
(Mozart Sonata, K. 330) 
 
We have all experienced performance - whether it is attending a live piano recital, or 
witnessing Swan Lake on a live transmission on television, or even watching your five-year 
old nephew recount his first day at school - these are all forms of live performance which 
enthrall us and suspend the passage of time in our daily lives. Performance crystallizes the 
passing seconds, minutes, and hours into experiences and memories that move us and 
enrich our lives. 
 
For the purposes of this talk, I’m going to suggest two axioms that I hold true to musical 
performance: that live musical performance, at its core, is a social activity, and that its 
purpose is to draw out a narrative. Musical performance is a social activity because it always 
requires at least two agents, performer and listener (otherwise it is not “performance”, but 
solely “playing” or “practice”); and music, no matter how randomized or stochastic its means 
of composition are, inevitably organizes itself in the listener’s mind as a series of events and 
signs that arranges itself into a narrative. Even a piece of music that rejects formal narrative 
structure operates on that contradiction which paradoxically is a narrative structure in itself. 
We can’t help it; it’s just how we listen. Humans are hard-wired to seek patterns and 
meanings in nature - think of how clouds always seem to look like animals, or how the fronts 
of cars and trucks look like faces, or how we can feel the rhythmic cadence of certain words 
in poetry. It is this particular pattern-finding, reason-seeking trait of human beings that 
helped us survive in the world which is entropic in nature. 
 
To take the narrative point further; as performers, we act as storytellers, and we do so 
through the embodiment of these narratives. Musical performance sits in our bodies - our 
fleshy tissues, bones, tendons, and muscles move to articulate musical events - and it is the 
body in motion that comprises both the narrative and the narrativity  of the experience. 
 
I’ve used a term in describing this phenomenon - narrativity . Narrativity is not the story that is 
told, but how  it is told, and narrativity (not narrative, as falsely advertised!) is the main 
subject I will be talking about in my lecture-recital today. Many talks and papers have been 
done on narrative in music - I’ve sat through many lectures giving play-by-play accounts on 
what a certain Beethoven Symphony is doing, sometimes through theoretical analysis, 
sometimes through imaginative description. Those sorts of lectures do a good job at laying a 
basic overview of the piece and how it makes sense to that particular analyst or interpreter. 
But, I have attended very few that relate to narrativity  in music, possibly because it seems a 
lot more abstract and poetical, and those sorts of things are more difficult to describe as 
phenomena in the same explicit way. I’ve seen many writers, thinkers, and critics describe 
certain performances as having a certain unnameable element, a “je ne sais quoi”  that 
elevates certain experiences past others, and frequently it is ascribed to the reductive epithet 
of “genius”, a term that includes but is not limited to all reactions from “I didn’t understand 
that, but it was amazing”; to “I understood it, but I don’t know why I understood it!”; to “I 
hated it, but it was incredible”; to (my absolute favorite!) “It does all the wrong  things the right 
way ,” whatever that means. I believe that shedding light on the nature of narrativity in music 
(of how  the story is told) will help uncover a bit of this mystery of how performance works 
and will open our minds to how we interpret and criticize performances. 



 
** 
 
The idea of narrativity  is not new. Narrativity is used in film theory to describe how the 
narrative unfolds over time, examining elements such as the linearity of the narrative, the 
montage of images, the choice of events shown (or not shown), etc. In Western musical 
performance practice, narrativity is a key element, the process in how  we understand and 
experience a piece and how it’s articulated in our bodies. This is especially featured in a 
piano recital, a solo act where the pianist’s every note, phrase, movement, and utterance is 
on display. You witness the exertion of effort from the piano and the player, the muscles 
tensing and the tendons pulling in each passage; you hear the arm and the wrist lead the 
shape of the phrase, channeling the sound into the pads of the fingertips; you hear the 
physical grunts and breaths of effort that come with laborious expression; if you pay 
attention, you’ll even hear the lifting and resting of the dampers against the strings that 
corresponds to a pianist’s foot movements. What we witness when we attend a piano recital 
is a performing body on display: a narrative channeled through a body in motion, the score 
as realized through the effort of the pianist: a text channeled through a voice.  
 
Musical performance, as well as all other performance, operate precisely on this tension that 
occurs when text and voice come into contact with one another, a tension that manifests 
itself through the effort of the performing body. We understand the notion of “text” very well 
as it relates to music, but “voice” is harder to define and understand. Let me illustrate this 
with an example from Roland Barthes’ essay called “The Grain of the Voice” which tries to 
explain what comprises the voice and what it does. Barthes compares two singers - Charles 
Panzera and Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau - using a framework from another philosopher of 
literary criticism, Julia Kristeva. He borrows her concepts of geno-  and pheno-  to analyze 
what he hears in each person’s performance. 
 
As this is not a philosophy lecture, I won’t go into deep details of drawing out the paradigm of 
geno-/pheno- ; for the purposes of this talk, I’ll try to keep it brief. Geno - and pheno-  are 
prefixes that are used in several disciplines: geno-  relates to “origin, family, race” (genotype, 
genome, genetics), and pheno-  relates to observable characteristics, appearances 
(phenomenon, phenotype). You can think of pheno-  as the what : the language, the sounds, 
the grammar, the things that are audible/readable/perceivable and that attempt to convey 
meaning; whereas geno-  is the why : not language itself, but a human inclination toward 
communication including the psychosomatic processes that create subjects (such as me and 
you and everyone else in the room) and feelings (love, despair, hate). The geno-  is always 
indefinable and, in, its will to articulate, will become apparent through pheno- . Some very 
basic examples might be: a baby feels discomfort (geno) and cries (pheno); my stomach 
feels discomfort (geno) and I understand it by formulating that through a code such as 
English (pheno) - “I am hungry.” Geno-  comes before intelligible thought; pheno-  is its 
articulation into an intelligible sign. 
 
On the most basic level: think of wind blowing through a tree, where the wind could be seen 
as the genosound . The wind articulates into a sign through the body of the tree - the sound 



comprising of the rustle of each leaf and twig striking against one another, the tension and 
slack in the branches, the speed of the wind, and the general lean and give of the tree. 
 
Roland Barthes transposes this pheno/geno - break rather explicitly as it pertains to the 
singing by Panzera and Fischer-Dieskau, which we will listen to in a minute. If you look to 
the handout, you can read along with this quote from “The Grain of the Voice”: 
 
As Barthes transposes it, the phenosong  “covers all the phenomena, all the features which 
belong to the structure of the language being sung, the rules of the genre, the coded form of 
the melisma, the composer’s idiolect, the style of interpretation: in short, everything in the 
performance which is in the service of communication, representation, expression, 
everything which it is customary to talk about, which forms the tissue of cultural values… 
[taking] its bearings directly on the ideological alibis of a period.” I think of this as comprising 
of a lot of the things that we learn at places like the Academy - how to play the piano, how to 
improve our technique; how to play with good taste; how to make a good sound; how to 
interpret intelligently, musically, and thoughtfully; how to understand different styles and 
idioms, etc.  
 
The genosong  includes “the volume of the singing and the speaking voice, the space where 
significations germinate ‘from within language and in its very materiality’; it forms a signifying 
play having nothing to do with communication, representation (of feelings), expression; it is 
that apex (or that depth) of production where the melody really works at the language - not at 
what it says, but the voluptuousness of its sound-signifiers, of its letters - where melody 
explores how the language works and identifies with that work. It is the diction of the 
language...” 
 
Understanding the genosong  will help to uncover what Barthes means by the “grain” of the 
voice: he claims “the grain” is “not merely its timbre…” but “the body in the voice as it sings, 
the hand as it writes, the limb as it performs.” The grain of the voice, as I understand it, is the 
intersection  and tension  between the why  and what . In the text, he describes the sensation 
of hearing a Russian church bass: “something is there, manifest and stubborn, beyond (or 
before) the meaning of words, their form, the melisma, and even the style of execution: 
something which is directly the cantor’s body, brought to your ears in one and the same 
movement from deep down in the cavities, the muscles, the membranes, the cartilages, and 
from deep down in the Slavonic language, as though a single skin lined the inner flesh of the 
performer and the music he sings.” 
 
With that, let’s listen to the two singers he’s mentioned. 
 
(Play first verse of Schumann Im Wunderschönen Monat Mai , first Fischer-Dieskau till ~.45 
then Panzera till ~.40) 
 
Now, both are incredibly different from one another, and each has their own merits. I won’t 
reveal to you which one I like more, and whether or not we “like” something is beside the 
point. But: Barthes really  lays it into Fischer-Dieskau. He writes: “From the point of view of 
the pheno-song, FD is assuredly an artist beyond reproach: everything in the structure is 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFtKg9jM81k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NsaFqjvq8Tc


respected and yet nothing seduces… His art is inordinately expressive and hence never 
exceeds culture… With FD, I seem only to hear the lungs, never the tongue, the glottis, the 
teeth, the mucous membranes, the nose. All of Panzera’s art, on the contrary, was in the 
letters, not in the bellows (... you never heard him breathe  but only divide up the phrase)...” 
 
He also says, even more harshly: “If you like Schubert but not FD, then Schubert is today 
forbidden  you - an example of that positive censorship which characterizes mass culture 
though it is never criticized. His art - expressive, dramatic, sentimentally clear , borne by a 
voice lacking in any ‘grain’, in signifying weight, fits well with the demands of an average 
culture… defined by the growth of the number of listeners and the disappearance of 
practitioners and amateurs… an art that inoculates pleasure by reducing it to a known, 
coded emotion, and reconciles the subject to what in music can be said : what is said about 
it, predicatively, by Institution, Criticism, Opinion.” 
 
Now, I do think Barthes has recursively molded his paradigm into justifying his tastes, and I 
don’t mean to trivialize or slander the work of Fischer-Dieskau at all - he is a fantastic artist, 
and I admire this particular recording a lot. But let’s suspend our own judgment for a while, 
and try to see the reasoning behind Barthes’ argument. I think it becomes very clear when 
we compare both second verses (continue from ~.45 FD, ~.40 Panzera,)... 
 
Did you catch how different that last bit was? The text that they are singing is, “Da hab’ ich 
ihr gestanden, Mein Sehnen und Verlangen” . If you don’t know the bit of poetry by Heinrich 
Heine, the translation is “I confessed to her my longing and desire.” Especially with the last 
word, “Verlangen”  (desire), Panzera’s voice seems to yelp, almost letting it break with 
emotion on the “-langen”  - you hear the rawness of feeling, the heaving desperation 
channeled into the “L,” “-ang”, “-en”. There seems to be a primordial need , an inexorable 
desire  behind the voice to make itself known that becomes apparent in its “grain”, a will to 
convey a meaning that is unknowable. In contrast, FD sings the phrase very beautifully and 
nobly; perhaps to Barthes’ ears, he hears no raw feeling, but only signifiers of flattened, 
definable emotions; perhaps he completely misses the point by letting it hang on the 
boilerplates of “expressivity” and “good taste”. 
 
Now, as I play this whole recording by Panzera again, I’ll leave you with what Barthes wrote 
about the Russian bass, as it’s equally applicable to this lovely rendition: “something is there, 
manifest and stubborn, beyond (or before) the meaning of words, their form, the melisma, 
and even the style of execution: something which is directly the cantor’s body, brought to 
your ears in one and the same movement from deep down in the cavities, the muscles, the 
membranes, the cartilages, and from deep down in the... language, as though a single skin 
lined the inner flesh of the performer and the music he sings.” 
 
(Schumann by Panzera, entire recording)  
 
** 
 



I’ve spent the first half of the lecture talking about the voice, and I think thinking on these 
concepts helps clarify more general concepts we talk about in musical performance, such as 
interpretation and gesture.  
 
But now I want to turn more to the direction of storytelling. During our piano lessons, 
sometimes our teachers tell us stories: “Imagine being very happy in a field.” “Imagine the 
sensation of sadness.” This is related to the field of interpretation . For me, a pianist’s 
interpretation and the score of a piece are both surfaces to a deeper, unintelligible meaning 
and the relationship between the two is the genotext. Thus  a great performance or a score is 
great not because of what is within it, but in what it has the capability of evoking . For this 
reason, there can be many different interpretations on the same passage, which manifest 
themselves through a variety of interpretive decisions that we experience - and very often, 
completely opposing interpretations of a piece are both wildly successful at conveying 
meaning.  
 
It follows, then, that it’s not only  interpretation that makes a story, but rather it is a result of 
some other dynamic at play, that which stems from how we create and gather meaning from 
signs in the world. 
 
Take the stock phrase, “once upon a time” which opens most fairy tales in English… You 
may be interested to know that this stock phrase happens to be just as poetical in other 
languages. So instead of saying “once upon a time, in a land far, far away,” how would we 
try to open a story through piano playing? 
 
(Chopin ballade excerpt, to the first resolution) 
 
To me, there seems to be some sort of congruence here, but why?  
 
The stock phrase “once upon a time” is such a good example because its layers of meaning 
are evident across so many modes. On the literal level, it means that the events I’m about to 
tell you happened a long time ago. On a connotational level, which is firmly entrenched in 
systems of culture and language, we’ve heard many fairy tales and we know that the phrase 
is a signal for a fairy tale of some sort, that the events are fictional, and that probably at 
some point I’m maybe going to involve a dragon or princess. 
 
But there’s a third level here, past the literal and the connotational, which is the plane where 
music and language are rooted - and, I hypothesize, all other artistic and humanistic 
endeavors. The third level comes from a need to narrativize reality ;  it wants to suspend the 
reality of what’s happening around you; it wants to fracture your subject and take you outside 
the realms of reason and belief. It is the why  behind the phrase, it is why the phrase exists , 
which wills itself into being through the voice speaking English or the fingertips on the piano 
but which is ultimately indefinable; this is the level where the translation occurs. It is also why 
translations of “once upon a time” into other languages is never literal, but instead poetical. 
 
Now I’m going to play for you a prelude called “La colombe”  by Olivier Messiaen. Messiaen 
loved birds and frequently used birdcalls for his pieces, but there is nothing remotely avian 



about this short prelude. To me, “La colombe”  (the dove) is a cipher. We know that the dove 
is a symbol of peace of harmony, but its significance here is beyond culture; the genotext 
yearns toward a meditation of existence, religiosity, and mysticism. (At least, that’s how I 
choose to interpret it.) This work to me is an example of an intelligible musical surface that 
sits on the depths of the unknown; 
 
(Messiaen) 
** 
 
This lecture-recital was advertised as “Telling a Story”, which is actually a curious thing to 
call a lecture on piano music. Other than a few programmatic pieces, the majority of the 
body of piano repertoire is not motivated by literal stories. Most pieces are abstract and 
source from nothing but their own musical forms and structures, such as Sonatas, Fugues, 
etc; even pieces titled “Ballade” operate in a system independent of the stories they may be 
inspired by. Pieces with unabstract origins - Ballades, Arias, Nocturnes, Gigues, etc. - may 
employ some mimetic elements to “copy” certain things outside of their own musical systems 
- In the Ballade, for instance, there is the constant swing of the 6/8 meter which mimes the 
rhythm of ballads.  
 
But mimesis aside, the musical power of the ballade is not contingent at all on its story; you 
need not know that the work I played was motivated by Adam Mickiewicz’s poems in order to 
understand it, nor do you need to know that 6/8 is a ballad rhythm. In fact, you’ll hear very 
frequently from musicians that learning more about the piece or the composer’s life doesn’t 
always help you understand it. There has to be a translation into a feeling that sits in the 
bones, the muscles, the throat, the gut. It so follows that, whereas learning about 6/8 
rhythms may not help the playing of the piece, perhaps learning about how to dance  might; 
perhaps the oral recitation of Mickiewicz’s ballads might; etc. Perhaps even sensations of 
heartbreak and loss, which are events in one's life that are associated with extreme physical 
sensations - the heaving of crying, the distortion of muscles in an aggrieved face, the 
feelings of loss that sit at the pit of the gut, etc. This embodied knowledge informs and colors 
the stories that we tell. 
 
Maybe this is why text-to-speech software or midi playback never casts the same spell as 
human retelling; performance seems to require embodied knowledge to say something past 
the bare literal. In my view, text-to-speech software or midi-playback is a perfect example of 
only hearing and seeing the pheno-;  the absence of the geno-  (the lack of a conscious 
subject, the lack of a body to inherit knowledge; the lack of undefined  knowledge; the lights 
are on, but no one is home! ) gives us only intelligible information and nothing beyond 
language or culture.  1

 
Composers now frequently notate on composition software such as Sibelius. From playing 
lots of contemporary music, I have often noticed that the tempo markings tend to be too 
quick, perhaps a facet of midi-playback helping them as they write or the difficulty in 
envisioning live performance in their minds. Midi playback now is quite good - current 

1 The uncanny valley phenomenon? 



software not only reads dynamic markings, but can also now do a boilerplate interpretation 
by making phrasings that sound “generically musical” . One composer recently told me that, 2

in order to give the illusion of enlivening the piece, they always bump the speed up for the 
playback. Yet when the score is placed in front of the players, something about the 
embodiment  of the gesture requires time and space to get right, and one of two things 
happen: the metronome marking either slightly backs down, or the players start to fiddle with 
the phrase, “slowing” the music down by grouping notes into phrases. 
 
Such was the case with this etude I commissioned a few years ago by my friend Matt 
Aucoin. When I played it for Matt, he never gave me any musical instruction, but instead told 
me stories for every single phrase. Something about those stories triggered physical 
sensations in me, and music decisions began to sublimate. Coincidentally, the piece slowed 
down - from the original 88 to the crochet, it went to 86, then 84... (I think it eventually settled 
around there.) The phrasing took physical effort,  and effort takes time to travel through the 
body. I’m not saying that it wasn’t effortful playing that piece at the faster tempo - it was 
actually much more  difficult to play it like that - but it certainly did not sound  like it took effort. 
It was too digital - too even - the phrases didn’t sound embodied, they weren’t played as if 
they were “sung”. Playing like a human somehow requires audible  effort as realized through 
the way it sits in the body. 
 
He used terms like, “This has a limp, like a person dragging his foot through a hallway.” Or, 
“think of someone going slack, like suddenly losing the sense of all motor function.” See if 
you can hear these gestures in the first bit of this piece: 
 
(PAucoin, Currents ) 
 
This year I was also learning this piece by Elliott Carter, called Caténaires.  It’s an amazing 
piece; Carter writes one line that zips up and down the keyboard very quickly. Caténaires  is 
a French term that means the overhead wires over a railway.  
 
When playing Carter, it is so easy to make it sound unhuman. Part of it is the tonal language 
- because of its tonal profile, it can feel like randomized pitches strewn about for no reason 
but to get a constant feeling of stochasticity. (Play first 24 pitches of the Carter) 
 
To feel how this piece sits in the body, you’ve got to feel not what’s in the pitches, but in the 
intervals . When you try to sing it, there is no way to do so without expending a crazy amount 
of effort. He spans three, four, eventually eight  octaves in a very fast tempo; if you sang it, 
you’d sound like you were going insane! And it’s this embodied knowledge, the effort  in my 
playing, that made the piece become sound incredibly human and tell its own story: 
 
(Play Carter) 
 
No matter what sort of music we play - whether old or new - it needs a body  to become a 
story.  

2 (aside: the fact that this can be programmed into a software is perhaps a commentary on 
institutionalized pedagogy) 



 
I hope this talk has given you a window into narrativity, into how we make interpretive 
decisions, and the dynamics that work when we perform and make art. If you take anything 
away from this lecture-recital, it is that the reasons why we create and play music are not 
any different from the reasons why we eat, sleep, or breathe. Phenotext , genotext , “the grain 
of the voice…” these are just concepts and ways to understand phenomena that are rooted 
in very basic human needs and faculties. 
 
Think of when an animal hurts itself; in the absence of language, it lets out a yelp. Think of 
the awful words you’re likely to say when you stub your toe. Think of the sound you make 
when you take a swig of water after a long bout of thirst; think of the deep snoring of a tired 
person; think of the act of making love. These are unsuppressable sounds from our bodies, 
borne from our basic needs. 
 
Now think of the impetus to write poetry, compose a symphony, to dance, to sing, to play the 
piano; think of the impetus to tell a story. These pheno- menon are no less inevitable, 
because our final - and most important need - is our search for meaning and narratives in 
this world.  
 
** 


