
186

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS MUSIC DOING HERE?

In October 2015, a spoof news article was published on submedi-
ant.com, a satirical, self-deprecating site largely concerned with 
classical music and the toils of formal musical education. About 
six months later, and in typical viral fashion, the original English 
article was translated by an unknown source into Greek, then ear-
nestly shared and reposted as a serious, legitimate bit of news, 
across social media platforms and mailing lists. 

According to the headline, physicists had proven that classical 
music inhabits its own “separate realm, inaccessible to humans”. 
“Physicists from CERN”, the article claimed, had revealed that 
“classical music exists in a field of reality entirely removed from 
the four-dimensional spacetime inhabited by human beings”. At 
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the end of the news, a supposed commentator was quoted as stat-
ing: “It’s exciting that science has finally proven that classical mu-
sic inhabits an independent, autonomous realm, detached from our 
mundane experience… But the question remains, what is classical 
music even doing in our universe in the first place?”(Submediant, 
2015).

A few months earlier, in June 2015, our study group had visited 
the UniConflicts 2015 conference to present its work on radical-
izing music & sound historiography. Much as we stressed our em-
phasis on music as an everyday practice and our group’s explicit 
detachment from the masterpiece-based norms of classical music 
history, we received the same kind of perplexed response quoted in 
the article above. What could a music historiography group even 
be doing in the universe of radical criticism, in the first place? “Ι 
don’t really know about music, so I can’t really talk about it…” 
begun one of the first comments following our presentation. And, 
echoing the thoughts of several other audience members in the 
School of Architecture auditorium, it continued: “but music is a 
pretty narrow, specialist topic, anyway. How exactly do you think 
it could relate to social movements and activism?” 

Fair enough. We did, however, feel compelled to point out 
that music is not so specialist a topic, it seems, when it comes 
to the daily online consumption of music industry standards, and 
the voluntary generation of data this yields for a growing digital 
economy. Nor would it be considered too specific or specialist a 
topic for a global artist-activist like Ai Weiwei who would, a few 
months later, have a piano brought over to the swamped fields of 
Idomeni, Greece on a rainy day, and ask a Syrian pianist sheltering 
among thousands of other refugees, to “perform for him” (as the 
real, not in the slightest bit ironic BBC headline read). After all, 
“this is not a performance or a concert”, Weiwei rushed to explain, 
in one of the many meticulously staged videos and corresponding 
photos of the event, that quickly found their way into every con-
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ceivable online platform as well as the artist’s own blog. “This is 
life itself” (BBC 2016). 

“Life itself”, it seems, is therefore a space where every mode 
of performance and mediation is welcome, but only so long as it 
lends itself to sustaining an economy of undervalued production 
and overvalued consumption. It is easy to understand how food, 
for instance, and the way it is produced, prepared, marketed and 
consumed can be a directly political matter and a field for social 
mobilisation. It appears much harder to understand how music, 
and the way it is made, conceptualized, documented and valued, 
can be a big political deal as well. After all, food relates to a basic 
human necessity, it is a prerequisite for survival; music is a bour-
geois, leisurely kind of activity. No matter that the way food is 
consumed in post-industrial societies has little to do with survival, 
and that the supposed autonomy of music as an artform has under-
gone a dramatic transformation since becoming a mobile, on-the-
go commodity (Bull, 2005; Gopinath & Stanyek, 2014). While 
we may still be having trouble making a case for this in academic 
conferences, it appears that other environments, more intimately 
attached to a global creative economy, are finding the political im-
plications of music much easier to grasp, reify and instrumentalise 
(see e.g. Buitrago, 2013 on the opportunities of the so-called “Or-
ange Economy”, Hesmondhalgh, 2010 on the problems of arguing 
for paid labour in the culture industries, and Howkins, 2002 for 
the very definition of how mere “ideas” can become currency, if 
appropriately co-opted by a creative industry)

 
1. HISTORICAL MUSICOLOGY 
AND “THE MUSIC ITSELF”

To study music in its historical sense is to study music as a meton-
ymy. The meaning that the word “music” has come to hold among 
particular circles of power across different times and places, is as 
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telling, if not more so, than “the music” under investigation on 
each occasion. And to begin with, music is not singular, nor can 
it be so neatly accompanied by a definitive article. Just what “the 
music” entails is always a matter of social, political and ideologi-
cal contestation (Small, 1998; Attali, 1985). In academic circles, 
the term is usually accompanied by an equally charged, essential-
ist concept of “the music itself”: music as an ideal “thing”, an 
immaterial object whose elusive content may suffer fatal contami-
nation if studied in contextual, social, practical, or bodily terms.

Taking an arbitrary essentialist view of an otherwise ill-defined 
concept also enforces a paradoxical binary. One is either an expert, 
and therefore by definition a marginal elitist with no recourse or 
point of entry into the real social sphere, or an ignoramus, with no 
capacity or reason to discuss or conceptualize music in any form.  
One knows either everything about music, or absolutely nothing at 
all. The former has the privilege of talking about all things musi-
cal, and the second has this privilege revoked. There is no need to 
even mention all the kinds of shades of grey between this black 
and white dichotomy – self-taught musicians, improvisers, street 
musicians, etc. The alarming issue, however, is that nobody from 
either edge of this grey spectrum seems to be aware of the spec-
trum itself. If they are, they seem unwilling or unable to explore it.

The authors of this text all belong to a study group, recently 
formed within (or perhaps against) a context that hardly devi-
ates from the binary norm described above. Confusingly entitled 
School (not department) of Music Studies in its official transla-
tion, this School is almost never referred to by students and locals 
as a Music Studies department, but as “Musicology”. For the local 
community, it is often seen as a metonymy of everything that is 
theoretical, “all words and no acts” about music studies in Greece. 
“I study Musicology”, students tend to say, and they mean it pe-
joratively: “I study Musicology instead of Music” or “instead of 
the music itself” is what they tend to mean. “I do theory, I don’t 
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do practice”, is another way of putting it. “I’m not very musi-
cal”, some of the students complain, but usually these don’t tend 
to be the ones caring about what “the music itself is”. More than 
likely, they are the ones who feel left out of that core, who struggle 
to somehow make it “into music” while feeling distinctly under-
equipped to do so. Many of these students enter the department 
during years where the intricate system of national exams allows 
those with extremely low grades, to accomplish the chimeric quest 
that is University entry in Greece. High-ranking education offi-
cials never miss an opportunity to complain about this phenome-
non, publicly referring to low-grade entries as “a disgrace”. Some 
of these “disgraceful” students still manage to endure, and even 
to successfully exit this hostile system. Those that do, sometimes 
realize that they are perfectly musical if they choose to be that; 
maybe then, on occasion, it’s the School, in all the connotations of 
Scholasticism that this word may bear, that’s failing them.

Scholastic Musicology. Bureaucratic Musicology. Administra-
tive Musicology. We often joke with colleagues about new alterna-
tive buzzwords that could stand in for what seems, by all means and 
accounts, a dying discipline, not only in Greece, but across Uni-
versity departments worldwide. With more and more music depart-
ments shutting down, forcibly merging with departments in every 
other conceivable arts & humanities subject to keep themselves go-
ing, or struggling to rebrand themselves as centres of excellence in 
sound technocracy, there is something vampiric about the very dis-
cipline of musicology in global academia right now. Tenure-track 
professorships are scarcer than needles in a haystack, and with de-
partmental budgets stretched to their limits, unpaid voluntary work 
for overqualified PhD holders, with the pretense of accumulating 
some kind of symbolic capital, is becoming the norm that few can 
dream of entering, much less escaping (Hall, 2014).

In terms of the so-called knowledge industry, we fare no bet-
ter in our local bubble, the School of Music Studies, A.U.TH.. 

Practising historiography as noise



191  Uniconflicts

With an intake of barely a few dozen students per year and an an-
nual output of many times less than that, the School may at times 
appear like a crumbling factory. Fresh, high quality produce is 
coming in from secondary education; then it appears to get stuck 
in an antiquated processing grinder, only to come out stale and 
“useless”. Why would we be comparing A.U.TH. music students 
to some kind of meat? Only because in the current context of a 
neoliberal knowledge economy, they are expected to be little more 
than that. In the words of Panagiotis Kanellopoulos (2015):

Here we are, in a wider context where ‘finance (and the mon-
etary and fiscal policies that go with it) is the politics of capi-
tal’ (Lazzarato, 2015: 13) … The resultant economization of 
education - masked in the jargon of “structural reforms”, “ef-
ficiency”, “accountability”, relevance to “real” life’ - is, in Ar-
endtian terms, nothing but the result of this structural change, 
whereby the social marginalizes the political and hence any 
real possibility for human action.
Here we are, in a wider context where everyday thinking tends 
to become almost thoroughly instrumentalised, frozen and un-
reflective, allowing for the re-emergence of certain discourses 
that depict certain people as having the right to rightness as 
their exclusive property, and certain people to be construed as 
incompetent, living in incompetent countries, run by incompe-
tent leaders.
Given the contexts highlighted above, the critical contributions 

of a study and research group dealing with music historiography are 
hopefully somewhat easier to consider. Our efforts are not so much 
concerned with the articulation of competent historical insight on 
“the music itself”; nor with advocating the market benefits of criti-
cal historiography in a University context. Our aim is to provoke 
critical thoughts on noise and silence, and to explore muted, untold 
stories that are being left out of education and research, or more 
worryingly, left out of everyday life, too, because the practices they 
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refer to and the agencies they involve have been construed as in-
competent, trivial, aesthetically worthless, morally wrong.

 
2. CRITICAL MUSIC HISTORIES: AN OVERVIEW

Critical Music Histories has been active since 2014. At first we 
were not sure what kind of form this group would take; one thing 
we did know is that it would be pointless for it to be a research 
group built by “professionals” trying to educate “novices”. Some 
of us already had experience with groups originally launched by 
students sharing an interest in a particular class or subject, then 
gradually being hijacked by the “professionals” among them, only 
to be slowly turned into instruments of self-promotion and sym-
bolic value. We therefore structured the group a little differently, 
by involving students and alumni at various stages of their research 
and started calling on interested researchers from outside the uni-
versity, to give open lectures (see http://criticalhistories.web.auth.
gr/category/talks). We also set out monthly reading group meet-
ings, with texts proposed by each member on a rotational scheme; 
so far, texts have ranged from more traditional musicological 
sources, to sociology, philosophy, and biographical fiction.

Our research interests span across several different subject 
matters, genres and historical eras, but our work is informed by 
three shared objectives:

● To historically trace and map multiple, subjective and/or 
lesser known aspects of music, with a special interest in unex-
plored musical practices
● Τo expose and problematise the ways and contexts 
through which dominant narratives on the History of Music 
are constructed and enforced
● To maintain and systematically engage with essential 
questions of epistemology, such as: What constitutes a valid / 
reliable / noteworthy historical account? When? Where? Why? 
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From whom, and for whom? (Critical Music Histories, 2015)
We thus aim to provide radical, and sometimes boldly revision-

ist perspectives on music, sound and noise, on high and low cul-
ture, on the role and representation of the musical body in society, 
on the significance of musical (auto)biography, on the value of 
oral, undocumented or socially “invisible” histories of music-as-
practice, and on the relationship between art and everyday life in 
different cultural contexts.

At the same time, the group responds creatively to a number of 
broader academic needs and challenges, primarily to do with the 
shortcomings of active academic hierarchies and severely under-
funded structures for research within Higher Education Institu-
tion settings. The group initiative aims to encourage, promote and 
disseminate original student research across all academic stages, 
from undergraduate to postdoctoral level. This is established by 
fostering individual, collaborative and group initiatives between 
students of different levels and between students and staff, with a 
view to developing interdisciplinary, inter-university and interna-
tional collaborations with researchers interested in cognate fields. 
In so doing, the group aspires to an effective, bottom-up contribu-
tion to the local musicological community, through the applica-
tion and establishment of purpose-built methodologies for current 
research, while also documenting, and in some cases safeguarding 
the role of lesser known, contested or controversial musical prac-
tices, institutions and agents, on a local and international basis.

 
3. CRITICAL HISTORIOGRAPHY IN ACTION

Current work by CMH group members covers a broad, but in-
terconnected nexus of historical topics, epistemological issues, 
and attempts to document and theorise current practices. Georgia 
Pazarloglou’s recent re-casting of French fin-de-siecle cabarets as 
a counter-cultural movement (Pazarloglou, 2015), Evdoxia Ragk-
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ou’s exploration of bourgeois self-censorship and its role in the 
lukewarm reception of Debussy’s and Nijinsky’s sexually explic-
it ballet Jeux in 1913 Paris (Ragkou, 2014), or Anastasia Peki’s 
look at Gabriel Fauré’s songwriting as an unclassifiable alterity 
in the history of French modernism (Peki, 2016), are examples 
of how canonization, and the high-low divide traditionally propa-
gated in 20th century historiography, can be blurred and relativ-
ized to expose significant side-plots to The History of Modernist 
Music. This also involves re-examining the role of institutions, 
as a crucial, and sometimes grossly understated, parameter in the 
documentation and legitimization of some historic practices and 
movements over others. Critically making use of existent work in 
the above domains from the paradigms of New Musicology and 
Critical Musicology (Kerman, 1985; Bergeron & Bohlman, 1992; 
Kramer, 2002; Maus, 2011; Mantere & Kurkela, 2015), the group 
attempts to formulate critical insight from positions located in be-
tween the canonic divisions of centres and peripheries, west and 
east, art and popular music.

A significant strand of our work focuses on improvisation, the 
last terra incognita of emancipatory discourses within the Univer-
sity, which is becoming rapidly (mis)appropriated by business-ori-
ented academic centres, hoping to find in jazz and free improv, a 
new set of marketable skills, for all the wrong reasons: virtuosity, 
an impact-based assessment of spontaneity, and an emphasis on 
music not as an autonomous practice, but as supportive of other 
modes of consumption (mall jazz, unpaid jams in bars etc.). A 
considerable bulk of the group’s work has therefore focused on 
exploring and problematizing the role and status of improvisation 
and experimentation in everyday life, and in offering de-instru-
mentalised accounts of improvisation in various contexts. 

Ongoing and forthcoming work by CMH members Danae Ste-
fanou, Anna Papoutsi and Panos Ladas combines fieldwork and 
micro-historical archival research to expose ways in which cur-
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rent policies have consistently served to overlook, or deliberately 
attack and silence, a vast range of practices associated with non-
profit and amateur music-making in Greece, particularly in cases 
of freely improvising musicians. Experimentation that does not 
lead to marketable products, informal learning outside of insti-
tutions, and DIY contexts for the reception and dissemination of 
music are some of the most negatively targeted modes of musical 
production right now, both in terms of legislation and press man-
agement of public opinion. In short, looking at how such prac-
tices are being accounted for and historically represented over 
the past few years in Greece, reveals a latent, intricate system of 
biopolitics, expressed on economic and legislative terms through 
the seemingly “soft” domains of cultural and creative policy, as 
highlighted in the excerpt below, on the diminishing number of 
spaces for live experimental music in Athens:

A consistent, dominant and state-enforced rhetoric is currently 
impacting against experimental and improvised music-making 
in Athens […]: if it is not mass-reproduced, if it does not enjoy 
mass acclaim, if it does not cost anything to make and commu-
nicate, if it does not generate an income, if it is not produced 
by people who see it as a profession, music simply does not 
deserve to be thought of as music. It has no legal status as such, 
its practitioners do not receive social or legal recognition in 
that capacity (not even as amateur musicians), and the venues 
that host it cannot legally operate in accordance with any local 
or state authority legislation (Stefanou, forthcoming).
A substantial part of the research carried out by CMH members 

thematises, or revolves around, questions of orality and author-
ship. We are not so much interested in writing history, as in listen-
ing to untold stories, and telling them anew, often by participating 
directly in collective processes. Micro-histories and oral narra-
tives, as well as collaborative, practice-based writing are preferred 
over single-authored, monolithic cataloguing or archival work that 
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purports to present “definitive” accounts of composers’ “life and 
works” (Papoutsi, 2014). The stories we envoice are not monu-
mental histories, but provisional accounts, ready to be critically 
re-interpreted and differently re-cast. 

It is also not merely circumstantial that the thoughts gathered 
in this text have been collectively put together by five female re-
searchers of somewhat different ages and backgrounds. Making 
muted stories audible sometimes brings up uncomfortable, not-so-
pleasant realities to the fore. Sexism, racial and social discrimina-
tion, not always in that particular order, are slowly but decisively 
becoming thematised in local critical discourses, and it is one of 
the group’s aims to expose, problematize and relativize such ques-
tions as male-biased gendered speech, tacit expressions of class or 
financial privilege, and the promotion of discriminatory policies of 
all kinds on a state or institutional level. ImproVersities, an ongo-
ing project, looks at the tensions and dynamics of student-initiated 
and campus-based free improvisation in and around Greek uni-
versities. Traditionally an emancipatory, bottom-up practice that 
favours subjective expression and fosters critical political thought 
more than any other, free improvisation is not always that in the 
University. All too many female improvisers, for instance, will 
consistently refrain from taking compositional initiative or orga-
nizational credit in such groups, while their male counterparts are 
all too eager to assume leadership and be nicknamed “teacher”, 
“maestro” or “boss”, even in groups where no teacher-pupil dy-
namics were ever formally in place (Stefanou et al., forthcoming). 

Taking up the role of workshop coordinator or convenor in spite 
of the above gender-specific baggage, and beginning to document 
the processes and experiences brought about by this act, has been 
nothing short of emancipatory for some of the group members. 
Getting involved in an initiative that engaged non-musicians -in 
their majority- with experimental music, improvisation, and guid-
ed improvisation through verbal and graphic scores, setting up 
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weekly group meetings and collectively deciding on their content, 
for example, enriched and enhanced the musical experience of one 
CMH member, leading her to assume the critical importance of 
those weekly-based sound-meetings in successfully completing 
her own “formal training” in piano. Although she was in charge of 
organising the meetings and finding all the appropriate material, 
she never thought she could manage the “whole thing” without the 
“collective energy” of the people taking part and support the ac-
tion. She never received -or thought she could ever receive- such 
a deep, and multifaceted musical experience as a “student” in the 
teacher-centered environment of the institutions providing a for-
mal music education. For another CMH researcher, the very act 
of setting up a free musical improvisation workshop on the island 
where she temporarily resides, was originally met with extreme 
suspicion from the director of the local amateur theatre group who 
would be sharing a space with the endeavour. The question “who 
will benefit from this process”, perhaps more easily imagined 
coming from the lips of a corporate outreach officer, was a chief 
concern, and ultimately a reason for the collaboration to get stalled 
before even materialising. “I can understand music experts want-
ing to experiment with music... But what would a non-expert gain 
from all that?”, the director asked, quite in spite of her insistence 
that this was an opportunity primarily for non-musicians to form 
groups, and make music together from scratch. When the work-
shops did eventually begin in a different venue and format, they 
involved a notably varied range of participants including children 
and pensioners, and are still running on a regular basis. 

EPILOGUE: CRITICAL NOISE

Implementing the above work in the aforementioned context of 
Greek-speaking musicology has been anything but easy. The 
newly launched Greek Musicological Society, for instance, per-
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sistently refuses to allow students of any level to submit, let alone 
present, research presentations at its conferences. After a mam-
moth talk during a previous society meeting, it was only agreed 
that “doctoral students and postgraduates, only after permission 
from their supervisor”, may submit their proposals, which should 
be accompanied by extended abstracts and detailed CVs, some-
thing not deemed necessary for Musicology Department staff or 
PhD holders.

It is not only that the existent local structures for supporting 
and promoting research are encouraging a musicology of perpetu-
al disempowerment. The proverbial introductory question, “what 
is a music researcher doing in this universe in the first place” is 
also an everyday reminder of the supposed redundancy of theo-
retical and historical discourses about music, in a context where 
the best a music graduate can hope for is two or more ad hoc, per-
hour teaching contracts in secondary education where they get to 
“engage” disinterested pupils with the rudiments of western art 
music and its masterpieces, only to be reminded that the relation-
ship of these pupils to music is rarely, and will probably never be, 
an active, engaged relationship. Rather, much like their peers and 
parents, they only get to consume the immaterial object that is mu-
sic as a non-descript commodity, bundled together with a vast load 
of other digital content and used primarily as an accompaniment to 
boost other activities of production and consumption.

What does it take to engage critically with such contexts? 
Looking at recent history and the distant past, and examining local 
micro-histories side-by-side with globally dominant narratives, 
the common element to all of the aforementioned work is dissent. 
No historical account or currently dominant narrative is taken at 
face-value. No text or artifact is taken as proof in itself. A mistrust 
of positivism, formalism, historicism and decontextualized infor-
mation is at the core of all our ongoing work. In that sense, what 
we aspire to is not a historiography of music, but a historiography 
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of relations. Between and around rigid binaries and essentialist 
structures, a distinctly deconstructive noise. 

Noise … deconstructs the binary oppositions that generally 
channel our attention towards a discrete and isolated aspect of 
expression: form or content, for instance, or medium or mes-
sage… there can be no absolute separation between content 
and form in a relational ontology, and it is precisely the de-
construction of such binaries to which noise points. (Hainge, 
2013: 17)
By deconstructing the binaries that appear to have confined 

music as a whole to a realm of abstract, specialist objects with 
dubious social relevance, and by examining history as a bottom-
up, real-time process of narrative formation, critical music histo-
riography contributes to a reappraisal music’s multifaceted role in 
shaping and sustaining social structures, and in performing and 
communicating different kinds of subjectivities, not only privi-
leged or sovereign ones. Collaborative work currently underway 
by members of CMH includes ethnographic, participatory re-
search with migrant street musicians, archival investigations into 
legally contested and defunct concert spaces, and interviews with 
non-professional and non formally-educated music practitioners, 
alongside ongoing research into lesser known musical practices 
and institutions of the last century. 
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