Dissertation Preliminary Outline

Dissertaion topic: Pianos and the musicians who live and work with them.

My intention is to explore the significance of pianos in cultural life and use this exploration as a way into examining the lives of musicians and their role in society. 

Methodology

The main research method will be in depth, one–on–one ethnographic interviews with pianists in Wales, England, Italy, United States, Mexico, Iran, and possibly other locations. It is hoped that, by gathering and comparing data from musicians from a variety of cultural backgrounds, common experiences and thoughts will emerge, as well as differences.

Interviews will be in person where that is possible, and via Skype or telephone where it is not. Data will be recorded as digital audio, with minimal hand written notes. The recordings will be annotated and selectively transcribed for analysis and comparison, in the hope that common themes will emerge. It is also possible that some participant observation is also used, if the opportunity arises.

Theory and Literature

The theoretical starting point for the research was a new materialist approach, using ideas from Jane Bennett (2001, 210), Coole and Frost (2010) and Karen Barad (2007), looking at the materiality of pianos and its perceived affect on the musicians who work with and share physical space with them. Concentrating more on what the instruments themselves do, rather than what musicians do with them – the music – should help avoid the research becoming a work of ethnomusicology. I also intend to consider the materiality of sound and its role in the entanglement of people and things.

 Also considered will be a social/cultural/economic approach as used by Arjun Appadurai (2016) and others, thinking of how cultural attitudes to pianos as commodities influences musicians’ access to and use of the instruments.

I will also be referring to Tim Ingold’s ideas of thinking through making, to describe how creative thought processes come about through interaction, or intra-action, between humans, their tools and other materials, and environments.

Initial Fieldwork

The beginning of research has been severely delayed, due to unforeseeable life events. Thus far, only two, of a proposed 10 – 15 interviews have taken place. 

Initial findings from the research so far indicates that it may be useful to move away from emphasising materialities, more towards more material cultural viewpoint. Participants so far have been keen to talk about socio-economic matters such as access to instruments and education, and the social hierarchies and class issues they reflect. However, this is only a very small beginning, and I can see that my focus may shift again as fieldwork progresses.
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