
THE RO C K ERA 

15 Ka lma n, speaking a t the WORM Conference. 
16 Ha nsen, in terview with the autllOL 

17 Bundson and Mo rley, Evelyday Tele visum: Natioll wide, p. 80. 

18 Toynbee, ' MTV and the making o f tbe Europea n fan '. 

19 Hansen, interview with lhe aut ho r. 
20 	Ibid. 
2 1 Toynbee, ' MTV and the ma king o f the Euro pean fan '. 
22 	 Waterman, 'Between the lines'. 
23 	 Hansen, interview with the aut ho r. 
24 	 Lawrence Grossberg, quoted in Toynbee, ' MTV and the making of the Euro­

pean fan '. 
25 	MTV news report , 29 April 1995. 
26 Toynbee, 'MTV a nd the ma king of the European fan ' , 
27 	 Hansen, interview with Ihe author. 
28 	 Goodwin, 'Fata l dist ract ion', p. 61 
29 	 Douglas Kellner, Media e u/lure (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 4. 
30 	See Raymond Kuhn, Media ill Frallce (London: Routledge, 1995) , PI'. 103-4. 
31 See Peter Wicke and John Shepard, 'The cabaret is dead: rock culture as state 

enterprise - the political organization or rock in Eas t Germany', in Tony Bennett, 
Simon Frith, Lawrence Grossberg, John Shepard and Graeme Turner (eds), 
Rock and Popular Music (Londo n: Routledge, 1993), pp. 25- 36. 

2~ ' 

33 

MUSIC AND MEANING 

IN THE COMMERCIALS I 


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 o f musica l acsthetics, and there is no shortage of answers to it. Indeed, 
there is a plelhora o f seemingly unrelated answers. We can talk about 
music's inLerna l structure, about its symmetries and directional motions, 
about patterns o f implicatio n and their realisation or lack of rea lisation; 
moving from ' the music itself ' to listeners' reponses, approaches like this 
offer a psychologica l approach to mea ning (and thc work of Leonard Meyer 
and Eugene Nannour provide Ihe best known examples). Or we can 
approach the music fr om the opposite direction , ta lkin g about the context 
of its creation, the context o f its performance, and the context of its recep­
lion; here the assumption is tha t music acq uires meaning through its media­
tion of society. Or again, we ca n oscillate between these two viewpoints, o n 
lhe assumption tha t mea ning a rises from the mutual mediation of music and 
society. That is the central assumptio n of musica l hermeneutics, whether we 
are applying this term to the work o f Hermann Kretzschmar in the 1880s or 
that of Lawrence Kramer in the 1980s. 

The hermeneutic programme might be described as one o f 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.) J think the 
coerciveness of Kramer's vocabulary tells us something important about 
nlUsical meaning. In itself, in the re la tively autonomous environment o f 
the concert hall or the home, music rarely poses clearly articula ted questions 
Il l'meaning. Such questions arise not so much from the music as from the 
illlcrpretive approaches that are brought to bear upon it. And this explains 
Ihe plethora of answers to questions of musica l mea ning to which l referred : 
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soap opera, full of glass skyscrapers, stretch limousines, and nubile personal 
assistants. ' I want ajob,' he says, 'where you face a fresh chaUenge every day 
- where only the best is good eno ugh .... A job where, when it comes to the 
crunch, 1 won' t be found wa nting'. The other boys clap facetiously, and 
the scene returns to the school p layground . The fina l section consists o f the 
other boys trying to guess what the mystery job is. 'What's it, then?,' they ask, 
'Brain surgeon? Prime minister? Archbishop o f Canterbury?' ' No,' replies 
our hero, 'chief taster for Walker's crisps'. And as the other boys elbo w him 
mockingly, a voice-over asks: 'Why do Walker's crisps taste so good?' 

The music falls into three discrete sections separated by silences, and 
these sections are fully aligned with the story line. The fantasy sequence is 
set throughout to up-tempo music with a driving rock beat; it sound s like 
American television theme music, and its assertive quality is heightened by 
a constant insistence on the tonic, (Example 2).' The two playground 
sequences have music that is quite different from this. It is in 0 major, in 
effect an unrelated key. The tempo is slower, and the instrumentation is 
classical in style, using acoustic instruments. The first time we hear it , a t the 
beginning of the first playground sequence, the music consists of a single 
melodic phrase that rises and then fall s back; it goes uowhere (Example 3). 
Moreover, is too brief and too soft to make any real impact, and the lack of 
any bass line gives it a quality o f remo teness. In itself, then , the music of the 
first playground sequence does not really makc sense; you might suspect 
the composer or at least the so und engineers of incompetence. 

But it does make sense in rela tion to the music of the final playground 
sequence, which begins at the end o f the dia logue (Example 4). As the 
examples show, this is essentially the same music, except that it cadences 
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much more conclusively on the upper fifth (in the first section it cadenced an 
octave lower). But there are important changes that are not shown. Fo r one 
thing, the music in the final sequence is introduced by a harp glissando, 
synchronised with the words 'Walker's crisps'; decades of Hollywood film 
scores established the ha rp glissando as a symbol of changing consciousness, 
of the transition from reality to fantasy or (as in this case) back again. 
Again, it is played louder than before, wiU, a prominent backing in high 
strings (the same backing is there in the music for the first playground 
sequence, but it is practically inaudible). Perhaps most importantly, a 
rhythmic bass line is added, and this gives the mnsic a fullness of sound, " 
presence, that it a ltogether lacked first time round. In all these ways, thc 
music of tbe first and last sequences draw meaning from one another: CHell 
can be defined in temlS of what the other is not. 

But that is not all. The music of the fantasy sequence has the same fullness 
and presence as the Dlusic of the final playground sequence. And this mea ns 
that the final music represents a synthe.is of what was previously opposed: 
it combines the classica l style and melody of the opening mu sic with the 
sonorous qualit ies o f the fantasy music. Just as in the case of the Citroen 
commercia l, then, the music contributes to a dialectical process whose goal is 
the establishment of the advertiser's message. But the alignment of music 
and story line is rather different this time. The Walker's commercial takes the 
form of a quest narrative: it poses a problem (what do I want to be?) and 
eventually reveals tbe solution (chief taster for Walker 's crisps). The principal 
function of the music is to heighten the narrative structure by creating a 
sense of denouement. Both the cadentia l quality of the final music, and its 
synthesis o f previo usly opposed elements, contribute to this. It provides a 
coherence, a sellse o f meaningful progression , that is absent from the story 
line considered by itself. In fac t it is hardly exaggerating to say that, in this 
commercial, purely musical re lationships a re being used to assert a message 
that only has to be expressed in words for its absurdity to be obvious: eating 
Walker's crisps enables you to be what you want to be. 

My in terpretation of this commercial may seem rather heavy-handed . 
That is becanse, like many British co mmercials, it is deliberately overblown. 
It incorporates elements of self-parody and hyperbole . The advertisers do 
not really expect you to believe tha t eating Walker's crisps will ena ble 
you to be what you want to be. But the strategies they employ a re a lso to 
be found in any number of commercials whose messages are intended to be 
believed. A commercial for Prudential pension plans' provides an excellent 
illustration of this, because it has a message that is very close to the Walker's 
crisps one, and makes use of the same opposition of fantasy and reality to 
create it , 

The commercia l opens with a young man slouched in a chair, listen ing to 
music on headphones; we can sec him moving to its rhythm, though we 
c.:a nnot heal' it. We hear his voice (but il is in his mind. not Olilloud): ' I want 
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