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MUSIC AND MEANING
IN THE COMMERCIALS'

Nicholas Cook

Source: Popular Music 13(1) (1994): 27--40.

I

What does music mean, if anything? The question is one of the hardy peren-
nials of musical acsthetics, and there is no shortage of answers to it. Indeed,
there is a plethora of seemingly unrelated answers. We can talk about
music’s miernal structure, about its symmetries and directional motions,
about patterns of implication and their realisation or lack of realisation;
moving from ‘the music itself” to listeners’ reponses, approaches like this
offer a psychological approach to meaning (and the work of Leonard Meyer
and Eugene Narmour provide the best known examples). Or we can
approach the music from the opposite direction, tatking about the context
of its creation, the context of its performance, and the context of its recep-
tion; here the assumption is that music acquires meaning through its media-
tion of society. Or again, we can oscillate between these two viewpoints, on
the assumption that meaning arises from the mutual mediation of music and
society. That is the central assumption of musical hermeneutics, whether we
are applying this term to the work of Hermann Kretzschmar in the 1880s or
that of Lawrence Kramer in the 1980s.

The hermeneutic programme might be described as one of wrenching
meaning out of music; as Kramer puts it “The text . . . does not give itself to
understanding; it must be made to yield to understanding’ (1990, p. 6). (He
goes on to provide what is in effect a protocol for achieving this.) I think the
voerciveness of Kramer’s vocabulary tells us something important about
musical meaning. In itself, in the relatively autonomous environment of
the concert hall or the home, music rarely poses clearly articulated questions
of meaning. Such questions arise not so much from the music as from the
interpretive approaches that are brought to bear upon it. And this explains
the plethora of answers to questions of musical meaning to which I referred:
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