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Musical Repetition: Preliminary Considerations

ABSTRACT

Despite its fundamental relevance in some form to nearly
every kind of music, repetition often seems to escape the grasp
of music analysis, both on smaller scales (mo-
tive/rhythm/meter) and on larger scales (form) — it tends to be
‘reduced away’ in analysis before it can be problematized.
Traditionally, negative value-judgements have played a role in
this marginalization, but even as these prejudices dissipate and
scholarly interest in repetition increases, it appears as if re-
searchers were still lacking vocabulary to satisfyingly address
repetition as a musical phenomenon in its own right.

Although informed by a specifically Deleuzian critique of
‘representational’  notions of  repetition (Deleuze 1968;
Hulse 2008; Hulse and Nesbitt 2010; Ferraz 2012), my meta-
theoretical approach frames the problem as one of mu-
sic-theoretical language: Requirements of communication
force us to presuppose distinct identities (of things referred to)
and thus tend to impose segmentations on musical processes
that can preempt conscious analytical distinctions. For instance,
in Bernhard Lang’s DW12, the representation in repeat brack-
ets in the score might tempt us to talk of the entirety of m. 1 as
being ‘that which is repeated’ even though this is very obvi-
ously at odds with our listening experience, where boundaries
between individual repetitions tend to blur due to lack of co-
inciding segmentational criteria.

In order to bypass some of these problems, I first supply a
basic terminology that isolates and makes explicit different
aspects of our use of the word ‘repetition’: Repetition can refer
to a repetitional process (RP) or a repetitional event within
such a process (RE) as they happen in time; in this case, the RP
is to be taken as ontologically prior to the RE. Our very act of
talking about repetition converts REs and RPs into static, ‘out
of time’ representational entities: The trace (as the representa-
tional correlate of the RE) is now ontologically prior to the
relation between two such traces; this relation in turn serves as
the representational correlate of the process. In unwittingly
assigning priority to the trace (‘that which is repeated’) over
the process of repetition, we commit to a view of repetition as
mere copy.

Thus, in a second step, | address different configurations of
the model-copy template underlying our talk of repetition, and
show how that template’s pervasiveness in music theory has
hindered direct engagement with repetition despite scholars’
best intentions: It forces us to explain away repetition either by
allusion to the limited perceptual or cognitive capacities of
listeners (subordinating repetition to information in music
cognition research); or as mere carrier of proportion or tem-
poral extension (subordinating repetition to space, number or
spatialized time). Third, | tentatively propose an inverted form
of that template that departs not from prior fixed identi-
ties (models) but from the fact of repetition, and only retro-
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spectively endows REs with an ‘aspect’ (i.e. that property
which permits their description as members of an RP); this
should permit us to articulate the constant tension between a
processual view of music and the representational requirements
of scholarly communication. It is my view that this tension
should be acknowledged rather than collapsed back into one
pole or the other.

I understand this approach as a complement (rather than an
alternative) to existing writing on repetition in theory, musi-
cology and music cognition (Margulis 2014; Fink 2005; Ten-
zer 2006). Its generality should permit a wide range of appli-
cations: It can mesh with multiple music theories and thus
should facilitate comparison of the use of repetition across
stylistic and historical boundaries. In summary, the terminol-
ogy allows us to dissect the daunting question of ‘what does
repetition do?’ into a complex of more precise questions that
foreground different features of the phenomenon, while in-
variably maintaining a focus on the processual nature of repe-
tition.

Keywords

Musical Repetition,
sic-Theoretical Language.

REFERENCES

Deleuze, Gilles, 1968. Différence et répétition. Paris: Presses Uni-
versitaires de France.

Ferraz, Silvio, 2012. ‘La formule de la ritournelle’, Filigrane 13,
<https://revues.mshparisnord.fr/filigrane/index.php?id=420>,
accessed 22/04/2023.

Fink, Robert, 2005. Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music
as Cultural Practice. Los Angeles/Berkeley (CA): The University
of California Press.

Hanninen, Dora, 2003. ‘A Theory of Recontextualization in Music:
Analyzing Phenomenal Transformations of Repetition’, Music
Theory Spectrum 25/1: 59-97.

Hulse, Brian, 2008. ‘Bergson’s Concept of the Virtual’, Gam-
ut 1/1: 1-41.

Hulse, Brian, and Nesbitt, Nick (eds.), 2010. Sounding the Virtual:
Gilles Deleuze and the Theory and Philosophy of Music. Farnham:
Ashgate.

Kramer, Jonathan, 1988. The Time of Music. New York (NY):
Schirmer.

Margulis, Elisabeth H., 2014. On Repeat. How Music Plays the Mind.
Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press.

Rahn, John. 1993. ‘Repetition’, Contemporary Music Review 7:
49-57.

Tenzer, Michael (ed.), 2006. Analytical Studies in World Music.
Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press.

Metatheoretical Approach, Mu-



