
The unfolding of a practical topography  
 

Pablo Rojas 

Institut Marcel Mauss – EHESS, France 

 

 

As part of establishing an effective relationship with his instrument, every 

apprentice musician engages in an open-ended, ongoing exploration that might take 

from a couple of years to a lifetime. In doing so, the apprentice develops an intuition for 

the instrument’s possibilities, which will lead to the unfolding and refinement of what I 

will call its practical topography. Such topography is built upon the idiosyncratic 

gestures and movements afforded by the instrument. Yet, the kind of gestures involved 

go beyond a merely mechanical traverse of the instrument, and are grounded on an 

expressive musical sphere that configures a distinct aural spatiality. My aim here is to 

begin a description of such an engagement and the constitution of this qualitatively rich 

field. 

Before going any further, I should clarify that this notion stands against an 

axiomatic perspective, where the knowledge of one’s musical instrument is supposedly 

revealed as a collection of rules that unambiguously define the way it should be 

operated. The actual knowledge involved in this ongoing relationship is hard to put into 

words, since it draws from physiognomic, kinaesthetic and motor configurations that 

can only be grasped in felt experience. As it will hopefully become apparent, this 

certainly does not mean that such configurations cannot be passed on to others. The 

access to such knowledge is evidently possible, yet it is only granted by means of a 

shared lived practice, wherein verbal and/or written indications seem to play a rather 

auxiliary role. The development of such lived practice always takes place within a 

society, and therefore, draws its force from a particular tradition. The latter is built upon 

normative, structural and stylistic elements and from a constellation of genres and 

values that take their shape throughout successive generations. 

 

For instance, in his first approach to drums, an upcoming percussionist will learn 

to properly hold the drumsticks. He will initially look for a fulcrum; this is, the point 

where the weight is distributed in such manner that the bottom of the stick can slightly 

bounce in his palm, or be tightly held at will. Of course, the proficient execution of this 

local manoeuvring will take time. Over this period, the future drummer will 

increasingly notice the impact of his grip over the drum’s sound quality, experimenting 

with his own motions and strength. In any case, permanent contact with the sticks and 

with the multiple ways of hitting the drum is mandatory. 

The progressive stabilization of kinaesthetic dispositions secures the relationship 

between sound motion and bodily motion and will allow the apprentice to discover the 

myriad of effective gestures that configure his instrument’s topography. Let us take the 

example of the musical scale. If initially, or from an outsider’s point of view, a scale is 

seen as a succession of fixed places (assigned musical notes) in the instrument’s body 

(i.e. keys, or fretboard positions), it gradually becomes something else. Soon enough, 

the scale will become a pathway to follow and to move around. Additionally, it will not 

be a univocal pathway, since it can adopt different trails according to various fingerings 

(for example on the violin or the guitar neck). For the apprentice it will not be about 

finding a single “privileged” way, even for a single scale, but to explore several 

alternative ways to enter it. Progressively, tonal quality and colouring will become 

salient as idiosyncratic to that scale. In short, knowing a scale will translate into both 



effective motions in the instrument as well as in tonal space. Furthermore, different 

stances in the pathway will become more prominent than others as their functions 

become more evident (i.e. the different degrees of the scale). These “sensitive points” in 

the topography will guide the apprentice by providing a relative placement within a 

certain pathway. As his acquaintance with the instrument increases, including other 

kinds of scales, various possible pathways will become less fixed, more contextualized, 

and furthermore, polyvalent. 

The example of the scale is certainly simple and restricted. However, it is 

important to consider that the execution of the scale (or a part of it) participates in a 

larger musical context (it is bound, among other things, to a piece’s harmonic 

progression). Moreover, an instrument’s practical topography does not exclusively 

include the knowledge of its register, but that of its dynamic possibilities, ways of attack 

and articulation, timbre, and so on. This schematic example has the only purpose of 

illustrating that even an apparently “neutral” form stems from a practical motion, which 

triggers a cohesive participation in sound and kinaesthetics. 

From an outsider’s point of view, the exploratory restrictions of an instrument 

might seem contradictory: For a student who is starting out, a scale can initially seem 

deprived of musical expression. Nevertheless, in the context of instrumental practice, 

the deceptive neutrality of a musical scale is intimately linked with the expressive 

colourings that are sought. Musical gestures will increasingly stop being the 

manipulation of an external object to act directly upon musical expression. The 

relationship between music and the instrument stabilizes through an alternation of 

gestures endowed with coextensive musical and bodily character. Thus, far from a 

simple familiarity with the use of an object, the practical topography of an instrument 

involves an ensemble of kinaesthetic, postural, tactile, motor-perceptual dispositions 

related to its sonic palette, colourings and intensities. As I would like to suggest, the 

notion of a practical topography goes hand in hand with the idea of a continuous field 

between instrument, sound, and aural imagination. But what does this process of field 

configuration entail, or rather, how do these changes take place? 

 

The exploration of the musical instrument demands finely tuned gestures that 

differ from the ones afforded by any other everyday-life objects or surfaces. The motor-

perceptual dispositions that develop as a result are adapted to the specific materiality of 

the instrument. For instance, the structure of the violin’s fingerboard demands great 

precision in the attack of each note if one wants to stay in tune. This precision will only 

develop very slowly by means of countless repetitions, until the attack of the tones 

stabilizes. Mastering the sound of the violin requires the student to fine-tune his own 

movements. 

However, learning bodily gestures does not rely on mere mechanical repetition. 

When the kind of motility involved in instrumental practice turns mechanical, it is soon 

bound to failure. It consists instead in the discovery of the sensorial qualities that are 

ingrained in instrumental gestures, and the education of attention that supports these. 

Just as the repetition of a musical figure or motif in the context of a piece contributes to 

its intensification, in this case, attentive repetition of felt bodily motion deepens the 

knowledge of the instrument and of the tonal space where these gestures take place. In 

this sense, the monitoring of attention that characterizes the acquaintance with an 

instrument is a constantly renewed cycle rather than one guided by blind repetition. It is 

an explorative relationship in nature, since one is unable to go back to an original 

starting point. Unlike mechanical motion that is unresponsive to context, the 

instrumentalist’s gestures need permanent correction. A continuous monitoring of 



attention is thus a requisite in every musical performance, irrespective of the musician’s 

degree of ‘expertise’. 

In his work from 1935 [1989] “Vom Sinn der Sinne” (The sense of the senses) 

Erwin Straus described the process of movement learning. He noted how these are not 

learned in a mechanical fashion (he used the manipulation of musical instruments in his 

examples), for at least two reasons. Learned movements are not developed in isolation 

but are always integrated within oriented action. Such learning relies heavily on the 

articulation of movements rather than on local, independent gestures. For Straus, the 

attention of the apprentice musician does not rely on an already learned conduct, but on 

the flow of motor actions that make motion fit into a musical context. It is a kind of 

dexterity that cannot be attributed to ready-made structures pre-dating the actual bodily 

gestures attuned to the instrument’s material affordances. Aiming in a similar direction, 

Nikolai Bernstein (1996) suggested that the secret of motor control resides in the 

permanent tuning of movement, its “sensory corrections”. In the case of an 

instrumentalist this tuning relies on the perceptual monitoring of audible movement. 

The developmental unfolding of such practical topography must therefore be sought in 

this dynamic coupling of movements, where an increasing synergy is generated between 

the interpreter, his instrument and tonal spatiality. 

Additionally, it should be noted that the effective exploration of an instrument 

involves a holistic participation. The actual movements of the performer go well beyond 

those needed to “get a sound” out of the instrument. The effective motor participation of 

the body is wide-ranging, and is certainly not limited to the movement of the limbs that 

appear to be controlling the instrument. For these movements grab a hold of the whole 

body in the musical gesture. To the foreign eye, vocalisations, gesticulations, bouncing 

and so on can appear as a dramatic ‘add-on’. However, these gesticulations are an 

integral part of a participative engagement that drags the interpreter into an expressive 

gesture. Rather than putting on a show (although it might be the case), these “non 

functional” gestures motivate the direction of an expressive movement. A drummer has 

no real need of blinking his eyes, clutching his jaw or making faces; yet these manifest 

an intimate negotiation between an expressive thread and bodily motion. The latter is 

constantly acting as a backdrop to musical listening. Developing an awareness of this 

involvement is a crucial part of every musician’s training. 

 

The development of musical skill constantly involves the possibility of mistakes 

and slips, which differentiates it from a mechanical procedure. An improvisatory quality 

is engrained in the gestures that are sought, which does not mean their lacking in 

orientation. On the contrary, an anticipatory pull guides them and makes them preserve 

their exploratory character. The apprentice must find an expressive gesture that fits his 

own corporality. He can certainly imitate the gestures of another performer, but in any 

case these will need to be adjusted to his own body in order to bring forth a dynamical 

embodied structure. In addition to this bodily adjustment, the development of a skill is 

grounded on the appropriation of a tacit structure. 

Michael Polanyi (1958) proposed a principle of dual control of action starting 

from a functional relationship between the focal object of attention and a ‘background’ 

that serves as a subsidiary pole of attention. Tool use (including musical instruments) 

helps illustrating this structure: a tool gradually becomes an extension of my own 

corporality. This kind of phenomenal transformation is a feature of all knowledge than 

emerges from this structure of action. More generally, all skilful action (and all 

perception) has its extensionality and intentionality. On the one hand, every attentional 

act implies an awareness of something (i.e. Brentano, Husserl), but on the other hand, it 



extends itself from something (which may include my own body) to something else, 

which constitutes its horizon. Perception and skilful action are inconceivable without a 

prospect, which supposes a personal partaking where the link between the focal and the 

subsidiary conforms the attentional structure of action and perception (retinal and 

tympanic stimulation being subsidiary to the perceived object). 

 Coming back to the musician’s training, the same principles are transposable to 

its different phases, starting with the discovery of a relationship between gesture and 

sound. For instance, a pianist will work on a section trying out different fingerings until 

he founds the one that fluently adjusts to both his hands and to the sought musicality. 

Yet after a number of repetitions, a particular fingering will recede to the background, 

favouring the piece’s expressive movement and quality. At this point, the pianist will 

arrive at a tacit integration between tonal movement (focal awareness) and fingering 

(subsidiary awareness). In such way, tonal gestures become intimately bound to bodily 

gestures. 

 The importance of the functional relationship between focal and subsidiary poles 

of a course of action can be illustrated by attending to its breakdown. If the pianist from 

our example starts following the movement of his fingers instead of the musical 

movement, the functional relationship is broken, and his playing becomes a mere 

fiddling exercise deprived of musicality. He will even be forced to interrupt his playing, 

since it is the focal musical thread that keeps the continuity of the piece, not the 

sequence of fingering positions on the keyboard. Nevertheless, it will be enough for him 

to attend to the tonal motion and be re-immersed in musical performance. The tacit 

integration will be immediately regained, making the subsidiaries (the fingering pattern) 

recede into the background again. 

It should be noted that this tacit integration is never definitely set, and is always 

prone to further development and fulfilment. An aspect of the instrumentalist’s work 

consists precisely in playing with this proximal/distal alternation in order to get a better 

grasp of the piece’s expressive movement or to discover new configurations within it. 

The concept of tacit integration helps to shed light on the development of the 

instrumentalist’s skill, as I would like to approach it. Practitioners of a given craft can 

notice that tacit integrations are not transparent, but that it is always possible to operate 

on them by going back to their underlying dual structure. For example, an 

instrumentalist will work on the expressive character of the interpretation of a piece by 

going back to his bodily gestures. He will thus be able to establish a stronger dynamical 

contrast (i.e. piano/forte) between different parts of a phrase by changing the way he 

presses the keys. This gradual phenomenal transformation will make him act directly on 

tonal quality rather than focusing on his action on the keys as such. In turn, this will 

lead into a more stable relationship, which can eventually be re-evaluated. From this 

point of view, Polanyi’s dual control of action allows to conceive a continuous 

(developmental) achievement of the instrumentalist’s skill. 

To sum up, the components of skill cannot be made explicit, at least for two 

reasons. Firstly, it is impossible to turn ourselves into detached observers of our own 

action without interrupting or distorting it. Secondly, a skill is not logically specifiable 

by a set of rules, since it draws from physiognomic structures, practical concerns, or an 

oriented extensionality, which can only be grasped in bodily feeling. Thus, the 

formalisation of a practical skill’s “components” stands against the global action that it 

is supposedly describing. It is nonetheless important to stress that Polanyi did not intend 

to open a gap between explicit and tacit knowledge. On the contrary, the point is to 

suggest that all knowledge is grounded on the articulation between the proximal and the 

distal, an alternation that makes all subsequent integrations possible. 



 

  

My presentation seeks to suggest that the constitution of this practical 

topography entails an exercise that is imaginative in nature. Such exercise involves 

some of the elements I have succinctly mentioned here. In particular, an anticipatory 

motion that facilitates the melding of musical and bodily gesture into a cohesive unity 

seems crucial. The extensionality that favours a continuous field between tonal 

spatiality, self-motion and the instrument, supposes an ensemble of practices in aural 

imagination. The development of such practical topography does not only rely on 
the attribution of places on an instrument, but in the actual qualification of a 
spatiality that is not exhausted in relationship with the instrument as a machine. 

Thus understood, the constitutive process of such practical topography 
allows imagination to move well beyond imagery, feeding from aural and 
kinaesthetic modalities. Ultimately, this would call for a multimodal treatment of 
imagination, stemming from an anticipatory engagement with practical 
endeavours. Imagination in this case would be attached to the potentials for 
action-perception deployed throughout the ‘bonding’ the musician establishes 
with the musical instrument. These potentials develop in the exercise of musical 
praxis, which both emanates from and contributes to feed a cultural sensorium. 
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