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Abstract
The research project explored the relationship between pianos and pianists, using a new materialist theoretical framework. The researcher hoped to find evidence of pianos having material agency, or as Jane Bennett calls it, thing-power. The main research method consisted of a series of ethnographic interviews with pianists. It was hoped that by asking a series of relevant questions and later analysing the answers, it could be determined whether or not the pianists’ experience of living and working with pianos validated the theory, while at the same time giving a glimpse into the lives of pianists. The paramount concern was to allow, as far as possible, for the authentic voices of the research participants to be heard and shape the research. For this reason, a series of vignettes is included in the research report, giving insight into how living with pianos shapes peoples’ lives. The conclusion is that nonhuman material things do show evidence of an observable kind of agency.
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Introduction

This project began as primarily an attempt to explore the relationships humans, in this case pianists, have with the material objects they live and work with – pianos. My hope was to be able to integrate some of the ideas of new materialism into anthropological practice, by foregrounding things, without entirely ignoring the obvious importance of human culture to human persons.

The primary impetus for this research was the vital materialism proposed by Jane Bennett, particularly in Vibrant Matter (2019). As a lifelong instrumental musician, I was struck, on my first encounters with Bennett’s work, on how her ideas of vital materiality chimed with my own experience of encountering, living with and working with, musical instruments. It seemed clear to me that instruments have a kind of agency that derives from their materiality, and that they ‘call out’ to be played.

Musicians often have quite intimate relationships with their instruments and are often unafraid of admitting as much. An instrument can be a close companion to its player, often from childhood and throughout a long career, even surviving long after their human owners are dead and gone. But to what extent does the instrument impose itself, speak for itself, assert its presence?

I decided to carry out a series of ethnographic interviews with other musicians, in an attempt to ascertain whether or not their views on the subject would back up the theories of the new materialists, including Bennett, Lambros Malafouris (2008, 2013), Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (2010) and Jeffrey Cohen (2012).

I conducted ten interviews, eight of them face-to-face and two via Skype. The interviews were semi-structured, with only one pre-prepared opening question: “What do pianos do”. The participants’ answers to this and subsequent questions, and any discussions that arose during the interviews, formed the basis of this research project. I am grateful to, and respectful of, the ten pianists I spoke to and have done my best to let their voices be heard and their words carefully considered. As well as my own analysis of what they had to say, and attempts to reconcile it with my theoretical framework, I have also included five vignettes (Boxes 1 – 5), which I hope will give a sense of how important and affective pianos are in the lives of the people who live and work with them. These vignettes are also intended to provide a glimpse into my experience of actually doing the fieldwork, which was immensely enjoyable.

I have approached this project more from a perspective of artistic practice, rather than scientific enquiry. It has been a creative process, at least as much as it has been an exercise in gathering and analysing data. I prefer not to even use the word data. The words of my research participants seem so much more valuable. They too have been part of a creative process involving memory, imagination, playfulness and sometimes deeply personal expressions of emotions. All of these are also material and vibrant.

The results of my enquiries have so far been inconclusive, but there is always hope that, in the writing of this report, conclusions will emerge. I am writing this as a kind of improvisation and at the time of typing this introduction I don’t know how the finished piece of work will conclude. I am not going to return to this and rewrite it. That would feel somewhat dishonest. Like cheating.

[bookmark: _Toc8367570]Why pianos?

There was a need to the scope of the research, both to make it manageable in purely practical terms, and to make it in some way culturally coherent, so that it could legitimately be considered anthropological.

It was suggested to me that I could limit the research in one of three ways:

1. By geographical area. To facilitate face-to-face interviewing, which is my preference, the area would have had to be either West Wales, where I live, or London, where I occasionally visit and have many musical contacts.
2. By musical genre. Classical, jazz, rock or pop musicians.
3. By instrument. Guitar, flute, drums etc.

I chose the third option. It just instinctively felt more the most appealing. After a couple of days considering which instrument would be best suited to the aims of my research, I decided on the piano. My principal reason for the choice was that the sheer size and weight of the instruments means they cannot be carried around by their owners. While a violinist, for example, may have a much loved, favourite instrument that they can take with them to performances, rehearsal etc, a pianist is likely to play many different instruments, often relying on whatever is available to them at a venue or studio, and not knowing what they will encounter until they arrive.
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Theoretical framework

The main theoretical impetus for the research is Jane Bennett’s Vibrant Matter: a Political Ecology of Things (2010). The main thrust of Bennett’s theory, which she refers to as vital materialism (p. xvi), is that the nonhuman entities we call things, are not merely passive artefacts in a human-centred world, but have agency, an ability to act and affect other bodies. She describes this agency as vibrancy, vitality and thing-power, and sees it as an antidote to anthropocentrism. 

As Bennett is a political theorist, it is not surprising that her arguments have a political purpose. She states that her aspiration is to (articulate a vibrant materiality that runs alongside and inside humans to see how analyses of political events might change if we gave the force of things more due” (p. vii). In recognising the material agency of things, whether animal, mineral or vegetable, and putting them on a level with humans, we may find that those things begin to take on political power and influence the we relate to the nonhuman. If we see the entities in the material world, from microbes to elephants and oceans, as having agency independent of us, we may be less likely to destroy them.

A point of reference from Bennett’s work that may be relevant to pianos and pianists is her observation that things use their thing-power to ‘call out’ to people, to demand out attention. She describes an encounter with an ‘assemblage’ of litter items on a street in Baltimore: a plastic work glove, some matted pollen, a dead rat, a bottle cap and a wooden stick. She became transfixed and recognised the group of items as “…stuff that commanded attention in its own right… it issued a call, even if I did not quite know what it was saying. At the very least it provoked affects in me… (p.4).

Could wood and iron call out to humans and use their materiality provoke those humans into turning them into pianos? Could those pianos call out and insist on being played?
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Methodology, hows, whys and confessions

Perhaps anthropological research never goes entirely to plan. It became clear early on that things would intervene. Unavoidable life events, technical hitches, crises of confidence, and sometimes just sheer bad luck. I won’t bore the reader with details, but I do feel the need to confess that it has been a difficult year.

I am reminded of Jeffrey Cohen’s essay Elemental Relations (2014), in which a lecture about the material agency of the elements is interrupted by an extreme weather event. “Catastrophe is always about to arrive again. We live in ruin’s midst (p. 59)”. A bit dramatic perhaps, but difficult to deny.

I conceived this dissertation project, at least partly, as a way of keeping my development as an anthropologist connected with other important elements of my own life. As a (very) mature student I am unlikely to be starting a new career as an academic, so I have constantly attempted to do research that I could relate to my other interests and passions and make use of some of the skills and interest I have developed over the nearly sixty years of my existence.

I actually feel it would be dishonest to pretend I was doing this for anyone but myself. However I sincerely hope that someone, somewhere will find it of value. I have been under no illusion that this work would uncover any profound truths, but I have had hope.

My plan, from the beginning, was to talk to pianists about their relationships with pianos, to explore whether or not their experiences would support theories of material agency and vitality. Were they conscious of the instruments actually doing something?

My chosen method was a kind of improvised semistructured interview. Unlike the more established semistructured interview format described by Charlotte Aull Davies in Reflexive Ethnography (2008, pp. 105-106) and H. Russell Bernard in Research Methods in Anthropology (1940, p. 212) I did not got into the interviewing process with a list of questions, preferring my enquiries to be led, as far as possible, by what my research participants were (seeming to) want to tell me. In fact, I began with only one predetermined question, which I used to begin all the interviews: What do pianos do? My next question depended on how the first was answered and so on. My intention was to keep the process as flexible as possible, to avoid leading the participants in any particular direction and also avoid, as much as possible, influencing the outcomes with my own biases. Several of the interviewees expressed surprise that I had not arrived with a prepared list of questions, but also seemed approving of my attempts at making the interviews improvisational and interactive. I did my best to remain focussed on what people wanted to tell my, rather than what I hoped to learn.

While I stand by this methodology as a way of making sure that, as far as possible, participants’ authentic voices are heard in the answering of research questions, it does, I have come to realise, make it possible that no answers will emerge. Not that this devalues in any way what does emerge.

There is no doubt that I did bring my own biases and preconceptions into this process, from its conception, throughout the planning and fieldwork, and into the analysis and interpretation of information that was gathered. This research would not have come about were it not for the fact that I am a musician myself, with a sense that my own experience of musical instruments is consistent with the theories that they have a kind of vitality, which derives from their material properties, and that they can be perceived as having social lives. I did not necessarily enter into the research expecting particular outcomes, but I cannot deny that my hypotheses would, to some extent at least, be borne out.

Actually, getting the fieldwork completed, or even started for that matter. As so often happens, life intervened, and the interviewing process, which I had intended to begin in the summer of 2018, never really got started until January 2019. Although I had originally intended to interview between ten and twenty subjects, Ultimately, I only managed to talk to ten. This was enough to give a range of perspectives. I would have preferred even more diversity. In addition to the musicians I spoke to, who are based in the UK, US, France and Italy, I had preliminary discussions with pianists in Mexico, Iran and Japan, but unfortunately, for various practical reasons, those interviews never happened. I would have welcomed viewpoints from more varied cultural backgrounds. Also, two of the three non-UK interviews were hampered by problems with the Skype connections, causing Henri and Bruno to have difficulty hearing my questions, although I could hear their responses clearly.

Ethical concerns were given due consideration, although I considered risk to be minimal. I was careful to adhere to ASA Ethical Guidelines (1998). All research participants were given a consent form to read and sign, which guaranteed their anonymity. For that reason, all participants’ names have been changed in this report. I considered giving participants the option of being anonymous, or not, but decided against it, as I was keen for them to feel unrestrained in their answers to my questions. I was concerned that some of my enquiries may have elicited deeply personal, emotional responses, and this proved to be the case. I am aware that people sometimes prefer to reject anonymity (Davies, 2008, p. 61), but having some anonymous and some not seems to me to be impractical in one-off relatively short research interviews. It is probably worth considering in longer term projects, where contact is maintained over a period of time, although it can still cause ethical dilemmas (Pilkington, 2016, p.20).

The interviews were documented using a digital audio recorder, and the resulting files have been saved on a password protected drive. No hand-written notes were taken during the interviews, although I did keep a field diary containing my own thoughts, which I recorded before and after interviews, and whenever relevant thought occurred to me.

Interviews were later hand transcribed in abbreviated form, in order to facilitate comparative analysis. I had not originally intended to transcribe as extensively as I did, but found that simply making brief notes and continually referring back to the audio recordings was too difficult and even more time consuming. On reflection, it would have been easier to produce full transcripts by typing into a computer.

The fieldwork, when I was finally able to begin it, was almost embarrassingly easy. Unlike the writers of many of the writers of ‘classic’ ethnographies, such as Malinowsi (1967), Evans-Pritchard (1967) or Feld (2012), I did not have to travel far from home for long periods of time, and as all the participants were fluent speakers of English, so no interpreters were required. The Skype interviews could be carried out from the comfort of my own home, and travel to the venues for the face-to-face meetings was trouble free, never taking more than an hour, either from home , or from the friend’s flat where I was so kindly allowed to stay. All the participants were keen to talk about pianos and the part they had played in their lives.
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Material: things and objects, people and persons, stuff

For the purposes of this report, I will try, as far as possible to avoid referring to anything as an object. While I can recognise the usefulness of distinguishing between things and objects in some contexts, I feel that it could cause unnecessary complications here. Although Martin Heidegger (1968, 1972) went to great lengths to make a definitive differentiation between thing and object, the terms have been used in too many ways, by too many people, for them to be useful here.

To me, anything and everything is a thing, so I will attempt to simplify matters by adhering to Jane Bennett’s preference for calling things things, and reject objectification, on the grounds that it relies too heavily on the presence of humans.

One of the questions I had been hoping to explore was whether, if nonhuman things are seen as having personalities, they can be considered persons. Although some on the pianists I spoke to were certain that their pianos did have personalities, none of those I asked were ready to accept that they are persons. Therefore, I will try to avoid calling them such and, at least for now, reserve the term nonhuman person for animals. Human persons will generally be referred to as people.

Stuff is a more general, an informal kind of word for matter, which can be used to refer to multiple things. It will be used arbitrarily, if and when it seems appropriate.
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It’s not about music, but sometimes it is

Although this project has revolved around musical instruments and human musicians, I have been determined that it should not develop into a work of ethnomusicology. During the interviewing process, I deliberately avoided asking any questions about music. Inevitably, however, the subject did raise its head. My main focus has been on what pianos do, but of course I was happy for people to talk about what they do with pianos. Which is (mostly) music.
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About the research participants

I spoke to ten professional and semi-professional pianists. Their ages ranged from early forties to mid-sixties. Four were female and six male.

I have arbitrarily chosen pseudonyms for all participants, in order to protect their anonymity, as was promised before the interviewing process began.

Alan, Julie, Angela and Martyn were interviewed in their homes in Wales and England. I met with Alice in a cafe, Marie in the foyer of an arts venue and Ian in a pub, all in London. I spoke with Henri, Bruno and Bill via Skype, in France, Italy and the United States, respectively.

Six of the participants were known to me before this project, although I only know one of them well.

All were given a consent form to read and sign, ensuring that the research adhered to agreed ethical guidelines.
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What pianos do

So, what do pianos do? Can they, and do they do anything?

Pianos do a lot, it seems. None of the humans I asked about their pianos said they do nothing, although some started off by saying that pianos can do nothing on their own, they all, at some point, provided an example that suggests they can.

Perhaps an obvious example of how pianos express material agency is when they call out to be played. Alan, glances occasionally over his shoulder towards the small, relatively insignificant looking piano against the wall, behind where we are sitting, in his London flat. As he speaks about it, after describing how a piano is just a tool, which “creates sound, by a hammer hitting a wire”, he declares himself ”not mystical about it” and insists that he likes to “debunk  any kind of romance… any kind of magic” about such matters, then goes on to describe how the instruments presence pricks his conscience: “Sometimes, I’m walking past, it grabs my attention. I’m not very good… should practice more. Sometimes I feel guilty.” Alice is similarly drawn to the grand piano that shares her home: “I like to play every day, even for a few minutes. Sometimes, it makes me feel a bit guilty, if I haven’t played, sometimes late in the evening, and I go to close the shutters and it’s there…”

Sometimes the call of pianos can come in unexpected encounters. Julie, who has described pianos as being “like people” (see box 3), describes such an encounter” “I was doing a course at the local hospital, and in one of the rooms there was a piano with a cover over it, and that’s just what happens. I just want to play that piano and see… I would rather just sit in the corner with it and have a bit of quiet time with the piano. So, I am definitely drawn to them”. Angela also tells me a story of meeting a piano while on holiday in Spain: “La Manga… there are piano bars where I had worked years ago. I sat there thinking ‘can I play’… I asked the manager. ‘I haven’t played in weeks and I’m missing it’… and I played…’ She describes that experience of playing as “almost as I imagine people on drugs. I put my hands on the piano a that first five seconds… Like taking a drug. Like phew, that’s lovely”.

This ability of a piano to call out to humans is a function of its materiality. Its sheer size and weight means that it cannot be packed away in case, like a violin or a guitar. Its presence in the room it has affect on the space around it. Often, the pianos in people’s homes are not moved for long periods of time, while life goes on around them. Humans arrange their furniture in relation to the instruments, so that their movements around the space are at least partly dictated by the piano’s presence. Whether or not the people who live with piano actually play it, it changes the way they live. When I met with Marie, who is a singer and song writer, as well as a classically trained pianist told me of when she first moved to London and cleaned houses to earn some extra money: “There was a woman and she had a piano in her from room, and I swear to god I don’t think anyone could play it. The used to have the sheet music on the stand, with the same piece of music open to the same page. She told me off. It had to be put back the same… Sometimes people have them as furniture and can’t play. It’s a status symbol.”

While people share their lives with pianos, the pianos become homes or food for other beings. Woodworm can eat away at a piano leading to its demise, while dust mites populate the dust that accumulates inside. Mice have been known to live inside pianos. Angela has trouble with spiders moving into her grand piano at night. She lives in an old farmhouse and “…spiders get in and they poo in my piano. The tuner said ‘what are those black bits? They’re like pinprick size’, so I try to remember to close the lid at night.” Martyn tells a story of a piano that had leather parts eaten by mice. Alan had the felt pads of his piano eaten by moths, resulting in and expensive repair job: “There are loads of moving parts inside it. One year, moths got in and they ate the pads. I had to have them all replaced. The whole piano was laid out in bits along this lounge. Amazing to see how many moving parts… little rods with numbers on them and stuff. They’re amazing things, actually… it’s all hidden, but when you pull out the mechanism…” 

Box 1
Alan: The piano chose this flat
It’s a cold, wet, windy day, when I visit Alan at his home in London. During my train Journey there, I have received a text message checking that I’m still coming. He seems slightly surprised that I have ventured out in such miserable weather conditions. 

After ten minutes wandering amongst identical looking blocks, I locate the correct one and arrive, drenched from the rain, at Alan’s rather spacious (by London standards) third floor flat. He welcomes me in and offers a cup of tea.

Alan is a singer, songwriter and multi-instrumentalist in his 40s. He has a successful career as a performer and recording artist and has clearly had lots of practice at being interviewed. We sit at opposite ends of his sofa and he pours tea from a china pot, while his small white dog sleeps between us. He has a large collection of musical instruments and recording equipment which occupy an adjacent room, except for his acoustic piano, which sits unobtrusively against a wall in the lounge where we are sitting. I would not have spotted it, had Alan not pointed it out. “It’s called a ships piano”, he tells me. “They were used on boats. It’s smaller than a typical upright and folds away to look like a sideboard, with drawers.”

Despite its smaller than usual size, the size, weight and physical presence of the piano are significant, and this has caused it to become intrinsically linked with it’s owner’s living space. “That’s the thing about the piano, isn’t it? It can’t really be moved very well, so it necessarily becomes part of your home or room, in a way that other things aren’t. A piano does become more of a piece of furniture, and you are aware of it.”

After becoming a musician and moving to London, it was only when he got married and hew and is wife had their own house that Alan was able to have an acoustic piano. After the breakup of his marriage, the importance of keeping the piano was influential in his choice of a new home. Space, the possibility of getting the instrument up the stairs and into the flat, the robustness of the floor, and being soundproof enough to play without disturbing neighbours, were all concerns.

“The piano kind of chose this flat”, he explains, before telling me the story of the piano’s installation in its hew home. “I had looked at this flat and the estate agent’s picture included photographs of the stairwell… next to the estate agents, there was a little piano shop… they were also piano movers. I showed them and said, ‘can we get a piano in up in this flat’ and they looked at it and said ‘yeah, we can do that’.”

On Alan’s moving-in day, he had agreed with his chosen piano movers that they would arrive with just three of them, but if they needed more help, they would call for assistants, and he would have to pay extra. It turned out that they did need extra assistance, but suggested Alan himself could help, to save himself some money. “It’s kind of a call to your maleness. One of those horrible moments when you feel you have to ‘man up’.” He agreed to help. “It was an amazing job getting that piano up those three flights of stairs. We got it in, and we put it over there, and it hasn’t moved a fucking centimetre since.” He seems to have enjoyed the physical exertion. “By the time we got in here, all of us looked like we had walked in the rain with sweat, and I remember one of the guys said to me, ‘It sort of feels good though, doesn’t it?’.”
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The materiality

Pianos materialise from material. Their evolution, design and manufacture, the way they look and sound, and their imposing physical presence, are all facilitated by the coming together of a vast array of material agents. Trees and the air water and nutrients that sustain them. Mineral deposits that provide the iron steel and copper. Pads and straps, made from felt and leather, come from sheep and cattle. Ivory is no longer used for key surfaces, but many older instruments are still in use that are adorned with remnants of long departed elephants. Still more material is required to make up the tools and machinery required for piano manufacture.

The first piano, built in 1720 by Bartalomeo Christafori (Crombie, 1995, p.11), had evolved from early keyboard instruments such as virginals and harpsichords, and they in turn had developed from earlier stringed instruments. None of these instruments could have been developed the way they were, without the cooperation of the material. Before even the simplest stringed instrument could be made, the capacity of a string to vibrate and a piece of wood to resonate and amplify the sound of the string, would have had to make itself apparent. In this way the conception, development and manufacture of pianos could not have happened, if the material components had not made their sound-producing properties apparent. They can only have emerged as part of a kind of improvisational learning process, whereby the humans making the things were led towards an uncertain outcome. This is what Ingold (2010) refers to as “thinking through making” (p.ix). Humans can only work with things, not on them. “The conduct of thought goes along with, and continually answers to, the fluxes and flows of materials with which we work. These materials think in us, as we think through them (Ingold, 2010, p. 6). Ingold, however, argues against the attribution to either humans, or nonhumans, believing that as agency can only be recognised retrospectively, it cannot exist as an active force before an action begins (pp. 96-97).

Box 2
Angela: Dad and my brother brought it up on the tractor
Angela is a jazz pianist and singer in her early 60s, who lives in an old farmhouse on the edge of a popular seaside town in West Wales. Her parents came as tenant farmers, before she was born. Some of the farm buildings have been converted to provide bed and breakfast accommodation for visitors to the area. I enter through the kitchen door and she offers me a cup of tea, which I gratefully accept. We then move to the lounge, which is furnished much as one might expect, with carpeted floor, sofa and armchairs, books on shelves, pictures on the walls, and a television. There is also a shiny modern grand piano, which takes up half the room.

Pianos have always been part of Angela’s life. Although neither of her parents were pianists, they were very interested in music. Her father played violin and they would sing together in harmony. There was a “rickety old piano” in the house which she supposes must have been there when they moved in. Although “hardly any of the keys worked… Mum probably couldn’t get me off it, which was why we got a better one”. It was her interest in this which prompted Angela’s parents, despite having very little money, to buy a piano for her to learn to play on, “when I was six. The pub down the road was selling it for ten pounds. That must have been a lot of money at that time. I remember my dad and my brother brought it up the road on the tractor… It was outside in the other room and I would play all the time and drive everyone mad. I wouldn’t get off it.” A godmother gave her the money to have lessons.

Although she bought a brand new Chinese grand piano three years ago, Angela still has the old upright. When the new piano was delivered, “They said ‘we can take it away and put it in the shop if you like.’ I said ‘No, I’m not ready to get rid of that’”. She tells me she really doesn’t like feeling attached to things. “I can’t take them with me, can I? I had some attachment to the other piano, though. I spent 400 pounds on it after Dad got it for ten. If someone said to me ’Do you need that piano? My children want to learn, and we haven’t got any money’, I would definitely give it to them. I would always want to know where it was”.

She is very fond of her new piano, though. “Sometimes I sit in that chair watching television and, if the programme isn’t interesting, I look at the piano and think ‘I am so blessed to be able to play that’”. Before she bought it, she needed to know that there would be adequate space in her lounge. Before she made the purchase, the person at the shop “…cut out on a huge rolled up sheep of paper, the size it would be. I literally had on the floor and didn’t put anything on it. I had to walk round it. Sometimes I would walk over it and thought ‘That would not do. If I had a grand piano, I just walked into it and would be bruised all over’”.

[bookmark: _Toc8367578][image: ]
Playing, connecting, collaborating
Are pianos separate entities for the humans that play them, or are they connected, entangled, co-creators? The archaeologist Lambros Malafouris sets out his Material Engagement Theory in How Things Shape the Mind (2003). For Malafouris, things can be extensions of our minds, and, in effect create our minds with us. The human mind is not something separate from the body, but comes into being along with the body and things. The mind is in a constant state of becoming. As a pianist works together with their piano, the instrument becomes an extension of the mind and music come about together. In Is it ‘me’ or is it ‘mine’? (2008), Malafouris give the example of a Mycenaean sword. Because the sword has developed along with the ethos of the Mycenaean people, the mind of the sword’s owner comes into being along with the sword. By engagement with the material, it becomes an extension of the self.

When my research participants were asked about whether their piano is, or feels like a part of themselves, some were quite emphatic that it doesn’t. Alan, Angela, Bill and Bruno all said without hesitation that the piano is quite a separate entity, although when I asked Angela “Does you feel like the piano is a part of your self?” She answered “No, but maybe I should! What am I doing wrong? If you took this one out and brought another on in, I wouldn’t be able to tell”. Perhaps, though, this is more a matter of awareness. If a sword was an extension of a Mycenaean mind, would they have been consciously awareness. Malafouris admits that we are not always conscious of our own bodies (2008, p.10.).

Some are more conscious of a connection, at least some of the time. Martyn answers a question about the piano being an extension of himself with “Yes, on a good day there is a connection that allows you to do what you want to do. That connection is a perfectly controllable way of articulating musical ideas… it is like a voice. It is your voice.” Ian has a similar sense of sometimes feeling connected, when the music is happening as he would like it to: “The bridge between you and the piano is the music. If it’s working, you can communicate that to the piano and you become one thing… There is an organic connection and it depends on the music and whether it’s consistent with what you have inside”. So, pianos can feel like extensions of mind or self, but they can also feel more like collaborators, working cooperatively to make something to make something, music, happen. They become what Eloise Govier, considering artists and the materials they work with, refers to as Bodies that co-crate (2019). For Govier, from a vital materialist viewpoint, the most important consideration is the ‘doings’ The artist and the material are “…in phenomena together… co-constituting vital materials (p.38). 
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Box 3
Julie: They do feel like people
When I visit Julie, an English experimental musician based in West Wales, we sit at her kitchen table. Her piano, an old American upright, is in a room at the opposite end of the house, but its presence is felt through much of our conversation. Her relationship with pianos, particularly this one, is clearly deeply emotional. “They help me express and communicate things I can’t communicate verbally. I was drawn to them as a very, very young child. I’m not sure why, but…”

Julie sees pianos as having personalities. Her own piano was bought by her father when she was a child. She wanted to play the electric guitar and play pop music, but her parents insisted “You have to learn classical. You have to learn to play properly before you can play the Beatles”, so the piano was purchased and she was sent for lessons. She found that the piano suited her better than the guitar, but she didn’t enjoy the learning process. “My two sisters and my mum, who is very competitive, had lessons too, and I found that very difficult, because you need your own identity when you’re young. You need it all your life. My father bought the piano I still have in the front room, but I didn’t play it a huge amount, because everyone else played and I have perfectionist parents. They would only hear the wrong notes.”

When I ask Julie about her encounters with different pianos, she tells me “They’re like different people. Every piano I’ve played has a different personality. They all feel different and sound different and are different to play… and I like that experience. It’s like meeting a person – let’s see who they are and if we’re compatible. I don’t think I’m compatible with all pianos.” Despite having played it since the age of 11, she doesn’t feel compatible with the piano her father bought. “I think part of the struggle I’ve had over the years, is because I don’t think it’s the right piano for me. It’s a strange energy about it. It’s heavy and… I can see why he bought it. It’s American and it’s quite loud and has a beautiful big rumbly bass end and it’s extraordinary, but it’s hard work to play and I feel I’m fighting. I’m trying to detach myself emotionally from that piano, so I can get rid of it. It’s taken me a long time to realise, but it’s got the wrong personality.”

Julie’s emotional relationship with pianos and her perception of them as having personalities mad it difficult for her when she took part in a recent public performance, by a group of musicians and performance artists, of Philip Corner’s 1962 Fluxus composition, which involves the destruction of a piano with sledgehammers. (Schlosberg and Coles, 2016). “I was interested in the piece, but for a week before I was thinking ‘Do I really want to do this?’, because they do feel quite like people. Part of me almost grieves. But it had extreme woodworm and was going to the tip anyway.” There was a meeting with the musicians and artists to plan how they would approach the performance, but “…it didn’t work out at all. There were a couple of people, once they got sledgehammers, that was it. They were away. At the end I felt quite sad., felt like we had wasted the piano, because I was interested in exploring the sonic potential of dismantling this piano, what sounds could come out and what we could gain from it. I think that got lost.”


[bookmark: _Toc8367579][image: ]
Do they have personalities? 

When considering whether pianos have personalities, I am concerned not to far in the direction of anthropomorphism. Jane Bennett admits that her vital materialism may lead us close to anthropomorphising and acknowledges that it presents a danger, that on projecting our own traits onto nonhuman things, we may neglect aspects of those things which are not like ourselves (p. 98-99). Most of the pianists I spoke to seemed happy to tell me that different pianos have different personalities, but I never got a sense that they thought of the instruments as being persons. Where they frequently used words that are more usually used for human persons, that was likely to have been because they are the only suitable words available. Pianos were variously described as friend, a companion, a comfort and a confidante. 

Mostly the personalities of pianos was described in terms of how they are to other pianos. Although a well maintained, properly tuned modern piano is appreciated for its ease of playing and consistency, there is also an appreciation of old characterful instruments that require more effort to play but reward that effort with pleasantly unpredictable results. I getting to know an unfamiliar instrument, new musical ideas emerge.















Box 4
Alice: Bubble of resonance
I have arranged to meet Alice at a tube station close to her home in central London. We have agreed that I will phone her when I have arrived at the station, which I do, and, when I have described which entrance I am standing at, she says she will come and find me. I am a little nervous that have trouble finding one another, but fortunately there are not too many people around and I recognise her when she arrives a few minutes later, although we have never met before and I have only seen a small photo of her online.

Alice is a French opera singer, pianist and electronic musician in her early 60s who has lived in London for many years and speaks perfect English. I am surprised when she tells me that she has parked her car around the corner, as not many people I know drive in central London, if they can avoid it. She leads me to her black car and drives us to a pleasant French café a couple of blocks away. After a couple of minutes spent finding a parking space, we go into the café, find a table and order drinks, which arrive in large bowls. We begin our interview.

As well as her musical activities, Alice is actively involved in ocean conservation and describes feeling similar sensations from the vibrations produced by pianos, to those she feels swimming in the ocean. “I do believe in a language of vibration that you feel though your body. A language of your mind. You vibrate. There’s no doubt. If we’re talking about the piano, it’s the sound. I swim with dolphins and whales, and I sing, or make whatever sound I can in the water, to feel I’m communication. Dolphins come close to you. Wales don’t come so close, but you still hear them. Amazing what you hear and feel when you are in the ocean. Vibration is like being in a bubble of resonance. I’m not sure if that has anything to do with the piano. Power of sound is extraordinary. Healing power.”

Her earliest experiences of piano came when she was five or six years old and would often stay at the home on an aunt, who was and opera singer and actor. The aunt had a grand piano, and when she sang, Alice would “…sneak in hide under the piano when the pianist was coming, and I would stay there until she finished. She knew I loved the sound… the vibration. Feeling like I was in a different world and it was like dreaming… went into a world of fantasy that was enhanced by the sound. I could stay there for hours.”

Alice was given a piano of her own at the age of 15, as part of what she calls an “affectionate contract” with her father. “My father was worried that I would start smoking. He said, ‘If you don’t start smoking before you are 18, I will give you a piano now’. That’s how I got my first upright piano. It was in my bedroom as I was growing up. It was the joy and the pain of my life at the same time. I put all my emotions through the piano as I was growing up. So, it was symbolic, and I think I still treat it the same.”
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Life stories

Igor Kopytoff (1986) conceived of things having biographies, beginning circulated as commodities becoming singularities when they are out of circulation. Pianos are an example of things that become singularised early in their existence. Their human keepers become emotionally attached to them and they are often kept within families for generations. Kopytoff sees things as having ‘social lives’, but does not ascribe agency to them. His concept of ‘object biography’ is concerned with human social and economic structures, with people entirely in control of when things become commoditised or singularised. 

Yet pianos have lives. They are born, travel, meet other things (including human persons) have relationships, are loved, used and abused, and most of them eventually decline and die. Their tendency towards singularity is an indication of their thing-power. Their material vitality imposes itself and makes people want to hang onto them. Janet Hoskins (2006) and Judith Zeitlin (2009) take Kopytoff’s biographical approach and expand it to consider material agency and the interrelated lives of people and things, Zeitlin concentrating on a particular musical instrument, a rare kind of Chinese lute. These kinds of ‘object biographies’ are more like the kinds of biographies, telling a life story.

Pianists often find their lives entangled with the lives of pianos from an early age. All my research participants have clear memories of their earliest awareness of pianos, seeing them, hearing them, living with them, and needing to play them. 

Where pianos end up is also important to their human companions. There is always a hope that a beloved instrument can be passed on to the pianist’s children, or go to a new home where it will be appreciated.

They all have stories of the efforts they have made to have contact with pianos. Ian tell of how, not being allowed access to the pianos at his school, but being required to got to metalwork class, he managed to get hold of a key to the music department and make a copy. I used to break in at lunch and after school and play the piano. I was often thrown out by the caretakers. Then when I went to university I lived next door to the music department and it had a window that didn’t close properly, so I used to break in there.” When he finally had a place to live where he could have a piano, “It was a precious thing, because it had taken so long to have one I could go to at any time, rather than having to burgle.” Marie tells of her time living in flats in London where she couldn’t have a piano. “I used to play in piano shops. One shop, people used to crowd round to listen, so they told me I could come back and play whenever I want.”
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Box 5
Martyn: It’s a monument to western imperialism
When I arrive at Martyn’s house, after an hour’s train journey from London and a half hour walk from the station, he leads me though the semi-detached house, pausing to turn down the heat on the vegetable soup he has cooking, out through the back door. We enter what looks from the outside like a large garden shed, but contains his grand piano, books and cds. He sits on the piano stool, with his back to the instrument, and I sit on sit on a chair opposite. We have a short conversation about mutual friends and acquaintances. As soon as I place my digital recorder on the floor between us and start recording, a small black cat sits next to it, and starts purring loudly, before knocking the device over with its head. We both laugh and, although I am happy for the cat to stay and be part of the interview, Martyn picks her up and carries her into the house. When he returns, we begin our piano-related discussions.

Martyn is a pianist, composer and improviser, with a long established international career. He has met many pianos, in many diverse settings, and sees them as more than just instruments for musical expression. “…they represent the whole idea of European and Western music, because they are considered orchestral instruments, although they don’t have to be orchestral instruments… Also, it’s monument, a kind of monument to Western imperialism. Pianos started to be built soon after the slave trade, so it reflects and epitomises the industrial revolution… the high manufacturing possibilities of musical instruments and what they can do, and how they change over time.”

When I ask about the idea of pianos having personalities, he contrasts the material differences between older pianos which “…have had more time to mature, so they’ve got more character, in lots of ways” and more recently built instruments. “A very modern concert grand piano is a little bit homogenous, because it has to meet standards, requirements.”

Martyn tells me about some of the pianos in his life. His own instrument is “…an ex rental piano bought quite cheaply in London a few years ago. A guy had a black one and a white one. Someone wanted the white one, because it was going to look good in their living room. This black on was very scratched. That doesn’t bother me much. It’s the sound. It had been in various different places, moved quite a lot and knocked about quite a lot and played quite a lot.”

Another piano he has played many times is the Steinway grand at a well-known jazz club in London. “… they spent about £50,000 on having it renovated by Steinway, and as part of that, it was then maintained by them for a year. That was five years ago, and it’s already showing signs of wear.” He thinks that is the result of being played by different people every day. “That’s a huge strain on an instrument.”
I ask about his first experiences of pianos. “There was a knackered old upright in the garage at home. When I was nine or ten, I would bang around on it. I got encouragement from my mum. It had an ethnicky sound. Earthy sound. They can sound like xylophones, or clavichords, or gamelan instruments, if you do things to them. At one point, later, we put drawing pins on the hammers, so it sounded abrasive.” Later, his parents inherited a “…terrible, old grand piano” which “had seen better days. It ended up on the scrap heap.” Our conversation ends when Martyn’s wife arrives home and we go inside to eat the soup he had been preparing earlier.


[bookmark: _Toc8367581]
Conclusion

In my introduction I stated that my research had, up until the time of writing, been inconclusive. Now I have a conclusion. It has come about through the writing process. I have been considered the words of the ten pianists who were kind enough to share their thoughts and feelings with me, enough to form a viewpoint. This hasn’t a scientific study, but the results are based on careful observation and consideration of the available evidence – the ten hours of interviews and my field notes, which were recorded as honestly as I could manage.

If any nonhuman thing has agency, a piano does. Its presence changes the world around it, eliciting emotional responses from people, calling out to them to look, touch, listen, feel. The provoke feelings of joy, and sometimes pain. They inspire devotion. They do things with people and to people. They provoke people.

The emotions that pianos provoke are real. They have their own materiality that materiality is entangled with the world of things that they are part of.

All of my research participants have stories of pianos having affect. By asserting their materiality and imposing their presence, the instruments change their lives.

Pianos make people do things. People make pianos do things. Pianos and people collaborate. They do things together. Pianos matter, not just for what they are, but what they do. Pianos do things.
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