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Musical gesture has become an important con-
cept in contemporary music research. Music 
is created by human movements, music con-
sists of sonic movements, and listeners are 
both metaphorically and literally moved by 
music. Consequently, movement and gesture 
are vital in trying to understand what music 
is, how it is produced, and what it can do. As 
Anthony Gritten and Elaine King, the editors 
of New Perspectives on Music and Gesture, re-
marks: musical gesture is ‘all-embracing and 
all-important across virtually all forms of hu-
man music-making’ (2). They observe that ‘the 
concept of gesture has become increasingly 
useful to scholarship because it has contributed 
to a constellation of interrelated concepts that 
has included, inter alia, voice, authenticity, free-
dom, subjectivity, expression, autonomy, orga-
nicism and interiority’ (7). The predecessor to 
this book, Music and Gesture (2006), also edited 
by Gritten and King, explored the fundamental 
strands of musical gesture, whereas the present 
volume is intended as a clarification of the way 
in which the study of musical gesture continues 
to take shape.
Gritten and King do so by presenting the con-
tributions in this volume as a trajectory from 
theory to practice. The topics range from psy-
chobiology (Chapter 1), perception and cog-
nition (Chapters 2 through 4), philosophy and 
semiotics (Chapters 5 and 6), to conducting 
(Chapters 7 and 8), ensemble work (Chapters 
9 through 11) and solo piano playing (Chap-
ters 12 and 13). The editors observe that several 
motifs recur throughout the chapters, including 
movement, semiotics, real and virtual gestures, 
socio-cultural meanings of gestures, attending 
to gestures, and acoustic signals within gestures. 
Furthermore, they stress that ‘[a]ll of the chap-
ters are grounded in the premise that musical 
gestures are cross-modal and that gestures in-
clude non-sounding physical movements as well 

as those that produce sound’ (6), thus once more 
acknowledging that, despite the diversity of the 
contributions, all consider musical gesture as a 
concept that is pertinent to the understanding of 
both the production and the perception of mu-
sic, as well as of the musical sounds themselves. 
Interestingly, one motif that recurs in many 
of the chapters remains unmentioned by the 
editors, namely narrativity. Already in the first 
chapter, ‘Psychobiology of Musical Gesture: In-
nate Rhythm, Harmony and Melody in Move-
ments of Narration’ by Colwyn Trevarthen, 
Jonathan Delafield-Butt and Benjaman Schög-
ler, this concept plays a central role. In their 
discussion of the musicality of mother-infant 
interactions, they suggest that ‘[w]e appear to 
share narratives of gesture as a natural result of 
the way we coordinate movements of our mul-
ti-segmented bodies and because we are born 
with the desire to share the time of moving in 
creative ways with others’ (22). Narratives grow 
naturally out of our abilities to move in time, 
and our impulse to turn temporal events, such 
as a succession of gestures, into a story. Music 
in particular draws on these abilities and im-
pulses, the authors suggest, and therefore ‘ma-
kes narrations with innate significance, but 
with learned invention, so the stories are always 
new’ (36).
In Chapter 6, ‘The Semiotic Gesture’, Ole Kühl 
also relates gesture to narrative. He explains 
that musical gesture stems from the generic le-
vel of perception, where it is tied to ‘gestalt per-
ception, motor movement and mental imagery’ 
(125). These gestures, Kühl argues, ultimately 
are organized in groups and sequences, leading 
to musical form and narrative. He concludes 
that music is a holistic semiosphere, one in 
which sounds are semiotically mapped to the 
body. This mapping is the manner in which 
music communicates to listeners, a communi-
cation that happens at a more basic level than 
language.
A similar argument is made by Lawrence 
Zbikowski in Chapter 4, ‘Musical Gestures 
and Musical Grammar: A Cognitive Appro-
ach’. Zbikowski suggests that gestures are basic 
to musical grammar and that they help liste-
ners grasp the dynamic processes of music. He 
maintains that the basic function of music is 
to provide sonic analogues for dynamic pro-
cesses that are central to human experience. 
Music is far better in articulating these pheno-
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mena than language is. Zbikowski goes even 
further and asserts that language is incapable 
of doing so. Although he does not explicitly 
incorporate the notion of narrative in his ac-
count, he does imply that only music, through 
musical gestures, is able to properly represent 
the dynamics of human experience, and thus 
to tell the story of what human experience is, 
or can be.
Dynamic processes also play a central role in 
Rolf Inge Godøy’s contribution, ‘Co-articulated 
Gestural-Sonic Objects in Music’ (Chapter 3). 
Godøy focuses on the problem of musical seg-
mentation, of how listeners divide continuous 
streams of sound or movements into units. He 
suggests that both physical and musical gesture 
can be better understood when taking the no-
tion of co-articulation, i.e., the ‘fusion of atom 
events’ (71), into account. 
In Chapter 12, ‘In the Beginning was Gestu-
re: Piano Touch and the Phenomenology of 
the Performing Body’, Mine Dogantan-Dack 
poses the same question, but from the per-
spective of the performer. She proposes that 
a phenomenological approach might be pro-
ductive for a proper understanding of how 
a performer experiences bodily movement. 
Here, too, the problem of segmentation plays 
an important role. On the one hand physical 
movement is continuous, but on the other 
hand Dogantan-Dack stresses that it is im-
portant for a performer to be conscious of 
each moment of a movement, and thus to be 
able to segment each movement into separate 
units and understand the place and function 
of these units. At the end of her contributi-
on, Dogantan-Dack relates the physicality of 
performance to listening. She concludes that 
‘[l]istening to music is intricately connected 
to how performers bring about music physi-
cally; to understand music as performance, 
therefore, requires taking the experience of 
performing as the basis for an epistemology of 
music and relating the performing experience 
to the ways listeners come to know music, and 
indeed to the ways composers create it’ (260). 
Consequently, she stresses the interrelatedness 
of musical gestures as physical actions on the 
part of performers, as musical movements, 
and as implicit and explicit reactions of liste-
ners. This makes her contribution one of the 
most interesting and stimulating contributi-
ons in this volume.

Luke Windsor’s essay, ‘Gestures in Music-
Making: Action, Information and Perception’, 
Chapter 2 of the volume, also addresses the im-
portance of the perception of gestural actions 
of performers by listeners. He proposes to view 
the actions of performers ‘as thoroughly gestural 
in that they give character to a musical perfor-
mance. They are available to audiences either 
through sound or light, or both, can be produ-
ced in parallel, can be more or less independent 
or complementary’ (51). Windsor maintains 
that this function of gesture is problematized in 
acousmatic music: ‘[W]e tend to hear the bodies 
of musicians as the primary “cause” of sounds in 
instrumental music, whereas in acousmatic mu-
sic our attention is shifted to more compositio-
nal causes. The acousmatic can act to conceal or 
distort the information we would normally use 
to identify the gestures made by musicians, but 
instead the gestures of the composer are high-
lighted through the traces such gestures leave 
behind’ (60). Acousmatic music thus provokes 
listeners to focus on the gestures of the compo-
ser, rather than a performer, who is absent in this 
kind of music.
Performers are clearly present in Chapters 9 
(Elaine King and Jane Ginsborg’s ‘Gestures and 
Glances: Interactions in Ensemble Rehearsal’), 
10 (‘Imagery, Melody and Gesture in Cross-
Cultural Perspective’ by Gina A. Fatone, Martin 
Clayton, Laura Leante and Matt Rahaim), and 
13 (‘Motive, Gesture and the Analysis of Per-
formance’ written by John Rink, Neta Spiro and 
Nicolas Gold). In these chapters empirical re-
search on gestures in performance is discussed. 
Although these contributions offer valuable 
research data, they present no spectacular new 
insights into the notion of musical gesture. The 
same holds for the discussions of the relation 
between conducting and gesture in Chapters 7 
and 8, ‘Gestural Economies in Conducting’ by 
Murray Dineen and ‘Computational Analysis 
of Conductors’ Temporal Gestures’ by Geoff 
Luck.
Roger Graybill again shifts the focus from 
performer to listener in Chapter 11, ‘Whose 
Gestures? Chamber Music and the Construc-
tion of Permanent Agents’. Graybill defends the 
thesis that musical gestures can be regarded as 
so-called permanent agents. More specifically, 
permanent agents are constructions that liste-
ners create in response to the gestures they hear 
in the music.

TvM_17_#2_mei_2012_7.indd   128 28-06-12   10:24



dutch journal of music theory

129

Anthony Gritten, finally, discusses the impor-
tance, or rather necessity, of distraction in the 
perception of musical gesture in Chapter 5, 
‘Distraction in Polyphonic Gesture’. Here Grit-
ten suggests that distraction is inherent in what 
he calls ‘polyphonic listening’, i.e., ‘apprehen-
ding, segmenting, categorizing and cognizing 
a gesture as a gesture’ (106). In his fascinating 
philosophical account of listening for gestures 
he asserts that listeners need to be distracted 
in order to be able to shift the focus from the 
musical sounds exclusively towards phenome-
na such as structure and form (and narrative). 
By being distracted, listeners are listening po-
lyphonically rather than monophonically: ‘If 
listeners hear a gesture (tone rather than just 
sound) then they are hearing polyphonically; 
conversely, if they are not listening polyphoni-
cally then they do not hear the dynamic life of 
the gestures in the music.’ (107)
As promised by the editors, the volume in-
deed gives a convincing overview of the ways 
the study of musical gesture continues to take 
shape. Of course, some contributions are more 
compelling than others: the theoretical essays, 
in particular, show the potential the concept of 
musical gesture has. For the most part the em-
pirical studies can be considered as verificati-
ons of existing views on musical gesture, rather 
than offering new insights into this phenome-
non. Nevertheless, these studies, too, are valua-
ble and demonstrate the relevance of gesture in 
actual musical situations. Still, it is remarkable 
that the relation between gesture and narrative 
is not more prominently featured in this vo-
lume. Like gesture, narrative and storytelling 
are powerful concepts with which the expres-
sive potentialities of music can be articulated. 
Moreover, as is mentioned in several of the 
contributions, narrative is closely connected to 
gesture. Therefore, a sharper focus on the rela-
tion between gesture and narrative would have 
been welcome. Notwithstanding this omission, 
New Perspectives on Music and Gesture itself is 
a captivating narrative on musical gesture, one 
that shows the importance of this concept for 
the study of music, musical listening, and mu-
sical performance.

(Vincent Meelberg is senior lecturer and 
researcher at Radboud University Nijmegen and 
at the Academy for Creative and Performing Arts 
in Leiden and The Hague.)
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