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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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soap opera, full of glass skyscrapers, stretch limousines, and nubile personal
assistants. ‘T want a job,” he says, ‘where you face a fresh challenge every day
— where only the best is good enough. . . . A job where, when it comes to the
crunch, I won’t be found wanting’. The other boys clap facetiously, and
the scene returns to the school playground. The final section consists of the
other boys trying to guess what the mystery job is. “‘What’s it, then?,” they ask,
‘Brain surgeon? Prime minister? Archbishop of Canterbury? ‘No,” replies
our hero, ‘chief taster for Walker’s crisps’. And as the other boys elbow 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 sounds like
American television theme music, and its assertive quality is heightened by
a constant insistence on the tonic, Db (Example 2).* The two playground
sequences have music that is quite different from this. It is in D 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, at the
beginning of the first playground sequence, the music consists of a single
melodic phrase that rises and then falls back; it goes uowhere (Example 3).
Moreover, is too brief and too soft to makc any real impac(, and the lack of
any bass line gives it a quality of remoteness. In itself, then, the music of the
first playground sequence does not really makc sense; you might suspect
the composer or at least the sound engineers of incompetence.

But it does make sense in relation to the music of the final playground
sequence, which begins at the end of the dialogue (Example 4). As the
examples show, this is essentially the same music, except that it cadences

Example 2
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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. For 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 harp 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, with 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, a
presence, that it altogether lacked first time round. In all these ways, the
music of the first and last sequences draw meaning from one another: each
can be defined in terms 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 music of the final playground sequence. And this means
that the final music represents a synthesis of what was previously opposed:
it combines the classical style and melody of the opening music with the
sonorous qualities of the fantasy music. Just as in the case of the Citroen
commercial, 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 the 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 cadential quality of the final music, and its
synthesis of previously opposed elements, contribute to this. [t provides a
coherence, a sense of meaningful progression, that is absent from the story
iine considered by itself. In fact it is hardly exaggerating to say that, in this
commercial, purely musical relationships are 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 interpretation of this commercial may seem rather heavy-handed.
That is becanse, like many British commercials, it is deliberately overblown.
It incorporates elements of self-parody and hyperbole. The advertisers do
not really expect you to believe that eating Walker’s crisps will enable
you to be what you want to be. But the strategies they employ are also 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 commercial opens with a young man slouched in a chair, listening to
music on headphones; we can see him moving to its rhythm, though we
cannot hear it. We hear his voice (but it is in his mind, not out loud): ‘T want
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stationary sections are imverled. In fact all the commercials T have discussed
have a tripartite story-line, as shown in Figure 1. At the same time, this sym-
metrical structure is in each case complemented by some kind of process that
continues throughout the commercial; as I said, in the Citroen commercial
this process is essentially dialectical, leading to a synthesis of technology and
human values, whereas in the Walker’s and Prudential commercials the proces-
sive aspect takes the form of the posing and solution of a problem. There are
various ways in which music can fit into such a tripartite plan; it can be used
to emphasise structure or process, or to combine elements of the two. In the
Walker’s commercial, the music essentially falls into the same pattern as the
story line, A-B-A — although, as 1 mentioned, the final playground music does
incorporate some features from the fantasy music in the central section.
That is, it emphasises structure, hut not entirely at the expense of process.
By contrast, the music in the Citroen and Prudential commercials does not
fall into an A-B-A pattern; it is through-composed, continuing and evolving
throughout the entire commercial. It is, in other words, primarily aligned
with process, moving in a single trajectory towards its conclusion,

A B A
Volvo stationary moving stationary
Citroen moving stationary moving
Walker's, Prudential reality fantasy reality

Figure 1

How does the music of the Volvo commercial fit into this interpretive
framework? The short answer is that it combines structural and processive

elements. As T said, there are three styles of music, corresponding to the three

sections of the story line, so to that extent the music is aligned with structure.
In fact it goes a little further than this. Although the music of the first and
last sections is quite different in practically every way, they both include a
distinctive melodic figure that rises and falls; in each case it appears on the
same pitches (E-A-G sharp). But its effect is quite different; whereas it first
appears in an atonal context, it is subsequently integrated within the final
cadence (Example 7). In this way, whalt is in itself an element of structure -

an aspect of the A-B-A pattern — actually helps to bring out the processive

quality of the music. And it is the alignment of the music with process that
is most important in terms of creating the message of this commercial, of
constructing its meaning. For although there are three separate sections of
music in three separate styles, there is a continuous process running through

Example 7
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them. The opening music is atonal and electronic. The final music is tonal
and uses natural instruments. And the music in the middle lies somewhere
between these extremes. Figure 2 represents the way in which this musical
process is aligned with the overall message of the commercial.

Atonal -~ diatonic
Electronic - natural
and thus

Technological — human
Figure 2

The bottom line of Figure 2 is what this commercial is all about — a
message rather similar to that of Citroen. The Volvo 440, it is saying, offers
technological sophistication. It offers all the handling and acceleration
you would expect from a prestige manufacturer. But it does not just offer
technological sophistication. It offers braking to match its acceleration;
it complements performance with safety. When you choose Volvo, you
demonstrate your maturity, balancing the allure of high technology with
social concern {a message clearly designed to maintain Volvo's characteristic
market image). Like Citroen’s, then, the Volvo commercial constructs a
dialectical process. And, through its predominantly processive orientation,
the music plays a major role in creating this message, in rendering it
convincing, in mediating it. But I think it also adds an extra message of its
own. At the beginning of the commercial, and again at the very end, there is
a low, electronic tone. To my ears, at least, it is unmistakably reminiscent of
the low, electronic tone that has for some years been a consistent feature of
BMW commercials, where it is clearly meant to evoke the values of high
technology. In the context of a commercial that stresses human values, the
coincidence of this tone with the slogan ‘Think what you could be saving’
strongly suggests that Volvo’s advertisers are hoping to communicate a
sub-verbal, almost subliminal message: Volvo, the thinking person’s BMW.

v

It is not just the messages of the commercials that are subliminal. In a sense,
the music is too. That is to say, viewers rarely hear the music as such; they
are rarely aware of it as an enltity in itself. (The exception to this is the jingle,
which can take on a life of its own, but there are no jingies in the commer-
cials I have been discussing.) Music transfers its own attributes to the story
line and to the product, it creates coherence, making connections that are
not there in the words or pictures; it even engenders meanings of its own.
But it does all this, so to speak, silently.

This phenomenon is well recognised among theorists of film music. Claudia
Gorbman calls her book on film music Unheard Melodies in order to stress
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the way that music disguises its participation in the diegetic illusion; ‘Were
the subject to be aware . .. of its presence as part of the film’s discourse,’
she says, ‘the game would be all over’. And later she speaks of Hollywood
cinema working ‘toward the goal of a transparent or invisible discourse’,
(Gorbman 1987, pp. 64, 72). In saying this, she is using the vocabulary of
deconstruction, and the deceptive translucency of music is a recurrent theme
in the deconstructionist literature. As Derrida and de Man have shown,
music may give the appearance of going directly from the heart to the heart,
to borrow Beethoven’s famous words,” but in reality no musical style is
unmediated. To put it another way, music is the discourse that passes itself
ofl as nature; it participates in the construction of meaning, but disguises its
meanings as effects. Here is the source of its singular efficacy as a hidden
persuader.

Because of this, unravelling the role of music within the larger discursive
structure of a film or a commercial — making it audible, as Gorhman might
say — involves taking up a conscious critical stance. To use Gorbman’s
image, it involves opting out of the game. But in the study of both film and
the commercials, and indeed of any multi-media art form, there is a major
methodological problem to be surmounted. In my analysis of music and
meaning in the commercials, I have had frequent recourse to words such as
‘projecting’, “highlighting’ and ‘underlining’. We use these words a lot when
we talk about music. When we talk about performances, we say that they
project (or fail to project) the music’s structure. When we talk about songs,
we say that the composer highlights a poet’s choice of words or underlines
their meaning. But there is a danger in this terminology, widespread as it
may be. When we use such terms to describe song, we imply that the music
is supplementary to the meaning that is a/ready in the words.®* And Gorbman
makes the same complaint in relation to film music; the terms we use to
describe it, she says, ‘erroneously assume that the image is autonomous’
(1987, p. 15). What does she offer as an alternative? ‘If we must summarise
music-image and music-narrative relationships in two words or less’, she
says, ‘mutual implication is more accurate’.

But it is possible to be a little more specific, and think of the relationship
between words and pictures on the one hand, and music on the other, in
terms of denotation and connotation.” What 1 mean by this is that words
and pictures deal primarily with the specific, with the objective, while musi¢
deals primarily with responses — that is, with values, emotions, and attitudes,
As an illustration of this, consider the first commercial I discussed, Citroen's
appropriation of the Marriage of Figaro overture. The words and the pics
tures present a counterpoint of images of nature and technology, art and
science. They tell a story. But, by themselves, they tell it incoherently; what
ties the commercial together into a convincing whole is the music, through
the associations and values that it brings to the story, and its ahility to
enforce continuity. That is to say, the connotative qualities of the musi
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complement the denotative qualities of the words and pictures. Or to put it
another way, the music interprets the words and pictures. And in doing this
it plays the same role that music has played since the earliest days of the
cinema, where (in Gorbman’s words) it ‘masks contradictions, and . . . draws
the spectator further into the diegetic illusion” (1987, p. 59).

Music, then, does not just project meaning in the commercials; it is a
source of meaning. As | have tried to show, it generates meanings beyond
anything that is said (and sometimes anything that can be said) in words.
Some of these meanings come as it were ready-made. such as the genre
references of the Volvo commercial. But this does not apply to those ‘purely
musical’ relationships of continuity and discontinuity, implication and
realisation, that play so crucial a role in the mediation of advertisers’ mess-
ages. In an attempt to formulate a general theory of musical meaning, Danijel
Putnam has described how ‘the contour of instrumental music, with its
broad yet recognizable strokes, ‘fits’ the contour of those broad emotions in
life which, as feeling-states of the organism, can be independent of particu-
lar situations and can be transferred to a variety of diverse objects’ (1987,
p. 59)." Now we do not experience emotions in the abstract; we experience
them to the extent that (as Putnam puts it) they are transferred to specific
objects in specific contexts. And this provides an attractive model of what
happens in the commercials, where the broad expressive potential of musical
sounds acquires specific meaning by virtue of its relationship to words and
pictures — through its transfer, to repeat Putnam’s words, to a variety of
diverse objects.

If this is valid, then music in the abstract — ‘music alone’, as Peter Kivy
calls it — does not have meaning. What it has is a potential for the construc-
tion or negotiation of meaning in specific contexts. It is a bundle of generic
attributes in search of an object. Or it might be described as a structured
semantic space, a privileged site for the negotiation of meaning. And if, in
the commercials, meaning arises from the mutual interaction of music, words,
and pictures, then at the same time it is meaning that forms the common
currency between these elements — that makes the negotiation possible, so to
speak. But of course the commercials are juslt one arena for such negotiation
of meaning. Exactly the same applies Lo the relationship between music and
words in song. And perhaps more significantly, it applies equally to the
relationship between music and the vast quantity of words that are written
about music.

There is something extraordinary about the sheer extent of the literature
on music. Consider: on the one hand, musicians constantly reinterate that
music cannot be captured in words. On the other hand, and just as
constantly, they write metaphorical or technical commentaries on music,
using words to do what they say cannot be done. The apparent paradox
disappears if we see the words not as trying to duplicate or substitute for the
music, but as complementing it, resulting in a counterpoint between verbal
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denotation and musical connotation. By virtue of this counterpoint, the
music’s potential for meaning is given specific realisation; to use Putnam’s
term, the words mediate the transfer of music into meaning, into commun-
ication, into discourse. And to say that is certainly to blur, and perhaps to
erase, the distinction between music and its interpretation. 1t is to recognise
the constitutive role of interpretation, and more specifically of verbal inter-
pretation, in the play of representations that we call musical culture. It is, in
short, to see musical culture as irreducibly multi-media in nature. Or to put
it in a nutshell: music is never ‘alone’.

If this is correct, then it becomes obvious why the traditional question
‘What does music mean?” has resulted in such a cacophony of unsatisfying
answers. The question asks about discursive content in the abstract, when
such content is negotiated only within specific interpretive contexts. It is an
aesthetician’s version of ‘How long is a piece of string?

Notes

1 A preliminary version of this article was given at the conference ‘New Music,
Acsthetics, and Ideology’, held al the Katholicke Universiteit Leuven in March
1993.

2 All four commercials discussed in Lhis article were broadcast on British television

in late December 1992,

In Britain, ‘crisps’ means Lhe same as ‘chips’ elsewhere.

All transeriptions are the author’s,

This commercial is one of a series, each featuring a dilferent career; a more

comprehensive analysis would include this intertextual dimension.

6 For a discussion of advertisers’ use of music {or largetting, see David Huron
(1989, pp. 566-7).

7 The autograph of the Kyrie from Beethoven’s Missa Selemnis bears the inscrip-
tion ‘Vom Herzen — zu Herzen getm!’ (From the heart ~ may it return to the
heart). For a discussion of Derrida and de Man on music, with references, sce
Christopher Norris (1982, p. 34).

8 On the logic of the supplement as applied to song, see Lawrence Kramer
(1991, pp. 154 ff).

% See John Fiske and John Harlley (1978, pp. 44-5). For a slightly different
account see Lawrence Kraimer (1984, p. 6).

10 Peter Kivy (1990, p. 176) also ciles and discusses this passage.
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