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DIRECTIONS IN POPULAR MUSIC
STUDIES
Charles Keil & Steven Feld (1994) Music Grooves: Essays and Dialogues ,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press

•

BRUCE JOHNSON

I

Music Grooves visits each of these,
and attempts to extend them partly by
virtue of its own structure, "an adventure in scholarly and personal dialogue" (vii). The two sections, 'Participation in Grooves' and 'Mediation
of Grooves' signal the poles between
which the essays move. For the most
part, the discussion is embodied in a
series of articles by Keil and Feld
(henceforth KIF) dating back to the
1960s, gathered in generally revised
form. These are interspersed with edited 'Dialogues' between the two,
'Further comments' of elaboration and
documentation, a bibliography ('References') and a comprehensive index.
The dialogues are representative of a
growing movement in scholarly studies to disclose rather than conceal the
processes of intellectual production.
KIF taped their own discussions of the
ways in which they arrived at their

A collection of essays as wide-ranging as these, by two of the major
figures in the fields covered, provides
an opportunity to make a general assessment of the situation of popular
music studies. As a convenient overview, we can identify the following
significant categories:
(i) empirical studies- the gathering
of data relating to the actual sites
and conditions of musical activity
-Finnegan, 1989; Cohen, 1991.
(ii)theoretical studies- the elaboration of models from which appropriate discursive structures can be
developed - Middleton, 1990;
Horn (ed), 1985.
(iii) the attempt to establish connections between the formal properties of music and their social meanings - Tagg, 1982; Shepherd,
1991.
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positions, and these are the edited
results. The effect is sometimes rather
arch. One senses their awareness of
the tape running and the wider audience it implies, as they conduct their
own atavistic bonding and explore
their subjectivities. The illuminations
inevitably sometimes sound staged:
'You did that? Hey, I did that too,
man!'. They themselves recognise the
risk: "Sometimes I think you and I are
a little mutual admiration society,
grooving on each other ... " (178). At
the same time, however, the dialogues
are also critical dialectics, and the risk
was well worth taking. With the 'Further Comments', these sections add
up to one ofthe best informed reviews
of the state of popular music research
to be found anywhere.
This structure is also one ofthe ways
in which the book seeks to reproduce
its main thesis: that the study of music
requires a variety of discursive
protocols. 'Dialogue One' discloses a
sentiment which, I believe, is becoming increasingly audible: the frustration at hearing music constructed in a
disc.ourse that makes the experience
unrecognisable. "There's something
about the popular music, mass-mediated music, and cultural studies people that remains theoretical and outside of the music." (159). I recall being part of the interviewing panel for
applicants for a Chair in Literature
Studies. One applicant was an acclaimed novelist. With scarcely concealed disdain, one of the interviewing academics began with the question, "I suppose you think that being a
writer equips you to talk about literature?" Even as musicians, we are
somehow intimidated by academic
conventions into concealing our own

Perfect Beat

experience of producing culture. Thus,
Keil, asked why his article made no
reference to his own experience as a
musician: "I assumed that to say that
I know this from inside my head and
hands, from having plucked basses
and tapped cymbals, wouldn't carry
much validity in the world of either
the social sciences or the humanities"
(160) 1. Yet at the same time he realises that without some experience as a
musician, music remains to a significant degree incomprehensible (29).
Hegemonic discourse encounters
great difficulty getting inside the specific experience of music in a particular time and place, largely because of
the continuing authority of so-called
scientific objectivity and quantification. The experiencing of music is
frequently occluded by a fixation on
the product, or by the intimidating
power of conventions of scholarly discourse, the 'idea police' of Cultural
Studies and popular culture theory
(20). One of the most powerful barriers to an understanding of music as
lived experience is the dead hand of
aesthetics based on art music fetishes
like 'originality', 'progress', 'textual
authenticity', and their insensitivity
to performance orientated oral traditions (54). 2 Such terms as 'improvisation' and 'avant-garde', as deployed
in the arts community, are particularly grotesque examples of the
exclusionary force of such aesthetics.
These issues have particular relevance in the context of the Australian cultural policy document Creative
Nation (1994) and its confused position on the relationship between the
aesthetics of internationalism and local identity. 3 KIF debate the relationship between the musical articulation
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of local identity and notions of 'excellence' which are supposedly universalist,
but in fact culturally specific ( 133-6).
Under this regime, local expressive
modes are simply removed from the
category 'art' and consigned to areas
such as 'customs', 'folklore', 'the picturesque', resulting in collective psychic deformation. Even particular conventions oflistening to music are specific, to a degree that is virtually incomprehensible across cultures. Vesa
Kurkela has examined the powerful
connection between music and national identity 4 • The several discussions in Music Grooves of this relationship are a valuable adjunct to
Stokes' recent collection of essays on
the subject. 5
Significant elements of musical experience are unintelligible through the
dominant aesthetics, and this is because in important respects that experience is deeply ambiguous. This ambiguity is embraced in Music Grooves
-the second word itself invokes parallel grammatical ambiguity - is
music a verb or a noun? Keil in particular is fascinated by the unruliness
of music, and the way musicology has
tried to regiment it by resorting to the
myth of formal perfection:
I think that every single person
on the planet has this emergent, expressive self, and that
notions ofperfection, ofin-tune
and in-time, are part of a conspiracy to shut them up, to
pacify them and leave them in a
comer appreciating the "true"
talents. That's all bullshit. I'm
sick of it. (172)

Instead of trying to resolve the ambiguities in music making and listening,

Perfect Beat

he therefore focuses on them and tries
to generate an aesthetic that maintains
their integrity. These ambiguities are
always present, but the more so as we
move away from forms which have
evolved in symbiosis with traditional
musicology. Jazz is one of these forms
and it is noteworthy that both authors
began in this area before spreading
their attentions more broadly into the
full range of popular music. The Dialogue 'Grooving on Participation' is a
summary of the debate over western
musicology and its limitations in penetrating musical experience, the
anomalies of applying western
epistemes to such liminal musics as
jazz.
Central to this debate is the ultimate
physicality of the music experience,
in a society which has a longstanding
difficulty with the role of the body in
our encounter with 'Art'. Much popular music scholarship has provided a
refreshing alternative to the, literally,
disembodied sacralisation of music,
earthing it in historical and social
specificities. But in general the sociopolitical approach has still failed to
recognise that music is a sensuous
experience, and has ignored or anathematised the politics of physical pleasure, probing the question, "What does
it mean?'' rather than "How does it
feel?" Both musicology and mainstream popular music studies have
therefore often provided a less satisfactory account of the experience of
music than that which is provided
through the discourses of the body.
Music is physical, and to an intimate
degree. Among the five senses, it is
hearing, taste, smell, which are the
most intimate channels into the physical subjectivity. Among the recog-
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nised art forms, it is those which enter
at the portal of the ear which produce
the most unmediated physical ecstasies, as opposed to the more distancing configuration of the watcher at a
gallery, play, film. The physicality of
terms of approbation of popular musics
-like 'funky', 'cooking' -as opposed to Eurocentric 'high art' forms,
is worth pondering.
These considerations lead to an emphasis on music as a site of physical
participation, rather than as a subject
of detached contemplation or socioeconomic analysis. Observing the
plethora of papers on music technology at the recent Contemporary Music Summit in Canberra, a delegate
enthused about how 'sexy' the topic
was. It seems to me that this is exactly
what it is not. Precisely what the Summit foregrounded and fortified was
the technological barrier between the
physical acts of music making and
music participation. KIF review and
develop attempts to break through
these mediations to apprehend the
experience of participating in music,
with all its unruly ambiguities.

j

every live or genuine music has
varying kinds of textural discrepancies, and measuring
these is uncharted territory. ...
Even in the perfection-addicted
Western music world, what do
the best piano tuners do when
they want more brightness from
each three-stringed note? How
are the tubes of an organ made
to resonate well? They are deliberately untuned for better
resonance. (100)
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While the word "genuine" puzzles
me, the related speculations reflect
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some of the most important issues in
music studies, and which converge
most powerfully in popular musics:
how to deal with those aspects of music
and music participation which are all
but banished from traditional musicology? How do they work, and what
language can we evolve to talk about
them? In passing, the authors review
and extend some of the attempts to
frame a new musical taxonomy to
confront these questions, going back
as far as Percy Grainger's "kaleidoscopic density" (121). In Chapter 5,
Keil tries to "define a space between
'folk' (with its strong connotations of
'rural', 'illiterate') and 'popular' (with
its denotation today of 'mass-mediated')" (197-8). He adopts the term
'people's music', somewhat in the
same sense that I have used 'vernacular music' when trying to avoid the
area of global mass mediation. 6
Feld imports a notion from the Kaluli
people of Papua New Guinea, 'Liftup-over-sounding', to try to make
contact with aspects of the music experience which are a blank space in
conventional music discourse (Chapter 4). Keil's own early essay, 'Motion and Feeling' and Andrew Chester's articles on the rock aesthetic 7 ,
are cited as early attempts to find
ways of apprehending the aesthetics
of "non-Western or non-high-culture
music" ( 159), with the suggestion that
Chester's work marks "the emergence
of a 'motion and feeling through
model' in British criticism" (186).
Keil' s distinction between what he
calls "embodied meaning" and "engendered meaning" (55) in some ways
parallels and develops Chester's
"extensional" and "intensional" axes
of music. 8 For Keil, "engendered
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towards liberation of the spirit from
the prison of rationalist positivism,
the other towards centralised manipulation of 'the masses' as instruments
of the state through engineered participation. If one outcome of 'participation' is an ecstasy that transcends
and overcomes alienation, another
outcome (and indeed it can be the
same one) is a Nuremberg rally.

meaning" provides a taxonomy which
will admit "a body-based aesthetic"
on its own terms (along similar lines
to those proposed by John Blacking). 9
Returning constantly to the irreducible physicality and ambiguity of the
music experience, Keil proposes a
"musicology of participatory discrepancies",
to focus on these dimensions of
musical experience that are
particularly unrecoverabl e,
unanalyzable, or unattended in
Western approaches to style
analysis, approaches heavily
weighted toward syntactic and
hierarchic analysis of melody,
harmony, and rhythm (120)

The discussion of these 'participatory discrepancies' (Chapter 3), was
for me one of the most provocative of
all the essays, not only for what it
suggested by way of an alternative
musicology appropriate to the discussion of vernacular music, but also for
way it opened up speculation about
the relationship between music as an
experience of individual subjectivity
and as a way of constructing community. The idea of music as a ritualised
celebration and consolidation of community has a long history, but one that
is frequently romanticised uncritically.
Keil' s caveat is as blunt as you can get.
In the midst of extolling this function
of music, just as the reader is becoming carried away with the momentum
of 'Attali-an' utopian vision, he
writes:"Parti cipation is fascism"
(170). I have rarely been brought to an
argumentative halt with such a salutary and indelible shock.lt was a powerful reminder that the issue of musicas-participation is a point of convergence of two opposing forces: one
Perfect Beat
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Keil addresses the dilemma, but tentatively_proposes a resolution which,
inevitably, simply begs its own questions at the level of praxis: "People
have to be satisfied in their localities
and to feel intense local involvement,
participation, and deep identification,
or else those energies will be channelled into statist nightmares" (170).
But in relation to an individual in an
age of mass mediations, what is a
small scale, what is a locality? To the
casualties, a minor skirmish is the
same as a major battle. The underlying issue here is how the participatory
ecstasy generated by music is to be
channelled. Musical energy is arguably value-free; Carmina Burana can
sell coffee, Pictures at an Exhibition
can sell cars. This characteristic· of
music and musical devices like rhythm
and pitch is manifested when we see
its power experienced across cultures,
as a kind of Pentecostal speaking-intongues. You don't have to speak Italian to 'experience' opera, or German
to 'experience' Hitler's rhetoric.
Music generates participatory energy. The incandescent moment is that
point at which this energy is suddenly
appropriated to specific political ends,
as when "the nation-state turns solidarity into state apparatus" (170). This
may sound remote from the study of
music, but it is central to the question
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of musical 'affect', of the way music
functions in society. Music is one of
the most powerful bearers of community identity, from an acapella soccer
crowd to a national anthem, and all
points in between. Keil sounds warnings about the dangers of the nationstate seizing the participatory energy
generated by music, and visualises
micro-communities as the check. But
micro-communities go on fascist rampages too, fuelled by the Pentecostal
energy of music's 'participatory discrepancies': "Whadda we want? When
do we want it?" Lynch mobs also have
chants, and hymn-singers can be fascists. This is one of the pivotal questions in music analysis, the point of
contact between the energy unlocked
by music and its devices, and how it is
deployed socially. Music may serve
.multi-national capitalism at the level
of the living room, selling Coke or
football, it can sell race hatred, sexual
bias, politics, and can strengthen besieged communities . It can be
reappropriated at any moment in its
social dynamic. Brian Ward's study
of the alliances attempted between
black nationalism and popular music
in the US during the 70s, concludes
that they constitute an unresolved conundrum.10
Musicology and Cultural Studies
provide invaluable insights for the
study of music, but they will always
encounter such insoluble dilemmas.
Alternative approaches on their own
will run into the same brick walls, but
added to the discursive repertoire, they
can expand the compass of our understanding. Seen as raw energy encountered as a physical experience, music
presents itself to be framed and analysed in ways that provide new and

Perfect Beat

stimulating insights. Before music
means something, it is a sound in the
ear, a component in a soundscape.
Most of our experience of music is as
part of a larger array of sounds. It is
accompanied by traffic noise, social
conversation, poker machines, the
ringing of telephones, aircraft, the tinkling of glasses and crockery. However distasteful this may be to a musicologist, the overwhelming majority
of our experience of music is as part of
the soundscape of the everyday.
As long as we try to analyse music as
lived experience by pretending otherwise, it will remain perversely unintelligible. As AlfBjornberg observed,
there are many kinds of music which
enjoy great success, but for reasons
incomprehensible to musicology . 11
Soundscape studies provide one alternative discourse through which some
of the blind spots of established music
analysis may be overcome. Inevitably, KIF enter the expanding realm of
acoustic ecology. The identification
of music not just in semiological or
socio-political terms, but also as an
acoustic event, provides both a fresh
way of enjoying it, and another way of
understanding it, Our obsession with
the 'meaning' of artworks frequently
cuts us offfrom the fundamental pleasure they can provide simply as sensuous phenomena. Charlie Parker titled one
ofhis compositions 'Klactoveesedstene'.
Fans puzzled obsessively over this gnomic word, sought to decipher its significance. When asked what it meant,
he reportedly replied, "It's just a
sound, man." To address music as
part of our daily experience of sounds
provides its own insights. Keil's emphasis on the larger, sensuous context
of polka performance helps us to un-
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derstand its ecstatic dimension in a
way that more strictly semiological or
formalist approaches would miss.
In general, this book reminds us of
the limitations of Enlightenment discourses as ways of making the experience of music intelligible. Almost by
definition, new insights regarding the
marginalised cannot grow from the
centre: the centre remains central by
consolidating the received opinions
that put it there. Feld and Keil have
spent most of their careers scouting
the borders of their subject, bringing
in fresh news, new maps of spaces
previously imagined to be aesthetically blank. Some of the ground explored in the earlier essays has now
been settled more abundantly, become
more familiar. But as a point of review, a survey of where music studies
have come over the last thirty years,
and an intimation of some of the directions in which they might proceed,
this is perhaps the most valuable text
since Middleton's Studying Popular
Music.

I

I conclude with two very practical
observations. First, the 'Further Comments' and 'References' are invaluable reference points for anyone wishing to bring themselves broadly up to
date on any aspect of the literature.
Putting together a reading list? This is
an excellent place to start. Second,
writing as an Australian: when proposals for this kind of book are put to
local publishers, the response is one
of puzzlement. The acceptable options seem to be an increasingly
formularised Cultural Studies profile
or formalist musicology. Neither of
these will provide a direct encounter
with the everyday realm of music as it
is actually experienced by most peoPerfect Beat

9 Blacking, I (1995) 'Some Notes on a
Theory of African Rhythm Advanced by
Eric von Hornbostel', African Music
vln2: 57.
10 Ward, B (1991) 'Jazz and Soul, Culture
and Politics: A black power debate
revisited', unpublished paper, University
of Newcastle (UK): Department of
History.
11 Or, more bluntly in his words, "the
success of such music, its aesthetics, are
a conundrum because conventional
musicology requires it to be dismissed as
shit". Quoted from a conversation, in
Johnson, B (1994): 41.

pie. Alternatively, a publisher will be
receptive to the anecdotal, the folksy,
the episodic account of popular music, but baulk in fastidious horror at
the idea of treating such everyday
experience with aesthetic seriousness,
framed by intellectual discipline. At
the centre of music studies in Australia there is a massive hole, into
which our common experience of
music disappears. Why can't we get
an Australian publisher to take a
chance oncthis kind of work?
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This is exciting stuff! Not only is
Tichi bold enough to weave country
music into the American national fabric, she explains how this lowly cultural form does way more than reflect
already known cultural truths - it
enhances these truths, adding facets
of understanding to them. Further, her
analysis shows how country music
suggests other truths that have been
(most likely) deliberately ignored by
more conventional cultural forms the major one of which is the central
place of loneliness in the American
character (and in her book). As Tichi
points out;

AMERICAN COUNTRY: POETS AND
PICKERS AT THE HEART OF LONELY
Tichi, C (1994) High Lonesome: The American Culture of Country Music,
Chapel Hill (USA): University of North Carolina Press

GEORGE H. LEWIS
Cecilia Tichi, Professor of American
Literature at Vanderbilt University in
Nashville, Tennessee, prefaces her
study of country music with the observation that country music is really
"about the country- the U.S .A.- as
the nation has been represented in its
literature and visual arts". (x) She
suggests that perhaps it took herself
-as a scholar of American literature
-to really see (and appreciate) that
connection. The result is this ground
breaking study -one of the most insightful books about American country music that has yet appeared.
What Tichi has done here is to weave
the musical threads of country music
into the cloth of American culture,
revealing not only its own important
patterns, but also how it reinforces
and comments upon central cultural
themes that have long been appreciated (and studied) in more 'academically legitimate' cultural formulations,

from the philosophy of Ralph Waldo
Emerson to the painting of Georgia
O'Keeffe, to name just two of the
many important cultural interconnections she makes.
Tichi points out, for example, how
the rose motif seen in a painting by
John Stuart Ingle, or Nathaniel
Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter, appears also (and as significantly) in
Dolly Parton's song Wildflowers and,
as image, on Emmylou Harris' guitar.
Or how Thomas Cole's painting, The
Voyage of Life' and Walt Whitman's
'The Song of the Open Road' suggest
themes explored in country songs such
as Rodney Crowell's Long and Lonesome Highway, or the traditional Wayfaring Stranger. Or how the major
(and largely overlooked) theme of
loneliness in Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn can be
prized from the text by considering it
along with songs such as Hank
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Williams' I'm so Lonesome I Could
Cry, or Emmylou Harris' A River For
Him.
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Considering the sheer
mass and volume of written and visual production
in this nation's history,
loneliness survives only
as a passing motif, a decorative touch, a minor
subtheme. Country music tells us how deeply
important it is, but . . . in
America loneliness, for
the most part, seems written in invisible ink ...
Country music (expresses) a feeling so
deeply and profoundly
disturbing that, elsewhere in society, it is
muted, half-hidden, suppressed ... (83)

Loneliness is, Tichi asserts, a central
emotional theme that ties a great deal
of what is known as the American
character together. It is the flip side of
America's restless mobility, ofliving
Perfect Beat
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'on the road', the push ever westward:
the pain of separation, the loss of
community, the desolation of the open
highway or the walk down Lonely
Street and the realisation, in this immigrant nation, of what was given up
for the quest- what was left behind.
As she quotes Cotton Mather, writing
of America's first settlers; "They
found they must live like strangers
and pilgrims." (167)
By focusing on such disturbing topics, Tichi sees country music not as a
conventionally simplistic reflector of
American values, as it is often thought
of, but as a disrupter of comfortable
cultural traditions. This music, as she
puts it "shows the fault lines in the
national ethos .... In pledging allegiance, it shatters domestic tranquillity and further disrupts the peace."
(276) A handful of American social
scientists have begun to recognise
similar things about country music in
their recent analyses of this cultural
form (cf: Endres, 'A Dramatistic
Analysis of Family Themes in the Top
100 Country Songs of 1992', Popular
Music and Society v 17n4; Lewis,
'Duellin' Values: Tension, Conflict
and Contradiction in Country Music,'
Journal of Popular Culture, v24 n4;
and McLaurin and Peterson (1992)
You Wrote My Life: Lyrical Themes In
Country Music, Philadelphia: Gordon
and Breach).
This critical dimension of tension
and contradiction in the country text
is developed by Tichi throughout her
cultural analysis. For example, the
road, in country music is not only a
symbol of freedom and golden promise, but also a street ofloneliness that
can lead as often to a heartbreak hotel
as to the golden city on the hill. Or
v2 n4 Jan 1996

:1
il

i'

I;
11

J;

!!

Feature Review II
says; "I know that none of our boys
can play a violin as perfectly as people who play symphony music, and I
know I could not attempt to sing a
classical song." (211)

wild roses, which are a major image in
country music and can signify, when
feeling hemmed in by civilisation, a
form of freedom and self sufficiency
-yet, at the same time, be a threat to
the fragile threads of duty and obligation spun in a culturally shifting, socially mobile society. Cultivated roses,
also a pervasive symbol in country
music, connect to the worlds of breeding, status and social class, and comment upon these worlds from a 'hillbilly' point of view. As Tichi puts it;
"When 'Bouquet of Roses' meets
'Wildflowers,' the contrast is ... one of
clashing values in which the rose itself becomes a symbol of the struggle
over individual, social, and artistic
values." (146)
A music as close to nature as country
is, is clearly celebrative of the natural.
Yet, in another form of contradiction,
by attempting to stake a claim as an
'art form' at the same time, country
has created oppositional self images
that have proved troublesome. As
Tichi notes, country wants to "have it
both ways - as nature and as art",
(20) but it cannot.
When the promoted ideology of nature is projected, the reaction from
'outside' is likely to be that country
music is natural to the point of no
effort, talent or ability. The music is
labelled as something anyone could
create and play. This has created a
defensiveness in country music circles that has led to both the elaborate
annual staging of Nashville's country
music awards as a black tie and tux
affair, and to apologies concerning
the music's 'pretence' as an art form
- such as Roy Acuff's introduction
to the coffee-table book Nashville's
Grand Ole Opry (1975), in which he
Pertect Beat

Exploring this cultural contradiction
takes Tichi to country artists and performers, whom she interviews about
the creative process in the second portion of her book. She finds that what
she terms 'nature lore' is the vocabulary of country, and that writers and
performers are not very likely to be
able to articulate the essentials of their
art, being caught many times in this
romantic world view of simple creation. Songs 'come to them' if they are
attuned to nature, or they merely write
down what was already in the air.
Country artists generally don't see
what is clear to Tic hi in her interviews
and observations - that writing and
performing country music is a difficult and learned art form of subtleties.
It takes untold hours of continual practice to write, play and sing well. Furthermore, much of this learning must
take place in interaction with oth~:<r:~,
as - especially in bluegrass -the
music is played so fast as to defy
conventional notation. Played as written (if it were written) it could never
be correct.
To uncover musicians who can speak
to the art form of country, Tic hi talks
to several who began their careers in
other, more artistically accepted,
forms of music - forms which have
. vocabularies that allow for the articulation of artistic creation, such as opera, classical, and even rock and roll.
It is here she finds validation for her
contention that country music is a
valid and serious art form, though she
finds dissension as well. One song-
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writer and performer emphasises the
artistically liberating nature of country's simple song structures, while a
musician and producer of the same
music feels it has "all the variety of a
fast food salad bar". (256)
Part of the difference in perception
here, I suspect, lies in the fact that
every form of culture, country music
included, develops its own aesthetic
standards. As Tichi notes, and as is
emphasised by her focal interviewee,
singer/writer/produ cer Rodney
Crowell, there are two kinds of country songs - ones that are cranked out
to fulfil contractual obligations and
ones that, as he puts it, come "through
the window" to an artist and, if the
artist is prepared, are "caught" and
written down. What Crowell is referring to are the songs that conform to,
or push the aesthetic standards of the
form and are recognised as such (but
perhaps only subconsciously) by their
creators and knowledgeable audiences
(Crowell tries many of his songs out
on fellow songwriter Guy Clark before he plays them in any public setting.)

j

These sorts of songs are, in turn, the
majority of those that Tichi analyses
in her study. This only makes sense. If
one is weaving musical threads into
the national cultural fabric, one should
(to employ a country image) be sure to
use silver threads and golden needles.
(This begs the question of whose
'gold' standard is being used in the
judging, although this, too, is a critical question in cultural studies.)
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However, in sorting the songs the
way she does, Tichi leaves a lot of
cliched commercial dross behind and
out of the analysis. This is the sort of
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material that is often pointed to by
cultural elitists as proof of the musical
unworth of country music, even as it
is enjoyed by listeners and played
over and over on country radio. Because of the popularity of this 'other
side' of country music, it also needs to
be dealt with-but perhaps because of
their differing academic orientation,
social scientists are the better bet to
take this on. Tichi may be handling
enough here already. But in a book
filled with such fascinating analyses
of cultural contradictions and fault
lines as this is, Tic hi might have upped
the ante by including her reasons for
choosing the particular songs and artists she did (many of whom - like
Barry and Holly Tashian and Laurie
Lewis- are accomplished artists but
not very successful in a commercial
sense).
That said, it should also be n<lted that
Tichi does not shy away from big
name country stars. Dolly Parton is a
central figure in her analysis, as is
Emmylou Harris. Yet commercially
'hot' stars whose work has received
very little critical acclaim - such as
Billy Ray Cyrus and even Garth
Brooks - although mentioned in the
book, receive less ·attention, perhaps,
than their radio popularity might suggest they deserve.
Tichi also emphasises female artists
and performers more than most discussions of this traditionally male oriented art form have done. This is refreshing- and important- as women
have been working in country music
since. its beginnings and their contributions have seldom received the attention or recognition they deserve.
Still, one wonders why the penultimate country singer, George Jones, or
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even Willie Nelson, get so little of
Tichi 's attention here.

J·

This study is ground breaking in one
other extremely important way. The
book includes a compact disc of twenty
three commercially recorded songs
and samples that illustrate the arguments of the text. When Tichi analyses the significance of Emmylou
Harris' performance of Wayfaring
Stranger, for example ("the pained,
almost strained vibrato, the bursts of
energy, the near-collapse, the renewed
push" (172)) one can listen to the
performance as well as read a description of it. This recording enables Tic hi
to effectively analyse song perform.!ID&!< as cultural meaning, as well as
the more standard lyrical analysis of
most cultural studies. Working with a
compact disc opens up a whole other
-crucial - dimension, especially
when working with a cultural form
characterised by a relatively simple
structure in which the nuance of performance can (and does) take on huge
significance.
Obtaining the numerous and necessary permissions to create this recording was reportedly not easy nor cheap.
And even then, Emmylou Harris'
songs had to be sampled - complete
songs could not be used. But the result
of this work is of great value, and
suggests a model for future studies of
the cultural significance of musical
performance.

Finally, though this study is centred
in Nashville, it should be noted that
proportionately less attention is paid
the music industry and its part in the
creation of this music than is paid the
performers (and, to a lesser extent, the
producers-although Tichi does include an extremely insightful interview with Richard Bennett, who has
produced Steve Earle, Marty Brown
and Emmylou Harris, among others.)
Although the industry was clearly not
the intended-focus of this study, the
reader should perhaps be reminded
that the fact of the creation of music in
such a context does, indeed, have its
effects on what form and content that
music might take- and, ultimately,
its significance in the American cultural pattern.
As Chet Atkins has said; 'Country
music is our heritage. They oughta
teach it in the schools.' With this volume, Tichi offers the opportunity to
do this, showing just how indispensable a knowledge of this music is to an
understanding of the American character. As she concludes, country music has been most adept at revealing
the fault lines in America's 'red-whiteand-blue' national ethos. The music
reveals America to be "a nomad's
land, home a shimmering mirage, the
national psyche one of pervasive loneliness". (277) The importance of this
message, and Tic hi's insightful interpretation of it, cannot be overestimated.
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