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Prelude

Press Any Key to Start

Drawing on conceptual models informed by theories of play, media, systems, and
cultural techniques, this book pursues the significance of play across a panorama of
musical phenomena extending from Greek myth to contemporary digital games.
In particular, it examines forms of play that have emerged at the digital interface
of the keyboard. By situating the keyboard in a range of historical, cultural, and
epistemological contexts, Keys to Play explores how it has been played in a multi-
plicity of ways (and to as many ends) by composers, improvisers, performers, and
gamers. Reciprocally, the book makes the case that the keyboard itself has played
the role of a medium, which is to say a means of generating, processing, relaying,
storing, and accessing information. At the keyboard, play becomes apprehensible
as a primary means by which musical behavior can be materialized, embodied,
performed, and communicated. Through its affordance of modes of engagement
that are at once playful and musical, the keyboard is implicated in diverse forms
of what might be called ludomusical praxis.

As a threshold at which music becomes playable and play becomes musical, the
keyboard defines a strand of ludomusicality that has woven its way across broad
swathes of time and space. In mapping its course, the book shuttles back and forth
to frame the keyboard from oblique historical, cultural, and disciplinary angles,
some running parallel and others intersecting with established musicological per-
spectives. The warp and weft of this ludomusicological approach trace the criss-
crossing processes by which music has been devised, realized, and recreated at
the keyboard via techniques both in keeping and at odds with the prevailing rules
of play.
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Despite what Johan Huizinga identified as the “remarkable” etymological and
historical connections that demonstrate the profound “affinit between music and
play,” the substantial body of literature on play has made little impact on the study
of Western art music.! In large part, the suppression of ludomusical discourses
and practices in musicological scholarship reflects their virtual absence from the
archival record. Accordingly, Keys to Play departs from the premise that the lin-
ear models of historical narrative typically assembled from the interpretation of
textual evidence are unfit for the purpose of representing musical playfulness and
its modes of mediation. Since ludomusical rules often defy the unidirectional logic
of cause and effect, they demand alternative means of accounting for their prin-
ciples of operation and cultural functions as well as for the conformity and resis-
tance they have engendered. In order to register the keyboard’s distinctive role as
a medium that has conveyed, reflected, and shaped the formation of these rules,
the book delineates the varied implications and realizations of keyboard play not
by way of a sweeping narrative arc, but via shifting configurations of digital and
analog cultural techniques.

The word “digit” refers to both a finger and a number, and the keyboard has
long constituted a field of play where these two meanings come together. As early
modern descriptions of the keyboard as an “abacus” suggest, the digital is rooted
in the embodied performance of calculation. Beyond that, the keyboard’s inter-
face forms a digital medium in its configuration of discrete, commutable elements
and its dependably arbitrary mapping of input onto output. In both musical and
computational contexts, this enables it to represent letters as well as numbers
and pitches, and thereby to mediate between literate script, algorithmic program,
and sonic signal. Furthermore, as Wolfgang Scherer has observed, keyboard play
has long involved the encoding and decoding of musical transmissions, tasks
accomplished by way of sophisticated techniques acquired through intensive
training.* As a means of measuring, ordering, equalizing, and articulating musi-
cal differences, most notably across the contiguously frequential realms of pitch
and rhythm, the keyboard’s field of play enables digital actions to be quantified,
evaluated, and compared according to formal and ideological codes of conduct,
whether they have to do with compositional protocols, standards of performance,
or improvisatory capacities.

Digital techniques and technologies can only go so far in accounting for the
teeming variety of musically playful phenomena, however, for they are always
supplemented by analogical counterparts. Analogical play relies on correspon-
dences and oscillations, on one object or action echoing, tracing, or indexing
another. Analogical relationships model the transduction of a musical phenom-
enon from symbol to signal and for the capricious leaps and freewheeling asso-
ciations characteristic of play in its gestural and theatrical senses. The sweep of
a harpsichordist’s arms over the plane of the keyboard and the phenomenon of
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Bebung at the clavichord can be understood to operate analogically, exemplifying
continuity of motion and triggering commensurate modes of signification and
understanding. More broadly, the subjunctive mood (the “as if”) of fantasy and
make-believe is analogical, whether figured as mimesis, mockery, simulation, or
simulacrum.

In order to track formations of play that have traveled freely across digital and
analog domains, Keys to Play construes ludomusical activity at the keyboard as—
and by way of—a constellation of digital analogies. A digital analogy situates digi-
tal and analog phenomena relationally rather than drawing a binary distinction
between the discrete and the continuous. On the one hand, this acknowledges the
keyboard’s myriad forms and transformations; on the other, it recognizes that its
defining digital attributes form a relatively stable point of reference over the course
of centuries, enabling these different forms to be profitably analogized as sites
of ludomusical encounter between bodies and machines. At the keyboard, digits
operate as natural phenomena, as agents of cultural forces, and as the means of
distinguishing between the two. Correspondingly, digital analogies register both
the forces that have shaped forms of play at the keyboard and the strategies that
have been held to account for them. Rather than fetishizing difference or insisting
on identity, digital analogies uncover and demonstrate both the recursive nesting
of technomusical configurations and the continuous modulation of ludic dynam-
ics that have enabled one term, symbol, object, or being to stand for another.

Digital analogies are predicated on Huizinga’s conviction that play is elemen-
tal rather than epiphenomenal: playful activities “do not proceed from culture,
[but] rather precede it.”* As a cultural technique, moreover, musical play forms
(and is formed by) sequential processes that link humans to objects in ways that
simultaneously configure the rules of play while making them conceivable and
writeable as such. In other words, ludomusical rules exist a priori insofar as they
establish the conditions for play, but they also attest to the recursive processing
of play as a set of symbolic functions. On the one hand, this helps explain the
always-alreadiness of rules and the sense in which they are inherited as inviolable
legacies; on the other, it clarifies their drastic contingency and their legibility or
decipherability as evidence of social regimes. As illustrated by Gregory Bateson’s
classic example of a playful nip that at once is and is not a bite, play simultaneously
enacts and frames its own ontology: it constitutes territory, map, and the means
of relating the two.* When players play, they also play with play. In the terms
of Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory, the (meta)communicative strategies of play
illustrate how “recursive operative chains bring about a switch from first-order
to second-order techniques (and back),” as Bernhard Siegert formulates it.> For
participants and observers alike, the paradoxical logic of play shuttles between the
material and the symbolic as well as between the real and the imaginary, revealing
the worlds it creates to coexist with those on which it reflects
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The play of numbers, notes, fingers, and keys thus invites us to contemplate
music and technology less as distinct categories and more in terms of how tech-
nologies can be understood as always already musical, and vice versa. From
Mozart’s keyboard music to Nintendo’s games, the concept of the digital analogy
can be brought to bear on a set of historically and culturally far-flung yet episte-
mologically adjacent sites where the digital manipulation of symbols and their
analogical modulation into audible signals operate in concert. As well as establish-
ing conditions under which ludomusical modes of behavior can emerge, a system
of play can help describe the formation of relations between individuals via the
cultural techniques it prompts them to acquire and perform.

In the first instance, accounting for ludomusical play requires a thorough
description of the relevant symbols and materials (the software of musical scores
and binary code, the hardware of instruments and computers) and procedures
(logical, combinatorial, and algorithmic) that unfold in relation to its rules.
Beyond that, social, political, institutional, and aesthetic dynamics transform
materials into interfaces and procedures into techniques. Accordingly, Keys to
Play brings documentary discourses of pedagogy, improvisation, and perfor-
mance at the keyboard alongside embodied and material evidence in order not
only to unscramble the written and unwritten codes of conduct regulating ludo-
musical activities, but also to reflect the interactive means by which they have been
realized by subjects and objects. To this end, the book focuses less on scores and
other texts that explicitly thematize musical play and more on the tacit rules and
ludic dynamics from which challenge, illusion, and uncertainty have emerged in
the course of instrumental music-making. In so doing, it explores how the mate-
rial and epistemological conditions under which musical play plays out inform
larger questions concerning agency, autonomy, embodiment, gender, sensation,
presence, and meaning.

Reciprocity between the animate and the inanimate world, between intention
and contingency, is central to play: as Hans-Georg Gadamer put it, “all playing is a
being-played.” It is in this chiastic spirit that Keys to Play deploys music in order
to shed new light on the history of ludic techniques and technologies while identi-
fying long-standing elements of play that continue to animate musical culture. On
the one hand, apprehending the means by which music has been played promises
to expand our understanding of the material history and cultural significance of
ludic phenomena. On the other, focusing on play promises to bring associated
concepts, affects, and modes of behavior—competition, collaboration, simula-
tion, strategy, dexterity, levity, risk, pleasure, desire, fantasy, and abandonment—
to the attention of musicologists.

While Keys to Play addresses a wide array of ludomusical topics and case stud-
ies, many of them revolve around a temporal axis that connects the explosion of
digital games over the last fift years to the second half of the European eighteenth
century. As Jessica Riskin observes, both eras staged “the emergence of artificial
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life in a flurry of attempts to simulate with machinery the physiological processes
and cognitive behaviors of living creatures.” Drawing parallels between the epis-
temological upheaval wrought by the onset of the industrial and informational
revolutions, Riskin suggests that while simulation sheds light on the capacities
and shortcomings of the technological means available in any given epoch, it can
also transform conceptions of the object or process being simulated.® From this
perspective, the musical automata fashioned by Jacques de Vaucanson (1737)and
Pierre and Henri-Louis Jaquet-Droz (1774)bespeak not only eighteenth-century
notions of musicality and its degrees of imitability, but also the technological
principles shared by the automatization of timepieces and textile looms as well as
the playing of musical instruments, all of which informed the twentieth-century
development of digital computation.’ In turn, the digital game provides a model
for conceiving of eighteenth-century music as a system that affords playful experi-
ences both despite and owing to the formal and mathematical logic underpinning
its operations and the social, cultural, and historical meanings attached to their
outcomes.

Such parallels suggest both why the latter stages of the eighteenth and twen-
tieth centuries were so receptive to multiple forms of play and how the primary
driver behind many of the technologies that facilitated them was the relentless
quest for military and economic advantage in the geopolitical game of thrones.
The complexity of these relations demands an approach to ludomusical phenom-
ena that recognizes their potential for bringing about inequity and violence as well
as fair play and bonhomie. To that end, and in the terms promulgated by Michel
Foucault, this book’s method is archaeological and genealogical.'’ It is archaeolog-
ical to the extent that it is based on the discursive ordering of objects in ways that
construct the technologies through which the functions of these objects become
articulable. It is genealogical in that it registers the chronological continuities and
ruptures disclosed by archaeological formations and reveals how the horizons of
the imaginable have constantly shifted over time. Moreover, it is informed by the
media-analytical techniques of Friedrich A. Kittler, particularly insofar as they
represent the playing out of Foucault’s principles in explicitly technological terms.
Kittler’s concept of the Aufschreibesystem (usually translated as “discourse net-
work”), which maps out discursive operations that unfold according to epistemic
“rules,” supplements Foucault’s archaeology, while his analysis of the origins,
functions, and appropriations of media technologies across military, civic, and
domestic domains elucidates the genealogical transformations of musical play."

To accommodate the manifold instantiations and qualities of ludomusicality,
Keys to Play is constructed in a way that reflects its archaeological and genealogi-
cal concerns as well as its digital and analogical orientations. Simulating the inter-
face whereof it speaks, the book is composed of five chapters mapped onto the
black keys that fall within the span of an octave, forming a pentatonic collection
that evokes the keyboards of Jean-Maurice-Emile Baudot’s multiplexed telegraph
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system (1874 Figure 8) and Konami’s beatmania digital games (1997-2014Figure9)
as well as Chopin’s “oddly playful” Etude in G flat, op. 10, no. 5 (1830), known
as the “Black Key.”'2 Moreover, and as illustrated in the frontispiece, each Key is
itself composed of a Prelude and five miniature Keys. There is a logic behind the
sequential ordering of the five principal Keys, the ramifications of their twenty-
five offshoots, and the explicitly recursive preoccupations and functions of the
fift Keys on both micro and macro levels. That notwithstanding, the relations
between the book’s Keys can be apprehended in parallel as well as serial terms: like
the tones of the pentatonic scale, they can be activated in multiple melodious and
harmonious configurations

The two-plus-three configuration of the black keys also articulates the book’s
broader division into two parts. The first two Keys form a dyad that introduces
the concept of ludomusicality and the theoretical model of the digital analogy,
conceiving of the keyboard as a field of play that covers extensive historical
and cultural terrain. The latter three Keys each engage with a specific mode—
improvisatory, performative, recreative—by which ludomusicality has been
facilitated and regulated. Via case studies drawn largely from European keyboard
music and Japanese digital games, these Keys investigate how the acts of generat-
ing, notating, performing, analyzing, and listening to music can illuminate aspects
of play that have been occluded from other disciplinary perspectives.

All these forms of ludomusical behavior involve bodies, objects, and the
interfaces that both mark their boundaries and bring them into contact. As an
archetypal example of such interfaces, the keyboard is a field of play capable of
staging fierce competition, tender collaboration, obedient execution, and unex-
pected resistance. The keyboard does not merely mediate between player and
sound: as a musical platform, it also acts as a generator, processor, and transducer
of notation, which can be understood as a script to be performed, as a log resulting
from extemporization, or as code to be decrypted and transmitted (in which sense
the term “key” is etymologically entangled with the concealment and unlocking
of meaning). The various logics according to which the keyboard musically maps
input and output constitute the rules that regulate its multifarious modes of ludo-
musical play.

The first Key explores the concept of ludomusicality and its manifestations
in contexts ranging from the mythical contest between Apollo and Marsyas to
contemporary digital games. Its approach to musical play navigates a course
in relation to routes established by Plato, Kant, Schiller, Herder, Nietzsche,
Huizinga, Roger Caillois, Gadamer, Foucault, Kittler, and contemporary
scholars of ludic phenomena. Informed by Caillois’s influential taxonomy, the Key
assembles a theoretical framework that acknowledges the interactive dynamics of
play, its rational and strategic elements, the psychoaffective states and behavior
it can inculcate, and its balancing of the predetermined and the indeterminable.
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Responding to recent maneuvers in the theory and archaeology of media, it also
lays out a methodological template that accords players, objects, and techniques
the explicatory wherewithal to shed light on earlier phenomena in ways that do
not necessarily adhere to time-honored notions of sequence and causality. Via
the rhetorical strategies of recursion, catachresis, skeuomorphism, and retron-
ymy, digital games and the music they stimulate players to improvise, perform,
and recreate provide a lexicon with which to recount playful musical phenomena
from the past as well as the present. A consideration of Mozart’s Sonata for Two
Keyboards in D, K. 448/375a(1781),can inflect our understanding of cooperative
multiplayer modes of digital gameplay; at the same time, the ludic practice of the
“speedrun” might reframe the reception history of Chopin’s “Minute” Waltz, op.
64, no. 1 (1847).In the posing and investigation of such relations, notions and
terminology associated with digital games are capable of enlightening historical
ludomusical praxis, just as the latter informs the former.

The second Key expounds the notion of the digital analogy and excavates the
keyboard as a site where finger and number have long coalesced in the form of
digital play. Embedded in instruments and devices as diverse as the clavichord,
the typewriter, the nineteenth-century “logical piano,” and the twenty-first
century Doom piano, the topologies of keyboards provide media-archaeological
evidence of how the material formations and functions of interfaces have both
remained stable and changed over time as they have continuously guided and
responded to human digits.”> At the same time, keyboard interfaces have con-
jured meanings and allusions that far exceed the immediate limits of their digital
functions. Procedures at the keyboard have had important roles to play regarding
musical composition, improvisation, and performance, but they are also related—
both digitally and analogically—to processes of communication, industrializa-
tion, and computation, all of which have also been conspicuously entangled with
the assignment and performance of gender. Tracing this lineage involves delv-
ing into the keyboard’s murky origins by way of the chekker, a quasi-mythical
fourteenth-century keyboard instrument associated with numerical calculation
and the playing of chess. In charting this genealogy, the Key activates an array of
texts including Kittler’s analyses of media, Vilém Flusser’s writings on technol-
ogy, and recent scholarship on cultural techniques.

The ludomusical aspects of improvisation, performance, and recreation form
the chief topics of Keys 3, 4, and 5, respectively, which focus on keyboard music
devised by Mozart, Beethoven, and others alongside an analogous selection of dig-
ital games. As is the case with the trio of black keys onto which they are mapped,
the adjacency of these Keys indexes serial, sequential, and iteratively looping rela-
tions. While they exist independently, the topics they address are as continuous as
they are discrete: just as improvisation can shade into performance, so can perfor-
mance be understood as a form of recreation that can in turn engender new forms
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of improvisation. This flux is personified by the figure of Mozart, who looms large
over these three Keys both as a matchless exponent of ludomusical maneuvers
at the keyboard and as an avatar for the persistent remediation of musical play
across generic, technological, geographical, and chronological borders.

Improvisation brings about the emergence of play (and vice versa) in ways
that attend less to explicitly notated rules and more to the processing of the codes
of conduct that program both the long-term acquisition of keyboard techniques
and the social interactions performed in the course of real-time music-making.
The performance of notated music can stage a ludomusical game after the man-
ner of a scripted theatrical play. Finally, recreative play redistributes ludic agency
among human and nonhuman “players” via techniques and technologies of
encoding, decoding, and reenactment. In this form of play, the technological
resources represented and materialized by musical scores are typically processed
at a keyboard interface in order to be stored and recreated via digital hardware
and media, such as the barrel organ, the player piano, or a Sony PlayStation 2
running Guitar Hero (2005).

From C. P. E. Bach to Sid Meier’s C. P. U. Bach (1994), the third Key explores
the ludic dimensions of improvisatory musical devices—textual, algorithmic, and
mechanical—played over the course of the last four centuries. The musical gen-
erativity of such devices can be traced back to the combinatorial epistemologies
articulated by Ramon Llull, Athanasius Kircher, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.
Such procedures were embedded in the pedagogy of compositional techniques; in
addition to fulfilling utilitarian functions, however, combinatorial logic, aleatoric
selection, and the (in)calculability of probability were responsible for ludic diver-
sions in the form of the musical dice games devised by numerous musical figures
after the fashion of Johann Philipp Kirnberger’s blueprint (1757).As methods of
both cultivation and entertainment, such devices reflect the changing codific -
tion of uncertainty and its effects on the production of information. Pedagogical
treatises, partimenti, dice games, and even normative musical scores operated as
“paper machines” that called for the active participation of players and the collu-
sion of chance as well as (or instead of) musical skill.

To the extent that they came into being via the process of being played rather
than being read, all such texts can be construed as ludomusical programs. At the
same time (and as the range of Mozart’s ludic activities vividly demonstrates),
the emergence, development, and performance of extemporary techniques relied
on the theatrical imbrication of textual, material, formal, and social elements,
illustrated by the formulaic canovacci (plots) and lazzi (skits) of the commedia
dell’arte as well as by highly refined compositional strategies. Musicians, actors,
dancers, and masqueraders such as Mozart extemporized, modeled, and parodied
various forms of sociality by staging the unforeseeability of dynamic processes
that ricocheted against the boundaries of convention.
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Insofar as improvisation was understood to emerge from the confluence of
combinatorial logic and aleatoric dynamics, tensions arose between the ever-
increasing technological sophistication with which these principles could be auto-
mated and the protocols associated with Romantic individuality, inspiration, and
inimitable genius. In 1821 Diederich Nicolaus Winkel unveiled his “componium,”
a mechanical organ endowed with extemporaneous powers by virtue of musical
software (dual barrels pinned with interchangeable musical modules) and hard-
ware (roulette-style wheels that quasi-randomly selected the next module to be
played). The componium was a machine that could autonomously play music
that had never been heard before and would, in all likelihood, never be repeated.
In form and function, it anticipated C. P. U. Bach, software for the similarly ill-
fated 3DO digital game console that algorithmically “improvises” music cast in
the image of J. S. Bach’s. Digital games thus disclose not only how systems of
play continue to be distributed across human and mechanical realms, but also
why they have long served as loci of aesthetic and ethical debates concerning the
vital and the material, the involuntary and the intentional, the emergent and the
overdetermined.

In the traditional workflow of Western art music, scores tend to precede and
prescribe performance, whether they are interpreted as a strict and comprehen-
sive list of instructions or as looser scripts that stage musical events in a manner
akin to theatrical plays.” But to score is also to mark or to tally: in relation to
musical improvisation or the playing of games, scores follow from performance.
Placing scores in the context of codes that regulate and issue from digital game-
play of other kinds reveals how they not only define the rules according to which
ludomusical experiences transpire, but can also be understood to quantify such
experiences, both improvised and prescribed.

Centered on music by Mozart and Beethoven, the fourth Key addresses the
multiple roles played by scores from the perspective of ludomusical performance
at the keyboard, suggesting that they be construed less as a corpus of prescrip-
tive texts than as sets of generative rules of play crystalized from the kinds of
improvised events and experiences addressed in Key 3. Such scores choreograph
ludic interactions between minds and mechanisms via digits and keys: they are
not merely literary utterances, architectural plans, or theatrical scripts, but tech-
nologies that afford and constrain musical play. Correspondingly, analysis of the
performances that issue from these scores might recognize the real-time ludic
dynamics they engender as well as conventional relationships between notated
symbols, embodied actions, and sonic outcomes.

To explore these ideas, the Key traces the ludomusical ramifications of phe-
nomena encoded, triggered, and regulated by scores that involve keyboards in
different capacities. In this light, it is telling that many of Mozart’s favored instru-
mental playmates—Josepha Auernhammer, Barbara Ployer, Regina Strinasacchi,
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his cousin Maria Anna Thekla, and his sister Maria Anna (“Nannerl”)—were
female, hinting at the gendered dynamics that shaped the performance of ludo-
musicality within and across disparate milieux. Play-by-play accounts of excerpts
from Mozart’s Sonata for Keyboard and Violin in B flat, K. 454, the Sonata for Two
Keyboards, and the Keyboard Concerto in F, K. 459, all of which the composer
publicly performed in 1784, illustrate the competitive, collaborative, and virtuosic
aspects of play put on display via digital and analogical operations. In particular,
the dynamics of the keyboard concerto and the playful exploits of its protagonist
are considered in light of the Harlequinesque attributes of Nintendo’s classic char-
acter Mario. Like Mozart, Mario’s celebrated designer Shigeru Miyamoto mapped
out hazardous runs and leaps in order to provide players with ample opportunity
to display their virtuosity and ingenuity. For Miyamoto as for Mozart, ludomusi-
cal performance has to do with theatrical and imaginative mechanics that resist
explication in terms of formal principles and semantic operations alone.

Subjected to a two-pronged assault by the socioeconomic forces of utilitarian-
ism and industrialization on the one hand and Hegelian aesthetics on the other,
play found itself on the back foot for much of the nineteenth century. Right oft
the bat, the single-player games of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in E flat, op. 31,n0. 3
(1802), and the set of Bagatelles published as op. 33 (1803) point up ironies that
can be linked to the composer’s encroaching deafness and its media-archaeolog-
ical consequences, processed at and by the keyboard as a recreative as well as a
generative and performative device. In Beethoven’s wake, the stature of play was
trivialized and infantilized as musical elites—and, concomitantly, the nascent dis-
cipline of historical musicology—clustered around the notion of work as both
ethos and unit of cultural production. Yet, as Dana Gooley, David Trippett, and
Melina Esse have shown with regard to the ludomusical phenomena of virtuosity
and improvisation, the nineteenth-century decline of play as everyday musical
praxis was often coeval with its elevation as discursive ideal.'* Bearing witness to
this process, Georges Bizet’s Jeux d’enfants (1871)reveals how play at the keyboard
became intimately bound up with the sensual and affective operations of memory.
Bizet’s twelve miniaturized evocations of children’s toys and games are imbued
with nostalgia for the innocence of bygone days. By mounting a four-handed dis-
play of remembering and recreating, the performance of Jeux d’enfants indicates
how playing back the past at the keyboard might be construed as replay, a means
of reconstructing the temporality of musical events that supplements the history
of recording as most commonly recounted.

From barrel organs and music boxes to beatmania and Guitar Hero, the
digital mechanisms and programs implicated in these modes of recreation have
themselves been criticized as monotonously jejune and thus symptomatic of
phylogenic immaturity, reflecting the disparagement of play as a childish waste
of time and other valuable resources. Such derogation also exposes the imposition
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of phonographic criteria of “fidelity” and “naturalness” on ludomusical phenom-
ena, setting Romantic standards of which they inevitably fall short. In this light,
recreation constitutes an alternative to the nineteenth-century obsession with
(proto-)phonographic inscription and reproduction founded on acoustic traces
that could be made to speak for themselves. Whether realized automatically or
via direct human involvement, recreation does not transduce prescribed sonic
waveforms in the manner of the phonograph, but rather draws on the combined
forces of multiple symbols and operators—bits, notes, pegs, keys, buttons, fi -
gers, and hammers—to put music (back) into play. If reproduction analogically
traces stored sound as cursive inscription, in other words, recreation processes it
as digital code. This code is not merely read, deciphered, and interpreted, but run:
it entails the active navigation of a topography that can be (re)presented as a ludo-
musical landscape, whether mapped out as a pattern studding an organ barrel, as
a course of action for digits to perform at a keyboard, or as a parade of challenges
to be met via the dexterous playing of Super Mario Bros. (1985)!

Unlike the trekking of the stylus through the valley of the phonographic
groove, the passage of such processes is not necessarily predetermined and linear,
but involves the commutative calculation of steps, leaps, loops, and spirals that
arise from the recursive nesting of performative commands. Digital code does
what it says."” It thus exemplifies first- and second-order modes of engaging with
musical texts that complement the phonographic emphasis on the reanimation of
archival sources via a faithfully literal “reading” of the evidence. While still firmly
grounded in historical milieux, recreative methods of inquiry hold the promise of
showing as well as telling how ludomusical phenomena emerge via the mechanics
of play. Although the keyboard is not a requisite component of recreative systems,
its digital principles and mechanisms provide the most obvious point of access
when it comes to identifying the sites, means, and motives of ludomusical replay,
which calls on players both to observe and to participate.'®

As can be inferred from its illustration in the frontispiece, which incorporates
iconographical elements from Conrad of Zabern’s fifteenth-centur keyed mono-
chord (Figure 16) and C. P. U. Bach (Figure 47 and Video 5), the fift and final
Key recursively plays back themes addressed throughout the rest of the book. It
does so in the immediate context of contemporary ludomusical environments,
which Nintendo’s digital games exemplify and mediate. This recreative paradigm
is outlined against the backdrop of ludomusicality as defined in Key 1 before
Nintendo’s ludomusical instruments trigger a recapitulation of Key 2’s exposition
of the digital analogy from a complementary media-genealogical angle. Gameplay
as improvisatory praxis is subsequently examined along the lines drawn in Key 3,
focusing on games, toys, and objets d’art devised by media artist Toshio Iwai
that thematize the ludic emergence of music from generative processes of vari-
ous kinds. Finally, scores and the performance of digital gameplay as discussed in
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Key 4 are reprocessed in light of the remediation of “classical” keyboard music via
Nodame Cantabile: Dream Orchestra (2007), a game for Nintendo’s Wii console
based on a popular manga by Tomoko Ninomiya set in the fictional Momogaoka
College of Music.” Nodame Cantabile is both a symptom and a diagnosis of the
game-theoretical conditions that regulate the pedagogy and evaluation of “clas-
sical” music within institutional contexts: by quantifying and measuring players’
performances, it channels and distorts ludomusical factors associated with the
“high scores” that compose the Western musical canon. Despite their ostensi-
bly toylike superficiality and ephemerality, the mechanics of such games rely
on epistemological formations that can be tracked through cultural and musi-
cal history. In turn, digital games can illuminate these historical manifestations
of ludomusicality, suggesting alternative methods of construing chronological
relations that recognize the ludic forces of improvisation and performance as
well as the textual and material formations that have enabled and constrained the
transmission of music.

“All playing is a being-played”: the chiastic and fractal logic of this final Key’s
recursive maneuvers reframes the capacity of play to invert relations between sub-
jects, objects, and musical modes.”® Playing back the concept of playback, Keys
to Play concludes by revisiting the topography mapped out in the course of its
unfolding, inviting the reader to keep exploring the permutations afforded by its
pentatonic modes and to return to the keyboard’s field of play with a renewed
awareness of the ludomusical dimensions it can unlock.



Part I

Fields and Interfaces of Musical Play

How oft, when thou, my music, music play’s
Upon that blessed wood whose motion sounds
With thy sweet fingers, when thou gently sway’s
The wiry concord that mine ear confounds. .

—Shakespeare, Sonnet no. 128, lines 1-4







Key 1

Ludomusicality

How is music played? Responses will vary depending on where the stress falls in
the question. “How is music played?” interrogates the agencies and mechanisms
responsible for music’s coming into audible being. It asks how “play” can oper-
ate as a verb flexible yet precise enough to describe the striking of a drum, the
agitation of a string, the vibration of a column of air, the depression of a key, and
the tapping of an onscreen triangle: in other words, it inquires into the means of
music’s embodied and instrumental mediation. Asking “How is music played?”
shifts the emphasis to the ludic dynamics that can motivate the bringing forth of
music and the senses in which the processes of improvisation, performance, and
recreation are comprehensible as ludic modes of behavior.! Finally, “How is music
played?” asks how music might be akin to other things one plays, such as solitaire,
chess, rugby, roulette, Tetris, the fool, footsie, or truant.? In these senses, the play-
ing of music can be related to the playing of games, to role-play, simulation, and
deception, to calculation and strategy, to risk and uncertainty, to sociality and
flirtation, even to the wanton—sometimes violent—pursuit of euphoria and self-
abandonment. The elucidation of these relations is this book’s raison d’étre
Prompted by the sound and sight of the mysterious Dark Lady at the keyboard,
the Shakespeare sonnet from which the epigraph for Part I is drawn revolves
around the axis of play as topic and mode. Music issues from the motion of the
Dark Lady’s “sweet fingers” while standing as a metaphor for the beloved herself:
music at once plays and is played by music. At the material interface of the virgin-
als (“that blessed wood”), her digital maneuvers are transduced into vibrations
that delight the poet’s ear, leaving him tantalized and disoriented. The whimsy of
Shakespeare’s textual play derives from the play of fingers and keys, the oscillation

15
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of strings and sonic waves; the to-and-fro of repetitive motion carries an erotic
charge that throws distinctions between subject and object, cause and effect, into
pleasurable disarray. Framing music and play together in this way suggests that
musical activities can realize playful concepts and, conversely, that play can be
conceived in terms of musical engagement. Musical play and playful music take
shape in the spaces that open up between sign and sound, instruction and execu-
tion, the probable and the implausible, the permissible and the imaginable.

Play’s resistance to definition is one of its defining qualities. Typically negoti-
ating between subject and object, the verb “to play” connotes a relational mode
at the same time as denoting a particular type of ludic action. Even when “the
play’s the thing,” which is to say masquerading as a noun, play never stops play-
ing. Correspondingly, music is not merely the outcome of a certain type of play,
but constitutes a set of cognitive, technological, and social resources for playing in
and with the world through the medium of sound, its mechanisms, and its repre-
sentations.’ Play, in turn, becomes the means by which such musical behavior is
made audible. In these multiple senses, play activates music via patterns of actions
that can be identified as ludomusical. Within (and against) the constraints that
regulate it, ludomusical play fluctuates between the preordained and the unfore-
seeable, emerging in relation both to the performance of familiar cultural scripts
and to the imperative to improvise.

Although play is often cited as an intrinsic attribute of humankind, it has long
been observed that play is not exclusive to people, or even to gamboling animals.*
Play can also describe mechanical processes that animate inorganic matter by
accident or design: we speak of the play of light, the play of a loosely fitting drawer,
and the playing of chess by machines such as IBM’s Deep Blue. Navigating the
shifting material and cultural formations that regulate any given mode of musi-
cal play thus involves the traversal of both human and nonhuman realms. In
Shakespeare’s sonnet, the reciprocal relations of musical subjects and objects pivot
around play, bearing out Gadamer’s claim that “all playing is a being-played.”
Cornelia Vismann reframed this chiasmus in the discursive terms of media theory:

If media theory were, or had, a grammar, [the] agency [of media and things] would
find its expression in objects claiming the grammatical subject position and cultural
techniques standing in for verbs. Grammatical persons (and human beings alike)
would then assume the place assigned for objects in a given sentence.®

As the Dark Lady and her virginals bear witness, such chiastic encounters have
often played out at the interface of the keyboard, where human meets mechanism
and operation becomes technique. From the fourteenth-century chekker to con-
temporary digital games, the keyboard has formed a field of play on which musi-
cal epistemologies have been allegorized, tested, and challenged via the cybernetic
configuration of input and output.” While keyboards invite us to play music, the
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automatism with which well-drilled fingers navigate them has been repeatedly
invoked to illustrate how music can “play” us.® Keyboards even help account for
how music can play on its own: the player piano testifies to the possibility of musi-
cal recreation without anthropic contact.

When activated by human digits, however, the keyboard’s mechanisms become
entangled in play as embodied and social experience. As Huizinga pointed out in
his classic book Homo Ludens, the association between play and instrumental skill
is most directly embodied by “the nimble and orderly movement of the fingers. °
While such motion requires effort, it need not involve toil or strain: Sigmund
Freud famously conjectured that the infantile origins of the delight taken in play’s
to-and-fro oscillations have less to do with the arduous accomplishment of a par-
ticular task than with the pleasure taken in shaping, ordering, and repeating bodily
movements that convert anxiety into security.'® Across many Indo-European lan-
guages, moreover, the roots of “game” and “play” are etymologically associated
with movements that give rise to communal joy as well as personal pleasure." The
gestural qualities of such motions also reflect the social connections between play-
ing, dancing, and miming observed by both Theodor W. Adorno and Gadamer in
the context of the word Spiel.’?Insofar as it reiterates such motions, even solo play
responds to the play of other bodies.

As is most evident in its theatrical sense, play is also bound up with make-
believe, the exercising of the imagination, and the fantastical possibilities afforded
by the subjunctive mood. The phenomenological characteristics of play have less
to do with intention and emotion than with entrainment and affect * Even with-
out consciously simulating or dissimulating, one plays “as if,” thereby forging
the connections between musical performance and role-play noted by Nicholas
Cook." As a performative mode, play preempts and subverts questions predicated
on linguistic concerns with communication, meaning, truth, and sincerity."” More
enactive than representational, play insists on the reality of pretense, allows for
the simultaneous acceptance and circumvention of constraints, and thrives on the
inevitability of uncertainty.

Since musical play often involves the abandonment of the self, or at least the
temporary occlusion of its ulterior motives, it maintains a close relationship with
ritual.’ As objects of play, both music and games are part of quotidian life, and
yet they tend to take place in realms where everyday protocols are suspended.
Whereas Huizinga went so far as to claim there to be “no formal difference
between play and ritual,” however, Claude Lévi-Strauss placed the two in recipro-
cal relation: while rites transform events into structures, play transforms struc-
tures into events."” This function of play is most apparent in ludomusical practices
that, like sporting occasions, shift focus from the prevailing rules (often articu-
lated and enforced by social conventions and incarnated by a particular body of
repertoire) to the playing out of singular, unrepeatable events that emerge from
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a particular ludic environment and its affordances. In the performance of much
folk music, for instance, sonic and affective experiences are informed not only by
the selection and transmission of musical materials, but also by factors such as
the moods of musicians and audience, the tuning of instruments, and even the
weather. Conversely, the traditional circumstances of Western art music in per-
formance are closer to ritual insofar as the contingency of the individual event is
typically downplayed in favor of a quasi-atemporal presentation of (more or less)
fixed musical material. The ritualistic qualities of such performances are intensi-
fied by their circumstances: the hushed, darkened hall and the spatial separation
of performers from spectators amplify the tacit signals governing the voluntary
yet constrained actions taken by participants. Under these conditions, play is
regulated by one of its antipodes, the musical work; as a result, particular con-
cordances with and departures from the “rules” of the score are magnified and
invested with interpretive significance '®

To a greater or lesser extent, however, regulatory functions are to be found in
all forms of presentational and participatory musical praxis, no matter how diffe -
ently their parameters might be defined *In the jazz club as in the opera house, the
fascination of ludomusical play lies in its shuttling between structure and event,
the criteria established by formal and social models on the one hand and the qua-
lia of an individual experience on the other. Accordingly, Huizinga noted that
certain social sites, from the tennis court to the concert hall and the sumo ring to
the court of law, are reserved for the staging of encounters and exchanges enacted
according to particular rules. Such “magic circles” form ritual frames wherein the
internal coherence of rule-bound systems is temporarily granted primacy over—
or protection from—external exigencies.

Huizinga’s concept of the magic circle has recently come under fire, particu-
larly from sociological angles. Critics bent on demystification have pointed out
that all attempts to transcend the social are themselves symptomatic of social
forces at work, and have thus dismissed the magic circle as an invidious formalist
delusion.” As Edward Castronova observes, magic circles are always materially
and historically grounded, and the political processes by which they assert ter-
ritorial integrity are subject to interrogation and negotiation: their membranes
are permeable and the spells they cast can be broken.?? Even as they circumscribe
play-spaces, the boundaries of magic circles connect them to the world outside;
concomitantly, as Clifford Geertz noted, play takes place both within such circles
and through their relations to what lies beyond.” Nonetheless, taking the illusory
aspects of magic circles seriously can help us grasp the subjunctive, metacommu-
nicative, and even paradoxical logic by which systems of play can frame arbitrary
objects and contingent events as absolute and necessary. With the creation of a
magic circle, a line is drawn that simultaneously marks and makes a difference
in the world. To frame this in the recursive terms of Luhmann’s systems theory,
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games are played in accordance with a digital logic based on epistemological
distinctions (such as inside/outside or fair/foul) that make games themselves con-
ceivable in relation to all that is not a game.?* At the same time, as Jesper Juul puts
it, “a game must be integrated into a context in order to be experienced as sepa-
rate from that context.”” Oscillating between participation and observation, this
double function can help clarify the specific topology of any given magic circle,
where it is grounded, how and why it is drawn, and the genealogical shifts that
its changing forms chart over time as particular elements of play are successively
incorporated, privileged, marginalized, or excluded from social and historical
configurations

Schiller observed that play constructs relationships between material and
formal impulses so that “the operation of the one simultaneously confirm
and limits the operation of the other.”* Negotiations between internal, quasi-
autonomous rules and external forces account both for the courses taken by
play—the unforeseeable and yet strangely inevitable way that things “play out”—
and for its compelling appeal as event and spectacle. Those who play (with)
music can transgress and subvert as well as obey the protocols that constitute
the unwritten rules of engagement, and such play can on occasion transform
the rules themselves.” As exhibited within and by artistic movements such as
Fluxus, Situationist International, and OuLiPo, many of whose members were
devotees of the surrealist parlor game known as cadavre exquis, play has ofte
realized the tactical potential to mock, shock, and critique, whether by ignor-
ing rules, observing them in the breach, or breaching them via absurdly literal
observation.”® From Dada to digital games, instances of transformative play
reveal how subversion can either be integral to gameplay dynamics or emerge
through imaginative counterplay with (and against) the rules that shape them.
In itself, neither the following nor the flouting of rules is necessarily aligned with
a particular aesthetic or political stance: the transgression of conformity ofte
involves conforming to transgressive norms, and the representational implica-
tions of a game’s range of possible actions must be considered in relation to its
underlying formal and mechanical principles.”’

In this regard, it is telling that both Schiller’s and Gadamer’s perspectives on play
were indebted to Immanuel Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgement, in which the
free play of the imagination is identified as the animating principle behind intel-
lectual pleasure.® For Kant, such pleasure derived from the law-bound exercising
of freedom. Crucially, however, these laws are not necessarily either specific or
universal, but rather issue from a sense of lawfulness that can itself be created by
the imagination.”” This aligns with Kant’s distinction between the purposeful and
the purposive: to the extent that they are legislated in the name of pleasure, the
laws of play are arbitrary and lack moral purpose, rendering any beauty that results
ultimately inconsequential, no matter how delightful it might be.*
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Herder condemned what he saw as the meaningless frivolity of Kant’s formu-
lation and drew on musical analogies in the course of rebutting it. For Herder,
art had to do not with the playing of “amusing or tedious ape-like games,” but
rather with the perception of “good order and good form” via resonances between
mind and world in accordance with the principles of natural law that regulate the
harmonious relations of bodies and sensations.” Herder’s claims were echoed by
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, for whom art was concerned not with “child’s
play, but . . . with an unfolding of the truth.”** Combining Kant’s receptivity to
the aesthetic qualities of play with a Herderian concern for ontology and ethics,
however, Schiller argued in his Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man that the
Spieltrieb (“play drive”) had to do with far more than the childish pursuit of diver-
sionary pleasure. Through interplay between life and form, power and law, nature
and reason, “the freest and most sublime state of being” could be attained: “Man
plays only when he is in the full sense of the word a man, and he is only wholly
Man when he is playing.”* In his “Conversation on Poetry,” Friedrich Schlegel
went even further, holding the play principle to account not merely for aesthetic
beauty, but for the very formations of the universe, at once autopoietic and auto-
telic: “All the sacred games of art are merely distant imitations of the endless play
of the world, the eternally self-creating work of art.”*

Although the immediate occasion of Schiller’s Letters was his disillusion-
ment with the French Revolution, his own faith in the profound power of play
was drawn from Plato’s Laws, in which the Athenian stranger decrees that men
and women “should live out [their] lives playing at certain pastimes—sacrifi -
ing, singing, dancing—so as to be able to win [the gods’] favor.”* In this sense,
Schiller echoed Marsilio Ficino’s praise of the oxymoronic capacity, shared by
Plato, Socrates, and Pythagoras, for “joking seriously and playing assiduously
liocari serio et studiosissime ludere].”*® As well as projecting his vision of a
neo-Hellenic play-space to be realized via the cultivation of Bildung, Schiller’s
formulation of the Spieltrieb reflects the close relationship between the Greek
terms for play (nmaidid, paidia) and pedagogy (maideia, paideia) as well as their
common root in naig (pais, “child”). As educational method and outcome, play
can afford a childlike clarity of vision into the workings of the world as well as
childish diversions from serious matters, a paradox encapsulated by Heraclitus’s
gnomic dictum: “Lifetime is a child at play, moving pieces in a game. Kingship
belongs to the child.”

Yet Schiller’s invocation of what he imagined to be the ancient Greeks’ pure
delight in the edifying beauty of physical contests and intellectual rivalry reveals
how tightly the phylogeny and ontogeny of play are bound together.” As memo-
ries of childhood attest, play was purer in the past, while its concrete manifes-
tations in the present are always less than ideal. For Sven Litticken, Schiller’s
paean to Greek play “introduced the fopos of the fundamental inadequacy of
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actual games, of their betrayal of the idea of play.”* Schiller’s nostalgia for ancient
Greece, his dissatisfaction with the present, and his vision of a better world to
come were both inspired and tempered by his horror at the gulf that separated
revolutionary ideals from the violent acts that made them matter. His ostensible
rejection of Kantian dualism notwithstanding, Schiller maintained a crucial dis-
tinction between physical, animalistic play and the type of high-minded aesthetic
play that formed both the apogee and the repudiation of human striving, for the
former was too readily associated with the bloodlust of the Roman ludi or the
Jacobin mob. As Mechthild Nagel observes, the material was synonymous with
the abject for Schiller, who railed against the “mechanical artists” of the French
Revolution in terms redolent of Herder.*

Despite Schiller’s idealizing desire for play to trans