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media such as recording, radio, and film; and on developments in the postwar era—
indeed most of the major musical developments since about 1930. Garrett’s case
studies fall within a narrower range than his title suggests: the “twentieth-century”
examples are largely confined within that century’s first three decades, and the
“struggling to define a nation” plays out here chiefly as a clashing and bumping
together of a few representative races and ethnicities—European American, African
American, Creole, Chinese, and Hawaiian. Their implications continue to resonate
today, however, and the book stands as a kind of how-to manual for anyone seeking
to move “notions of tension and debate from the sidelines to the center” (8). Indeed,
the book stands as a thrilling challenge to others, as well as an accomplishment in
its own right. For if the book’s “struggle” has been cast as one among musicians and
musical idioms in the past, it also promises that, for scholars of “American” music,
the struggle in the future is also our own.
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Beautiful Monsters: Imagining the Classic in Musical Media. By Michael Long.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008.

The question of whether and how music might mean something is a vexed co-
nundrum for philosophers and musicologists to puzzle over, possibly until the end
of time. For everyone else, on the other hand, the matter is settled—indeed, is so
obvious it hardly bears mentioning. Music means things because it reminds us of
things, or else things remind us of music. This action of reciprocal recall happens
because from cradle to grave we see music and things stuck together on a variety of
small and large screens. Beginning with the introduction of sound film in the late
1920s, audiences collaborated with filmmakers to fashion a new musical code, as
well as a new mode of apperception to go with it—something Michel Chion called
audio-vision, a comprehension of sound film that draws exclusively on neither
visual nor musical reference.1

The objects of audio-vision are compounds of sounds, pictures, and words—
virtual collections of audiovisual memes assembled in spectators’ minds. The items
within these collections are of ever-shifting and indeterminate kind and number;
their individual meanings depend on their relations to one another, and those
mutual relationships are in constant flux. When they cohere around film stars, they
are what Richard Dyer, echoing vernacular usage, calls images—multiple reflections
of the star’s persona mirrored throughout the media universe:

1 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, ed. and trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994).
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A film star’s image is not just his or her films, but the promotion of those films and of the
star through pin-ups, public appearances, studio hand-outs and so on, as well as interviews,
biographies and coverage in the press of the star’s doings and ‘private’ life. Further, a star’s
image is also what people say or write about him or her, as critics or commentators, the way
the image is used in other contexts such as advertisements, novels, pop songs, and finally
the way the star can become part of the coinage of everyday speech. Jean-Paul Belmondo
imitating Humphrey Bogart in A bout de souffle is part of Bogart’s image, just as anyone
saying, in a mid-European accent, ‘I want to be alone,’ reproduces, extends and inflects
Greta Garbo’s image.2

Although Dyer does not note this point, these are clearly not “images” in any purely
visual sense: they are sounding entities. (Can you imagine Judy Garland, Marilyn
Monroe, and Paul Robeson—the three stars that Dyer goes on to discuss at length—
without thinking about “Over the Rainbow,” “Happy Birthday, Mr. President,” and
“Old Man River”?) Yet it makes little sense to think of images only as sounding
entities. Their media are irreducibly plural.

As a result, we will not understand these collections if we remain determined
to write about music only, or “the music itself”; for this reason, as well as others
I will discuss later, few among those authors who have tried to understand them
have been music scholars. Writers on film have had more to say: Geoffrey O’Brien’s
The Phantom Empire and J. Hoberman’s The Dream Life: Movies, Media, and the
Mythology of the Sixties are works of high-order criticism that seek to map hidden
realms of shared filmic imagination.3 Hoberman’s book in turn issues from an
earlier stream of American intellectual history. A filmic history of the United States
in the 1960s, The Dream Life takes its title from a line in Norman Mailer’s “Superman
Comes to Supermarket,” in which John F. Kennedy takes the stage, not only at the
1960 Democratic nominating convention, but also as the new leading man in
a collectively dreamed movie scenario.4 Mailer’s great innovation as a journalist
lay in two related notions: first, that U.S. history might be read both in the overt
manifestations of practical affairs and in its public and collective dreams, its images;
second, that these “two rivers” of history continually flow into one another. Cultural
critics as different as Daniel Boorstin and Jean Baudrillard pursued implications of
these two ideas (particularly the second), as have later writers for whom political
analysis becomes an exercise in aesthetic discrimination. Some of this writing is
edifying (Hoberman, Michael Rogin) and some less so (Camille Paglia, Maureen
Dowd).5 None of this discourse deals much with sound or music, though.

Thus a musicological study of such audiovisual collections is long overdue, and
Michael Long’s Beautiful Monsters: Imagining the Classic in Musical Media arrives to
fill the gap. Long’s approach does not follow from those I have mentioned; instead,
he draws on his background as scholar of Medieval and Renaissance music to

2 Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2004), 2–3.
3 J. Hoberman, The Dream Life: Movies, Media, and the Mythology of the Sixties (New York: New

Press, 2003); Geoffrey O’Brien, The Phantom Empire (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993).
4 Norman Mailer, “Superman Comes to Supermarket,” in Time of Our Time (New York: Modern

Library, 1999), 343–83.
5 See especially Michael Rogin, Ronald Reagan, the Movie, and Other Episodes in Political De-

monology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987).
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understand audiovisual collections in the terms of register theory. Individual pieces
of classical music, or moreover small units of timbre, vector, and contour drawn
from those pieces, pool together and form the register of “the classical.” Long wishes
to understand how these musical shards, something like Philip Tagg’s “musemes,”
are abstracted from their original contexts and become “embedded fragments”
in twentieth-century vernacular culture. The music doesn’t have to be “classical”
(i.e., a canonic work from the Western art tradition) to join the classical register.
Film music composed to stand in for such pieces, such as Richard Addinsell’s
Warsaw Concerto, works in much the same ways. For that matter, Long perceives
psychedelic rock and Beat poetry as inhabiting some of the same audiovisual spaces
first imagined within film. In all cases, the register of the classical is a kind of
lofty speech to which pop-culture artifacts resort when they wish to speak of
dire things—death, reanimation, unwholesome beauty, mad science, architectural
monumentality. These interpenetrating notions point to an image of pastness,
although “not merely to a condition of pastness, of being dead, but to the state of
being monumentally dead, or in a monumental state of being dead, emphasizing
monumentality to call attention to the architectural implications of invoking the
register” (26).

Long avoids the tendency of musicologists and their fellow travelers (Long cites
composer Julian Johnson’s polemic Who Needs Classical Music?) to dismiss pop-
cultural appropriations of classical music in the first place. From one point of
view, music is a language whose utterances must be heard whole to be understood,
and the meanings that matter in a work of art music—say, Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony—depend on their unfolding throughout its full 75-minute span. If this
is true, however, then the dismembered pieces of the Ninth Symphony scattered
throughout the mediasphere—the scherzo’s opening motto in Keith Olbermann’s
MSNBC program, joyous bits of the fourth movement ironically juxtaposed to
images of torture and death in A Clockwork Orange and Die Hard, parodies of
those films in shows such as The Simpsons—become musical fetishes, mere tokens
of unheard music, meaningless in themselves. If they do mean something, it is
just a stupid cliché: just as Asian characters (or even just vague notions of Asia)
are heralded by background gongs in TV commercials, classical music becomes
the marker of an exotic and vanished high culture. In the essay “On the Fetish
Character in Music and the Regression of Listening,” Theodor Adorno voices this
critique with special ferocity, and one line especially resonates with Long’s project:
“All music today can very easily sound as Parsifal did to Nietzsche’s ear. It recalls
incomprehensible rites and surviving masks from an earlier time, and is provocative
nonsense.”6

As David St. Hubbins once said, however, it’s such a fine line between stupid and
clever.7 Long is impatient with appeals to the integrity of musical language, and
rather than merely asserting that vernacular uses of that language violate its syntax

6 Theodor Adorno, “On the Fetish Character in Music and the Regression of Listening,” in The
Culture Industry: Essays on Mass Culture, trans. J. M. Bernstein (London: Routledge, 1991), 51.

7 David St. Hubbins [Michael McKean], This Is Spinal Tap, dir. Rob Reiner (MGM Home Enter-
tainment 1000973, 1984, 2000).
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(which is true but gets us nowhere), he explores the workings of a new syntax. Thus
he traces the fate of some tiny thing, some aspect of timbre, shape, or vector, as
it is registrated within a collection and passed from hand to hand, accumulating
some meanings and shedding others. In the seventh chapter, for example, Long
considers how the peremptory “ta-DAAH” at the beginning of Liszt’s Hungarian
Rhapsody no. 2 becomes an item within the registral collection of the concerto.
It does not matter that the Rhapsody isn’t a concerto; what matters is that both
Bugs Bunny and Tom the cat (from the Tom and Jerry cartoons) played it, and
that the “ta-DAAH” gesture reappeared as a condensed sign for classicalness in the
Toys’ 1965 hit “A Lover’s Concerto,” which in turn became an item of pedagogical
mystification in the 1995 film Mr. Holland’s Opus. Long amusingly details how
Mr. Holland’s flamboyantly inapt musical terminology turns the concerto into an
esoteric sign, something that passes ordinary understanding and conjures dark
forces from the deeps of time. The concerto becomes “the inexorable and alienating
force that musical knowledge and its associated vocabulary continue to exercise
upon the mainstream vernacular imagination” (201), and those of us who do know
something about concertos find ourselves staring into the blank face of stupidity.
The great virtue of Long’s book is that it finds a vantage point from which we can
contemplate such things with equanimity and even pleasure. The registration of
the classical in vernacular culture has its own logic and imaginative density, and
Long allows us to see how it works by refusing to take the easy path of moralizing
condemnation.

Although Beautiful Monsters is naturally relevant to scholars of film and popular
culture, Long is skeptical of the dominant tendencies within both fields. He keeps
his distance from the narrative approaches that follow from Claudia Gorbman’s
influential Unheard Melodies; he argues that the continued emphasis on distinc-
tions between diegetic and nondiegetic music privileges narrative meaning over
performative expression.8 In any event, Long’s book is not a study of film music
only, but of the classical in an audiovisual vernacular imagination first structured
by sound film. As such it is more a study of popular culture generally, and here,
too, Long refuses to conform to the prevailing house style. There is very little on
the subcultural formations of race and gender that constitute the great monotheme
of pop culture studies. In a discussion of Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody” and its
appearance in Wayne’s World (by way of Richard Strauss’s Ariadne auf Naxos and
the Marx Brothers, among other things), Long considers a piece of cultural-studies
boilerplate (Wayne’s World as a text that refuses resolution of its double identities,
etc.), and responds “Well, okay. But let’s imagine for a moment that Wayne’s World
was a movie (maybe even a smart one) and not a text. And imagine that songs
are mainly about the way they sound rather than about those who listen to them
or where they hear them. Then perhaps ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ (song, video, film,
score, parodistic target) might be heard in all of its manifestations—some of them
which are likely yet to come—as a living thing, with Strauss and the others alive
within” (232).

8 Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1987).
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Plainly, Long privileges aesthetics over sociology, and this approach will bother
those for whom such priorities are politically regressive or simply inapposite to the
subject at hand. Here is a book only a musicologist would have written, and, some
pop scholars will feel, only a musicologist could love. Long’s analyses of pop-cultural
artifacts careen across registers and centuries; his discussion of Procol Harum’s
“Whiter Shade of Pale,” for example, spends a lot of time linking the sensibility of
that song’s sepulchral Hammond organ to eighteenth-century clavichord practice.
This sort of thing is not new, and it is always easy to mock. When William Mann,
the music reviewer for the London Times, wrote that the “Aeolian cadence” at the
end of Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde had also graced the Beatles’ “Not a Second
Time,” he set himself up as Margaret Dumont to John Lennon’s Groucho. (“He uses
a whole lot of musical terminology and he’s a twit,” Lennon remarked.)9 Whatever
musicologists may bring to the study of pop music, they’re not the cool kids.

To talk about such registral collections at all we must understand them the way
film spectators do: all at once. Actually, we couldn’t possibly take in all the items
in the collection at once (it would be hard enough even to have encountered them
all), so we perform an action of memory: we see a picture or hear a film score cue,
and that single moment of experience triggers the recall of the other items from the
collection. The collection itself cannot be perceived; it can only be remembered. As
Long points out, the relationship between what is heard and what is remembered is
metonymic, the (heard) part standing in for the (remembered) whole. The difficulty,
though, is that writing generally does not lend itself to all-at-onceness; if I venture
on any one item in the collection, the meaning of the whole dances mockingly
in my head while the single item, shorn of the significance it gains through its
association with all the other items of the collection, lies inert on the page. This is
the kind of book where everything is connected to everything else, a book for which
knowing the full implications of page 61 means holding something in mind from
page 129, and which therefore we ideally would consume in a single impossible
act of instantaneous synoptic comprehension. As a result, it is not an easy book
to assign excerpts from, and there are moments when I wondered if Long might
have tried a little harder to put things in some kind of linear sequence. Perhaps, as
well, the peculiar phenomenology of registral collections also accounts for Long’s
writing style, which at times veers into maddening abstraction.

At other times, though— for instance, in his discussion of “What’s My Name,” a
track by the rapper DMX that samples a passage from The Warsaw Concerto—his
prose becomes intensely lyrical, and I begin to suspect that Long’s understanding
of vernacular culture is ultimately a poetic one translated into a scholarly idiom:

Architecturally the piano sounds serve as columnar supports for the monumental temple
of dark prophecy on which DMX raps, while within this implicit mise-en-scène Addinsell’s
chord remains still and unnatural, a reanimated Frankenstein’s monster, a sonic Karloff
analog. DMX plays the role of the charismatic, an agent of divine revelation, supported
by the sample. Addinsell’s aesthetic (abstractly “beautiful”) chord, prior to the launching

9 John Lennon, quoted in Peter Wicke and Rachel Fogg, Rock Music: Culture, Aesthetics, and
Sociology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 23.
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of DMX’s rap, is a “monster” in its literal and original connotation: a divine, if terrifying,
omen that points the way. (36)

This image, as beautifully realized and as sharply observed as anything in main-
stream pop criticism, is itself a good metonym for the poetic truth that Long has
grasped about the meanings of classical music in present-day vernacular culture.
The fact that Long has even tried to find a way of rendering it in academic prose is
a little victory in itself. At the heart of this brilliant, difficult, and rewarding book is
an aesthetic vision of what classical music has come to mean—something beautiful
and monstrous, monumental and deathly, a deep bell tolling from the half-open
door of a vast tomb.
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Delta Blues: The Life and Times of the Mississippi Masters Who Revolutionized Amer-
ican Music. By Ted Gioia. New York: W. W. Norton, 2008.

When I became interested in down-home blues in the late 1960s and began doing
fieldwork in the early 1970s (albeit on the Piedmont traditions), a book such as
Gioia’s was unthinkable. At that time no one had tracked down Robert Johnson’s
relatives, the writings by researchers such as Gayle Dean Wardlow could be found
only in relatively obscure British publications such as Blues Unlimited, and it was a
real struggle to find Muddy Waters’s Library of Congress recordings. The fact that
since 2003 W. W. Norton, HarperCollins, and the University of Illinois Press have
published books about Robert Johnson and delta blues underscores the great shifts
in U.S. vernacular music research and writing that have occurred over the last forty
years.1

Truth be told, you will find very little original research in Delta Blues. Gioia relies
almost entirely on previously published sources that range from small specialized
blues magazines to liner notes that accompany sound recordings to several of the
books cited in the footnotes of this review. The author acknowledges his sincere
thanks to, among others, David Evans, George Mitchell, and Mack McCormick,
who “took an interest in my project, and were generous in sharing their expertise
and ideas, and in reviewing sections of my book and offering their feedback” (xi).

That Delta Blues is almost completely based on the work of other researchers and
writers initially gave me pause. After reading the front matter I groaned and thought
“Not another book about Robert Johnson and his cronies!” In many regards this

1 Elijah Wald, Escaping the Delta: Robert Johnson and the Invention of the Blues (New York:
HarperCollins, 2004); Barry Lee Pearson and Bill McCulloch, Robert Johnson: Lost and Found (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2003).


