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From Ergonomics to Energetics: Alongside the 
Interpretation of Music

In this journal in 2007, Laurence Dreyfus explored the metaphor of ‘performance as 
interpretation’. Noting that the metaphor was rare prior to the 1840s, and that its dissemination 
swept across Europe at different speeds in different countries, Dreyfus suggested that as a 
metaphor it has certain advantages and disadvantages. This essay supplements Dreyfus’s 
valuable historical contribution to performing theory with a philosophical account of why 
we need other models of performing alongside interpretation, sketching out the issues 
with reference to (a) the relationship between interpretation and ergonomics and (b) the 
importance of aesthetic judgement to performing.

Take your instinct by the reins
Your better best to rearrange
What we want and what we need
Has been confused been confused
– Michael Stipe et al.1

1
In an artful and perceptive essay in this journal,2 Laurence Dreyfus offers a historical 
exploration of the metaphor of ‘performance as interpretation’. In essence, his thesis is in 
two parts. First, the historically determined metaphor of performance as interpretation 
was not commonly in evidence prior to the 1840s, and its gradual dissemination and 
acceptance swept across Europe at different speeds in different countries. Secondly, as 
a metaphor it has both advantages and disadvantages, setting in motion one way of 
conceiving performance and shutting down other possibilities, particularly when it 
comes to historically informed performance practice.3 Dreyfus offers his account as a 
means of unpacking the implications of a general cultural and ideological reliance on this 
one particular metaphor at the expense of other metaphors, and as the beginnings of a 
process, long overdue, of rethinking models of performing that are more experientially 
based and reliant upon intuition.
 In a sense, Dreyfus’s article responds to a recurring issue that arises in Music Performance 
Studies as soon as it is conceived as a discipline concerned with musical interpretation, 
which is usually to say, as soon as it is conceived as a discipline constructed on the basis 
of a literary-philological model. The issue is articulated clearly by William Rothstein as 
follows: ‘how should the results of analysis be conveyed (assuming that they should be 
conveyed) to the listener?’4 Dreyfus’s subject is broader than Rothstein’s (interpretation 
rather than analysis), but he deals with essentially the same basic issue. What is to be 
done about the facts: first, that Rothstein’s small parenthetic assumption often becomes 

1 REM, Document (CD IRS-42059, 1987), ‘Finest Work Song’.

2 Laurence Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, in: Dutch Journal of Music Theory 12/3 (2007), pp. 

253-272.

3 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, pp. 269-271.

4 William Rothstein, ‘Analysis and the Act of Performance’, in: John Rink (ed.), The Practice of Performance: 

Studies in Musical Interpretation, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, pp. 217-240 (at p. 218).
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a large matter of necessity (“what must be conveyed”); and, secondly, that performing 
becomes a matter, not just of communicating information clearly and effectively, but of 
communicating something – anything – purely in order to uphold and validate at all 
costs the dyadic interpretation-work relationship? How can we work our way out of this 
constrictive, legalistic,5 and ultimately commercial configuration of performing towards a 
configuration that affords the performer the time and space for her most important task, 
namely aesthetic judgement?
 This essay supplements Dreyfus’s valuable historical contribution to performing 
theory with a conceptual account of why we need other models and metaphors of 
performing alongside that of interpretation. In a sense, this may sound like an invitation 
to yet another deconstruction of the work concept, and part of this essay certainly moves 
sympathetically in that broad direction. However, there is little point in deconstructing 
the ‘work concept’ on its own if ‘interpretation’ is not also deconstructed alongside it. 
Thus, this essay is intended as a rethinking of the dyadic interpretation-work relationship, 
with a view towards a general para-epistemological movement from the ergonomics of 
performing towards its energetics, for reasons that will become clear below. 
 The general argument proceeds along the following lines: in the standard set-up of 
performing, musical interpretation and musical work have a symbiotic relationship: 
perhaps paradoxically, they are non-fused yet undivided. Ergonomics helps to unpack the 
motivation behind this intimate relationship, in particular the continuous striving for self-
improvement and betterment. The ideology of the relationship is communicative action; 
each moment must strive to relate to and apprehend the other moment transparently and 
productively within an agreed framework: ‘Interpretation subjects its object [read: the 
musical work] to a noteworthy transformation.’6 This ideology is akin to performativity, 
with its desire for efficient time saving. However, the ergonomic-performative ideology 
underlying the dyadic interpretation-work relationship is not the only way to configure 
the performing of musical works. Other configurations are equally possible, based around 
concepts of instinct, intuition,7 and energy.

2
One way of teasing apart the dyadic interpretation-work relationship is to expand its 
multiple modes of embodiment: interpretation renders8 / represents9 / transmits / 
embodies / explicates / expresses / reproduces / critiques the work, and so on. Whatever 
specific verb is chosen, which is itself a matter of history and ideology, these ways of 
phrasing the relationship share the fact that they are configured in terms of adequation10 
and fidelity. While, as Dreyfus notes, ‘interpretation thrives on ambiguity’,11 the important 
point is that it can always be done ‘better’ (in theory, at least). And because ‘better’ is 
always on the horizon, functioning like a regulative Idea in the Kantian sense, ergonomics 
is a natural complement to the dyadic interpretation-work relationship, because its raison 
d’être is precisely the optimization of system performance.
 A brushstroke sketch of ergonomics illustrates how it operates on the dyadic 
interpretation-work relationship in order to make it better. The word itself derives from 
Greek: ergon (work) and nomos (law). Ergonomics works on the systems with which people 

5 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, pp. 254, 256.

6 Paul Thom, Making Sense: A Theory of Interpretation, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000, p. 26.

7 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 270.

8 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 253.

9 Paul Thom, The Musician as Interpreter, University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2007, pp. 

xxi-xxv and passim.

10 Thom, Making Sense, pp. 16, 30-32, 40-41.

11 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 257.
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interact to accomplish tasks and generate products. Its focus is on physical, cognitive, 
social, and environmental factors that impact upon performance, and its evaluations are 
measured in terms of productivity, safety, usability, comfort, and aesthetics. Ergonomics 
is committed to a view of human-centred design congruent with ecological theory, 
maintaining that an ergonomically designed system automatically affords efficient 
operation and production. It is also committed to humanizing the potential alienation of 
technological developments, the fact that product designers are often distant from users 
and that there is often a ‘time gap between potential and actual technological advance’.12 
Ergonomics operates across a wide range of disciplines. Its analyses of anthropometric and 
biomechanical data determine optimum working conditions, given information about 
frequent postures, repetitive movements, and handling of materials. Its interventions into 
cognition focus on perception, information processing (reasoning and decision making), 
memory, and workload. From an organizational perspective, ergonomics consults on 
issues like communication, human resource management, organizational psychology, 
and quality management.
 With this modus operandi in mind, we can turn to two case studies exhibiting the 
standard set-up of music performing in order to understand how the dyadic interpretation-
work relationship is usually articulated ergonomically (how interpretation and work 
are teased apart in order to be held in some kind of dialectical tension), and thus how 
performing is made ergonomic; that is to say, how it is made better.
 The first is a collection of essays under the title Musical Performance: A Guide 
to Understanding, edited by John Rink (2002). The set-up manifests a faith in the 
theatre of representation, the belief that performing aims to communicate musical 
information without interference, interruption, or distraction. Since scores preserve 
musical information, and, as representations of the music, are not tied to any one 
specific performing event, and since the task of performing is the task of constructing 
and conveying musical information, it follows that ‘the performer has to identify the 
structure, assimilate it and control it well enough in real time to represent and, ideally, 
accurately convey it’.13 Performing aims to be a transparent process of communicative 
interaction between performer and listener, in order that the listener is able to perceive 
and understand the exchange of musical information without too much fuss, effort, or 
resistance. Moreover, in order to account for the exchange between performer and listener, 
the relationship between ‘work done’ and ‘work’ is configured as the accountability of the 
former to the latter: the performer is responsible to the listener for the accuracy and value 
of information exchanging hands and for the success of the exchange.
 This is sensible rhetoric, of course, which can be seen in descriptions of efficient 
rehearsal as ‘a highly structured activity with the explicit goal of improving some aspect 
of performance’,14 in descriptions of memorization as being productive when ‘memorized 
performances offer enhanced experiences for audiences’,15 and in descriptions of pre-
performance analysis as a task that ‘might heighten ability [of performers] to articulate 
to themselves and others (students, teachers and so on) what is happening in the music’, 
and that ‘can prove liberating to musicians striving for more informed intuition, more 
profound conscious thought and greater powers of verbal articulation’.16 What is the 
rationale for this acquiescence to efficiency, to informed, conscious, and articulated 

12 Frederic Bartlett, ‘The Future of Ergonomics’, in: Ergonomics 5 (1962), pp. 505-511 (at p. 506).

13 Jonathan Dunsby, ‘Performers on Performance’, in: John Rink (ed.), Musical Performance: A Guide to 

Understanding, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 225-236 (at p. 232).

14 Ralf Krampe & Anders Ericsson, quoted in: Stefan Reid, ‘Preparing for Performance’, in: Rink (ed.), Musical 

Performance, pp. 102-112 (at p. 111, note 6).

15 Aaron Williamon, ‘Memorising Music’, in: Rink (ed.), Musical Performance, pp. 113-126 (at p. 118).

16 John Rink, ‘Analysis and (or?) Performance’, in: Rink (ed.), Musical Performance, pp. 35-58 (both at p. 41).
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thought? Consider the following remark by Peter Johnson: 

‘The outstanding performance of a fine musical work is, I suggest, an invitation to 
transcendental listening, in that, paradigmatically, it avoids drawing attention to itself as a 
performance (whether for positive or negative reasons).’17 

This belief rests on the standard assumption that the performer should be a vessel for the 
music’s transmission, a shaft in the musical engine, ‘more a transmitter than a replicator’.18 
Her task is defined as the business of teasing apart performing into its two constituent 
moments, interpretation and work, and keeping them close together but apart.
 The second case study is the book Virtue or Virtuosity? Explorations in the Ethics of 
Musical Performance, by Jane O’Dea (2000). Although ostensibly about what performers 
do, this book describes interpretation in ways that resonate more with the listener. The 
underlying ideology – the performer as ‘teacher’19 – rests on an assumption that the 
performer always already understands the music that she interprets, and understands it 
as a listener. One problem with this view of the dyadic interpretation-work relationship 
is, not the positing of emphasis on interpretative ‘singularity’,20 but the lack of attention 
to aesthetic judgement. Various types of judgement are assimilated to one another at the 
expense of distinctions between them: for example, between ‘the skills, modes of reasoning, 
explanation and judgement developed in tradition’ and the need for the performer herself 
‘to acquire sound artistic judgement’.21 Indeed, when the performer’s essential character 
traits are enumerated, judgement comes last,22 presented as one amongst a list of virtues 
rather than as a condition of possibility for all the virtues and actions required of the 
performer. As will become clear below, however, the performer does not always need to 
understand the music (that is, to be capable of a critical interpretation of it) in advance 
of performing it,23 and there are elements of performing live that cannot be reduced to 
being supervenient upon interpreting the work. Indeed, ‘the activities and products of 
performative and critical interpretation [read: of performing and interpretation] are, 
strictly speaking, different and, at least in principle, separable.’24 As Dreyfus notes, only a 
little polemically, ‘it is fair to say that the goal of propounding an interpretation is scarcely 
uppermost in the minds of musicians whilst we make music.’25 The point is to perform, 
and this is pluralistic26 and open-ended.
 It should be noted that the sense of ‘ergonomic’ articulated above refers to the second 
of two senses in which performing can be called ergonomic. First, performing is by 
nature ergonomic, in utilizing (parts of) the body in specified, coordinated, and broadly 
intentional ways in order to attain a specific end; in this sense, performing is ergonomic 
because it is about directing matter towards a given goal. Secondly, only certain types, 

17 Peter Johnson, quoted in: Eric Clarke, ‘Listening to Performance’, in: Rink (ed.), Musical Performance, pp. 

185-196 (at p. 190).

18 Jerrold Levinson, ‘Performative versus Critical Interpretation in Music’, in: Idem, The Pleasures of Aesthetics: 

Philosophical Essays, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996, pp. 60-89 (at p. 64).

19 Jane O’Dea, Virtue or Virtuosity? Explorations in the Ethics of Musical Performance, Westport, CT: Greenwood 

Press, 2000, p. 13.

20 O’Dea, Virtue or Virtuosity?, respectively pp. 13, 14, 15, and 24, note 71.

21 O’Dea, Virtue or Virtuosity?, both p. 28.

22 O’Dea, Virtue or Virtuosity?, p. 31.

23 Guy Claxton, The Intuitive Practitioner: On the Value of Not Always Knowing What One’s Doing, Milton Keynes: 

Open University Press, 2000.

24 Levinson, ‘Performative versus Critical Interpretation in Music’, p. 65.

25 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 271.

26 Thom, Making Sense, pp. 103-105.
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styles, or modes of performing are ergonomic, because they intend to use the body in 
ways that have been specifically designed and rehearsed because they are efficient and 
maximize the musical output (however this is defined) for any given physical (or other) 
input; in this sense, performing ergonomically might be termed a performing style, 
choice, or decision, and open to a degree of intervention and manipulation (as practiced 
by the business of music education).
 There is a broadly Habermasian ideology of ‘communicative action’ at work in 
ergonomic articulations of performing as a dyadic interpretation-work relationship, such 
as those in Musical Performance and Virtue or Virtuosity?. This is evident from the way 
that ergonomics views the performer’s relationships to her listeners (whom ergonomics 
calls her ‘stakeholders’). It argues that performing is a mature, serious task, and more 
valuable than the collection and distribution of intuitions and declarations of personal 
preference.27 Aesthetic pleasure may contribute to – even set in motion – cultural exchanges, 
but it cannot form the basis of a mature discourse of performing. The goal of performing, 
rather, is the rational and determined pursuit of an un-impeded, un-distracted, and un-
biased understanding between performer and listener, in which the interpretation is both 
aesthetically significant in itself and cognitively significant as the vessel through which 
communication and understanding take place. The success of interpretation depends on 
endowing the work with significance and being comprehensive.28 
 This brings responsibilities to all involved parties, especially the performer. Indeed, 
since she contributes to the institutional discourse we term ‘Performance’, which is socially 
sanctioned, monitored, and debated, and which depends on peer-review (clapping, ticket 
sales, recording contracts, world tours, music magazines) for its continuance, the performer 
must act professionally at all times, and must take the trouble to guarantee that the claims 
which she makes about and through her performing are clearly articulated in terms of 
their empirical grounding and hermeneutic lucidity. Every one of her interpretative 
judgements, conscious or otherwise, must pass a test of legitimacy: is it sharable and 
openly debatable? Along with definitions of knowledge and community and the channels 
for disseminating claims about performing (live performances, recordings, teaching 
contracts, review journalism, RAE submission29), this test is designed and controlled by 
ergonomic intervention. This is the ergonomic mandate: performing must not simply 
offer itself up as merely ‘interesting’; it must not risk failing to be an interpretation.

3
In a sense, then, ergonomics ‘manufactures’ performing; it makes it in its own image. 
Performing is rewritten as interpretation. This is to say that configuring performing 
in terms of a dyadic interpretation-work relationship is to subsume performing under 
a broadly commercial production regime in which the dyadic interpretation-work 
relationship can always be bettered, and in which at least part of its telos is motivated 
by external drivers (productivity and efficiency would be prioritized over justice and 
beauty, if the decision were to be forced). There are advantages and disadvantages to this 
manoeuvre. The advantages are illustrated with reference to the rise of ergonomics as a 
commercial discipline. The term was placed firmly on the map with Frederick Taylor’s 
Scientific Management Method in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
which proposed a general way to optimize fulfilment of a given task: for example, tripling 
the coal shovelled by gradually reducing the size and weight of shovels until the shovelling 
rate peaked. Fordist car manufacturing owed much to ergonomics. Time and Motion 

27 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, pp. 263-265.

28 Thom, Making Sense, pp. 72-81.

29 The RAE (‘Research Assessment Exercise’) assesses the quality of research in universities and colleges in the 

UK.
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Studies conducted by Frank and Lillian Gilbreth early in the twentieth century showed 
how to remove unnecessary actions. The turning point for ergonomics came with World 
War II and the development of complex military machines, the successful operation 
of which was imperative:30 the poster really said, ‘your country needs you to perform 
efficiently.’ Since then, the space age, information revolution, and global marketplace have 
created new ergonomic issues and required massive ergonomic interventions. Even in a 
global economic downturn, ergonomics should be a generous employer, since its motto 
is that of ‘efficiency’.
 This potted history of ergonomics is, inter alia, a history of performativity. Indeed, 
performativity has a history of intervention in aesthetic activity,31 and, for this reason, we 
can use it to probe the scope of ergonomics and interpretation. According to Lyotard’s 
definition, performativity is ‘a game, pertaining not to the true, the just, or the beautiful, 
etc., but to efficiency: a technical “move” is “good” when it does better and/or expends 
less energy than another’.32 Certain moves in the game help to save the player time, to 
reach goals quicker, and to operate the game’s controls and tools in a more productive 
and efficient manner. However ‘goals’, ‘controls’, and ‘tools’ are defined, these moves 
are sought by all those interested in betterment, whether this be bettering themselves, 
bettering their game, bettering the company’s performance on the stock market, bettering 
their popularity with acquaintances, bettering their appreciation of art, and so on. Such 
striving for a better position is driven by the displacement of truth value by use value.
 Use value, which is a function of ergonomic factors, is central to virtually all forms of 
decision making in contemporary life. This is understandable in situations where adverting 
crisis and mitigating risks are imperative (military, medical, commercial). Although it is 
perhaps less obviously the case in musical practice, in its striving for better renditions of 
musical works, the dyadic interpretation-work relationship is similarly characterized by 
just such a desire for better game playing: for more efficient time saving and productive 
moves.
 There is, however, a tension between this ergonomic performativity and performing 
aesthetic judgement. Indeed, the convergence of numerous late-capitalist discourses 
around the drive to institute order and save time, and the force of such notions within both 
bona fide commercial discourses and aesthetic discourses, together present a challenge for 
the performer. For she is not answerable to such notions, but to the looser and more 
time-consuming – indeed, often unpredictable – notions of justice and beauty, and must 
attend to these tasks. Indeed, even if efficiency were her primary motivation, this would 
not always be a simple matter of saving time, and saving time would itself not necessarily 
be efficient or advantageous to the bottom line. 
 Thinkers as otherwise historically and ideologically disparate as Adorno and Lyotard 
are concerned to provide alternatives to the alienated box-ticking of late capitalist reason, 
and to provide a new model or at least a rationale for citizenship, based more on aesthetic 
than cognitive reason. They note that cognitive reason (the vessel for ergonomics, which 
is the vessel for performativity, which is the vessel for communicative action) has a funny 
way of pushing ever onwards and dragging its users along with it, and that it generates 
discourses obsessed with their self-image and with creating solutions for problems that 
do not always exist. All this creates tension, worry, guilt,33 demands for answers, and the 
potential for litigation if things should go awry. More importantly, this configuration of 

30 Neville Stanton & Rob Stammers, ‘Bartlett and the Future of Ergonomics’, in: Ergonomics 51/1 (January 2008), 

pp. 1-13 (at p. 5).

31 Jon McKenzie, Perform or Else: From Discipline to Performance, New York: Routledge, 2001.

32 Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, transl. Geoff Bennington & Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984, p. 44.

33 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 270.
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the knowledge economy is all just too neat and tidy – hardly conducive to imaginative 
aesthetic activity. Indeed, while, for ergonomics, the fact that ‘the “human” has been 
defined – primarily within technical culture – as “random”34 is usually taken to indicate 
a human weakness, for performing it is a strength. It is less that these two values within 
the system (human-as-weakness and human-as-strength) must be reconciled (dialectics), 
and more that they must be acknowledged as equals (dialogics) and thus, paradoxically, 
as incommensurable. Put alternatively, the risks of performing (the impact of the human 
on the system as a whole) can never be totally mitigated: no risk is no event. One solution 
might be to linger on little feelings and affects, aiming to complicate the performative 
transformation of their potentiality into actuality and the narrowing reduction of what 
they could be into what merely is.
 The problem highlighted here is not with the scope of ergonomics per se. After all, who 
would object to its sensible advice and to the revised protocols that it would institute in the 
performer’s life? It is there to simplify performing, ease communicative action, magnify 
perlocutionary force, and provide a competitive advantage – to make it better. Part of 
the problem is that ergonomics and the interpretation-work dyad arose in tandem with 
each other, and to mention one is to mention the other; implicit in Dreyfus’s argument 
is the observation that interpretation rose to prominence as a metaphor during a period 
when music was becoming pre-eminent among the arts, the one towards which others 
strived. The musical work is a product, and within the discourse of late capitalism it 
now demands justification for its coming to be: can it be made better? But this is itself 
part of the problem, since it is unclear what ‘better’ and ‘competitive advantage’ might 
be in performing, other than the ability to sell more tickets, play faster, or interpret 
deeper. The real task (and it is a task for musicology to undertake on itself too), starting 
from an ergonomic threshold, is to create modes of performing that do not essentialize 
the gap / aporia / passage / threshold / bridge between ergonomic theory and aesthetic 
practice, modes of performing that are based on different kinds of metaphors. Dreyfus 
began this task provocatively, listing twenty overlapping possibilities: game, sport, tool, 
magic, impersonation, mime, dance, seduction, love-making, contemplation, devotion, 
prophecy, Ouija board, ministry, palliative, poetry, drama, composition, creation, and 
child’s play.35 Common to all of these metaphors for performing is what might be termed 
an ‘energetics of aesthetic judgement’. This can be unpacked into its central thematic 
constituents: judgement, risk, threshold, and excess.
 Performing is geared towards aesthetic judgement, and efficiency is just a potential 
means to this end. For example, awkward physical postures that seem to distract from the 
performing event and to be a problem needing ergonomic remedy and intervention can 
equally be a stylistic trait to be valued and studied (e.g. Glenn Gould, Miles Davis). The 
natural idiosyncrasies of an individual’s performing style might be developed, enhanced, 
and positively valued over and above their contribution to the communication of musical 
information, indeed, in some cases precisely despite their nominal lack of contribution 
(lack of ergonomically sanctioned productivity; e.g. Friedrich Gulda, Mikhail Pletnev). A 
technical limitation might, driven by a concert deadline, lead to imaginative solutions to 
articulation or breath control (e.g. historically informed practices with carefully restored 
instruments). Colourful visualisations of performing still need to be judged and used 
(e.g. Oslo Gestures Project, CHARM Mazurkas Project36). And so on.

34 Paul Théberge, Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music / Consuming Technology, Hanover, NH: Wesleyan 

UP, 1997, p. 226. Cf. Jean-François Lyotard, ‘On Theory: An Interview’, in: Idem, Driftworks, transl. Roger 

McKeon et al., Cambridge, MA: MIT Press / Semiotext(e), 1984, pp. 19-33 (at p. 21).

35 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 272.

36 http://www.hf.uio.no/imv/forskning/forskningsprosjekter/musicalgestures/ [last accessed May 2009]; 

http://www.mazurka.org.uk/ [last accessed May 2009].
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There are at least two points to make here. First, folk psychology always creeps back into 
performing through the back door, not just because much performance discourse is 
metaphorical and a matter of trial and error and education-by-experience, but because 
what the performer thinks is important to her self-management, regardless of its empirical 
veracity. Not only is it the case that ‘form follows meaning, which is shorthand for saying that 
symbolic strategies, not physics, govern the collective use and assembly of artefacts into 
cultural systems’,37 but, for the performer herself, it is a certain type of acknowledgement 
that is vital: ‘it is only my non alibi in Being that transforms an empty possibility into an 
actual answerable act (through and emotional-volitional referral to myself as the one who 
is active)’.38 Indeed, ‘the general assertion that all intelligent performance requires to be 
prefaced by the consideration of appropriate propositions rings implausibly, even when 
it is apologetically conceded that the required consideration is often very swift and may 
go quite unmarked by the agent (…) when we describe a performance as intelligent, this 
does not entail the double operation of considering and executing’.39

 Performing is not always as neatly linear as ergonomics would like to believe; it is 
spiral and open-ended. As Jerrold Levinson puts the matter: 

‘Though ideally there should be, and often is, substantial interaction between critical-
analytic and performative-practical notions about a piece of music, the former are not 
equivalent to the latter, nor are they strictly implicit in them to any extent. Performative 
interpretations stand almost as much in need of critical interpretation as the works they 
render audible in specific fashion.’40

For instance, at least two modes of passage from work to interpretation and (dialectically) 
from interpretation to work (from ‘before judgement’ to ‘after judgement’) can be 
teased apart: fast and slow. These broadly correlate with, respectively, quandary ethics 
and virtue ethics. Fast judgements are, of course, not really opposed to the leisurely, 
lingering, undecided, expansive, relaxed pauses that slow down the passage. But they 
do claim to be more efficient and to expend less energy, and for this reason ergonomics 
tends to claim that they are more useful than slow judgements, and to use these criteria 
in its assessments of what kinds of interventions will be most useful to the performer. 
Its recommendations are usually geared towards reducing ‘mess’ and ‘redundancy’ 
rather than living with them, and in this characteristic is found its constrictive attitude 
towards performing.
 The second point is that ergonomic intervention is useful – is ergonomic! – only if 
and when it provides a means for the performer to make aesthetic judgements. This is a 
matter, not only of thrift, but also of wisdom, and it is by nature fallible, messy, and risk-
fraught. Even though regulatory bodies like the Higher Education Funding Council of 
England (HEFCE) can hold that ‘the most effective methods of risk reduction are those 
which redesign the systems and processes so that the potential for an adverse outcome 
is reduced’,41 the performer does not want to reduce risk altogether when it comes to 
aesthetic judgement (even if it were possible to do so); to be successful, she has to hold 
open the possibility that the ‘adverse’ or unscripted might well also be the ‘advantageous’, 

37 Klaus Krippendorff, ‘On the Essential Contexts of Artifacts [sic]: or on the Proposition that “Design is Making 

Sense (of Things)”’, in: Design Issues 5/2 (Spring 1989), pp. 9-39 (at p. 37).

38 Mikhail Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act, transl. Vadim Liapunov, Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1993, p. 42.

39 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, New York: Barnes & Noble, 1949, pp. 29-30.

40 Levinson, ‘Performative versus Critical Interpretation in Music’, p. 86.

41 HEFCE, Risk Management in Higher Education [Report 05/11], Bristol: Higher Education Funding Council for 

England, 2005, p. 21.
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the problem being that ‘what is threatening in the work of thinking (or writing) is not 
that it remains episodic but that it pretends to be complete’.42

 Thus, the nearest performing comes to being ergonomics writ large is in its dependence 
on courage; and this is not always sharable and communally debatable – it is not a matter 
of communicative action. After the performer has implemented her local hermeneut’s and 
ergonomist’s advice, performing is still yet to happen, and for this there are no criteria, 
because it is a matter of justice to the work rather than fidelity of interpretation,43 and 
instinct, intuition, and energy are key tools in this. Aden Evens writes: 

‘Going into each performance, the performer leaves some part of the music not yet 
fully determined, something must be left for the performance, a modal or gestural inde-
terminacy, a feeling that is familiar but must be actively recalled each time, re-created to 
suit the occasion. The performer must follow an innuendo, which inheres in the piece of 
music, but also in the audience, the other performers, the atmosphere in the concert hall. 
(...) Maybe the performance will be slightly faster tonight, maybe more legato. To heed the 
innuendo, the performer listens for new sounds in the piece and is surprised and pleased 
to hear something not there in the previous performance or rehearsal.’44 

While ergonomics busies itself analyzing narratives, proposing systemic revisions, and 
predicting savings (along the lines of the commercial model that demands a measurable 
return on investment for the shareholders), then, the performer has to be prepared for 
(to do) something else. On stage, ergonomics gives way to energetics, and everything the 
performer had planned is subsumed by the challenge of doing something: of acting with 
perlocutionary force – with an energy that not merely politely suggests to the listener that 
she might pay attention, but that forcibly – perhaps even rudely – compels her to listen.
 This is risky. But the objectives and intentions that are central to interpretation come 
with risks, and risks are both dangers and opportunities, as much in aesthetic as in 
commercial domains, though they are usually phrased in negative terms (as the potential 
failure to achieve objectives). Risk appetites vary according to the individual performer, 
style, market, level of investment, timeframe, skill set, and so on. Not all risks can be 
anticipated by ergonomic deliberation (performing is the proverbial Black Swan), though 
some risks are welcomed or accepted according to the nature of the ecological set-up. No 
risk can be entirely mitigated, however: against the ergonomic and performative ideology 
that ‘for society, there is properly speaking no “noise.” Whatever appears, whatever 
occurs to a society, has to mean something for it – or has to be explicitly declared to 
be “without meaning”,’45 performing is noisy in every sense. To make some obvious 
aesthetic-commercial comparisons: just as the performer takes risks that she judges will 
generate certain kinds of listener response (demand for an encore, positive newspaper 
reviews, repeat bookings, more attention from the Upper Circle corporate boxes), so 
advertising works by modelling and harnessing demographics of consumer energy; 
just as a company’s accounts tell a story of risks taken and avoided, so the performer’s 
freedom to choose repertoire, reputation for singular interpretations, popularity with 
certain audience demographics, and so on, reflect both the impact (short and long term) 
and the perception of her risk appetite. The catchphrase, ‘You’re only as good as your last 

42 Jean-François Lyotard, Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event, New York: Columbia University Press, 1988, p. 6.

43 Jean-François Lyotard & Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just Gaming, transl. Wlad Godzich, Minneapolis, MN: University 

of Minnesota Press, 1985, p. 98.

44 Aden Evens, Sound Ideas: Music, Machines, and Experience, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 

2005, p. 29.

45 Cornelius Castoriadis, quoted in: Neal Curtis, Against Autonomy: Lyotard, Judgement and Action, Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2001, p. 57.
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performance’, is an incentive – a demand – to rise to the challenges (to the risks) of the 
next performance.
 These kinds of risks are those that the performer encounters on the threshold of 
performing, at the moments when she steps on stage, when she leaves practice behind, 
when she cannot return to the green room, when all decisions are significant in themselves, 
and so on. This is the threshold between ergonomics and energetics, and she must cross it, 
in order both to be a performer (in an existential sense) and to perform and interpret this 
particular work now. As Dreyfus says, ‘it seems more appropriate to restrict interpretation 
to a stage of study and reflection before a musician begins to play’.46 Ergonomics (and 
thus the metaphor of interpretation) has much to say about what lies on one side of the 
threshold, but little to offer by way of advice as to how to implement the passage over 
the threshold. Passing over the threshold is a boundary-crossing, liminal-siting, limit-
testing event: ‘Every cultural act lives essentially on the boundaries’,47 and performing 
in particular ‘inhabit[s] the in-between of socially significant constellations, (…) where 
bodies in the world but between identities go: liminal sites of syncretic unorthodoxy’.48 It 
‘does not consist merely in the observance of the rules; as in all the games, it consists in 
working at the limits of what the rules permit, in order to invent new moves, perhaps new 
rules and therefore new games’.49

 And a threshold is not the same as a ‘supplement’. Performing passes the threshold 
of ergonomic intervention, exceeds it in a way that is not merely ‘completion’ or even 
‘completion + extra’ (as in extra time in sport) but qualitatively different: it involves a 
‘diagonal’ movement to another dimension.50 Indeed, performing is ‘excessive’ not only 
in the sense of being more than / outside / beyond / supplementary to ergonomics, but 
in the sense that it is ontologically excessive; it is more than its being, more than itself. 
It is a threshold activity, in which the dyadic interpretation-work relationship comes 
alive, becomes dynamic, and is moved out of her way by the performer. This is why it is 
frequently reported, by both performers and critical theorists, that being an artist means, 
amongst other things, being existentially motivated: I must create.51 This is why the first 
demand made of the performer is energy, not efficiency; performing, not interpretation.

4
I end with an anecdote. The other day, driving clockwise around the M25 (London’s orbital 
motorway), I passed a white company van. The company was Royvon, and the motto on 
its side panel ran as follows: ‘A well trained dog is a happy one’. This is undoubtedly 
the case (though it is hard to tell if dogs agree), but it made me wonder whether such 
ideologies transfer to the human species, since I have always believed that there is more 
to life than training; being better trained and thus more efficient in one’s ability to carry 
out a task does not mean that the task comes with, or can be imbued with, or can be used 

46 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, p. 271.

47 Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘The Problem of Content, Material, and Form in Verbal Art’, in: Idem, Art and Answerability: 

Early Philosophical Essays, transl. Vadim Liapunov, Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990, pp. 257-325 (at p. 

274).

48 Brian Massumi, A User’s Guide to Capitalism and Schizophrenia: Deviations from Deleuze and Guattari, 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992, p. 105.

49 Lyotard & Thébaud, Just Gaming, p. 100.

50 Gilles Deleuze, ‘Boulez, Proust and Time: “Occupying Without Counting”’, transl. Timothy Murphy, in: 

Angelaki 3/2 (August 1998), pp. 69-74 (at p. 70).

51 Peter Osborne, Philosophy in Cultural Theory, London: Routledge, 2000, quoted in: Susan Melrose, ‘Still 

Harping On (About Expert Practitioner-Centred Modes of Knowledge and Models of Intelligibility)’, Keynote 

address at AHDS Conference on ‘Digital Representations of Performing Arts’, National e-Science Centre, 

Edinburgh, July 2007, available on http://www.sfmelrose.u-net.com/ [accessed May 2009].

TvM_14_#3_november_2009_6.indd   164 09-11-2009   15:50:02



dutch journal of music theory

165

to provide value. Likewise with the motto of the support services company Amey, which 
distracted me on a different journey round the M25: ‘Service is our passion. People, our 
strength.’ This motto has a sound and perfectly justifiable commercial rationale, of course, 
but I shall simply note in closing that this would be the wrong way around for music 
performing, since it is ergonomically rather than aesthetically phrased. Dreyfus implies as 
much, writing that ‘we can even see [interpretation] as having held music hostage against 
its will’, and that a looser, more humanistic approach to performing is in order, since ‘we 
are also mere players’.52

 The point is that, contra the commercial ideology that ergonomics and aesthetics 
(service and people) are at worst opposites or at best supplements, and thus need to be 
held in some kind of dialectical tension, ergonomics – the metaphor of interpretation – is 
no more than the threshold for performing (service should be for people). As Mussorgsky 
put it, ‘Art is a means of human exchange, not the end’.53

52 Dreyfus, ‘Beyond the Interpretation of Music’, both p. 272.

53 Modest Mussorgsky, quoted in: Alexandra Orlova, Mussorgsky’s Days and Works: A Biography in Documents, 

transl. Roy Guenther, Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1983, p. 617.
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