
Taste in Music

Virgil Thomson

A taste for music, a taste for anything, is an ability to consume 
it with pleasure. Taste in music is preferential consumption, a 
greater liking for certain kinds of it than for others. A broad 
taste in music involves the ability to consume with pleasure 
many kinds of it.

Vast numbers of persons, many of them highly intelligent, 
derive no pleasure at all from organized sound. An even larger 
number can take it or leave it alone. They find it agreeable for 
the most part, stimulating of the sentiments and occasionally 
interesting to the mind. But music is not for them a passional 
experience, a transport, an auditory universe. Everybody, how-
ever, has some kind of taste in music, even persons with little or 
no taste for it. No subject, save perhaps the theory of money, is 
disputed about so constantly in contemporary life as the divers 
styles of musical expression, both popular and erudite, their 
nature and likability. 

There are often striking contradictions between what musical  
people admire and what they like. Admiration, being a judg-
ment, is submission to reason. But liking is an inspiration, a 
datum exigent, unreasonable, and impossible by any act of the 
will to alter. It will frequently alter itself, however, without 
warning. And loyalty to things we once loved dearly brings 
tension into everybody’s taste. Persons whose musical experi-
ence is limited may, indeed, be more loyal to old likings than 
persons who deal with music all the time. The latter tend to 
reject and to accept with vehemence; they are choosy. And their 
choosiness is quite independent of their judgment; it is personal 
and profoundly capricious. They can switch from Beethoven to 
boogie-woogie, from Bach to barbershop, with a facility that 
is possible only to those who take all music for their clothes 
closet. For practical living, man needs to be free in his thought 
and responsible in his actions. But in dealing with art, respon-
sibility of thought, which makes for slowness of judgment, and 
freedom of action, which makes for flexibility of taste, constitute 
the mechanics of vigor.
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6 the musical scene

The development of taste is not a major objective in musical 
education. What the young need is understanding, that whole 
paraphernalia of analysis and synthesis whereby a piece is broken 
up into its component details, mastered, restored to integrity, 
and possessed. Musical understanding depends not so much on 
the number of works one has learned in this fashion, provided 
examples from several schools have been included, as on the 
completeness with which the procedure has been carried out. 
Any student can be convinced by study that Mozart is a more 
accomplished workman than Grieg or Rachmaninoff. If he still 
likes Grieg and Rachmaninoff better, that is his privilege. Ma-
turity is certain to alter, whatever they may be, his youthful 
predilections.

Persons unprepared by training to roam the world of music 
in freedom but who enjoy music and wish to increase that en-
joyment are constantly searching for a key, a passport that will 
hasten their progress. There is none, really, except study. And 
how far it is profitable to spend time cultivating talent where 
there is no vocation every man must decide for himself. But if 
there is any door-opener to taste it is knowledge. One cannot 
know whether one likes, can use, a work unless one has some 
method beyond mere instinct for tasting it. The only known 
ways to taste a piece of music are to read it in score or to follow 
it in performance. And it is quite impossible to follow unfamil-
iar kinds of music without an analytical method, a set of aids 
to memory that enables one to discern the pattern of what is 
taking place.

But an ability to hear is not the whole of musical reception. 
A vote seems to be required, a yes or no as to whether one 
desires, for the present, further acquaintance. Now, the enjoy-
ment of old musical acquaintance is such a pleasant thing for all 
and so quite sufficiently absorbing for the unskilled that nearly 
everybody leans toward a timid conservatism with regard to un-
familiar music. The too old, the too new, the in-any-way strange 
we resist simply because we do not know how to take them on. 
The lay public will try anything; but it will be disappointed, on 
first hearing, in anything it has no method for remembering. We 
like the idea of being musically progressive, because progress is 
one of our national ideals; but we do not always know how to 
conduct a progress.
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Well, the way of that is long. It is nothing less, if one wishes 
to take part in America’s musical growing-up, than learning to 
hear music correctly and learning to know one’s mind. Persons 
who cannot follow music at all do well to admit the fact and 
let music alone. Persons who really hear it, whom it will not let 
alone, usually improve themselves by one means and another 
in their ability to hear patterns in sound; and with more and 
more music thus rendered available to them, they can choose 
at any moment their personal allegiances with a modicum of 
liberty. The tolerant but untrained, however, will always be a 
bit uncertain in their tastes. They will never know, for instance, 
whether they are entitled to vote publicly or not. They will 
consequently assume the privilege more proudly, more dog-
matically, and more irresponsibly than musicians themselves are 
likely to do. And they will rarely know the difference between 
their tastes and their opinions.

It is the ignorantly formed and categorically expressed opin-
ions of the amateur, in fact, that make the music world com-
panionable. Professional musicians express, for the most part, 
responsible opinions; and these show a surprising tendency 
to approach, within twenty-five years, unanimity. There is not 
much difference of opinion any more, for instance, about either 
the nature or the value of Debussy’s music, or of Puccini’s, or 
of what Stravinsky wrote before 1914. But musicians’ personal 
likings are eclectic; they imply no agreement of any kind. It is 
laymen who like to like together. Musicians’ opinions influence 
nothing; they simply recognize, with a certain delay but cor-
rectly, the history of music. Lay opinion influences everything 
—even, at times, creation. And at all times it is the pronounce-
ments of persons who know something about music but not too  
much, and a bit more about what they like but still not too much,  
that end by creating those modes or fashions in consumption 
that make up the history of taste.

There is no doubt that lay opinion is in large part organized 
and directed by knowledgeable persons—by critics, college in- 
structors, conductors, publishers’ employees, and leaders of 
fashion. It is nevertheless not wholly under their control. The 
leaders of taste can no more create deliberately a mode in music 
than advertising campaigns can make popular a product that 
the public doesn’t want. They can only manipulate a trend. And 
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trends follow folk patterns. Nobody connected with a trend 
in music—whether composer, executant, manager, critic, con-
sumer, or even resister—is a free agent with regard to it. That 
is why unsuccessful or unfashionable music, music that seems 
to ignore what the rest of the world is listening to, is sometimes 
the best music, the freest, the most original—though there is 
no rule about that either. 

And so, thus caught up on the wheel of fatality, how can any-
body really know anything about music, beyond its immediate 
practice or perception, least of all what he likes? Learning is a 
precious thing and knowing one’s mind is even more so. But 
let none of us who think we belong to music fancy too highly 
our opinions about it, since in twenty-five years most of these 
will have either gone down the drain or become every man’s 
private conviction. And please let none imagine, either, that his 
personal tastes are unique, indissoluble, and free. Those who 
think themselves most individual in their likings are most easily 
trapped by the appeal of chic, since chic is no more than the 
ability to accept trends in fashion with grace, to vary them ever 
so slightly, to follow a movement under the sincere illusion that 
one is being oneself. And those who imagine themselves most 
independent as judges make up the most predictable public in 
the world, that known to managements as the university trade, 
since intellectuals will always pay for the privilege of exercis-
ing their intellectual powers. Rarities of any kind, ancient or 
modern, are merely stones to whet their minds against. You can  
always sell to the world of learning acquaintance with that 
which it does not know. 

In the long run, such freedom as anybody has is the reward 
of labor, much study, and inveterate wariness. And the pleasures 
of taste, at best, are transitory, since nobody, professional or 
layman, can be sure that what he finds beautiful this year may 
not be just another piece of music to him next. The best any 
of us can do about any piece, short of memorizing its actual 
sounds and storing it away intact against lean musical moments, 
is to consult his appetite about its immediate consumption, his 
appetite and his digestive experience. And after consumption 
to argue about the thing interminably with all his friends. De 
gustibus disputandum est.


