolitan, and Western discourse about music 

theory. I contrast the behavior of those users who align themselves with the cultures of the Indian 

subcontinent in the comments section with the attitude towards music theory espoused by two 

African musico-theoretical content creators, one from Nigeria (Kingsley Otoijamun) and the other 

from South Africa (Alan Kupeta).7 

Before I get into all that, let me elaborate on the structural issues that marginalized content 

creators face. To be clear, there are no explicit structural barriers for anyone to upload videos; as 

I mentioned in the previous chapter, the only legal hurdle is that one has to be at least thirteen 

years of age to have a fully functioning YouTube account. That means that the obstacles to 

minoritarian content creators manifest themselves in more insidious ways. So, while content 

creators do constitute a diverse populationðone study has even suggested that minorities are, in 

fact, more active in content creation8ðthe top content creators in a field are segregated from the 

others; it's in the top echelon of content creators that we see a particularly acute dearth of diversity.9 

That digital spaces generally reinscribe existing, inequitable power relations and hierarchies is well 

 
6 Marlene Bellissimo, Dreamsounds, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@DreamsoundsVideo; Patricia Taxxon, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@Patricia_Taxxon. 

7 Kingsley Otoijamun, Kinzopiano Music, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@kinzopiano; Alan Kupeta, Rhythm in Africa, YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@RhythmInAfrica. 

8 Teresa Correa and Sun Ho Jeong, ñRace and Online Content Creation,ò Information, Communication & Society 14, 

no. 5 (August 2011): 638ï59. 

9 Kaiping Chen, June Jeon, and Yanxi Zhou, ñA Critical Appraisal of Diversity in Digital Knowledge Production: 

Segregated Inclusion on YouTube,ò New Media & Society, August 2021, 1ï22, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211034846. 

https://www.youtube.com/@DreamsoundsVideo
https://www.youtube.com/@Patricia_Taxxon
https://www.youtube.com/@kinzopiano
https://www.youtube.com/@RhythmInAfrica
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211034846
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known.10 After all, racism, sexism, and other forms of discriminations against minorities of sexual 

orientation etc. still persist in many societies in the West. Such discrimination might be done 

unabashedly, as in a recently signed legislation in Florida that allows healthcare providers and 

insurers to deny care on the basis of religious or ethical beliefs,11 or under cover of a rhetoric of 

blindness to color, gender and so forth.12  

The fact remains that, despite the libertarian ideology that has suffused the Internet since 

its inception;13 despite how social media spaces like YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, Discord, 

and TikTok as ñplatformsò aim to project a self-image of neutrality;14 and despite these spacesô 

corporate or communal images of themselves;15 digital spaces facilitated by communicative 

technologies are not immune to ñthe ways in which societal inequality infects formally inclusive 

 
10 See Lei Guo and Summer Harlow, ñUser-Generated Racism: An Analysis of Stereotypes of African Americans, 

Latinos, and Asians in YouTube Videos,ò Howard Journal of Communications 25, no. 3 (July 2014): 281ï302; 

Charlton McIlwain, ñRacial Formation, Inequality and the Political Economy of Web Traffic,ò Information, 

Communication & Society 20, no. 7 (July 2017): 1073ï89; Ryan M. Milner, ñInternet Memes, Identity Antagonism, 

and the Logic of Lulz.,ò The Fibreculture Journal, no. 22 (2013): 62ï92. 

11 ñBREAKING: Gov. DeSantis Signs Extreme óLicense to Discriminateô Healthcare Bill,ò Human Rights Campaign, 

May 11, 2023, https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/breaking-gov-desantis-signs-extreme-license-to-discriminate-

healthcare-bill . 

12 In addition to Ewellôs article, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame,ò see also Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism 

without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America, 6th ed. (Lanham: Rowman 

& Littlefield, 2022); Joe R. Feagin, The White Racial Frame: Centuries of Racial Framing and Counter-Framing, 

2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2013); Susan C. Herring and Sharon Stoerger, ñGender and (A)nonymity in Computer-

Mediated Communication,ò in The Handbook of Language, Gender, and Sexuality, ed. Susan Ehrlich, Miriam 

Meyerhoff, and Janet Holmes (Hoboken, US: Wiley, 2014), 567ï86; Jennifer C. Mueller, ñProducing Colorblindness: 

Everyday Mechanisms of White Ignorance,ò Social Problems 64, no. 2 (May 2017): 219ï38; and Joseph Reagle, 

ñóFree as in Sexist?ô Free Culture and the Gender Gap,ò First Monday, 2013, https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v18i1.4291. 

13 See Thomas Streeter, The Net Effect: Romanticism, Capitalism, and the Internet (New York: NYU Press, 2011). 

14 Tarleton Gillespie, ñThe Politics of óPlatforms,ôò New Media & Society 12, no. 3 (May 2010): 347ï64. 

15 On the current version of its ñAboutò page, YouTubeôs stated mission is to ñgive everyone a voice and show them 

the world,ò in the belief that ñeveryone deserves to have a voice, and that the world is a better place when we listen, 

share, and build community through our stories.ò ñAbout,ò on YouTubeôs official website, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://about.youtube/. 

https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/breaking-gov-desantis-signs-extreme-license-to-discriminate-healthcare-bill
https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/breaking-gov-desantis-signs-extreme-license-to-discriminate-healthcare-bill
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v18i1.4291
https://about.youtube/
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existing public spheres and taints discursive interaction within them.ò16 That is, technologies are 

not neutral, for they shape and in turn are shaped by its users, designers, and its maintainers. For 

example, while YouTube, like other social media spaces, does theoretically provide opportunities 

for groups of people to be exposed to diverse perspectives,17 echo chambers tend to form according 

to political ideology18 and perceived racial similarity19 among other problematic expressions of 

homophily.  

The /r/musictheory subreddit is a pertinent example in this context. A demographic survey 

done in May 2020 revealed it to be an international community thatôs nonetheless overwhelmingly 

male (81 percent) and white (74 percent).20 The thing is, as Adrienne Massanari contends, Reddit 

ñimplicitly reifies the desires of certain groups (often young, white, cis-gendered heterosexual 

males) while ignoring and marginalizing others,ò and this is tied into the fact that subreddits are 

often revolve around STEM interests or exhibit a geek or nerd sensibility.21 The stereotypical 

 
16 Nancy Fraser, ñRethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy,ò 

Social Text, no. 25/26 (1990): 65. 

17 Eytan Bakshy, Solomon Messing, and Lada A. Adamic, ñExposure to Ideologically Diverse News and Opinion on 

Facebook,ò Science 348, no. 6239 (June 2015): 1130ï32; Jennifer Brundidge, ñEncountering óDifferenceô in the 

Contemporary Public Sphere: The Contribution of the Internet to the Heterogeneity of Political Discussion Networks,ò 

Journal of Communication 60, no. 4 (November 2010): 680ï700. 

18 Elanor Colleoni, Alessandro Rozza, and Adam Arvidsson, ñEcho Chamber or Public Sphere? Predicting Political 

Orientation and Measuring Political Homophily in Twitter Using Big Data,ò Journal of Communication 64, no. 2 

(April 2014): 317ï332; Cass R. Sunstein, Republic.Com (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2001);  

19 Andreas Wimmer and Kevin Lewis, ñBeyond and Below Racial Homophily: ERG Models of a Friendship Network 

Documented on Facebook,ò American Journal of Sociology 116, no. 2 (2010): 583ï642. 

20 Megan L. Lavengood and Nathaniel Mitchell, ñ/r/musictheory: Making Music Theory on Reddit,ò in The Oxford 

Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2022), 1, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6. 

21 Adrienne Massanari, ñ#Gamergate and The Fappening: How Redditôs Algorithm, Governance, and Culture Support 

Toxic Technocultures,ò New Media & Society 19, no. 3 (March 2017): 330; see also her book, Participatory Culture, 

Community, and Play: Learning from Reddit (New York: Peter Lang, 2015). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.6
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image of the nerd has traditionally been white and male,22 despite how East Asians, for example, 

are the most likely to be perceived as nerds among racial-ethnic groups in the United States.23 So, 

itôs perhaps not a coincidence that /r/musictheory, a space that expresses ña STEM-like conception 

of theory as purely a set of objective descriptors,ò24 has the demographics that it does. After all, 

communities that form around geeky or STEM interests (and /r/musictheory certainly fits the bill 

for both) may perform masculinity in such a way that the space becomes hostile or unwelcoming 

towards women (overtly or not),25 while Redditôs pseudonymity gives its users to disavow race, 

thus permitting its user base to pretend as if their discourses are unstructured by gendered or racial 

frames, when their attachment to the belief in the universal applicability of Western musico-

theoretical fundamentals and exoticizing and essentializing approaches to world music are 

precisely reflections of a white racial frame.26 

While Iôd hesitate to directly extrapolate the demographic information /r/musictheoryôs 

user base to the audience base for musico-theoretical content on YouTube, which is after all leaps 

and bounds ahead of Reddit in terms of ubiquity,27 many of /r/musictheoryôs members do watch 

 
22 Lori Kendall, ñóWhite and Nerdyô: Computers, Race, and the Nerd Stereotype,ò The Journal of Popular Culture 44, 

no. 3 (June 2011): 505ï24. 

23 Qin Zhang, ñAsian Americans Beyond the Model Minority Stereotype: The Nerdy and the Left Out,ò Journal of 

International and Intercultural Communication 3, no. 1 (February 2010): 20ï37. 

24 Lavengood and Mitchell, ñ/r/musictheory,ò 10. 

25 Nathan Ensmenger, ñóBeards, Sandals, and Other Signs of Rugged Individualismô: Masculine Culture within the 

Computing Professions,ò Osiris 30, no. 1 (January 2015), 38ï65; Roli Varma, ñWomen in Computing: The Role of 

Geek Culture,ò Science as Culture 16, no. 4 (December 2007): 359ï76. 

26 Lavengood and Mitchell, ñ/r/musictheory,ò 8ï10; see also Loren Kajikawa, ñThe Possessive Investment in Classical 

Music: Confronting Legacies of White Supremacy in U.S. Schools and Departments of Music,ò in Seeing Race Again: 

Countering Colorblindness across the Disciplines (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019), 155ï74. 

27 In a study conducted in 2021, the Pew Research Center found that 81% of all American adults use YouTube while 

only 18% are on Reddit; likewise, it also found that that 95% of American teenagers are on YouTube whereas only 

14% use Reddit in a study from 2022. Sara Atske, ñSocial Media Use in 2021,ò Pew Research Center, April 7, 2021, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2021/04/07/social-media-use-in-2021/; and ñTeens, Social Media and 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2021/04/07/social-media-use-in-2021/
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this content and discuss it on Reddit. Regardless, it would seem that similar dynamics are at play 

when it comes to what kind of content tends to be the most well-received, which in turn affects 

which content is the most promoted by YouTubeôs algorithm. In a livestream, Julianne Grasso 

observes that ñthe creators that are being promoted the mosté tend to be of a particular age, a 

particular race, a particular gender, North American.ò28 This, too, is certainly how some of the top 

content creators, such as Adam Neely and 12tone (who do both present as white and male), have 

perceived the situation.29  

That algorithmic bias has been shaped, in part, by how the audience has reacted to YouTube 

content by marginalized creators. For example, within the context of science communication on 

YouTube, female content creators tend to be at the receiving end of far more hostility and criticism, 

as well as (sexual) harassment, than their male counterparts do.30 This gender-targeted harassment 

is, lamentably, a widespread and normalized resistance to womenôs public vocality and visibility 

in both cyberspace and meatspace.31 After all, the fact that race/ethnicity and gender are visible 

and audible on YouTube makes it all the easier for users to easily disregardðor, worse, to 

 
Technology 2022,ò Pew Research Center, August 10, 2022, https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-

social-media-and-technology-2022/. 

28 Ask a Scientist Gaming [Ken Hanson], ñEp 43 (Full): Dr. Grasso, Music Theory, and Final Fantasy II/IV.ò 

September 23, 2022, YouTube video, 30:27ï32:08, https://youtu.be/CijvtBUQ7co. 

29 Cory Arnold et al., ñSMA Study Day Roundtable - Adam Neely, 12tone, Julianne Grasso, William O'Hara, John 

Moore,ò Society for Music Analysis, streamed live on March 26, 2021, YouTube video, 30:04ï39:56, 

https://www.youtube.com/live/VT9QS96Hq7U. 

30 See Inoka Amarasekara and Will J. Grant, ñExploring the YouTube Science Communication Gender Gap: A 

Sentiment Analysis,ò Public Understanding of Science 28, no. 1 (January 2019): 68ï84; and Claudia Wegener, 

Elizabeth Prommer, and Christine Linke, ñGender Representations on YouTube: The Exclusion of Female Diversity,ò 

M/C Journal 23, no. 6 (December 2, 2020), https://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.2728. 

31 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 11; Sarah Sobieraj, ñBitch, Slut, Skank, Cunt: Patterned Resistance 

to Womenôs Visibility in Digital Publics,ò Information, Communication & Society 21, no. 11 (November 2018): 1700ï

1714; Lindsey Wotanis and Laurie McMillan, ñPerforming Gender on YouTube,ò Feminist Media Studies 14, no. 6 

(November 2014): 912ï28; Wai Yen Tang and Jesse Fox, ñMenôs Harassment Behavior in Online Video Games: 

Personality Traits and Game Factors,ò Aggressive Behavior 42, no. 6 (February 2016): 513ï21. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
https://youtu.be/CijvtBUQ7co
https://www.youtube.com/live/VT9QS96Hq7U
https://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.2728
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harangueðmarginalized and minoritarian voices, if they should choose to do so, especially since 

commenters are afforded a pseudonymity that content creators arenôt.32  

In fact, what seems to attract particular vitriol is when marginalized content creators 

directly address their identities, such as when female YouTubers touch on feminist topics or on 

female sexuality in an empowering manner;33 those marginalized content creators who do 

successfully make advocacy a part of their brand have to tread a fine line between staying true to 

their values, being relatable to their audience, and appeasing corporate interests.34 That there are a 

handful of successful content creators of marginalized identities shouldnôt blind us to the fact that, 

for example, women are grossly underrepresented among top content creators across all fields in 

a number of countries, including all the Anglophone countries in which the seven content creators 

I discussed are based, even more so than in traditional media.35 As Danielle Citron had already 

observed back in 2009, harassment of this sort discourages women from earning a living online;36 

12tone, the musico-theoretical content creator, has also personally observed that virtually any 

(presumably, English-language) educational video creator who doesnôt present themselves as a 

 
32 See Azy Barakôs study, ñSexual Harassment on the Internet,ò Social Science Computer Review 23, no. 1 (February 

2005): 77ï92, for an account of the factors that facilitate sexual harassment over cyberspace. 

33 See Nicola Dºring and M. Rohangis Mohseni, ñMale Dominance and Sexism on YouTube: Results of Three Content 

Analyses,ò Feminist Media Studies 19, no. 4 (May 2019): 512ï24; Emma Alice Jane, ñóYour a Ugly, Whorish, Slut,ôò 

Feminist Media Studies 14, no. 4 (July 2014): 531ï46; and ñóBack to the Kitchen, Cuntô: Speaking the Unspeakable 

about Online Misogyny,ò Continuum 28, no. 4 (July 2014): 558ï70; Natasha Szostak, ñGirls on YouTube: Gender 

Politics and the Potential for a Public Sphere,ò McMaster Journal of Communication 10 (March 2014): 47ï58. 

34 Zoë Glatt and Sarah Banet-Weiser, ñProductive Ambivalence, Economies of Visibility, and the Political Potential 

of Feminist YouTubers,ò in Creator Culture: An Introduction to Global Social Media Entertainment, ed. Stuart 

Cunningham and David Craig (New York: New York University Press, 2021), 39ï56. 

35 Dºring and Mohseni, ñMale Dominance and Sexism on YouTube,ò 516. 

36 Danielle Citron, ñLawôs Expressive Value in Combating Cyber Gender Harassment,ò Michigan Law Review 108, 

no. 3 (December 2009): 373ï415. 
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straight, white male inevitably finds themselves at the receiving end of similar harassment, and 

while some soldier on, others have abandoned their channels to safeguard their mental health.37 

That said, attempts to explain away the paucity of diversity among top YouTubers, which 

also applies to musico-theoretical content creators, as a purely technological artifact thatôs an 

unfiltered reflection of audience preferences is misguided at best and misleading at worst; after all, 

the algorithm reflects both audience and content creator behavior, corporate interests, and techno-

bureaucratic interventions.38 As Tarleton Gillespie observes, ñplatforms intervene, and the public 

culture that emerges from them is, in important ways, the outcome.ò39 For instance, YouTube 

occasionally seems to have no qualms enabling and even amplifying racist humor;40 moreover, 

some YouTubers seem not to find ethical issues in leaning into such humor in their videos while 

excusing such behavior as ñironicò or meant exclusively for their fans,41 or even making their 

entire YouTube careers out of punching down on vulnerable and underrepresented populations.42 

 
37 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 11. 

38 Sophie Bishop, ñAnxiety, Panic and Self-Optimization: Inequalities and the YouTube Algorithm,ò Convergence 

24, no. 1 (February 2018): 69ï84; Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce 

Racism (New York: New York University Press, 2018). 

39 Tarleton Gillespie, ñPlatforms Intervene,ò Social Media + Society 1, no. 1 (April 2015): 1ï2, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580479. 

40 Ariadna Matamoros-Fernández, ñPlatformed Racism: The Mediation and Circulation of an Australian Race-Based 

Controversy on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube,ò Information, Communication & Society 20, no. 6 (June 2017): 930ï

46. 

41 Jenni Hokka, ñPewDiePie, Racism and Youtubeôs Neoliberalist Interpretation of Freedom of Speech,ò 

Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 27, no. 1 (February 2021): 142ï

60. 

42 Rebecca Lewis, Alternative Influence: Broadcasting the Reactionary Right on YouTube (New York: Data and 

Society Research Institute, 2018), https://datasociety.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/DS_Alternative_Influence.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580479
https://datasociety.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/DS_Alternative_Influence.pdf
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Yet these interventions are selective: Sure, YouTube takes a hard line when it comes to 

content that are all-around political anathema, such as terrorist propaganda or revenge porn,43 but 

one study argues that YouTube discriminates against the LGBTQ video creators it publicly claims 

to support through demonetizing, age-restricting, or removing videos that have LGBTQ 

terminology and/or are about LGBTQ sex education, sexuality, and identity while allowing or even 

facilitating the harassment of LGBTQ video creators.44 That has to do with what YouTube does 

or doesnôt consider to be advertising-friendly, but the anecdotal evidence is that LGBTQ content 

is policed to a different, harsher standard: One YouTuber, for example, shared that her videos 

mentioning her bisexuality were age-restricted whereas those that didnôt specify her partnerôs 

gender were not.45  

The thing is, many groups of peopleðnot all of whom are from marginalized backgrounds, 

to be fair, and not all of whom are justified in doing soðfeel ñunfairly targetedò by YouTubeôs 

policies and opaque algorithm.46 As Safiya Umoja Noble puts it, to understand algorithmic 

oppression is to ñunderstand that mathematical formulations to drive automated decisions are made 

by human beingé The people who make these decisions hold all types of values, many of which 

openly promote racism, sexism, and false notions of meritocracy.ò47 Contrary to what YouTubeôs 

 
43 Tarleton Gillespie, ñRegulations of and by Platforms,ò in The SAGE Handbook of Social Media (Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE Publications, 2018), 254ï78. 

44 Julian A. Rodriguez, ñLGBTQ Incorporated: YouTube and the Management of Diversity,ò Journal of 

Homosexuality (February 23, 2022): 1ï22, published ahead of print, https://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2022.2042664. 

45 Rodriguez, ñLGBTQ Incorporated,ò 14. 

46 Robyn Caplan and Tarleton Gillespie, ñTiered Governance and Demonetization: The Shifting Terms of Labor and 

Compensation in the Platform Economy,ò Social Media + Society 6, no. 2 (April 2020): 1ï13, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120936636. 

47 Noble, Algorithms of Oppression, 2. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00918369.2022.2042664
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211 

 

engineers may wish to claim in public, algorithms arenôt inscrutable,48 and the technology ethicist 

Kirsten Martin has argued that an algorithmôs designers need to take responsibility and step in if 

an algorithm does ethical harm to vulnerable communities.49 

3.1 Field Theory and YouTube Music Theory 

All of this illustrates the uphill battle that content creators of marginalized identities face 

in not only getting their voice heard through an oppressive algorithm thatôs locked in a vicious 

feedback loop with agents and stakeholders that often perpetuate various unjust hegemonic 

structures, intentionally or not, but also persevering in the face of target harassment. We might 

conceptualize the uneven playing field that content creators face in light of French sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieuôs version of field theory, which has come to be the paradigmatic example of the 

concept in sociology.50 Bourdieuôs relational approach has frequently been applied with success 

to studies of digital inequality in recent years.51 It would be beyond the scope here to go into the 

genealogy of this concept in Bourdieuôs thinking or to elucidate its every aspect, so Iôll attempt to 

provide a brief overview of field theory with the aim of theorizing this underrepresentation in the 

Western YouTube musico-theoretical scene. 

 
48 Joshua Kroll, ñThe Fallacy of Inscrutability,ò Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A: Mathematical, 

Physical and Engineering Sciences 376, no. 2133 (November 2018): 1ï14, https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2018.0084. 

49 Kirsten Martin, ñEthical Implications and Accountability of Algorithms,ò Journal of Business Ethics 160, no. 4 

(December 2019): 835ï50; and ñAlgorithmic Bias and Corporate Responsibility: How Companies Hide behind the 

False Veil of the Technological Imperative,ò in Ethics of Data and Analytics: Concepts and Cases, ed. Kirsten Martin 

(Boca Raton: Auerbach Publications, 2022), 36ï50. 

50 The other two major strands of field theory research is the social-psychological theory associated with the 

psychologist Kurt Lewin, and Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powellôs theory of interorganizational relations. See 

John Levi Martinôs article, ñWhat Is Field Theory?,ò American Journal of Sociology 109, no. 1 (July 2003): 1ï49. 

51 Gabe Ignatow and Laura Robinson, ñPierre Bourdieu: Theorizing the Digital,ò Information, Communication & 

Society 20, no. 7 (July 2017): 950ï66. 
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Simply put, fields are arenas in which goods, services, knowledges, or status is produced, 

exchanged, or distributed. Within fields, actors take up positions from which they to accumulate 

and monopolize capital, or accumulated labor, which comes in three guisesðeconomic, social, 

and culturalðthat could be converted into one another under certain conditions.52 Economic 

capital is that which is immediately and directly convertible into money, e.g., financial assets. 

Social capital is reflective of oneôs social position and membership in a group, which translates 

into access to resources linked to the ñmore or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition.ò53 For Bourdieu, social capital is much more about ñpower overò 

than it is about ñpower to,ò54 with differing groups of people in a stratified society afforded 

contrasting access to such resources.55 The last primary guise of Bourdieusian capital demands 

further clarification. Although Bourdieu has traditionally understood cultural capital as measuring 

how steeped one is dominant culture, given that he devised to explain cultural and social 

reproduction (e.g., how do elites maintain intergenerational advantage?), one might reconceive of 

cultural capital as ñinformational capitalò so as to include any cultural form,56 and this is the 

understanding of cultural capital that I use in my subsequent theorization. Cultural capital exists 

in three different states: embodied (internalized cultural dispositions), objectified (cultural goods), 

 
52 Pierre Bourdieu, ñThe Forms of Capital,ò in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, ed. 

J. G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241ï58. 

53 Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1992), 119. 

54 Stephen Samuel Smith and Jessica Kulynych, ñIt May Be Social, But Why Is It Capital? The Social Construction 

of Social Capital and the Politics of Language,ò Politics & Society 30, no. 1 (March 2002): 158. 

55 Annette Lareau, ñLinking Bourdieuôs Concept of Capital to the Broader Field: The Case of Family-School 

Relationships,ò in Social Class, Poverty and Education (New York: Routledge, 2001), 81ï82. 

56 Bourdieu and Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, 119. 
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and institutionalized (academic qualifications).57 Embodied cultural capital is, in its essence, taste 

as it is embedded in a system of exclusion and symbolic violence.58 Oneôs predisposition towards 

particular types of music, art, and cuisine among others is part of oneôs habitus, ña subjective but 

not individual system of internalized structures, schemes of perception, conception, and action 

common to all members of the same group or class,ò59 which in turn manifests itself in oneôs hexis, 

or oneôs bodily performance of habitus through posture, verbal and bodily mannerisms, and so 

forth.60 

Hovering above these three primary types of capital is symbolic capital, which refers to 

ñeconomic or cultural capital which is acknowledged and recognizedò; when this capital is 

ñacknowledged in accordance with the categories of perception that it imposes, the symbolic 

power relations tend to reproduce and to reinforce the power relations which constitute the 

structure of the social space.ò61 In other words, symbolic capital is a function of oneôs various 

forms of capital, whose values are amplified or diminished according to how social order (as 

illustrated by Bourdieu in value-laden binary oppositions, such as high vs low and masculine vs 

 
57 Bourdieu, ñThe Forms of Capital,ò 243ï48. 

58 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1984). 

59 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice. (Cambridge University Press, 1972), 86. Of 

course, the term ñhabitusò has a long and storied historyðit was used in Marcel Maussô influential essay, ñTechniques 

of The Bodyò (originally published in 1934), for exampleðbut it was Bourdieu who thoroughly revamped the concept 

in sociological terms so as to overcome the dichotomy between objectiveness and subjectiveness (hence ñsubjective 

but not individualò). Marcel Mauss, ñTechniques of the Body,ò Economy and Society 2, no. 1 (February 1973): 70ï

88; Loµc Wacquant, ñA Concise Genealogy and Anatomy of Habitus,ò The Sociological Review 64, no. 1 (February 

2016): 64ï72. 

60 For example, Bourdieu glosses hexis as ñpolitical mythology realized, embodied, turned into a permanent 

disposition, a durable manner of standing, speaking, and thereby of feeling and thinking.ò Bourdieu, Outline of a 

Theory of Practice, 93ï94. 

61 Pierre Bourdieu, ñSocial Space and Symbolic Power,ò in In Other Words: Essays towards a Reflexive Sociology, 

trans. Matthew Adamson (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), 135. 
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feminine)62 manifests itself in the rules of the field, but itôs neither analyzable as an autonomous 

entity nor a secondary asset completely and mechanically determined by the other species of 

capital.63 Worth noting here, too, is that every field is defined by a particular sort of symbolic 

capital; the symbolic capital at play in the literary field is recognition, but this recognition is gained 

in a different manner than in the scientific field, all in accordance to the rules of the respective 

fields.64 The habitus is of core importance here, as itôs also a ñkind of practical sense for what is 

to be done in any given situationðwhat is called in sport a ófeelô for the game.ò65 Bourdieuôs 

likening of fields to games gives rise to the illusio, a concept he borrows from the Dutch historian 

Johan Huizinga. Itôs not sufficient that one has the cultural capital necessary to play, for one must 

take the game seriously;66 illusio, then, is this collective belief in the game.67 

So, how might we frame the sphere of YouTube music theorizing as a field? What would 

be the kinds of capital specific to this field? I would say that, as something in between a field of 

cultural production and a scientific field, the symbolic capital of the field of YouTube music theory 

is also recognition, albeit accumulated differently. Oneôs facility in gaining this recognition is 

predicated on, among other things, oneôs habitus, illusio, and social position in the field (Are they 

 
62 Pierre Lamaison and Pierre Bourdieu, ñFrom Rules to Strategies: An Interview with Pierre Bourdieu,ò Cultural 

Anthropology 1, no. 1 (1986): 118. 

63 Fr®d®ric Lebaron, ñSymbolic Capital,ò in Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research, ed. Alex C. 

Michalos (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 2014), 6537ï43. 

64 Pierre Bourdieu, ñThe Specificity of the Scientific Field and the Social Conditions of the Progress of Reason,ò 

Social Science Information 14, no. 6 (December 1975): 19ï47; and ñThe Field of Cultural Production, or: The 

Economic World Reversed,ò trans. Richard Nice, Poetics 12, no. 4 (November 1983): 311ï56. 

65 Pierre Bourdieu, Practical Reason: On the Theory of Action, trans. Randal Johnson (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1998), 258. 

66 Betsy McCormick, ñA Feel for the Game: Bourdieu, Source Study, and the Legend,ò Studies in the Age of Chaucer 

28, no. 1 (2006), 258. 

67 Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field, trans. Susan Emanuel (Stanford, 

CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), 230. 
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mere commenters? A content creator with a middling subscriber base? One of the big-league 

YouTubers?), and oneôs accrual of digital capital and various kinds of cultural capital. Here, digital 

capital might be understood as a secondary form of capital, distinct from the three primary forms 

of capital, that indicates oneôs reach, scale, and sophistication in online behavior.68  

The astute reader mightôve noticed that identity hasnôt figured in this model explicitly. 

Thatôs because much of the emphasis in Bourdieuôs output has been on class differentials. In some 

cases, as in his book Distinction, Bourdieu, who was a dedicated empiricist, simply couldnôt have 

addressed questions of race and ethnicity as he was forced to present France as an ethnically 

undifferentiated nation because he was legally prevented from inquiring into his respondentsô 

ethnicity or country of origin.69 Because of this, some postcolonial scholars, such as Edward Said 

and those influenced by him, have accused Bourdieu of occluding colonialism.70 However, the 

sociologist Julian Go has demonstrated through a careful reading of The Algerians,71 that Bourdieu 

did in fact offer a theory of colonialism, which he portrayed as a forcefully imposed, racialized 

system of domination that gives rise to hybrid cultures and recasts social relations;72 others, too, 

have followed Goôs line of argument in suggesting that perceptions of Bourdieuôs work as ñclass-

conscious but color-blindò are ñarguably rooted in limited readings of Bourdieuôs work, rather 

 
68 Ignatow and Robinson, ñPierre Bourdieu: Theorizing the Digital,ò 952ï53. This view of digital capital as a 

secondary form of capital contrasts with the composite ñinformation capitalò of Cees Hamelink and Jan van Dijk, who 

view information capital as the financial resources for computers and networks, the technical skill to utilize them, the 

capacity to filter and evaluate information, and the enthusiasm for seeking out and instrumentalizing this information. 

See Cees J. Hamelink, The Ethics of Cyberspace (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2000); and Jan van Dijk, 

The Deepening Divide: Inequality in the Information Society (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2005). 

69 Tony Bennett et al., Culture, Class Distinction (New York: Routledge, 2009), 262. 

70 Edward W. Said, ñRepresenting the Colonized: Anthropologyôs Interlocutors,ò Critical Inquiry 15, no. 2 (Winter 

1989): 223; for other criticisms of Bourdieu along this line, see Julian Go, ñDecolonizing Bourdieu: Colonial and 

Postcolonial Theory in Pierre Bourdieuôs Early Work,ò Sociological Theory 31, no. 1 (March 2013): 50. 

71 Pierre Bourdieu, The Algerians (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962). 

72 Go, ñDecolonizing Bourdieu.ò 
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than Bourdieuôs limited readings of óraceô and ethnicity.ò73 Likewise, some have criticized the 

short shrift that Bourdieu seems to have given to feminist theory; while Bourdieu explores the 

themes of gender and sexuality throughout his oeuvre, especially so in Masculine Domination,74 

Beverly Skeggs has argued that the ambivalence towards norms that are at the heart of feminist 

research is incompatible with Bourdieuôs theoretical framework.75  

So, while some, like Judith Butler and Richard Jenkins, have suggested that Bourdieuôs 

framework is overly deterministic when it comes to the reproduction of social structures,76 Skeggs 

and a number of other scholars have shown that thereôs greater potential for a fieldôs agentsô 

reflexivity of their practices in Bourdieuôs framework than he recognized. After all, in Bourdieuôs 

own conception of agency, agency is reducible neither to the dispositions embodied in oneôs 

habitus nor to the field in which an agent is positioned; rather, agency results from a highly 

contingent and dynamic relationship between oneôs habitus and the field.77 As for race and 

ethnicity, scholars whoôve applied cultural capital as an analytic to Black or other minoritarian 

communities in the U.S. or the U.K. have suggested that itôs not so much the case that these 

minoritarian communities lack social or cultural capital, just that they either have non-dominant 

 
73 Derron Wallace, ñReading óRaceô in Bourdieu? Examining Black Cultural Capital Among Black Caribbean Youth 

in South London,ò Sociology 51, no. 5 (October 2017): 908ï909; see also Steven Loyal, ñThe French in Algeria, 

Algerians in France: Bourdieu, Colonialism, and Migration,ò The Sociological Review 57, no. 3 (August 2009): 406ï

27; and Nirmal Puwar, ñSensing a Post-Colonial Bourdieu: An Introduction,ò The Sociological Review 57, no. 3 

(August 2009): 371ï84. 

74 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination, trans. Richard Nice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001). 

75 Beverley Skeggs, ñContext and Background: Pierre Bourdieuôs Analysis of Class, Gender and Sexuality,ò The 

Sociological Review 52, no. 2 (October 2004): 19ï33. 

76 Judith Butler, ñPerformativityôs Social Magic,ò in Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, ed. Richard Shusterman (Malden, 

MA: Blackwell, 1999), 113ï28; Richard Jenkins, ñPierre Bourdieu and the Reproduction of Determinism,ò Sociology 

16, no. 2 (May 1982), 270ï81. 

77 Chris Samuel, ñSymbolic Violence and Collective Identity: Pierre Bourdieu and the Ethics of Resistance,ò Social 

Movement Studies 12, no. 4 (November 2013): 397ï413. 
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kinds of social or cultural capital,78 or they retool hegemonic understandings of social or cultural 

capital for their own ends.79 (Hence my decision to depart from Bourdieuôs traditional framing of 

cultural capital as a measure of oneôs enculturation in the dominant culture.) As for gender and 

sexuality, many have found productivity in extending Bourdieuôs conceptual schemaðe.g., field, 

habitus, capitalðbeyond the original contexts in which he theorized it.80 

With all that said, letôs return to YouTube and music theory. Weôve seen that the most 

successful content creators exhibit highly developed digital capital, which includes video-editing 

skills, fluency in Internet humor and other Internet-based interpersonal skills, and sophistication 

in self-marketing strategies over the Internet among others. In the (Western, English-language) 

field of YouTube music theory, different types of cultural capital are accorded varying symbolic 

value; expertise (or ñtasteò) in jazz, jazz theory, music production, film, video games, and new 

media seems to translate into more recognition than proficiency in non-Western music, classical 

music, or more esoteric analytical methodologies that were once prevalent in academic music 

 
78 Prudence L. Carter, ñóBlackô Cultural Capital, Status Positioning, and Schooling Conflicts for Low-Income African 

American Youth,ò Social Problems 50, no. 1 (February 2003): 136ï55; Victor M. Rios, Punished: Policing the Lives 

of Black and Latino Boys (New York: New York University Press, 2011); Kerry C. Woodward, Pimping the Welfare 

System: Empowering Participants with Economic, Social, and Cultural Capital (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 

2013); and Tara J. Yosso, ñWhose Culture Has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural 

Wealth,ò Race Ethnicity and Education 8, no. 1 (March 2005): 69ï91. 

79 Nicola Rollock, The Color of Class: The Educational Strategies of the Black Middle Classes (New York: Routledge, 

2015); Wallace, ñReading óRaceô in Bourdieu?ò. 

80 Lisa Adkins, ñReflexivity: Freedom or Habit of Gender?,ò Theory, Culture & Society 20, no. 6 (December 2003): 

21ï42; Beate Krais, ñGender, Sociological Theory and Bourdieuôs Sociology of Practice,ò Theory, Culture & Society 

23, no. 6 (November 2006): 119ï34; Terry Lovell, ñThinking Feminism with and against Bourdieu,ò Feminist Theory 

1, no. 1 (April 2000): 11ï32; Leslie McCall, ñDoes Gender Fit? Bourdieu, Feminism, and Conceptions of Social 

Order,ò Theory and Society 21, no. 6 (December 1992): 837ï67; Elizabeth McDermott, ñThe World Some Have Won: 

Sexuality, Class and Inequality,ò Sexualities 14, no. 1 (February 2011): 63ï78; Julie McLeod, ñFeminists Re-Reading 

Bourdieu: Old Debates and New Questions about Gender Habitus and Gender Change,ò Theory and Research in 

Education 3, no. 1 (March 2005): 11ï30; Lois McNay, ñGender, Habitus, and the Field: Pierre Bourdieu and the 

Limits of Reflexivity,ò Theory, Culture and Society 16, no. 1 (February 1999): 95ï117; Holly Thorpe, ñBourdieu, 

Gender Reflexivity, and Physical Culture: A Case of Masculinities in the Snowboarding Field,ò Journal of Sport and 

Social Issues 34, no. 2 (May 2010): 176ï214. 
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theory, such as Schenkerian analysis or set theory. Oneôs stated (but not necessarily demonstrated) 

experience as a musician seems to matter more than oneôs educational credentials, which seems to 

have its own ñGoldilocks zoneò in that college-level musical qualifications seem to confer 

authority on a content creator, but a full-blown academic with doctoral training might seem out of 

touch. How close oneôs habitus is to the fieldôs expectations matters, too. The most popular 

YouTubers deftly codeswitch between various levels or kinds of discourse, project an air of 

authority through their voice and their bodily and facial gestures, and tend towards unmarked 

language and accents. Presumably, too, itôs a content creatorôs illusio that keeps them in the game, 

as the field of YouTube music theory, like most of educational YouTube, is not particularly 

lucrative.81 

As capital-accumulating subjects and not capital bearing objects, minoritarian or 

marginalized content creators face some structural challenges in acquiring some of the capital 

involved. Part of that has to do with class and how the disadvantages of class are compounded 

with other axes of marginalization in the American context, at least;82 this is all the more so when 

the inequities resulting from such axes of marginalization are also reproduced 

intergenerationally.83 Several sociological studies have found, in a broad variety of societal 

contexts, that more socioeconomically disadvantaged populations donôt accrue as much digital 

 
81 Grasso and Arnold, ñMusic Theory YouTube,ò 11. 

82 This is at the core of what Kimberl® Crenshaw has termed ñintersectionalityò; see Kimberlé Crenshaw, 

ñDemarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 

Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,ò University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989, no. 1 (1989), 139ï67. 

83 Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 

2003). 
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capital and other capital-building benefits compared to more socioeconomically advantaged 

users,84 even when egalitarian access is provided in the form of, e.g., open WiFi networks.85  

The concept of the habitus has explanatory power here. Socioeconomically advantaged 

users have access to and have internalized the notion of skholé, or ñfreed time, freed from the 

urgencies of the world, that allows a free and liberated relation to those urgencies and to the 

worldò;86 whereas those from upper-middle-income families have taken to Internet technologies 

as ñserious play,ò those from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to use the Internet for, say, 

educational or career development purposes,87 and are more likely to spend most of their 

screentime on social media and leisure.88 All this helps explain why those from marginalized 

communities might be disinclined from pursuing a full-time career in creating musico-theoretical 

content on YouTube, even when they may gain access to the capital required for such a career in 

later life. Having experienced these educational spaces as being ñnot for them,ò those from 

marginalized communities might not immediately apprehend the potential value in adding their 

voices to these spaces, and that leads to a vicious cycle. After all, the ingrained habitus is hard to 

 
84 Alexander van Deursen and Ellen J. Helsper, ñThe Third-Level Digital Divide: Who Benefits Most from Being 

Online?,ò in Communication and Information Technologies Annual, ed. Laura Robinson et al., vol. 10 (Bingley: 

Emerald Publishing, 2015), 29ï52; Eduardo Villanueva-Mansilla, Teresa Nakano, and In®s Evaristo, ñFrom Divides 

to Capitals: An Exploration of Digital Divides as Expressions of Social and Cultural Capital,ò in Communication and 

Information Technologies Annual, ed. Laura Robinson et al., vol. 10 (Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2015), 89ï117. 

85 Christopher McConnell and Joseph Straubhaar, ñContextualizing Open Wi-Fi Network Use with Multiple Capitals,ò 

in Communication and Information Technologies Annual, ed. Laura Robinson et al., vol. 10 (Bingley: Emerald 

Publishing, 2015), 205ï32. 

86 Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), 1. 

87 See Laura Robinsonôs articles, ñA Taste for the Necessary,ò Information, Communication & Society 12, no. 4 (June 

2009): 488ï507; and ñInformation-Channel Preferences and Information-Opportunity Structures,ò Information, 

Communication & Society 14, no. 4 (June 2011): 472ï94. 

88 Marina Micheli, ñWhat Is New in the Digital Divide? Understanding Internet Use by Teenagers from Different 

Social Backgrounds,ò in Studies in Media and Communications, ed. Laura Robinson et al., vol. 10 (Emerald 

Publishing, 2015), 55ï87. 
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shake off, as Bourdieu himselfðwho came from a working-class backgroundðwould be the first 

to say. 

On the other hand, Internet humor is frequently sexist or racist,89 and it can be hard to get 

on board with that as a marginalized content creator, although some content creators have certainly 

leveraged their ambivalent attitudes towards such humor in other fields of YouTube creative 

content.90 Even harder to call out is the exoticizing tendencies in the positivistic conception of 

music theory thatôs pervasive in digital musical theorizing, and the fact that thereôs a significant 

and vocal section in the audience base that has proven itself uninterested or even actively hostile 

towards bringing issues faced by marginalized groups of people into discussions of music theory; 

after all, to lean into Robin DiAngeloôs language on white fragility, some might expect this space 

in YouTube to be an ñinsulated environmentò that ñbuilds white expectations for racial comfort 

while at the same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial [and other kinds of] stress.ò91  

What that means is that thereôs a real antagonism between oneôs personal disposition and 

those that the field pressures content creators into adopting, and that takes away from the illusio. 

Would a content creator of Middle Eastern descent be comfortable talking uncritically about 

Western stereotypes of ñArabic scalesò and how they might be used to write ñexotic music,ò for 

example? Would said content creator find the fact this Orientalizing attitude has been normalized 

in the YouTube musico-theoretical discourse off-putting? The fact that oneôs cultural capital might 

be valued, too, doesnôt mean that one is able to translate that cultural capital into economic or 

 
89 Milner, ñInternet Memes, Identity Antagonismò; Higgin Tanner, ñWhat Trolls Can Teach Us About Race,ò The 

Fibreculture Journal, no. 22 (2013): 133ï51. 

90 Lei Guo and Lorin Lee, ñThe Critique of YouTube-Based Vernacular Discourse: A Case Study of YouTubeôs Asian 

Community,ò Critical Studies in Media Communication 30, no. 5 (December 2013): 391ï406 

91 Robin DiAngelo, ñWhite Fragility,ò The International Journal of Critical Pedagogy 3, no. 3 (May 2011): 55. 
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symbolic capital, as many Black TikTok content creators would attest.92 When white TikTokers 

profit off TikTok trends without giving their Black content creators due credit, Black cultural 

goods are extirpated from Black content creators, and aspects of the habitus that informs these 

cultural goods are either appropriated or rendered invisible. 

3.2 Margin alized Content Creators: Four Case Studies 

All that exerts pressure on marginalized content creators in the field even before the techno-

bureaucratic control mechanism of the algorithm comes into play, which simultaneously 

reproduces and reinforces the race-, gender-, sexuality-, and ability-based stratification thatôs 

present not only in the field of YouTube music theory, but in Western society more broadly. In the 

four case studies I present below, I talk about how this theoretical framework might help us 

understand the agency and motivations that YouTubers have in making their voice heard in the 

YouTube musico-theoretical sphere, the strategies that marginalized content creators have taken, 

and how such content has been received. First, I discuss the case of Cadence Hira, a media 

composer; her channel, which compares favorably to 8-bit Music Theoryôs in terms of production 

values and musical theorizing, provides an example of the challenges that marginalized content 

creators face in breaking into the big leagues. Next, I talk about Carlin Hines, an extremely 

successful Black content creator in the YouTube musico-theoretical sphere, and the strategies he's 

taken up to better emplace himself in the field. After that, I look at how three content creators who 

publicly identify on the queer spectrum, and I show how their differences in approach to music 

theory and queer themes mesh with the ñrules of the game.ò Last, I look at how those outside the 

field see themselves in relation to this field of Western music theory as itôs on YouTube; 

 
92 Yvonne Ile, ñHow Black Creators Stopped the Clock on TikTok,ò INSAM Journal of Contemporary Music, Art and 

Technology, no. 8 (July 2022): 60ï79. 
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specifically, I examine this issue from the viewpoints of those versed in Hindustani classical music, 

and those in traditional musics from the African continent. Iôve summarized these content creators 

and their statistical numbers in Table 3.1 and Figure 3.1. Compared to the numbers in Figure 2.2. 

thereôs much greater variation here, and I explain why this is in my case studies. 

Table 3.1: Content creators by geographical location, primary interest, type of musico-theoretical 

content, and typical topics. 

Cadence Hira U.S. Mixed Analytical and theoretical content 

Pitch and rhythmic structures 

Busy Works Beats 

[Carlin Hines] 

U.S. Trap, EDM Utilitarian content 

Music production 

Dreamsounds 

[Marlene Bellissimo] 

Germany 

[U.S.] 

Film music Narrative and theoretical content 

Narrative, signification, meaning 

Patricia Taxxon U.S. Mixed Analytical and theoretical content 

Pitch structures, music production 

Kinzopiano Music 

[Kingsley Otoijamun] 

U.A.E. 

[Nigeria] 

Piano Creative and utilitarian content 

Performances, instrumental lessons 

Rhythm in Africa South 

Africa 

African 

traditions 

Narrative and utilitarian content 

Cultural history, instrumental lessons 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Subscriber count and total views for the six content creators surveyed. 
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Like Adam Neely, Cadence Hira is a graduate of Berklee College of Music, where she 

studied for a bachelorôs degree in film and video game scoring on a scholarship.93 Having scored 

a short film and a couple of video games, Hira has bona fide professional credentials, too. As for 

the content on her channel, Hira describes her channel thus: ñJazz Harmony isnôt exclusive to 

Jacob Collier or esoteric jazz ballads. Weird chords, funky time signatures, and other advanced 

jazz concepts can be found in everything, from video games, to film scores, pop songs etc. I make 

these vids to talk about those examples, and break down why these things are cool.ò94 Hira seems 

to be arguing for the applicability and relatability of jazz theory in contradistinction to its 

stereotype as being abstruseðhence her reference to Jacob Collier, a jazz musician whoôs gained 

notoriety as much for his musicôs complicatedness as well as his theorizing of it95ðand her tagline, 

ñMusic Theory Is Kind Alright I Suppose,ò speaks to this laidback atmosphere.  

Funnily enough, most of Hiraôs videos donôt make the connection to jazz explicit; the one 

musico-theoretical video that does this looks at how John Coltraneôs eponymous chord changes 

might be abstracted into an analytical framework (the ñthree-tonic system,ò a term that traces its 

origins back to Joseph Schillingerôs method of musical composition),96 which she then applies at 

various timescales to passages from ñMy Timeò (2013), an electronic pop song by English 

musician Calum Bowen (professionally known as Bo En), English alternative rock band Museôs 

 
93 ñAbout,ò on Cadence Hiraôs official website, accessed May 26, 2023, https://www.cadencehira.com/about. 

94 ñAbout,ò on Cadence Hiraôs YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@CadenceHira/about. 

95 John Moore, ñNegative Harmony and the Illusion of Musical Profundity,ò paper presented at the RMA/KVNM 

International Research Studentôs Symposium, University of Amsterdam, June 2019. 

96 Louis Pine, ñEarle Brownôs Study and Use of the Schillinger System of Musical Composition,ò in Beyond Notation: 

The Music of Earle Brown, ed. Rebecca Y. Kim (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017), 58. 

https://www.cadencehira.com/about
https://www.youtube.com/@CadenceHira/about
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ñKnights of Cydoniaò (2006), and ñOndineò from Maurice Ravelôs Gaspard de la nuit (1908).97 

This eclecticism permeates Hiraôs modest oeuvre; for instance, her video on ñconstant structure,ò 

or a chain of harmonies with the same quality but built on different roots thatôs used as a musical 

framework, puts alternative R&B band Moonchildôs ñThe Truthò (2014), rapper Goldlinkôs 

ñSpectrumò (2015), South Korean boyband Seventeenôs ñBEAUTIFULò (2016), the track ñLast 

Nightò from the video game Monster Seeking Monster (2017), and the track ñOverthere Stairò 

from the video game Super Paper Mario (2007) side by side.98 Her commitment to repertoires 

outside the Western art tradition, too, is reaffirmed when she eschews the expected examples by 

B®la Bart·k and Igor Stravinsky in favor of Lilmarôs ñLetter to my Crushò (2020) and the 

Notorious B.I.G.ôs ñHypnotizeò (1997).99 

Iôd like to take a closer look at one of Hiraôs video essays, which is her analysis of the 

opening theme of the animated fantasy television series The Owl House (2020ï23), which is 

notable for its positive representation of queer relationships and identities.100 In this video essay, 

she lays out her ñrelative axis interchange system,ò which she draws on again in her video, ñ6 

Levels of Harmony: Kirby Edition,ò which takes the ubiquitous clickbait format of presenting a 

single concept in increasing levels of complexity.101 The Owl Houseôs opening theme is built on 

the chord changes shown in Example 3.1, with some small changes as the piece progressesð

 
97 Cadence Hira, ñColtrane Changes outside of Jazz?ò, July 9, 2020, YouTube video, 8:29, https://youtu.be/H8--

57M8Wck. 

98 Cadence Hira, ñConstant Structure is UNDERRATED,ò August 14, 2020, YouTube video, 10:47, 

https://youtu.be/wYRMcgXN_gY. 

99 Cadence Hira, ñIs Polytonality a Meme?ò, October 13, 2021, YouTube video, 8:43, https://youtu.be/e2rlFBZ6pGE. 

100 Cadence Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS in The Owl Houseôs Theme Song,ò September 1, 2020, YouTube 

video, 13:08, https://youtu.be/fuEUmneTeEM. 

101 Cadence Hira, ñ6 Levels of Harmony: Kirby Edition,ò June 13, 2021, YouTube video, 31:06, 

https://youtu.be/3mDBiMAb-F8; for other examples in YTMT, see Adam Neely, ñThe 7 Levels of Jazz Harmony,ò 

August 30, 2019, YouTube video, 13:11, https://youtu.be/lz3WR-F_pnM. 

https://youtu.be/H8--57M8Wck
https://youtu.be/H8--57M8Wck
https://youtu.be/wYRMcgXN_gY
https://youtu.be/e2rlFBZ6pGE
https://youtu.be/fuEUmneTeEM
https://youtu.be/3mDBiMAb-F8
https://youtu.be/lz3WR-F_pnM
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specifically, the C minor is replaced with C major in the second half of the theme, and there are 

some one-time substitutions, such as when the F-sharp major harmony is swapped out for a D-flat 

major one. (Iôve added my emendation of Hiraôs chord labels in brackets in Example 3.1.) To 

explain the jarring motion from C minor through A-flat major to B major, Hira takes the concept 

of modal mixture and expands it. She argues that, since two relative modes belong to the same 

tonal space (as understood by the shared pitch classes in their scales), C minor and E-flat major, 

for example, are linked. In C major, one could borrow from this cïEΤ space; by borrowing yet 

again from the parallel of E-flat minor, one could access chords from the eΤïGΤ space, and so on 

and so forth (Figure 3.2).  

In effect, what Hira has achieved here is a vernacular formulation of neo-Riemannian 

theory, and her ñrelative axis interchange systemò shows how four major-minor pairs a minor third 

apart could be related to each other through relative (R) and parallel (P) transformations. By 

spatializing these relationships in this way, she reinscribes the familiar notion of tonal distance 

based on a tonalityôs position on the circle of fifths; for instance, as C majorôs axis is opposite G-

flat majorôs axis, she designates G-flat major as C majorôs ñinverse major.ò102 Having set out this 

framework, she analyzes the C minor and the A-flat major seventh harmonies as being aligned 

with the cïEΤ axis, whereas the ñweirdò (i.e., non-diatonic) harmonies of B major and F-sharp 

major come from the eΤïGΤ space. The diminished seventh harmony is what eases the transition 

from one axis to the other; as she observes, that harmonyôs tonal ambiguity allows it to hint at four 

different dominant-functioning sonorities at once (i.e., V of C, E-flat, G-flat/F-sharp, and A 

major/minor), each of which corresponds to one axis in the relative axis interchange system. 

 
102 Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS,ò 2:49ï2:52. 
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Example 3.1: Hiraôs transcription of the first measures of the opening theme of The Owl House 

(2020ï23); alternative chords given above in brackets.103 

 

Figure 3.2: Screenshot of Cadence Hiraôs ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS in The Owl House's 

Theme Song.ò104  

What I hope to demonstrate here is that Hira has certainly all the musico-theoretical 

knowledge (or, in Bourdieusian terms, the cultural capital) it takes to play in the big leagues. Hira 

sticks to the musico-theoretical concepts and repertoires that are most popular in the YouTube 

musico-theoretical space, and so she maintains an ñinsulated environmentò free from political 

stressors. In style and format, she takes the same approach as 8-bit Music Theory does, preferring 

 
103 Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS.ò 

104 Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS,ò 2:56ï3:00.  
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to let her transcriptions and figures take visual precedence over herself. And sheôs certainly up to 

date on the expected etiquette. Adopting the STEM-tinged humor that pervades music theory in 

the digital sphere, she comments self-deprecatingly about her system: ñItôs sort of like calculus, 

but for a career that makes no money.ò105 Moreover, she taps into the anti-classical sentiment that 

seems to suffuse the digital musico-theoretical sphere. For example, she defends her enharmonic 

spellings of diminished sevenths because sheôs not a ñclassical squareò;106 elsewhere, she makes a 

reference to ñclassical dweebsò and ñpedantic terms.ò107 To be sure, her performed antipathy 

towards classical musicians might be misplaced even if her audience approves of it; after all, what 

these examples show that Hira is intimately familiar with the tricks of the YouTube musico-

theoretical trade. 

Why, then, has Hiraôs content not gained the recognition that it seems to deserve? Those 

who manage to find their way to her channel have wondered the same.108 Hiraôs channel has just 

under 2,500 subscribers and about 100,000 views, and she hasnôt uploaded a new video since 

February 23, 2022. Given that sheôs on YouTube for its potential reach rather than its monetization 

opportunities,109 the fact that her content hasnôt received the props that her select audience seems 

to think it deserves tells us, at least, that YouTubeôs algorithm is extremely poor at surfacing 

 
105 Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS,ò 2:59ï3:02. 

106 Hira, ñExplaining the WEIRD CHORDS,ò 4:39ï4:43. 

107 Hira, ñIs Polytonality a Meme?ò, 6:50ï6:54. 

108 Therkanova, ñhonestly looked down and was expecting to see 200k views. quality content, subscribed,ò January 

16, 2021, 12:49 p.m., comment on Cadence Hira, ñThe SECRET 500 IQ Spooky Halloween Chord,ò October 31, 

2020, YouTube video, 11:16, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twlSd2D6vBU&lc=UgyteKodJODI-

BDpCFt4AaABAg. 

109 Cadence Hira, ñyeah like bor said, it's the reach. I don't really care about monetization and i'm usually able to skirt 

around the copyright claims. i haven't even heard of odysee or lbry tbh,ò February 23, 2022, 2:55 p.m., comment on 

Cadence Hira, ñThe History of the óAnime Canonô Chord Progression,ò February 23, 2022, YouTube video, 30:03, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PvcRm4pPjvU&lc=UgwtoXLiu3Ra4aOhBbt4AaABAg.9YngD2Ozwnf9Ynlys8

fEBq.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twlSd2D6vBU&lc=UgyteKodJODI-BDpCFt4AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twlSd2D6vBU&lc=UgyteKodJODI-BDpCFt4AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PvcRm4pPjvU&lc=UgwtoXLiu3Ra4aOhBbt4AaABAg.9YngD2Ozwnf9Ynlys8fEBq
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PvcRm4pPjvU&lc=UgwtoXLiu3Ra4aOhBbt4AaABAg.9YngD2Ozwnf9Ynlys8fEBq
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content creators who are at the bottom rung, even when their content is competitive with those of 

top content creatorsðthis is, in other words, an example of whatôs known as the ñMatthew effectò 

in sociology, which is often summed by the adage ñthe rich get richer and the poor get poorer.ò110 

Any observations beyond that would involve a high degree of speculationðone commenter pins 

the blame on her videoôs thumbnails111ðbut I have suggested a matrix of factors that could 

actively hamper a minoritarian content creator in the preceding discussion in this section, even if 

the cultural goods they offer are precisely the kinds that the field of YouTube music theory values. 

Letôs move on to Busy Works Beats, a YouTube channel (920,000 subscribers and almost 

160 million total views from about 4,600 videos) dedicated to music production thatôs also 

embedded in its own ecosystem of courses, sound packs, and other products.112 Despite the 

channelôs outward focus on music production, a substantial number of videos (about 360) are in 

fact self-described as related to music theory as seen from a producerôs lens;113 Busy Works Beats 

shares this trait with Andrew Huang and Servida Music (Simon Servida), two other music 

production channels with an inclination towards music theory. Like Hack Music Theory, Busy 

Works Beats uses a digital audio workstation (DAW) and piano roll notation rather than staff 

notation to visually communicate music theory. In contrast to Hack Music Theoryôs outsized 

rhetoric about revolution, however, Carlin Hines, the man behind Busy Works Beats, explains his 

approach in a more conciliatory manner in the description to one of his videos: ñTraditional music 

 
110 Robert K. Merton, ñThe Matthew Effect in Science,ò Science 159, no. 3810 (January 1968): 56ï63. 

111 thespeedyyoshi, ñJust a quick tip from someone that probably doesn't have enough credit to be saying this but I 

recommend your thumbnails fill the space in the picture, whether that be from some background color, or the pictures 

enlarged,ò January 24, 2022, 6:15 a.m., comment on Hira, ñIs Polytonality a Meme?ò. 

112 Busy Works Beatsô official website, accessed May 26, 2023, https://busyworksbeats.com/. 

113 Busy Works Beats, ñMusic Theory Series,ò YouTube playlist, last updated June 8, 2023, 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLGxiyRm2uEmrva7ZDuOD1IGNrDB9suuHj.  

https://busyworksbeats.com/
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLGxiyRm2uEmrva7ZDuOD1IGNrDB9suuHj
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theory is still used in our new approach, we don't abandon common music theory. I just want to 

point out the obstacles you will face by trying to learn the ótraditionalô way. We will show you 

how to jump into music theory without wasting hours learning scales and other unnecessary 

beginner things.ò114 That is, Hines argues that, although music theory as itôs taught in educational 

institutions could take one to a ñcool level of composition,ò115 the method is confusing for someone 

who wants to get into music production. To produce the D minor ninth chord, for example, one 

would have to map out the D minor scale, the scale degrees, and finally the chord, and Hines 

criticizes these as unnecessary intermediary steps. 

Hinesô solution to this obstacle is that, instead of starting with scales and scale degrees as 

a way to learn how to construct chords, Hines offers what he calls ñchord codes,ò which tells one 

how to derive the notes in a chord. Hinesô chord code is a series of numbers that begins with 0. 0 

designates the note the chord is built on, and each number after 0 tells us how many keys, black 

and white, to count from the chosen note. So, a dominant seventh chord, for example, has the chord 

code ñ0 4 7 10,ò whereas ñ0 3 7 10 14ò describes a minor ninth chord (that is, a minor seventh 

chord with a major ninth). Paradoxically, although this quasi-scientific notation resembles forms 

of music theory that are considered advanced (set theory) in an institutional setting, Hines 

emphasizes that his chord codes are much more intuitive and egalitarian than traditional music 

theory. As he puts it, ñanybody who has no experience, no piano playing, no lessons from any 

teacher, didnôt go to school for anythingðas long as you know how to count, you can use these 

chord codes.ò116 In an earlier video, he even went so far to say that ñitôs so easy, ten-year-olds can 

 
114 Busy Works Beats, ñTraditional vs New Music Theory,ò June 7, 2018, YouTube video, 9:13, 

https://youtu.be/F5Zf88Y38Io. 

115 Busy Works Beats, ñTraditional vs New Music Theory,ò 8:23ï8:26. 

116 Busy Works Beats, ñTraditional vs New Music Theory,ò 1:15ï1:23. 

https://youtu.be/F5Zf88Y38Io
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do it. Five-year-olds can do it. I think even four-year-olds can do it. Anyone who can count can 

literally create chords of their choice.ò117 By contrast, Hines characterizes staff music notation and 

the theoretical rudiments that accompany it as needlessly bewildering: ñI remember, when I was 

in university, my teacher just threw us this sheet music, blank sheet music, and we had to write 

our own song, which was a great experience, but it was super confusing for absolutely no reasoné 

it was so overly complicated, it actually refrained [sic] me from getting across my song idea.ò118 

He even frames academic musico-theoretical pedagogy as an example of capitalist exploitation 

and regulation of knowledge, which is somewhat disingenuous when heôs monetizing his own 

brand of theory: ñAnd these [chord codes] are the things institutions donôt want you to know, 

because they want to keep you trapped up in school debt, they wanna keep you there for four years, 

when you can learn this stuff in five minutes or less.ò119 

Indeed, Hines describes his experience of traditional theory rudiments is that of endless 

memorization of scales and chord progressions; instead, Hines sees chord codes as a far quicker 

way to ñget to what music actually is: numbers.ò120 Of course, Hines is not advancing a 

cosmological, metaphysical view of music à la Pythagoras or Plato here. Because Hines sees music 

theory as a set of tools to conceptualize music so as to facilitate the fleshing out of musical ideas 

 
117 Busy Works Beats, ñHow to Make Any Chord using Secret Chord Codes,ò December 15, 2015, YouTube video, 

2:15ï2:25, https://youtu.be/mOii4ILirSc.  

118 Busy Works Beats, ñHow to Make Any Chord,ò 0:51ï1:14. 

119 Busy Works Beats, ñHow to Make Any Chord,ò 2:40ï2:50. 

120 Busy Works Beats, ñDo You Need to Learn Music Theory to Make Good Beats?ò, March 10, 2017, YouTube 

video, 1:35ï1:39, https://youtu.be/UhJaPxedH54. 

https://youtu.be/mOii4ILirSc
https://youtu.be/UhJaPxedH54
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on the one hand,121 and to step outside of the box and transcend genres on the other,122 numbers 

get him to that stage more quickly than traditional theory, or so he claims. Thereôs some practical 

value in what heôs claiming: Chord codes aid one in accessing that toolbox not because theyôre 

necessarily easier to wrap oneôs head around, but because some aspects of the interface in a 

DAWðHines demonstrates this with the Sylenth pluginðactually run on numerical, modulo 12 

representations of musical relationships.123 

We may take issue with Hinesô presentation of music theory, his business model, or even 

his skills as a producer.124 Still, my discussion of Hinesô theoretical content serves not only to give 

a better idea of how Hines situates himself with relation to the academic field of music, which I 

would characterize as somewhere in between an outsider and a revolutionary, since he still 

exaggerates the differences between the supposedly more immediate and relevant theory he offers 

and traditional music theory. After all, Hinesô chord codes are essentially an example of elementary 

pitch-class set theory, and it does the same work here as it does for us in giving us a way to 

characterize chords without reference to tonal scale theory; for all that, the tonal names flood right 

back in.125 It also highlights how he presents music theory as a collection of context-neutral and 

genre-transcendent methods. This is the case even though hip-hop and R&B take centerstage in 

his content, and itôs clear that his channel is a celebration of Black creativity when one considers 

 
121 Busy Works Beats, ñDoes Music Theory Make You a Better Producer?ò, July 22, 2017, YouTube video, 6:28, 

https://youtu.be/WPJ8TCmCx0o. 

122 Busy Works Beats, ñDo You Need to Learn Music Theory?ò. This parallels Hack Music Theoryôs argument that 

composing by ear leads to the reproduction of whatôs familiar; see, e.g., Hack Music Theory, ñ246 Rule for Better 

Melodies,ò June 5, 2020, YouTube video, 4:14ï4:20, https://youtu.be/TbDUsEmbsPw. 

123 Busy Works Beats, ñTraditional vs New Music Theory.ò 

124 See, e.g., /u/Rosskillington, ñBusy Works Tries to Teach How to Make a Trap Beat in 3/4 and Does So By Making 

a Beat in 12/8, Which Is Basically the Same as 4/4 with Triplets,ò Reddit post, /r/trapproduction, July 28, 2020, 

https://www.reddit.com/r/trapproduction/comments/hzdz60/busy_works_tries_to_teach_how_to_make_a_trap_beat/ 

125 My thanks to Joe Dubiel for pointing this out. 

https://youtu.be/WPJ8TCmCx0o
https://youtu.be/TbDUsEmbsPw
https://www.reddit.com/r/trapproduction/comments/hzdz60/busy_works_tries_to_teach_how_to_make_a_trap_beat/
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which artistes and producers he references. As with Andrew Huang and Simon Servida, Hinesô 

identity as a content creator of color is highly visible, and all three draw onðto varying extentsð

the cultural capital that they have accumulated as individuals from marginalized communities. 

That said, in spite of how these content creators might be valued for their cultural capital, 

it would seem that the YouTube musico-theoretical discourseðas the case used to be (and still is, 

depending on who you ask) in the academic fieldðstifles overt discussions of race, gender, 

sexuality, and other issues that threaten to burst the insular bubble in which the hegemonic 

subjectivity has ensconced itself. This is unsurprising given that the dominant Western ethnoclass 

has had a long history of appropriating the cultural goods of others for itself without paying due 

respect to its originators. I wonder, for instance, if Hinesô criticism of the of traditional musico-

theoretical pedagogy mightôve been more pointed, as not all groups of people have equal access 

to the opportunities (Hines brings up instrumental lessons) to develop the Bourdieusian ñfeel for 

the game,ò or habitus, for a notation-centric music theory. On the other hand, the more utilitarian 

vision of music theory that Hines offers (as do other producers/YouTubers such as Huang and 

Servida) does reflect whatôs going on ñon the ground,ò so to speak. Thatôs always a welcome 

addition to the musico-theoretical discourse, even if the perspective they offer may replicate and 

double down on some of the epistemological biases of academic music theory, such as pitch-

centricity and other supposedly Western notions. (Why does music theory mean pitch structures 

more often than not for these producers/YouTubers, when theyôre arguably more concerned about 

timbre in their musicmaking and their videos more generally? More pertinently, why are they not 

in dialogue with how we in the academy have theorized timbre?) These content creators seem at 

peace with identifying with music theory in this manner (and for whose benefit?), and perhaps our 

battles are not theirs. 
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That bifurcation between a content creatorôs musico-theoretical content and a content 

creatorôs identity is sharpened all the more when it comes to queer content creators. Take 

Dreamsounds, or Marlene Bellissimo (around 46,000 subscribers and a little more than 4 million 

views), and Patricia Taxxon (about 91,500 subscribers and 6.7 million views) as examples. Both 

women are openly trans, and while both claim to analyze music, the two affiliate with music theory 

differently. For instance, Bellissimo describes her channel as ñan educational series that analyzes 

the wide spectrum of Disney music. Each episode explores topics such as queer theory, film 

studies, theatre history, and theme park design to understand how media affects society.ò126 To be 

sure, Bellissimo is proficient in staff notation and musico-theoretical terms; in one of her earliest 

videos, she identifies a ñI -V-Iò cadence and articulates the relationship between text setting, 

prosody, and musical meter.127 After that, however, Bellissimo seems to have turned away from 

notation-based musical analysis, preferring to talk about form and narrative, musical and textual 

signification (e.g., queercoding), and sociocultural contexts instead. While Bellissimoôs content 

could be understood as carrying out musico-theoretical work, itôs significant that Bellissimo 

herself has never characterized her discursive output as music theory. 

Letôs contrast that with Taxxonôs channel. Taxxon, who sees herself as a composer 

primarilyðher description of her channel is ñI make music (maybe)ò128ðposts video essays 

regularly, but only a handful of these are related to music at all. To wit, these are ñHow I Wrote a 

Microtonal Pop Song | Spiral Staircase,ò ñHow Is Rick Beato Still Getting away with This?ò, ñHow 

 
126 ñAbout,ò on Marlene Bellissimoôs YouTube channel, Dreamsounds, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@DreamsoundsVideo/about. 

127 Dreamsounds, ñDisneyland's Pirates of the Caribbean - A Musical Analysis | Dreamsounds.ò March 26, 2019. 

YouTube video, 26:19. https://youtu.be/BFLNScJTKrM. 

128 ñAbout,ò on Patricia Taxxonôs YouTube channel, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/@Patricia_Taxxon/about. 

https://www.youtube.com/@DreamsoundsVideo/about
https://youtu.be/BFLNScJTKrM
https://www.youtube.com/@Patricia_Taxxon/about
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to Write Four Chord Loops | A New Theory of Pop Harmony,ò ñMisteramazing Doesnôt 

Understand Music Theory,ò and ñTap Troupeôs Cues Are Fully Deterministic,ò129 and all four 

looks at music from a theoretical perspective, as Taxxon does self-identify as a ñmusic theory 

YouTuberò even if thatôs rarely the focal point of her video essays.130 

Taxxonôs non-musico-theoretical video essays often openly espouse progressive politics, 

and she often raises issues relating to marginalized communities in those video essays; her musico-

theoretical videos, however, sidestep these discussions. For instance, in one video essay, she takes 

a series of videos by another YouTuber as her starting point to talk about the reactionary views 

that have gained popular currency in the digital sphere against both modern high art and popular 

art.131 In others, drawing on her own personal experiences as someone who identifies as queer and 

neurodivergent, she criticizes the award-winning adult animated anthology television series Love, 

Death, and Robots (2019ï) for its persistent sexual exploitation of women through the male gaze132 

and she reframes the first season of the British black comedy web series Donôt Hug Me Iôm Scared 

(2011ï16), which satirizes educational media, in terms of what the show might mean to a 

neurodivergent individual who experienced trauma as a result of their marginalization in childhood 

 
129 See Patricia Taxxonôs videos, ñHow I Wrote a Microtonal Pop Song | Spiral Staircase,ò June 1, 2020, YouTube 

video, 7:17, https://youtu.be/rDkRfbACbzU; ñHow Is Rick Beato Still Getting away with This?ò, February 6, 2023, 

YouTube video, 3:35, https://youtu.be/Xt7UhLeU4E4; ñHow to Write Four Chord Loops | A New Theory of Pop 

Harmony,ò December 31, 2020, YouTube video, 46:46, https://youtu.be/K-XSTSnqXxo; ñMisteramazing Doesnôt 

Understand Music Theory,ò January 14, 2020, YouTube video, 31:10, https://youtu.be/CRf86uvkHPo; and ñTap 

Troupeôs Cues Are Fully Deterministic,ò March 31, 2021, YouTube video, 3:28, https://youtu.be/_0b6KerADr8. 

130 In the description of her video ñHow I Wrote a Microtonal Pop Song,ò Taxxon pleads (tongue in cheek, of course), 

ñlet me into music theory youtube pleaseò; elsewhere, she refers to Sideways as a ñfellow music theory YouTuber.ò 

Taxxon, ñHow to Write Four Chord Loops,ò 9:25ï9:28. 

131 Patricia Taxxon, ñThe Kunst Saga | How the Right Wing Views Modern Art,ò April 9, 2018, YouTube video, 

34:38, https://youtu.be/9M5RUoNfSyI. 

132 For the classic exposition of the male gaze, see Laura Mulveyôs article, ñVisual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,ò 

Screen 16, no. 3 (October 1975): 6ï18. 

https://youtu.be/rDkRfbACbzU
https://youtu.be/Xt7UhLeU4E4
https://youtu.be/K-XSTSnqXxo
https://youtu.be/CRf86uvkHPo
https://youtu.be/_0b6KerADr8
https://youtu.be/9M5RUoNfSyI
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(by being placed in a special-needs education environment in which they donôt fit, for example).133 

She explains her rationale for reading the series thus:  

These explainers are basically just treading on water as they connect all the threadbare plot 

elements and running aesthetic winks into something coherent, and, among all this, I have 

to notice whatôs missing from these pieces of analysis. Not once am I ever told how this 

work made them feel! é Itôs really surprising how much the actual aesthetic experience 

é just seems to not matter to these folks. Like, youôve told me what it means; is it that 

hard to tell me what it means to you?134 

 
Example 3.2: Taxxonôs various substitutions.135 

 Itôs surprising, then, that Taxxon doesnôt seem to bring that same deeply personal approach 

to bear on her musico-theoretical videos, whether by choice or otherwise. Like Cadence Hira, 

Taxxonôs musical theorizing is sophisticated, sensitive to details, and innovative. In one video, 

Taxxon describes her creative exploration of the concepts she learned from 12toneôs video on 

quarter tones,136 explaining how she incorporated and paced microtonal modulations in a pop song 

she wrote, ñSpiral Staircaseò (2020).137 Idiosyncratically, she understands as a modulation to a 

harmony thatôs located a tritone away from the normative oneði.e., while we would expect a G 

 
133 Patricia Taxxon, ñThe Autistic Horror of Don't Hug Me I'm Scared (Season 1),ò November 25, 2022, YouTube 

video, 31:53, https://youtu.be/EZ7cStxqgFE. 

134 Taxxon, ñThe Autistic Horror,ò 5:22ï5:52. 

135 Taxxon, ñHow I Wrote a Microtonal Pop Song.ò 

136 12tone, ñHow Many Notes Are There? The Theory of Quarter Tones,ò January 27, 2017, YouTube video, 5:30, 

https://youtu.be/bWG6CGKMnNA. 

137 Taxxon, ñHow I Wrote a Microtonal Pop Song.ò 

https://youtu.be/EZ7cStxqgFE
https://youtu.be/bWG6CGKMnNA
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dominant seventh chord to lead us to a C major or minor chord, the latter chord could be 

ñsubstitutedò with a chord having a root a tritone away from C. In parallel to this conception, she 

identifies two other substitutions that takes this idea of resolving a tritone enharmonically to a 

different interval. First, the tritone resolves to a perfect fifth, and she deems the resulting harmonic 

motion as a ñneutral second substitutionò (since the root of the chord which resolves the tritone is 

a neutral second below the expected root). The other resolves the tritone a perfect fourth, and she 

calls this motion a ñvery major third substitutionò (Example 3.2).  

In another video, Taxxon expands on Phillip Taggôs idea of four-chord loops, taking issue 

with how Taggôs labels of ñtonic,ò ñoutgoing,ò ñmedial,ò and ñincomingò for the chords in these 

loops are applied in this model.138 She criticizes these labels as overly determined by the chordsô 

ordering in the circle, and she argues for a greater sensitivity to local context and harmonic function 

instead; to describe how these chords relate to one another, she uses the labels ñdeparture,ò 

ñresolution,ò and ñsetupò; that is, her analytical objects are the chordsô interrelation, framed in 

terms of motion, as opposed to the chords themselves. Unlike many musico-theoretical content 

creators, Taxxon openly concedes that her analyses reflect her own hearing, and that interpretation 

is baked into music theory. She even makes light of how music theory is associated with STEM 

fields: ñNo matter how science-like I might have accidentally made this seem, what Iôm doing here 

is describing how I hear these things, and how I can codify it to write my own pieces.ò139  

For instance, when Taxxon applies her version of the four-chord-loop analytical model to 

the chorus of Natasha Bedingfieldôs ñUnwrittenò (2004), she gives two different interpretations of 

the chord loop based on how she could hear the tonal contexts differently. In the interpretation 

 
138 See Phillip Tagg, Everyday Tonality II: Towards a Tonal Theory of What Most People Hear (Larchmont, NY: 

Mass Media Music Scholarsô Press, 2014), 401ï450. 

139 Taxxon, ñHow to Write Four Chord Loops,ò 31:50ï32:01. 
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captured by the visualization on the left, she relates B-flat major to G minor, whereas the one on 

the right contextualizes the G minor to B-flat major move within D minor (Figure 3.3). Taxxonôs 

adroitness and fluency in music theory is undeniable; it's no surprise that Taxxonôs video essay, 

which has close to 150,000 views at the time of writing, turned heads in the broader YouTube 

musico-theoretical sphere, and 12tone actually posted a response video that explores her version 

of the four-chord loop.140 

 

Figure 3.3: Screenshot of Patricia Taxxonôs ñHow to Write Four Chord Loops | A New Theory of 

Pop Harmony. 

What Iôd like to draw attention to here is that even queer creators who are deeply attuned 

to both musico-theoretical issues and the politics of representation feel that the latter topic is 

profane to musico-theoretical discourse. Thatôs not solely a question of format, because narrative 

content does do moderately well in the YouTube musico-theoretical space; what this suggests to 

 
140 12tone, ñI Guess I'm Not Done with Four Chord Loops (A Response to Patricia Taxxon),ò February 12, 2021, 

YouTube video, 15:20, https://youtu.be/1E5Q4YcXFaQ. 

https://youtu.be/1E5Q4YcXFaQ
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me is that thereôs a pecking order when it comes to which kinds of narratives and by whom. 

Bellissimo demonstrates what a vernacular music theory infused with queer theory might look 

like, yet she doesnôt identify her approach as music theory. Taxxon, on the other hand, seems to 

see a split between her ñBreadTubeò or ñLeftTubeò selfðthese terms denoting YouTube content 

that embrace socialist and other left-wing perspectivesðand her ñmusic theory YouTubeò self. 

The fact that both content creators have been modestly successful in their respective nichesðeven 

if Bellissimo is bringing her series to a close because changes in YouTubeôs algorithm and 

monetization policies have made running the channel full-time financially infeasible for her141ð

underscores the fact that, while queer content creators can find and have found success in the 

YouTube musico-theoretical sphere, they have to play by the informal rules of the game enacted 

by a hegemonic segment of the population, or else. Case in point: bettydots (1300 subscribers and 

close to 180,000 views), a YouTube streamer, has made a couple of videos that aims to marry a 

queer contextual reading with a musico-theoretical approach in his analyses of two charactersô 

themes from the Japanese fighting video game Guilty Gear Strive (2021), yet these videos languish 

in obscurity in comparison to a clickbait-style, ñtier listò video about that gameôs soundtrack.142 

On the flip side, Noah Lefevre, who runs the popular music-focused video essay channel 

Polyphonic and hasnôtðto my knowledgeðidentified himself as queer, seems to have greater 

 
141 Dreamsounds, ñThe End of Dreamsounds.ò, May 1, 2023, YouTube video, 10:07, https://youtu.be/auA5JD5nldI. 

142 See bettydotsôs videos, ñBridget's Theme: The Struggle of Growing Up Queer,ò October 29, 2022, YouTube video, 

28:16, https://youtu.be/8BXzf4NKitc; ñMusic Teacher does Guilty Gear STRIVE Soundtrack Tier List + Music 

Analysis,ò June 15, 2021, YouTube video, 1:04:07, https://youtu.be/nk0918KunZs; and ñTestament's Theme Gives 

Queer Liberation - Videogame Music Theories.ò August 12, 2022. YouTube video, 36:18. 

https://youtu.be/KeRAxfNrGew. 

https://youtu.be/auA5JD5nldI
https://youtu.be/8BXzf4NKitc
https://youtu.be/nk0918KunZs
https://youtu.be/KeRAxfNrGew
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leeway and reach in talking about issues of queer representation and discrimination in his videos, 

perhaps precisely because he approaches his discussion about these issues at a remove.143  

Iôd like to close this discussion by contrasting how some online users from two different 

traditions of non-Western music have tended to approach the Western musico-theoretical discourse 

on YouTube. Letôs return to Rick Beatoôs videos on the modes. It would seem that Beatoôs videos 

are enjoyed by a small but significant number of viewers who identify with the Indian cultural 

sphere. These viewers are eager to introduce Beato and other viewers to the commonalities they 

perceive between Western modes and what they see as equivalent or similar concepts in the 

classical musical traditions of the subcontinent. Some see a straightforward equivalence between 

modes and raags/ragas (a melodic framework) or thaats (a heptatonic scale used for classifying 

raags in Hindustani classical music): ñI don't feel anything ópsychedelicô in it but it is one of my 

favorite sounds. Probably it's a fairly common sound in Indian music. The Khamaj Thaat is 

basically Mixolydian,ò says Sagar Sharma.144 Others are more careful to distinguish between the 

Hindustandi and Carnatic traditions: ñNice video!!! Phrygian mode is also same as Raag Bhairavi 

in Hindustani (Indian) classical music,ò exclaims user Debashish Baishyantri,145 whereas Chaya 

Rao claims that the ñPhrygian Major is same as Raga ï Vakulabharanaò in Carnatic classical music 

while also extolling that traditionôs venerability and its apparent mathematical rigor (an attitude 

thatôs perhaps not too different from Western music theoryôs customary gravitation towards 

 
143 See Polyphonicôs [Noah Lefebvre] videos, ñThe True Meaning of Bohemian Rhapsody,ò February 26, 2021, 

YouTube video, 14:47, https://youtu.be/DNwOzN-CIsw; and ñThe Untold History of Disco,ò November 25, 2022, 

YouTube video, 34:27, https://youtu.be/q_c2dCO5WLo.  

144 Sagar Sharma, February 21, 2020, 6:33 p.m., comment on Rick Beato, ñThe Mixolydian Mode | THE SOUND OF 

ROCK,ò February 17, 2020, YouTube video, 12:09, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYmzVHRAo94&lc=UgykKDwwyK7JpknVez94AaABAg.  

145 Debashish Baishyantri, September 2, 2022, 11:15 a.m., comment on Rick Beato, ñComposing with the Phrygian 

Dominant Mode,ò September 1, 2022, YouTube video, 7:06, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuKn5V5T_HY&lc=UgyRwoOh1Mb4Wh3yIWd4AaABAg.  

https://youtu.be/DNwOzN-CIsw
https://youtu.be/q_c2dCO5WLo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYmzVHRAo94&lc=UgykKDwwyK7JpknVez94AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuKn5V5T_HY&lc=UgyRwoOh1Mb4Wh3yIWd4AaABAg


240 

 

Western art music and scientific and mathematical languge).146 Others are more cautious, 

qualifying the superficial similarities between mode and raag: ñWe have a Raag called Yaman in 

Indian Classical Music that has the same notes, just it starts from The 7th note of the previous 

octave and doesn't play the 1st on the ascending ( if your on C it will be B D E F G A B C in 

ascending and C B A G F E D C in descent. And we don't play The fifth but skip in the ascending 

order playing it , like some common phrases are B D E F  A B C or E F  A B C,ò Avijit Sadhukhan 

explains in a comment on Beatoôs video on the Lydian mode.147  

It would seem, then, that those music theory aficionados affiliated with the Indian cultural 

sphere are very comfortable with comingling with the Western musico-theoretical sphere, even if 

that interest is not always reciprocatedðnone of the comments I cited above has garnered many 

likes, as is true of many other comments in the same vein. We might point to a number of reasons 

for this ease: widespread English literacy among the educated, a long history of Western-style 

education and intercultural encounters between the South Asian intelligentsia and Western arts 

and sciences,148 and a nationalist and anticolonialist discourse among the ruling elite that 

ñcombines robust ideology critique of the West with timid conformity to the culture of 

imperialism,ò149 all of which are, to a large degree, legacies of South Asian colonial history. That 

 
146 ñThe complete permutation or scales possibilities using 12 notes with 7 distinct notes in each scale is 

mathematically documented in Southern Indian classical music called Carnatic (a 1000+ year old tradition not yet 

popular, is should be). This set consists of 72 unique parent scales aka Raga. These 72 are divided into 12 groups.ò 

Chaya Rao, ñThis is great! The Klezmer music is largely this scale perhaps?. This appears in Father Figure song 

(George Michael). Also Misirlou (The opening track of Pulp fiction),ò July 13, 2020, comment on Rick Beato, 

ñPhrygian Major | The Sound of Spain and Neoclassical,ò July 13, 2020, YouTube video, 10:11, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FP1FNoCI4k&lc=Ugyk7aWhGx71FYJk_I54AaABAg. 

147 Avijit Sadhukhan, January 6, 2020, 2:42 p.m., comment on Beato, ñThe Lydian Mode,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O4IJnSTS84A&lc=UgxdA91HvVI4Ajo-Egt4AaABAg. 

148 See, e.g., Harish Trivedi, ñColonial Influence, Postcolonial Intertextuality: Western Literature and Indian 

Literature,ò Forum for Modern Language Studies 43, no. 2 (January 2007): 121ï33; and Sanjay Seth, Subject Lessons: 

The Western Education of Colonial India, Politics, History, and Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007). 

149 Sanjay Krishnan, ñThe Place of India in Postcolonial Studies: Chatterjee, Chakrabarty, Spivak,ò New Literary 

History 40, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 278; see also Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FP1FNoCI4k&lc=Ugyk7aWhGx71FYJk_I54AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O4IJnSTS84A&lc=UgxdA91HvVI4Ajo-Egt4AaABAg
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said, itôs encouraging that those who identify with South Asian culture take pride in their 

indigenous theoretical traditions. 

In contrast, those who are affiliated with African musical traditions seem more reticent to 

participate in this English-language, Western musico-theoretical discourse. Itôs not that thereôs no 

interest for this, or that Africans (as opposed to the established African diaspora communities in 

the West) donôt watch YouTube musico-theoretical content. To the contrary, the comments section 

of Adam Neelyôs short video, in which he plays the bass part to Tigrayan singer Solomon 

Yikunoamlakôs ñDubAò (2022), demonstrates both to be true.150 While there were the expected 

regrettable commentsðfor example, ñMusic by someone who threw out the musical rule book and 

never glanced at it anywayò151ðNeelyôs audience, to their credit, swiftly downvoted such 

comments to oblivion. More typical are those comments who express their appreciation for music 

from Ethiopia and other African nations and regions (notwithstanding the tensions between 

Tigrayan separatists and the Ethiopian state), with some declaring their interest in seeing musico-

 
Derivative Discourse (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), and Christophe Jaffrelot, ñThe Hindu 

Nationalist Strategy of Stigmatization and Emulation of óThreatening Othersô: And Indian Style Fascism?,ò in Politics 

and the ñOtherò in India and China, ed. Lion König and Bidisha Chaudhuri (New York: Routledge, 2016), 17ï30. 

150 Neely, ñWonky Ethiopian Bass Rhythms,ò December 11, 2022, YouTube video, 0:26, 

https://youtu.be/Pkt6bYev57I. 

151 Mat Broomfield, December 12, 2022, 11:09 a.m., comment on Neely, ñWonky Ethiopian Bass Rhythms,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=Ugyw_YXIXRUsoLdylE94AaABAg. 

https://youtu.be/Pkt6bYev57I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=Ugyw_YXIXRUsoLdylE94AaABAg
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theoretical video essays on Ethiopian music.152 One self-identified Ethiopian even thanked Neely 

for paying tribute to Tigrayan music.153 

Why, then, has there been so little musico-theoretical discourse on African musical 

traditions, whether by Africans or non-Africans? In general, other than the stereotypes of non-

Western music (e.g., the Orientalist, exoticizing associations between the Phrygian dominant scale 

and various Middle Eastern and Asian cultures) or how Western cultural icons appropriated 

elements from such musical traditions (e.g., David Bennettôs video on the Beatles and Indian music 

theory),154 there seems to be little interest in non-Western music at all. (Recall that I argued that 

the popular cultural machinery of Western-aligned nations of the Global North, such as Japan and 

South Korea, must be understood to be as much a part of the West as American popular culture.) 

Of course, some feel compunction for ñshowing our knowledge [of African musical traditions] in 

very public ways in an effort to monetize [it] é without giving respect back to the places where it 

came from,ò155 but Iôm doubtful that thatôs the primary reason given how quick content creators 

are to talk about African-American musical traditions.  

 
152 Nat Atlaw Designs, ñI always found Ethiopian rhythm tricky. Sometimes 12/8 or something even more confusing 

lol. Iôd love to see a video on it,ò December 11, 2022, 5:46 p.m., comment on Neely, ñWonky Ethiopian Bass 

Rhythms,ò https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgzaNcivizOCmSEG08t4AaABAg; Spencer 

Geller, ñYou could make a whole 30-minute video on Ethiopian music and its components and Iôd eat it up. Some of 

the most beautifully strange sounding music Iôve ever listened to,ò December 16, 2022, 10:08 p.m., comment on 

Neely, ñWonky Ethiopian Bass Rhythms,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgyV335ketqmNB4scJR4AaABAg. 

153 kalaharee, ñHey Adam, I'm an Ethiopian and I've been watching your channel for about two years now, it's really 

cool to see you do this. Thank you,ò December 23, 2022, 6:25 a.m., comment on Neely, ñWonky Ethiopian Bass 

Rhythms,ò https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgyljaTrRTytRf63tbV4AaABAg.  

154 David Bennett, ñHow The Beatles used Indian Music Theory,ò November 30, 2021, YouTube video, 19:57, 

https://youtu.be/y2GmTD9Q4iM. 

155 Erich Huffaker, ñMusic Theory, White Supremacy, and African Dance,ò Orchestra GOLD, July 15, 2022, YouTube 

video, 3:13ï3:44, https://youtu.be/j2fhoD2JGmY. 

. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgzaNcivizOCmSEG08t4AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgyV335ketqmNB4scJR4AaABAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkt6bYev57I&lc=UgyljaTrRTytRf63tbV4AaABAg
https://youtu.be/y2GmTD9Q4iM
https://youtu.be/j2fhoD2JGmY
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As for why Africans themselves arenôt very vocal in the English-language YouTube 

musico-theoretical sphere, a number of structural factors are at play. As a continent, Africaôs 

Internet penetration rate remains low at only 33% in 2021,156 compared to 93% in the United States 

for the same year.157 Africa, too, is a continent made up of diverse nations, regions, and peoples, 

and English literacy is not at all widespread. That matters: The simple fact that English, rather than 

Hindi or Telugu, is the lingua franca of the educated in India helps to explain why thereôs a thriving 

English-language Hindustani and Carnatic musico-theoretical scene. (For some perspective, 

Pratibha Sarathy, who goes by VoxGuru on YouTube, has more subscribers and total views than 

8-bit Music Theory.)158 Thereôs the law of numbers, too; Indiaôs Internet penetration rate might be 

low as a country, but the fact that that number is as high as 103% (!) in the cities,159 of which India 

has many densely-populated ones, goes hand-in-glove with the fact that thereôs a vibrant digital 

culture in that country.160 These structures amplify all the habitus and habitus-reproducing 

institutions that characterize the myriad fields of Indian society that are geared towards the 

development of Western and indigenous cultural capital, in addition to digital capital, that may not 

be as present across all African societies. 

Iôll now talk about two African musical content creators and their relationship to this 

English-language, Western musico-theoretical discourse. The first is Kingsley Kayode Otoijamun, 

 
156 Jane Munga, ñTo Close Africaôs Digital Divide, Policy Must Address the Usage Gap,ò Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, accessed May 26, 2023, https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/04/26/to-close-africa-s-digital-

divide-policy-must-address-usage-gap-pub-86959. 

157 ñInternet/Broadband Fact Sheet,ò Pew Research Center, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/. 

158 Pratibha Sarathy, VoxGuru, YouTube channel, accessed May 19, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@VoxGuru 

159 ñIndiaôs Rocketing Internet-User Growth Has Stalled,ò The Economist, accessed May 26, 2023, 

https://www.economist.com/asia/2023/01/12/indias-rocketing-internet-user-growth-has-stalled. 

160 See the essays in the collected volume, Sriram Mohan and Aswin Punathambekar, eds., Global Digital Cultures: 

Perspectives from South Asia (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2019). 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/04/26/to-close-africa-s-digital-divide-policy-must-address-usage-gap-pub-86959
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/04/26/to-close-africa-s-digital-divide-policy-must-address-usage-gap-pub-86959
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/
https://www.youtube.com/@VoxGuru
https://www.economist.com/asia/2023/01/12/indias-rocketing-internet-user-growth-has-stalled
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a Nigerian-born pianist, composer, and self-described ñfull-time musicologistò161 (an expression 

of self-identified affiliation rather than of professional membership, as far as I can tell) who goes 

by Kinzopiano Music on YouTube. Kayode, a classically trained pianist and composer, mostly 

uploads videos of his performances and gigs, but one of his videos stands out for its musico-

theoretical content and clickbait format. Somewhat misleadingly titled ñTop 6 Scales in African 

Music,ò Kayodeôs video examines six types of scales, which are classified according to the number 

of notes they contain (i.e., ditonic, tritonic, tetratonic, pentatonic, hexatonic, and heptatonic); for 

the tetratonic and heptatonic scales, he introduces a couple of variants.162  

Sometimes, Kayode is careful in distinguishing which musical tradition a scale is applied; 

for instance, for the ditonic scale of C-F, he comments that itôs used in songs from Ekiti State, a 

state in Nigeria. However, Kayode would more often vaguely refer to a single, undifferentiated 

African music. This papering over of regional differences that would ostensibly be important to 

the traditional practitioners of this music, paired with the fact that Kayode uses Western musico-

theoretical terminology and concepts over native ones (when asked by a commenter to provide the 

ñAfrican namesò for the scales, Kayode seemsðeven to my linguistically untrained eyeðto 

translate the Western terms into Yoruba as literally as possible),163 tells me that Kayode means 

this content for a non-African, possibly even specifically Western, audience. Kayode even seems 

to be guilty of what Anna Yu Wang has criticized as a shortcoming of discussions of ñmaqamat, 

 
161 Kingsley Kayode Otoijamun (@kinzopiano), Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/kinzopiano/. 

162 Kinzopiano Music [Kingsley Kayode Otoijamun], ñTop 6 Scales in African Music,ò YouTube video, 13:06, April 

10, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOJND2ENGzI. 

163 Kinzopiano Music, ñInterpretation of the scales in Yoruba language: 1. Ditonic scale - Iwon meji, 2. Tritonic scale 

- Iwon meta, 3. Tetratonic scale - Iwon merin,ò December 19, 2022, 12:07 a.m., comment on ñTop 6 Scales in African 

Music,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOJND2ENGzI&lc=UgwVfhpTDUUDbs7_Q1Z4AaABAg.9jXTc_LqEae9jo56

xqkmGG.  

https://www.instagram.com/kinzopiano/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOJND2ENGzI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOJND2ENGzI&lc=UgwVfhpTDUUDbs7_Q1Z4AaABAg.9jXTc_LqEae9jo56xqkmGG
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOJND2ENGzI&lc=UgwVfhpTDUUDbs7_Q1Z4AaABAg.9jXTc_LqEae9jo56xqkmGG
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ragas, the slendro scale, or other racialized scalesò in the undergraduate context, which is that the 

discussion rarely moves beyond the scalesô sonic structures, to the detriment of the studentsô 

understanding of the scalesô musical affordances and the socialized frameworks underlying these 

affordances.164 So, adopting a habitus thatôs normalized in the field of YouTube music theory, 

Kayode pitches his ñlet me into music theory youtube pleaseò video.165 

To the contrary, Alan Kupeta, who hosts the little-known YouTube channel Rhythm in 

Africa (5,500 subscribers; about 330,000 total views), takes a much more conscientious approach, 

being careful to name each musical traditionôs origin and to contextualize the music within the 

society itôs found. Though most of the channelôs videos are about the musical and cultural histories 

of various African societies and instrumental lessons on how to play, e.g., the djembe, the 

marimba, or the mbira, which do utilize music theory but for a pedagogical purpose, Kupeta has 

released just one video that takes the topic of music theory as its primary focus precisely by 

answering the question of whether Africans had music theory.166 (I should note here that Kupeta 

is Black.) Kupeta proceeds by surveying the compatibility of various African musical traditions 

and practices with music theory, which he seems to identify with consistent structures of rhythmic 

and/or melodic patterning, the visualization of such structures, and the communication of technical 

information such as keys, scales, and tuning.  

Music theory is antithetical to some of these traditions, Kupeta asserts, because of two 

reasons: music theory was never seen as a necessity to musicmaking in Africa, and some African 

 
164 Yu Wang, ñTeaching the Cultural Commitments,ò paragraphs 7ï8. 

165 See note 130. 

166 Rhythm in Africa, ñDid Africans Have Music Theory? - African Music History and Culture,ò April 29, 2022, 

YouTube video, 9:09, https://youtu.be/Jq-fys5aFA4. 

 

https://youtu.be/Jq-fys5aFA4
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musical practices are simply untheorizable. He cites a number of historical practices in the Xhosa 

music tradition as impossible to theorize: One, amagwijo, a deeply personal musicmaking 

experience where a person would seclude themselves in solitude in the night, waiting for hours for 

musical inspiration from the spiritual dimension to strike, at which point they express themselves 

in song, and others who happen to be in the area are welcome to join in by singing, but not dancing; 

and two, umngqokolo, in which boys would provoke flying beetles with thorns so they would start 

buzzing, and the boys then put these beetles into their mouths just as human and insect morph into 

a living instrument.167 ñThereôs absolutely no structure to this kind of thing, so there is, sadly, no 

music theory due to this,ò Kupeta claims.168 

Kupeta then goes on to list several other practices in order of the extent to which he sees 

music theory as either present or pertinent to these practices. First, he talks about those practices 

that he sees as ñvery abstractò but have some kind of structure that he claims are not describable 

by music theory. These include one from the Swazi, which he adduces to have structure because 

thereôs coordinated singing in a group; a historical one where storytellers would narrate in melodic 

and rhythmic patterns, which he notes was a widespread practice across Africa but was popularly 

associated with the griots of West Africa; and a sacred male rite of passage associated with the 

Venda and Tonga peoples in which they would have to recite a set of lessons. For the latter, they 

would transmit these lessons, which were not written down, through chants that are rhythmically 

patterned.  

Kupeta contrasts these ñabstractò practices with playing the djembe or the shakers or 

gumboot dancing, which have specific and repetitive rhythms that can be visualized (or, as he calls 

 
167 For Kupetaôs detailed explanations of these practices, see Rhythm in Africa, ñXhosa Music History - African Music 

History and Culture e.p07,ò July 12, 2019, YouTube video, 1:45ï3:48, https://youtu.be/g2OvCaIcBVY. 

168 Rhythm in Africa, ñDid Africans Have Music Theory?ò, 1:40ï1:46. 

https://youtu.be/g2OvCaIcBVY
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it, ñput é in a barò), so such information could be transmitted through music theory.169 He then 

goes on to assert that communal musical practices must have required a music theory of some sort. 

Kupeta brings up the Xhosan uhadi, a large musical bow (injikwe) attached to an emptied calabash 

(uselwa) that acts as a resonator, much like the berimbaus used in capoeira, as the two instruments 

share a sub-Saharan African lineage.170 Striking the bowstring (usinga) with a grass stick allows 

the instrumentalist to produce one of two fundamental notes a tone apart depending on whether 

the string is stopped, but the calabash resonator also amplifies the overtones of the fundamental 

notes, and one could influence the timbre of the uhadi by moving the instrument closer or further 

away from oneôs body. Because the fourth partial (i.e., the compound major third above the 

fundamental) is so prominent with the uhadi, which means that the fourth partial of the closed 

fundamental is raised scale degree four in comparison to the open fundamentalôs scale degree one, 

those instrumentalists and singers who make music in an ensemble with the uhadi are locked into 

the Lydian mode.171 Kupeta goes on to clarify that itôs not that these musicians wouldôve thought 

of what they were doing as a compositional decision to use the Lydian mode, but that these 

practices are difficult to explain without invoking music theory. Lastly, Kupeta brings up the mbira 

dzavadzimu, which translates to the ñthe great mbira of the ancestorsò in the Shona language.172 

Kupeta argues, based on the complexity of the instrument, that the mbira dzavadzimu must have 

had a number of different layouts as the instrument evolved over the centuries. He notes that, 

 
169 Rhythm in Africa, ñDid Africans Have Music Theory?ò, 4:22ï4:44. 

170 Eric A. Galm, The Berimbau: Soul of Brazilian Music (University Press of Mississippi, 2010), 9ï12. 

171 Kupeta elaborates on the uhadi in two videos; see Rhythm in Africaôs videos, ñHow to Play the Uhadi (Tutorial 

#1) | African Instrument Tutorial for Beginners,ò May 4, 2021, YouTube video, 5:45, https://youtu.be/rvUqMKOjzvk; 

and ñSecrets of the Ancient Uhadi (Tutorial #2),ò January 26, 2022, YouTube video, 5:33, https://youtu.be/RtMaxF-

iF0I. 

172 Paul Berliner, The Art of Mbira: Musical Inheritance and Legacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 

530. 

https://youtu.be/rvUqMKOjzvk
https://youtu.be/RtMaxF-iF0I
https://youtu.be/RtMaxF-iF0I
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currently, the most favored layout is based on the nyamaropa tuning, and there must have been a 

method for communicating this complicated layout between various makers of the mbira 

dzacadzimu. ñThat method of communication,ò he observes, ñis called music theory.ò173 

To be clear, Kupeta is using ñmusic theoryò in two ways in his video essay. The first is the 

use of Western music theory to explain certain African musical practices; the second is an assertion 

(but not necessarily a demonstration) that African musicians mustôve had some kind of indigenous 

music theory to communicate musical structure. However, both uses of the term highlight the 

contexts and concepts that are valued in Western music theory: that is, the transmission of 

analytical and compositional information about pitch and rhythm in a way thatôs divorced from 

sociocultural context. To be sure, Kupeta is well aware of these contexts, as his discussion of 

musical practices with ñno music theoryò show, so it's striking that these are also the very examples 

which he deems to be incompatible with music theory. We might even disagree with him on those 

counts. For instance, the Western church modal system was adapted from the Eastern Orthodox 

oktoechos system around the turn of the ninth century partially so that Roman chant could be more 

easily transmitted throughout the Carolingian empire;174 I wonder if there might be some kinship 

between this medieval classificatory impulse and the use of rhythmic patterning as a mnemonic 

aid in the Vendasô and Tongasô recitations. Personally, Iôd also disagree that thereôs no space for 

music theory in, say, the amagwijo; after all, the second half of this dissertation is devoted to the 

theorizing of a class of musical experiences that couldnôt be further away from the deep 

contemplation of music. For all his expertise in African cultural capital, Kupetaôs framing of what 

counts as music theory, or what counts as musico-theoretical, is still shaped by the hegemony of 

 
173 Rhythm in Africa, ñDid Africans Have Music Theory?ò, 7:06ï7:12. 

174 David Cohen, ñNotes, Scales, and Modes in the Earlier Middle Ages,ò in The Cambridge History of Western Music 

Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 305ï63. 
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Western musico-theoretical discourse, both as itôs popularly practiced on YouTube and elsewhere; 

even then, itôs unfortunate that Kupetaôs content hasnôt received its dues. 

3.3 Conclusion 

Letôs conclude. I began this chapter by reintroducing the problematic issues of representation of 

marginalized and minoritarian creators in the YouTube musico-theoretical sphere. I identified 

these issues as stemming not so much from lack of access, but from being crowded out from 

meaningful representation. Having identified some of the structural sociocultural, sociopolitical, 

and economic factors that disadvantage marginalized creators in this space, factors that are hidden 

behind the ñfalse veil of the technological imperativeò when corporations excuse their culpability 

by asserting algorithmic neutrality,175 I then looked at how we might use Bourdieuôs version of 

field theory to conceptualize the space of YouTube music theory. Weaving together an analytical 

framework from Bourdieuôs concepts of field, capital, habitus, and illusio, I showed how each of 

these concepts gave us a piece of the picture of the uneven playing field in which marginalized 

content creators carve out a position for themselves. Through the four case studies that followed 

this theorization, I demonstrated that marginalized content creators utilized a bevy of strategies 

were able to better position themselves in the field, albeit to varying levels of success. Even so, as 

my in-depth discussion of their musico-theoretical content shows, these content creators are still 

bound by the rules of the game, and so they are often pressured to present a conception of music 

theory thatôs in line with what the field of YTMT expects. 

Over the course of the three chapters dedicated to YTMT, Iôve made the point that 

YouTube is a lively and important space for music theorizing with its own strengths and 

 
175 Martin, ñAlgorithmic Bias and Corporate Responsibility.ò 
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weaknesses. Our students certainly seem to listen to these YouTubers as much as us, if not more 

than, and itôs in our own interest as academics and pedagogues to take notice of whatôs going on 

in the digital sphere. While the reportage, theorization, and close reading of this space have taken 

up most of the real estate in these two chapters, I see my decision to foreground this space along 

with its strengths and weaknesses as an opportunity to kickstart some strategic intervention. 

Confining our discussions about this space to the academy will simply not do, as that falls back on 

what Tamara Levitz has criticized as ñthe false assumption that the consciousness of an enlightened 

elite will ultimately trickle down and create an enlightened general population.ò176  

What can we do to strategically intervene? One route is to go down the outreach path 

ourselves, whether that be through writing for mainstream digital media outlets, participating in 

Reddit, blogging, and, of course, creating our own YouTube videos;177 as William OôHara puts it, 

ñmusicologists and theorists are é in a unique position to provide greater historical context, and 

argumentative rigor, and theoretical sophistication é [there] is thus a great need, and great 

opportunity, for scholars to present their own vision of music theory to the public.ò178 That would 

also involve reorienting what we would evaluate as substantial scholarship in this field, as such 

endeavors are no less time-consuming than the traditional academic grind of publishing peer-

 
176 Levitz, ñThe Musicological Elite,ò 45. 

177 Alyssa Barna, ñMusic Theory and Mainstream Digital Journalism,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music 

Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï15, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.3; Julianne Grasso, ñLike, Comment, and Subscribe: Amateur 

Music Theory as Participatory Culture,ò paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Society for Music Theory, 

Columbus, OH, November 2019; Lavengood and Mitchell, ñ/r/musictheoryò; William OôHaraôs article, ñMusic 

Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet; or, Analyzing Music Under the New Thinkpiece Regime,ò Analitica: 

Rivista online di studi musicali 10 (August 2018): 1ï22; Nate Sloan, ñListening Together: Podcasting as Public Music 

Theory,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2021), 1ï

10, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.4; Leigh VanHandel, ñBlogging as Popular Scholarship,ò 

in The Oxford Handbook of Public Music Theory, ed. J. Daniel Jenkins (Oxford University Press, 2022), 1ï10, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.28. 

178 OôHara, ñMusic Theory and the Epistemology of the Internet,ò 17. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.3
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.4
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780197551554.013.28
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reviewed articles. While that might be viable path on certain platformsðIôm thinking of digital 

journalism in particularðI have my doubts as to whether this is the case for the YouTube sphere. 

For one, starting a channel that could hope to compete in the big leagues in terms of production 

value requires a substantial amount of up-front investment (in the form of video editing software, 

recording equipment, and the like). Also, getting that channelôs audience base to grow and 

sustaining amount to nothing less than a full-time job. It seems impossible to balance this 

responsibility with our employment duties when so many of us in academia are already 

overworked and underpaid. 

More fruitful, I think, is identifying sympathetic YouTubers and collaborating with them; 

those taking on the roles of the citizen theorist and the gadfly are perhaps those most receptive to 

the metatheoretical issues that concern us as academics. Iôve discussed Adam Neelyôs video with 

Phil Ewell and 12toneôs collaborations with Julianne Grasso and Megan Lavengood in the previous 

chapter. Itôs great, for example, that Neely was able to get his audience base to at least consider 

the issues of race and white supremacy surrounding Western music theory. If we find ourselves 

disagreeing with Neely about the nuances behind these issues, the solution is to reach out to him 

and offer a follow up.  

The thing is, whenever a YouTuber of Neelyôs stature releases a new video, that video 

gains hundreds of thousands of views within months; by contrast, Ewellôs Music Theory Online 

open-access article has been cited about only 300 times, according to Google.179 Now, views and 

citations arenôt directly comparable, but I quote these numbers because itôs important to grasp the 

sheer chasm in the magnitude of immediate reach that YouTubers have in comparison to us. 

Instead of trying to build up a viewer base of our own, it seems more sensible to speak to an 

 
179 Ewell, ñMusic Theory and the White Racial Frame.ò 
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audience thatôs already there, especially if we have no intention of making YouTube our primary 

space for musical theorizing. For good reason, too: We ought to remember that universities are 

supposed to provide an intellectual communal space that the commercial world canôt or wonôt. The 

merging of the two spheres may be less desirable than productive and responsible co-existence 

and cooperation. Still, there remains the question of fair compensation. The argument could be 

made, after all, that these YouTubers have been profiting off the backs of original research being 

done in the academy. While many YouTubers give the authors of this research their due 

recognition, the fact that their adaptations of this research are monetized opens up an ethical gray 

area regardless of their legality. 

 So much for YouTube and cybernetic space and communities. The next half of this 

dissertation might be an abrupt gear shift, but the virtual space engendered by our dreamlike 

experiences is no less rich in terms of the eight principles that I set out in the introduction. To 

repeat, the four primary principles are that virtual spaces are embodied, cultural, social, and 

political, whereas the four secondary ones state that virtual spaces are discursive, instrumental, 

experiential, and generative. To circumvent the pitfall of metaphorizing space, I argued that we 

must take both the adjective and the noun in the term virtual space seriously, and so our analytical 

and theoretical approaches to virtual spaces ought to reflect virtual spaceôs immersivity and 

relationality. Itôs these recurring conceptual and theoretical themes that cleave together these 

superficially disparate phenomena. 
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Chapter 4  

Dream as Virtual Space 

My turn to dreams at this juncture may come as a surprise. Previously, Iôve focused on media and 

platforms that are chiefly experienced during standard waking consciousness, and immersing 

ourselves in these demands some effort on our part. Unlike a video game or a film, however, 

dreams occur to us unprompted andðfor the most partðwithout the overt mediation of technique 

or technology. But dreams lend themselves equally well to being analyzed conceptually from the 

standpoint of virtuality, and the fact that theyôre experienced in an altered state of consciousness 

adds a new dimension to the discussion.1 Although all altered states of consciousness imply a 

virtuality thatôs spatialized to an extentðfor instance, under hypnosis, our perceptual field is 

 
1 The term ñaltered state of consciousnessò is variously defined, but Iðas do dream researchers such as Jennifer 

Windtðuse it to refer to states of consciousness other than the standard waking state. I think of dreams as conscious 

experiences, and my characterization of dreams largely follows Windtôs immersive spatiotemporal hallucinatory 

(ISTH) model. I also hold that we can, in good faith, take dream reports and other discursive practices as behavioral 

evidence for the phenomenology of dreams. That said, there has yet to be a consensus on the definition of dreams, let 

alone its ontology and phenomenology. While some take dreaming to encompass any mental activity occurring in 

sleep, others favor restricting the term to paradigmatic, late-night rapid-eye movement (REM) sleep dreams. I prefer 

an understanding of dreaming as encompassing a broad spectrum of experiences that happen in sleep or sleep-adjacent 

states (such as anesthesia), especially since newer research has shown that local changes in sleep depth are far more 

relevant to sleep experience than the sleep stage itself. As for whether dreams are experiences, the philosopher Norman 

Malcolm is the only Western thinker in the past few decades to have gained considerable traction mounting a sustained 

argument against dreams as experiences. He sees a conceptual contradiction in being asleep and conscious; claiming 

that the concept of dreaming is derived from descriptions of dreams made upon awaking, he then concludes we canôt 

verify if these experiences actually occurred during sleep. Most would now reject his position as untenable on both 

empirical and philosophical grounds. For a brief introduction to the ISTH model, see Jennifer M. Windt, ñThe 

Immersive Spatiotemporal Hallucination Model of Dreaming,ò Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences 9, no. 2 

(June 2010): 295ï316. For an example of how this multiplicity of definitions for dreams and dreaming might be 

classified, see James F. Pagel et al., ñDefinitions of Dream: A Paradigm for Comparing Field Descriptive Specific 

Studies of Dream,ò Dreaming 11, no. 4 (December 2001): 195ï202. For research on the connections between local 

changes in sleep depth and changes in sleep experience, see Francesca Siclari and Giulio Tononi, ñLocal Aspects of 

Sleep and Wakefulness,ò Current Opinion in Neurobiology 44 (June 2017): 222ï27; and Thomas Andrillon et al., 

ñDoes the Mind Wander When the Brain Takes a Break? Local Sleep in Wakefulness, Attentional Lapses and Mind-

Wandering,ò Frontiers in Neuroscience 13 (September 2019): 1ï10, https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2019.00949. For 

more on Malcolmôs argument, see his article ñDreaming and Skepticism,ò The Philosophical Review 65, no. 1 (January 

1956); and his book Dreaming (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959). 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2019.00949
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reorganized, leading to ñan extension or contraction of space-time aspectsò2ðdreaming has a 

number of special properties that attracts me to it. For one, unlike pathological states, such as 

schizophrenia, or states induced by the use of substances or specialized techniques (like hypnosis), 

we as humans seem to have the capacity to dream as a species, barring exceptional cases such as 

those whoôve had focal brain injuries (i.e., Charcot-Wilbrand syndrome). For another, the 

immersion that dreaming affords is perhaps more totalizing than any other altered state of 

consciousness.  

Still, the general methodology that I use here is applicable to any altered state of 

consciousness. That is, I first consider a given altered state of consciousnessðin this case, 

dreamingðin terms of the virtuality it engenders on three fronts: virtuality as immersion in a 

simulated environment, virtuality as potentiality, and virtuality as encodement in communicative 

media. Each of these fronts is suffused, to varying extents, by neuroscientific, philosophical, 

phenomenological, cultural, and sociological accounts. Having done so, I synthesize the 

phenomenological implications for musical experience that my exploration of an altered state of 

consciousnessô virtuality has uncovered with a framework for positioning oneself in relation to the 

altered state of consciousness. That is, in the case of dreaming, we might ask ourselves if weôre 

talking about whether a piece of music resembles or represents dreaming, or if we ourselves are 

dreaming of music. We can go further and ask what it means to think that someone with whom 

weôre ostensibly interacting in a musical performanceðthe performers, our listeners if weôre the 

ones performing, our fellow concert-goersðis dreaming. In this way, what I hope to accomplish 

here is similar in spirit to Judith Beckerôs project in her monograph, Deep Listeners: Music, 

 
2 F. J. Woodard, ñHypnosis and Phenomenological-Perceptual Psychology,ò Journal of Clinical Psychology 52, no. 2 

(March 1996): 217. 
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Emotions, and Trancing, in that I aim to describe the implications that an altered state of 

consciousness has for musical experience.3 Even so, her primary focus is on firsthand accounts of 

music while one is in an altered state of consciousness, my analytical framework accommodates a 

much broader range of perspectives.  

To be sure, a subjectôs positionality with regard to an altered state of consciousness 

suggests by itself a kind of virtual spatiality of its ownðput another way, are we experiencing the 

phenomenon from within, having given ourselves over to it, or are we looking in on the outside? 

Spatiality itself, however, is an intrinsic component to the experience of dreaming. Just as we 

might find the juxtaposition of unlikely elements in dream objects and characters, we might find 

ourselves in defamiliarized spaces, populated by things, lifeforms, and people that donôt belong in 

the same space in the real world. Moreover, we frequently navigate dream spaces in ways that 

contradict our lived experience in the physical world. Spaces that are distantly related or even 

incompatible are somehow brought together, and we effortlessly recalibrate our body to new 

environments and techniques in our dreams (How is it that I can float in my dreams? Why am I 

running so slowly?),4 even if we realize the absurdity of such situations when we wake up or if we 

are struck with a flash of lucidity in our sleep.5  

 
3 Judith Becker, Deep Listeners: Music, Emotion, and Trancing (Indiana University Press, 2004). 

4 See Marcel Maussô classic exposition of the term in ñTechniques of the Body,ò Economy and Society 2, no. 1 

(February 1973): 70ï88. 

5 Lucid dreaming refers to instances when a dreamer becomes aware of the fact that theyôre dreaming. While earlier 

studies on the phenomenon suggest that lucidity occurs within REM sleep (and, as it was later ascertained, within non-

REM sleep, too), a series of studies led by Ursula Voss contradicts this notion by offering evidence that lucid dreaming 

is a hybrid state combining salient characteristics of REM sleep and wakefulness. For lucid dreaming and REM sleep, 

see Stephen LaBerge, Lucid Dreaming (New York: Ballantine Books, 1985); as for lucid dreaming and non-REM 

sleep, see P. C. Cicogna and M. Bosinelli, ñConsciousness during Dreams,ò Consciousness and Cognition 10, no. 1 

(March 2001): 26ï41. As for hybrid models of lucid dreaming, see Ursula Voss and Allan Hobson, ñWhat Is the State-

of-the-Art on Lucid Dreaming? Recent Advances and Questions for Future Research,ò in Open MIND: Philosophy 

and the Mind Sciences in the 21st Century, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016), 1609ï20; and Ursula 

Voss et al., ñLucid Dreaming: A State of Consciousness with Features of Both Waking and Non-Lucid Dreaming,ò 

Sleep 32, no. 9 (September 2009): 1191ï1200. 
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Iôm getting ahead of myself. Allow me to first address dreaming and virtuality from the 

three fronts I outlined above. Most would agree that dreams are overwhelmingly immersive: We 

are transported into a virtual world that is somewhat open to environmental and bodily stimuli 

without betraying the stimuliôs externality.6 As we dream, we locate ourselves spatially and 

temporally within a hallucinatory environment partially generated in response to vestibular 

sensations and modulated by altered own-body perception; this spatiotemporal immersion is 

expressed in a wide spectrum of bodily experiences, which range from phenomenal 

indeterminancy and phenomenal disembodiment (the experience of lacking a body) to weak and 

strong forms of phenomenal embodiment, with weak phenomenal embodiment, in which only a 

small subset of the sensations found in waking bodily experience is experienced, often without full 

integration (e.g., dream limbs), being the most common. Also, dreams typically have a social 

flavor despite their private experiential nature,7 and one occasionally experiences certain intense 

emotions such as euphoria or fear while dreaming. These characteristics have led some to view 

dreams as an archetypal example of the concept of virtual reality. For instance, the neuroscientist 

J. Allan Hobson speculates that, on account of the innate activation of the forebrain in rapid-eye 

movement (REM) sleep, even in the absence of external input, this sleep state might be thought of 

as a ñprotoconsciousò state in which the brain develops and calibrates waking consciousness by 

means of an ñinnate virtual reality generatorò even before birth.8 As a human matures and begins 

 
6 See Jennifer M. Windt, ñPredictive Brains, Dreaming Selves, Sleeping Bodies: How the Analysis of Dream 

Movement Can Inform a Theory of Self- and World-Simulation in Dreams,ò Synthese 195, no. 6 (June 2018): 2582ï

94. 

7 One study has found mention of social imagery in over ninety-five percent of adultsô dream reports: there was a 

greater chance of social interactions being reported in those dream reports than in randomly timed reports of waking 

experiences. Patrick McNamara et al., ñA óJekyll and Hydeô within: Aggressive versus Friendly Interactions in REM 

and Non-REM Dreams,ò Psychological Science 16, no. 2 (February 2005): 130ï36. 

8 J. Allan Hobson, ñREM Sleep and Dreaming: Towards a Theory of Protoconsciousness,ò Nature Reviews 

Neuroscience 10, no. 11 (November 2009): 808. See also J. Allan Hobson and Karl J. Friston, ñWaking and Dreaming 

Consciousness: Neurobiological and Functional Considerations,ò Progress in Neurobiology 98, no. 1 (July 2012): 82ï
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organizing subjective experiences into narratives, this ñprotoconsciousnessò is subsequently 

experienced as dreams during REM sleep.9 Likewise, the Finnish philosopher Antti Revonsuo 

argues that, as offline simulations of waking experiences, dreams have an evolutionary purpose in 

that they provide a safe space for the rehearsal of threatening situations;10 Revonsuo and others 

have subsequently suggested that dreamingôs simulational capabilities might serve the rehearsal 

of more general faculties, such as social or emotional ones.11 

Coming from the perspective of the field of virtual reality research, on the other hand, 

Henry J. Moller and Joseph Barbera contend that, ñfrom an evolutionary perspective, dreaming 

can be understood as the most archetypal form of virtual reality.ò12 They go on to claim that 

dreaming ñmay be regarded as a natural experiment in presence,ò ñthe ógold standardô by which 

other immersive environments may be compared.ò13 As a result of us spatiotemporally locating 

ourselves within our dreams, dreaming exceeds the immersion typically afforded by, say, reading 

 
98; and J. Allan Hobson, Charles C.-H. Hong, and Karl J. Friston, ñVirtual Reality and Consciousness Inference in 

Dreaming,ò Frontiers in Psychology 5 (October 2014): 1ï18, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01133. 

9 Hobson, ñREM Sleep and Dreaming,ò 804. 

10 See Antti Revonsuoôs article, ñThe Reinterpretation of Dreams: An Evolutionary Hypothesis of the Function of 

Dreaming,ò The Behavioral and Brain Sciences 23, no. 6 (December 2000): 877ï901; and his book Inner Presence: 

Consciousness as a Biological Phenomenon (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006). Revonsuoôs position is that waking 

consciousness itself, as ñthe brainôs best guess as to what is out there,ò is describable by the virtual reality metaphor; 

dreams, hallucinations, and other so-called altered states of consciousness are differentiated from waking 

consciousness by the extent that the phenomenal experience is dissociated from external stimuli. Antti Revonsuo, 

Foundations of Consciousness (London: Routledge, 2018), 102 and 200. See also his article ñConsciousness, Dreams 

and Virtual Realities,ò Philosophical Psychology 8, no. 1 (January 1995): 35ï58. 

11 Tore A. Nielsen and Anne Germain, ñPost-Traumatic Nightmares as a Dysfunctional State,ò Behavioral and Brain 

Sciences 23, no. 6 (December 2000): 978ï79; Antti Revonsuo, Jarno Tuominen, and Katja Valli, ñThe Avatars in the 

Machine: Dreaming as a Simulation of Social Reality,ò in Open MIND: Philosophy and the Mind Sciences in the 21st 

Century, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016), 1295ï1322. 

12 Henry J. Moller and Joseph Barbera, ñMedia Presence, Consciousness, and Dreaming,ò in From Communication to 

Presence: Cognition, Emotions, and Culture towards the Ultimate Communicative Experience, ed. Giuseppe Riva et 

al. (Amsterdam: IOS Press, 2006), 98. 

13 Moller and Barbera, ñMedia Presence, Consciousness, and Dreaming,ò 105. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.01133
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a novel, watching a film, or even playing a video game. This spatiotemporal immersion takes 

precedence over ñcognitive immersionò precisely because we rarely sustain a stable cogitative self 

while dreaming;14 even where we do, as in the case of lucid dreaming, the dreams actually become 

more vivid, not less so.15 The point is that dreaming and immersive virtual reality technology are 

two sides of the same coin, for both transport oneôs experience to a different world through the 

body as medium. Whereas our immersion in a presented virtual reality comes about from the 

bodyôs response to environmental stimuli, the dreamworld itself is inflected by the body as we 

dream.16 My discussion of dreamingôs immersion will address not only the bodyôs role in this 

immersion, but also the social quality of dreams. 

The concept of virtuality, as applied to dreaming, is productive in yet another sense: 

potentiality. Our dreaming selves have the unmatched facility to spin up virtual worlds that are at 

once familiar yet novel. Seemingly incongruous elements are juxtaposed with one other, thus 

reflecting how we are neurophysiologically primed to make non-obvious, probabilistic 

associations during REM sleep.17 Also, because our cognitive capacities of selective attention, 

 
14 The term ñcognitive immersionò is Windtôs. Jennifer M. Windt, Dreaming: A Conceptual Framework for 

Philosophy of Mind and Empirical Research (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015), 561ï64. 

15 That an increase in dream vividness accompanies the onset of lucidity seems to be borne out by the dream reports 

in the literature on lucid dreaming. For example, see LaBerge, Lucid Dreaming; Stephen LaBerge and Howard 

Rheingold, eds., Exploring the World of Lucid Dreaming (New York: Ballantine Books, 1990); and Janice Brooks 

and Jay A. Vogelsong, Conscious Exploration of Dreaming: Discovering How We Create and Control Our Dreams 

(Bloomington, IN: 1st Books Library, 2000). 

16 For a discussion on how immersive virtual reality and dreaming might be thought of as mirror images of each other, 

see Windt, Dreaming, 581ï91. 

17 While the potential for communicating with dreamers as they dream remains very limited, even when they are lucid 

(e.g., when the dreamer is able to signal information by means of eye movements), there is some ñcarry-overò of a 

REM-like state of mind when someone is awakened from REM sleep. One study has shown that participants in this 

ñcarry-overò state made more remote associations in a semantic priming task than they would have if they had been 

fully awake (for example, favoring a word pair like crimeïgun over hotïcold); see Robert Stickgold et al., ñSleep-

Induced Changes in Associative Memory,ò Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience 11, no. 2 (March 1999): 182ï93. See 

also Denise J. Cai et al., ñREM, Not Incubation, Improves Creativity by Priming Associative Networks,ò Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sciences 106, no. 25 (June 2009): 10130ï34; and Murray M. Barsky, Matthew A. Tucker, 
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self-reflection, and short-term memory are all dampened as we dream, we experience a ñwindow 

of presenceò so expansive that it obscures oneôs sense of the past or the future.18 This has the 

consequence that objects, characters, and the dream world itself may transform abruptly without a 

word of protest at the discontinuities from our suppressed rationality.19 As Gilles Deleuze puts it,  

When the sleeper is given over to the actual luminous sensation of a green surface broken 

by white patches, the dreamer who lives in the sleeper may evoke the image of a meadow 

dotted with flowers, but this image is only actualized by already becoming the image of a 

billiard table furnished with balls, which in turn does not become actual without becoming 

something else. These are not metaphors, but a becoming which can by right continue to 

infinity.20 

I think itôs fair to cite REM dreams as a particularly rich example of Deleuzian becoming. That is, 

dreaming and dreamlike states provide a fertile virtual ground (virtual both in the Deleuzian sense 

and as in virtual reality). An individualôs encounter with a dream actualizes into elements in 

unpredictable ways; these elements may take the form of something concrete, such as a work of 

art, or even an(other) Idea: As the story goes, the ring structure of the organic chemical compound 

benzene, a natural constituent of crude oil, came to August Kekulé in a dream of the ouroboros, 

the ancient symbol of the serpent eating its own tail. Dreaming differs from conscious imagination 

 
and Robert Stickgold, ñREM Sleep Enhancement of Probabilistic Classification Learning Is Sensitive to Subsequent 

Interference,ò Neurobiology of Learning and Memory 122 (July 2015): 65ï68. 

18 Windt, Dreaming, 544ï46. ñWindow of presenceò is German philosopher Thomas Metzingerôs shorthand for ña 

temporal frame of reference that has been defined as the presentò; Thomas Metzinger, Being No One: The Self-Model 

Theory of Subjectivity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003), 29. For further discussion of the window metaphor as 

applied to our experience of time, see Mariusz Kozak, Enacting Musical Time: The Bodily Experience of New Music, 

Oxford Studies in Music Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 145ï47. 

19 The lateral prefontal cortex tends to be inactive while we dream. As a result, the attendant reduction in working 

memory capacity means our ability to reflect on the immediate past may be inhibited, which leads to our uncritical 

acceptance of discontinuities while in that state. Edward F. Pace-Schott, ñDreaming as a Story-Telling Instinct,ò 

Frontiers in Psychology 4 (April 2013), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00159, 3. That said, thereôs a certain logic 

to the transformations; one study demonstrates that there are associational constraints in the transformations, such that 

characters do not typically transform into objects and vice versa. Cynthia D. Rittenhouse, Robert Stickgold, and J. 

Allan Hobson, ñConstraint on the Transformation of Characters, Objects, and Settings in Dream Reports,ò 

Consciousness and Cognition 3, no. 1 (March 1994): 100ï113. 

20 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota, 1989), 57. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00159


260 

 

(but, crucially, not daydreaming/mind-wandering)21 in one crucial phenomenological aspect in that 

we rarely ever feel as if we have control over our dreamsô content;22 as such, dreams are thoroughly 

rhizomatic, to use a Deleuzian metaphor. Pace Christian Kerslake, I donôt agree with his 

BergsonianïDeleuzian reading of dreams as ña passive apprehension of the virtualò on account of 

our passive spectating of dreams and our immediate dissociation from our dreams upon waking.23 

We may forget most of our dreams, but we can always choose to remember our dreamsðto 

actualize themðby recording them, pondering them, and imbibing them. Here, I donôt mean to 

invoke psychoanalysis, whose potentially oppressive or ñreterritorializingò nature is the real target 

of Deleuzeôs (and his occasional writing partner, F®lix Guattariôs) negative remarks about dreams 

in, for example, Anti-Oedipus or the essay ñTo Have Done with Judgement.ò24 Iôm thinking more 

of Deleuzeôs concept of the ñpowers of the false,ò which he elaborates in his book Cinema 2: The 

Time-Image.25 Homay King, who thinks the concept better named as the ñpowers of the virtual,ò 

 
21 Some, such as Fabian Dorsch, distinguish daydreaming from mind-wandering in that daydreaming is supposedly 

characterized by volitional control; Fabian Dorsch, ñFocused Daydreaming and Mind-Wandering,ò Review of 

Philosophy and Psychology 6, no. 4 (December 2015): 791ï813. I take the position, shared by most researchers of 

mind-wandering, that daydreaming and mind-wandering refer to the same phenomenon. See note 36. 

22 The issue of control is a thorny one. Historically, Western philosophers have viewed perception and imagination as 

dichotomous, the idea being that perception is passive and imagination is active, but such a view is problematic in 

light of enactivist or embodied cognition theories. Furthermore, even if we grant that imagination is something we 

have absolute control over, itôs hard to square that with the we experience in dreams without appealing to the 

unconscious, as do even Colin McGinn and Jonathan Ichikawa, two of the most vocal defenders of the ñdreaming as 

imaginationò view. For a more in-depth discussion, see Windt, Dreaming, 262ï66. 

23 Christian Kerslake, Deleuze and the Unconscious (London: Continuum, 2007), 177ï78. 

24 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1983), 51ï138; Gilles Deleuze, ñTo Have Done with Judgement,ò in Essays Critical and Clinical 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 126ï35. With regard to psychoanalysis, Deleuze and Guattari 

use ñreterritorializationò to mean how the significance of persons and their surroundings are fixed through a semiotic 

regime. In contrast, Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge that ñat the heart of dreams themselves é [desiring-]machines 

function as indices of deterritorialization.ò Anti-Oedipus, 316. See also Anna Powell, Deleuze, Altered States and Film 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 21ï22. 

25 Itôs no coincidence that Deleuze speaks of Bergsonian, filmic ñdream-images,ò glossed as ñan image where a 

movement of world replaces action,ò in that book. Deleuze, Cinema 2, 44ï67 and 335. 
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encapsulates it as ñthe capacity to fabricate or forge something new out of preexisting materials in 

the worldò;26 that is, these ñpreexisting materials in the worldò are such stuff as dreams are made 

on. As a matter of fact, we acknowledge the generative potential of dreams whenever we use the 

word dream to speak of our ideals, goals, ambitions, and aspirations.27 

 Since dreaming is a private experience, its intersubjective validity arises from behavioral 

evidence such as dream reporting. The final aspect of virtuality I touch on relates to how dreaming 

is necessarily a cultural phenomenon molded by techniques and technologies. Iôll give an example 

of each. As for technique, the content of our dreams is influenced by how we remember, 

communicate, and conceptualize our dreams.28 As for technology, note how shifts in theories on 

dream color coincided first with the advent of black-and-white television and then the transition 

to color television. In the 1950s, a dominant view among both dream researchers and the general 

public of the United States was that people dreamed mainly in black and white. Eric Schwitzgebel 

lays out a couple of possibilities: first, that the ubiquity of black-and-white media was so 

pronounced that it had a profound effect on how people dreamed, a scenario which he personally 

considers unlikely; and second, that what had changed was how dreams were reported or 

conceived, so people couldôve been mostly dreaming in either black and white or in color all along, 

or dreams could even be indeterminate with respect to color.29 Itôs precisely because dreaming is 

 
26 Homay King, Virtual Memory: Time-Based Art and the Dream of Digitality (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2015), 125. 

27 This sense became prevalent around the turn of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, although it has been used 

in connection with a nationôs aspiration or ambition (e.g., ñthe French dream of universal monarchyò) as early as the 

mid-eighteenth century. Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. ñDream, n.2 and Adj.,ò accessed May 26, 2023, 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/57600. 

28 Ian Hacking argues that dreams conform to the dream-genres and genres of dream-narration of the day. Ian Hacking, 

ñDreams in Place,ò The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 59, no. 3 (Summer 2001): 245ï60. 

29 Eric Schwitzgebel, ñWhy Did We Think We Dreamed in Black and White?,ò Studies in History and Philosophy of 

Science Part A 33, no. 4 (December 2002): 649ï60. 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/57600
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so intertwined with dream reporting that a question like color in dreams requires some faith in the 

trustworthiness and transparency of dream reports even in the most well-designed of empirical 

investigations.30 

 Of course, when we talk about dreaming, we rarely do so in the context of carefully-

controlled experiments with ideal reporting conditions. For example, the stereotype about dreams 

being consistently bizarre in content and disconnected from the waking self is not borne out by 

empirical evidence, which suggests that most dreams are about personal concerns and 

interpersonal relationships.31 (To the extent that dreams consistently feature bizarreness, itôs to be 

found in the unusual juxtaposition of familiar elements, the confusion of dream charactersô 

identities, and our nonchalant acceptance of discontinuities while dreaming.)32 Perhaps because 

itôs the outlandish dreams we find significant, we take this stereotype for granted, which informs 

and is in turn reinforced by how dreams are talked about or artistically portrayed.33 The thing is, 

as we can only imagine what itôs like to dream when we are awake, we accept most dream 

descriptions as plausible. The consequence is that the concept of dreaming itself is inherently 

virtual, because, insomuch as we can contemplate our dreams during waking consciousness, they 

 
30 See Windt, Dreaming, 127ï33 and 158ï65. As she observes, ñtrusting dream reports is the condition for turning 

evidence, for instance, about neural activation patterns during REM sleep, into evidence about dreaming in the first 

place.ò Dreaming, 162. 

31 This finding, supported by several long-term studies of dream reports, is the basis for the so-called ñcontinuity 

hypothesisò of dreams, which takes this statistical finding to be a principle. Note that this is different from asserting 

that dreams ñreflectò or ñincorporateò ordinary daytime experienceðin fact, they rarely do. See G. William Domhoff, 

ñThe Invasion of the Concept Snatchers: The Origins, Distortions, and Future of the Continuity Hypothesis,ò 

Dreaming 27, no. 1 (March 2017): 14ï39.  

32 This last point is also true of mind-wandering: In fact, one study has found more discontinuities in drifting waking 

thought than in a large sample of REM dream reports. Ruth Reinsel, John S. Antrobus, and Miriam Wollman, 

ñBizarreness in Dreams and Waking Fantasy,ò in The Neuropsychology of Sleep and Dreaming (Hillsdale, NJ: 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1992), 157ï83. 

33 Even dream researchers are wont to do this. As Bill Domhoff points out, inaccurate stereotypes about dream content 

underlie activation-synthesis theoristsô work on dreaming. See his book The Emergence of Dreaming: Mind-

Wandering, Embodied Simulation, and the Default Network (New York City: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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are inevitably bound up with some medium, such as language, film, or music, that distances us 

from the experience of dreaming proper, accessible only during sleep. In other words, because 

dreaming is a culturally-meaningful concept thatôs porous and nebulous, it eludes strict conceptual 

boundaries. Modern empirical studies help to clarify the mechanisms underlying the varied 

experiences that are claimed to be dreams or dreamlike, but they should not be used to exclude or 

to dismiss historical descriptions of dreams.34 In fact, empirical studies may even reveal 

connections between two seemingly disparate concepts that a culture deems phenomenologically 

similar. Take the example of daydreaming, which is evidently connected to dreaming in our 

language.35 (We often say ñdreamò when we mean ñdaydreamò in casual speech.) Even though it 

may seem as if the condition of sleep ought to cleave the two apart, recent studies have suggested 

that neurophysiological commonalities (specifically in the so-called ñdefault networkò) underlie 

dreaming and waking mind-wandering;36 some researchers even make the case that the former is 

an intensified form of the latter.37 

 
34 Hacking argues that, though many classical scholars claim that ñthe highly stylized character of significant dreamsò 

work against their plausibility as literal dream reports, he has ñno trouble imaginingò dreaming such a dream, to the 

extent that he has trained himself to dream in a similar vein. Hacking, ñDreams in Place,ò 249ï50. 

35 This is also true of French (rêve/rêverie), German (Traum/Tagtraum), and Polish (marzenie senne/marzenie 

dzienne). 

36 Jessica R. Andrews-Hanna, Jonathan Smallwood, and R. Nathan Spreng, ñThe Default Network and Self-Generated 

Thought: Component Processes, Dynamic Control, and Clinical Relevance,ò Annals of the New York Academy of 

Sciences 1316 (May 2014): 29ï52; G. William Domhoff, ñThe Neural Substrate for Dreaming: Is It a Subsystem of 

the Default Network?,ò Consciousness and Cognition 20, no. 4 (December 2011): 1163ï74.; Kieran Fox et al., 

ñDreaming as Mind Wandering: Evidence from Functional Neuroimaging and First-Person Content Reports,ò 

Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 7 (July 2013): 1ï18, https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00412; Edward F. Pace-

Schott, ñThe Frontal Lobes and Dreaming,ò in The New Science of Dreaming: Volume 1. Biological Aspects 

(Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2007), 115ï54; Erin Wamsley, ñDreaming, Waking Conscious Experience, and 

the Resting Brain: Report of Subjective Experience as a Tool in the Cognitive Neurosciences,ò Frontiers in 

Psychology 4 (September 2013): 1ï7, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00637; Kalina Christoff et al., ñMind-

Wandering as Spontaneous Thought: A Dynamic Framework,ò Nature Reviews Neuroscience 17, no. 11 (November 

2016): 718ï31. 

37 G. William Domhoff, ñDreaming Is an Intensified Form of Mind-Wandering, Based in an Augmented Portion of 

the Default Network,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Spontaneous Thought: Mind-Wandering, Creativity, and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2013.00412
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00637
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To recapitulate, my understanding of dreams is informed by virtuality in three ways: first, 

dreams are a spatiotemporally and socially immersive experience, typically with weak phenomenal 

embodiment, in a virtual world distinct from waking consciousness; second, dreaming has a 

generative potential that is largely unpredictable; and last, there exists an inherent tension between 

our virtual records of dreaming and the actual experience of dreaming itself, which soon leaves 

only the barest of imprints on waking consciousness after itôs over.  

How might this understanding of dreams be applied to music? I eschew the well-trodden 

path of exploring the genesis of certain compositions in dreams.38 Instead, I develop a suite of 

conceptual tools allied to this understanding of dreaming, as informed by the concept of virtuality, 

so as to describe a broad range of our encounters with music and the resulting experiences. Some 

of these involve actual instances of dreaming or daydreaming; others draw upon dreaming in 

metaphorical or analogical terms. As my aim is to illustrate the multitude of dream-related ways 

in which we could interact with music within a certain context, and not to carry out a 

comprehensive, cross-cultural survey of dreaming and music, I settle on early nineteenth-century 

Western art music, specifically the music of the Polish composer Fryderyk Chopin. Chopinôs 

predilection for genres or topical references that are associated with dreaming is well-known, and 

the particularities of Chopinôs compositional styleðsuch as the unforeseen juxtapositions of 

incongruous musical elements in rapid successionðlend dreamlike qualities to his music. 

Moreover, the fact that the overwhelming majority of his output is instrumental music with no 

 
Dreaming, ed. Kalina Christoff and Kieran C.R. Fox (Oxford University Press, 2018), 355ï70; Fox et al., ñDreaming 

as Mind Wandering.ò 

38 For example, see Deirdre Barrett, The Committee of Sleep: How Artists, Scientists, and Athletes Use Dreams for 

Creative Problem-Solvingðand How You Can, Too (New York: Crown Publishers, 2001).  
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explicit connection to sleep or dreams underscores the virtual encodement involved when 

dreaminess is imputed to his music. 

Somewhat loosely, I classify the dream(-adjacent) experiences I discuss here according to 

the perspective we inhabit in said interactionsðnamely, who is seemingly doing the dreaming, 

and what is taken to be a dream or dreamlike. As with Arnie Coxôs tripartite perspective in musical 

listening,39 my categories correspond to the linguistic category of grammatical person, i.e., first, 

second, and third person (Table 4.1). I use this tripartite scheme instead of a participantïobserver 

distinction so as to allow for finer distinctions. That is, while both the second- and third-person 

perspectives mean that some action, state, or experience applies to some other object or agent, the 

second-person perspective implies some non-trivial ethical and social engagement with said object 

or agent at that moment that the perspective is invoked, whether or not this connection is one-

sided.40 

Table 4.1: Subjective perspectives and positions as applied to music and dreaming. 

Perspective Positioning of dreamer/dream Positioning of self 

First person Self (characterized as listener, performer, composer, or simply as musician) 

Second person Performer Self as listener 

 Listener Self as performer, composer 

Third person Music Self as listener 

 
39 See Arnie Coxôs book Music and Embodied Cognition: Listening, Moving, Feeling, and Thinking (Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 2016), 135ï36; and his article, ñTripartite Subjectivity in Music Listening,ò Indiana 

Theory Review 30, no. 1 (2012): 1ï43. 

40 An example is the literary device of an apostrophe, which refers to the direct address of an absent, abstract, or 

nonhuman listener (think of when the eponymous protagonist addresses Yorickôs skull in William Shakespeareôs play, 

Hamlet). 
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Just as we often switch violently between perspectives as we dream, these perspectives 

bleed into each other.41 As an example, in the third-person perspective, which takes some observed 

musical object or event to be a dream or dreamlike, one might vicariously dream alongside the 

music. That is, one might have been affected by the music in a much more intimate way than the 

detached tone in much analytical writing suggests.42 But, in the third-person perspective, the focus 

remains on the interpretation of said music as a dreamlike medium to be observed. Much 

discussion of Western art music and dreams has come from this third-person perspective; that is, 

a piece of music is carefully and thoughtfully read in light of some context, method, or concept 

pertinent to dreaming. So, in the first section of this chapter, I look at how some historical 

commenters and modern scholars have addressed the oneiric quality of Chopinôs music with the 

caveat that the approaches taken by these writers are not specific to Chopin, even if the contexts 

from which these comments arise are; instead, they are indicative of how Anglophone scholars 

have written on the theme of music and dreams. That is, whether the repertoire in question is other 

nineteenth-century instrumental music,43 nineteenth-century song or opera,44 postmodern Western 

 
41 It has been hypothesized that the hypoactivity in the right temporo-parietal junction during REM sleep might be 

associated with the lack of distinction between first- and third-person perspectives in dreams. Pierre Maquet et al., 

ñHuman Cognition during REM Sleep and the Activity Profile within Frontal and Parietal Cortices: A Reappraisal of 

Functional Neuroimaging Data,ò in The Boundaries of Consciousness: Neurobiology and Neuropathology, ed. Steven 

Laureys (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 219ï27. 

42 Marion A. Guck, ñMusic Loving, or, The Relationship with the Piece,ò Music Theory Online 2, no. 2 (March 1996), 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.96.2.2/mto.96.2.2.guck.html. 

43 Xavier Hascher, ñNarrative Dislocations in the First Movement of Schubertôs óUnfinishedô Symphony,ò in 

Rethinking Schubert (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 127ï46. 

44 David Bretherton, ñThe Musico-Poetics of the Flat Submediant in Schubertôs Songs,ò Journal of the Royal Musical 

Association 144, no. 2 (September 2019): 239ï86; Jeanne C. Harasemovitch, ñThe Dark Matter of Wagnerôs Dream: 

Chaos and Creativity in Die Meistersinger von N¿rnberg,ò in Opera on the Couch: Music, Emotional Life, and 

Unconscious Aspects of Mind (Abingdon: Routledge, 2022), 76ï90. 

https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.96.2.2/mto.96.2.2.guck.html
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art music,45 or even Western popular music,46 the approach remains the same. That said, the 

copiousness of such writing in the context of Chopinôs music demonstrates the pertinence of 

dreaming as a concept to the Poleôs music specifically. While these are drawn from a time span of 

nearly two centuries, and though there has certainly been an exponential explosion in analytical 

refinement and critical sophistication in recent decades, I argue that the undergirding epistemology 

remains fundamentally the same. Where itôs pertinent, I point out some commonalities between 

the approaches taken here and those in oneirology, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and literary theory. 

With a view to demonstrate the possibilities afforded by the traditional interpretative approach as 

well as its limitations, I then present a reading of the Mazurka in A minor, op. 59 no. 1. 

4.1 Third -Person Perspective: The Music as Dream 

Though Chopinôs music resonates strongly with dreaming or dreaminess, itôs curious that very 

little of it is explicitly concerned with dreaming or even sleep, unlike, say, the music of Robert 

Schumann or Franz Schubert. In Chopinôs modest output of texted music, thereôs no mention of 

dreamlike experiences with the sole exception of his song, ñDumka.ò47 Likewise, few of the 

paratextual materials or biographical episodes spell out a connection between Chopinôs music and 

dreams. Of Chopinôs generic titles, only the berceuse (cradle song) is directly linked to sleep, while 

the D-flat major prelude seems to be the only piece of his thatôs commonly attributed to one of his 

 
45 Mark Hutchinson, ñDreams, Gardens, Mirrors: Layers of Narrative in Takemitsuôs Quotation of Dream,ò 

Contemporary Music Review 33, no. 4 (August 2014): 428ï46. 

46 Graley Herren, Dreams and Dialogues in Dylanôs Time out of Mind (London: Anthem, 2021). 

47 In Ukrainian, ʜʫӢʤʢʘ (dumka) is the diminutive of ʜʫʤʘ (duma), which refers to a genre of sung epic poetry, often 

melancholic in tone, that was invented by Ukrainian Cossacks in the sixteenth century, but the word also means 

something like a sustained trained of thought or meditation, which is not too far off from a daydream. Józef Bohdan 

Zaleski, the poet of ñDumka,ò makes this connection clear in the second line of the third stanza: ñW cudzej tu pustce 

Ŝniğbym jak w domuò (ñHere, in someone elseôs desolate land, I dream as if I were at homeò). 
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dreams.48 And, in his own correspondence, the only piece that Chopin explicitly identifies as 

dreamlike is the slow movement of his Piano Concerto in E minor, op. 11, when he described it as 

ña kind of reverie in the moonlight on a beautiful spring evening.ò49 It would seem that the 

motivation for reading Chopinôs music as being a dream or dreamlike stems from broader cultural 

and social factors, musicôs vast capacity for associative or connotative meanings, and the more 

elusive qualities found in oneôs experience of Chopinôs music. That is, this act of reading draws 

on virtuality not only in the trivial sense that an object or event seems to conjure something thatôs 

not actually present, but also in musicôs capacity to exude and absorb meanings through 

meandering channels. Music, far more so than visual imagery and language, is a volatile hotbed of 

potential meaning. 

 Before I go on to discuss how some have read dreams and dreaminess into Chopinôs music, 

allow me to clarify the two senses in which one might describe a piece of music as dreamy. While 

the adjective dreamy does mean more directly that a referent is dreamlike in some respect, it also 

has the connotative meanings of tranquility and mistiness, and so ñdreamyò is sometimes used to 

capture an affect or ñmoodò conveyed by means of certain physical properties perceived in the 

music. With Chopinôs piano music, this is accomplished by an array of pianistic devices that 

include especially soft dynamics; the use of pedal points, drones, or other non-chordal tones; 

 
48 Owing to a passage in the memoir of George Sand, Chopinôs one-time lover, itôs commonly thought that one of the 

preludes from Chopinôs op. 28 (now customarily the one in D-flat major, although others have cited the B-minor and 

F-sharp minor preludes) was inspired by a dream in which Chopin saw himself drowned in a lake, with heavy and ice-

cold drops of water falling regularly on his chest. Frederick Niecks, Frederick Chopin as a Man and Musician, 2nd 

ed., (London: Novello, 1890), 2:42ï45. 

49 Quoted and translated in Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils, trans. Roy 

Howat and Naomi Shohet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 67. In the Polish original, Chopin used 

the verbal noun ñdumanieò (musing, pondering), which, besides being allied to the duma, foreshadows Träumerei 

from Schumannôs Kinderszenen, op. 15. See note 47 and Mieczysğaw Tomaszewskiôs article, ñW Ŝwiecie nokturn·w 

Chopina: óświadkowie i zwierciadğo mocyô?,ò Teoria muzyki: Studia, interpretacje, dokumentacje 5, no. 8ï9 (2016): 

137. 
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rubato; and the precise use of the pedals to subtly shade the music.50 Since this casual use of 

dreamy as a description of affect seems limited in analytical and interpretative depth, here, my 

interest in this former sense lies inasmuch as a dreamy affect is then interpreted as dreamlike, or 

else aiding in the induction of dreams or dreamlike experiences. 

So, how have Chopinôs contemporaries and modern-day scholars interpreted his music as 

dreamlike? In doing so, they seem to have responded to certain musical signs or processes; these 

ñcuesò nudge the listener towards the realm of dreams through topical allusions that hint at dreams, 

some formal resemblance between a musical passage and what are perceived to be characteristics 

of dreaming, and so forth. While some of these cues are closer in nature to conventions, others are 

more nebulous and invite a judgement call on part of the interpreter as to whether the music is 

somehow extraordinaryðextraordinary in the sense that the music is disquietingly disharmonious 

with ñthe music that constitutes its encircling milieuò or, more generally, prevailing musical 

conventions (excluding those routinely associated with dreams or dreaming).51 Of course, such 

ñdifferenceò may be read in a variety of ways, but a dream interpretation may suggest itself through 

paratextual material, a relevant historical context (if one should pursue what Paul Ricîur calls the 

ñhermeneutics of recoveryò),52 or simply what the American semiotician James Jakób Liszka 

refers to as the ñteleology of the sign user,ò which Byron Alm®n glosses as ñthe personal equation,ò 

 
50 Goldberg, ñChopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes,ò 21. There are some similarities in technique here with the genre of the 

musique du rêve that was in vogue in late nineteenth-century France. See Alexandra Kiefferôs article, ñReverie, 

Schmaltz, and the Modernist Imagination,ò Journal of the American Musicological Society 74, no. 2 (August 2021): 

289ï363.  

51 Carolyn Abbate, Unsung Voices: Opera and Musical Narrative in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1991), 29. 

52 Paul Ricîur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1970). 
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i.e., ñthe combination of cultural, experiential, and temperamental elements that make up an 

individualôs unique perspective.ò53 

The ensuing survey is organized into four parts. In the first, I categorize these dream-

associated cues into two broad categories. The first concerns itself with affects, topical allusions, 

imitative gestures or textures, and other musical elements bearing ñsemanticò connotations. While 

I donôt think that a single set of cues was used consistently enough in Chopinôs time for a particular 

ñdream musicò topic to emerge, certain genres and styles seem to be associated with dreams, 

although Alexandra Kieffer makes a strong case for the emergence of a ñreverie/idyll topic familyò 

in late nineteenth-century France.54 The second trades in the syntactical, formal, or even narrative-

like aspects of music. Here, it seems that itôs the unexpected breakdown of tonal and formal norms, 

or the thwarting of a teleological process, that inspire dream interpretations. In the latter case, the 

glimpse at dreams and dreaming that such ruptures offer is rhetorically reinforced by a concomitant 

violent shift in dynamics or texture. Of course, the two categories of cues that Iôve identified here 

often work hand in glove to reinforce the impression of a dream. 

In the second part, I discuss how these musical intimations of dreaming have interfaced 

with historical, social, and cultural contexts. It would be a foolôs errand to list all the possible 

factors that might play a part in an individualôs interpretation of a piece of music, so Iôll choose 

those contexts that were in contact with Chopinôs cultural milieu and did exert substantial influence 

over Chopin criticism. These range from an identification of Chopinôs musical dreaminess with 

the metaphysical transcendence that early Romantic Germans saw in poetry, through the 

association of the dreamy quality of Chopinôs music with sentimentality and femininity, to an 

 
53 Byron Alm®n, ñMusic Narrative: Theory, Context, Subjectivity,ò in The Routledge Handbook of Music 

Signification, ed. Esti Sheinberg and William P. Dougherty (London: Routledge, 2020), 176. 

54 Kieffer, ñReverie, Schmaltz, and the Modernist Imagination,ò 313. 
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understanding of Chopinôs music as nostalgic, even prophetic dream visions of a fallen nationôs 

glorious past and impending salvation. In fact, the latter perspective shapes musicological writing 

on Chopin to this day.55 That said, to my knowledge, the only musicologist to propose something 

resembling a consistent method that situates these musical intimations of dreams within a 

framework for integrating various sociocultural contexts is the musicologist, Michael Klein. So, 

in the next part, I turn to two articles by Klein, each of which sets out its own method. The first is 

ñA Narrative of Dreams: Chopinôs Polonaise-Fantaisie,ò which considers the musical narrative of 

the piece as a dramatic/affective logic in which a cultural opposition of dreaming versus doing is 

played out.56 The other is ñChopin Dreams: The Mazurka in C-sharp Minor, Op. 30, No.4ò;57 in 

this article, Klein regards the music as something akin to a dream open to analysis from a Lacanian 

perspective. In so doing, he argues that the strange moments in Chopinôs Mazurka are open to a 

multiplicity of interpretations, each which lead to meanings that overlap. Ultimately, one can never 

arrive at a final interpretation, a ñtranscendental signified,ò for these strange moments.58 Though 

Klein focuses specifically on the pieces above without making any generalized claims, I argue that 

his methods may be applied similarly to other pieces of Chopin. Even interpretative frameworks 

such as Kleinôs, however, seems not to account for both our own personal experience of dreamsð

 
55 For example, see Jonathan Bellman, Chopinôs Polish Ballade: Op. 38 as Narrative of National Martyrdom (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2010); Karol Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23 and the Revolution of the 

Intellectuals,ò in Chopin Studies. II, ed. John Rink and Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 

72ï83; and Halina Goldberg, ñóRemembering That Tale of Griefô: The Prophetic Voice in Chopinôs Music,ò in The 

Age of Chopin: Interdisciplinary Inquiries, ed. Halina Goldberg (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), 

54ï92. 

56 Michael L. Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams: Chopinôs Polonaise-Fantaisie,ò Musica Theorica 2, no. 2 (November 

2017): 1ï18. 

57 Michael L. Klein, ñChopin Dreams: The Mazurka in C# Minor, Op. 30, No. 4,ò 19th-Century Music 35, no. 3 

(March 2012): 238ï60. 

58 Klein, ñChopin Dreams,ò 244. 
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at most, only in the trivial sense that we dream in alignment with the interpretation offeredðand 

the bodily and social facets of dreaming in general. With the aim of showing how our own 

subjectivities lurk beyond the traditional interpretation of music as text, I finish with a reading of 

the Mazurka in A minor, op. 59 no. 1. 

Semantics and Syntax 

Letôs begin with genres and topical references. Iôve mentioned that the Berceuse, op. 57, is the 

only instrumental piece of Chopinôs that makes explicit reference to sleep. Itôs interesting to note 

that, while late nineteenth-century critics seemed to agree on this pieceôs potency as a prelude to 

the world of dreams, they differed on whose dreams those might be. Among those who saw not 

the virtual infant dreaming, but the infantôs caregiver, is George Charles Ashton Johnson. Having 

cited a pseudonymous author writing for The Dome, who opines that the Berceuse is ñso delicately 

and ecstatically amorous that it misses its mark as a cradle song,ò Johnson adds that the piece is 

ñhardly a Berceuse in the sense of a lullaby; it is rather the reverie of a young mother over the 

cradle of her child, more occupied with her own dreams and eloquent fancies than the lulling of 

the infant.ò59 

 If the ñlulling of the infantò corresponds to the tirelessly rocking motion in the bass,60 and 

Johnsonôs ñeloquent fanciesò describe the elaborate filigree unfolding in the right hand, these two 

musical characteristics of the Berceuse bring to mind a different genre, the nocturne. (In fact, Jan 

 
59 George Charles Ashton Jonson, A Handbook to Chopinôs Works (New York: Doubleday, 1905), 168. 

60 Rocking oneself or someone else to sleep is doubtless familiar behavior to us; as for the science behind it, consult 

Konstantinos Kompotis et al., ñRocking Promotes Sleep in Mice through Rhythmic Stimulation of the Vestibular 

System,ò Current Biology 29, no. 3 (February 2019): 392ï401. 
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KleczyŒski thought the Berceuse should be counted among Chopinôs nocturnes.)61 The piano 

nocturne is an expansive genre capable of housing a wide range of topical references,62 but wave-

like figurations that gently crest and trough are found in many a Chopin nocturne (Example 4.1). 

This texture pervades the genre to the extent that, even though not all nocturnes feature it, and even 

though this texture was historically not specific to the nocturne, it has become common to think of 

it as the ñnocturne texture.ò63 When the prevailing meter is compound duple or quadruple meter, 

one might say that these wave-like figurations point to a barcarolle topic;64 taken as a sonic 

analogue to the gentle rise and fall of waves in calm waters, these figurations are ñespecially apt 

at lulling us into dreams,ò as James Parakilas claims.65 

 

Example 4.1: Opening of Fryderyk Chopinôs Nocturne in C-sharp Minor, op. 27 no. 1.66 

 
61 Jan KleczyŒski, Chopinôs Greater Works: How They Should Be Understood, trans. Natalja Janotha, 2nd ed. 

(London: W. Reeves, 1896), 47. 

62 This is true even if we limited our consideration to just Chopinôs nocturnes. See especially the Nocturne in G minor, 

op. 15 no. 3, discussed in Jeffrey Kallbergôs article, ñThe Rhetoric of Genre: Chopinôs Nocturne in G Minor,ò 19th-

Century Music 11, no. 3 (Spring 1988): 238ï61. 

63 Jeffrey Kallberg, ñóVoiceô and the Nocturne,ò in Pianist, Scholar, Connoisseur: Essays in Honor of Jacob Lateiner, 

ed. Bruce Brubaker and Jane Gottlieb, Festschrift Series (New York: Pendragon Press, 2000), 32ï36.  

64 James Parakilas, ñThe Barcarolle and the Barcarolle: Topic and Genre in Chopin,ò in Chopin and His World 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), 232ï34. 

65 Parakilas, ñThe Barcarolle and the Barcarolle,ò 233. This trope derives its effect from the fact that we regard the 

sounds of calm bodies of water as indices of non-threatening environments that also mask out other sounds that we 

might find threatening. 

66 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopins Werke, ed. Woldemar Bargiel, vol. 4, Notturnos (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 

1878), 24. 
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 Even without topical references to the barcarolle, the nocturne as a genre has come to be 

closely associated with dreaming. To see why, we need to turn to the history of the genre, which 

begins with the vocal nocturne. The vocal nocturne was known since at least the late eighteenth 

century, but its popularity exploded in the nineteenth. Initially, the designation nocturne, or 

notturno, was more pragmatic than evocative in nature: These pieces were performed at night. 

There were two distinct species of the vocal nocturne: In the German-speaking lands, the term 

nocturne or notturno was used in alternation with serenade, but it was the vocal nocturnes that 

flourished in Parisian salons that gave rise to the piano nocturne. The Parisian vocal nocturne was 

almost always a duet with piano accompaniment, and it called for a woman to be at least one of 

the singers.67 As for the lyrics, the texts of nocturnes are generally about romantic love with 

nocturnal settings, with allusions to devotional hymns and the lullaby occasionally providing 

flimsy covers for lurid nocturnal activities.68 Itôs in this general sense of night-time romance that 

the vocal nocturnes suggests dreaminess, and we know that the early reception of piano nocturnes 

was so colored by association.69 

 Soon enough, the piano nocturne began taking on connotations divorced from its vocal 

origin. Though it was John Field, the Irish composer, who first cultivated the piano nocturne in the 

1810s, it wasnôt until Chopin took up the genre that the piano nocturne began to be described in 

poetically evocative terms throughout the German-speaking lands. The vocabulary of this ñpoetic 

ideaò of the nocturne, as the German musicologist Christoph von Blumrºder calls it, stretched from 

 
67 James Parakilas, ñóNuit plus belle quôun beau jourô: Poetry, Song, and the Voice in the Piano Nocturne,ò in The Age 

of Chopin: Interdisciplinary Inquiries, ed. Halina Goldberg (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), 206. 

68 Parakilas, ñóNuit plus belle quôun beau jour,ôò 211ï13. 

69 See Kallberg, ñóVoiceô and the Nocturne.ò 
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wandering souls through mysterious witchery to night birds, often spiced with feminine imagery.70 

One recurring ingredient in this ñpoetic ideaò of the nocturne was dreaming. G. W. Fink, writing 

for the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung in 1834, asserts that 

The Nocturnes [Chopinôs op. 15] are really reveries of a soul fluctuating from feeling to 

feeling in the still of the night, about which we want to set down nothing but the outburst 

of a feminine heart after a sensitive performance of the same: "These Nocturnes surely are 

my entire life!"71 

Likewise, in a review of Chopinôs Nocturnes, op. 27, Fink describes the piecesô character as that 

of ñThe Dream, who revels in round dances with Longing [Sehnsucht];ò72 he goes on to say that 

ñthese new Nocturnes, like the old ones (as different as they are from them), will again always be 

most attractive to all hearts inclined towards the feminine.ò73 Moving beyond the German-

speaking lands, we find Antoni Woykowski, the author of the first substantial assessment of 

Chopinôs music in Polish, claiming that Fieldôs nocturnes ñseem dry and dullò in comparison to 

Chopinôs, which are ñdreams of a tender, pure soul, violently moved by emotion on a silent 

night.ò74 Despite the superficial similarity between Woykowskiôs and Finkôs characterizations, 

Woykowski departs from the German tendency to associate the nocturneôs dreaminess with 

feminine sentimentality, for, in that same article, he regards Chopinôs music as ña magical art that 

 
70 Kallberg, ñóVoiceô and the Nocturne,ò 29ï30. 

71 Quoted and translated in Jeffrey Kallbergôs article, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table: Gender and Ideology in the 

Piano Nocturne,ò Representations, no. 39 (Summer 1992): 104. 

72 Quoted and translated in Goldberg, ñChopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes,ò 16. 

73 Quoted and translated in Kallberg, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table,ò 104. Kallberg does not identify the 

ñanonymous criticò who penned this review as Fink in his article, but the two quotations above clearly refer to the 

same source. 

74 Quoted and translated in Irena Poniatowska, ed., Chopin and His Critics: An Anthology (up to World War I) 

(Warsaw: Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 2011), 52. 
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gives man a glimpse of his higher origins and lifts him instantly from this vale of tears to the 

happier lands above.ò75 

 So much for the nocturne. Allow me to make a brief detour to the early Romantic concept 

of the ñfragment.ò While the aesthetic of the fragment was practiced widely among the early 

Romantics, especially in the German-speaking lands, it was the writer, Friederich Schlegel, who 

had the most part in philosophizing the concept. The fragment was, at first, a literary genre 

comprising works of poetry or prose published in partial form rather than in whole, with Samuel 

Taylor Coleridgeôs opium-fueled Kubla Khan (1816), winkingly subtitled A Vision in a Dream, 

being one of the most well-known examples in English literature. Under the hands of Schlegel and 

other members of the so-called Jena School, the fragment was transformed into an aesthetic 

concept of purposeful incompleteness, open-endedness, and incoherence.76 What do I mean here 

by ñpurposefulò? Consider the following. Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy claim 

that, in the writings of some of these early German Romantics, the fragment (das Fragment) was 

contrasted with das Bruchstück, which is ñthe detached piece pure and simple,ò ñthe residue of a 

broken ensemble.ò77 To the contrary, the fragment is ñcomplete,ò yet it invokes incompleteness at 

the same time. The fragment is read as ña determinate and deliberate statement, assuming or 

transfiguring the accidental and involuntary aspects of fragmentationò; it is thus distinguished from 

 
75 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 50. 

76 For a general sense of the aesthetics of the fragment, consult Anne Janowitz, ñThe Romantic Fragment,ò in A 

Companion to Romanticism, ed. Duncan Wu (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2017), 479ï88; Philippe Lacoue-

Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in German Romanticism (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1988), 39ï58; and Marjorie Levinson, The Romantic Fragment Poem: A Critique 

of a Form (University of North Carolina, 2011). As for the conceptôs application to music, see John Daverio, 

Nineteenth-Century Music and the German Romantic Ideology (New York: Schirmer Books, 1993), 49ï88; and 

Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 41ï115. 

77 Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, The Literary Absolute, 42. 
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the unfinished draft.78 What is crucial is that the fragment is not merely a genre, but also a critical 

concept: To quote Stella Sandfordôs example, Sapphoôs fragments 64A and B, form a Bruchstück, 

bereft of words that would render the lines meaningful: ñ é goat é for comrades é é of children 

é é é to gods é ugly é é Muse.ò Read as a ñfragment,ò however, the lines transform 

themselves thus: ñGoat for comrades of children; to godsðugly Muse.ò79 

 How does the early Romantic concept of the fragment relate to dreaming? Iôve mentioned 

that both nocturnal dreams and mind-wandering feature abrupt discontinuities that we often accept 

at face value while in a dreamlike state. The unexpected juxtaposition of recognizable elements, 

moreover, occurs frequently in dreams. While the formal similarities between dreaming and the 

early Romantic notion of the fragment seem evident, did the fragment as a philosophical idea and 

the artistic works that are allied to it come to be associated with dreaming, or be understood in 

terms of dreams? I would think so. Iôve mentioned Coleridgeôs Kubla Khan. While Friedrich 

Schlegel does not philosophize the fragment in terms of dreams, another member of the Jena 

School did. Novalis, a lifelong friend of Schlegel, made the following bold proposal for a new kind 

of literature: 

Tales, without logic, nevertheless with associations, like dreams. Poemsðsimply sounding 

well and filled with beautiful wordsðbut also without any sense or logicðat most single 

stanzas intelligibleðthey must be like mere broken pieces [Bruchstücke] of the most varied 

things. At best, true poetry can have an allegorical sense on the whole, and an indirect 

effect like music, etc.80 

Arguably, Novalis demonstrated this aesthetic with his literary fragments and even his larger 

works: In his Hymnen and die Nacht (1797ï1800), dreams and dreamlike states aid in the 

 
78 Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 41. 

79 Stella Sandford, ñThe Dream Is a Fragment: Freud, Transdisciplinarity and Early German Romanticism,ò Radical 

Philosophy 198, no. 198 (August 2016): 27.  

80 Quoted and translated in Rosen, The Romantic Generation, 76. 
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conceptualization of a domain that transcends time and space, whereas itôs the prophetic dreams 

experienced by the eponymous protagonist that launches the events of his unfinished novel, 

Heinrich von Ofterdingen (1802).81 More provocatively, Stella Sandford suggests that Sigmund 

Freudôs The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) offers two, competing views of dreams. There, the 

first view corresponds to the orthodox psychoanalytic understanding of dreams, where the 

experienced dream is understood to be a mere shadow of oneôs unconscious; the second view, on 

the other hand, seems to draw on the fragment, where the distinction between dream production 

and dream interpretation is collapsed, where dream and dream interpretations form a system of 

fragments.82 

 Given this broad resonance between the fragment and dreaming, itôs unsurprising that some 

of Chopinôs Preludes, which the musicologist and pianist Charles Rosen considers to be ñthe most 

impressive example of a set of tiny Fragments,ò83 have been read as musical representations of a 

dream: specifically, one in which Chopin saw himself at the bottom of a lake.84 But the fragment, 

as a critical concept, can be applied to any genre of instrumental music, even those as monumental 

as the sonata. In larger-scale pieces, one might say that the aesthetics of the fragment manifests 

itself in marked structural and rhetorical discontinuities. These discontinuities might take the form 

of an unusual change in musical style or topic, or they might result from sudden fissures in one or 

more musical parameters, such as texture, dynamics or register. In formal and tonal terms, these 

 
81 See also Glyn Tegai Hughes, Romantic German Literature (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1979), 71ï78. For a 

reading of this dream passage as a metonymic self-description of the fragmentary novel itself, refer to Detlef Kremerôs 

book chapter, ñTraum als Prªfiguration, topologische Schwelle und Verdichtung des romantischen Textes,ò in Traum-

Diskurse der Romantik, ed. Peter-André Alt and Christiane Leiteritz (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2005), 113ï28. 

82 See Sandford, ñThe Dream Is a Fragment.ò 

83 Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1995), 83. 

84 See note 48. 



279 

 

discontinuities show up as expressively charged non sequiturs, interrupted themes or processes, 

rhetorically significant harmonic progressions or modulatory schemes, unexpected tonal shifts, 

and the like. It would seem that Chopinôs contemporaries were sensitive to this capacity of 

Chopinôs music for such expressive discontinuities; in the same review that Fink characterized 

Chopinôs op. 27 Nocturnes as a reveling dream, Fink describes Chopinôs compositional style thus: 

das Originelle seiner oft ganz fremdartigen, zuweilen schmerzlich aufreizenden 

Accordverbindungen; das tiefe Umschleiern der harmonischen Grundverhältnisse durch 

Vorausnahmen, Verzögerungen u. wunderlich trübende Durchgänge; das schnelle u. 

unerwartete Abbrechen in stechenden Dissonanzen; das überraschende Fortschreiten in 

treffend freundliche oder wehmüthige oder sanft schmelzende Melodieen u. Harmonieen, 

in denen er nie oder doch nur selten lange verweilt u. dergl. mehr é85 

Also, Józef Sikorski, a nineteenth-century Polish music critic and composer belonging to the same 

generation as Chopinôs, locates dreaminess and inspiration in precisely such ruptures. For him, ñ[a 

composer of geniusô] logic é is the dream-like logic that combines the most daring and 

contradictory of visions, and yokes them together,ò Chopin and Ludwig van Beethoven being two 

composers he names. In such a composerôs compositions, ñthe bizarre, dreamy details never 

reappear in the same constellationðnothing but the background stays the same.ò86 

To be sure, such ñdiscursive shifts,ò to borrow Robert Hattenôs term,87 may be understood 

and read in a variety of ways; Carolyn Abbate, for instance, would regard such disruptions as the 

revelation of a narrating voice.88 So, in the absence of some overriding context, the choice to 

interpret any piece of music as a dream is left as a judgement call: As Lawrence Kramer puts it, 

 
85 Quoted in Poniatowska, Chopin and His Critics, 265. 

86 Quoted and translated in Poniatoswka, Chopin and his Critics, 68. 

87 The idea of there being levels of discourse in Western art music permeates most of Hattenôs writing, but one of his 

earliest expositions on the topic is his article, ñOn Narrativity in Music: Expressive Genres and Levels of Discourse 

in Beethoven,ò Indiana Theory Review 12 (1991): 75ï98. 

88 See especially Abbate, Unsung Voices, 3ï29. 
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interpretation ñis not reproduction, but a performance é responsible neither to an authorizing 

source (intention, ideology, class interests, biography, psychology, and so on), nor to the explicit 

contents of the text or event interpreted.ò89 That said, certain discontinuities nudge us in the 

direction of dreaming and mind-wandering, especially if these seem homologous to the formal 

aspects of REM dreams Iôve cited in the introduction to this chapter (e.g., abrupt discontinuities 

that go unchallenged, the unusual juxtaposition of familiar elements, associative thinking as 

opposed to sequential logic, etc.). 

 

Example 4.2: Canonic passage (mm. 134ï45) in Fryderyk Chopinôs Ballade in F minor, op. 52.90 

 
89 Lawrence Kramer, Interpreting Music (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011), 10. 

90 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopinôs Werke, ed. Ernst Rudorff , vol. 1, Balladen (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 

1878), 35. 
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 Letôs begin with abrupt shifts in topic or style. James Parakilas points out that Chopin was 

partial to the effect of a respite into dreaminess in the interior sections of a piece.91 While a variety 

of topical shifts might accomplish this effect, one obvious one is the unexpected appearance of the 

barcarolle. A particularly striking example can be found in the Ballade in F minor, op. 52. Just 

after a remarkable canonic passage through which the main theme stealthily reveals itself ñmid-

sentenceò (Example 4.2)ðParakilasô description of this passage as ñdreamy canonic mistò is 

especially poetic92ðthe main theme reasserts itself with grandiose expressivity, the elaborate 

fioriture in the right hand and the tripletized, towering waves in the left announcing the arrival of 

a nocturne of the barcarolle type. A false step from the dominant of the B-flat minor into D-flat 

major, accompanied by a deadening of volume to a leggiero piano, reinforces the sense of removal. 

From this, a theme first heard as a siciliano in B-flat major emerges, now transformed into a full-

blown barcarolle, only for the music to disintegrate into furious waves of pure pianistic figuration 

as the music heads for its peripeteia.93 

In addition to the irruption of foreign topics, internal disruptions of style or genre in 

Chopinôs music have been read in terms of dreaming. In an article published in 2012, Parakilas 

explores a number of pieces in which such disruptions occur.94 Parakilas takes his cue from the 

Mazurka in B minor, op. 33 no. 4, where a lengthy and remarkable passage near the end of the 

Mazurka, consisting of a single line in the bass, interrupts the full texture that precedes it. As this 

 
91 Parakilas, ñThe Barcarolle and the Barcarolle,ò 235. 

92 Parakilas, ñThe Barcarolle and the Barcarolle,ò 236. Rosen, too, regards this passage as dreamlike: ñAll this craft 

is placed in the service of meditative sadness, a resigned melancholy half perceived as if in a dream.ò Rosen, The 

Romantic Generation, 341. 

93 Michael Klein, echoing Edward T. Cone, refers to this transformation as an ñapotheosis.ò Michael L. Klein, 

ñChopinôs Fourth Ballade as Musical Narrative,ò Music Theory Spectrum 26, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 31ï35 

94 James Parakilas, ñDisrupting the Genre: Unforeseen Personifications in Chopin,ò 19th-Century Music 35, no. 3 

(March 2012): 165ï81. 
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melody has the typical dotted rhythm of a mazurka, Parakilas suggests that what we are hearing is 

a continuation of the Mazurka, but only in a virtual subjectôs consciousness; likewise, Lawrence 

Kramerôs ñpalpable introspection.ò95 Though the opening theme of the Mazurka returns, replete 

with the original dance texture, another single-voiced passage intrudes upon the music just before 

the piece closes with its final cadence (Example 4.3). It seems that Chopin initially felt compelled 

to justify these extraordinary interruptions, for he writes risvegliato (awakened) over this closing 

cadence in the autograph. The performance indication may not have survived in any of the three 

first editions published, perhaps because of Chopinôs general skittishness about programmatic 

music,96 but Chopin evidently regarded these passages as dreams or daydreams from which one 

awakens.97  

 

Example 4.3: Ending of Fryderyk Chopinôs Mazurka in B minor, op. 33 no. 4.98 

From this, Parakilas reads a similarly disruptive passage in the Waltz in A-flat major, op. 

42, as an intrusive thought. There, the music is reduced to a cryptic, monophonic passage after 

weôve heard about two hundred measures of the waltz (Example 4.4). The bare octaves emphasize 

 
95 Kramer, Interpreting Music, 268. 

96 For example, take Chopinôs unusual decision to erase the adjective (funèbre) from the title of the third movement 

of the Piano Sonata in B-flat minor, op. 35, ñMarch funèbre.ò Delacroixôs report of Chopinôs reaction to the funeral 

march in Hector Berliozôs Symphonie funèbre is telling: ñChopin, who detested [Berlioz], detested even more music 

that is nothing without the assistance of trombones fighting against flutes and oboes, or else all playing together.ò 

Jeffrey Kallberg, ñChopinôs March, Chopinôs Death,ò 19th-Century Music 25 (July 2001): 12ï16. 

97 Parakilas, ñDisrupting the Genre,ò 169. 

98 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopinôs Werke, eds. Woldemar Bargiel et al., vol. 3, Mazurkas (Leipzig: Breitkopf & 

Härtel, 1879), 54. 
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the two pitches last heard in the melody (G and F). With its trochaic rhythm, this passage seems 

to be gainsaying the duple rhythm of the main theme. If the primary musical discourse in this piece 

is read as the experience or memory of a dance scene, the intrusion of these octaves, which act as 

a corrective to the melodyôs duple rhythm snaps one right out of the waltz. One might even think 

of the waltz, with its duple-against-triple metrical haziness, as the product of a wandering mind 

thatôs jolted out of its reverie as it comes to the sudden realization that waltzes ought to be in three 

beats. In fact, Parakilas would eventually consider the possibility of a piece of musicôs primary 

discourse being that of a dream in his discussion of the Mazurka in C minor, op. 56 no. 3.99 There, 

Parakilas contends that Chopin toys with various markers of the mazurka genre; with its mélange 

of inconsistent textures and disconnected events, this Mazurka is not so much dance music as it is 

a dream narrative about the mazurka. That is, the disruptions in this piece are not glimpses into a 

dream world; rather, much like actual dreams, the disruptions shape the ongoing experience. 

 

Example 4.4: Mm. 208ï13 of Fryderyk Chopinôs Waltz in A-flat Major, op. 42.100 

 In all of these examples, Parakilas explicitly posits a virtual persona that does the dreaming, 

though he does not equate this persona to Chopin.101 This is perhaps inherent to the act of reading 

 
99 Parakilas, ñDisrupting the Genre,ò 176ï79. 

100 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopinôs Werke, ed. Woldemar Bargiel et al., vol. 9, Walzer (Leipzig: Breitkopf & 

Härtel, 1878), 31. 

101 For more on how virtual agency might be read into music, see Robert S. Hattenôs book A Theory of Virtual Agency 

for Western Art Music (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2018). 
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a passage or a piece of music as a dream. Likewise, when marked structural and rhetorical 

discontinuities are read as signaling a dreamlike space, the assumptions that underlie this 

interpretive move are best explained in narratological terms. First, this interpretive mode requires 

an implicit understanding that the piece of music in question comprises multiple temporal 

trajectories. Following Gérard Genette, we might call the principal temporal trajectory, or stream, 

the ñfirst narrative.ò102 Following Christian Metz, Genette holds that any narrative must exist in a 

duality of temporal spaces, the one being the time of the story itself (erzählte Zeit [narrated time]) 

and the other being the time it takes to actually tell the story (Erzählzeit [narrating time]). So, 

beyond the ñfirst narrative,ò there are various forms of alternative narrative streams, such as 

flashbacks, anticipations, descriptions, commentaries, reflective pauses, dreams, trances, and the 

like that populate temporal spaces beyond the first narrativeôs temporal space. Such a formulation, 

Andrew Davis argues, would also apply to music, and I find myself in agreement.103 Regardless 

of whether one thinks of music as narrative, such narratological concepts lend themselves to certain 

types of music. Even Carolyn Abbate, who would vigorously deny musicôs status as narrative, 

would also say that, when music is narrating, it does so in a voice which sounds unlike ñthe music 

that constitutes its encircling milieu.ò104 In other words, the narrating musical voice is heard in a 

different temporal stream. Regardless, the debate of whether music is or is not narrative is in fact 

irrelevant to the present discussion, since the verbal interpretation of any piece of music as a plot-

structured dream or a plot punctuated with bouts of dreaming is evidently a narrative.105 

 
102 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980), 48ï49. 

103 Andrew Davis, ñChopin and the Romantic Sonata: The First Movement of Op. 58,ò Music Theory Spectrum 36, 

no. 2 (December 2014): 273. 

104 See note 51. 

105 Several scholars have cogently summarized the theoretical issues underlying this debate; see Almén, A Theory of 

Musical Narrative, 11ï37; Russell Millard, ñTelling Tales: A Survey of Narratological Approaches to Music,ò 
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Example 4.5: Mm. 115ï121 of the first movement of Fryderyk Chopinôs Piano Sonata in B minor, 

op. 58.106  

 Iôll give an example of how marked structural and rhetorical discontinuities have been 

interpreted as heralding a move into a dreamlike space. In his analysis of the first movement of 

Chopinôs Piano Sonata in B minor, op. 58, Andrew Davis zeroes in one particular deflection from 

the ñfirst narrativeò as being a dreamlike vision of the second theme in the secondary thematic 

area, which he designates as S2. In his analysis, this D-major theme spans mm. 57ï75 in the 

exposition, where it steers the music away from confirming a potentially tragic turn just after it 

achieves a perfect authentic cadence in F-sharp minor, the minor dominant of the pieceôs global 

tonality of B minor; this is why he refers to S2 as ñrescue music.ò107 When S2 recurs in the 

development, right after a threefold statement of the main theme with a bewilderingly inconsistent 

modulatory logic, it contravenes the fundamental sonata principle of rotational ordering, for the 

 
Current Musicology, no. 103 (September 2018); Seth Monahan, Mahlerôs Symphonic Sonatas (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 63ï74; Michael L. Klein, ñMusical Story,ò in Music and Narrative since 1900 (Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 2013), 3ï28; Nicholas Reyland, ñNarrative,ò in Aesthetics of Music: Musicological 

Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2014), 203ï223. 

106 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopinôs Werke, ed. Johannes Brahms, vol. 8, Sonaten (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 

1878), 23. 

107 Davis, ñChopin and the Romantic Sonata,ò 289. 
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first theme of the secondary thematic area is bypassed entirely (Example 4.5).108 Rhetorically, this 

violation of convention is underscored by the abrupt deceleration of harmonic motion and the 

immediate break in register, dynamic level, texture, and topic. Moreover, the continuation module 

of the S2 theme is nowhere to be heard; instead, the presentation module is cycled through D-flat 

and E-flat major before arriving at a passage with dense imitative counterpoint that creeps along a 

tortuous harmonic path to B major. In light of the above, Davis regards this unexpected return of 

S2 as a ñhazy and incompletely realizedò dreamlike vision that is ñtemporally estranged from the 

sonata properò and ñinterpolated anachronisticallyò into the sonata movementôs second rotation.109 

None of this is specific to Chopinôs music, for Davisô approach here is similar to when Joseph 

Kerman describes a similarly incongruous episode in the final movement of Beethovenôs String 

Quartet in E-flat major, op. 127, as ñsheer dream,ò or when Brian Black suggests that various 

modulatory strategies that Schubert employs in the transitions of his sonata forms impart dreamlike 

qualities to the music.110 

On the other hand, such structural and rhetorical discontinuities might even provoke a 

consideration of the entirety of the piece as a dream narrative. Halina Goldberg suggests just such 

a possibility with her reading of Chopinôs Nocturne in F minor, op. 55 no. 1. While the opening 

section of that nocturne has all the hallmarks of the funeral march topic, but, as Goldberg points 

 
108 This is in addition to the fact that this movement is of the type where the primary thematic area is foregone in the 

recapitulation; to use James Hepokoski and Warren Darcyôs terminology, this is a Type 2 sonata. In a typical Type 2 

sonata, the double rotational schema leads one to not expect elements of the secondary thematic area or the closing 

group to occur in the development. If they do occur, that would constitute an ñexpressive deformation.ò James A. 

Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory: Norms, Types, and Deformations in the Late-Eighteenth-

Century Sonata (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 378. 

109 Davis, ñChopin and the Romantic Sonata,ò 289. 

110 Joseph Kerman, The Beethoven Quartets (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), 238; Brian Black, ñRemembering a 

Dream: The Tragedy of Romantic Memory in the Modulatory Processes of Schubertôs Sonata Forms,ò Intersections 

25, no. 1ï2 (January 2005): 202ï28. 
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out, the atypically soft dynamics call to mind an expression of private rather than public grief. The 

middle section, by contrast, inhabits the tempesta style.111 Itôs the section succeeding the ñstorm,ò 

however, where the music takes an entirely unexpected turn. After a cadenza-like modulatory 

passage that closes off the middle section, the opening returns in truncated form, the themeôs first 

phrase never reaching completion; the music disintegrates into waves of chromatic figurations that 

soar ever more quickly and quietly. Apropos of this moment where the pieceôs normative thematic 

teleology is completely upended, she quotes Jan KleczyŒski, a late-nineteenth century Polish 

biographer of Chopinôs, who wrote that ñeverything disappears like a frightful dream, and you 

cannot be sure whether you saw apparitions or living men.ò112 Pace Goldberg, it seems to me that 

KleczyŒski is referring to a different nocturne altogether, the one in C-sharp minor, op. 27 no. 1.113 

Nevertheless, KleczyŒskiôs words are a most apt description of this moment in the F-minor 

Nocturne. Goldbergôs (mis)reading of KleczyŒski vis-à-vis this nocturne is all the more 

interestingðnot only because considers the possibility that a disruptive moment might impel us to 

 
111 For more on the tempesta, see Clive McClelland, Tempesta: Stormy Music in the Eighteenth Century (Lanham: 

Lexington Books, 2017). 

112 Quoted and translated in Goldberg, ñChopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes,ò 74. 

113 The translation that Goldberg presents in her article is her emendation of that given in Poniatowska, ñChopin and 

His Critics,ò 73ï74. Below is a more extensive citation of KleczyŒskiôs remarks, italics mine: 

Perhaps the most poetic are those two nocturnes which Chopin dedicated to Countess dôApponyi [i.e., the 

Nocturnes op. 27]. With the first nocturne for an accompaniment, one might easily pen the most poetic of 

poems. It [i.e., op. 27 no. 1] makes you think of wandering around the deserted Piazza San Marco in Venice 

on a quiet, moonlit night; next to you, the sea waves swell and subside silently, and a light breeze carries 

some fantastical sounds from afar, like the echo of an other-worldly melody. Suddenly, the air is filled with 

tensionðyou hear a growing din of mad, wild voices; masked men burst onto the scene, fighting; after a 

short skirmish one of them falls to the ground with a muffled groan; his companions lift the dead body and 

toss it into the deep sea. Then everything disappears like a recollected nightmare, and one cannot be sure if 

those were living men or just apparitions; as before, the calm sea laps against the granite steps, and a 

melancholy love song can be heard in the distance. 

This description clearly divides the piece into three sections, and it seems to me that the ñgrowing din of mad, wild 

voicesò and so forth would correspond to the tempesta section that Goldberg identifies. KleczyŒskiôs ñeverythingò 

would merely refer to this tempesta section, rather than the entire piece. 
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retrospectively conceive the preceding music as a dreamlike experience, but also because she 

suggests that the very experience of listening to this piece is like a dream. Indeed, a number of 

Chopinôs contemporaries have reported having dreamlike experiences while listening to his music. 

For one, Schumann responded to Chopinôs playing of his Etude in A-flat major, op. 25 no. 1, thus: 

ñAnd when the etude was ended, we felt as though we had seen a radiant picture in a dream which, 

half awake, we ached to recoverò.114 As for what induced this dreamlike experience, Schumann 

seemed to be responding to a pianistic effect, the ethereal dreaminess of which he captures with a 

technological metaphor that, paradoxically, gives voice to nature: the Aeolian harp.115 But the most 

radical claim is Sikorskiôs, who asserts that almost any piece of Chopinôs exudes a dreamy aura 

that seemingly bypasses any mediation on the part of a performer or an instrument:  

Fantasy in disarray leads us, in unfathomable phrases, as if in a dream from object to object, 

from thought to thought. And as in a dream we succumb to a force, incomprehensible to us 

when awake, that, binding that which never is bound, shows the interweaving of all things: 

Thus captivated by Chopinôs dream, despite the resistance of our vigilant senses, we follow 

him across the depths and the heights; yielding to the magical sway, we comprehend the 

logic of feelings, we understand the fantasy turned into reality. After the magical notes fade 

away, we still dream in the same direction, and struggling to break free from the power of 

the mysterious world to which the poet has subjected us, we ask, upon waking, whether it 

was a dream or reality?é Nearly every work of Chopinôs exerts the same, or similar, 

influence over us, particularly since it is impossible to break free of it; one must believe its 

evidence, or at least yield to it, even when putting up resistance.116 

Itôs by taking reports of such experiences in earnest that we open up an analytical space for music 

and dreamlike experiences that stretches beyond the interpretation of a given passage of music as 

 
114 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 69. 

115 For a discussion about how this piece might be related to the Aeolian harp both as a mechanical device and as a 

cultural symbol, see Roger Moseleyôs article ñChopinôs Aliases,ò 19th-Century Music 42, no. 1 (July 2018): 12ï15. 

116 Quoted and translated in Halina Goldberg, ñJ·zef Sikorskiôs óRecollection of Chopinô: The Earliest Essay on 

Chopin and His Music,ò in Chopin and His World, trans. John Comber (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2017), 70. 
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representing, resembling, or recalling a dream. Iôll discuss such reports and their implicit 

phenomenological stance in the next chapter. 

Meaning 

Of course, deeming a passage or a piece of music to be dreamy or dreamlike is merely the first 

step in an interpretation. As Iôve said, it would be impossible to enumerate all the possible ways 

in which one might interpret music, even with the constraint that the interpretation is somehow 

tied to dreaming. I skip those interpretations that come across as too capricious, those that are far 

more indicative of the readerôs individual proclivities than they are of a diachronic, cross-cultural 

dialogue. Neither shall I discuss meanings that are too unspecific, such as Andrew Davisô 

contention that, when we hear the S2 music abruptly interrupting the development, we are ñinvited 

to imagine a narrator dreaming of the lost Arcadian ideal, all the while struggling to overcome 

continuing doubts about its viability.ò117 Instead, I explore three historical, sociocultural contexts 

that have influenced criticism on Chopin even today, which are German idealism, sentimentality 

and femininity, and Polish Romantic messianism and nationalism. 

 

Itôs impossible to separate biography from the Romanticsô conception of an artist, so allow me to 

start with the man himself. While Iôve said that only a handful of Chopinôs pieces were directly 

associated with a dream or dreamlike episode experienced by the Pole, Chopinôs proneness to 

 
117 By ñArcadia,ò Davis refers to a trope, one especially prevalent in English and German Romantic art, whereby some 

simpler, more innocent, venerated, and ñalways intentionally fictitiousò time or place provides an escape from some 

flawed site or state of being in the here and now; as such, the term is best understood as a generalized abstraction 

rather than as some specific prelapsarian environment or scene. Andrew Davis, Sonata Fragments: Romantic 

Narrative in Chopin, Schumann, and Brahms (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2017), 21. In fact, Davis is 

aware of one hermeneutic strategy that I discuss in this chapter, that which has to do with Polish nationalism, although 

he is rather more cautious about indulging in ñsuch extramusical specificity,ò preferring instead to regard music as a 

narrative of expressive states ñwith or without direct reference to historical or other tales.ò See Davis, ñChopin and 

the Romantic Sonata,ò 283n and 286n.  
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bouts of dreaminess was well known to his circle of associates. As early as 1831, Chopin noted 

his developing detachment from his surroundings, as he would report in a letter: ñAnd I laugh, I 

laugh, but in my soul, just as I write this, some terrible presentiment befalls me. It seems to me a 

dream, a daze, that I am with you and dreaming what I hear.ò118 In that same year, Chopin would 

later bemoan how he had the impression that some of his own recollections were dreams, and so 

he could give ñno credence to that which actually occurredò.119 His dreams and phantasms would 

become ever more terrifying; famously, the trauma of Warsaw being recaptured by the Russian 

army during the dénouement of the November Uprising (1830ï31) led Chopin to experience a 

series of morbid visions. Some of these were recorded in the so-called Stuttgart diary: In a moment 

of numbed detachment, Chopin saw himself both as a corpse and as a specter watching that same 

corpse.120 Such confessions from the composer are perhaps why the Polish literary scholar Ryszard 

Przybylski mused that, ñat the age of barely twenty, Chopin began to depart the worldðinto 

dreams.ò121 This sort of dissociation did not subside in Chopinôs later life. In a letter to Julian 

Fontana, a close friend and occasional amanuensis, Chopin wrote wistfully: ñIf you outlive me, 

you will know whether to believe in dreams; a few years ago, I dreamed of other things, but my 

dreams did not come true. And now I dream awake; dream and wake up scorched (szağki-opağki), 

as they say; which is why I write you such rubbish.ò122 Another letter betrays how his 

 
118 Letter from Chopin to Jan MatuszyŒski, dated January 1, 1831. Quoted and translated in Ryszard Przybylski, A 

Swallowôs Shadow: An Essay on Chopinôs Thoughts (Warszawa: The Fryderyk Chopin Institute, 2011), 205. 

119 Letter from Chopin to Norbert Alfons Kuminski, dated November 18, 1831. Quoted and translated in Przybylski, 

A Swallowôs Shadow, 204. 

120 Ewelina Boczkowska sees this as Chopin identifying himself with his fallen countrymen. Ewelina Boczkowska, 

ñChopinôs Ghosts,ò 19th-Century Music 35, no. 3 (March 2012): 207. 

121 Przybylski, A Swallowôs Shadow, 203. 

122 Letter from Chopin to Julian Fontana, dated 11 August, 1841. Quoted and translated in E. L. Voynich, trans., 

Chopinôs Letters (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1931), 231. 
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homesickness resulted in the spatial and temporal bifurcation of his consciousness: ñIôve got one 

foot always with you, with the other in the adjacent room where the Lady of the House is 

workingðyet [Iôm] not at home at the moment, only as usual in some bizarre space. These must 

be the espaces imaginaires.ò123 

 To appreciate just how much of Chopinôs dreamy personality, as intimated through his 

private correspondence, is echoed in the reception of his public persona as a pianist and as a 

composer, I quote the following descriptions of him at the piano. The first is by Schumann: 

It was already an unforgettable picture to see him sitting at the piano like a clairvoyant, lost 

in his dreams; to see how his vision communicated itself through his playing, and how, at 

the end of each piece, he had the sad habit of running one finger [glissando] over the length 

of the plaintive keyboard, as though to tear himself forcibly away from his dream.124 

Chopin, it seemed, had to resort to a physical gesture to extricate himself from the musical worlds 

he spun with his fingers; as Roger Moseley puts it, the glissando ñperformed the liminal function 

of cleaving the realms of the artistic and the mundane by brusquely wiping the keyboardôs ivory 

slate clean.ò125  

Schumannôs observation would find an echo in the early twentieth-century. Writing for the 

Journal des débats politiques et littéraires in 1934, Albert Déchelette, an industrialist with a keen 

interest in the arts, cites his own acquaintanceship with Emile Gaillard (1821ï1902), a banker, 

friend, and pupil of Chopin, when he insists that: 

Chopin never flattened his piano, and yet, under his fingers, everything came out 

wonderfully. While his left hand played a beautiful song, straight from the heart, his right 

hand would seem casually to unfold a magnificent lacework of sound. Virtuosity 

disappeared behind the emotion; one was less dazzled than moved. He appeared to caress 

the keyboard, while his sensitive and grieving soul rose and wandered freely among us. 

 
123 Letter from Chopin to his family, dated Quoted and translated in Halina Goldberg, ñNationalizing the Kujawiak 

and Constructions of Nostalgia in Chopinôs Mazurkas,ò 19th-Century Music 39, no. 3 (March 1, 2016): 239. 

124 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 269. 

125 Moseley, ñChopinôs Aliases,ò 24. 
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When he finished playing a Nocturne one wished only to be quiet so that the enchantment 

should not be broken. He himself, on finishing a piece, would often stay sitting at the 

keyboard in silence, pursuing a dream of his own.126 

Note the association between the nocturne and dreams, which Iôve mentioned is part of a tendency 

to describe the nocturne in poetically evocative terms, one which originated in the German-

speaking lands in the 1830s. There is, in fact, good reason why Schumannôs portrait of Chopinôs 

dreaminess would find currency in France about a hundred years after, but before I can explain 

why, I would first need to return to German Romanticism.  

The image of Chopin as being lost in the music plays into German Idealist notions about 

the arts as being endowed with the capacity to give expression to the ñabsolute,ò127 which is the 

ñ(supposed) unconditional reality which is either the spiritual ground of all being or the whole of 

things considered as a spiritual unity.ò128 Halina Goldberg asserts that the early German Romantics 

elevated poetry and music, in particular, to a metaphysical status;129 on the other hand, dreams, 

reveries, and other ñborderline phenomena,ò such as clairvoyance, also held particular significance 

for these early German Romantics because, for them, these are the moments ñwhen forces of life 

are in repose, when the boundaries between matter and spirit are blurred.ò130 (The nineteenth-

century German poet Heinrich Heine reported that G. W. F. Hegel, the most influential absolute 

idealist bar none, once casually remarked to him that, ñif one were to write down all the dreams 

that people in a particular period had, then there would arise out of a reading of these collected 

 
126 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 276. 

127 Frederick C. Beiser, The Romantic Imperative: The Concept of Early German Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2006), 73. 

128 T.L.S. Sprigge, ñThe Absolute,ò in The Shorter Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Craig (New 

York: Routledge, 2005), 2. 

129 Goldberg, Chopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes, 27. 

130 Hughes, Romantic German Literature, 16. 
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dreams a wholly accurate picture of the spirit of that period.ò)131 It would seem that these two 

vistas of metaphysical truthðmusic on the one hand, and dreams on the otherðcoincide in these 

reports of Chopin at the piano. In fact, as Dana Gooley points out, contemporary accounts of 

Chopinôs pianistic style paint it as a material and bodily practice that strives to erase materiality 

and corporeality at the same time; in so doing, these accounts assimilate Chopinôs pianism to a 

prelapsarian moment that unmasks a distinctly immaterial realm. For instance, Józef Brzowski, a 

minor Polish composer, had this to say about a performance by Chopin: 

It is difficult to express just how striking was the bardic inspiration on his countenance. 

His face was pale, his eyes were sparkling, and there was an inwardness about him which 

made one think that he was in a state of hypnotic trance. It was obvious that he was hard at 

work, but the work was all spiritual. The physical mechanism was a mere means to make 

that work apparent.132 

In other words, Chopin embodies a notion of performance without performativity, a notion 

radically out of place with the culture of ñspectacle, skill, and self-promotionò that was in vogue 

in early nineteenth-century France.133 Schumann himself encapsulates this notion elegantly when 

he implores us to imagine, in Chopinôs playing, ñthe perfection, a mastery that seems quite unaware 

of itself.ò134 

 One might say that Schumann and Hector Berlioz were among the most influential of those 

composers who tirelessly worked to align poetry and music, which they did through borrowing 

 
131 Quoted and translated in Terry Pinkard, ñLiberal Rights and Liberal Individualism without Liberalism: Agency 

and Recognition,ò in German Idealism: Contemporary Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2007), 223n. 

132 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 53. 

133 Dana A. Gooley, ñBetween Esprit and Génie: Chopin in the Field of Performance,ò in Chopinôs Musical Worlds: 

The 1840ôs (Warsaw: Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka Chopina, 2007), 144ï45. As for this French culture of self-

promotion, see Paul Metzner, Crescendo of the Virtuoso: Spectacle, Skill, and Self-Promotion in Paris during the Age 

of Revolution, 1999. 

134 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 269. 
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tropes from German Romantic aesthetics. It was Berlioz who recounted the following moment 

with the Polish composer in an unguarded moment in a salon:  

It was ordinarily toward midnight that he delivered himself with the most abandon; when 

the big balloons of the salon had parted, when the political question of the moment had 

been discussed é all perfidies consummated, when one was quite tired of the prose, then, 

obeying the silent wish of some intelligent and beautiful eyes, he became a poet and sang 

of the Ossianic loves of the heroes of his dreams, their chivalric joys, and the sorrows of 

the absent homelandðhis dear Poland, always ready to vanquish yet always felled.ò135 

Berliozôs invocation of Ossian, the supposedly third-century bard whose works were ñtranslatedò 

by the Scottish writer James Macpherson in the 1780s, is intriguing for a number of reasons. 

Berliozô comparison of the Pole to a bardic, narrative poet goes against the grain of the German 

reception of Chopin as a spontaneous-generative, lyric poet; the further allusion to Chopinôs 

nationalism reflects how Ossian and his poetry were reinterpreted as a symbol for nationhood 

throughout the German-speaking lands, Scandinavia,136 and, indeed, Poland itself.137 Yet the 

seeming gravity of patriotic duty invested in Chopin through this reference to Ossian is at odds 

with this scene of late stragglers at the salon and its atmosphere of intimacy (ñobeying the silent 

wish of some intelligent and beautiful eyesò). Gooley suggests that Berliozô description ñalmost 

certainly derivesò from Ingresô painting, Le Songe dôOssian (1813); in that painting, phantoms of 

armed warriors and their hover above the resting bard.138 So, it would seem that Berliozô effusion 

about Chopinôs playing draws on the German-derived aesthetics of poetic inwardness, dreaminess, 

 
135 Quoted and translated in Gooley, ñBetween Esprit and Génie,ò 148; translation amended by me, with additional 

text from the following: ñé il devenait poète et chantait les amours ossianiques des héros de ses rêves, leurs joies 

chevaleresques et les douleurs de la patrie absente, sa chère Pologne toujours prête à vaincre et toujours abattue.ò 

Hector Berlioz, Cauchemars et passions, ed. Gérard Condé (Paris: J.C. Lattès, 1981), 145. 

136 Henry Okun, ñOssian in Painting,ò Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 30 (1967): 339ï46. 

137 For a brief overview of the Polesô reception of Ossian, see Nina Taylor-Terlecka, ñOssian in Poland,ò in The 

Reception of Ossian in Europe, ed. Howard Gaskill (London: Thoemmes Continuum, 2004), 240ï58. 

138 Gooley, ñBetween Esprit and Génie,ò 260. 
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and transcendent immateriality. Though German idealism itself was not entirely new to France at 

the time, as aspects of it had been popularized by the philosopher Victor Cousin, among others, in 

the 1820s, Berliozô application of it to music certainly was novel in the context of Paris of the 

1830s and the 1840s.  

 If Berlioz was one such transmitter of German Romantic musical aesthetics to France, 

Heine, who settled in Paris after 1831 and remained there for the rest of his life, was another. 

Though Heine had a complex relationship with both idealism and Romanticism, the following 

extract from the tenth of a collection of letters published as Über die französische Bühne (1840) 

reveals his belief in the metaphysical properties of poetry, music, and dreams: 

[Chopin] is not only a virtuoso but also a poet; he can reveal to us the poetry that lives in 

his soul; he is a composer, and nothing can equal the pleasure he gives us when he sits at 

the piano and improvises. He is then neither Polish nor French nor German: he betrays a 

much higher origin, from the land of Mozart, of Raffael [sic], of Goethe; his true fatherland 

is the dream realm of poetry. When he sits improvising at the piano, I feel as though a 

compatriot from the beloved homeland were visiting me and recounting the most curious 

things which have taken place there during my absenceé139 

In contrast to Berlioz, Heine sought to denationalize Chopin by situating the latterôs true homeland 

in a supranational ñthe dream realm of poetry,ò the irony of co-opting Chopin into a patently 

German conception of poetry as transcendental ether apparently lost on him. Elsewhere, Heine 

rhapsodizes that, ñ[in] the vicinity of Chopin I é sink into the soft unfathomed depths of his music, 

into the sorrowful delights of his creations, as exquisite as they are profound. Chopin is the great 

poet of music.ò140  

 So, during the 1830s and the 1840s, we see a then-novel construction of the poet as 

dreamer, as informed by German Romantic aesthetics, being applied to Chopin in Paris. Within 

 
139 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 284. 

140 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 285. 
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the context of early nineteenth-century France, this actually went against the grain of a rhetorical, 

public-facing image of the poet which had particular force in that time period; indeed, the most 

renowned poets of that time, such as Victor Hugo and Alphonse de Lamartine, were deeply 

engaged in politics and public affairs.141 Gooley suggests that, in the wake of 1830, both 

progressive artists and the nobility could have seen their opposition to the forces of modernity and 

the bourgeois public sphere reflected in this rejection of the rhetorical, public-facing poet, but for 

differing reasons.142 When Décheletteðby means of a student of Chopinðechoes this conception 

of Chopin as the dreamy ñpoet of the pianoò a century later, he adumbrates the trace of an image 

shaped by German Romantic aesthetics that was transplanted into and eventually embraced in 

France in the 1830s and 1840s, even if the historical actors and cultural forces that disseminated 

this imageðand, arguably, the original cultural work done by the imageðhad long since gone.  

Case in point: In the book Le Nocturne: Fauré, Chopin et la nuit, Satie et le matin (1957), 

the twentieth-century French philosopher, Vladimir Jankélévitch, posits that a so-called 

ñmétaphysique de la confusionò underlies the aesthetics of Romantic music, in which the 

boundaries between opposed concepts, such as night and light and existence and nonexistence, are 

blurred.143 This he merges with the previously discussed nexus of associations between Chopin, 

poetry, dreams, and the nocturnal. In so doing, Jankélévitch puts forth an interpretative approach 

to Chopinôs music reliant on certain tropes about Chopin that derive from German Romantic 

aesthetics, but without taking into account the historical contexts surrounding the migration of 

these tropes into France.  

 
141 Gooley, ñBetween Esprit and Génie,ò 261. 

142 Gooley, ñBetween Esprit and Génie,ò 262ï68. 

143 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Le Nocturne: Fauré, Chopin et la nuit, Satie et le matin (Paris: Albin Michel, 1957). 
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 Letôs return to the nineteenth century. While it was only in the 1830s that the specific 

connections between music, poetry, dreaminess, interiority, and metaphysical transcendence 

discussed above developed in the German-speaking lands, the idea that dreams held extraordinary 

expressive or creative power had been bubbling throughout Western Europe for at least three 

quarters of a century, and this was reflected in the literature of the times. It was in the Gothic 

novels of the late eighteenth-century England where we first find the flourishing of nocturnal 

representations. By the early nineteenth century, English poets such as William Blake, Percy 

Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, William Wordsworth, and the previously mentioned Coleridge were 

writing works in which dreams or dream sequences played a salient role.144 It was commonly 

believed that dreams revealed the powers of oneôs imagination, and dreaming itself was understood 

as a form of poetic inspiration.145  

Likewise, itôs in German and French fantastic literature that we most commonly find 

oneiric topics. The writings of E. T. A. Hoffmann, who was avidly read by Schumann, among 

other composers of the time, are replete with descriptions of dreams. By the late 1820s, 

Hoffmannôs works had made their way into France, where they were taken up by some of the most 

eminent French writers, such as Charles Nodier. Nodier saw fantastic literature as not only a 

literary genre, but ña form of philosophical enquiry that replaced science, rationalism 

and religionò ideal for a generation that felt betrayed by all three and had no choice but follow the 

lead of their imaginations with wild abandon.146 As he writes, it is only in dreams ñcan the universe 

 
144 Jennifer Ford, Coleridge on Dreaming: Romanticism, Dreams, and the Medical Imagination, 1997; and Douglas 

B. Wilson, The Romantic Dream: Wordsworth and the Poetics of the Unconscious (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1993). 

145 Ford, Coleridge on Dreaming, 9. 

146 Matthew Gibson, The Fantastic and European Gothic: History, Literature and the French Revolution (Cardiff: 

University of Wales Press, 2013), 4. 
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of imagination be mapped. The universe of sense-perception is infinitely small.ò147 In the works 

of Nodier, along with other French writers such as Théophile Gautier, Honoré de Balzac, Charles 

Baudelaire, Gérard de Nerval, and the previously mentioned Victor Hugo (this despite his public 

image as a rhetorical, public-facing poet), the topic of dreaming is a recurring motif in their works, 

for they held dreaming to be not just as important, but possibly of even greater worth than waking 

consciousness.148 Even before them, however, Jean-Jacques Rousseau had commented, in the 

Confessions, on how one might transcend the senses while dreaming, and Goldberg postulates that 

Rousseauôs comment influenced the proliferation of the dream topos in French literature.149 

 The idea that the world of dreams, on account of its liminality, served as a window into the 

otherworldly was also current in Chopinôs circles, both Polish and French. Among the Polish 

writers who took this theme up are not only the so-called ñThree Bardsò of Polish Romantic 

literatureðfor instance, in Adam Mickiewiczô Dziady [Forefatherôs Eve] (1823 and 1832), 

Zygmunt KrasiŒskiôs Nie-boska Komedia [The Un-Divine Comedy] (1833), and Juliusz 

Slowackiôs Balladyna (1839)ðbut also his friends Stefan Witwicki (Edmund, 1829) and Seweryn 

GoszczyŒski (The Castle of Kaniów, 1828). And it was Chopinôs friend, Maurycy Mochnacki, who 

aided in the transmission of concepts taken from early German Romanticism, in particular artôs 

relationship to altered states of consciousness,150 to the major Polish cultural centers, where they 

 
147 Quoted and translated in Tony James, Dream, Creativity, and Madness in Nineteenth-Century France (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1995), 51. 

148 James, Dream, Creativity, and Madness in Nineteenth-Century France, 9. 

149 Goldberg, Chopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes, 25. 

150 Mochnackiôs interest lay specifically in animal magnetism, but both dreaming and animal magnetism wouldôve 

been viewed as kinds of borderline phenomena at that time. Note that writers of this time period wouldôve generally 

considered dreaming to be unconscious states of mind, though this conception is incompatible with the framework of 

dreaming that I laid out at the start of this chapter. 
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were reframed in specifically Polish terms.151 As for the years after Chopinôs self-exile to Paris, 

Chopin continued to mingle with the Polish poets who ended up in Paris, and he would also have 

crossed paths with the French literary elite, including the previously mentioned Balzac, Lamartine, 

Hugo, and Nodier. As a matter of fact, Chopinôs one-time lover, the author George Sand, would 

frequently incorporate scenes that are centered on dreams and visions into her work, such as her 

novel Consuelo (1842ï43). In a number of her narratives, Sand draws specific attention to the link 

between music and the fantastic, between music and dreaming, and between music and the ideal; 

one such example is her Histoire dôun r°veur (1830), an overlooked fantastic story heavily 

influenced by E. T. A. Hoffmann, in which Sand lays out an artistic argument for music and dreams 

as the bridge between the realms of the real and the ideal.152 

 How might these contexts be brought to bear on the interpretation of Chopinôs music as 

dreamy or dreamlike? I quote the following reading of Chopinôs Polonaise in F-sharp Minor, op. 

44, in Franz Lisztôs monograph on Chopin:153 

The Grand Polonaise in F Sharp Minor must be ranked among Chopinôs most vigorous 

conceptions. In it he inserted a mazurka, an innovation that might have made this wonderful 

utterance a ballroom success had he not driven frivolity away with a strange fantastic 

gloom. This work may be read as a tale, in which the first gray glimmerings of a winter 

dawn give way to the story of a dream after a sleepless night, a dream-poem in which 

impressions and objects succeed each other with strange incoherencies and transitions that 

recall Byronôs poem A Dream: 

 Dreams in their development have breath, 

 And tears, and tortures, and the touch of Joy; 

They leave a weight upon our waking thoughts, é 

And look like heralds of Eternity. 

 
151 Goldberg, Chopinôs Oneiric Soundscapes, 32ï33. 

152 For a discussion of Histoire dôun rêveur, refer to David A. Powell, While the Music Lasts: The Representation of 

Music in the Works of George Sand (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2001), 195ï205 

153 Translated in Meirion Hughes, trans., Lisztôs Chopin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2010), 74ï75. F. 

Chopin was a collaborative effort between Liszt and Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, but the precise extent of her 

involvement remains unclear. 
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The principal theme is a sinister melody, suggestive of the hour that precedes a hurricane 

as frustrated, defiant exclamations are hurled at the elements. The insistent return of the 

tonic at the beginning of each bar is reminiscent of volleys of cannon fire in some fierce 

and distant battle, and thereafter in bar after bar unusual harmonies unfold. Even in the 

works of the greatest masters we know of no effect as striking as this section, which is 

suddenly interrupted by a pastoral scene, an idyllic mazurka, full of the scent of lavender 

and sweet marjoram. Yet far from erasing the memory of the earlier sorrow, the mazurka 

intensifies, by bitter and ironic contrast, the painful emotions of the listener, to the extent 

that when the principal theme returns him to the spectacle of the fateful battle, he is freed 

from the troubling contrast with a naïve and inglorious happiness! Like a dream, this 

improvisation ends with a dismal shudder, leaving the soul with a single dominant 

impression.154 

Here, Liszt decribes the piece in terms of two dream-related literary representations. In the first 

case, he comes up with a program in which an atmospheric scene segues into a dream narrative 

(ñthe first gray glimmerings of a winter dawn give way to the story of a dream after a sleepless 

nightò). Of course, Liszt is engaging in a descriptive practice that was popularized by Adolf 

Bernhard Marx, among others, and which he would soon defend in a long essay that was published 

serially in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in 1855,155 though musicologists today are more likely to 

read a piece of music in light of a pre-existing narrative than to compose a programmatic 

description of a piece.156 As for the second, Liszt freely quotes from the first canto of Byronôs 

poem, ñThe Dreamò (1816). In that poem, the first canto precedes a dream narrative in verse, and 

it serves in effect as a manifesto expressing Romantic beliefs about dreams: that there is continuity 

between dreams and the waking world, that they have a profound effect on the dreamerôs daily 

 
154 Translated in Meirion Hughes, trans., Lisztôs Chopin, 74ï75. 

155 For a discussion of Liszt and program music, see Mark Evan Bondsô book Absolute Music: The History of an Idea 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 210ï18. 

156 For example, see Peter Pesicôs reading of the first movement on Schubertôs Piano Sonata in B-flat major, D. 960, 

in terms of a brief work of prose by the composer entitled ñMy Dreamò in his article, ñSchubertôs Dream,ò 19th-

Century Music 23, no. 2 (Fall 1999): 136ï44. 
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life, and that dreams are analogous to poetic creation.157 In quoting these specific lines from ñThe 

Dream,ò Liszt draws attention not only to the interplay between dreams and waking consciousness 

(ñAnd they leave a weight upon our waking thoughtsò) and how dreams might offer a glimpse of 

temporal spaces radically different from waking reality (ñAnd look like heralds of Eternityò), but 

also Byronôs organicist language about the generative potential of dreams (ñDreams in their 

development have breathò) and how one might experience intense emotions while dreaming (ñAnd 

tears, and tortures, and the touch of Joyò). 

 What impelled Liszt to turn to the oneiric for an explanation? Liszt seems to find the central 

section bafflingly incongruous with the rest of the piece. As he makes clear, this mazurka-topic 

section wouldôve been a ñballroom successò were it not for the pallor that the overall tragic mood 

of the piece casts on it. On the other hand, the polonaise theme strikes a martial tone for Liszt, the 

resounding tonic harmonies on the downbeat of each measure recalling ñvolleys of cannon fire in 

some fierce and unusual battleò (Example 4.6). Liszt hints at the startling (mediant-related) 

harmonic and melodic shifts, perhaps, when he goes on to say that ñthereafter in bar after bar 

unusual harmonies unfoldò (Example 4.7). In fact, even without the mazurka, his observation that 

ñimpressions and objects succeed each other with strange incoherencies and transitionsò 

(foreshadowing Deleuzeôs ña becoming which can by right continue to infinityò) remains spot on; 

just before the militaristic atmosphere dissolves into the calmer mazurka, we hear an extensive 

interlude with a percussive effect resembling a snare drum; as Rosen notes, the unyielding 

repetition of note and rhythm has a hypnotic effect (Example 4.8).158 Though Liszt does not 

 
157 Christopher John Murray, ed., Encyclopedia of the Romantic Era, 1760-1850 (New York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2004), 

294. Murray phrases the first as ñdreams represent the waking world,ò but I respectfully disagree with this formulation, 

which is patently not applicable to the many examples we have of fantastic dreams in Romantic literature. 

158 Rosen, The Romantic Generation, 293. 
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comment on it, this interlude, as an additive construction, disturbs the overall ternary organization 

of the piece. Itôs perhaps in light of all the above disruptions of convention that Liszt claims that 

the overall impression of the music is that of an improvisation, which he considers homologous to 

dreams in structure (ñLike a dream, this improvisation ends with a dismal shudder, leaving the 

soul with a single dominant impressionò). Small wonder, then, that Chopin himself saw more 

fantasy than polonaise in op. 44.159 

 

Example 4.6: Introd uction and polonaise theme in Fryderyk Chopinôs Polonaise in F-sharp Minor, 

op. 44.160 

 
159 Chopin describes op. 44 in a letter to Julian Fontana dated August 24, 1841 thus: ñIôm offering [Pietro Mechetti, 

Chopinôs publisher in Vienna] a new manuscript (of the polonaise genre, but itôs more of a fantasy).ò (Proponujň mu 

nowy manuskrypt [rodzaj poloneza, ale to wiňcej fantazja.]) Fryderyk Chopin, Korespondencja Fryderyka Chopina, 

ed. Bronisğaw Edward Sydow, (Warsaw: PaŒstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1955), 2:32. 

160 Fryderyk Chopin, Friedrich Chopinôs Werke, ed. Woldemar Bargiel, vol. 5, Polonaisen (Leipzig: Breitkopf & 

Härtel, 1880), 20. 
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Example 4.7: Harmonic and thematic shift in Chopinôs op. 44.161 

One corollary of Lisztôs reading is that he doesnôt view the turn to the mazurka as a retreat 

into a dream world, but an episode within a dream narrative. As he puts it, the monophonic section 

that opens the piece frames the dream narrative, which encompasses everything else (ñthe first 

gray glimmerings of a winter dawn give way to the story of a dream after a sleepless nightò), 

though he doesnôt account for when this framing section reappears just before the return of the 

polonaise theme. The mazurka, which for him bears the connotations of the pastoral and the 

idyllicðredolent ñof lavender and sweet marjoram,ò as he puts itðrepresents not a retreat into an 

ideal, interior world, but a troubling deception that ñintensifies, by bitter and ironic contrast,ò the 

ñpainful emotionsò inflicted by the grave tenor of the main theme. Perversely, itôs only when the 

bucolic spell of the mazurka ends and one returns to the that one finds relief, that everything is as 

it should be (the listener is ñfreed from the troubling contrast with a naµve and inglorious 

happinessò). The promise of Arcadia, as it turns out, is a lie. In this way, Lisztôs ironically plants 

 
161 E.g., Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:21. 
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the seeds of doubt in the ethical values of German Romanticism all while working within its 

epistemological framework. 

 

Example 4.8: ñSnare drumò passage in Chopinôs op. 44.162 

 

Example 4.9: Mazurka section in Chopinôs op. 44.163  

 
162 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:24. 

163 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:26. 
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Lisztôs formulation also points to the fact that dreamers have the capacity to think about 

the world in which they find themselves immersed in and, indeed, of themselves, while not 

necessarily being lucid. Whatôs remarkable is how the dreamer-listener retains a stable sense of 

self throughout the entire dream narrative: So convincing is the virtual reality of the ñspectacle of 

the fateful battle,ò seemingly conjured by an aural stimulus, that not even a hundred twenty-odd 

measures of floral scented mazurka could shake that deception off the dreamer-listener. 

 

Weôve seen how the trope of dreaming in the nineteenth-century reception of Chopinôs music may 

be understood in the context of how certain ideas about dreaming from European Romantic art and 

literature more broadly and German idealism in particular were transplanted into German musical 

aesthetics; such oneiric notions about Chopinôs music would soon spread to the other cultural 

centers of the time, where they would interact with previously established Romantic discourses 

about dreaming. Alongside this, however, there was also a tendency to associate this dreaminess 

with sentimentality and the feminine, which I noted was evident even as early as Finkôs reviews 

of Chopinôs nocturnes in the 1830s. Andreas Ballstaedt points out that this topos of ñimpassioned 

dreamingò in Chopin was intertwined with an image of Chopin as a ñsalon composerò that soon 

dominated the German-speaking lands, albeit with a few notable exceptions.164 While the terms 

ñsalonò and ñsalon musicò are slippery and evade attempts at watertight definitions that hold 

independently of the contexts in which these terms are used. In the German regions, and by the 

second half of the nineteenth century, the ñsalonò came to be understood as a French (i.e., foreign) 

 
164 See Andreas Ballstaedtôs book chapter, ñChopin as óSalon Composerô in Nineteenth-Century German Criticism,ò 

in Chopin Studies. II, ed. John Rink and Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 18ï34; and 

Derek Carewôs book chapter ñVictorian Attitudes to Chopin,ò in The Cambridge Companion to Chopin, ed. Jim 

Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 222ï45. One notable voice who resisted this image was 

Hugo Riemann, who categorically refused to apply the salon music label to Chopinôs music. Ballstaedt, 33. 
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phenomenon, the province of the socially aspiring petit bourgeoisie, in which the feminine held 

sway and which encouraged an atmosphere of superficiality and conceit, of sensitivity and 

timidity.165 As the salon was seen as a retreat from the world that fostered inward contemplation, 

notions of dreaminess were very much at home in the salon. At the same time, ñsalon musicò was 

understood as virtuosic piano music that sounds difficult to play but lies within the grasp of the 

moderately skilled amateurðas Schumann characterized salon music, it was a ñmixture of 

sentimentality and pianistic passagework.ò166 Functionally, salon music served as light-hearted 

entertainment; the fact that many amateurs were also women underscored the domesticity of this 

type of music.167 

So, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when it came to Chopinôs music, 

certain genres or works were time and time again associated with the salon, above all his nocturnes, 

and so the dreaminess of the nocturnes came to be often read as feminine. (To be clear, this is not 

to say that there was some sort of consensus that dreaming, as a general phenomenon, was 

understood as feminine or effeminate in nineteenth-century Western Europe.) Yet, as Iôve noted, 

the nocturne had been painted as feminine by figures such as Fink as early as the 1830s, though 

Fink, in contrary to the later usage of the trope, appears to be defending or even extolling the 

nocturnes for their appeal to the feminine. While itôs true that, even in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, women were already far and away the primary consumers of piano music,168 that doesnôt 

 
165 Ballstaedt, ñChopin as óSalon Composer,ôò 21ï26. 

166 Quoted and translated in Ballstaedt, ñChopin as óSalon Composer,ò 28. 

167 At this time, there existed taboos concerning the suitability of certain instruments for the respective genders. In 

Britain, specifically, women were thought of as unsuited to the flute, the violin, or the cello; contrarily, the harp and, 

above all, the piano were for them. This led to a situation where most of the professional pianists were men, but the 

amateurs were women by and large. Carew, ñVictorian Attitudes to Chopin,ò 223. 

168 Jeffrey Kallberg, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table,ò 106ï7. 
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explain why it was only certain genres in Chopinôs oeuvre that were typically devalued as 

feminine. Jeffrey Kallberg suggests that the nocturnesô brevity and ornateness played into the 

feminine gendering of artistic detail, a notion that stretched as far back in time as Aristotle in 

Western aesthetics and that was still current in nineteenth-century Europe.169 (Indeed, this ñcritical 

solecismò of Chopin as a miniaturist is so entrenched in Chopin criticism that, even in 1995, the 

British musicologist Derek Carew could complain of its persistence.)170 Whatever the case may 

be, this feminine gendering of the nocturnes went hand-in-hand with the German reception of the 

nocturnes as salon music, and the devaluation of Chopinôs nocturnes as feminine grew into an 

almost obsessive preoccupation on the part of male critics by the second half of the nineteenth 

century, both in the German regions and beyond.171 

Over in Victorian Britain, where the parallel to salon music was music for the drawing-

room, the nocturnes, together with the preludes and some of the waltzes, polonaises, and mazurkas, 

were also among the most popular of his pieces for domestic use. As in the German regions, the 

nocturnes were associated with femininity and thus disparaged. Frederick Niecks, a German 

scholar of Chopin who resided in Scotland for most of his life, bemoaned in his groundbreaking 

biography of Chopin (published in 1888) that: 

Among Chopin's nocturnes some of his most popular works are to be found. Nay, the most 

widely prevailing idea of his character as a man and musician seems to have been derived 

from them. But the idea thus formed is an erroneous one; these dulcet, effeminate 

compositions illustrate only one side of the master's character, and by no means the best or 

most interesting.172 

 
169 Kallberg, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table,ò 107ï10. 

170 Carew, ñVictorian Attitudes to Chopin,ò 228. 

171 Kallberg, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table,ò 110ï13. 

172 Kallberg, ñThe Harmony of the Tea Table,ò 111. 
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As Niecks notes, Chopinôs nocturnes were among his most popular, especially for the purpose of 

domestic music-making. Their popularity may have, in part, spurred William Henry Hadow, a 

musicologist who oversaw some influential educational reforms in Britain, to characterize the 

composer as being ñpreoccupied with the fairyland of his own creationsò; as for the music, he calls 

it ñethereal, unearthly, enchanted, an echo from the melodies of Kubla Khan.ò173 (Kubla Khan, of 

course, is Coleridgeôs poem, which he allegedly composed in a dream while being under the 

influence of opium.) And, tellingly, one ñJohn Oldò rhapsodizes about ñthose delicious nocturnes 

that launch one into a dream of fairylandò in his letter to the editor of the Monthly Musical Record 

in the issue published March 1875.174  

 One particularly striking example of a recurrent point of comparison to a supernatural 

figure in reviews of Chopin and his music is Queen Mab, a fairy figure that is first referred to in 

William Shakespeareôs Romeo and Juliet. Mercutio, a supporting character in the play, delivers a 

speech on her in the first act. There, he describes her as ñthe fairiesô midwifeò; with her chariot 

ñdrawn with a team of little atomi over menôs noses as they lie asleep,ò Mab infuses courtiers, 

lawyers, ladies, parsons, and soldiers with dreams of romance, material gain, and combat.175 In a 

review of Chopinôs recital of February 1848 at the ñsalons de Pleyelò in Paris published in the 

Revue et Gazette musicale de Paris, the anonymous reviewer, who also refers to Chopin as the 

ñAriel of pianistsò and a ñsylph,ò had this to say: 

It is easier to recount the reception he received and the delirium he aroused than to describe, 

analyze, and reveal the mysteries of a performance that has no equal in our earthly realm. 

Even if we possessed that pen which traced the delightful marvels of Queen Mab é it 

 
173 William Henry Hadow, Studies in Modern Music: Second Series (Chopin, Dvorak and Brahms) (London: Seeley 

and Co. Limited, 1895), 169. 

174 John Old, ñCorrespondence,ò Monthly Musical Record, March 1, 1875, 38. The name may well be a pseudonym. 

175 William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, ed. René Weis (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012), 161ï64. 
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would still be impossible to give an accurate impression of such a talentðone so ideal that 

it hardly seems to belong to the crass world of material things.176 

The character of Queen Mab appears again in an obituary in 1849, published also in the Revue et 

Gazette musicale: 

Perhaps never has any artist more than [Chopin] had a physique that corresponded to his 

talent. A frail as he was in body, was he delicate in style: A bit more, he evaporated into 

the impalpable and imperceptible. His manner of playing the piano resembled no oneôs: It 

necessarily disappeared in a vast hall; within reach of a confidant, it was something 

deliciousé If Queen Mab had ever wanted to pass herself off as a pianist, it is assuredly 

Chopin she would have chosen, and only the divine pen that described the fantastic retinue 

of the dream fairy could analyze the complicated, infinite, and yet-as-light-as-lace tangle 

of that phrase charged with notes, in the folds of which the composer always enveloped his 

ideas.177 

A similar association pervades Niecksô commentary on the Berceuse op. 57: ñThis melody is 

dissolved into all kinds of fioriture, colorature, and other trickeries, and they are of such fineness, 

subtlety, loveliness, and gracefulness, that one is reminded of Queen Mab.ò178 It seems that these 

commenters heard both Chopinôs performance style and his penchant for melodic ornamentation 

as signifiers for not just the otherworldly, but a specific fairy whose explicit role is to animate with 

dreams the sleep of men. 

 These otherworldly tropes, moreover, are inseparable from the gendered discourse on 

Chopin. Kallberg argues that these otherworldly metaphors were engaged in a network of unstable 

meanings involving sex and gender, and they helped craft an image of Chopin as an androgynous, 

hermaphroditic, effeminate, and/or pathological being.179 As he explains, though most literary 

elves, fairies, and sprites have determinate sexual identities, their infantilization goes hand-in-hand 

 
176 Quoted and translated in the chapter ñSmall Fairy Voicesò in Jeffrey Kallbergôs book, Chopin at the Boundaries: 

Sex, History and Musical Genre (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 65. 

177 Quoted and translated in Kallberg, ñSmall Fairy Voices,ò 66. 

178 Niecks, Frederick Chopin as a Man and Musician, 2:267. 

179 See Kallberg, "Small Fairy Voices.ò 
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with the increasing sexualization of childhood from the later eighteenth century onward, as 

Michael Foucault has observed.180 Because of this, children were at once thought to be pure of sex 

(and hence to a degree asexual) yet utterly possessed by it, which would explain the endless tirades 

against masturbation and other forms of precocious sexual activity. To label an adult male a fairy 

or an elf in the 1830s and 1840s is to invoke this contradictory position with respect to sex, and, 

toward the last decade of the nineteenth century, the word ñfairyò had come to indicate a 

homosexual man in English.181 In fact, the latent meaning underlying Hadowôs construction of 

Chopinôs ñunearthlyò musical ñfairylandò is made when Hadow rails against Chopinôs ñwant of 

virility é manliness, moral, and intellectualò which ñappears beyond question in his music.ò182 

The curious convergence between the otherworldly and matters pertaining to sex and 

gender might be found in the following passage by Reverend H. R. Haweis, a preacher and writer 

of minor fame, in his surprisingly successful book Music and Morals.183 After touting musicôs 

function as a restorative outlet to remedy what he saw as the monotonous banality in womenôs 

lives (ñmusic comes with a power of relief and a gentle grace of ministration little short of 

supernaturalò),184 he turns to the dreams that music might arouse in them. As Kallberg points out, 

Haweisô prose style is remarkable for its sensuousness:185 

That poor lonely little sorrower, hardly more than a child, who sits dreaming at her piano, 

while her fingers, caressing the deliciously cool ivory keys, glide through a weird nocturne 

 
180 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1978). 

181 Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries, 76ï77. 

182 Hadow, Studies in Modern Music, 155 and 157. 

183 H. R. Haweis, Music and Morals, 6th ed. (London: Daldy, Isbister, & Co., 1875). The bookôs astonishing 

commercial viability is demonstrated by the fact that it went through nineteenth editions before the nineteenth century 

came to an end (it was first published in 1871).  

184 Haweis, Music and Morals, 111. 

185 Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries, 68. 
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of Chopin, is playing no mere study or set piece. Ah! what heavy burden seems lifted up, 

and borne away in the dusk? Her eyes are half closedðher heart is far away; she dreams a 

dream as the long, yellow light fades in the west, and the wet vine-leaves tremble outside 

to the nestling birds; the angel of music has come down; she has poured into his ear the 

tale which she will confide to no one else, and the ñrestless, unsatisfied longingò has 

passed; for one sweet moment the cup of life seems fullðshe raises it to her trembling lips. 

What if it is only a dreamða dream of comfort sent by music? Who will say she is not the 

better for it?186 

While scant in musical detail, Haweisô passage is striking for yet another reason: Here, we get a 

conception of music and dreams other than the usual conceit of music as representing or 

resembling dreams or other dreamlike experiences; the music itself is said to induce dreaming, and 

the experience itself is portrayed as therapeutic in an almost erotic way. And the genre of the music 

matters, tooðas Haweis reminds us, the nocturne is no ñmere study or set piece.ò We may never 

know what it was about the music that possessed Haweis to describe a Chopin nocturne as ñweird,ò 

though Kallberg suggests that this remark be understood in the context of the long history of 

writersô casting the nocturnes as feminine.187 Neither does Haweis go on to say how this 

ñweirdnessò might be conducive to dreaming. One could speculate using the semantic and 

syntactic methods of semiosis Iôve discussed previously, but the relationship between such 

interpretive specificity and the experiences a consumer of music might have is subject to question. 

In the absence of first-hand accounts with an attention to musical detail, reconstructing experiences 

of the sort that Haweis describes would be an impossible task. 

 

The last context that grounds meaning in the interpretations of Chopinôs music in oneiric terms 

that I wish to consider here is how Chopinôs music was heard as nostalgic or prophetic dreams of 

 
186 Haweis, Music and Morals, 111ï12. 

187 Kallberg, Chopin at the Boundaries, 82. 
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the Polish nation. One might broadly categorize hearing Chopinôs music in this context as two 

separate modes of listening. In the first, the listener attends to Chopinôs music in such a way that 

evokes memories of or images about Poland, and this phenomenon is deeply linked to the 

Romantic concept of nostalgia. Halina Goldberg, for instance, suggests that the dreamlike qualities 

of some of Chopinôs mazurkasð such as the profusion of allusions and other compositional 

devices related to reminiscence; auditory distance, as found in echoes or the simultaneous 

presentation of temporally distinct musical languages; disruptions of form and genre; and 

distortions, for example through the blurring of harmoniesðreflect the nostalgic ñbifurcation of 

consciousnessò (recall Chopinôs espaces imaginaires) that characterized Chopinôs experience of 

the self while in exile;188 to judge from some of his listenersô descriptions, Chopinôs constructions 

of nostalgia resonated deeply with them. 

The second entails hearing a piece of music, or even an improvisation, as a narrative 

concerning Polish history and its historical destiny. Ever since the Third Partition of Poland, after 

which Poland ceased to be a sovereign state, a rich tradition of descriptive instrumental music 

depicting historical or allegorical narratives of the Polish nation flourished throughout the 

nineteenth century.189 These pieces were understood as such even when verbal cues were absent 

or redacted because of political censorship, for listeners picked up on these patriotic sentiments by 

attending to musical quotations and topics. While Chopin himself shunned programmatic titles, 

this didnôt stop listeners from hearing some of Chopinôs music as narratives of Polish history. In 

fact, some of the allusions in his music are so clear as to leave little doubt as to his awareness of 

this tradition, as in Chopinôs transformation of Karol KurpiŒskiôs ñLitwinkaò (ñLithuanian Songò), 

 
188 Goldberg, ñNationalizing the Kujawiak,ò 239ï43. 

189 For more on this, see Halina Goldbergôs article ñDescriptive Instrumental Music in Nineteenth-Century Poland: 

Context, Genre, and Performance,ò Journal of Musicological Research 34, no. 3 (July 2015): 224ï48. 
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one of the most significant nineteenth-century patriotic songs, into a funeral march in his Fantasy 

op. 49.190 

Perhaps the most famous and significant literary representation of this musical tradition is 

the Koncert nad koncertami (Concert of Concerts) episode in Mickiewiczô nostalgic epic, Pan 

Tadeusz (1834), which at once poetically represented the pieces in this tradition that predated it 

and inspired later instrumental works. There, the character Jankiel, a Jewish innkeeper, patriot, 

and dulcimer virtuoso, whips up a musical narration of watershed moments in Polish history; while 

some have suggested that Mickiewiczô scene was modeled on the performances of various Jewish 

virtuosi at the time, others have argued that Mickiewiczô might have even been inspired by 

Chopinôs improvisations on patriotic themes such as the DŃbrowski Mazurka, which is presently 

the national anthem of modern Poland.191  

Thereôs more to the character of Jankiel. BoŨena Shallcross argues that itôs during this 

concert that Jankiel undergoes a spiritual transformation into a wieszcz, a Polish term that has no 

single equivalent in English, but it denotes a prophetic bard responsible for guiding his people 

towards some revelation, or to other spiritual and temporal realms.192 The centrality of music to 

the figure of the wieszcz certainly explains why Chopin was occasionally considered to be one.193 

 
190 See Mieczysğaw Tomaszewskiôs essay, ñFantazja f-moll op. 49: Struktura dwoista i drugie dno,ò in Muzyka 

Chopina na nowo odczytana: Studia i interpretacje (Krakow: Akademia Muzyczna w Krakowie, 1996), 73ï93; and 

Halina Goldbergôs essay, ñóRemembering That Tale of Grief,ôò 74ï79. 

191 See Marek DyŨewski, ñFortepian czy cymbal Chopina,ò Ruch muzyczny, December 7, 2010; and Jonathan Bellman, 

Chopinôs Polish Ballade: Op. 38 as Narrative of National Martyrdom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 

123ï31.  

192 BoŨena Shallcross, ñóWondrous Fireô: Adam Mickiewiczôs Pan Tadeusz and the Romantic Improvisation,ò East 

European Politics and Societies 9, no. 3 (September 1, 1995), 523ï33. 

193 For instances of this, see Halina Goldberg, ñóRemembering That Tale of Grief,ôò 84ï86; and Irena Poniatowska, 

ñChopinðczwarty wieszcz,ò in Topos narodowy w muzyce polskiej pierwszej poğowy XIX wieku (Warsaw: Akademia 

Muzyczna im. Fryderyka Chopina, 2006), 257ï74. Traditionally, the three national wieszcze are Mickiewicz, Juliusz 

Sğowacki, and Zygmunt KrasiŒski, though the title of the fourth wieszcz has also been bestowed upon Cyprian Kamil 

Norwid. 
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This perception was established sometime around the 1840s, when Mickiewiczô wholesale 

adoption of religious mysticism began alienating Poles, Chopin included.194 This led Marceli 

Antoni Szulc, author of the first Polish monograph on Chopin, to proclaim Chopin as the new 

wieszcz, his music ñthe voice of the prophet.ò Likewise, the pre-eminent Polish ethnomusicologist 

of the nineteenth century, Oskar Kolberg, considered prophecy to be the defining trait of Chopinôs 

oeuvre.195 Moreover, this reading of Chopin as a wieszcz remained potent early into the twentieth 

century, as this printed announcement for the centennial celebrations (i.e., in 1910) of Chopinôs 

birth in Lwów (present-day Lôviv in Ukraine, then in the Austrian-ruled portion of Poland) 

demonstrates: 

But Fryderyk Chopin is not just a supremely national, but also a supremely traditional, 

popular portrayer of our collective soul. His mistress is that inconsolable mourner of the 

graves of our nationôs knights, that Arc of the Covenant between former and present times, 

the common Song. He sang of the suffering, loving and yearning of millionsðand he has 

the right to enter every Polish heart and to dwell their forever.196 

And, as we shall see, even non-Poles understood the implications of this association of Chopin 

with prophecy and national destiny, if not always in Polish terms.197 To top it all off, Halina 

Goldberg claims that Chopin himself was aware of and accepted this perception of himself, which 

he seemed to intimate in his letters and in his choice of setting KrasiŒskiôs overtly messianic and 

 
194 In Chopinôs own words: ñAre we still returning to our homeland?! Did [Mickiewicz and SobaŒski] go completely 

mad?!ò Quoted and translated in Goldberg, ñóRemembering That Tale of Grief,ôò 62. 

195 All of the above references are from Goldberg, ñóRemembering That Tale of Grief,ôò 82ï84. 

196 Quoted and translated in Magdalena Dziadek, ñOn Collective Forms of the Chopin Cult in Poland during the 

Nineteenth Century,ò Interdisciplinary Studies in Musicology 9 (2010): 162. 

197 The French painter and close associate of Chopinôs, Eugène Delacroix, drew the composer as Dante Alighieri in a 

sketch; Dante was viewed by the Romantics as ña prophetic guide into the unfamiliar regions of imagination and 

mysticism.ò For more on Chopinôs relationship with Delacroix, see John B. Nici, ñDelacroixôs Portrait of Chopin as 

a Surrogate Self-Portrait,ò in The Age of Chopin: Interdisciplinary Inquiries (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press, 2004), 22ï39. 
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politically provocative poem, ñMelodyaò (1847).198 Chopinôs status as a wieszcz reflects the fact 

that his Polish audience, above all, seemed to have understood some of his larger-scale pieces as 

politically-charged narratives that are just as inspirational as, say, the epic poetry of Mickiewicz. 

 Of course, this mode of listening to certain instrumental works as narratives about the 

Polish nation doesnôt automatically entail a dream state. That said, itôs surprising how often the 

trope of dreaming recurs in descriptions involving the above mode, whether on part of the 

performer or the listener. In the Koncert nad koncertami episode, itôs Jankiel, rather than the 

audience, whoôs described as being in a state of mind adjacent to dreaming. Here, the German 

idealist notion of dreaming as poetic inspiration bleeds into Polish messianism. By contrast, the 

audience listens to Jankielôs improvisation with rapt attention; they exclaim when they recognize 

the allusions to patriotic tunes such as the Polonaise of May the Third and the DŃbrowski Mazurka, 

and they eagerly put forth their interpretations of some musical passages as representing certain 

historical events.199 

 Letôs move beyond literary representations of musical narratives of the Polish nation. One 

of the most celebrated examples of patriotic instrumental music, the ñDream-Sequenceò scene 

from J·zef Elsnerôs opera, Kr·l Ğokietek (1818), draws an explicit connection between this mode 

of listening and dreaming. (Elsner was Chopinôs composition teacher at the Warsaw Conservatory, 

and Chopin came to know and admire his teacherôs opera.) While the ñDream-Sequenceò belongs 

 
198 Goldberg, ñóRemembering That Tale of Grief,ôò 85ï86. 

199 As an example, one of Jankielôs listeners cries out ñTargowicaò in response to a harsh moment in Jankielôs playing. 

ñTargowicaò refers to the Targowica Confederation, which was a confederation formed by Polish and Lithuanian 

magnates opposed to the reforms promulgated by the Great Sejm and the last king of the Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, Stanisğaw August Poniatowski. With the backing of the Russian Empress, Catherine II, they fought 

in the PolishïRussian War of 1792, and their victory over the troops loyal to the King precipitated the Second and 

Third Partitions of Poland. It would seem that Jankielôs audience interpreted this discord as symbolizing betrayal. See 

also Goldberg, ñDescriptive Instrumental Music.ò 
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to a different genre than descriptive instrumental works, the ñDream-Sequenceò was conceived as 

a melodrama with visuals and instrumental music only, which accounts for why KurpiŒski, a 

composer who was the director of Warsawôs opera theater and who taught at the Warsaw 

Conservatory while Chopin was studying there, singled out the ñDream-Sequenceò as a prime 

example of the compositional strategies involving melodic and topical allusions that one might use 

to communicate patriotic sentiments.200 Within the context of Elsnerôs opera, the ñDream-

Sequenceò takes place in the second act after one of the operaôs main characters, Hinkon, falls 

asleep. First, he experiences ghoulish nightmares, but these soon give way to a prophetic dream 

that cycles through a number of episodes drawn from five centuries of Polish history and foretells 

the heroes defining these episodes. By quoting the patriotic tunes associated with those figures 

much closer in time to Elsnerôs, Elsner marks their prescient appearances (Kr·l Ğokietek is set in 

the early fourteenth century). 

 So, Elsnerôs ñDream-Sequenceò seems to be in conversation with how Polish Romantics 

regarded dreams as a particularly apt literary or artistic vehicle for the expression of Polish 

nationalistic sentiments. Dreaming can even be transformative in a messianic sense: In the 

prologue of Part III of Mickiewiczô Dziady, the protagonist of this poetic drama, Gustaw, effaces 

his previous identity and symbolically reincarnates himself as Konrad, ñKonradò being an allusion 

to the eponymous hero of Mickiewiczô epic Konrad Wallenrod (1828). This goes some way in 

explaining why descriptions and anecdotes related to this conceit of how certain instrumental 

works are heard as narratives depicting the Polish nation often incorporate dreams. 

 
200 Karol KurpiŒski, ñKarol KurpiŒski on the Musical Expression of Polish National Sentiment,ò in Chopin and His 

World, ed. Jonathan Bellman and Halina Goldberg, trans. John Comber (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2017), 182ï85. 
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Remember that I mentioned that there are two modes of listening involved in this context 

for musical meaning, and one might say that one attends to lyric content in the former and narrative 

in the latter. With Chopin, the association of both modes of listening with dreaming coincides 

poignantly with the composerôs persona, his compositional style, and his status as a wieszcz. Iôll 

start with reports about his improvisations. In his memoirs (1839), Aleksander Jeğowicki, a writer 

and poet whom Chopin befriended in Paris, heard his friendôs improvisations as nostalgic dreams 

of Poland. Jeğowicki recalls that, when the two of them got together and consoled each other in 

their ñshared longingò for their homeland, Chopin would weave ña magic spell on his piano é 

making it sing his poetryò; when Jeğowicki went back to his place, he would ñdream of home, and 

wake up dreaming.ò201 Likewise, Ferdynand Dworzaczek, a renowned doctor who met Chopin in 

Paris sometime after 1835, reports the following nostalgic dreamlike experience as he listened to 

Chopin improvising: 

I was lying on the sofa; I was in ecstasy, listening to him and day-dreaming. All of a sudden, 

his music rang out with a song which went to the heart of my soul é a well-known song 

é a song from the homeland é beloved é from the family home é from childhood years 

é My heart throbbed with yearning, tears sprang to my eyesðI leapt up: ñFryderyczku!ò 

I cried, ñI know that song from the cradle é my mother used to sing it é I have it in my 

soul, and you just played it!ò He looked round with a strange expression. His eyes shone; 

his fingers were moving delicately over the keys; ñYou never heard this tune before!ò he 

declared. ñBut I have it here, here, in my soul!ò I cried, pressing my hand to my breast. 

ñOh!òðhe rose and embraced með"you have just made me indescribably happy, there 

are no words for it! You never knew this song é only its spirit: the spirit of the Polish 

melody! And I am so happy to have been able to grasp and reveal it.ò202 

Both Jeğowicki and Dworzaczek, it would seem, entered a dreamlike state as they listened to 

Chopinôs playing, enraptured by his improvisations. As with Haweisô account of the young lady 

 
201 ñMy soul feels bliss, and that momentary serenity accompanies me on my way home, it is present in my prayers 

and watches over my sleep. Then I dream of home, and wake up dreamingéò Presumably, the two ñhomesò refer to 

Jeğowickiôs lodgings in Paris and Poland, respectively. Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 

54. 

202 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 284. 
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and the ñweird nocturne,ò we donôt get much of a sense of what either of the Poles were responding 

to, musically, so as to fall into this state. Jeğowicki mentions that Chopinôs playing was crammed 

ñfull with sound and voices,ò but unintuitively also describes his music as graceful;203 Dworzaczek 

begins his description already day-dreaming. In the latterôs case, however, his day-dreaming seems 

to alter his experience of the music: Dworzaczek earnestly believed he knew a certain melody 

ñfrom the cradle,ò despite Chopinôs protests to the contrary. (The surfeit of Romantic and 

nationalist tropes in this anecdote does not detract from the plausibility of Dworzaczekôs 

experience.) 

 Such dreamlike experiences, in which Chopinôs music induced nostalgic or patriotic 

sentiments, were not confined to Chopinôs improvisations, nor were Poles the only ones to talk 

about Chopinôs music in such terms. Writing in 1872, Wilhem von Lenz, who studied with Chopin 

in Paris, claims that 

Chopin's Mazurkas are the diary of his soul's journey through the socio-political territories 

of his Sarmatian dream-world! There his playing was truly at home; in them resided 

Chopin's originality as a pianist. He represented Poland, the land of his dreams, in the 

Parisian salons under Louis-Philippeð salons which his viewpoint allowed him to use as 

a political platform. Chopin was the only political pianist. He incarnated Poland, he set 

Poland to music!204 

To be fair, von Lenzô account of the mazurkasô character is also inflected with German idealist 

and gendered tropesðvon Lenz speaks of Chopinôs ñinwardness evidenced by all his 

interpretationsò and his ñlacking in physical strength,ò which forced the composer to put all his 

energies ñin a singing style é in the detailsòðand his invocation of Sarmatianism and Chopinôs 

French ñeducation and habitsò serves to exoticize the Pole in the eyes of von Lenzô German 

 
203 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 54. 

204 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 71. 
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readers.205 But his account also shows that non-Poles were aware of this nostalgically- or 

nationalistically-inflected context behind Chopinôs music. 

 So far, the descriptions above seem to correspond to the first mode of listening I described, 

which trades in the perception of nostalgic, acoustic images of Poland. As for the second, narrative 

mode of listening, Félicien Mallefille, a French poet who was incidentally the man George Sand 

would soon leave in favor of Chopin, provides one of the most striking testaments of this practice. 

Mallefille published an open letter titled ñê M. F. Chopin, sur sa ballade polonaiseò in the issue 

of the Revue et Gazette musicale de Paris dated September 9, 1838. In this letter, Mallefille 

describes a recent soir®e for selected friends where Chopin played ñthis Polish ballad we love so 

muchò;206 as Karol Berger notes, Mallefilleôs choice of words suggests that Mallefille and his 

friends was not hearing the piece for the first time.207 While itôs unclear whether Mallefille meant 

the Ballade op. 23 or the Ballade op. 38, both share a common musical trajectory in that a 

somewhat modest and tentative, private, domestic or pastoral beginning terminates in a fiery, 

heroic, tragic and public ending. Indeed, this trajectory underlies many of Chopinôs larger 

standalone works, and the nostalgic/nationalistic context applies just as well to all of them. Whatôs 

interesting is the experience that Mallefille reports as he and his friends heard Chopin play his 

ñPolish balladò:  

Scarcely had the melancholy spirit locked in your instrument, recognizing the hands which 

alone have the power to make it speak, begun to recount to us its mysterious griefs, when 

we all fell into a profound reverie. And when you had finished, we remained silent and 

thoughtful, still hearing the sublime melody whose last note had long since been lost in the 

ether. Of what were we all dreaming together, and what thoughts had the melodious voice 

of your piano awakened? I am not able to say; for each saw in the music, as we do in clouds, 

something different. Seeing our friend the Skeptic, who had always retained so lively a 

 
205 Quoted and translated in Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher, 71. 

206 Quoted and translated in Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23,ò 81. 

207 Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23,ò 81. 
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passion in love and art, looking vaguely in front of him, his head on his shoulder and his 

mouth slightly parted in a sad smile, I imagined that he had to be dreaming of murmuring 

brooks, and of gloomy farewells exchanged on the somber paths of woods; while the old 

Believer, to whose evangelical word we listen with such respectful admiration, had his 

hands joined, his eyes closed, his face furrowed with wrinkles, seemingly interrogating 

Dante, his ancestor, on the secrets of the heavens and the destinies of the world. As for me, 

hidden on the darkest side of the room, I wept to follow the thought of the desolate images 

that you put before me.208  

 

It's generally accepted that the ñSkepticò refers to the French painter and Chopinôs associate, 

Eug¯ne Delacroix, while the ñold Believerò refers to Mickiewicz.209 Mallefille then attempts to 

render ñthe desolate imagesò that Chopin put before him in a brief dramatic scene centered about 

a group of Polish exiles titled ñLes exiles. ï Un cheminò (ñThe Exiles.ðA Pathò), as proof of his 

ñaffectionò for Chopin and his sympathy for Chopinôs ñheroic fatherland.ò210 In the playlet, a 

Young Man, initially defeatist in temperament, lets himself be left behind by a group of exiles 

traveling on a path that would eventually lead to armed resurrection, to borrow Bergerôs turn of 

phrase,211 until an encounter with an amoral and opportunistic Passer-by with no sense of loyalty 

makes him see the error of his ways. 

 The prevailing self-image among the Polish exiles in Paris adumbrated a narrative that led 

from ñthe trauma of exile,ò through ñthe self-destructive solipsism of morbid alienation,ò to ñthe 

return to the national community as the source of hope.ò A central shared motif here was that of 

the ñorphan,ò and while this motif was evidently a response to the trauma of the mass emigration 

that came about from the failure of the November Uprising, it also transcended this particular 

 
208 Quoted and translated in Bellman, Chopinôs Polish Ballade, 177. 

209 Bellman, Chopinôs Polish Ballade, 113; Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23,ò 81. 

210 Quoted and translated in Bellman, Chopinôs Polish Ballade, 177. For the full text of Mallefilleôs playlet and a 

translation, see Bellman, Chopinôs Polish Ballade, 176ï83. 

211 Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23,ò 83. 
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historical and political dimension and spoke to a more general condition of existential 

uprootedness and homelessness. Berger points out that that the modern metropolis was associated 

with ñthe condition of the essential homelessness of contemporary European man.ò He then argues 

that itôs a promise of return from exile that Chopinôs listeners, nationalist Poles and cosmopolitan 

Parisians alike, heard in his music, which is why Mallefille, and other liberal Parisian intellectuals 

like him, could accept this Polish self-image just as easily as generations of insurrectionist Poles 

whose sense of identity was molded in part by Chopinôs music among other nationalist art.212 But 

just as astonishing is how this context for musical meaning was vivified by Mallefilleôs dreamlike 

experience of Chopinôs music. Moreover, thereôs a communal element to Mallefilleôs experience, 

not only in the sense that Mallefille understood, sympathized with, and even vicariously 

experienced in dream the self-image of a foreign culture, but also in that there were others with 

Mallefille who seemed to, similarly, fall into a reverie as they listened to Chopinôs ballade 

alongside him. 

 At this juncture, I would like to bring the ideas of the twentieth-century French philosopher, 

Gaston Bachelard, into the discussionðspecifically, his thoughts on the interplay between space, 

whether physical or virtual, lived experience, and imagination as expounded in his book, The 

Poetics of Space (1958). Bachelardôs object of study are poetic images of ñfelicitous spaceòðthat 

is, any space that engender positive feelings whether this space is cozy (e.g., a house) or expansive 

(a forest), and whether itôs domestic to our species (drawers, chests, and wardrobes) or others 

(nests and shells).213 For Bachelard, the appropriate approach towards such poetic imagery is 

phenomenology and not psychoanalysis, for the latter intellectualizes and localizes a poetic image 

 
212 Berger, ñChopinôs Ballade Op. 23,ò 82ï83. Similarly, the nostalgia imputed to Chopinôs music has both a Polish 

and a more general dimension to it; see Goldberg, ñNationalizing the Kujawiak.ò 

213 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), xxxvïxxxvi. 
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as a product of some specific historical context, deaf to the reverberationsðthe sparks of poetic 

imagination that the words light in the mind of the beholderðresulting from oneôs encounter with 

the poetic image.214 Bachelard summarizes this sentiment with this striking maxim: ñTo read 

poetry is essentially to daydreamò215ðin his view, imagination and daydreaming are on the same 

spectrum.216 

One important thread in Bachelardôs monograph, though not explicitly stated, is that thereôs 

a feedback loop between these felicitous spaces, their poetic descriptions, and daydreaming. As 

for his prime example of such a felicitous space, the house, Bachelard has this to say: the house 

ñshelters daydreaming,ò ñprotects the dreamer,ò and ñallows one to dream in peaceò; it is ñone of 

the greatest powers of integration for the thoughts, memories, and dreams of mankind.ò217 He goes 

on to say that 

Thus the house is not experienced from day to day only, on the thread of a narrative, or in 

the telling of our own story. Through dreams, the various dwelling-places in our lives co-

penetrate and retain the treasures of former days. And after we are in the new house, when 

memories of other places we have lived in come back to us, we travel to the land of 

Motionless Childhood, motionless the way all Immemorial things are. We live fixations, 

fixations of happiness. We comfort ourselves by reliving memories of protection. 

Something closed must retain our memories, while leaving them their original value as 

images. Memories of the outside world will never have the same tonality as those of home 

and, by recalling these memories, we add to our store of dreams; we are never real 

 
214 Bachelard borrows the term ñreverberationò from the French phenomenologist Eug¯ne Minkowskiðthe French 

original is retentir. Minkowski builds on Henri Bergsonôs notion of the élan vital (vital spirit), which is essential to 

the dynamicity of human life; the élan vital is a ñfeeling of participation in a flowing onward, necessarily expressed 

in terms of time, and secondarily expressed in terms of space.ò Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, xvi. 

215 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 17. 

216 Bachelard occasionally makes a sharp distinction between dreaming and daydreaming (songer and rêver in French). 

One example of this is when he states that, for the phenomenological investigation of poetic images, ñdaydreams are 

more useful than dreams. They show moreover that daydreams can be very different from dreams.ò Bachelard, The 

Poetics of Space, 8ï9. For the advantages and pitfalls of describing dreams in terms of imagination, see note 22. 

217 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 6. 
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historians, but always near poets, and our emotion is perhaps nothing but an expression of 

a poetry that was lost.218 

Bracketing out the psychoanalytical underpinnings of Bachelardôs thoughts, Bachelard makes the 

fascinating point that, when we situate ourselves in a house, or when we encounter a poetic 

representation of a house, we are subject to reverberations extending well beyond the whatôs 

immediately present. One reason for this, Bachelard argues, is how our lived experience is 

ñphysically inscribed in usò through the habits we form:  

After twenty years, in spite of all the other anonymous stairways; we would recapture the 

reflexes of the "first stairway," we would not stumble on that rather high step. The house's 

entire being would open up, faithful to our own being. We would push the door that creaks 

with the same gesture, we would find our way in the dark to the distant attic. The feel of 

the tiniest latch has remained in our hands.219 

 While Bachelardôs phenomenological accounts of various felicitous spaces are intriguing, 

itôs unfortunate that Bachelardôs close readings focus exclusively on written texts. That said, 

Bachelard does offer us a glimpse of how one might approach other objects or events that call on 

our lived experience with felicitous spaces. In his discussion on miniatures, Bachelard observes 

that ña whiff of perfume, or even the slightest odor can create an entire environment in the world 

of the imagination.ò220 Indeed, even when language directs our imagination of virtual worlds, we 

remain open to the influences of the physical space in which we encounter it. In his discussion of 

virtuality in communicative techniques and technologies, the geographer Paul Adams notes the 

following: 

Speech is the first of many techniques separating and recombining the senses: as we listen 

to a storyteller speak of ña glittering jewel,ò ñthe fragrant night,ò and ñstinging thorns,ò the 

ear becomes an eye, a nose, and a hand. We gaze into the coals of the campfire, hearing a 

 
218 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 5ï6. 

219 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 14ï15. 

220 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 174. 
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story while the mindôs eye, ear, nose, tongue, and skin translate the story into virtual 

sensations of distant times and places.221 

 

Far from distracting us from our reveries, the coals of the campfire and their multimodal 

occupation of our sensesðthe incandescent glow of the embers, which gently crackle as they 

radiate comforting warmthðactually facilitate this retreat from the present. 

 Iôd like to revisit Jeğowickiôs account of their dreamlike experiences with Chopinôs music 

in light of the notions of space and virtuality above. Just as the campfire served as Adamsô example 

of a center of ocular attention while one is transported into virtual worlds, Jeğowicki is similarly 

entranced by the play of light and shade that animates the following scene:  

We reminisce about the old times, and when we get too lost in reverie he sits down at the 

piano while I snuff out the candle. The faint glow coming from the fireplace toys with 

Chopinôs shadow, just as the light of memory toys with the shadows of the past; the din of 

a distant street occasionally swells up like the howling of a storm or the roar of a waterfall 

while Chopin weaves a magic spell on his piano, cramming it full with sounds and voices, 

and making it sing his poetry. I know not how long he sings, for I always forget time 

entirelyé222 

The fireplace was (and still is for some) a focal point in a European house or communal 

establishment during the harsh winters, around which pleasantries were exchanged, gossip was 

spread, and tales were told. Bachelard cites the following passage from French writer Henri 

Bachelinôs Le serviteur to demonstrate how these tales took on an awe-inspiring tenor as they were 

told by men ensconced in a warm space shielded from the grim weather outdoors:  

Those were evenings when, in old houses exposed to snow and icy winds, the great stories, 

the beautiful legends that men hand down to one another, take on concrete meaning and, 

for those who delve into them, become immediately applicable. And thus it was, perhaps, 

 
221 Paul C. Adams, ñCommunication in Virtual Worlds,ò in The Oxford Handbook of Virtuality, ed. Mark Grimshaw-

Aagaard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 241ï42. 

222 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 54. 
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that one of our ancestors, who lay dying in the year one thousand, should have come to 

believe in the end of the world.223 

In Jeğowickiôs case, the season notwithstanding, that same intensity is present, albeit with the 

opposite affect. He reports that Chopinôs ñgraceful music heals the heartôs wounds like the 

whisperings of a magic healer,ò and his ñsoul feels blissò; whereas Bachelinôs storytellers speak 

of world-ending cataclysms, Jeğowicki hears eschatological redemption in Chopinôs music, for ñhe 

sings of our future happiness and our present misery, of nostalgia for oneôs mother and of longing 

for oneôs future, of the fears of this world and the joys of heavenò224ðin other words, the Polish 

national narrative. Moreover, itôs in that physical domestic space of a reception room that one is 

whisked away to oneôs virtual homeland. Through Chopinôs music, Jeğowicki claims, ña Polish 

listener is guided back to Poland in his thoughts, he is led all around the country and into his family 

home, that very heart of Poland.ò225 For Jeğowicki, it was his prior domestic life that defined his 

experience of his nation; as Bachelard muses, ñour house is our corner of the world. As has often 

been said, it is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word.ò226 And, just as auditory 

stimuli are incorporated into our dreams, the same happens in Jeğowickiôs dreamlike experience 

with Chopinôs music (ñthe din of a distant street occasionally swells up like the howling of a storm 

or the roar of a waterfallò). A visit at Chopinôs would leave Jeğowicki so entranced that the 

dreamlike experience bleeds into his sleep: the ñmomentary serenityò that Chopinôs music 

provides ñaccompanies me on my way home, it is present in my prayers and watches over my 

sleep. Then I dream of home, and wake up dreamingðbut the birdsong turns into stallholdersô 

 
223 Quoted and translated in Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 41. 

224 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 54. 

225 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 54. 

226 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 4. 
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cries, the babbling of the river is really the noise of the street, and the dew is mud.ò227 (Note the 

two different uses of ñhomeò, or dom in the Polish original, in this passageðas the Polish literary 

scholar Ryszard Przybylski once commented, ñwhen the Polish exiles found themselves outside 

their homeland in France, they could only have lodgings.ò)228 The alienating sounds of Parisian 

modernity meld into the illusion of home just as easily as they break it. 

 

Mallefilleôs report, along with Dworzaczekôs, Jeğowickiôs, and Haweisô, describe various dream-

related experiences one might have when listening to, performing, or improvising music, and it is 

clear that the space in which they heard that musicðnot just the physical aspects of the space, but 

how that space is used sociallyðhad a role in modulating their experiences. Such accounts 

incorporate their authorsô subjective experiences liberally, but they are less eloquent on how we 

might incorporate such approaches into our analyses of our musical experiences. In Haweisô 

description, the musical details seem incidental to the semantic connotations that a piano nocturne 

by Chopin had for the late nineteenth-century British public; Dworzaczekôs and Jeğowickiôs 

commentaries are likewise scant in musical specifics. While itôs easy enough to claim a homology 

between Mallefilleôs playlet and the musical structure of either Chopinôs First or Second Ballade, 

one could argue that one could arrive at similar readings within the same context for musical 

meaning but without recourse to dream, as many musicologists today do.229 That said, the relative 

lack of analytical interest on these historical writersô part is counteracted by their vivid 

phenomenological accounts of their response to the music. By contrast, though musicologists 

 
227 Quoted and translated in Poniatowska, Chopin and his Critics, 54. 

228 Quoted and translated in Goldberg, ñNationalizing the Kujawiak,ò 238. 

229 See note 55. 
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today might articulate a method that integrates analytical and interpretative approaches to musical 

dreams with sociocultural meaning, these methods tend to hold the music as a text to be read at a 

distance, as I show below. 

Methods 

While many have written on the theme of Chopinôs music and dreams, as the above subsections 

show, very few have spelled out a robust method that situates analysis and interpretation within a 

framework for integrating various sociocultural contexts related to music and dreaming. Michael 

Klein is one of the few musicologists whoôve attempted this arduous task, which heôs 

accomplished twice in two separate articles. In the first, ñA Narrative of Dreams: Chopinôs 

Polonaise-Fantaisie,ò Klein considers the piece from a narratological perspective, and this leads 

him to view its musical logic as being animated by a dialectic of topical references and other 

musical elements that maps onto the cultural opposition of dreaming versus doing. He then situates 

this cultural opposition of dreaming versus doing within two sociocultural contexts, one historical 

and one that is arguably still relevant today. The first relates to the conceit of Chopinôs music as 

nostalgic or prophetic dream visions or narratives that Iôve detailed above. The second concerns 

the model of subjectivity as singular and private and how it's co-opted into capitalism. As for the 

other article, ñChopin Dreams: The Mazurka in C-sharp Minor, Op. 30, No.4,ò Klein approaches 

this mazurka as a dream thatôs open to readings informed by Lacanianism. There, he shows how 

strange moments in that piece may be interpreted in multiple ways, each of which draws meaning 

from distinct sociocultural contexts that nonetheless overlap without the possibility of any one of 

these moments collapsing into a single, stable meaning. Though Klein never makes the claim that 

the methods he introduced (nor does he call them such) are applicable beyond the pieces he 

discusses, I show that they can, indeed, be applied not only to Chopinôs music more generally, but 
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potentially to any piece of music. For all that, Kleinôs methods are still dependent on the primacy 

of close reading. 

 

As with most dream-related interpretations of music, Klein begins with the ñformal and thematic 

odditiesò in the piece, which, he notes, have been read as a reflection of Chopinôs uncertainty about 

which genre he was composing in,230 or as signaling (an unspecified) narrativity.231 Kleinôs survey 

of said oddities cover the ground from local discrepancies, such as the antiheroic closing chord of 

the piece, the fortissimo dynamic of which sits uneasily with its placement in the upper register 

(Example 4.10); through the various topical and generic references that violently intrude upon each 

other in the Polonaise-Fantaisie, as when a ñnew and unusually contrastive cantabile topicò usurps 

the continuation phrase of a stormy statement of the polonaise theme (Example 4.11);232 to the 

complication of said references through the incorporation of or juxtaposition with unexpected 

musical elements, such as when the music returns to a softer dynamic and suggests nostalgia 

through a chorale texture and modal mixture, which leads Klein to pronounce that the polonaise 

theme ñwants desperately to be a polonaise but can only sing of oneò (Example 4.12).233 

 
230 Jeffrey Kallberg, ñChopinôs Last Style,ò Journal of the American Musicological Society 38, no. 2 (July 1985). 

231 Anthony Newcomb, ñThe Polonaise-Fantasy and Issues of Musical Narrative,ò in Chopin Studies. II, ed. John Rink 

and Jim Samson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 84ï101. 

232 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 14. 

233 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 10. 
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Example 4.10: Closing bars of Fryderyk Chopinôs Polonaise-Fantaisie, op. 61.234 

 

Example 4.11: Irruption of cantabile topic in Chopinôs op. 61.235 

The strategies that Klein employs in interpreting certain passages as representing or being 

akin to dreaming are, by and large, those that Iôve discussed in the previous subsections. For him, 

the polonaise signifies ñdoingò as a result of its public and military implications despite 

acknowledging that the genre simultaneously indexed two temporal frames, past and future, that 

were divorced from Polandôs current state of dismemberment. As he puts it, Chopinôs polonaises 

ñwere meant to galvanize the torpor of French indifference toward the Great Emigration of Poles 

 
234 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:53. 

235 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:46. 
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due to the Russian occupation of Poland.ò236 Kleinôs opposition of doing versus dreaming draws 

on what semioticians refer to as ñvaluation,ò where some entity concept is valorized over some 

other entity or concept, and this valuing of one element over another is reinforced through 

narratives, among other cultural forms. He surmises that Western culture values action over 

dreaming, and so the polonaise is implicitly the ñgroundò against which incongruous musical 

elements are read. On the other hand, Klein reads the musical elements that point to the fantasy 

genreðthe bardic, improvisational opening of the piece; the sudden shift to topics that, as it 

happens, index interiority or dreaming, such as the nocturne and the preghiera (a type of 

nineteenth-century aria in which the singer prays for salvation); the topical, harmonic, and thematic 

non sequunturðas being allied to dreaming. That is to say, both semantics (in the sense that the 

nocturne is strongly associated with dreaming) and syntax (the discontinuities in the ñdefaultò 

musical ground) play a role in Kleinôs interpretation. 

 

Example 4.12: Sudden shifts in dynamics and texture in Chopinôs op. 61.237 

 
236 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 8. 

237 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 5:44. 
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Taking into stock the entirety of the pieceôs dramatic and affective logic, Klein interprets 

the Polonaise-Fantaisie as the musical working out of the ñproblemò of doing and dreaming. On 

account of the double apotheosisðfirst of the polonaise theme and then the nocturne themeðin 

the home key of A-flat major, Klein arrives at the conclusion that the Polonaise-Fantaisie 

complicates the original opposition, not by remarking it through replacing the cultural value of 

doing with one of dreaming, but by undertaking a synthesis of doing and dreaming that ultimately 

deconstructs the dichotomy. He first situates this opposition within the historical sociocultural 

context of the Polish diasporaôs political move to nudge France into sending military aid to Poland, 

thereby fulfilling the Polish dream of national rejuvenation; in that context, doing and dreaming 

go hand in hand.  

But he then echoes the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Ģiģek when he bemoans that the first 

interpretation has turned out to be ñtoo easy.ò238 He then rereads the Polonaise-Fantaisie as staging 

the ñproblemò of interiority, reconfiguring the opposition of doing versus dreaming to one pitting 

public and private spheres against each other. Here, the valuation is inverted: With the advent of 

Romanticism, interiority soon became ñprized as a world of greater standing than the outer, 

objective one.ò239 Taking his cue from Julia Kristeva, a Bulgarian-born French literary theorist, 

Klein views the ñriot of topicsò in the Polonaise-Fantaisie as an instance of intertextuality, which 

for Kristeva is a ñgeneral term for any segment marking a difference in the typologyò of a work.240 

(By ñtypology of texts,ò Kristeva is referring to the Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtinôs 

 
238 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 13. 

239 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 16. 

240 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 14. Klein refers to Julia Kristevaôs influential essay, ñThe Bounded Text,ò which 

was collected in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon Samuel Roudiez, trans. 

Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon Samuel Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 36ï63. 
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concept of heteroglossia as it relates to the novel, which concerns the admixture of ñvoicesò that 

manifest themselves in divergent styles of writing.) Kristeva contends that intertextuality, as it 

manifests as discursive ruptures on the novelôs surface, unraveled the illusion of the novelôs 

apparent self-contained and integrated qualities, an illusion which corresponds to the ideology of 

the bourgeois social worldôs supposed unity, which served to perpetuate the capitalist myth that a 

personôs fortune was accumulated through a fully independent agency. Mutatis mutandis, Klein 

claims that the monotonality of the Polonaise-Fantaisie presents an ideology of unity despite the 

topicsô jostling against each other. Yet the thorough muddling up of those elements allied to doing 

and to dreaming, respectively, leads one to a different realization. Klein credits Freud and Lacan 

with the revolutionary idea that the unconscious, ñthe most private of worlds,ò is not singular, but 

plural; as he puts it, ñmy private world has been formed in advance by my culture.ò241 When the 

incongruous final chord in the upper register arrives, which he previously read as signifying the 

awaking from a dream, he now qualifies that moment as a ñrealization of the multiplicity that 

constitutes us.ò242 

So, how might we generalize Kleinôs method in ñA Narrative of Dreamsò? Klein begins 

with the binary opposition of doing versus dreaming, but we might contrast dreaming with standard 

waking consciousness more broadly, or some other state or process against which dreaming is 

marked. And, instead of constructing or positing binary oppositions, one might adopt more 

nuanced systems that could account for a multitude of contrasted states or processes, or allow for 

continuities between these contrasted states or processes. (Of course, Kleinôs interpretative finesse 

allows him to interrogate and deconstruct the binary opposition between doing and dreaming.) We 

 
241 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 16. 

242 Klein, ñA Narrative of Dreams,ò 16. 
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might then situate the system of states or processes within a number of cultural contexts in which 

dreaming (and not-dreaming) gain meaning and value. From here, certain elements of passage in 

a piece of music are then read in light of dreaming, or not-dreaming, by means of the semantic and 

syntactic analytical approaches that Iôve previously discussed. Through a narratological 

perspective, we might understand the dramatic and affective logic of the piece as an emplotment 

of the system that contrasts dreaming with non-dreaming; by looking at how musical events are 

arranged into a sequence and related to each other, we surmise that the music makes some 

statements about the system of states/processes we adopted and how they ought to be valued. In 

the case of Kleinôs reading of the Polonaise-Fantaisie, the binary opposition of doing versus 

dreaming was contextualized by the ideology and politics of the nineteenth-century Polish exiles 

in Paris, but the Polonaise-Fantaisie deconstructs this opposition, arguing instead for their mutual 

dependence. 

Yet the method Iôve detailed above is still very much rooted in the practice of close reading, 

for it says very little about the dreamlike experiences involving music that we personally might 

have. What about the one Klein lays out in his article, ñChopin Dreams: The Mazurka in C-sharp 

Minor, Op. 30, No.4ò? There, Klein approaches that mazurka as a dream open to analysis from a 

Lacanian perspective. That is, music is reconceptualized as a site of symptoms that demand 

interpretation; from a Lacanian point of view, however, the interpretation canôt stop with the first 

reading. So, Klein articulates a number of cultural contexts, and he reads the music through the 

lens of each. As he goes through each one, however, he stumbles upon ñresistances,ò ñgoads to 

more interpretationò;243 that is, the various readings of the Mazurka fall away until they 

asymptotically approach what Lacan refers to as ñthe Real,ò that which lies beyond language, the 

 
243 Klein, ñChopin Dreams,ò 249. 
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symbolic order. Thatôs not to say that the readings proceed from something shallow to something 

deeper; instead, they overlap or even obscure one another.  

At first, Klein seems to engage in the ñhermeneutics of recoveryò by taking the Parisian 

culture around Chopin and his mazurkas as his point of departure. Klein begins with Lisztôs chapter 

on the mazurkas in F. Chopin by highlighting its Orientalist tropes, noting that Liszt was 

expressing beliefs that Parisians already had about Poles. For Liszt, the mazurka was coded 

feminine (and effeminate), and the danceôs main motivation involves the man proudly claiming 

his partner ñlike a conquest.ò There follows a lengthy pronouncement on the charms of Slavic 

women, whose powers of attraction, Liszt claims, come from their ñAsiatic languorò among others. 

The essay ends with a mediation on the Polish word Ũal, which Chopin reportedly exclaimed in 

response to a ladyôs inquiry as to the source of his compositionsô emotions. Liszt spins an entire 

philosophy around the word, moving from its literal meaning of regret, grief, or rancor; through 

tenderness and resigned regret; to malice, revolt, and a vengeance that feeds on ñsterile bitterness.ò 

Even Chopinôs sweetest music is infected with Ũal,244 In this way, Liszt aligns both the vigorous 

and melancholic sides of the mazurka to oriental exoticism. 

Having established this cultural context, Klein proceeds to read the mazurka in light of said 

context. For example, the sweet thirds constituting the first theme, which are eventually marked 

by the appearance of an augmented second in the lower of the two voices, are signs of ñAsiatic 

languorò (Example 4.13); likewise, the contrasting section in the major mode, which animatess the 

music, corresponds to Lisztôs description of the dance as one in which the male partner proudly 

displays his female companion ñlike a conquestò (Example 4.14).245 Yet Klein finds that certain 

 
244 All the above references are quoted in Klein, ñChopin Dreams,ò 246ï47. 

245 Klein, ñChopin Dreams,ò 247. 
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facts about the music stubbornly refuse to fit in this interpretation: The music wallows in its 

regretful melancholy for too long; thereôs an astonishing passage characterized by particularly 

insistent and obsessive repetitions of a two-measure melodic fragment over an unchanging dotted 

rhythm in the bass, and this melodic fragment sputters on a trill twice over the course of the piece 

(Example 4.15); and the opening passage, which starts on a foreign, diminished sonority thatôs 

ñtoo foulò for the conventional reading of such chromaticism as signifying the exotic.246 

 

Example 4.13: Introduction and first theme of Fryderyk Chopinôs Mazurka in C-sharp minor, op. 

30 no. 4.247 

This friction between these ñresistantò symptoms and a given context suggest further 

contexts to Klein, and so the cycle of interpretation repeats itself. The three terms of his first 

readingð Ũal, Orientalism, conquestðcoalesce in another nexus of associations. The exiled Poles 

 
246 Klein, ñChopin Dreams,ò 247. 

247 Chopin, Friederich Chopinôs Werke, 3:40. 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































