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[SLIDE 1] 

In all of the arts, modernism often involves multiple 

perspectives and a sense of divided consciousness.  In modernist 

music, this multiplicity and division are often expressed through 

quotation: a piece is speaking in its own consistent voice, then 

suddenly, unexpectedly another voice is heard, as though from 

outside the frame of the piece.    

[SLIDE 2] 

 Here’s one example—a passage from Schoenberg’s Second 

String Quartet. 

[START RECORDING] 

We hear rapid, intense development of two contrasting themes, 

one in the upper and one in the lower strings.   
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[SLIDE 3] 

Then suddenly, everything slows down.  A portentous pause. 

[SLIDE 4] 

Suddenly we hear a different voice.  It’s the blackly humorous folk 

tune, “Ach, du lieber, Augustin,” with a simple oom-pah-pah 

accompaniment.   

[SLIDE 5] 

Eventually, that melody is fragmented and liquidated, and 

reassembled as the opening tune of the movement, leading to a 

recapitulation, but we won’t take the time to listen to that.  

[SLIDE 6] 

[SLIDE 7] 

 Now we turn to another musical work that seems to hear 

voices—Ives’s String Quartet No. 2.  

[START RECORDING] 

We begin in a densely chromatic and imitative environment. 

Then, out of nowhere, we hear “Columbia, Gem of the Ocean” in 

the first violin.   
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[SLIDE 8] 

Then “Dixie” in the viola. Then “Turkey in the Straw” in the viola 

simultaneous with “Marching through Georgia” in the second 

violin.  Then a final reference to “Hail, Columbia.” 

[SLIDE 9]   

 Where do these voices come from? In a literal sense, of 

course, the voices come from the mind and pen of the composer 

and they are played by the string quartet. At the same time, they 

seem to come from some other source, outside the frame of the 

piece.  They thus mark a moment of radical disruption and 

disjunction, of divided consciousness. 

[SLIDE 10] 

 Who hears these voices?  When we say, “Ives quotes Dixie,” 

we are imagining a sort of fictive composer-in-the-piece as an 

actor in the musical drama—Ives hears voices.  When we say, 

“The piece takes a strange turn and finds its progress disrupted 

by the quotations,” we are imagining the work-persona, the work 

itself, as an actor in the musical drama—the piece hears voices.  
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And when we say, “In hearing this piece, we experience a unified 

consciousness suddenly shattered by the intrusion of outside 

voices,” we are imagine ourselves as listeners and analysts as 

actors in the musical drama—we hear voices.   

[SLIDE 11] 

Throughout human history, in all times and places, people 

have had the experience of hearing voices: verbal utterances that 

seem to originate from an external source, not from within. 

Traditionally, such voices were understood within a religious 

framework, as something either divine or demonic. In the mid-19th 

century, however, in tandem with other disabilities, this 

experience falls increasingly under the control of medical science.  

Under the medical model, the experience of hearing voices was 

pathologized as “aural hallucination,” and understood as a 

symptom of mental illness. 

[SLIDE 12] 

Which mental illness? Nowadays, the diagnostic home for 

hearing voices is schizophrenia.  The linkage is far from absolute, 
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but in general, if you hear voices and you receive a psychiatric 

classification, that classification is schizophrenia: schizophrenics 

frequently hear voices, and voice hearers are generally classified 

as schizophrenic. 

[SLIDE 13] 

Schizophrenia has a nice, solid medical ring to it, and you 

might be tempted to imagine it as a timeless biological condition.  

But, in fact, the creation of schizophrenia as a diagnostic category 

dates from 1908, the same moment as the sorts of modernist 

music we have just been listening to.  As a medical diagnosis, 

schizophrenia has been notoriously unstable, largely untethered 

to any biological substrate.  To some extent, schizophrenia can 

be understood rather as a social or cultural grouping.  If so, 

modernist music and schizophrenia may be understood as 

similar, mutually reinforcing responses to modernity.  Both involve 

the splitting of consciousness, epitomized by hearing voices.   

[SLIDE 14] 
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 In recent years, voice hearers, like so many disability 

groups, have pushed back hard against the hegemony of the 

medical model.  These advocates attempt to redefine voice 

hearing not as a symptom of mental illness, but as a natural and 

often valuable aspect of human neurodiversity.  I’ll give you a 

moment to read through this chart.     

[SLIDE 15] 

With these competing models of hearing voices in mind, let’s 

return to our two musical passages and to our three musical voice 

hearers: the composer-in-the-piece, the work-persona, and the 

listener/analyst.  

[SLIDE 16] 

For each of these musical agents, the voice may be an aural 

hallucination and thus a disturbing symptom of a pervasive mental 

illness.  If so, the composer, the piece itself, or the listener might 

seek to repair the split in consciousness and make the work 

whole again.  Or it might create a welcome perhaps even 
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humorous effect of incongruity.  If so, there is no need for 

reconciliation or cure. 

[SLIDE 17] 

For the “Ach, du lieber, Augustin” quotation in Schoenberg’s 

Second Quartet, analysts have had a very strongly anxious 

response to this apparent splitting of consciousness.  They have 

generally seen it as a grave threat to the organic wholeness and 

integrity of this musical mind and body, and have tried to offer an 

analytical cure.  Virtually all of the analytical commentary on this 

passage has tried to show that, although the tune may at first 

seem out of place, it is actually both prepared and above all 

subsumed into the unified fabric of the piece. In this way, analysts 

have generally responded in therapeutic mode.  

[SLIDE 18] 

 The piece itself liquidates the foreign tune, and then 

reconstitutes it as the principal theme of the movement.  In that 

sense, the music seems to embody a narrative of cure: it creates 

a problem, then proceeds to solve it.  At the same time, the heard 
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voice does not seem to provoke any sort of strong reaction from 

the piece, which subsumes it and moves on.   

[SLIDE 19] 

 As for the composer, he heard the voice as a mark of 

humorous incongruity: “A scherzo is the kind of music which 

should provoke gaiety. And so I could have understood a kind of 

smile when…I combined my themes in a tragicomic manner with 

a popular Viennese song.” 

[SLIDE 20] 

Schoenberg rarely quotes from earlier music, but Ives’s 

compositional style is based on borrowing. Many Ives scholars 

have been motivated by a therapeutic imperative—they insist on 

unity beneath the apparent multiplicity, by finding motivic, 

harmonic, or programmatic links among the multiple voices.  They 

want to neutralize the threat of disunity that these voices seem to 

create. 

[SLIDE 21] 
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  For the pieces themselves, however, the voices are often 

experienced as pleasurably humorous.  They are not prepared, 

and they are not subsumed back into the fabric (as they are in the 

Schoenberg). Rather, they are disruptive and cacophonous, in 

relation both to the principal voice of the piece and to each other.  

In the Second Quartet, I experience a dramatic program that is 

unconcerned with integration, and fully comfortable with the sort 

of divided consciousness that voice hearing suggests.  No cure is 

possible, because the voices are not experienced as symptoms of 

mental illness in the first place.    

[SLIDE 22] 

 Listeners, especially those specialized sorts of listeners 

known as theorists and analysts, have generally responded to 

these voices in therapeutic mode.  In their recuperative, 

medicalized hearings, the analytical task has been to restore the 

wholeness and health of the piece. 

[SLIDE 23] 
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 But there is an alternative, a non-therapeutic, non-

medicalized way of hearing these voices. We can hear them as 

welcome and desirable.  The consciousness of the piece is 

irrevocably split, its unity fragmented beyond the hope of repair, 

and that’s okay.  For modern psychiatry and for listeners 

operating in therapeutic mode, hearing voices is a symptom that 

requires diagnosis and treatment.  But the presence of heard 

voices in music has the potential to help us rewrite familiar scripts 

of mental disorder.  We can learn to understand these divided 

musical consciousnesses as the sorts of bodily and mental 

disabilities that can be celebrated as welcome and enriching 

differences.  

[SLIDE 24] 

 From that point of view, these heard voices become a 

feature of what Tobin Siebers calls “an aesthetics of disability.” 

Because I am so very pleased that he is participating in this 

panel, I am happy to give him the last word:  
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“Disability aesthetics refuses to recognize the representation of 

the healthy body—and its definition of harmony, integrity, and 

beauty—as the sole determination of the aesthetic. Rather, 

disability aesthetics embraces beauty that seems by traditional 

standards to be broken, and yet it is not less beautiful but more 

so, as a result.” 

 

 


