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Plato’s Phaedrus
First recorded account of 
recording technology



Writing has this strange quality, and is very like 
painting; for the creatures of painting stand like 
living beings, but if one asks them a question, 
they preserve a solemn silence.  And so it is 
with written words; you might think they spoke 
as if they had intelligence, but if you question 
them, wishing to know about their sayings, they 
always say only one and the same thing.  And 
every word, when once it is written, is bandied 
about alike among those who understand and 
those who have no interest in it, and it knows 
not to whom to speak or not to speak; when ill-
treated or unjustly reviled it always needs its 
father to help it; for it has no power to protect 
itself (Plato, 1982: 275d-e).



1. Recordings are 
secondary and derivative



2. Recordings preserve 
live performances



Victor Talking Machine Company

“His Master’s Voice”



Music ceases to have interest for us…the 
instant we become aware of the fact of literal 
repetition, of mechanical reproduction, when 
we know and can anticipate exactly how a 
given phrase is going to be modeled, exactly 
how long a given fermata is to be held, exactly 
what quality of accent or articulation, of 
acceleration, or retard, will occur at a given 
moment. (Roger Sessions)



3. Recordings are 
promiscuous bastards





1) Mash-ups complicate and 
suspend common assumptions 
about origin and originality.





2) Mash-ups are exceedingly and 
unapologetically redundant



The beginning of the chorus is replaceable by 
the beginning of innumerable other choruses. 
The interrelationship among the elements or 
the relationship of the elements to the whole 
would be unaffected. In Beethoven, position is 
important only in a living relation between a 
concrete totality and its concrete parts. In 
popular music, position is absolute. Every 
detail is substitutable; it serves its function 
only as a cog in a machine (Adorno).





3) Mash-ups question and 
undermine authority



Critics have long debated who 
'creates' a pop record: the artist listed 
on the sleeve, the producer behind the 
scenes, the composer in the wings, or 
the sometimes anonymous studio 
employees who actually play the 
music (Jesse Walker).





Conclusions



• Originality
• Creativity
• Authenticity



• Derivation
• Plagiarism
• Inauthenticity
• Promiscuity
• Repetition





The word 'record’ is misleading. Only 
live recordings record an event; studio 
recordings, which are the great 
majority, record nothing.  Pieced 
together from bits of actual events, they 
construct an ideal event.  They are like 
the composite photograph of a 
minotaur" (Evan Eisenberg). 






