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This is the transcription of a blog called Technologies of Memory that I (RE) set up to 

accompany a module called ‘Ritual, Remembrance and Recorded Sound’, which I co-taught 

with my colleagues Nanette de Jong and Ian Biddle at the International Centre for Music 

Studies, Newcastle University. I taught on the module for three years (2009-2012) until I left 

the university. The blog was designed as an extra learning resource for students on the 

module and as a repository for ideas to be explored in the book project inspired by teaching 

the module. The blog is no longer in existence. The entries here are in reverse chronological 

order, copied and pasted from the blog but with obvious dead links (post titles, comments, 

tags, etc.) removed. 

Remembrance of Events 07/12/2010 

 

From the BBC news site: 

"John Lennon's death 30 years ago was one of those shocking, poignant "where were you 

when" moments that fashion collective memories out of historic events. 

Many are sudden deaths - that of JFK being the most notable. Outbreaks and conclusions of 

war, scandalous resignations of heads of state, sporting miracles, and audacious crimes can 

all become a "where were you when". 

But why do we remember where we were when we heard Princess Diana had died, or 

Margaret Thatcher resigned? Here some of those who have been influenced by these 

extraordinary occurrences explain why some stick so vividly in the mind and live on in our 

imagination." 

Full story here. 

 

Recording: Katz's seven defining traits 

23/06/2010 

 

For Mark Katz, there are seven traits of sound recording technology that are 'distinctive and 

defining': tangibility, portability, (in)visibility, repeatability, temporality, receptivity, and 

manipulability (Katz, Capturing Sound, pp. 9-47). Tangibility relates to the way in which, 

with the onset of recorded sound, music becomes a thing. Recorded sound did not invent 

music as an object, and it is important to remember previous examples of the attempt to "fix" 

or "keep" music, such as notation, written description, ballad sheets, sheet music and even the 

collecting of musical instruments. But the objects associated with recorded sound--from early 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-11909530
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cylinders through records and on to CDs--could be seen (and felt and heard) to "contain" 

music with far greater fidelity and far greater proximity to "the thing itself" than earlier, non-

sonic objects. As many people have shown, this thing-ness would have considerable 

implications for the association between music  and commodification (Evan Eisenberg's The 

Recording Angel is particularly good on this subject). Again, recordings did not invent the 

connection between music and capital but they did fundamentally reconstitute the capitalist 

machinery of what would come to be known as the culture industry. This refiguring of 

music's potential as commodity means that this particular form of tangibility has survived the 

recent decline in the prevalence of the recorded object; the digitalization and virtualisation of 

culture may have brought about a significant change in what we think of as cultural "objects", 

but the relationship between culture and capital seems to be as firm in the present as at any 

point during the last century.  

Katz's second trait, portability, refers to a quality that becomes ever more apparent in the 

evolution of music-as-thing. Walter Benjamin's famous analysis of mechanical reproduction 

highlights portability as one of the ways in which the 'aura' of the original artwork is lost. It 

was the artwork's location in a particular time and space that contributed to its aura. The 

mechanically-reproduced object, however, has no need of such an aura given that a vital part 

of its raison d'être is the freedom it allows its users to have it wherever and whenever they 

wish. Recorded music can be disseminated to diverse audiences who are severed from the 

time and space of the original musical moment. As Katz says, with reference to the travelling 

picò sound systems of Cartagena, Colombia, 'while recorded music is often decoupled from 

its origins in space and time, this "loss" begets a contextual promiscuity that allows music to 

accrue new, rich, and unexpected meanings' (Katz, p. 15). 

By visibility and invisibility, Katz is highlighting the fact that, with recorded sound, there is 

no need for performers and audiences to see each other. This means that a certain element of 

expressive communication is withdrawn as there can no longer be a reliance on facial 

expression or bodily gesture, factors which are important to performers and audience 

members alike. Audiences cannot read the musicians for clues, nor can performers gauge the 

response of their audiences to what they are playing. 

Repeatability is perhaps one of the more obvious facets of recorded sound, yet it can be 

conceptually complex, as a number of philosophical words that have taken repetition as their 

subject have shown. In terms of what Katz would call 'phonographic effects'--the changes 

wrought upon musical performance and consumption inaugurated by recorded sound--

repetition comes to the fore in the ways in which listeners come to expect certain things from 

the music they hear. Repetition brings familiarity and, while this can be of great value--for 

example, in the possibility of studying a particular piece of music, by which we generally 

mean, in the phonographic era, a particular recording--it can also lead to a sense of 

disturbance, such as that experienced when a live performance of a recording with which we 

are intimately familiar does not seem to live up to its recorded counterpart. What we witness 

here is a process whereby a previously understood precedence--the precedence of the 

performance to the recording--is seemingly reversed. Musicians, of course, are listeners too 

and, as Katz suggests, their listening practices and phonographic awareness, will inevitably 

affect their performance. 

Until the invention of the long-playing disc at the end of the 1940s, listeners were not able to 

hear more than four and a half minutes of continuous recorded sound. One of the most 

obvious phonograph effects, then, relates to temporality. Any kind of recording, be it 
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writing, painting, photography or phonography, is a reduction of the complexity of the 

phenomenal world. As a time-based phenomenon, recorded sound inevitably placed an 

emphasis on the reduction of musical time to what could be fitted into the grooves of the 

record. A number of writers have attended to the changes undergone by specific musical 

forms due to the three-minute limit of 78 rpm recordings (see, for example, Rui Vieira Nery, 

Para uma História do Fado, p. 204, Gail Holst, Road to Rembetika, p. 54), though it seems 

safe to conclude that such compromises were necessary for all musical styles and genres. As 

Katz relates, the three-minute standard came to be associated with the 'formula' for successful 

pop, though it should also be noted that the subsequent ability to record extended works did 

not discourage such temporal formulas from being maintained in many genres. 

The transcriptive nature of most recording up the 1950s was less to with a desire for 

authenticity than a necessity. The rather cumbersome process of recording during this early 

period necessitated a large amount of manipulation, from the placing of singers and 

musicians at various points in relation to the microphone to the elimination of certain 

instruments and styles and their replacement with more phonograph-friendly alternatives. 

However, while these factors could be defined in terms of the manipulation necessary to 

secure good recordings, Katz chooses to categorise them as examples of 'receptivity' his least 

well-defined category. 'Manipulability', by contrast, is used to refer to the ability, with the 

advent of tape recording in the 1940s and digital recording at the end of the 1970s, to 

manipulate the recorded object itself. This might involve the splicing together of different 

recordings to create a single recorded 'text', such as happened with Teo Macero's recordings 

of Mile Davis in the 1960s and George Martin's of the Beatles in the same decade. Or it 

might involve the sampling of recordings to use as a background texture or foregrounded, 

featured element in new recordings, as became the practice in hip-hop and musics influenced 

by it. The role of producers, studio engineers and, in the case of hip hop and dance music, 

deejays became far more prominent die to these kinds of sonic manipulation. 

Before the 'turntablism' of hip hop deejays, playback devices and records had been used as 

instruments or instrumental textures by a number of artists, including John Cage in his 

Imaginary Landscape No. 1 (1939). The use and deliberate misuse of recordings and 

playback technology constitute, for Caleb Kelly, a notable strand of subversive art in the 

second half of the twentieth century. With reference to the criticisms levelled against 

recording technology by thinkers such as Theodor Adorno and Jacques Attali, Kelly suggests 

that practitioners of what he calls 'cracked media' challenge the intended uses of technology 

and substitute alternative forms of labour via subversive acts of misuse and abuse. Korean-

born Nam June Paik, for example, modified turntables to allow numerous randomly accessed 

records to be played on them simultaneously, the end results working as both quirky 

sculptures and manifestations of sound art. Czech artist Milan Knižak put on ritualistic 

happenings in the streets of Prague before moving to sound-based work that included the 

physical alteration and mutilation of vinyl records. Works such as Broken Music applied cut-

up techniques to records, cracking, dismantling, and rebuilding them so that they played 

reconfigured music. Christian Marclay also worked with broken and cut-up records on 

projects which complemented his work in the visual arts while simultaneously performing as 

a radical turntablist. Yasunao Tone performed similar mutilations on compact discs, 

"wounding" them in order to change and distort their data. The German band Oval, 

meanwhile, was instrumental in turning the sound of CD malfunction into aesthetically 

pleasing music, using glitch as a texture in pop songs. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZnStkHmHQoE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8A4r2RU1u3g
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CVN_mxVntXk
http://www.ubu.com/sound/knizak.html
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There are numerous aspects that Katz does not attend to in the initial presentation of his seven 

traits. One is the way in which some of them work together. Temporality and repeatability, 

for example, should be thought of as necessarily connected. Of particular importance to our 

project are the ways in which time and repetition shape and are shaped by memory acts, 

whether voluntary or involuntary. Music performs its evocation work by tapping into the 

ability to render the past in the present to a seemingly infinite degree. Temporality here refers 

not only to the length of a recording but to the duration of the remembered experience that 

the recording summons up. Length of recording is still important, however, because one of 

the many magical qualities of the recording is its very brevity in comparison to the 

experience it evokes. Michael Pickering and Emily Keightly attend to this issue when they 

write, 'It is obvious that one piece of music did not play throughout our memories of high 

school or university, yet it may only take one piece of music to evoke sensuously the 

memories or experiences of those times in our lives.' (Keightley and Pickering, 'For the 

Record', p. 153). There is, then, a synechdocal quality to recording, in which the recorded 

fragment can stand in for and even substitute phenomenal experience. When this aspect is 

allied to the Proustian concepts of voluntary and involuntary memory, there is a wealth of 

useful analysis to be carried out. 

 

Pages from The Gramophone 18/05/2010 

 

 

Two extracts from a review of fado recordings by Rodney Gallop which appeared in The 

Gramophone in October 1931.  
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An extract from a feature on "Strange Music in Spain", by J.B. Trend, which appeared in The 

Gramophone in April 1933: 

 

In these extracts it is interesting to note the recourse to the music's authenticity and to the 

authors' asserting of an authenticating expertise. This expertise must navigate both a 
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knowledge of the music's 'natural' context and a sense of being able to distinguish recordings 

which show fidelity to that context. This, when it comes down to it, is still the task of the 

critic nowadays; what is evident here, however, is the freshness of this practice, exercised as 

it was by a significant minority. 

It is also interesting to note how this period was one in which the discourse around recorded 

sound attended as much to the playback equipment as to the records themselves. Some 

examples from the Gramophone: 



Richard Elliott, Technologies of Memory blog transcription 

 

 



Richard Elliott, Technologies of Memory blog transcription 

 

 

 

Again, it is still the case that there is a dedicated discourse surrounding audio-visual 

equipment, but it is far more segregated from that surrounding recordings now. 
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Imagined countries 14/05/2010 

 

Robert Cantwell on John Lomax:  

"Like Heinrich Schliemann, the German archeologist who in 1871 located the site of the 

ancient city of Troy on the basis of clues laid down in the Homeric poems, Lomax was 

seeking in folksong the site of that dreamed of pure Republic which always lies where 

memory and time like the rose and the briar twist around each other out of the grave. 

Did he find it? No; but if the songs he gathered in his books and recordings are any 

indication, we cannot doubt the existence of such a country." 

This comes from a review of Nolan Porterfield's Last Cavalier: The Life and Times of John 

A. Lomax in The Old-Time Herald, 6/4 (Summer 1998). 

It finds echoes in Cantwell's other work on the folk revival, in particular his account of Harry 

Smith in When We Were Good. It resounds too in Greil Marcus's work on Smith and on Bob 

Dylan. In discussing the mixture of familiarity and unfamiliarity in Dylan and the 

Band's Basement Tapes, Marcus suggests: 

"The music carried an aura of familiarity, of unwritten traditions, and as deep a sense of self-

recognition, the recognition of a self—the singer's? the listener's?—that was both historical 

and sui generis. The music was funny and comforting; at the same time it was strange, and 

somehow incomplete. Out of some odd displacement of art and time, the music seemed both 

transparent and inexplicable." 

(Greil Marcus, Invisible Republic, xv) 

Hearing the whole of the tapes, he suggests, is like discovering a map: 'but if they are a map, 

what country, what lost mine, is it that they center and fix?' (xv). Analysing Dylan's late 

album Time out of Mind, Paul Williams wrote, 'It's like he's living in a garden built of 

folksong lyrics'. Discussing the same work, Mikal Gilmore also used a spatial 

metaphor, suggesting that the album was 'a trek through the unmapped frontier that lies 

beyond loss and disillusion'. Elsewhere, I have suggested that, given the impossibility of 

mapping some areas (I used the labyrinthine Alfama neighbourhood of Lisbon as an example, 

but Marcus's 'old weird America' is a viable substitute), music as as good a map as we may 

find anywhere.  Music creates an imaginary place by providing a map that tells us something 

other printed maps cannot. To use a concept taken from Henri Lefebvre, music acts as a 

representation of space and, therefore, is part of the complex wider production of space. 

 

Authentic Voices 13/05/2010 

 

http://www.oldtimeherald.org/archive/back_issues/volume-6/6-4/reviews.html
http://theplaceoflonging.wordpress.com/2010/05/07/lisbons-narcissism-i/
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In her book In Search of the Blues, Marybeth Hamilton highlights a contradiction at the heart 

of writings about the Delta blues. Although the music is known primarily through recordings, 

those who have valorised it have tended to either downplay or explicitly negate the mediating 

effects of technology.  

Blues enthusiasts, in the main, have ignored those technological trappings, the phonograph, 

the disc, the electrical current; only the voices remain, fierce and immediate ... What makes 

the Delta blues singular, and paradoxical, is its magical capacity to transcend that technology, 

to be conveyed mechanically and yet be perceived as pristinely untouched by the modern 

world. 

(Hamilton, In Search of the Blues, p. 9) 

There is also the recurring issue of 'experts', be they collectors, folklorists or critics: 'In an age 

of mechanical reproduction, they set themselves up as cultural arbiters, connoisseurs whose 

authority rested on their powers of discernment, their ability to distinguish the ersatz from the 

real.' (p. 10) This is an issue I have addressed in the closing chapter of my fado book, where I 

noted the role of the critic/expert as both informant and authenticator. Hamilton, meanwhile 

summarises the desire of collectors such as Alan Lomax as follows: 

how do you capture the real black voice in the age of mechanical reproduction? Answering 

that question meant engaging with the very technology whose impact they feared, ferreting 

out singers with portable phonographs and, eventually, rifling through bins in used-record 

stores, searching for voices that sounded archaic, willing themselves to hear past the machine. 

(Hamilton, p. 10) 

It would also be interesting to compare this willed hearing-past with that undertaken in 

Britain by Ewan MacColl and Charles Parker in the production of the Radio Ballads, a series 

of attempts to capture authentic British folklore via sophisticated recording and tape-editing. 

Greg Milner, in Perfecting Sound Forever, claims that John Lomax 'wanted authenticity, but 

he was not above engineering it'. In contrast, Moses Asch, founder of the Folkways 

label, insisted on sticking to one microphone and trying to capture the sound in as unmediated 

a manner as possible, thus 'simplifying the effects of historical memory'. However, the studio 

process entailed a fencing-off as distorting as anything perpetrated by the Lomaxes in the 

field. 'The studio was sacred for Asch. It shut out all parts of the outside world - symbolized 

by the invisible hand of the marketplace, changing the context as surely as John [Lomax] did 

when he made trapped convicts sound like they were free outdoors - and allowed in only "the 

music".' (all quotes from p. 98 of Milner's book) 

Asch's first self-titled record label began by recording Jewish cantors, a move that mirrors 

Harry Smith's move from compiling the Anthology of American Folk Music to recording 

Jewish liturgical music (Smith produced 15 albums’ worth of material, two of which were 

released by Folkways). One of Asch's prinicple artists, Cantor Liebele Waldman, was 

influenced by Cantor Rosenblatt, who had recorded in the 1920s. Yiddish language music 

was seen in that period as a market similar to hillbilly and race records, though interest died 

away during the Depression. 

http://www.ashgate.com/isbn/9780754667957
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio2/radioballads/original/
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Asch moved from these Jewish sides to recording Leadbelly, then Wallace House's Folk 

Songs of the United Nations , then on to Burl Ives. Asch's second label Disc focussed on jazz 

and folk. Folk, as Peter Goldsmith points out, was categorised as 'music deliberately lacking 

in commercial pretensions' (Goldsmith, Making People's Music, 175) and was now seen as 

political for this reason above and beyond any explicit messages that might be conveyed by 

the lyrics. Woody Guthrie used his releases of the time to rail against commercial music in a 

manner comparable to Theodor Adorno: 

Hollywood songs don’t last. Broadway songs are sprayed with a hundred thousand dollars to 

get them going, and they last ... A few months at most. The Monopoly on Music pays a few 

pet writers to go screwy trying to write and re-write the same old notes under the same old 

formulas and the same old patterns. Every band on the radio sounds exactly alike ... Hitler 

declared war on the world and several million good people walked into their graves to keep 

the world a Union World, but do the gals and the bands play or sing a single note about it? 

(Woody Guthrie, liner notes to Folksay (Asch 432, 1944), quoted in Goldsmith, 147.) 

This folk/commercial divide would be an ongoing issue for Asch through various 

colourations of the debate in different contexts. But, as Goldsmith points out, the commercial 

success of a few of Asch's jazz recordings helped to finance his more esoteric work (p. 177). 

As for his role in mediating the "authenctic" music of others, Asch said of Woody 

Guthrie:  'He was using me like a pen, to make a book. I was working the machinery, but he 

was using it for himself.'  (Quoted in Gene Bluestein, 'Moses Asch, Documentor', American 

Music, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Autumn 1987), pp. 291-304, p. 302.) Guthrie would use the recording 

process to work out the best version for a new song. The medium of recording thus became a 

vital tool in the construction of his work, adding a mediating level that more romantic 

accounts of his performance practice (his own included) tend to neglect. 

 

Ethnomimesis 13/05/2010 

 

It is one of the paradoxes of folklore that though we can discover it, and test its authenticity, 

and even incorporate it into our own cultural life, our literature, music, and art - though we 

can transmit it and even revive it by these agencies, like carriers of a gene, we cannot 

deliberately create it, any more than we can create the chromosomes whose existence and 

nature we detect by their manifestations. 

Robert Cantwell, Ethnomimesis, p. 16. 

Discussing Shakespeare's representation of Tom O'Bedlam in  King Lear, Cantwell claims, 'It 

is not folklife itself, but its epiphanies - in elite cultural forms that are not its own and of 

which literature is, of course, but one - that render it perceptible to us.' As with Shakespeare's 

play, so with the numerous manifestations of ritual and remembrance in the recorded music 

of the twentieth century. 
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Space and time and 78s 08/05/2010 

 

"I heard Bob Dylan singing doing the Sheiks first on that ‘World Gone Wrong’ record. He 

does ‘Blood in Your Eyes for you’ and ‘World Gone.’ Wrong. It was the liner notes on that 

album that were so interesting. The songs were great and his versions are really interesting. 

They’re definitely not knock off versions of those tunes, so he was obviously getting inside 

those songs. He writes about them in a very interesting way in the liner notes. I can’t 

remember exactly what he said, but it wasn’t historical in terms of who they were. It was 

more impressionistic - sort of like his radio show. It was cryptic enough to pique my curiosity 

and I looked them up. I collect 78’s so I was on the lookout and came across some recordings 

of theirs. I had the original records - which is actually a great way to listen to their music. It 

really changes how you hear them. That era of recording - when you listen to the original 78s, 

there’s a physical sense of the music that you get that you don’t get when you hear an MP3 or 

a CD. It’s hard to describe, but you really get inside the music and feel how the group must 

have sounded." 

This comes from an interview with Steve Dawson of Black Hen Music (and producer of Old 

Man Luedecke's "My Hands are on Fire and Other Love songs" - see my review here). What 

he identifies in Dylan's description is true of the radio show (as he says) and also of the way 

Dylan talks about folk music in Chronicles and interviews, always this sense of presence, of 

impression, of being affected by the music right now in its constant newness. Recording 

allows this so that, in addition to the comparison Dawson makes between 78 and MP3 

(which, I think, is still a historical one) is the more exciting suggestion that we put aside 

historical context for a moment in our act of dwelling, that we occupy space rather than time 

when we encounter these recordings. Or rather, because we can't abandon time, we recognize 

the absolute presence of the spatio-temporal position, its happening here and now. 

 

 

Heaven and Earth Magic 19/04/2010 

 

The opening of Harry Smith's animated film Heaven and Earth Magic:  

http://www.nodepression.com/profiles/blogs/behind-the-scenes-at-black-hen
http://www.blackhenmusic.com/
http://www.popmatters.com/pm/review/123996-old-man-luedecke-my-hands-are-on-fire-and-other-love-songs
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More information about this and other Smith films is available at the Harry Smith Archives 

and in this wonderful recent book on Smith as artist, filmmaker, ethnomusicologist, collector 

and iconoclast. 

 

The politics of listening and the fantasy of 

total control 19/04/2010 

 

Collecting and archiving are the processes that help connect the notions of ‘recording loss’ 

and ‘lost recordings’, both of which hinge upon the sense of anxiety brought about by loss. 

Evan Eisenberg provides a ‘tentative list’ of five reasons for collecting:  

 The need to make beauty and pleasure permanent 

 The need to comprehend beauty 

 The need to distinguish oneself as a consumer 

 The need to belong 

 The need to impress others, or oneself. 

(Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel, pp. 14-16.) 

Other writers have focussed on the identification of record collecting and masculinity, no 

doubt inspired by the kind of ‘common sense’ connection between men and record collecting 

chronicled so successfully in Nick Hornby’s novel High Fidelity (1995) and in its film 

adaptation. Simon Reynolds manages a more nuanced response in an essay that deals with 

http://www.harrysmitharchives.com/
http://www.popmatters.com/pm/column/122780-harry-smith-the-avant-garde-in-the-american-verrnacular-by-andrew-pe
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0146882/
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masculinity, collecting and the anxiety of loss in his essay (the essay, ‘Lost in Music’, 

appears in the collection This is Pop, edited by Eric Weisbard). Reynolds suggests: ‘If there’s 

a distinctively masculine “sickness” [in record collecting,] it’s perhaps related to the impulse 

to control, contain, master what actually masters, ravishes, disorganizes you: to erect 

bulwarks against the loss of self that is music’s greatest gift.’ But he quickly adds, ‘Or is it 

the other way around: collecting as a perverse consumerism, a literally consuming passion 

that eats up your life?’ Reynolds speaks also of collecting as a parallel life, not an alternative 

self-contained life: ‘On the one side, the life of loves lost and kept, family tribulations, 

“civilian” friendships; on the other, the world of music.’ Eisenberg, meanwhile, speaks of 

‘heroes of consumption’ such as his friend Clarence, a truly obsessive record collector: ‘The 

true hero of consumption is a rebel of consumption. By taking acquisition to an ascetic 

extreme he repudiates it, and so transplants himself to an older and nobler world.’ This world 

is one that, for many, is sealed into the very grooves of the discs. There is a fragility here that 

always threatens to fragment the memory, a realisation that the musical vehicle – be it record, 

CD or hard drive – might be little more permanent than the air upon which sound drifts away. 

For Geoffrey O’Brien, writing about 78s, the fragility of the object is connected to the 

fleetingness of the lost moment: 

The disks themselves – at once heavy and fragile with an extra layer of surface noise – 

suggest a past surviving against heavy odds. It must be given special attention because its 

traces – carved into those thick grooves and extracted from them with a thick obsolete needle 

as crude as a barnyard nail – are so easily smashed. The past is retrieved, but just barely, and 

it is forever in danger of being smashed beyond recapturing: I learned that the day ‘The 

Viper’s Drag’ slipped from between my fingers 

(Geoffrey O’Brien, Sonata for Jukebox, pp. 54-55.) 

These vessels, then, must be treated with the utmost respect. This includes the manner in 

which the collection is organised, as Walter Benjamin makes clear in ‘Unpacking My 

Library’ and Georges Perec in ‘Brief Notes on the Art and Manner of Arranging One’s 

Books’. This process sheds further light on the project of collecting inasmuch as the latter is 

an impossible quest for some kind of totalisation of knowledge. Perec writes: 

Like the librarians of Babel in Borges’s story, who are looking for the book that will provide 

them with the key to all the others, we oscillate between the illusion of perfection and the 

vertigo of the unattainable. In the name of completeness, we would like to believe that a 

unique order exists that would enable us to accede to knowledge all in one go; in the name of 

the unattainable, we would like to think that order and disorder are in fact the same word, 

denoting pure chance. 

(Georges Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, p. 155.) 

It is interesting to compare this view to that of Harry Smith, a figure central to this project 

and arguably a key figure for any contemporary attempt to think of the relationships between 

ritual, remembrance and recorded sound. Smith, best known to vernacular music fans for 

having compiled the 1952 Anthology of American Folk Music, was an inveterate collector of 

all kinds of objects. Collecting, for Smith, was an attempt to find connections and 

correspondences between the disparate elements of the universe; his understanding of these 

connections was guided as much by structural anthrolopology and linguistics as by an 
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obsession with alchemy, the occult and the history of esoteric thought. In an interview with 

John Cohen in 1969, Smith described his collecting practices as follows: 

It has something to do the desire to communicate in some way, the collection of objects. Now 

I like to have something around that has a lot of information in it, and since then, it seems to 

me that books are an especially bad way of recording information...So I've been interested in 

other things that gave a heightened experience in relation to the environment... 

...the type of thinking that I applied to records, I still apply to other things, like Seminole 

patchwork or to Ukrainian easter eggs. The whole purpose is to have some kind of series of 

things. Information as drawing and graphic designs can be located more quickly than it can 

be in books. The fact that I have all the Seminole designs permits anything that falls into the 

canon of that technological procedure to be found there. It's like flipping quickly through. It'a 

a way of programming the mind, like a punch card of a sort... 

(Quoted in Andrew Perchuk and Rani Singh (eds), Harry Smith: The Avant-Garde in the 

American Vernacular, p. 7.) 

The existence of the collection, however, means that, the past can be brought home. Nostalgia 

can be satisfied by a simple mechanical operation, as O’Brien notes: 

But whatever might be lost or broken or forgotten is nothing compared to the miraculous 

rebirth that occurs every time the needle hits the groove. Here is Fats Waller himself, not 

dead but present, so present that he overwhelms the well-ordered precincts of the living room. 

The sound sprawls. What vibrates here has more life than any room. In ecstasy Fats slams the 

keys to lay down the unending groove of ‘Lulu’s Back in Town.’  

(O'Brien, p. 55.) 

As Evan Eisenberg’s friend Clarence put it, ‘records are inanimate until you put the needle in 

the groove, and then they come to life’. (For more on Clarence, see Eisenberg's wonderful 

book and this article by Richard Middleton.) 

It is not only recordings that promote anxiety even as they bring comfort. Accompanying the 

move to sound recording is the loss of sight of musical instruments (although see Eisenberg’s 

discussion of the phonograph as instrument in Chapter Ten of The Recording Angel) and the 

shrinking of recording and playback devices. The iPod has generated a notable level of 

distrust due to its lack of objects (no records or other discs, cases, etc.), a distrust partly 

addressed by the attachment of numerous accessories to the player itself, such as cases, 

speakers, ‘skins’, etc. With the development of telephony and phonography came an 

uncanniness brought about by not seeing the source of the sound, a feeling highlighted by 

Proust in his description of the sound of the voice on the telephone in A la recherche du 

temps perdu. With the current methods of accessing music, where the only object involved 

might be a computer or an iPod, this process has intensified, as Julian Dibbell discusses in 

‘Unpacking Our Hard Drives’, an update of Benjamin’s essay on libraries. Dibbell asks: ‘Can 

the erotics of pop consumption […] survive when records live unseen and untouched on our 

hard drives, and if so, how? Where is the love in the age of the download?’  It is worth noting 

here the appeal to sight and touch, reminding us that there is more to music than listening. 

Dibbell quotes Benjamin on mourning the collector but suggests that the ‘eros’ -  better 

understood as a kind of obsession – has not gone away but has transmuted into different but 

http://www.popmatters.com/pm/column/122780-harry-smith-the-avant-garde-in-the-american-verrnacular-by-andrew-pe
http://www.popmatters.com/pm/column/122780-harry-smith-the-avant-garde-in-the-american-verrnacular-by-andrew-pe
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Recording-Angel-Explorations-Phonography/dp/0300099045/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1271685157&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Recording-Angel-Explorations-Phonography/dp/0300099045/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1271685157&sr=1-1
http://www.radical-musicology.org.uk/2006/Middleton.htm
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comparable practices related to downloading and sharing music, such as the ‘zero day’ scene 

(involving the downloading of music before it has been officially released) which thrives on 

the obsession to be first (found also in internet forum threads), to have the music before 

anyone else and on the thrill of illegality. Though many have cautioned against the utopian 

narratives of consumer control that the internet suggested,  Dibbell is correct to focus on the 

thrill of the process. What remains constant is the obsession based around the extra Thing, the 

part of music which is not music itself but which represents desire: the record, the MP3, the 

autograph. 

If something scares us in the prospect of losing ourselves in music, then it may well be that 

this anxiety is only increased by the ‘disappearance’ of the music itself into the electronic 

labyrinths of computer hard drives. This could be one reason for the persistence of the 

listening ritual, a process often held dear by those most vociferously opposed to new media 

such as iPods. What is for these critics an ‘agency of listening’, a refusal of random elements, 

can be seen as a result of an anxiety around sound’s authority and around one’s ‘incipient 

obedience’. Listening becomes an act of mastery, often gendered as a masculine reclamation 

of feminine space, connecting it to the male mastery of ‘feminine’ consumption that some see 

record collecting as being. Agency here means imposing order on a seemingly chaotic world 

(a world of computer-generated and -maintained favourites and wishlists, of shuffle functions 

on iPods or random modes on CD players). The existential question relating to this agency 

becomes ‘To shuffle or not to shuffle?’ The implicit suggestion in many such responses is 

that other people do not listen properly. This is connected to authenticating accounts of 

popular music taste and cultural capital, as Anahid Kassabian points out in her work on 

ubiquitous music.  I would suggest that the need to enact mastery over the listening 

experience (or process) exhibits another submission, to the anxiety of loss. And while the 

criticisms of new media are often essentially a performance of such anxiety, the 

counterpoised notion of the listening ritual does recognise that there is importance in the 

music and wants to show respect (fidelity), wants to make of each listening experience an 

event. 

(I go into these and related ideas in more detail here.) 

 

Definitions: Record 18/03/2010 

 
When it came to defining the "recorded sound" part of our project, we decided to start from 

the word "record". In addition to the brainstorming session in class, we looked at 

dictionary.com again. It lists the following: 

–verb (used with object) 

1. to set down in writing or the like, as for the purpose of preserving evidence. 2. to cause to 

be set down or registered: to record one's vote. 3. to state or indicate: He recorded his protest, 

but it was disregarded. 4. to serve to relate or to tell of: The document records that the battle 

took place six years earlier. 5. to set down or register in some permanent form, as on a 

seismograph. 6. to set down, register, or fix by characteristic marks, incisions, magnetism, 

http://www.radical-musicology.org.uk/2006/Azenha.htm
http://www.radical-musicology.org.uk/2008/Elliott.htm
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etc., for the purpose of reproduction by a phonograph or magnetic reproducer. 7. to make a 

recording of: The orchestra recorded the 6th Symphony. 

–verb (used without object) 8. to record something; make a record. 

-noun 9. an act of recording. 10. the state of being recorded, as in writing. 11. an account in 

writing or the like preserving the memory or knowledge of facts or events. 12. information or 

knowledge preserved in writing or the like. 13. a report, list, or aggregate of actions or 

achievements: He made a good record in college. The ship has a fine sailing record. 14. a 

legally documented history of criminal activity: They discovered that the suspect had a 

record. 15. something or someone serving as a remembrance; memorial: Keep this souvenir 

as a record of your visit. 16. the tracing, marking, or the like, made by a recording instrument. 

17. something on which sound or images have been recorded for subsequent reproduction, as 

a grooved disk that is played on a phonograph or an optical disk for recording sound 

(audiodisk) or images (videodisk). 18. the highest or best rate, amount, etc., ever attained, 

esp. in sports: to hold the record for home runs; to break the record in the high jump. 

19. Sports. the standing of a team or individual with respect to contests won, lost, and tied. 

20. an official writing intended to be preserved. 21. Computers. a group of related fields, or a 

single field, treated as a unit and comprising part of a file or data set, for purposes of input, 

processing, output, or storage by a computer. 22. Law.        a. the commitment to writing, as 

authentic evidence, of something having legal importance, esp. as evidence of the 

proceedings or verdict of a court.        b. evidence preserved in this manner.        c. an 

authentic or official written report of proceedings of a court of justice. 

-adjective 23. making or affording a record. 24. surpassing or superior to all others: a record 

year for automobile sales. 

—Idioms 25. go on record, to issue a public statement of one's opinion or stand: He went on 

record as advocating immediate integration. 26. off the record,        a. not intended for 

publication; unofficial; confidential: The President's comment was strictly off the 

record.        b. not registered or reported as a business transaction; off the books. 27.  on 

record,        a. existing as a matter of public knowledge; known.        b. existing in a 

publication, document, file, etc.: There was no birth certificate on record. 

While discussing the various meanings of "record" and "recording", issues of memory and 

remembering are unavoidable. At a fairly simple level, recording seems to be about 

remembering, about relegating the storage of a transient event such as music to a device more 

reliable--and, arguably, more useful to others--than one's memory. The connection with ritual 

might not seem as obvious at first. Certainly, we can talk about the recording of rituals in the 

same way as we can talk about the recording of music and other such transitory events. But, 

for the purposes of this project, it is necessary to extend the network of associations and to 

think about the ways that the actions and the technologies of recording initiate their own 

rituals. Evan Eisenberg's wonderful book The Recording Angel is helpful here, dealing as it 

does with the impact of recording on music and with the obsessions that recording creates in 

certain individuals. Eisenberg's friend Clarence, the obsessive record collector, remains the 

classic example. Eisenberg follows his discussion of Clarence's collecting habits with a 

meditation on the commodification and reification of music, but he is equally attuned to the 

ritualistic aspects of music, using funk's metaphorical "thang" as a way of distinguishing 

between commodified/owned and the communal/ritualistic: 
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With tempting dialectic, funk suggests the following: music, having started out as ritual, 

having then become a thing, now becomes a thang. The difference is profound. A thing is 

what you possess, a thang is what possesses you. A thing occupies space, a thang occupies 

time and preoccupies people. A thing, above all, is private, a thang can be shared. As thang, 

music is again communal and celebratory. 

(Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel, p. 69.) 

Eisenberg's point is echoed somewhat in Christopher Small's discussion of records: 

Records have a dual nature, in that, while they are undoubtedly things, and things with a 

saleable value, they are bought in order to turn them back into actions, that is to say 

performances, and for most people they are valued only so long as the performance they carry 

is itself valued; only the archivist values them as things in themselves. 

(Christopher Small, Music of the Common Tongue, p. 403.) 

Of the two authors, Eisenberg seems more sympathetic to the magical potential of recordings 

and it would be a disservice to him to suggest that the passage quoted above is meant to 

celebrate the communal/ritualistic/shared over the private/recorded/owned, not least because 

Eisenberg is perfectly aware that certain private rituals (such as Clarence's) do away with any 

neat opposition between these seemingly opposing situations. Small, not surprisingly for 

someone who brought the verb "musicking" into musicological discourse, seems to relegate 

recordings to a subservient category. There is, in Small, what we might perceive, following 

Jacques Derrida, as a metaphysics of presence to his claims for musicking; certainly, the 

prioritisation of speech (musicking) over writing (recording) seems to be an operational 

device throughout his work. To say that "only the archivist values [recordings] as things in 

themselves" is to both equate "value" with only the narrowest sense of economy (the 

economy of capital, say, rather than the ecomony of psychoanalytic drives) and to belittle the 

varied and complex acts of archive and memory work. 

As I have noted elsewhere, there is, in popular music listening and lore, an overwhelming 

interest in epiphany. Some random but seemingly typical examples: 

 Daniel Goldmark writes of the jazz bagpiper Rufus Harley’s moment of conversion: 

‘Harley had an epiphany – this was the sound that he’d been hearing but unable to 

realize on his saxophone.’ (Liner notes to Rufus Harley, Courage: The Atlantic 

Recordings.) 

 Composer-arranger Paul Buckmaster says of Miles Davis’s move to electric music: ‘It 

was everything I had imagined some kind of future music to be. Everything that I 

hoped to hear was revealed in Bitches Brew’. (Interview in Miles Electric: A Different 

Kind of Blue.) 

 Lester Bangs, in an article on The Clash, writes: ‘don’t ask me why I obsessively look 

to rock ’n’ roll bands for some kind of model for a better society...I guess it’s just that 

I glimpsed something beautiful in a flashbulb moment once, and perhaps mistaking it 

for a prophecy have been seeking its fulfilment ever since.’ (Psychotic Reactions and 

Carburettor Dung, pp. 233-234.) 

 Roger Nupie, president of the International Dr Nina Simone Fan Club, says that 

‘when [Nina Simone’s] music came into my life [...] I felt like I had already heard it, 

http://www.radical-musicology.org.uk/2008/Elliott.htm#_ednref52
http://www.rhino.co.uk/rhino-store/products,courage-the-atlantic-recordings_2499.htm
http://www.rhino.co.uk/rhino-store/products,courage-the-atlantic-recordings_2499.htm
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0427541
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0427541
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as if I recognised and knew it in some way or another.’ (Quoted in Sylvia Hampton 

with David Nathan, Nina Simone: Break Down & Let It All Out, p. 175.) 

 Billy Bragg writes of his youth: ‘I knew little about [Simon and Garfunkel] apart from 

the fact that that their music was a route to some kind of ecstasy, a catalyst for 

emotions more intense than I had ever known before. I felt as if I had stumbled onto a 

different reality, in which the sound of a certain song could transport me to another 

place.’ (Billy Bragg, The Progressive Patriot, pp. 120-121.) Bragg’s next step is to lie 

in wait for the song to appear on the radio so that he can record it. 

 Merle Haggard gets straight to the heart of the matter in ‘Someone Told My Story’ 

(1967): "I played a brand new record on the jukebox / I scarcely could believe the 

song I heard / It told of how you left me for another / It was almost like I’d written 

every word" (and Moe Bandy makes an analogous observation in ‘Hank Williams 

You Wrote My Life’ (1976)). 

 Scott Walker includes a quote from Albert Camus on the sleeve of his album Scott 4, 

which reads: ‘A man’s work is nothing but this slow trek to discover, through the 

detours of his art, those two or three great and simple images in whose presence his 

heart first opened.’ 

It is worth considering how the moment of epiphany is both a moment of gain (we find 

something new in that paradoxical moment of learning what we already seemed to know) and 

a moment of loss (we feel we will never confront that sudden flash of insight again, although 

we will go on searching for what it seemed to illuminate). As Judith Butler observes: 

‘Perhaps [...] one mourns when one accepts that by the loss one undergoes one will be 

changed, possibly for ever. Perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing to undergo a 

transformation (perhaps one should say submitting to a transformation) the result of which 

one cannot know in advance.’ (Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and 

Violence, p. 21.) Epiphanies compel us to continue searching for greater epiphanies. 

They compel us to repeat the actions that gave rise to that first calling, as suggested in the 

quote from Camus that Scott Walker uses. We become subject to a radical loss as we come to 

realise the pastness of the event and the impossibility of its repetition. This process is one 

recognised by the Marxian concept of commodity fetishism and it is here that Eisenberg's 

dialectic of possession is most useful, the relationship between the way that music possesses 

us and our desire to somehow possess the music. 

I am not as sure as Eisenberg that music-as-thing always or necessarily precedes music-as-

thang. I think it just as likely that, as in the attempt to repeat the subjectivising epiphanic 

moment, we return to music’s things after having discovered the potential of its thang. 

Whichever it is, however, a discussion of the music’s subjectivising processes should not 

neglect music’s myriad objects, nor issues of fetishisation, anxiety and fidelity. What is it that 

makes us want to associate music with objects? What is the anxiety that accompanies the loss 

of these objects? In what ways do we demand that these objects be true to our sonic 

fantasies? 

 

Definitions: Remembrance 26/01/2010 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZVBPhNF7qs
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Dictionary.com has the following definitions for "Remembrance":  

1.  a retained mental impression; memory. 

2.  the act or fact of remembering. 

3.  the power or faculty of remembering. 

4. the length of time over which recollection or memory extends. 

5.  the state of being remembered; commemoration: to hold someone's name in remembrance. 

6.  something that serves to bring to mind or keep in mind some place, person, event, etc.; 

memento. 

7.  a gift given as a token of love or friendship: I sent her a small remembrance on Mother's 

Day. 

8.  remembrances, greetings; respects. 

The main dictionary from which the site collates its definitions (Random House) lists the 

following synonyms: recollection, reminiscence, memory, keepsake, trophy, souvenir, token, 

memorial. The site, meanwhile, offers its own list of synonyms (recall, monument, thought, 

regard, retrospect, mind, reminder) and a number of "related searches": 

 Remembrance Poem for Someone Who Is Deceased 

 Remembrance Day 

 Funeral Remembrance Poems 

 Remembrance Day Poppies 

 Wedding Remembrance Candles 

 Canadian Remembrance Day 

When we discussed this in class, the concept of Remembrance Day was not familiar to 

everyone. For those born and/or raised in the UK, it was a fairly obvious link to make 

between "remembrance" and the day that bears its name (11 November, also known as 

Armistice or Poppy Day). For others, "remembrance" bore the mantle of a more formal name 

for some of the acts and processes listed above: retained mental impressions, memory (and 

memories), the act/fact/power/faculty of remembering, or the length of time over which 

recollection or memory extends. 
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remembrance 

[caption id="attachment_29" align="alignnone" width="300" caption="Entry for 

"Remembrance" on www.visualthesaurus.com"][/caption] 

We etsablished the need to distinguish between remembering, memory and memories and 

between voluntary memories (the deliberate act of recollection) and involuntary memories 

(the psychic haunting or the Proustian rush). In Proust we see the coming together of the 

involuntary and the voluntary, the madeleine-influenced "rush" leading to a desire to 

constantly revisit the place it sends the rememberer to, a desire that will find its ultimate 

fulfilment in the act of writing as recollection, in Proust's novel itself. As I have described 

elsewhere, reflecting on George Lipsitz's description of the importance of memory in music, 

https://theses.ncl.ac.uk/dspace/handle/10443/420


Richard Elliott, Technologies of Memory blog transcription 

 

Proust provides an exemplarily musical example of his (and his character Swann's) 

recognition of the interplay between memory and recollection : 

Perhaps the most obvious association between music and place is that associated with 

memory. As George Lipsitz writes: 

"Through music we learn about place and about displacement. Laments for lost places and 

narratives of exile and return often inform, inspire, and incite the production of popular 

music. Songs build engagement among audiences at least in part through references that tap 

memories and hopes about particular places. Intentionally and unintentionally, musicians use 

lyrics, musical forms, and specific styles of performance that evoke attachment to or 

alienation from particular places." (George Lipsitz, Dangerous Crossroads: Popular Music, 

Postmodernism and the Poetics of Place (London and New York: Verso, 1994), p. 4.) 

Lipsitz’s mention of intentionality allows us to consider the distinctions that Proust makes 

between, on the one hand, the involuntary memory associated with the evocative power of the 

petite madeleine, and on the other the conscious act of recollection of time and place that is A 

la recherche du temps perdu. Both forms of memory are present in the numerous references 

to music throughout the novel, including the famous account of Vinteuil’s sonata. Proust’s 

character M. Swann is initially affected by the music a year before the events being narrated 

but does not recognise it and has no way of finding out what it is. The following year, at a 

soiree, Swann rediscovers the music and is this time affected not by the immediate perception 

of it, but by the memory of it. Yet, even on the first listen, memory was at work. As Proust 

describes the impossibility of capturing music due to its fleetingness, he describes memory, 

in a manner that utilises an understanding of memory as place, as ‘a labourer working to put 

down lasting foundations in the midst of the waves, by fabricating for us facsimiles of these 

fleeting phrases’ (Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time Vol 1: The Way by Swann’s, ed. 

Christopher Prendergast, tr. Lydia Davis (London: Penguin, 2002), p. 212). 

On Swann’s rediscovery of the music, however, he is furnished with a better way of keeping 

hold of it: ‘now he could ask the name of his stranger [...] he possessed it, he could have it in 

his house as often as he liked, try to learn its language and its secret.’ Proust here combines 

music, place and memory in a number of ways: firstly, Swann’s initial exposure to the music 

is described in terms of the fleetingness of spatial perception; secondly, his mind attempts to 

hold onto the music via the swift erection of memory places; thirdly, he is now able have the 

music ‘in his house’ where he can guard it and visit it as often as he likes. 

The contemporary equivalent of Swann’s experience would probably be the hearing of a 

piece of music on some form of broadcast media, a subsequent search for the source of the 

music and a final ‘capturing’ of it via the purchase of a CD or download of an MP3 file. Yet 

certain features of the experience remain unchanged, not least the necessity of distance 

between the initial experience and the position from which that experience can be ‘fixed’. A 

similar observation can be found in the autobiography of the Brazilian singer-songwriter 

Caetano Veloso, who describes his experience of listening to Ray Charles’s ‘Georgia On My 

Mind’ in Salvador and missing his hometown of Santo Amaro. Veloso writes: ‘These were 

transcendental nostalgias, the beauty of the singing infusing memory with a life more intense 

than the moments as they were actually lived, allowing them to be relived more truthfully the 

second time.’ He then relates how he later found ‘this effect luminously described in Proust’ 

(Caetano Veloso, Tropical Truth: A Story of Music and Revolution in Brazil, ed. Barbara 

Einzig, tr. Isabel de Sena (London: Bloomsbury, 2003), p. 41). There is another aspect to 
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place here, or rather to displacement, as Georgia comes to stand in for Santo Amaro in 

Veloso’s hearing of the song. An analogous process is discussed by Kaja Silverman in her 

account of the use of Vinteuil’s sonata in Proust’s novel, where she emphasises the 

importance of displacement and metonymy as the music stands in for Odette and both stand 

in for Swann’s desire (Kaja Silverman, The Subject of Semiotics (New York and Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 117-121). 

Here, then is one type of "memory work" with which our own project will be concerned. In 

moving from Proust's endeavour to that of others such as the "memorian" Joe Brainard and 

his French counterparts Georges Perec and Jacques Roubard, we will have recourse not only 

to the interaction of memory-as-storage and memory-as anamnesis, but also to the 

interinvolvement between public and private memory rituals. 

We will also need to consider the idea of memory spaces and memory theatres, the ways in 

which memory is monumentalised and made publicly visible and, crucially for us, audible. 

While this consideration will take place most evidently in a reflection on the work of 

historians such as Pierre Nora and Raphael Samuel, we should not neglect the importance of 

space, place and memory for ethnologists. The work of Keith Basso is exemplary here. Basso 

is interested in how sense of place is connected with education. The landscape of the Apache 

people with whom he converses is a tool used in the teaching of moral tales to the 

community’s children. Social mores are then established through allusions to the landscape 

rather than castigation. An innovative use of place is thus established, one that emphasises 

how the physical world takes a part in focusing the mind: 

You can no more imagine an Apache sense of place without some notion of Old Man Owl, 

smooth minds, and what occurred at Grasshoppers Piled Up Across than you can fancy a 

native New Yorker’s sense of place without comparable ideas of Woody Allen, subway rush 

hours, and strolling in central Park on the first warm day of spring. Everything, or almost 

everything, hinges on the particulars, and because it does, ethnography is essential. 

(Keith H. Basso, ‘Wisdom Sits in Places: Notes on a Western Apache Landscape’, in Senses 

of Place, ed. by Steven Feld & Keith H. Basso (Santa Fe: School of American Research 

Press, 1996), p. 84.) 

Writing from a British perspective and having been to neither of these places I find, though 

both scenes are in one sense foreign to me, I am far more knowledgeable about the second 

foreignness. That Basso can then familiarise me with the first through his work and convince 

me why it might be important for me to know as much about Old Man Owl as I do about 

Woody Allen is a vindication of his defence of ethnography. But to acknowledge this is only 

to focus on the way in which Basso has contributed, via witnessing and documenting, to a 

kind of memory work aimed at preserving a way of learning and knowing the world that is 

endangered by the importation of mainstream (hegemonic) forms of schooling. What the 

spatial practices themselves indicate is that the physical world exists, for this community, as a 

set of reminding-places. I use this term to distinguish these sites from Nora's "memory 

places"; where the latter are physical (or sometimes imagined) manifestations of the past, 

reminding-places are primarily warnings about the present and the future. 

This matters because it adds another set of definitions to our list: to remind, to remember to 

do, reminders, the oft-mentioned "notes to self". Memory, while it may take place only in the 

present, points forward as well as backward. 
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Definitions: Ritual 25/01/2010 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary (online edition) lists the following as definitions for "Ritual":  

A. adj. 

    1. a. Pertaining or relating to, connected with, rites. spec. in Archæol., applied to objects or 

constructions. 

    b. ritual choir, that part of the church in which the choir-offices are performed. 

    2. Of the nature of, forming, a rite or rites. ritual murder, murder carried out as a rite; also 

fig. and attrib.; similarly ritual killing. 

    3. In extended and trivial use: pertaining to or constituting a social or psychological ritual 

(see sense B. 2 below); used, occurring, etc., as a social convention or habit. 

B. n. 

1. a. A prescribed order of performing religious or other devotional service. 

b. A book containing the order, forms, or ceremonies, to be observed in the celebration of 

religious or other solemn service. 

  
2. a. orig. only pl. Ritual observances; ceremonial acts. Now freq. in sing., and in extended 

and trivial uses. 

  
b. spec. in Psychol. A series of actions compulsively performed under certain circumstances, 

the non-performance of which results in tension and anxiety. 

  
3. The performance of ritual acts. 

Looking up "ritual" on Dictionary.com, meanwhile, provides a list of similar definitions 

sourced from the Random House and American Heritage dictionaries, along with the 

Encyclopedia Britannica: 

1. an established or prescribed procedure for a religious or other rite. 2. a system or collection 

of religious or other rites. 3. observance of set forms in public worship. 4. a book of rites or 

ceremonies. 5. a book containing the offices to be used by priests in administering the 

sacraments and for visitation of the sick, burial of the dead, etc. 6. a prescribed or established 

rite, ceremony, proceeding, or service: the ritual of the dead.  7. prescribed, established, or 

ceremonial acts or features collectively, as in religious services. 8. any practice or pattern of 

behavior regularly performed in a set manner. 9. a prescribed code of behavior regulating 

social conduct, as that exemplified by the raising of one's hat or the shaking of hands in 

greeting. 10. Psychiatry. a specific act, as hand-washing, performed repetitively to a 

pathological degree, occurring as a common symptom of obsessive-compulsive neurosis. 

http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50207377?single=1&query_type=word&queryword=ritual&first=1&max_to_show=10
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/ritual
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11. of the nature of or practiced as a rite or ritual: a ritual dance.  12. of or pertaining to rites 

or ritual: ritual laws. 

(Random House) 

The prescribed order of a religious ceremony. 

The body of ceremonies or rites used in a place of worship. 

The prescribed form of conducting a formal secular ceremony: the ritual of an inauguration. 

The body of ceremonies used by a fraternal organization. 

A ceremonial act or a series of such acts. 

The performance of such acts. 

A detailed method of procedure faithfully or regularly followed: My household chores have 

become a morning ritual. 

A state or condition characterized by the presence of established procedure or routine. 

A state or condition characterized by the presence of established procedure or routine: 

"Prison was a ritualâ€”reenacted daily, year in, year out. Prisoners came and went; 

generations came and went; and yet the ritual endured" (William H. Hallahan). 

A book of rites or ceremonial forms. 

adj.  Associated with or performed according to a rite or ritual: a priest's ritual garments; a 

ritual sacrifice. 

Being part of an established routine: a ritual glass of milk before bed. 

(American Heritage) 

the performance of ceremonial acts prescribed by tradition or by sacerdotal decree. Ritual is a 

specific, observable mode of behaviour exhibited by all known societies. It is thus possible to 

view ritual as a way of defining or describing humans. 

(Encyclopedia Britannica) 

Medical dictionaries focus on the psychological aspects of ritual: 

any act or practice regularly repeated in a set precise manner for relief of anxiety 

(Merriam-Webster's Medical Dictionary) 

A detailed act or series of acts carried out by an individual to relieve anxiety or to forestall 

the development of anxiety. 
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(Stedman's Medical Dictionary) 

Additionally, the Dictionary.com site, when accessed in October 2009, provided links to the 

following  "Related Searches": Christian rituals, Buddhist rituals, Solitary rituals, African 

rituals, , Beltane rituals,  Wiccan rituals, Confucianism rituals, Sorority rituals, Secret 

fraternity rituals, Sigma chi secrets. It also provided links to these "synonyms": ceremonious, 

ceremonial, red tape, routine, formality, office, solemnity. 

These lists stake out a considerable amount of the territory claimed by ritual and focus, not 

surprisingly, on aspects of the religious, the culturally specific and the secret. However, they 

also start to suggest the ways in which ritual connects to remembrance and to memory more 

generally, especially in the psychologically-determined definitions. What haunts our 

memories may manifest itself in out repeated actions. 

Over the course of the module and the book, we hope to explore some of these connections 

and to suggest ways in which the analysis of ritual has resonance not only for anthropologists 

and ethnologists, but also for cultural theorists and those involved in the production, 

reception and repetition of music (what we might refer to, after Christopher Small, as 

"musicking"). By focussing on cultural theories of ritual, we can question the extent to which 

the latter is thought of as something practised predominantly by "others". What is notable in 

the adoption of anthroplogical observation by twentieth century cultural theorists is the way 

in which ritual is brought to bear on the unconscious -- and on memory -- and hence 

universalised. 

But we do not want to abandon the specialness of ritual, or to suggest that it is something that 

can be easily or unproblematically universalised. On the contrary, what is shown by so many 

of these definitions -- and more will follow -- is that ritual requires a putting-aside, a space-

making procedure in which the boundaries of the everyday and the exceptional can be 

interrogated. Paradoxically, ritual must be thought of as both a "practice of everyday life" 

(Michel de Certeau) and a fencing-off of the remarkable and evental. 

COMMENTS 

 

Nanette  

Whereas personal rituals may strengthen our individual spaces in the world, collective rituals 

strengthen community. They generate unified views of the world, outlining, in the words of 

Erving Goffman, “how each individual ought to handle himself[/herself] with respect to each 

of the others, so that he[/she] does not discredit his[/her] own tacit claim to good character or 

the tacit claim of the others that they are persons of social worth, whose various forms of 

territoriality are to be respected” (1976: 266). Collective rituals are socialised acts, and they 

help establish conventions of behaviour that regulate communication and contact between 

and among community members. 

 

Nanette 

During class discussions we also recognised the importance of 'every day rituals'. Our every 

day rituals may be individually defined—like drinking coffee and checking emails as part of 

a morning route; some may be collective—like meeting for drinks following work; and others 

may be idiosyncratic—like always sleeping on the left side of the bed. Collectively, every 

day rituals help us feel more comfortable in the world: they reflect every day moral codes 

and, therefore, help justify our place. Changes to every day routine can stir feelings of anxiety 
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and alarm precisely because our daily rituals give everyday life a sense of orderliness and 

coherence; they allot certain structure and significance to our actions; they reduce fears of 

randomness and impose a sense of logic.

 

The idea 07/01/2010 

 

The "Technologies of Memory" project, led by three members of staff at ICMuS, deals with 

the part played by music in public and private acts of mourning, remembering and forgetting. 

It does so through critical engagement with recent developments in the theory of technology 

and through a number of historically- and geographically-located case studies. Sound 

reproduction technologies, we assert, have intervened in and shaped some of the ways in 

which we have come to think about memory. In addition, drawing on recent developments in 

the field of ritual studies, the book will also assert that memory work (the ways in which 

memory is put into the public domain, discursivised and shaped by the public and private 

domains) operates according to a logic of ritual in which certain strategies for marking and 

remembering the past are repeated according to a set of rhythms and cycles that anxiously 

mark the site of potential forgetting. Drawing on a range of materials from North America, 

Europe, the Caribbean and Africa, and from a range of historical locations from within the 

so-called 'long twentieth century', the project examines the extent to which the musical 

underscoring of public and private mourning and ritual serves as a symptom of broader 

cultural and historical shifts in public consciousness about agency, democracy and 

community. Areas of study include: bringing the ethnographic understanding of ritual into a 

critical relation with other methodological fields; understanding the history of sound 

reproduction technologies as part of an informal or ‘vernacular’ modernism; putting the 

various practices of collectors and collecting in relation to more ‘formal’ archiving processes; 

understanding ritual as part of a broader set of musico-social practices (such as listening, 

collecting, exchanging, performing and so on); contextualising the notion of  memory work 

within so-called sound studies. 

In other disciplines within the arts and humanities, ‘Memory Studies’ is a well-established 

field. Music studies in the Anglophone world has only recently begun to address the question 

as to how we use music in enabling acts of remembering, of recalling or constructing the past. 

And yet, the history of thinking about music (certainly since the early modern period), is shot 

through with explicit engagements of music as an ideal site of memory work. 

 
 


