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TWO
WRITING ABOUT MUSICAL INTERSUBJECTIVITY

I wonder about language with its raw frayed fringes
delicately trying to express spirit
as each word drips from lips to rest in blank spaces
between us

— Lee Maracle (Stó:l!), Talking to the Diaspora

Roland Barthes begins his essay “"e Grain of the Voice” with a point-
ed question: “how# .# .# . does language manage when it has to interpret 
music?” (Barthes 1977, 179). His answer: “very badly. If one looks at the 
normal practice of music criticism#.#.#. it can readily be seen that a work 
(or its performance) is only ever translated into the poorest of linguistic 
categories: the adjective” (179). To address music performance, or what 
he elsewhere prefers to call “the body in a state of music” (Barthes 1985, 
312) requires something other than mere description. To counteract 
adjectival overreliance, Barthes argues, involves neither “diverting the 
adjective you $nd on the tip of the tongue towards some substantive 
or verbal periphrasis” (1977, 180), nor developing di%erent structural 
and formalist models of analysis for understanding music’s internal co-
herence. Instead, Barthes proposes a sonorous, sensate form of writ-
ing aimed at articulating music’s subjectivity through the materiality of 
writing itself, what he calls “writing aloud”:

writing aloud is not phonological but phonetic; its aim is not the clar-
ity of messages, the theater of emotions; what it searches for (in a per-
spective of bliss) are the pulsional incidents, the language lined with 
&esh, a text where we can hear the grain of the throat, the patina of 
consonants, the voluptuousness of vowels, a whole carnal stereophony: 
the articulation of the body, of the tongue, not that of meaning, of 
language. (Barthes 1975, 66– 67)
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78 Writing about Musical Intersubjectivity

According to Barthes, writing aloud involves no less than articulating 
the body through sensorially charged prose: transcribing the proprio-
ception of musical experience through kinaesthetic syntax, or recircu-
lating the grain of the voice through the texture of the text. Scholars have 
drawn upon Barthes’s “"e Grain of the Voice”— and his discussion of 
opera singers therein— to discuss vocality (Dunsby 2009), opera (Halli-
well 2014), and the concepts associated with the text including “pulsion” 
and “grain” (Szekely 2006). What has received less attention in Barthes’s 
writing is the intersection between musical voice in performance and 
authorial voice in scholarship/writing, that is, how the space between 
singer/performer and listener- writer is rendered through writing. As 
Michael Szekely notes, Barthes was largely concerned with the interstic-
es between gesture, writing, and sound. "ese spaces are encoded in the 
very separations between terms— image   music   text— given by Stephen 
Heath as the title of his translated collection of Barthes’s essays. We may 
conceptualize these spaces as the grain between forms of visual, sonic, 
and tactile perception (as is the case in Laura Marks’s concept of hap-
tic visuality addressed later in this chapter), or the trace of body in the 
media of music, text, and performance: “"e ‘grain’ is the body in the 
voice as it sings, the hand as it writes, the limb as it performs” (Barthes 
1977, 188).

In proposing a form of writing that seeks to articulate this material-
ity through the “pulsional incidents” of song, Barthes suggests writing 
itself should move as an active agent, tracing and tracking that which 
moves music and listener. "is movement, he continues, “is carried 
not by dramatic in&ections, subtle stresses, sympathetic accents, but by 
the grain of the voice, which is an erotic mixture of timbre and lan-
guage# .# .# . the art of guiding one’s body” (Barthes 1975, 66). Moving 
beyond the adjective, Barthes’s writing aloud models a form of what I 
call sensory- formalist analysis where writers’ and readers’ bodies move 
alongside music’s body. Sensory- formalist analysis is a strategy of appo-
sition where the particulate matter of musical experience is materially 
engaged through the atmosphere of the page, screen, or other medi-
um. It is a revision of what Susan Sontag, in “Against Interpretation,” 
called an “erotics of art” (Sontag 1966, 10) that turns away from making 
content out of art, avoiding analysis that “excavates, and as it excavates, 
destroys; it digs ‘behind’ the text, to $nd a sub- text which is the true 
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79Writing about Musical Intersubjectivity

one.” “What is needed,” in this turning away from instrumentalizing art, 
notes Sontag, “is a vocabulary— a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, 
vocabulary— for forms” (8).1

Following Barthes’s and Sontag’s calls for di%erent orientations to-
ward and relationships of art writing, this chapter surveys a number of 
sensate and apposite forms for writing about musical experience o'en 
referred to as “performative writing.”2 Language, syntax, and grammar 
operate upon sensorial and a%ectively rich terms in performative writ-
ing, and o'en foreground intersubjectivity between viewer and artwork, 
spectator and performance, listener and music, and writer and reader. 
More speci$cally, Hungry Listening focuses on the intersubjective expe-
rience between human and nonhuman actors in music performance by 
considering object agency in non-representational and new materialist 
theory alongside Indigenous knowledge regarding nonhuman relations. 
While Phillip Vannini describes non-representational research as “priv-
ilig[ing] the study of relations” emerging from a belief “that life arises 
from the entanglement of actors— human and non- human animals, or-
ganic matter, and material objects” (Vannini 2015, 8), other more crit-
ical voices like those of Zoe Todd (2016) and Jessica Horton and Janet 
Berlo (2013) remind us that the “more- than- human” agency described 
in new materialism and non- representational theory has long been a 
quotidian fact of Indigenous lives and epistemologies. "ere is nothing 
new, as Zoe Todd asserts, in the way Indigenous kinship extends toward 
our nonhuman relations, and a large majority of the theoretical work 
in this area has elided these Indigenous epistemological frameworks. 
While some of the critical engagement that identi$es this elision has 
been oppositional, I see no reason not to consider these two streams of 
thinking as mutually exclusive. Considering non- representational theo-
ry and Indigenous epistemologies alongside each other can here provide 
a more nuanced understanding of nonhuman relations, and can help 
move beyond the anthropocentrism that reinforces the subject’s mas-
tery over an object. For the aims of this chapter, and book more gener-
ally, I bring these discourses together to consider how performative and 
other writing forms a(rm relations between human and nonhuman 
subjects, and how the content and aesthetics of this writing challenges 
the dichotomy between music’s limited agency as passive “object,” and 
the listener as the active partner.3 I also challenge the critique that the 
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author of performative writing acts as an overbearing partner in this 
dyad, drowning out the musical subject by increasing the volume of the 
writer/scholar’s own voice. Such criticism operates both on an explicit 
level, as I will later illustrate in the work of musicologist David Levin, 
and more implicitly in professional guides to writing about music.

Professional guides for writing about music are primarily geared 
toward postsecondary and graduate students, and thus are mostly con-
cerned with establishing basic writing principles. Among these prin-
ciples an equation is sometimes made between creative, poetic, and 
performative forms of writing and “stylistic excess.” “Stylistic excess,” 
notes musicologist Jonathan Bellman, “consists of attempts to fortify an 
argument (in the same way that breakfast cereals of dubious nutrition-
al value are forti$ed with added vitamins and nutrients) with superla-
tives, overly colourful adjectives, or exaggerated wording#.#.#. [and] dulls 
the reader’s senses with its procession of highly charged, multisyllabic 
words” (Bellman 2000, 76). Bellman later describes such writing as 
mere “authorial musing” and “authorial whim.”4 While we might note a 
similar resistance to Barthes’s critique of adjectives, we should question 
what criteria are used to determine the e(cacy of language in convey-
ing musical experience. At what point does a language composed from 
“the patina of consonants, the voluptuousness of vowels, a whole carnal 
stereophony” (Barthes 1975) become “overly colourful” or “exaggerat-
ed”? When, in other words, is such writing read as a marker of authorial 
excessiveness, and when is it read as a marker of the exact excessiveness 
of our experiences listening to music or other experience of art? By ad-
dressing musical experience as an encounter between subjectivities of 
listener, music, writer, and reader, this chapter unravels the hierarchies 
of subjectivity that assert the primary importance of the musical sub-
ject. "e chapter concludes by introducing a third partner in the play of 
subjectivities: space. Whereas space is o'en considered as the context 
within which an encounter takes place, I consider it here as an active 
subject in itself. I approach this in two ways: $rst, by considering the 
space of performance or other sites at which music is listened to, and 
second, by considering the space of the medium that conveys the expe-
rience of listening: the space of the written page or screen, or, in the case 
of practice- based research, an artistic medium. By considering space as 
a third subject, I extend my engagement with sensate, apposite forms 
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of writing toward how other arts- based formats for music scholarship 
might be developed.

To experiment with di%erent forms of writing resonant theory that 
consider intersubjectivity between listener, music, and space and reach 
beyond adjectival reliance, I engage in what I call apposite methodol-
ogy. Apposite methodologies are processes for conveying experience 
alongside subjectivity and alterity; they are forms of what is sometimes 
referred to as “writing with” a subject in contrast to “writing about.” 
"ey also envision possibilities for how writing might not just take the 
form of words inscribed on the page but also forms that share space 
alongside or move in relationship with another subjectivity. “Writing” 
in this sense might be considered either a textual or material form: song 
writing, sculptural writing, and $lm writing. At the heart of these exper-
iments in resonant theory are anticolonial epistemes for sharing experi-
ence, that emerge out of the history of performative writing.

Performative Writing, Apposite Methodology

Performative writing, according to Peggy Phelan “enact[s] the a%ective 
force of the performance event again” (Phelan 1997, 12). In the realm of 
music, the a%ective force of the event is intertwined with the relation-
ship between the listening subject and musical and spatial subjectivity. 
While performative writing encompasses a wide range of work across 
the arts and humanities, I begin with examples by writers who explic-
itly center this relationship between listener and musical subjectivity, 
and in particular, writing by Wayne Koestenbaum, Kevin Kopelson, 
and Suzanne Cusick that articulates the positionality of the listener and 
musical subjectivity.5 In doing so, the performative writing by these 
writers names the unmarked normativity of listening through explicitly 
marking listening positionality. Part of what Hungry Listening seeks to 
expand in musical scholarship is this action of marking the normative 
discourses of listening positionality (primarily though not exclusively 
in relation to Western art music) as white, heterosexual, able- bodied, 
and middle class, through writing that explicitly illustrates and materi-
alizes other listening values in/and/from musical subjectivities. In em-
phasizing the writer- subject’s identi$cation (or dis- identi$cation) with 
the musical subject, a partial aim of performative writing is to expose 
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normative listening practices. Giving voice to identi$cation and dis- 
identi$cation, the writer- subject destabilizes and unsettles scriptural 
economies that demand compliance with standardized, “plain English” 
(Strunk and White 1999). Performative modes of writing by feminist 
(Cixous 1976, Gallop 2002, Minh- ha 1989), queer (Koestenbaum 1993, 
Kopelson 1996), Indigenous (King 2003, Sarris 1993, Morin 2016), crip 
(Eales 2016, Forfa 2016), and black writers (hooks 1992, Lorde 1981) 
have long worked to disrupt writing’s colonizing imperatives, racializ-
ing and ableist legitimacies, and phallogocentric norms. "e opening 
that Hungry Listening seeks to create in music studies for decolonial 
writing otherwise draws on this long tradition of performative writing.

In the tripartite context of subject– subject(– subject) relations I out-
line above, the proximity between listener, music, and space give rise 
to the methodologies of “apposition” proposed in this chapter.6 As with 
its root “to appose,” meaning to place side by side or in proximal re-
lationship, an apposite methodology involves a proximal relationship 
between the method of writing and experience of the writer. While this 
might lead to the assumption that apposite musicology is an essentially 
mimetic form (a copy or transcription), I would instead emphasize that 
the nature of proximity between subjects (listener/music; musical expe-
rience and writing) is treated as relational. Apposite forms of writing, 
through their form, grammar, and language, convey how the writer/lis-
tener moves alongside musical or artistic subjectivity. "is movement 
alongside music is not exclusively aimed at conveying intimacies of mu-
sic’s presence; it may equally result in a variety of apposite relationships 
including keeping music at a distance, oscillations between intimacy 
and distance, or a kind of “marking time” similar to the experience of 
traveling alongside other vehicles moving at varying speeds or when 
gridlocked in tra(c.

"e vast majority of scholars choose their methodologies for their 
apposite (that is, in the other sense of the word, “appropriate”) capac-
ity to examine the particular objects, phenomena, or experiences we 
seek to understand. Yet while “methodological framework” implies an 
appropriate application of theoretical context to the object of study, 
writing itself (the medium by which we give our ideas form) is largely 
considered a mere by- product of scholarship. Yet if the method we use 
to measure phenomena in large part actually determines the result of 
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this measurement, should we not actively pursue writing that is aware 
of how its form constitutes knowledge and experience? O'en referred 
to simply as writing “style,” the choices made in the structure, language, 
and even typography of writing are usually not considered constitutive 
of the research itself. No language or writing form is value free. Forms of 
structural music analysis, for example, enact epistemic violence against 
Indigenous music, blunting the life it carries. Given this context, appo-
site methodologies seek a more proximal relationship between writing’s 
form (its materiality, its &ow, rhythm, or pace, and the way it structures 
time) and the form we sense in musical subjectivity. "ey seek to engage 
the materiality of writing, in order not to enact violence against musical 
subjectivity.

"e study of music’s presence has received sustained attention in 
the work of musicologists Suzanne Cusick (1994), Christopher Small 
(1998), Carolyn Abbate (2004), Lawrence Kramer (2004b), Nicholas 
Cook (2014), and Georgina Born (2019), and philosophers including 
Vladimir Jankélévitch (2003) and Jean- Luc Nancy (2007), among oth-
ers. Yet within this work there has been a lack of attention toward how 
listeners come to understand musical intersubjectivity; musicology and 
music aesthetics’ “tin ears” have largely continued to disregard non- 
Western perspectives that emphasize music’s life and subjectivity. It is 
these same tin ears that have responded with heteronormative disdain 
toward queer performative writing. Queer performative writing in par-
ticular has been cast as excessively oriented to the writer rather than the 
object under examination, where the excessiveness of authorial tone, 
poetics, and re&exivity has been accused of narcissism. To address these 
critiques of performative writing’s narcissism, I turn now to examples 
where listening and viewing are treated by queer writing as intimate and 
intersubjective experiences.

Queer Vocal Narcissism and Linguistic Excess

Performative writing’s indisciplinarity— its violation of disciplinary 
norms— is the subject of David Levin’s essay “Is "ere a Text in "is 
Libido? Diva and the Rhetoric of Contemporary Opera Criticism.” 
Levin’s text is to a certain extent representative of the general mistrust 
by musicologists of performative writing’s excess. In particular, Levin 
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expresses concern with the “Neo- Lyrical” queer performative writing of 
Wayne Koestenbaum’s !e Queen’s !roat that “aims for an adequation 
with operatic form: it emulates the object of its a%ections; and, perhaps 
more important, it seeks to render (but not necessarily analyze) the in-
tense a%ect that can su%use the experience of opera” (Levin 2012, 122). 
Such writing loses sight of the musical experience it seeks to engage, 
according to Levin, and replaces a close reading of music with “a world 
of emotive stratospherics” (123). Koestenbaum’s writing represents an 
academic crooning “that aspires to be a bravura performance as much as 
a record of bravura performances” (124; emphasis in original). In short, 
Levin argues that Koestenbaum’s writing replaces an engagement with 
musical phenomena with an engagement with the writer’s own voice. 
Koestenbaum is found guilty of logophilic narcissism, expressing (or 
professing) his love for the sound of his own text over that of the opera. 
And yet Levin also clari$es that he has nothing against excess itself. 
Rather, his main concern is that such writing legitimates enthusiasm “at 
the cost of nuanced textual analysis” (129). Yet can writing that is in an 
apposite relationship to the subject of analysis not serve as an analysis 
of the subject? Might the qualities of that apposition (the grain of the 
text, the rustle of language, the patina of consonants) together actually 
constitute a non-representational form of analysis in itself?7

Levin’s language choice of “crooning” and “stratospherics” addi-
tionally speaks to performative writing’s linguistic excess. "is is writ-
ing that “gushes” and is seen to constitute a relapse to earlier models 
of music criticism: the excessive description and verbose e)uence of 
nineteenth- century musical description such as that of E. T. A. Ho%-
mann, the overuse of metaphor, or worse, what is colloquially known as 
“purple prose.” As Mark Evan Bonds notes:

Until the 1920s, debates about expression tended to centre on what 
music expressed, not whether it could express anything. In the years 
a'er World War I, however, a variety of “hard” formalism arose in 
part as a backlash against what many perceived to be the overwrought 
expressivity of works from the pre- War decades. (Bonds 2014, 250)

"e important distinction between such early forms of music criticism 
and performative writing is the intention of the author in the latter to 
use language and structure as a way to comment on their relationship 
with the subject. While the end goal of music criticism was to a signif-

This content downloaded from 142.104.164.62 on Wed, 12 Mar 2025 16:10:31 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



85Writing about Musical Intersubjectivity

icant extent the embellishment of a poetic writing style, performative 
writing uses this embellishment (or sparseness, or roughness) to convey 
something about the subject in question: it attempts to elucidate the 
non-representational aspects of the subject through forms of sensuous, 
material textuality. Levin’s critique of Koestenbaum is here more appli-
cable to nineteenth- century music criticism’s silencing of the particu-
larity of the music it treats by ignoring language as a vector of analysis. 
In contrast, performative writing might adopt a manic verbosity as an 
explicit strategy to examine particularly anthemic music (for instance 
in the postminimalist music of John Adams) or a language of campy 
excess to speak to music of similar expression (for example the theme 
song for the 1980s TV show Dynasty) and the e%ect of this music on 
the listener. In such linguistic miming we should not assume that the 
writing represents the unrestrained extravagance of the author’s voice; 
just as we are able to pose di%erent (and perhaps at times contradictory) 
arguments across our scholarship, so too may we expound those ar-
guments through di%erent sensory and a%ective writing structures and 
linguistic timbres. "e materiality of musicological discourse has an in-
dissoluble relationship with the music it seeks to describe. Moreover, 
in most instances, this discourse imposes a time and structure upon 
our understanding of musical meaning that at times runs contrary to 
the music it considers. Although not focused on music, Svetlana Alpers 
notes the incongruity between writing and the experience of viewing a 
visual work:

the repertory of concepts it [writing] o%ers for describing a plane sur-
face bearing an array of subtly di%erentiated and ordered shapes and 
colours is rather crude and remote. Again, there is an awkwardness, 
at least, about dealing with a simultaneously available $eld— which is 
what a picture is in a medium as temporally linear as language: for in-
stance, it is di(cult to avoid tendentious reordering of the picture sim-
ply by mentioning one thing before another#.#.#. ["e] lack of $t here 
is formally obvious in an incompatibility between the gait of scanning 
a picture— in a series of rapid, and rapidly shi'ing, eye movements— 
and the gait of ordered words and concepts. (Alpers 1983, 3)

Alpers draws our attention to the disjunction between the experience 
of viewing an artwork and the reader’s experience in reading about an 
artwork. Musical experience, unlike visual experience, takes place as an 
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aural palimpsest of simultaneously unfolding sound events, and thus is 
even more remote from the hierarchy of syntax used to convey meaning 
in writing. By acknowledging that writing is not an empty vessel for 
knowledge transfer, it becomes imperative to understand how this me-
dium, whether explicitly concerned with its own aesthetic (style) or not, 
constructs knowledge through its form, structure, language use, tone, 
and voice. Given this fact of writing’s aesthetic signi$cation, we might 
pay increased attention to writing’s cra' in practicing what Kevin Ko-
pelson calls “critical virtuosity” (2002). Or perhaps writing is not always 
the best medium for understanding the presence and time of certain 
musical experiences. Other than its supposed e(ciency and e(cacy in 
communication, what makes writing better, for instance, than live di-
alogue as a mode of working out (thinking) these aspects of musical 
meaning? By acknowledging the limits of writing as more than argu-
ment, we become responsible not just for the arguments we put forward 
but the form through which we express them. Rather than discounting 
performative modes of writing as self- indulgent or needlessly opaque, 
we might instead reconsider how they enable us to engage more pre-
cisely with musical performance, or the sensory and a%ective qualities 
of artistic experience more generally. We might consider how the struc-
ture, form, and language of writing allows us to convey those particular 
moments of music’s sensory presence that draw us toward (or repel us 
from) music in the $rst instance. "ey also provide us with an aesthetic 
means toward writing intersubjectivity.

Intersubjective Relationships with Ancestors

Intersubjective relationships are not at all extraordinary in Indigenous 
life and artistic practice. In museums across the globe, glass vitrines 
display cultural belongings of Northwest coast First Peoples— masks 
in particular— to the public. O'en these displays are $lled with a par-
ticular kind of mask, depicting its many variations across a region or 
across time. Such displays o%er a cornucopia whose abundance is in-
tended to show artistic and cultural variance. While such displays are 
o%ered to members of the general public primarily for their aesthetic 
contemplation, for Indigenous people the experience of such displays 
can o'en be traumatic and triggering. "is experience occurs not only 
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because of the histories of cultural prohibition, including the seizure 
of cultural belongings and the separation of such belongings from our 
communities, but also because the very “objects” that are held behind 
glass are not objects at all. Instead, what exists behind the glass goes by 
other names; they have life, they are living beings, or they are ancestors. 
Indigenous people have intimate kinship with these beings. As such, the 
fact that they are “held” behind glass, in drawers, in storage might be 
understood in terms of the containment and con$nement of life. En-
countering “loved ones” behind glass, in drawers, and in storage puts 
into question the ways in which museological standards of “preserva-
tion” and “conservation” might instead be understood as containment 
or even incarceration. In many Paci$c Northwest communities, we un-
derstand that such beings must be cared for as loved ones; the work 
that they do is treated as precious and sacred. "ey are not expected 
to be in continuous use, but are allowed to rest once they have com-
pleted their work. "ey also have a life cycle, and are not expected to 
live on forever. In this context, Git Hayetsk Dance Group leaders Mike 
Dangeli (Nisga’a) and Mique’l Dangeli (Tsimshian) have called museum 
display a form of “life support” that extends the life of these loved ones 
beyond their natural life span (Dangeli and Dangeli 2015). Moreover, 
such beings have speci$c roles and work to do. "e energy these beings 
expend is respected— for example when drums and masks are used in 
performance— by “putting them to sleep” a'er their work is done. Un-
der the continuous gaze of museum display, however, they are forced to 
perform— to labor— without rest (Hopkins, n.p.).

Increasingly, Indigenous artists have sought to address this context 
of the museum as carceral space that disconnects ancestors and beings 
from our communities. "e work of Peter Morin (Tahltan) and Tanya 
Lukin Linklater (Alutiiq) in particular engages in forms of reconnection 
through music and song. "eir use of music and song in these instances 
bring life, hold life, and serve as intimate acts of reconnecting kinship. 
For her work Accompaniment (2015) at EFA Project Space in New York, 
Tanya Lukin Linklater invited Laura Ortman (White Mountain Apache) 
to perform on electric violin. Ortman was asked to perform as one part 
a larger work that included a bowl Lukin Linklater had commissioned 
from Alutiiq artist Doug Inga and four small Yup’ik dance fans she 
purchased at Cama’i Dance Festival in Bethel, Alaska. "ese fans and 
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bowl were placed unassumingly on top of and beneath a wooden bench, 
without the typical protection (and disconnection) imposed by a vitrine. 
Given the title of the work (which was also the title of the exhibition), 
Ortman’s performance might be misconstrued as an “accompaniment” 
that provides background music for viewing the dance fans and bowl. 
To understand these belongings as holding life, however, is to recognize 
that Ortman’s work was instead providing company, a form of speak-
ing toward and with the life of these belongings. Ortman subverted the 
hierarchy of the classical musician as soloist and the attendant value 
of this system where attention is expected to be directed solely toward 
the performer. From Ortman’s movement toward and around the dance 
fans and bowl, she established a relationship of performing toward and 
with shxwelí that takes the form of “bowl” and “dance fans.” I speak here 
of shxwelí as a xwélmexw audience member who felt this connection 
between the life of sound, materiality, and space. Her movement and 
sound challenged the in&exibility of hungry listening as a teleological 
and $xated form of attention. Ortman’s performance made visceral re-
lations of intersubjectivity and vitalized life through sound, just as the 
location of these subjects, with bowl positioned upside down upon 
the bench with dance fans resting casually on top of and underneath 
it, refused the normative system of object display. Such intersubjective 
reconnection is characteristic of much of Lukin Linklater’s work that 
brings Indigenous voices and bodily presence back into relationship 
with ancestors and the life of Indigenous belongings that have been kept 
from our communities by museums. "is work of reconnecting kinship 
is also a central feature of work by Tahltan artist Peter Morin.

Morin’s work frequently uses song as an intimate form of recon-
nection with ancestors that have been given nonhuman material form, 
and in doing so refuses to uphold the museum’s imposition of object-
hood upon the lives of these ancestors. Examples of this include Mo-
rin’s work at the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver in 2013 (see 
Figure 6) and at the Royal BC Museum in 2012 where he gave a com-
edy routine for the poles, and my previous discussion in chapter 1 of 
Morin’s performance at Saint Olave’s in London in honor of the Inuit 
infant buried there. We will turn again to Morin’s work in chapter 5, 
where I discuss his Cultural Gra(ti series, also performed in London, 
England. "e commonality between all of Morin’s work discussed with-
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in this book is its focus on intimacies of reconnection. Below, I o%er 
an extended transcription of one of Morin’s performances in order to 
give weight to his words as sovereign expression. "e transcription is 
excerpted from a presentation Morin gave at the Isabel Bader Centre for 
the Performing Arts in Kingston, Ontario, where he explained his work 
as a performance artist to a nonhuman ancestor: an amhalaayt (Chief ’s 
Headdress). Morin’s presentation that evening of February 3, 2016, was 
part of a series I have organized since 2015 called Conversations in In-
digenous Arts, intended to bring together primarily Indigenous artists, 
scholars, and community members to discuss a common theme. "e 
focus of this particular event was how Indigenous people carry our his-
tory in the body and how historical documentation (the archive) takes 
place through dance, song, and oration. In addition to Peter Morin, it 
featured leaders of the Git Hayetsk dance group Mike Dangeli (Nisga’a) 
and Mique’l Dangeli (Tsimshian), and settler historian Coll "rush. In 
the lead- up to the event, Mike and Mique’l Dangeli had visited the Ag-
nes Etherington Arts Centre to see cultural belongings from Northwest 
coast First Nations that had found their way into the collection. Out of 

Figure 6. Peter Morin singing to an ancestor at the Museum of Anthropology. Photo-
graph by Kate Hennessy, 2013.
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this visit, the Dangelis had asked whether it was possible to dance one 
of the belongings— an ancestor in the form of amhalaayt. "e excerpts 
below are transcribed from this evening of performance and oration, 
beginning with Morin and followed by Mike and Mique’l Dangeli dis-
cussing the life of the amhalaayt ancestor:

Peter Morin [addressing the amhalaayt]: I want to say that there’s been 
a lot of violence that’s happened#.#.#. and we wear it on our bodies.8 We 
all wear it on our bodies. I have dreams about making things which 
refer to Tahltan Nation ways of being#.#.#. but there’s a lot of distance 
between me and the land. Also, there is a lot of distance between me 
and the original makers as a result of things like the residential schools 
and governmental policies which were designed to limit our freedom. 
Also it’s so beautiful to see you here, it’s so very, very beautiful#.#.#. And 
your removal also is a part of that loss that we feel.

I do something called performance art that moves inside of the 
body, and tells partly the history, and the present and future ancestors, 
as well as provides the chance for moments like this. And so I make 
things which come from dream spaces#.#.#. because I believe it is people 
like you who talk to us, and through those places that you are in right 
now#.#.#. to the places we are in, right now.

I have been trying to sing, as a part of the practice of being alive, 
and being alive also means making things, and those things $t within 
what I think of as Tahltan Nation art history. And your history and my 
history walk side by side, and I want to thank you for that.#.#.#. I know 
four songs. "e $rst song was composed by a guy named Beal Carlick. 
"e second song is#.#.#. I’m not sure who wrote it#.#.#. it’s called ‘this 
little light of mine.’ "e third song was composed by William Wallace-
ton. I’m not going to sing all the verses of these songs. "e fourth song 
was composed by Johnny S. Carlick. I want you to know that I#.#.#. I 
love you.

[Morin sings these songs into the surface of the drums, for the amhalaayt]
Mike Dangeli: I really want to thank the sta% for giving us this space 
[pointing at black curtain]. "e reason we came from behind the 
curtain wasn’t for theatrics [light laugh from audience]. It’s actually 
because we don’t normally keep our ceremonial beings on display, 
especially when they have so much power. Because they share that 
symbiotic relationship like my wife was saying, they see what we see, 
they breathe the same air that we breathe. And so for us, we treat 
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them like our young ones. We keep them in the back#.#.#. you wouldn’t 
change your young ones in front of people, you wouldn’t feed them#.#.#. 
you wouldn’t have those intimate times with them in front of an 
audience#.#.#. 

Mique’l Dangeli: It’s a restorative practice is what we’re saying. 
Our masks have expended so much of their nox nox— their energy— 
tonight. So when we are not dancing them, we wrap them in blankets 
and we put them away, to allow them to have that time to regenerate 
and to restore their energy so that when they come out again, they can 
have their full strength. And that’s why when we walk through muse-
ums and we see our nox nox everywhere#.#.#. we want to visit them#.#.#. 
but at the same time it’s so hard to see them there. We would never do 
that, to just keep them out everywhere!

Of unique importance for this event was the way in which the sta% at 
Agnes and the Art Conservation program enabled not only the use of 
the ancestor in the performance but its relocation to a performance 
space that was not within the white walls of the gallery. As Mique’l Dan-
geli later noted about the performance,

"e amhalaayt was collected from our people (Tsimshian) in the 
late 1800s and was more than likely received through trade with the 
Heiltsuk or Kwakwaka’wakw. Since the frontlet is without the rest of 

Figure 7. Peter Morin speaking to an amhalaayt ancestor as part of Conversations in 
Indigenous Arts, at the Isabel Bader Centre for the Performing Arts.
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the headdress, we couldn’t dance it. Instead we asked the sta% of the 
museum if they could make a temporary mount that would hold it 
upright so this powerful ceremonial being could be an honored guest 
and witness to our work in Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe territo-
ry. At the beginning of our performance, we sang the amhalaayt into 
the room and placed behind it eagle down in the same manner that 
we do when we dance. As Mike sang, I blew the down so it would 
spread into the air from the amhalaayt itself as it was meant to do. We 
addressed this ceremonial being (I prefer not to use the term object or 
artifact) in our language as we would our Sm’gigyet (Chiefs) and gave 
it a prominent place among the other witnesses facing us as we shared 
our oratory, songs, and dances. (Mique’l Dangeli, Instagram note, 
February 5, 2016)

Dangeli notes that their treatment of this ancestor is no di%erent than 
how they would treat their chiefs and matriarchs, giving them a place of 
honor from which they might receive the song- sustenance o%ered. In-
deed, in the middle of their performance Mique’l Dangeli noted, “I wish 
we had the opportunity to be fed by and to feed our ancestors— our cer-
emonial beings— outside of plexiglass#.#.#. like this, more o'en. It’s one of 
the reasons why we sing and dance in museums, regardless of that his-
tory, because it’s important that they know we acknowledge them, and 
that we still love them#.#.#. it’s just that we’re separated.” Song in the work 
done by Morin and the Dangelis is a form of sustenance used to feed 
ancestors that take material form. It is life- giving and itself has life. It is 
part of a system of sustenance that represents “being fed by and feeding 
ancestors” and as such is part of a relationship of mutual well- being. In 
relation to the queer and Indigenous intersubjective relationships with 
songs I have discussed, how do we write about the experience of inter-
subjective encounter, in ethical ways that do not enact violence against 
such life? To address this question, I turn to writing that seeks to trans-
mit the intimacy and erotics of nonhuman intersubjectivity.

Song’s Intimate Touch
When I go to the opera house, the performance is a physical sex 
act between my body and the singer’s voice- body. When I listen 
to an opera recording, the erotic experience becomes a private 
masturbation fantasy.

— Sam Abel, Opera in the Flesh: Sexuality in Operatic Performance
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Our relationships with nonhuman environmental, musical, and visu-
al subjects (or what Bruno Latour calls “actants”) has been the sub-
ject of wide- ranging discussion across disciplines, and across the 
theoretical discourses of posthumanism, new materialism, and non- 
representational theory. "e very titles of Julie Cruikshank’s Do Glaciers 
Listen? (2005) and W. J. T. Mitchell’s What Do Pictures Want? (2005) 
evidence this focus on nonhuman agency. Less central in these discus-
sions are questions of how writing engages the tactility and a%ective 
sensibility of intersubjective encounters, and reconsiders our ethical 
responsibility to how we treat nonhuman subjects in the forms of de-
scription and analysis we use. While there are numerous trajectories 
we might follow to begin addressing these questions, two writings in 
particular on the intimate encounter with artistic subjectivity provide a 
useful starting point for theorizing what I call sensory- formalist analysis.

Laura Marks and Suzanne Cusick are two authors who position the 
intimacy of artistic encounter as central to their work on $lm and mu-
sic, respectively, and through their writing enact what Kevin Kopelson 
calls critical virtuosity. As if responding to David Levin’s critique, Kopel-
son notes that virtuosic criticism, is a form of writing that “should give 
pleasure— to the reader, not the writer” (92– 93). Following Kopelson’s 
focus elsewhere on pianism (Kopelson 1996), critical virtuosity is a sen-
sory domain that includes the haptic and kinetic aspects of dexterity, 
agility, and the potential for su%usion/drenching of space. Marks’s and 
Cusick’s writings are critically virtuosic to the extent that they transduce 
the intersubjective pleasure of touch in writing, seeking “to make the 
dry words [of writing] retain a trace of the wetness of the encounter” 
(Marks 2002, x).

Marks’s Touch: Sensuous !eory, Multisensory Media (2002) di%er-
entiates between three kinds of haptic relationships, each of which may 
be perceived or enacted independently from the other: haptic visuality, 
haptic images/cinema, and haptic criticism. Marks begins by noting 
that haptic visuality is a mode of perception where “the eyes themselves 
function like an organ of touch” (Marks 2002, 2). "is mode of look-
ing “tends to rest on the surface of its object rather than to plunge into 
depth#.#.#. it is a labile, plastic sort of look, more inclined to move, [to 
linger, or caress as Marks later states] than to focus” (8– 9). Moreover, 
she continues,
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the term haptic visuality emphasizes the viewer’s inclination to per-
ceive haptically#.#.#. [alternatively,] a work itself may o%er haptic images 
that do not invite identi$cation with a $gure so much as they encour-
age a bodily relationship between the viewer and the image. "us it is 
less appropriate to speak of the object of a haptic look than to speak of 
a dynamic subjectivity between looker and image. (3)

Marks’s di%erentiation between haptic visuality and haptic images al-
lows the two to function independent of one another: we may perceive 
artistic works haptically that are not intentionally textured as such by 
their author. Completing Marks’s triad of haptic concepts, haptic criti-
cism speaks of perception and objects through writing that itself models 
“touching, not mastering” (xii). Marks contrasts this model of haptic 
writing with the project of hermeneutic mastery. Haptic writing has “no 
need to interpret,” Marks notes, “only to unfold, to increase the surface 
area of experience. By staying close to the surface of an event, I hope to 
trace a connection between the event’s material history, the event itself, 
me, and you” (Marks 2002, xi). Elsewhere, she describes her aim “to 
move along the surface of the object rather than attempting to penetrate 
or ‘interpret’ it, as criticism is usually supposed to do” (xiii). While such 
distinctions are important for Marks to distinguish haptic writing as 
distinct from more traditional hermeneutic criticism, to say this writ-
ing operates outside of interpretation would be inaccurate. "e forms 
of proximity and connection Marks seeks to e%ect through her writ-
ing bring forward another kind of interpretation, one that I would call 
sensory- formalist analysis. In sensory- formalist analysis the writer seeks 
to extend the form and structure of the listener/viewer/reader’s sensory 
engagement through their writing. It is an analysis of sensory percep-
tion intended to chart the e%ects of the work’s “pulsional incidents” 
upon the body of the listener/viewer/reader to the same level of detail 
we would $nd in any other close reading. To be clear, sensory- formalist 
analysis is not in and of itself intersubjective. Instead, in foregrounding 
haptic relationships among $lm, writing, and visuality through an “un-
cool, nose- against- the- glass- enthusiasm” for $lm and media works “as 
tangible and beloved bodies” (Marks 2002, xi), the sensory- formalist 
analysis that Marks’s work takes part in attunes us to touch as a funda-
mental component of the intersubjective encounter.

Suzanne Cusick’s essay “On a Lesbian Relationship with Music: A 
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Serious E%ort Not to "ink Straight” joins Marks in giving attention to 
the intersubjective intimacy with beloved bodies. Cusick describes her 
experiences of pleasure and power in these relationships as akin to a 
relationship with an intimate partner:

If music might be for some of us, or for all of us sometimes, in the 
position sometimes called “signi$cant other,” then one might look for 
scrambling and shi'ing roles with it, for funny power relationships 
with it, moments when it is the lover— that is the active, pleasure- 
giving partner— and moments when it is the beloved— the partner 
who somehow receives pleasure or empowerment. And one might 
$nd oneself to be acting out all sorts of, well, positions and “sexual” 
behaviours with this “lover”/ “beloved.” (Cusick 1994, 74)

For those of us who feel that our relationships with music and song— 
and our experiences within them— are central to an analysis of the 
music itself (and admittedly not all of us do), how should we write in 
a way that responds to these works as friends, lovers, and kin? How 
do we get at the sense of touch in writing, or convey being touched by 
sound, following Marks’s lead? Cusick’s answer to this question is that, 
because she identi$es the music she loves as another woman, “I try to 
treat her analytically as I would be treated: as a subject who may have 
things to say that may be totally di%erent than what listeners expect to 
hear” (Cusick 1994, 76). Cusick’s relationship to music as a signi$cant 
other bears resemblance to Ingrid Monson’s (2008) statement that, like 
individuals, music has many things to say and may not always act con-
sistently. Perhaps most importantly, because Cusick loves the music she 
discusses as a signi$cant other, she is compelled by a methodological 
ethics to describe and understand this music through nonessentializing 
and nonviolent methods:

By what feels like instinct, the strongest of instincts, I pass quickly 
over what feel like essentializing strategies (e.g. describing a work 
as an example of such and such a form, or Schenkerian analysis). I 
pass almost as quickly over discursively valued strategies (analysis of 
harmony, tonal structure) to less- valued “sensual” features like texture 
and timbre. I feel a deep reluctance to engage in what feels like the 
dismemberment of music’s body into the categories of “form,” “melo-
dy,” “rhythm,” “harmony.” Because, I think, both the essentializing and 
the dismembering categories feel akin to those violences as they are 
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committed on the bodies and souls of real women, and because I am 
being serious when I say I love music, I cannot bear to do those things 
to a beloved. (Cusick 1994, 77)

I have quoted Cusick at length to demonstrate how, although she dis-
avows the analytic strategies (formal or harmonic analysis) that she 
feels dismember music, she does not abandon close engagement with 
elements of music’s materiality such as texture and timbre. To this list 
of sensory- formalist description we might add other material qualities 
we are put into relationship with including mass, temporality, move-
ment, and proprioception. Although Cusick describes her partnership 
with music as one of intimacy, the power relationships that we have with 
music and sound are undeniably diverse and not exclusively positive. 
Articulating how power and pleasure circulate in the subject– subject 
relationship between listener and music here necessitates taking into 
account the varieties of relationships enacted between a speci$c listener 
and a speci$c piece of music.

Spatial Intersubjectivity

"us far I have considered performative writing by scholars who ac-
knowledge and a(rm intersubjective relationships between listener and 
music. Yet there is a third subject whose presence plays a signi$cant 
role in reorienting listeners and music in reception and performance: 
space. Andrew Eisenberg notes that “it is di(cult to identify any work 
of sound studies that does not deal in some way with space, if only by 
implicitly incorporating epistemological and ontological commitments 
with respect to the spatiality of sound” (Eisenberg 2015, 195). Material-
ist analyses have also sought to engage with the in&uence of space upon 
performance (Small 1998; LaBelle 2010; Clarke 2005; Eisenberg 2015). 
Yet approaches to subjectivity that have been extended toward music, 
pictures, and $lm have not found similar currency in the theorization 
of the subjectivity of space in musical experience.9

In relation to this book’s focus on listening from Indigenous and set-
tler colonial perspectives, Julie Cruikshank’s Do Glaciers Listen? (2005) 
is of critical importance as a text that describes the ways that land listens 
to human subjects. Cruikshank here describes Tlingit peoples’ experi-
ences of glaciers’ sentience:
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glaciers take action and respond to their surroundings. "ey are sen-
sitive to smells and they listen. "ey make moral judgments and they 
punish infractions. Some elders who know them well describe them 
as both animate (endowed with life) and as animating (giving life to) 
landscapes they inhabit. (Cruikshank 2005, 3)

Perhaps because of my work in Indigenous arts and positionality as xwél-
mexw, such understandings of the subjectivity of place (or “animacy” as 
it is o'en referred to in anthropological discourse) seem uncontroversial. 
sxwôxwiyám, or the oral history of Stó:l! people, includes stories of how 
Xá:ls the Transformer turned people into stone formations across S’ólh 
Temexw (Stó:l! lands). Our ancestors are the land.

One way to understand the absence of work on spatial subjectivi-
ty in musical experience might be to note the ways in which musical 
performance and atmosphere seem to combine so as to lessen our 
perception of spatial subjectivity itself. I am here reminded of classi-
cal music performance and the darkened concert hall as being nearly 
synonymous. Despite this perceived integration of music performance 
with space, countless examples exist where spatial subjectivity imposes 
upon that of the music, or vice versa. As with the subjectivities we have 
already considered, I do not take it for granted that individuals natural-
ly apprehend spatial subjectivity, and not all spaces assert subjectivity 
consistently. A space with “strong character” might still not necessar-
ily be experienced as nonhuman subjectivity. To acknowledge spatial 
subjectivity means addressing the ways by which space exerts agency, 
a%ect, and character beyond the realm of striking aesthetic impact. In 
certain cases, it may mean experiencing it as a partner, interlocutor, or 
kin. For the focus of this chapter, it means rising to the occasion of full 
participation within interactions between other subjectivities including 
musical and human actors (listeners/performers). In other chapters, the 
music I will address, though responding to strong a%ective experience, 
will not focus on particular encounters with musical and spatial inter-
subjectivity. "is is not because I do not have such experiences but rath-
er because I have not had these particular experiences with the speci$c 
music I analyze. Analysis of intersubjective encounter does not proceed 
from imposing an intersubjective reading upon experience where sub-
ject encounter is not felt. While intersubjective encounters may not be 
frequent for some, they may not occur at all for others, and this may 
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occur for many reasons including the self- censorsing listening of settler 
colonialism that avoids certain kinds of listening experience, and espe-
cially ones that would a(rm human–nonhuman relationships.

At its core, my discussion of relationships that occur between hu-
man and nonhuman musical and spatial subjects seeks to unseat the 
anthropocentrism of listening. To wrest listening away from its standard 
conception as a largely human-  and animal- centered activity allows us 
to understand listening as an ecology in which we are not only listening 
but listened to. "e particular importance of this reorientation toward 
nonhuman vitality, as philosopher Jane Bennett asserts, lies in its po-
tential to “enhance receptivity to the impersonal life that surrounds and 
infuses us, [and] generate a more subtle awareness of the complicated 
web of dissonant connections between bodies, and will enable wiser 
interventions into that ecology” (4). Bennett’s book, Vibrant Matter: 
A Political Ecology of !ings, provides multiple examples of the vitality 
and subjectivity of things and through these examples asks that we look 
again at how we recognize agency and life. For all its richly detailed ex-
aminations of the vibrancy of things, Bennett’s work falls short of con-
sidering the means by which we come to apprehend vibrancy across 
sensory domains, and for listening in particular. Bennett’s project, to 
“inspire a greater sense of the extent to which all bodies are kin in the 
sense of inextricably enmeshed in a dense network of relations,” under-
stands that “to harm one section of the web may very well be to harm 
oneself ” (13). Her aim to inspire a greater sense of kinship between 
human and non human bodies is of course already quite unexceptional 
within Indigenous communities. "e central fact behind much Indige-
nous environmental activism is premised on this sense of intersubjec-
tivity that recognizes trees, rivers, mountains, and other places, as kin.

As with Delgamuukw v. the Queen, part of this activism has unfolded 
upon the legal stage of the courtroom. Here, Indigenous people have 
increasingly pushed the Western legal boundaries of nonhuman rights. 
"e Te Urewara region of Aotearoa/New Zealand, a region understood 
to be an ancestor by the Māori T+hoe people, was granted personhood 
status in 2014 and given “all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities 
of a legal person” (Government of New Zealand 2017). On March 
20, 2017, the New Zealand government enacted legislation recogniz-
ing the Whanganui River as a legal person. Māori noted that “To the 
Whanganui people, the River is their ancestor, and they the river’s de-
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scendants” (Cheater 2018). Similarly, in 2017 the Ganges and Yamuna 
Rivers in India were also granted personhood, meaning that “polluting 
or damaging the rivers is equivalent to harming a person.” In these in-
stances and others of what is sometimes referred to as “environmen-
tal personhood” (Gordon 2018), Indigenous people have defended the 
rights of their rivers as ancestors in the Western court system. "is has 
subsequently allowed them to curtail pollution through forcing the rec-
ognition of Indigenous ontologies that understand nonhuman entities 
as being alive and having life.

"is work of challenging Western ontologies that delimit the subjec-
tivity of place does not need to happen exclusively within the courts. It is 
also important for the general public to encounter such challenges that 
have the potential to reorient how the public might listen to kinships of 
place, and through this foster a reduction of environmental harm. "e 
event score prior to this chapter, “Event Score for Guest Listening 1,” 
is one such example that also exists as part of a series of site- speci$c 
banners installed in outdoor public settings as part of the Soundings ex-
hibition (2019-  ) I have curated with Candice Hopkins (Tlingit). For the 
inaugural location, at the Agnes Etherington Arts Centre in Kingston, 
Ontario, this ten-by-$'een- foot event score was placed on a cement wall 
in close proximity to many of Queen’s University’s limestone buildings:

Limestone#hums#
with audible- inaudible sound of quarry, cut and chisel

"e#subfrequency of colonial labour
resonates your body

As these walls declare their immovability,
Listen#instead#to the seepage of water through stone

As these walls declare their necessary structure
Listen#instead#to the singe and sear of their structures burn down

As these structures declare themselves walls
Hear these stones, as still the land

In each location that the exhibition travels to, this score is reworked 
to engage with the built environment and Indigenous territory of the 
location it is situated in. In Kingston, the $rst capital of Canada, with its 
colonial limestone architecture, the score asks viewers quite literally to 
consider their relationship to the foundations of colonization. "e score 
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calls viewers to reassess how they listen to place, but also to the subjec-
tivity of the nonhuman entity called limestone that is understood by 
Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe people as having life and existence as 
an ancestor. "is particular instance of reconsidering spatial subjectivity 
is situated in the location (and ideally upon the very walls) that it ad-
dresses. Other spatializations about our experience of musical and non-
human subjectivity might alternatively begin from the question of what 
it would mean to “write” using physical and material forms of spaces 
themselves. "is approach bears some relation to David Levin’s theori-
zation of dramaturgy and operatic staging as an interpretive “reading” 
of opera. In Unsettling Opera, Levin argues that operatic stagings, and 
operatic adaptations that are sometimes referred to as regietheatre, or 
“director’s theatre,” should more properly be understood as “readings” 
of opera. And yet, to characterize these as “readings” downplays the 
way in which such stagings might be considered “writings” or “rewrit-
ings” in themselves. To call stagings writings would be anathema within 
the white supremacy of operatic production and classical music pro-
gramming that sacralize the authorial intent of the composer-genius’s 
“masterwork” and consequently foreclose against critical interpretation 
through performance. "is is indeed one, if not the central challenge in 
de$ning decolonial approaches to Western art music performance— to 
move beyond simply allowing space for Indigenous presence alongside 
the usual program of classical and operatic work, and toward new stag-
ings of such work that make visible structures of settler colonialism and 
white supremacy that underpin art music’s presentation and composi-
tion. To do so moves the work of classical music decolonization o% the 
page and into other spaces for public engagement.

Material and Spatial Forms of Writing

Apposite methodology, as a methodology for writing and conveying 
intersubjective experience (as one among many forms of decolonizing 
the ontology of classical music experience), seeks to re&ect the time 
and terms of intersubjectivity. How might this methodology spatialize a 
writing practice beyond the page, and within other artistic forms? One 
answer to this question would be to expand music scholarship toward 
applied forms of research- creation and dramaturgy. "ere is no reason 
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why music scholars should not work with musicians to consider how 
the wide range of research that we do might be applied to twenty- $rst- 
century performance practices, that include staging ideas about the 
music and musical experience we write about. "ere is no reason why 
music scholars should not work collaboratively with scenographers, in-
stallation artists, architects, with collaborators from other disciplines in 
the humanities and sciences, and with Indigenous and other racialized 
communities to think about spatializing and materializing our ques-
tions about, and readings of, music as part of the musical event itself.
"ere is no reason why music scholars should not consider the possibil-
ities for transposing our analyses from the page to the concert hall, the 
gallery, the cinema, and site- speci$c contexts.

I can hear the voices of music colleagues asking: at what point does 
this stretch music scholarship too far from what is recognizable as the 
disciplines of musicology, music theory, and ethnomusicology? "is 
question is o'en leveled against disciplinary change that is seen as di-
luting “disciplinary rigor” and standards. Yet, as I have been arguing, 
performative forms of scholarship do not necessarily eschew standards 
of disciplinary rigor; instead, they unsettle the normative scholarly for-
mats whose ideological underpinnings we typically ignore. Here in par-
ticular, research- creation forms for conveying knowledge about music 
extend music subdisciplines into the Indigenous forms of conveying 
knowledge mentioned earlier in this chapter; song, oration, story, and 
dance and integrations of these are not simply primary forms for con-
veying knowledge; their forms allow us to uphold Indigenous epistemic 
values (and refuse epistemic violence of other forms). Additionally, 
we might remember that the choice of form our work takes is always 
a choice, whether we think of it this way or not. "e formal and struc-
tural elements that we o'en imagine to merely frame the conveyance of 
our writing (language, cadence, sentence structure) are far from neutral 
aesthetically or politically. "e choices we make for framing our schol-
arship and writing are more than signs that contribute to our perception 
of the ideas, histories, and knowledge we share; they are signs that con-
stitute it. By recognizing this fact we might also recognize that there is a 
responsibility to aesthetically shape the signi$cation of those signs that 
we would normally consider nonsignifying elements. When translating 
our experience of music in writing, we do not o'en allow the language 
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of that music we encounter to transform the way we write about that 
music. Put more eloquently by Walter Benjamin: “"e basic error of 
the translator is that he preserves the state in which his own language 
happens to be instead of allowing his language to be powerfully a%ected 
by the foreign tongue” (Benjamin 1996, 262). Apposite methodology 
demands that we understand writing as a methodology for understand-
ing the subjects and intersubjectivities we study. As one form of appo-
site methodology, arts practice– based “writing” prompts us to further 
consider before beginning any scholarly project: what space, form, or 
media is apposite to the information I want to convey about the work? 
What language should I use? How should I spatialize this experience of 
intersubjectivity?

Yet there are formidable challenges in adopting apposite reorienta-
tion of scholarship. Primary among these is the learning of new lan-
guages and syntax— the cra'— of whatever forms this writing is to take. 
"is holds both for the readers of those languages and for the writer. In 
learning to read practice- based musicologies that emerge from apposite 
methodology, the reader must not only “read” for meaning but for son-
ic, material, and kinaesthetic import, and the “carnal stereophany” (Bar-
thes 1975) of knowledge. Such reading challenges the assumption that 
the exclusive intention of text is to explicate meaning (Rancière 1991). 
As with most forms of performative writing and research- creation, the 
reader is not simply served up knowledge on a plate, but is put to work 
in preparing the meal. "is work refuses hungry modes of perception 
and demands relationship of co- constituting meaning. Readers must 
equally be open to parsing a variety of aesthetic strategies that may frus-
trate the impulse for clear explanation. "ose using apposite method-
ology to engage in performative writing or research- creation will most 
likely entertain some level of deliberate opacity in their aesthetics; they 
will ask readers to entertain the element of play, and they will take as a 
given that readers do not presume these choices to be merely stylistic.

It is equally challenging to learn to use apposite methodologies 
in ways that result in compelling performative writing and research- 
creation. It is not simply a matter of deciding to write a poem, orate, 
or develop an immersive installation. As with any form of writing, 
one needs to develop the skills and technique of such forms. "e same 
could be said for entering into another disciplinary discourse or new 
language. Performative writing and research- creation practices that 
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strike readers/spectators as precious, self- indulgent, “trendy,” or “clev-
er” (Pollock 1998, 65)— rather than provoking that disturbance of the 
ine%able encountered in the performance experience itself— might be 
understood as the result of insu(cient time spent immersed in learning 
the cra' of that artistic medium. It would come as no surprise that a 
poem written by a musicologist (or scholar in any other discipline) who 
has not written poetry before might convey a facile or naïve quality. 
In recognition of this fact, this book incorporates relatively few poetic 
interludes, event scores, and performative writing throughout, rather 
than relying on these for its overall form. To do so would be presumptu-
ous for my current stage of expertise and cra' that I continue to re$ne.

Conclusion

"is chapter has emphasized the work of non- Indigenous writers who 
seek forms of writing otherwise to convey sensory experience about 
the intersubjective relations between sound, song, listener, and space. 
An Indigenous reader and reviewer of this book before publication 
noted, “I came away from this chapter feeling like I had been returned 
to graduate school seminars where we discussed someone else’s way of 
understanding the world.” It is likely bad form to conclude a chapter 
with a less- than-positive review of one’s work, but I do so here in or-
der to situate this chapter within the context of citational practice and 
epistemic power relations that have not only continued to be a central 
debate in critical Indigenous studies and Indigenous resurgence theory, 
but also in black, feminist, queer, Latinx, and in other disciplines where 
Indigenous scholars and scholars of color have to justify their very pres-
ence. In 2020 there remains a continuing pedagogical prevalence across 
disciplines for historical, theoretical, and methodological surveys to 
avoid even raising questions around racist, setter colonial, and hetero-
patriarchal foundations of disciplinary values and histories. Even worse, 
the experience of being in a class ostensibly focused on Indigenous  
perspectives where there is little if any actual writing or work by In-
digenous people has been a common experience for many Indigenous 
scholars, myself included. Upon $rst reading the statement above I was 
returned to my own memories of being in such seminars, and more-
over, of leaving a music composition program at the university I was en-
rolled in as an undergraduate student in the 1990s. In that instance, the 
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context of education was one wherein musical exoticism was discussed 
as positive intercultural in&uence without any sense of the appropriative 
and racist underpinning of this exoticism. "ese educational experienc-
es for Indigenous people are ones in which Western theory and history 
have been wielded against us as part of a descriptive stulti$cation and 
“explicative order” (Rancière 1991) that maintains a Western epistemo-
logical hierarchy and perpetuates epistemic injustice (Fricker 2009).10 
It is an understatement, in the intergenerational legacy of the Indian 
residential schools and Indian boarding schools, to say that Indigenous 
people remain triggered by “education,” given that such systems of sup-
posed education have been used as forms of violence intended to eradi-
cate Indigenous epistemologies, languages, and forms of perception. 
Put most simply, writing about rather than by Indigenous people both 
actively dispossesses knowledge from Indigenous knowledge holders 
in our communities, and naturalizes Indigenous knowledge resource 
extraction as simply “knowledge mobilization” and dissemination. To 
combat this continued knowledge extraction, Indigenous scholars have 
adopted practices of citational politics that center our knowledge by 
privileging Indigenous writers and knowledge keepers in our work.

"is critique of Hungry Listening by an Indigenous reader was a call 
to reexamine the intersectional aim of the chapter— to understand how 
performative, feminist, and queer writing in particular might provide 
models for conveying sensory experiences of music in ways that do not 
blunt such experience through language and form that unintentionally 
quiets and &attens musical life. In considering this critique, I asked 
myself why this chapter did not feel, as I wrote it, like a form of per-
petuating Western theoretical privilege (or worse, epistemic violence). 
Foundational debates in Indigenous studies have focused on the imper-
ative for Indigenous writing and theorization to focus on nation-  and 
community- speci$c knowledge systems rather than drawing relation-
ships between Western and Indigenous knowledge. "ese debates have 
continued to have relevance in the more recent work of Indigenous re-
surgence.11 But to see Indigenous and Western theoretical discourses as 
mutually exclusive and to refuse all that is not essentially Indigenous is 
to impoverish our work as Indigenous writers and scholars, not to men-
tion to assume that we do not make critical choices and repurposings 
of non- Indigenous theory in ways similar to how we have always re-
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purposed non- Indigenous tools to advance our work. In the case of the 
chapter you are currently reading, I propose that intersectional relation-
ships between nonnormative forms of writing (performative, feminist, 
and queer) provide other tools that we as Indigenous scholars can use in 
privileging musical life and subjectivity.

It is far from unique for Indigenous writers to draw extensively 
upon non- Indigenous theoretical perspectives, engage directly with 
the canon of Western theory (Coulthard 2014b; Byrd 2011; Byrd and 
Rothberg 2011), and cogently articulate how transnational (Warrior 
2009) and theoretically promiscuous approaches (A. Simpson and 
Smith 2014) might bene$t Indigenous people. Far less work, however, 
has been done on the ways in which structural choices made in writing 
and creative practice by Indigenous people express Indigenous logics 
regardless of the degree to which they are made explicit as such. I am 
guided here by the artistic and writing practices of artist Tanya Lukin 
Linklater (Alutiiq) and scholar Eve Tuck (Unangax) in particular, who, 
in my reading of their work, bring Indigenous and non- Indigenous lan-
guage, theories, and gestures into new relationships through structural 
logics that are o'en not easily legible or even explicitly recognizable as 
Indigenous. "e structures and aesthetic choices that Tuck and Lukin 
Linklater use in their writing and artistic practices do not participate 
in the Western imperative to explicate their Indigeneity. While each 
brings Indigenous and non- Indigenous voices and discourses into rela-
tionship through forms (the glossary, epistolary, contemporary dance) 
and aesthetic structural choices that are centrally grounded within their 
own Indigenous experience (whether made explicit or not), these exist 
outside of the legibly Indigenous, an “Indigenous essentialism,” or what 
we might otherwise call Indigenous narratocracy (Panagia 2009). "is 
chapter has followed a similar path of intersectional relationship that is 
not mutually exclusive of resurgence but rather seeks to walk alongside 
it. As with my understanding of Linklater and Tuck’s work, my work 
is guided by Indigenous structural logics that are purely my own as a 
xwélmexw thinker and writer and that are irreducible to essentially 
Stó:l! values while being guided by these at the same time. To Indig-
enous readers who continue to read, my hope is that you might $nd 
some use in the intersections between these perspectives, or repurpose 
something presented here as a tool again for your own use. 
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nevertheless, it is important not to con'ate the signi#cant di%erences between 
them. Charting such di%erences and similarities is demonstrated with great care 
by Brent Galloway (2009).

2. Writing about Musical Intersubjectivity

 1. I read Sontag here against her prioritizing of purely formalist analysis, 
while emphasizing her engagement with the appearance and sensory qualities 
of the work. Indeed, in advocating sensory- formalist analysis, this chapter seeks 
to revise Sontag’s closing line: “in place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of 
art” (10) to “we need a hermeneutic erotics of art.”

 2. Many, if not the majority, of the writings I refer to in this chapter do not 
explicitly adopt the phrase “performative writing” as the genre the work falls 
within. Despite this, the works I consider share the essential feature identi#ed 
by Peggy Phelan (1997) and Della Pollock (1998) in their de#nitions of perfor-
mative writing, including poetic address, a textual engagement with materiality 
and the senses including embodied and haptic approaches, a foregrounding of 
the writer- subject, and a questioning of normative forms of writing.

 3. For a detailed discussion of non- representational theory’s challenge to 
the subject– object divide, see Robinson and Ingraham’s “Introduction: Toward 
Non- Exceptionalist Experiences of Music in Canada,” in Intensities: Toward 
Non- Exceptionalist Experience of Music in Canada.

 4. In a more related blog post “Disciplinarity and Gatekeeping,” Bellman 
notes, “Say what you have to say, but don’t lard it with ‘brilliance and dash’— 
simply play your game, as the sports announcers say and I never tire of repeating. 
Your game. In the vast landscape of American academia, the ‘searing’ written 
idiom has receded, as has cultural criticism itself to a certain extent, and I have 
to wonder if it was the bitter tone that eventually wore everyone out” (Bellman 
2015). What Bellman fails to note here is that quite possibly one’s game might 
need to involve “brilliance and dash” or “bitter tone” (later he calls these “vine-
gary critiques”) when that is the language necessary to convey knowledge of spe-
ci#c musical experiences of bitterness (or injustice) or of brilliance (exaltation).

 5. Other important examples of performative writing in music scholarship 
can be found in the work of music theorists James Randall and Benjamin Boretz 
(2003) and in the ethnomusicologial scholarship of Tomie Hahn (2007), Debo-
rah Wong (2004; 2008), and Martin Daughtry (2013).

 6. Admittedly, there is some irony here in my application of the term “ap-
posite” to a methodology intended to undercut the unmarked heteronormative, 
patriarchal, and colonizing forms of writing. “Apposite,” commonly used as a 
synonym for “appropriate,” might bring to mind the very opposite approach of 

Notes to Chapter 2
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the decolonial, queer, and antinormative. “Apposite” might similarly seem to 
suggest that music scholars pursue strikingly appropriate ways of writing about 
music, in comparison with other supposedly inappropriate methodologies. !is, 
however, is not the valence of the word “apposite” I wish to emphasize.

 7. Ironically, this is in a sense what Levin himself argues for in operatic stag-
ings as artistic “readings” of opera, as I discuss later in the chapter. !ere is 
some contradiction here in Levin’s lack of recognition that the prose forms of 
performative writing engaged by Koestenbaum (1993) might be another mode 
of the model he suggests in operatic staging. Koestenbaum’s writing, as much as 
it engages in an examination of the material circumstances of opera’s (domestic, 
recorded) expression, is not recognized as demonstrating an analysis of the op-
eratic work, and for this reason violates the unspoken hierarchy of musicology 
to privilege the work over the event.

 8. Morin here does not take for granted that the ancestor knows the history 
of residential schools, given that it has been held (incarcerated) in the collection 
without having a chance to hear from an Indigenous relation for somewhere 
between eighty and a hundred years.

 9. Lawrence Kramer, in “Odradek Analysis: Re'ections on Musical Ontol-
ogy,” turns to Ka*a’s #gure Odradek, half subject, half object that “is not silent. 
It, or he, will even talk to you, even laugh. But ‘it is only the kind of laughter that 
has no lungs behind it. It sounds rather like the rustling of fallen leaves’ ” (Kram-
er 2004b, 287). While Kramer remains focused on the ontological condition of 
music as a kind of Odradek, his analysis also points toward the life of the house 
itself and the way Odradek inhabits it with its laugh: “!e laughter both belongs 
to your house and unsettles it. It is a house well stocked with familiar forms, 
some common and comfortable (a chord in the foyer, a cadence in the hall) and 
some more recherché (a Kop"on on the stairs, a collection of pitch- class sets in 
the attic)” (288; italics in the original). Also of note here is Georgina Born’s essay 
“On Nonhuman Sound— Sound as Relation.”

10. In !e Ignorant Schoolmaster, Rancière writes, “Explication is not neces-
sary to remedy an incapacity to understand. On the contrary, that very incapacity 
provides the structuring #ction of the explicative conception of the world. It is 
the explicator who needs the incapable and not the other way around; it is he 
who constitutes the incapable as such. To explain something to someone is #rst 
of all to show him he cannot understand it by himself. Before being the act of the 
pedagogue, explication is the myth of pedagogy, the parable of a world divided 
into knowing minds and ignorant ones, ripe minds and immature ones, the ca-
pable and the incapable, the intelligent and the stupid. !e explicator’s special 
trick consists of this double inaugural gesture. On the one hand he decrees the 
absolute beginning: it is only now that the act of learning will begin. On the other, 
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having thrown a veil of ignorance over everything that is to be learned, he ap-
points himself to the task of li$ing it” (Rancière 1991, 6– 7; see also Fricker 2009).

11. In Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (1999), Creek- 
Cherokee scholar Craig Womack asserts “that it is valuable to look toward Creek 
authors and their works to understand Creek writing. My argument is not that 
this is the only way to understand Creek writing but an important one given that 
literatures bear some kind of relationship to communities, both writing com-
munities and community of the primary culture, from which they originate” 
(Womack 1999, 4). Similarly, Leanne Simpson in Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back 
notes, “We need to rebuild our culturally inherent philosophical contexts for 
governance, education, healthcare, and economy. We need to be able to articu-
late in a clear manner our visions for the future, for living as Indigenous Peoples 
in contemporary times. To do so, we need to engage in Indigenous processes, 
since according to our traditions, the processes of engagement highly in'uence 
the outcome of the engagement itself. We need to do this on our own terms, 
without the sanction, permission or engagement of the state, western theory or 
the opinions of Canadians” (L. Simpson 2011, 17). Such views have also been 
predominant in Native Nationalist literary criticism (Warrior 1994; Justice 
2004), and in political theory (Alfred 1999; 2005; Coulthard 2014b). While both 
Womack and Simpson are interested in sovereign forms of Indigenous writ-
ing and scholarship, Womack’s statement is situated against exclusivity, while 
Simpson’s more explicitly rejects non- Indigenous theory. I have been in several 
gatherings where Indigenous advocates for resurgence and “grounded norma-
tivity” understand these practices as ones where Indigenous scholars and writ-
ers should only draw upon the work of other Indigenous scholars and writers. 
While this has the important e%ect of centering Indigenous thought and foster-
ing the growth of Indigenous theories and methodologies, it also has the e%ect 
of censoring Indigenous writers who gain inspiration, and develop strategies for 
Indigenous creative, intellectual, and political 'ourishment through intersec-
tional relationships. My work here aligns more with the approach articulated by 
Simpson and Smith, that “intellectual sovereignty requires not isolationism but 
theoretical promiscuity” (A. Simpson and Smith 2014, 9).

xwélalà:m, Raven Chacon’s Report

 1. “!e very emergence of noise pollution as a topic of public concern tes-
ti#es to the fact that modern man is at last becoming concerned to clean the 
sludge out of his ears and regain talent for clairaudience— clean hearing” (Scha-
fer 1994, 11). My thanks to Laura Phillips for this citation.

 2. Naxaxalhts’i (Sonny McHalsie), quoted in Wilcock 2011, 234.

Notes to “xwélalà:m, Raven Chacon’s Report ”
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