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Book review

Anna Bull, Class, Control and Classical Music. New York: Oxford University Press, 
2019. 232 pp. £47.99 (hardback), ISBN 9780190844356

Anna Bull’s book is based on a simple and questing premise; to show how classical 
music in the United Kingdom – as a set of texts, practices and institutions – is both 
shaped by, and reproduces, inequalities. As it turns out, perhaps unsurprisingly, inequal-
ity is not simply a matter of economics, but deeply ingrained in the social organisation of 
classical music, as well as the consecration of tastes and repertoires that comprise its 
canon. Participation in classical music is therefore not simply about who can pay – but 
also about who has the resources to persist and perform, in the socially apt and culturally 
authorised manner. While this might not be news to readers of this journal, the extent to 
which mainstream musicologists, educators and professionals would disavow such a 
claim should not be underestimated – and one of the remarkable aspects of this book is 
the way it reveals the durability in classical music of some archaic attitudes and discrimi-
natory practices that are long overdue their symphonic finale.

Based on an ethnographic study of four youth music groups in southern England – 
White, conservative, almost exclusively middle class, and thus typical – classical music 
is presented as a closed world. Hostile to the working classes and other socially marginal 
aspirants (who tend to be coded as ‘not fitting in’ or as operating below the required 
musical ‘calibre’ or ‘standard’) the youth choir or orchestra is shown to be a machine for 
the reproduction of the bourgeois subject. As Bull notes, this is a self-perpetuating sub-
jectivity where the ‘middle-class habit of long-term investment in a successful future self 
is a requirement for learning classical music [and in] turn, learning classical music rein-
forces this habit in young people’ (p. 65). Polite and restrained, yet also confident and 
striving, the archetypal classical musician is also possessed of an emotional ‘depth’ and 
a talent for the sensitive appreciation of the finest works. The odd working-class musi-
cian who breaks into this bourgeois sanctum might find themselves struggling to recon-
cile their ambitions for ‘respectable’ achievement against the required disavowal of those 
tastes and ambitions more characteristic of their class origins. For such musicians, a 
sense of ease and assurance can prove elusive – even if talent and technique are well 
established.

As Bull shows, for those who lack the required assets, sustained involvement in clas-
sical music can be a struggle. Not only are poor or working-class students less likely to 
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afford the kinds of private tuition usually deemed necessary for continual improvement, 
they are less likely to obtain the grade credentials demanded by elite educational institu-
tions and orchestras. Furthermore, at the point of evaluation and entry, they are also less 
qualified to pass what we might think of as the ‘disposition test’ – failing to demonstrate 
the social habits and cultural attributes imagined to be the natural possession of the musi-
cally ‘talented’. These might include a deep history of dedicated attention to practice, the 
proper deportment, dress or self-presentation, as well as verbal confidence and articulacy 
(as one of Bull’s participants notes, a lack of ‘chavvy vowels’ is a sine qua non). Whether 
in the conservatoire, orchestra or choir, selection tends to favour those who best embody 
the ‘merit’ of looking, sounding and behaving like those already selected – a familiar 
tune of social reproduction that any cultural sociologist would recognise.

Despite its title, the book is arguably more revealing in its nuanced account of gender 
inequality, and how class and gender can intersect in judgements of musical talent and 
quality. Bull offers an enlightening account of how classical music provided a vehicle for 
the making of a gendered respectability in the late 19th century, and how women became 
both beneficiaries and subjects of the rise of musical education and teaching professions. 
Thus, while women were encouraged to take up piano and violin, instruments that were 
deemed befitting of their perceived gentility, and to establish themselves as teachers, 
they were also enlisted in support of the imperial aspirations of the new credentialising 
institutions such as the Associated Board of the Royal Colleges of Music (ABRSM) and 
Trinity College London. These institutions regarded women as bearers of the cultural 
values of Empire, whose bodies and manners needed to be constantly surveilled in order 
to ensure they upheld the highest standards of musical virtue. This ‘boundary drawing 
around the proper’ as Bull describes it, is shown to be hardly any more progressive today, 
as she reveals how contemporary classical music continues to inculcate values of mod-
esty and restraint, and a measured, self-conscious femininity that values quiet application 
and dedication to self-improvement. And while women are the majority participants in 
classical music making, this does not mean they occupy positions of power that might 
challenge such containment – whether being denied the best jobs in musical education, 
or working beholden to orchestra conductors (over 98% male), many with strong games 
in emotional manipulation, domination and control, there seems little opportunity to 
unseat convention. Yet what is also revealed is the potential for classical music to allow 
women to transcend this conventional casting – where an opera singer might have facil-
ity to fill a room with an expressive and powerful voice that can radically shift her own 
sense of being, so seeding the ‘potential for feminist re-imaginings of the body’ (p. 139) 
and affording a sense of agency and power. Yet the contradiction remains that even when 
‘making a big sound with the body and taking up (sonic) space’, women do so ‘under 
heavily controlled circumstances, and in conflict with classical music’s pedagogy of cor-
rection, detail and competition’ (pp. 140–141).

Yet, if gender is one fertile ground for contesting the stultifying norms of classical 
music, then race seems barely to register in the political consciousness of conductors and 
performers. Classical music – mostly White European art music – has hitherto had little 
truck with Black music or Black musicians, and Bull reveals how even well-meaning, 
but clumsy, experiments at broadening the canonical repertoire can serve easily to expose 
an ingrained racism. Asked to introduce some in-seat dance moves to accompany their 
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new Duke Ellington medley, in order to indicate the ‘looser’ and more expressive – and 
therefore assumedly more Black – dimensions of their performance, one group of musi-
cians demurred, though less out of sensitivity to racial stereotyping and more out of 
discomfort at being asked to depart from the embodied restraint they deemed necessary 
for ‘serious’ (and therefore superior) musical performance. The broader absence of Black 
musicians – as well as the texts of Black music – from classical music is tacitly alluded 
to by Bull, though it would have been interesting to have this more fulsomely explored, 
especially given the long history of involvement by Black people in amateur and com-
munity classical music making in the United Kingdom.

It is likely that given the narrow demographic of its participants, and the material 
structures and mechanisms by which its society is reproduced, most cultural critics will 
no longer regard classical music as transcendent and autonomous – but as social through 
and through. But this does not mean we cannot evaluate it on its own aesthetic – as well 
as social – terms. Yet it is telling that so few now try to do this – especially in sociology 
or cultural studies. Too often the aesthetic properties of music are set aside, save for some 
bloodless accounting for their social origins. Taste is frequently presented as a taste for 
the necessary – and little else. Happily, by building on the germinal work of Georgina 
Born and other theorists of ‘the social aesthetic’, Bull avoids this dulling trap. As befits 
a trained former musician, Bull’s sociological score is sprinkled with elegant grace notes 
of aesthetic commentary and critique – and it is precisely when she is reflecting on her 
own relationship to music, that her ambitions to fuse the sociological and the aesthetic 
come most vividly to life. For example, there is a lovely description (pp. 54–55) of sitting 
in on an exam being taken by ‘Ellie’, one of her research participants, who is struggling 
to meet the tricky demands of the Brahms G major violin sonata (‘a wonderfully expan-
sive, graceful piece’ as Bull describes) on which she is being assessed, while being 
guided by a genial and enthusiastic, but also accomplished and authoritative, older male 
examiner. The account discloses some of the complexity involved when a researcher is 
seeking to offer a disinterested evaluative judgement about the embodied dimensions of 
performance, while synchronically engaged in an affective, aesthetic appreciation of an 
(apparently) pre-formatted social encounter. While finding herself moved by the music 
and ‘unable to listen in stillness’, Bull is nevertheless able to recognise the processes of 
social reproduction in the ways that the expressive capacity of the student is shaped by a 
charismatic male authority, in an ambivalent institutional setting (the conservatoire) 
which has long invested in the dubious art of reproducing respectable femininity, as 
much as in developing musical talent. This is Born’s theory of the mediated musical 
assemblage come brightly to life.

But, in Bull’s work, the classical music aesthetic more often takes on a sinister (and 
thus more sociologically familiar) presence – looming large as justification for the exclu-
sion of social undesirables and the ostensibly untalented. Dispositions associated with 
classical music are reflected in the aesthetic of the musical text – where there is a need 
for attention, application and interiority, a legato social performance, and anticipation of 
a deferred pay-off in the (social) crescendo. Canonical works like Mozart’s The Magic 
Flute – reactionary, racist, misogynist – are regarded as inviolable texts, at least until 
they are challenged by more radical interpreters; and it is here that Bull detects some 
more positive movements, as standards become subject to contest and change. She 
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concludes with a call for a renewal of state funding, to support a more widespread and 
democratic participation, a broadening of curricula, and an opening up of this closed and 
controlled world to a more diverse and inter-cultural set of musical and social exchanges. 
But if, by her own admission, it is this control and discipline, and the feeling of being part 
of a shared ‘community-in-sound’, that is so vital to the value classical music provides, 
then one wonders how far de-control can proceed. Yet, as Bull insists, there is still quite 
a lot that might be done. The challenge for classical music is to tackle classism, sexism 
and racism, and other forms of exclusion and discrimination, as well as build and incen-
tivise support for a musical ecology that ‘recognizes multiple progression routes and 
vernacular music codes’ (p. 187) and takes aesthetic beauty as vital, but never immutable 
or unchanging.

This is an excellent book, written with energy and economy, deftly combining theo-
retical and empirical work, and written with the measured confidence of an insider, as 
well as the critical reflexivity of the apostate. Music’s loss might be sociology’s gain – 
yet we might also hope that Bull’s book is read in, and beyond, both of these fields, not 
least for its vital insights into the ways young people are guided into (and willingly 
anchor themselves) to social structures, and how cultural and aesthetic practices help 
constrain as well as enable subject formation. As a contribution to the burgeoning litera-
ture on middle-class cultural practices, this book is significant; as an aid to understanding 
the place of classical music in contemporary society it will become a standard.
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