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Fig. 1 – At the Mummers Parade, Downtown Philadelphia,  

New Years Day.

As a paradigmatic example of the carnival spirit, the Mummers are 
characterized by showy fusions of sound, sight, and spectacle and, 
as such, represent a version of how Philadelphia’s ‘musical’ and ‘sonic 
unconscious’ manifests itself in forms of theatricalization and the 
valorization of ceremonies and traditions. 

That is, historically and in the present, Philadelphia’s ‘sonic uncon-
scious’ is largely recognizable as it appears visually and performa-
tively. In essence, with homage to Walter Benjamin’s notion of an 
optical unconscious, a more accurate formulation for Philadelphia’s 
sonic unconscious would be a musico-optical unconscious and, even 
more broadly, as it often includes non-musical sound and noise, a 
sonic-optical unconscious. There are, as this paper will demonstrate, 
historical traces and contemporary evidence of both a musico-opti-
cal unconscious and sonic-optical unconscious identifiable in specific 
sites and through multiple productions, practices and on-going 
social activities in the city’s life. These phenomena disclose various 
indications of social and class desires, relationships to memory and 
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localized structures for performance and communication, which 
contribute to the city’s sonic and musical vitality.

The Mummers are among the major figures from Philadelphia that 
I will reference regarding the persistent and recurrent signs of a sonic-
optical unconscious. Others include individuals such as Philadelphia 
Founders William Penn and Benjamin Franklin, and prominent 
jazz, opera, soul, and pop stars who are native to or lived in the city. 
Images of the latter performers are visible in oversized realistic or 
stylized murals that appear on the sides of buildings throughout the 
city. Created by an artistic community-based organization called the 
Philadelphia Mural Arts Project, the murals are instances of musico-
optical and sonic-optical imagery that enlivens and cultivates a 
sense of indigenous music-making and cultural awareness, particu-
larly in African-American and ethnic working-class neighborhoods. 
Examples of such musico- and sonic-optical imagery include repre-
sentation of musical instruments, notation or musicians in perfor-
mance. In numerous public locations, there are sculptures, plaques 
and other material signs that also underscore a heightened sense of 
sound made visible and citywide sonic production.

What follows frequently comments on the uses of Fredric Jameson’s 
notions in The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic 
Act. But I also call attention to different conceptions of the uncon-
scious and its workings in order to assess particular Philadelphia-
related themes and practices. For example, prompted by Jameson’s 
theorizing , the dynamics of Philadelphia’s musico-optical and sonic-
optical unconscious are decipherable in relation to an aesthetic sys-
tem. That is, Jameson indicates that events and related performances 
(such as parades) can be viewed as forms of “cultural artifacts” that 
have the potential “to be read as symbolic resolutions of real and 
political and social contradictions” (80). Although, pace Jameson, it 
could also be said that symbolic parades and what Mikhail Bakhtin 
calls “the carnival sense of the world” (Problems 123) are not always 
aspects of an overtly politicized unconscious but supplement the for-
mation of collective unconscious production in the sense outlined 
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by Herbert Marcuse in Eros and Civilization. In that study, Marcuse’s 
analysis of the psychic mechanism of sublimation and its implications 
for social order advance my discussion. So, too, does Bakhtin’s formu-
lations of carnival and carnivalization in Rabelais and His World, and 
also later in his book on Dostoevsky, where he writes of “carnivalistic 
misalliances”; a notion that depicts how “[a] free and familiar atti-
tude spreads over everything: over all values, thoughts, phenomena, 
and things” (123). In addition, as will be noted, Bakhtin and his co-
author V.N Voloshinov suggest a non-Freudian model of an individ-
ual unconscious in their study, Freudianism: A Marxist Critique, and 
instead posit a more social and ideological conception of conscious-
ness, one “in every respect determined by socioeconomic factors” 
(86). This usefully expands the sense of the unconscious and allows 
for the perspective developed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Deleuze and 
Guattari also critique Freud’s model of the unconscious and out-
line the possibility of regarding social productions such as parades 
and, for that matter, daily life in cities as polysemous and embedded 
in what they call “assemblages” of “semiotic flows, material flows 
and social flows” (22–3). Their thinking echoes themes outlined by 
Marcuse and Bakhtin and suggests a rhizomic extension of the con-
cept of a musico-sonic-optical unconscious. In the closing pages of 
this paper, I refer to their sonically derived concept of the ‘refrain’ 
and indicate how it provides another dimension for the consideration 
of Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical unconscious. In the end, I will 
contend that Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical unconscious—and 
its related communicative systems, discourses and aesthetics—are 
nurturing and productive. At its best, Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-
optical unconscious is essential to currents of dialogic relationships 
citywide and is integral to the production of a sustaining, liberat-
ing, generative environment that functions to retain and transform 
meaning and provide memories and imaginings. 

In the spirit of carnivalesque and metropolitan heterogene-
ity and Deleuzian and Guattarian proclivities toward multifarious 
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engagement, then, my paper will forgo theoretical purity or a singu-
lar interpretation of a musico-sonic-optical unconscious and instead 
offer an assemblage of discourses on Philadelphia’s musical, sonic, 
visual and performative cityscape. An overarching contention of this 
paper is that Philadelphia stands apart from other American cities in 
that, historically and currently, a musico-sonic-optical unconscious 
in tandem with musical cultures (producers, audiences, institutions, 
and other important elements of those cultures) are demonstra-
bly and irrepressibly animated to visually, tactically and performa-
tively represent sound and music. One strain of this results from 
Philadelphia’s ideological and socio-historical processes of memory, 
memorialization and self-recognition, all of which produces an array 
of residual visual objects, themes and significations that can be traced 
to the city’s origins in the Colonial Period. The resultant successive 
celebratory acts that have emerged since are infused with class and 
racial musical, sonic imagery, iconographic symbolism, self-referenc-
ing discourses and vitalizing social practices.

On Identity and Problematic Origins

To begin, then, it should be noted that Philadelphia is not renowned 
as a national and international center for any one dominant musical 
genre, sound or musical institution. It is not New York City, where 
music, money, business and fame have been deeply intertwined for 
a century; and, unlike jazz in New Orleans, Memphis and the blues, 
Nashville and country music or Seattle and its rock, grunge and alter-
native scenes, there is no defining genre that characterizes the city’s 
musical cultures. Rather, there has been a long, self-conscious his-
tory and much continuous and varied musical production extending 
from classical to avant-garde and experimental music, from doo-wop, 
rock and roll to rock and pop, along with be-bop, jazz, funk, folk, 
Latino, and hip hop. 

Importantly, this musical production rests on the foundations of a 
quite proudly held historical cognizance of Philadelphia traditions. 
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In turn, this knowledge has been developed and is encouraged by 
long-established and ever newly created musical and public institu-
tions. In part, as I outlined in a paper titled “Sounds, Frequencies and 
Sonic Resonance in Philadelphia,” the city’s musical and historical 
self-awareness appears in the context of its promotion of tourism. A 
central theme that appears in tourist material as well as in the dis-
courses related to social, economic and civic practices is a reminder 
of how Philadelphia was America’s first capital. In other texts and 
rhetoric, profit- and non-profit organizations, public and private ven-
ues, educational and music training academies produce their own 
images and narrative histories of a sonic past. There is, for example, 
a ‘Philadelphia Sound’ claimed by the Symphony Orchestra and 
‘The Sound of Philadelphia’ promoted by soul music producers of 
Philadelphia International Records and their famed studio, Sigma 
Sound. The Free Library of Philadelphia houses the Edwin A. Fleisher 
Collection of Orchestral Music, which, it states, “is the largest lend-
ing library of orchestral performance material in the world. Founded 
in 1909, the collection comprised just over 3300 works when donated 
to the Free Library in 1929” (Free Library of Philadelphia). Since 
the 1970s avant-garde and experimental music has been integrated 
into the city’s audio and live performance cultures by such groups 
as the Relâche Ensemble, Orchestra 2001, and Bowerbird Music. 
The Philadelphia Clef Club is dedicated to the past and present life 
of jazz, and another group known as “Loud! Fast! Philly!” recounts 
and revives the city’s punk music scene. In short, from its ethnic and 
racial communities (Irish, Italian, Polish, African-American) to its 
economically elite strata (granting foundations and supporters of 
the symphony and opera) to multiple mainstream, over- and under-
grounds of jazz, rock, alternative, hip hop, DJs, and radio-station 
followers, Philadelphia understands itself and functions as an abun-
dantly varied multi-musical community. 

Needless to say, each producing organization and its constitu-
ents, as with the Mummers, are replete with specific imagery, orga-
nized events and discourses that engage diverse social sectors and 
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neighborhoods. Individual, collective, civic, institutional and com-
mercial efforts thus consistently affirm a sense of musical vitality and 
richness. The functional practices of all involved have resulted in pro-
ductive, well-connected social, personal and on-line networks that 
actively inform the city’s sonic life and its conscious self-conception. 
Musical communities form fluid, generally non-competitive financial 
and interpersonal networks that supply discourses and material pro-
duction but also exhibit unconscious social-psychic manifestations. 

In the efforts for recognition, the self-promotion and communi-
cative signification of groups and institutions necessarily rely on 
constructing identities through slogans and imagery, some of which 
betray, to take up Freudian categories, anxieties and other mild 
pathologies. This is apparent in marketing gambits as well as local-
ized mythologizing. Along Broad Street, in Center City, there is a 
Walk of Fame with sidewalk plaques sponsored by The Philadelphia 
Music Alliance. Eschewing more modest adjectives, its website 
boasts that it “promotes the vast contributions of Philadelphians 
to all music genres.” For example, identifying an orchestral or R&B 
‘sound’ as representative of an entire city overstates the reality of 
the city’s widespread, diverse music making. A similar case could be 
made with the depiction of early rock and roll stars such as Frankie 
Avalon and Chubby Checker and the popular 1950s teenage music 
and dance show television show, Dick Clark’s American Bandstand. 
These singers and other acts were part of Philadelphia’s music scenes 
‘back in the day’ and they are recalled visually in mural arts images 
and performatively through radio programs, and club events where 
‘oldies’ are featured. However, this pop-culture historicizing is 
uneasily lionized in the sense that public acknowledgment of them 
exposes the precariousness of adolescent behavior and, simultane-
ously, the unresolved emotions of having been lived in an earlier, 
perhaps, innocent time. This is another way in which Philadelphia 
unconsciously demonstrates that it is a city of neighborhoods over-
shadowed by the grander, more worldly, urbanity of New York City; 
and its self-aggrandizing comes to resemble a noticeable display of a 
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wish for recognition, if not an inferiority complex. This is added to 
by the tourist industry’s main theme of Philadelphia as the historical 
center of America where the Founding Fathers gave birth to liberty 
and freedom, a narrative clearly open to Oedipal interpretations. 

On a Political and Sonic Unconscious in 
Philadelphia’s Origins 

For Jameson, all aspects of social and political reality become “‘in 
the last analysis’ political” (20). He then adds that “a political uncon-
scious proposes that we undertake just such a final analysis and 
explore the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of cultural 
artifacts as socially symbolic acts” (20). Postulating Philadelphia’s 
musico-sonic-optical unconscious is an analogous process, with the 
proviso that it is less clearly about the finality of political interpreta-
tions. To approach the subject, it is telling to follow Freud and his fol-
lowers on selected themes and the symbologies of birth and trauma, 
and to explore conceptions of psychic mechanisms of sublimation. 
Such an assessment can illuminate historical and psychic traces left 
by a compact constellation of primal ruptures dating from events in 
Philadelphia’s early history. These involve William Penn, the founder 
of Philadelphia, the American Revolution and its symbolic master 
tropes, and the armonica, an instrument invented in the 1760s by 
Benjamin Franklin.

Consider: the socio-political foundations of freedom and liberty 
in America were first established by its Quaker Founder, William 
Penn, who also named the territory “The City of Brotherly Love.” 
The Quakers were a Protestant sect who rebelled against religious 
oppression in England. Their beliefs forbid idolatry and visual imag-
ery. To worship, even today, they assemble for services in plain meet-
ing rooms and practice meditation and silent prayer. The name by 
which they were first identified was not their own but used deri-
sively by other British Christians. While praying, the sect mem-
bers were said to quake or tremble at the word of the Lord, in effect 
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performatively signifying the very silence they embraced. Thus, the 
implied images—of male relationships in ‘brotherly love’ and the 
‘inner sound’ of Quaker prayer, whether actually perceived or not—
connotes visual representation. 

Fig. 2 – The Liberty Bell and Independence Hall, Philadelphia  
(photograph: Tony the Misfit/Flickr/Wikipedia).

With the American Revolution, Philadelphia became known as ‘the 
Birthplace of America,’ ‘the birthplace of freedom’ and the ‘Cradle of 
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Liberty.’ Ironically, the sound of freedom was proclaimed in a writ-
ten text, The Declaration of Independence. More to the point for this 
paper, ‘freedom rings out’ in the sound of the Liberty Bell, which was 
famously cracked upon its arrival and has required constant repair. It 
has never functioned satisfactorily, though rung on many occasions, 
the last time on a commemoration of George Washington’s birthday 
in 1846. As a silent icon for over 150 years, it is currently located in a 
glass-enclosed display area in Independence Park Mall where it can 
be seen but never heard. (Wave Forms, a public art sculpture of the 
Liberty Bell by Dennis Oppenheim, located in West Philadelphia, 
represents the bell in an abstracted form as a series of aluminum 
and mesh concentric ‘wave structures.’ It is, of course, also silent 
(Oppenheim)).

Though unacknowledged, the conflictual problematics of sight 
and sound in Philadelphia’s collective consciousness and historical 
memory commence through these material signifiers: an object cre-
ated to sound yet is noiseless and a written text. Or, more directly, a 
non-ringing Liberty Bell from which citizens are to hear the sound of 
liberty and a Declaration of Independence which proclaims an ide-
ology of independence and freedom of speech through the silence 
of a printed document. Though not intentionally aesthetical, the 
well-wrought bell and visually impressive printed Declaration of 
Independence text—and the sense of it as a speech act—exhibit 
obvious political and ideological aesthetics of their own. Jameson 
offers an insight that is instructive here when he writes “ideology is 
not something which informs or invests symbolic production; rather 
the aesthetic act is itself ideological, and the production of aesthetic 
or narrative form is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, 
with the function of inventing imaginary or formal ‘solutions’ to irre-
solvable social contradictions” (79). Without pursuing a political 
analysis, it is arguable that the aesthetic form and narrative of inde-
pendence and free speech itself can be regarded as formalized, imagi-
nary tropes for the performance of ‘solutions’ which, regarding free 
speech, remain on open question in American society. 
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From the perspective of the public, should they reflect on the mat-
ter, a silent bell and a written text proclaiming freedom may seem 
a mild but significant example of a conceptual schism and, more 
overtly, of a visual/verbal paradox. In relation to sound and imag-
ery for The City of Philadelphia and the United States, the bell and 
the signing of the proclamation of freedom became symbolically 
associated with noises in the form of the celebratory festivities on 
Independence Day, the Fourth of July. Designated as a National 
Holiday in 1870, Independence Day is chiefly characterized by voices 
and sounds, crowds, parades and civic performances—and fire-
works, which are categorically audio-visual and bodily effecting phe-
nomenon. Fireworks are not to be underestimated as aesthetic events 
that prompt multiple responses, including sensory dissociation. That 
is, we see the light and imagery produced by fireworks before actual 
sounds are experienced. 

It should not be surprising that Philadelphia has extensive Fourth 
of July celebrations and that recalling historical events and acts of 
remembrance are a distinct feature of the living city’s practices and 
consciousness in relation to its ideological foundations. Exercising free 
speech and demonstrating—especially in the area of Independence 
Hall or the Constitution Center—inevitably leads to an invocation of 
the Declaration of Independence and the significance of the Liberty 
Bell. To speak in those areas, which occurs both spontaneously and 
during planned events, is to perform intentional, politicized instan-
tiations of ‘free speech’—a right, though one which carries with it 
the contradictions of being aware of the potential of speech being 
silenced or repressed. Moreover, except for special events, the major-
ity of the speech exercised in the parks and around historical sites is by 
ordinary citizens, many of whom are visitors to the city. 

As public performances, unrestrained political ‘free speech’ is 
necessarily fraught with symptoms of unconscious desires, flows, 
unstated meanings and implications for both speakers and others. In 
festivals or celebrations, speaking or shouting out loud and using the 
voice represents a sense of shared pleasure and solidarity with the 
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crowd. But to exercise ‘free speech’ on the street, as a political act 
by an individual, often without an interlocutor and with props such 
as placards or flags, constitutes another order of production and sig-
nification. Regardless of the coherence or rhetorical aesthetics that 
such acts of speaking might display, a solitary speaker in such a situa-
tion suggests a rarefied instance of social and libidinal exhibitionism, 
a status that, without intervention, collapses the boundary between 
conscious and unconscious behavior. Who is to say? It is not that this 
is acknowledged, per se, but to be in Philadelphia’s Independence 
Mall area is to know that the conception of free speech does not spec-
ify that what is said by any given speaker can, or should be, distin-
guished as being representative of conscious or unconscious content 
and significance. As performances, such acts function to license the-
atricalizations and, to recall Jameson’s claims, offer ‘solutions,’ albeit 
unsanctioned ones. 

Of course, the very naming of Philadelphia as “The City of 
Brotherly Love” is symbolic of desires that can be interpreted as 
proposing solutions that are political, social, even gendered. Be that 
as it may, William Penn is less promoted by or associated with the 
city than the inimitable figure of Benjamin Franklin. Franklin’s 
accomplishments are diplomatic, political and scientific. They also 
extend to quasi-aesthetic acts related to visuality and sound. He is 
credited with various inventions, including bifocals and a musical 
instrument, the armonica. The latter resulted from a trip to England 
in 1762 where he saw and heard musicians play water-filled wine 
glasses by circulating their fingers on the rims. In Philadelphia, he 
pursued the invention of a mechanical version of the instrument. 
Instead of wine glasses he commissioned glass blowers to make indi-
vidual, flattened circular shaped hollow rings in sizes ranging from 
3–9 inches in diameter. These glass rings were arranged side by side 
on a pole and separated from each other by pieces of cork. The pole 
and glass rings were fixed horizontally in a wooden box and, by oper-
ating a pulley system and foot pedal, players could rotate the glass 
rings and produce sounds by pressing their moistened fingers on the 
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edges. Franklin engaged in extensive research and correspondence 
to guide the glass blowers to achieve precise tunings up to 37 pitches 
for the different-sized rings. He then devised a system by which the 
pitches were identified by colors (The Franklin Institute). Writing to 
Giambatista Beccaria, with whom he shared an interest in electric-
ity, Franklin notes that to “distinguish the glasses the more readily 
to the eye, I have painted the apparent parts of the glasses within 
side, every semitone white.” He then adds, “and the other notes of 
the octave with the seven prismatic colours, viz. C, red; D, orange; 
E, yellow; F, green; G, blue; A, Indigo; B, purple; and C, red again; 
so that glasses of the same colour (the white excepted) are always 
octaves to each other” (Franklin). 

Franklin’s creative tendencies are worth considering from the per-
spective of the musico-optical unconscious. Specifically the mech-
anism of sublimation, which in Freudian thought describes how 
desire, when not repressed into the unconscious, results in individu-
als devising substitute behaviors or artistic, aesthetic, or quasi-aes-
thetic actions. Freud elaborates on sublimation in his study Leonardo 
da Vinci and a Memory of Childhood where he underscores the pur-
suit of knowledge as another characteristic of the instinct, or drive. 
Franklin’s lifelong investigations exemplify this propensity, as does 
his scientific experiments, many of which, such as his kite, key and 
lightning demonstrations, were conducted as public performances. 
Notably, he attempted to measure the distance sound waves travel 
during a public lecture event; and he experimented with colored 
clothing and heat absorption. As for sublimation more generally, in 
Civilization and its Discontents, Freud remarks on how it functions in 
relation to “the instincts”: 

One gains the most if one can sufficiently heighten the yield of pleasure 

from the sources of physical and intellectual work […]. A satisfaction of this 

kind, such as an artist’s joy in creating, in giving his fantasies body, or a sci-

entist’s in solving problems or discovering truths, has a special quality […].  

(26) 
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In Franklin’s case, the creation of his self-designed, mechanical musi-
cal instrument as a substitution for wine or water glasses could be 
identified as a form of sublimation. It certainly provided him with 
great satisfaction. The letter cited above details his intention to con-
struct a “new instrument” that was in “a more convenient form” than 
a simple cluster of glasses. He boasts that “its tones are incomparably 
sweet beyond those of any other; that they may be swelled and soft-
ened at pleasure by stronger or weaker pressures of the finger, and 
continued to any length; and that the instrument, being once well 
tuned, never again wants tuning” (Franklin). 

In terms of sublimation, the addition of color-coding for practi-
cal purposes is suggestive of how, as Freud wrote of Leonardo, a ten-
sion develops in creative people between their artistic and scientific 
“researches.” Freud notes that Leonardo “undertook paintings to 
solve problems and many works were left unfinished after he found 
solutions or recognized other problems that led him to pursue his 
“endless inexhaustible investigation of nature” (Leonardo 27). By 
contrast, Franklin was highly pragmatic and derived pleasure from 
making his research useful. That Franklin could be said to operate 
with a musico-sonic-optical unconscious seems reasonable. As for 
Leonardo, Freud did not propose any explicitly named subsets for 
the workings of his unconscious. 

By color-coding the glass bowls, Franklin subtly calls attention to 
the fact that when rubbed by fingers and hands, the glass and water—
transparent stuff through which one can see—may potentially have a 
relation to sound as a phenomenon that itself has properties like light, 
which has a spectrum of colors, as can be seen through a prism. At 
the time, he was an enthusiastic adherent of Newtonian optics and 
knowledgeable about and fascinated with Newton’s prism, and likely 
also aware of Newton’s circular color wheels. With today’s visualiza-
tion technology, as we know, sound waves can be identified on a color 
spectrum. Franklin would not be surprised. In any case, the act of 
color-coding pitches is a provocative association in that it instantiates 
a continuum between objects, human activity and sound made visible. 
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Franklin’s armonica engages the human fascination with the rela-
tionships between sight and sound, things heard and unheard(-of), 
the visible and the invisible, immediacy and remoteness. For audi-
ences, his quite unusual instrument and the act of playing it also 
demanded that it be looked at as a particular object: one that is not 
a traditional musical instrument but functions as one. The audi-
ence also observes the performer closely to see and hear the sounds 
it produces. (Incidentally, in Franklin’s letter to Beccaria, he states 
that he named his instrument the armonica after the Italian ‘har-
mony.’ For the title of this paper, I used the related description “glass 
harp” instead of armonica, inadvertently slipping Freudianly, as a 
Philadelphian who selects visual imagery when it comes to sound.)

That Franklin was from Philadelphia is of significance. It was a 
city where people from a sect were identified by bodily quaking 
and silently praying, where freedom was proclaimed in writing and 
with a bell that did not ring. In Philadelphia, as the next section will 
discuss, sound and sight played upon the senses through fireworks, 
celebrations and war. To all that, Franklin added a musical instru-
ment that, when manipulated, converts the transparency of glass 
and water into sound and color, thereby contributing to an archae-
ology which discloses how future gestures unconsciously trans-
form sight and sound into the realms of the visual and performative. 
Herbert Marcuse, as will be shown, posits that such gestures could 
be representative of a broader social process of sublimation. 

Interlude — Nietzsche, Theater and Bakhtinian 
Categories

In The Birth of Tragedy, Friedrich Nietzsche remarks that “Dionysian 
music in particular excited awe and terror” (40). Unleashed in fes-
tivals, he continues, with such music “man is incited to the greatest 
exultation of all his symbolic faculties” (40). In contrast with the clar-
ity and “pleasurable illusion” provided by Apollonian imagery, cele-
bratory sound, music, and festive dance are experienced through the 



388 Arthur J. Sabatini 

senses and in the body, leading, Nietzsche proclaims, to a “mysterious 
primordial unity” (37). Among the many commentaries on The Birth 
of Tragedy, performance theorist Herbert Blau considers Nietzsche’s 
understanding to be “that perception of the deepest kind was finally 
a matter of the auditory, a reversion of the visual to its primordial 
state as sound” (99). In his study The Audience, Blau proposes “that 
music is not only the consummate sound but the true idea of the cos-
mos, image and action” (99). This recalls Nietzsche’s claim that the 
“Dionysian musician is, without any images, himself pure primor-
dial pain and its primordial re-echoing” (50). For Nietzsche, writing 
with the operas of Richard Wagner in mind, the Greeks recognized 
the need for an aesthetic fusion of Dionysian and Apollonian forces 
in tragedy. Blau’s inquiry—and mine—relates to the consequences of 
theatricalizing and dramatizing music with images and bringing sight 
and sound together (100). Blau’s focus is the audience and the aesthet-
ics they derive from their perceptions and experiences. He explores 
his thesis historically from Greek drama to the present and investi-
gates audiences as crowds, spectators, and collective bodies at various 
events. Audiences, he observes, recognize tragedy, as “a form born out 
of pain, with the physiology of the aesthetic” (100). 

Tragedy, no less than ritual, communal rites, seasonal celebra-
tions and festivals always contain the echo of primal trauma as 
the recollection of human beings’ “primordial unity.” Such events 
simultaneously enact a rupture with ordinary life and recognition 
of earlier states of birth and transformation. When marked sym-
bolically by sound, imagery, familiar music, and performance, the 
aesthetics of a musico-sonic-optical unconscious condition can be said 
to be born.

Imagine, then, the originary drama of Philadelphia. The child is a 
collective, identifiable as male British citizens, many with divided loy-
alties, who is reborn as an American. The neo-infant Philadelphians 
are traumatized by birth and separation from their previous par-
ents, and they face freedom and uncertainty. As children, they grow 
in excitement though frightened by exuberant, public celebrations, 
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separations, declarations of independence and the reality of war. As 
with fireworks, “the bombs bursting in air,” in the words of America’s 
national anthem, sight and sound are in reality dissociated but illu-
sorily unified by the spectacle in the night sky. The pleasure and pain 
of the new Americans’ predicament is exhilarating and its violence 
is ever replayed, even anticipated. Put differently: Philadelphia is a 
city named after the idealization of a polis characterized by an emo-
tion and a type of gendered relationship, i. e. of brotherly love. In it, 
birth and freedom and the trauma of war and separation are based 
on proclamations of speech and social communion and seemingly 
made whole in ritualized spectacles celebrated with fireworks. It is 
not quite Greek or Wagnerian tragedy, but an Americanized cathar-
tic and symbolic version, with politics, high ideals and populist 
pageantry almost ready-made and on display. As such, an uncon-
scious content is invariably present, whether or not it is specifically a 
musico-sonic-optical unconscious. 

As with my comments on Franklin, this characterization of 
Philadelphia is partly conjectural, but it is for the purpose of estab-
lishing a key theoretical point. Whether in individual experience or 
in relation to audiences or social groups, human beings’ responses not 
only differ aurally and visually, but perceptions through those senses 
are often in conflict. We might say: I cannot see what I hear, I cannot 
hear what I see. Or, as Blau succinctly writes: “the individual specta-
tor is divided in consciousness by the neurological gap, which is, how-
ever you look at it, listen as you will, a metaphysical abyss between the 
perception of eye and ear” (11). For Blau, theater, carnival, and related 
cultural practices dramatize this condition and, in different histori-
cal and cultural contexts, present audiences, spectators, or partici-
pants with functional or ideological but never completely satisfying 
possibilities for responding. “To be the audience remains the burden 
of those who understand,” he writes (11). Such understanding is no 
doubt unconscious. 

That is, we understand that while we can close our eyes, we cannot 
close our ears. Passing over the electrochemistry of brain functioning 
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and neurological complexities, when it comes to intentional cogni-
tive acts such as reading, seeing a film or attending a performance, 
in Western cultural history we privilege—by desire, cultural learn-
ing or training—one perceptual system over the other. At the mov-
ies, musicians tend to always hear the score more than their friends. 
There is the male gaze in the perception of women and conflicted 
emotions when we look at sexual acts and violence. As individuals, 
we often look away only to know that we desire to look.

From cultural, historical and anthropological perspectives, soci-
eties vary in their representation and understanding of the relation-
ships between sound and image, whether static or in performance. 
Moreover, while the cognitive and neurological sciences may explain 
human experiences of multi-sensory perception and knowledge, to 
assert conclusive findings on the subject seems unlikely. As my con-
cerns are far more limited and not data-driven, the suggestion of a 
musico-sonic-optical unconscious presumes an interplay of socio-
cultural and historical (and political) elements in individual and col-
lective constructions, memories and behaviors, which in this case are 
quite identifiable. 

So, to return to Philadelphia, for over two centuries—but espe-
cially from the early twentieth century to the present—although the 
inherited originary contradictions of sight, sound and music have 
been relatively obfuscated, they have been reintegrated in the form 
of frequent noisy, symbolically dense parades, rituals and festivals. 
These major public events, such as The Fourth of July, the Memorial 
Day Parade and New Year’s Day Parade, invariably feature fireworks, 
Mummers groups and historical re-enactors in Colonial dress. The 
Mummers are sometimes in costume but are also identified by 
recorded music or live musicians marching and performing recog-
nizable Mummers’ tunes and playing styles. 

Such recurrent celebrations have had, to use Mikhail Bakhtin’s 
terminology, the result of carnivalizing aspects of the city’s culture. 
In his studies Rabelais and His World and Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics, Bakhtin demonstrates how when the period of carnival 
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celebrations end, traces of the performance genres, spirit and activ-
ity remain. For example, individuals may wear festive clothing or 
use the boisterous language or performance style specific to carnival 
events. Bakhtin identifies this influence as ‘carnivalesque,’ and this is 
widespread in Philadelphia. The repeated parades with their implicit 
echoing of historical significance and the associated discourses, styl-
izations and gestures have created a disposition among individuals 
and groups for spontaneous and planned festive activities accom-
panied by persistent insertion of residual celebratory imagery, sonic 
motifs and theatricalized movement into everyday life. 

 Jameson notes Bakhtin’s emphasis on “the heterogeneous and 
explosive pluralism of moments of carnival and festival” (84). He 
reads Bakhtin as propagating a “positive hermeneutic” wherein 
there is “a carnivalesque dispersal of the hegemonic order of a domi-
nant culture” (285). For him, Bakhtin’s theorizing has the potential 
for “articulating a properly Marxian version of meaning beyond 
the purely ideological” (285). In an American context, this hardly 
seems possible as the residual after effects of carnival imagery in 
language, dress, performance genres or related tropes are devoid of 
larger content. They may serve as a reminder of a festive spirit but do 
not actively function ideologically in social life, at least in terms of 
a Jamesonian narrative or Freudian political unconscious. But what 
if the carnivalesque could be seen to persist in relation to a different 
concept of the unconscious? 

Jameson does not mention the rejection of Freudian thought in 
Bakhtin and V. N. Voloshinov’s 1927 book, Freudianism: A Marxist 
Critique. In that book, Freud’s concepts of the unconscious are dis-
missed for lack of a “scientific” or materialist base. Writing under the 
close scrutiny of censors, the authors regard Freud as merely repre-
senting “European bourgeois reality” (8) and argue for a historical, 
social and ideological approach to human beings. Replacing the divi-
sion between the conscious and unconscious, they posit a distinc-
tion between an official and unofficial consciousness. This allows for 
expressions of personal and political dissatisfaction to be considered 



392 Arthur J. Sabatini 

as historical, social and in the public realm, and not as a symptom of 
a subjective psychic life. As they observe, “the Freudian unconscious 
does not fundamentally differ from consciousness; it is only another 
form of consciousness, only an ideologically different expression of 
it” (85). To wit, trauma or experience, or defiant political views, are 
not repressed or sublimated by people, but consciously concealed 
from “official” culture. In Bakhtin’s work on carnival in Rabelais’s 
medieval world, this separation is vividly played out when, during 
festivities, there is a sanctioned collapse of official and unofficial 
consciousness.

Bakhtin scholars Clark and Holquist argue that Bakhtin’s and 
Voloshinov’s approach offers “a new way to conceive Freudian the-
ory” (185). While that remains to be seen, it is a suggestive model of 
the unconscious in that it is independent of the Freudian notions of 
drive, mechanism and etiology. It allows for the conscious, though 
not officially present, preservation of experience—and its signifi-
cance—not as repressed or even sublimated, but, more directly, as 
what is not part of official culture. It also further pluralizes the char-
acter and workings of the unconscious and calls attention to “a con-
cept of discourse that binds human beings together in their social 
contexts of action and history through language” (Bakhtin and 
Voloshinov viii). 

In relation to Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical unconscious, 
this notion seems worth considering in order to reassert the valu-
ation of authority regarding the city’s historic past, traditions and 
forms of remembering. That is, from the perspective “an unofficial 
consciousness” Philadelphians represent themselves outwardly and 
reflexively as living in a place where vibrant celebrations regularly 
erupt citywide and on a variety of occasions. In the downtown areas, 
for example, acknowledging the city’s history through sight and 
sound is reinforced by performances in the small parks and memorial 
sites surrounding Constitution Hall and Franklin’s printing shop. In 
warm weather, it is not uncommon to see drum and bugle ensembles 
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in Colonial outfits marching in front of buildings, or a Benjamin 
Franklin look-alike playing the armonica. 

Beyond the Independence Mall attractions in the more ethnically 
and racially homogeneous neighborhoods, there are long-stand-
ing and newly established sites where seasonal and annual public 
events take place and sustain a daily sense of carnivalized life where 
sound and image are visualized. These include, to name a few: the 
Italian Market Festival, Odunde Celebration, Jam on the River, 
Philadelphia Folk Festival, Reggae in the Park, Chinese New Year 
in the city’s Chinatown section. Needless to say, in this media-sat-
urated age, sound and image constructs also take the form of pro-
jections and installations. Benjamin Franklin’s head, for example, 
is part of the logo of The Electric Factory, an industrial building 
that was converted into a rock ‘n’ roll concert venue (cf. Electric 
Factory). 

There are also weekend and nightlife dance and pub areas clustered 
for different musical cultures. If one drives in Northern Liberties, 
Old City, along the Delaware River (north of the Benjamin Franklin 
Bridge) or on Broad Street by the concert halls and theaters, the very 
clothing and demeanor of the crowds waiting in lines signifies hip 
hop, hipster, or symphony and opera audiences. Certainly, all cit-
ies have music festivals and creative commons districts, but, in the 
context of Philadelphia, there is a more pronounced receptivity for 
music, and the discourses that refer to it, to function with expecta-
tions of festivity and eventfulness. There is room for unconscious 
or, it could be said, unofficially conscious signification through 
visualization.

This pattern of the carnivalesque has had the positive social effect 
of normalizing and proliferating a free, productive circulation of 
audio-visually performative signs that, although Jameson may think 
it so, is not always indicative of politicized instantiations but of what 
Marcuse, expanding on theory of sublimation, calls a creative “cul-
tural order” (218).
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Fig. 3 – A Summary of Mummery: South Philadelphia Mural.

Fig. 4 – Mural of Mummers song “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers!”

Mummers and Murals: Mainstays of Philadelphia’s 
Culture Order

As a prelude to discussing Marcuse directly, it is necessary to under-
score the characteristics of two main groups responsible for estab-
lishing the tone of visual/sound/music performance in Philadelphia. 
They are the Mummers and, since 1984, the Mural Arts Program. In 
order to expand on the notion of Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical 
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unconscious, it is necessary to sketch aspects of the local, social and 
historical significance of these two civic institutions. After discuss-
ing them, I will also point to public art and more focused aesthetic 
and experimental aspects of sonic and musical interests that are part 
of Philadelphia’s cityscape and activities. 

Briefly, the pre-history of the Mummers is generally traced to 
northern European rituals, holiday and celebratory traditions. 
Through the post-Colonial period and after the Civil War, parades 
in Philadelphia featured numerous groups, including Mummers, 
and evolved to incorporate the city’s increasing nationalities, 
including those with African-American lineage. In 1901, the City of 
Philadelphia officially began sponsoring the New Year’s Day parade 
and, to the present, it has continued to operate with government 
and independent, local funding and no commercial support. As 
immigrants settled in various sections of the city, Mummers clubs 
reflected ethnic and neighborhood differences, though all were 
comprised of working-class members. Club names, for example, are 
‘Italian-American,’ ‘Polish-American,’ ‘Greater Kensington,’ or ‘Two 
Street Shooters.’ Women in auxiliary groups have always had a role 
in the production of Mummers events, particularly in the design and 
sewing of the costumes. They did not begin marching in the parade 
until the 1970s. Since that time, driven in part by the popularity of the 
parade, a marked family orientation has characterized the Mummer 
experience for participants as well as spectators. Though initially the 
Mummers were all male and of European descent, as Masters relates, 
there is a complicated history of African-American clubs involved in 
the parade which should be noted, though it does not inform this dis-
cussion (cf. 75–87).

With some similarities to New Orleans krewes and samba schools 
in Rio de Janeiro, there are Mummers clubs, neighborhood associa-
tions and affiliated groups citywide dedicated to the production of 
the costumes, floats, sketches, musical routines and performances 
that occur on New Year’s Day. Five Mummers divisions (Comics, 
String Bands, Fancy Brigades, Wench Brigades, Fancy Divisions) 
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form the parade, and their acts range from anarchic clowning to 
elaborate four-minute skits staged with portable scenery, props and 
choreographed dances. Mummers wear flashy costumes of satin and 
feathers, with wigs, headdresses, capes and various props (depend-
ing on the theme of their performance). Exaggerated make-up, lip-
stick and stockings accentuate the cross-dressing males, who, in 
various skits, prance and dance with each other. As Mummers are 
from the blue-collar or working- and lower-middle classes, or have 
origins in these social strata, the explicit mocking play with gen-
der roles, cross-dressing, and feminine forms of movement permit-
ted by carnival betray, in Jameson’s terms, symbolic images and 
performances oriented toward resolving social contradictions of 
male identity and gender differences. (Naturally, in the present, the 
antagonistic edge of such symbolism is not what it was prior to, say, 
the late 1980s.) 

Mummers club themes range from pop culture to historical and 
even literary topics. Always pun-laden, and both present and nostal-
gically tuned, 2015 parade skits included: “Log-A-Rhythm,” “Alice 
in Wonderland: We’re all Mad Here,” and “Fifty Shades of Hay.” 
Wearing their garish, sequined costumes, gold-painted shoes or 
sneakers, the Mummers’ routines are dominated by the unampli-
fied street sound of String Bands. Comprised of banjos, marching 
drummers, glockenspiels, saxophones, trombones and other brass, 
the plucky ensemble string band sound homogenizes—it could be 
said they mummerize—every genre of music. (The music for some 
routines is also provided by prerecorded material played through 
loudspeakers on flatbed trucks.) In addition to the string bands, as 
the Comics and other clubs march, they are accompanied by brass 
bands whose players are, for the most part, African-American. 
Riding in open trucks, these ensembles, many from high schools 
and churches, do not dress up nor act out in performances. They 
are part of the sonic density of the New Year’s Day parade; how-
ever, they are rarely acknowledged in the Mummers’ histories and 
self-representations. 
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The point to be made here is that the distinctive sounds of the 
string bands and their resonance in city life beyond New Year’s Day 
exist in relation to Philadelphia’s musical unconscious as quasi-the-
atricalized signs of a selective type of historical and localized social 
recognition that discloses unacknowledged attitudes regarding 
class status and racial disparity. Two musical works, “The Saints Go 
Marching In” and “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers,” are significant in this 
regard. 

By informal agreement among city government and parade orga-
nizers, social and political issues do not figure directly in the cur-
rent New Year’s Day parade performances. (Paraders in blackface 
were outlawed in the late 1960s.) In the past there were allusions to 
politics, but this is understood as an individual gesture. In 2015, for 
instance, a comic Mummer held a sign commenting on the police 
and racial issues of the preceding summer: ‘Mummers Matter, 
too’. However, regardless of any given performance theme or musi-
cal material, as the bands march, and in every recorded sequence, 
they play and replay brief or complete versions of the two tunes that 
are the parade’s signature theme songs, “The Saints Go Marching 
In” and “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers.” The latter, written in 1879 by 
an African-American, James A. Bland, evokes minstrelsy and is 
accompanied by a back-and-forth stepping and spinning dance 
move called the Mummers Strut. The melodies of these songs 
are also repeatedly quoted in New Year’s Day performances. For 
Philadelphians, particularly those with roots in the neighborhoods 
and the Mummers traditions, “The Saints Go Marching In” and 
“Oh! Dem Golden Slippers,” provoke a deep, instantaneous associa-
tion with the Mummers, the New Year’s Day parade and the moving 
image of the Mummers strutting. “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers” and a 
Mummer in costume are ubiquitous features in Philadelphia’s civic 
awareness and are regularly promoted by tourist advertising, televi-
sion news collages and others as representative of the local color of 
the city. Additionally, the Mummers image and sound also extends 
to signage, places, products, which can be seen in the interiors and 
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design of neighborhood clubs, taverns and an actual Mummers 
Museum. As can be expected, hats, T-shirts, tattoos and Mummers 
paraphernalia are marketed and visible year-round. One prop is a 
satiny, decorated toy-like Mummers Parasol, which is pumped up 
and down while strutting, and which contributes to spreading visual 
and sonic music images. In Philadelphia, the widespread dispersion 
of the Mummers sound/imagery lends itself to many public per-
formances. Full string bands or smaller ensembles play for conven-
tions, weddings, at ball games, neighborhood events; a few also tour. 
“Oh! Dem Golden Slippers” and “The Saints Go Marching In” are 
the leitmotifs of their repertoire. 

The repeated phrases in both these catchy and memorable tunes 
are interwoven with ceremonial, religious and racial symbolism 
alluding to flight, freedom and salvation. Furthermore, both tunes 
are literally and metaphorically about bodies in motion, making 
music, making places. As sung in “When the Saints Go Marching 
In” they are: “trav’ling in the footsteps / Of those who’ve gone 
before / And we’ll all be reunited / On a new and sunlit shore.” In 
“Oh! Dem Golden Slippers,” the slippers are what the singer intends 
to wear to his wedding, and the lyrics include the lines: “Golden slip-
pers I’se goin’ to wear / To walk the golden street,” implying heaven. 
And just as “When the Saints Go Marching In” is associated with 
the visual and musical construct of New Orleans, its Mardi Gras 
and African-American funeral processions, the refrain of “Oh! Dem 
Golden Slippers” invokes the constructed image of the Mummers 
parade for Philadelphians. (Using a concept from Deleuze and 
Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, the music and phrases are ‘refrains’ 
that literally name both actual and imaginary ‘territories.’) The 
sheet music of “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers” itself is painted on a 
mural on Washington Avenue, near the Mummers Museum in 
South Philadelphia. Other images of Mummers are also prominent 
in the area, where there are a number of clubhouses and taprooms 
ornamented with Mummers’ motifs. 
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Popularized by Louis Armstrong, the gospel tune “When the 
Saints Go Marching In” was written by Virgil Stamps in 1937, with 
lyrics by Luther G. Presley. Both Stamps and Presley were white. 
African-American and Philadelphia composer James A. Bland wrote 
the music and melody for his gospel-inspired 1879 song, “Oh! Dem 
Golden Slippers.” It was performed in blackface in minstrelsy shows 
in the nineteenth century and, when first adapted by the Mummers, 
became mildly controversial. The music and lyrics of both tunes are 
profound, as folk music can be, in terms of hope, aspiration, gaiety 
and sadness though set in a Biblical and socio-cultural allegory. In 
content and as narratives, they reflect on African-American fears and 
desires though “When the Saints Go Marching In” was not explicitly 
written for any one community, except Christians looking toward 
Judgment Day. 

On the other hand, or better, foot, “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers,” 
with its ‘slave dialect’ and history in back-face minstrelsy strut is a 
more complex text (although, ironically, ‘dem’ for ‘them’ is a com-
mon pronunciation in some white working-class neighborhoods). 
There is almost no public discussion of the song, and it is doubt-
ful that Mummers know all the lyrics, which relate the preparations 
for getting married, for which the singer has saved his golden slip-
pers, along with his banjo and a “long tailed coat.” He will wear his 
golden slippers among friends, who he calls “the darks.” As well as 
being properly ceremonial, the golden slippers likely refer to the 
footwear worn by angels in popular religious paintings. Although 
about an upcoming marriage, the allegorical implications of death 
and salvation intrude when the singer says, “So, it’s good-bye, 
children I will have to go / Where the rain don’t fall and the wind 
don’t blow / And yer ulster coats, why, you will not need / When 
you ride up in the chariot in the morn.” From this perspective, the 
fact that “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers” has become a signature song 
for the Mummers and for a certain class of white working-class 
Philadelphians could be considered a form of psychic defense or 
sublimation. As with young white audiences and hip hop music and 
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dance today, the appropriation of the voice and movement of “Oh! 
Dem Golden Slippers,” once performed in blackface by Mummers 
clubs, is a negotiation of racial consciousness, marked by ambiva-
lence, through a symbolic, dialogic relationship that has persisted 
for decades. This may be in accord to Jameson’s claim for ‘symbolic 
resolutions’ but by now, in Philadelphia, the sound of string band 
versions of “Oh! Dem Golden Slippers” has become so appropriated 
and normalized for the white population it barely retains any racial 
overtones. In that sense, it is not unlike the other prominent char-
acteristic of the Mummers that outsiders notice but have become 
unremarkable to local Philadelphians: males wearing wigs, make-
up and cross-dressing to march, dance, and performance in choreo-
graphed performances. 

As the sonic complement of the Mummers costumes, the String 
and Brass band sound absorbs all past and present music (pop, rock, 
opera, big band, world music melodies and rhythms), resolving them 
into sound structures and material that can be said to represent the 
unconscious desire of class members to ‘artfully’ and humorously 
appropriate a richer, if imaginary past as well as a contemporary cul-
ture more conducive to their class interests, fears and aspirations. 
This is particularly evident in the string and brass bands’ assimilation 
of music from cultures worldwide. Mummeresque interpretations of 
Asian, African, and Latin music are common, and while in the past 
this may have indicated unconscious affirmations of American tri-
umphalism, today such sonic practices are no more nationalist or 
colonialist than sound sampling in film scores, hip hop or postmod-
ern music. Even so, some Mummer clubs continue to choose per-
formance themes within which they mockingly dress-up and replay 
‘jungle’ music, clichéd Native American scenes with drum rhythms 
or ‘Chinese’ sounds (twangy American ‘hillbilly’ music is another 
target). When such ‘mummerized’ music-making takes place in pub-
lic performances, the string band sound ironizes the act of cultural 
appropriation. 
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Fig. 5 – Music and the Community.

Images of Mummer iconography, mythology and performance 
appear in a number of murals created by the Mural Arts Program, a 
non-profit organization dedicated to “create art with others to trans-
form places, individuals, communities and institutions” (Mural Arts 
Program). The primary activity of the Mural Arts Program is to bring 
artists into neighborhoods and involve the community in developing 
large-scale murals. Their mission statement explains that the “mural-
making process gives neighborhood residents a voice to tell their 
individual and collective stories, a way to pass on culture and tradi-
tion, and a vehicle to develop and empower local leaders” (Mural Arts 
Program). To date, some 3,600 murals of different sizes have been 
created throughout the city, with nearly 100 thematically related to 
sound, music, and performance. These range from commemorations 
of musicians who were born or have lived in Philadelphia to drama-
tizations of local musical sites and histories. There are also fantas-
tic, realistic and abstract images of community values expressed in 
relation to sound and music. Murals dedicated to performance ven-
ues include: The Uptown Theater and The Royal Theater, the 1950s 
rock ‘n’ roll television program Dick Clark’s American Bandstand, 
the WXPN radio station, and the recording studio of Philadelphia 
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International Records. Regarding famed musicians, there are promi-
nent murals of John Coltrane, Marion Anderson, Paul Robeson, 
Pearl Baily, and Patti LaBelle. In South Philadelphia, once mainly 
populated by Italian-Americans, there are murals with Frank Sinatra, 
Frankie Avalon, Fabian, Al Martino, and opera singers Frank Guerro 
and Mario Lanza. The latter are depicted in scenes drawn from 
operas. There is also a Mario Lanza Institute and Museum and Park. 
Lanza (1921–1960) supposedly listened to records in his early years 
and gained famed as the clown from the Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci. In 
accord with the propensity to create sonic images, the mural dedi-
cated to him shows Lanza in costume as Pagliacci posing next to a 
Victrola stacked with records. One comic mural on South Street is 
of Larry Fine, the frizzy-haired comedian from The Three Stooges 
team, popping out from a yellow target playing the violin. 

The neighborhood-centered murals portray commonly held val-
ues, memory and musicality, as well as cultural idealizations of class, 
elements of which reveal unconscious attitudes. An image in a Latino 
community includes a guitar player and singer wearing more rural 
than urban clothing. Other murals show children learning or playing 
instruments. The mural on the unused art deco Royal Theater (also 
on South Street), built in 1920, contains ten panels that represent the 
appearance of jazz and blues stars and the vibrancy of nightlife ‘back 
in the day.’ Nearby, there is a mural of the gospel based back male 
quartet, “The Dixie Hummingbirds.” 

There are also several quite abstract murals featuring musical and 
sonic imagery. These contain representations of scores, keyboards, 
musical notation, and players in suits. One, “The Experience of 
Music,” has Klee-like sound clouds bending across a wall and, clev-
erly, is bordered by a sign for a check-cashing business. There is also 
a remarkable proto-cubist mural of houses clustered together with a 
white ribbonny stave, painted with notes, winding through the open 
windows and doorways. Images are drawn from each neighborhood’s 
daily life and local history, and memorialized icons are visible yet 
soundless signs of an unconscious desire for musical celebration and 
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its promised collective forms of identity, unity and momentary sus-
pension of the quotidian. Like the Mummeresque imagery through 
the city, the numerous Mural Arts Project images sustain a sense of 
musico-optical unconscious in Philadelphia.

The elaborate and continuous visualizing of sound and music 
from its historical origins to street life, media systems and the over-
all cityscape of Philadelphia can be approached as a species of what 
Herbert Marcuse frames as ‘group sublimation’ in his 1955 study Eros 
and Civilization. For Marcuse, the alternative to rebellion against 
repression—political, religious or otherwise—can occur when 
desire is sublimated into work and creative acts that are socially 
directed. Drawing on Freud’s Introductory Lectures, Marcuse writes 
that sublimation means a change in the aim and object of instinct 
“with regard to which our social values come into the picture” (206). 
The process requires that work is not forced labor but self-generated, 
communitarian. Citing Charles Fourier’s utopian society, he notes 
that through sublimated processes,

[t]he working communities of the phalanstère anticipate ‘strength through 

joy’ rather than freedom, the beautification of mass culture rather than 

its abolition. Work as free play cannot be subject to administration; only 

alienated labor can be organized and administered by rational routine. It 

is beyond this sphere, but on its basis, that non-repressive sublimation cre-

ates its own cultural order. (218) 

This is roughly what happens in Philadelphia where the machineries 
of the populations’ musico-optical unconscious play in community 
and civic efforts, propelled by Mummers Mural Arts Project goals 
and activities. Audio-visual performances and mural productions cre-
ate a ‘cultural order’ through a popular aesthetic of sound and image 
representations that resonate and circulate throughout by the people 
and for the people. They comprise a continuous intensification of 
pleasure and culture-making. The labor involved in the production 
of music, sounds, images and performance is sometimes remunerated 
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but generally given freely. In the performance, reproduction, and con-
sumption of music for non-professionals, the city’s music is not driven 
by capitalist institutions but involves commitment and literal, physical 
activity, organization and work. As Marcuse remarks, “work pleasure 
results from the satisfaction of the mastery instinct,” which, in this 
case, means satisfaction in holding events and renewing social rela-
tions (219). This also holds true when, for example, after the Mummers 
Parade, secondary neighborhood parades and events occur far away 
from public view. For the Mummers, there is also a highly competi-
tive aspect to the production of their costumes, music and routines. 
As said earlier, the Mummers Parade, importantly, is not and never 
has been corporate-sponsored. Similarly, the mural painters, jazz 
musicians, church choirs, folk ensembles, community groups, experi-
mental music ensembles and weekend punks and rockers—and many 
event organizers—depend on volunteers in Philadelphia who are not 
paid laborers (though, to be fair, supplemental payment is involved 
for professionals through philanthropic arts and music grants and the 
loose underground economy of paid artists and musicians).

Another point addressed by Marcuse regarding the processes of 
sublimation involves gender and community. In a chapter titled, 
“The Transformation of Sexuality into Eros,” Marcuse writes that 
in Greco-Roman and Platonic thought, via the myths of Narcissus 
and Orpheus, the renewal of the social order occurred by men and 
through the idealization of beauty in young boys (cf. 197–221). It is 
almost inconceivable that this would occur, even symbolically, in the 
context of working-class male culture of the Mummers. However, as 
the extension of a family support system has emerged over the past 
few decades, along with the inclusion women and children in the New 
Year’s Day parade, the Mummers tradition could be regarded as mod-
ulating, unconsciously, toward a less completely male-dominated 
sensibility. On this point, Marcuse cites Freud’s attention, in Group 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego to community, male and female 
love and “unsublimated as well as sublimated libidinous ties” (207). 
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Fig. 6 – Mummers String Band.

Fig. 7 – City of Music.
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Refrains 

For my part, Philadelphia, its sonic cultures and its musico-sonic-
optical unconscious, as with most cities, is broad enough to entertain 
a parade that is inclusive of Jamesonian political, Freudian psychoan-
alytic, Bakhtinian Russian-Marxist and Marcusian Frankfurt School 
interpretations. Though, for Jameson, the ‘last analysis’ may be polit-
ical and dialectic (a position refuted by Bové (cf. xx–xxvii)) and for 
Freud, libidinal, it seems that the unconscious is a realm that remains 
open for different re-imaginings. In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze 
and Guattari propose that the individual and social forms of the 
unconscious are better approached as different kinds of multiplici-
ties, or, more specifically, “molecular multiplicities” (32). Deleuze 
and Guattari’s practice of reading cultural texts, which they term 
“[s]chizoanalysis, […] treats the unconscious as an acentered sys-
tem, in other words, as a machinic network of finite automata (a rhi-
zome), and thus arrives at a different state of the unconscious” (18). 
They accuse Freud of not realizing that “the unconscious itself was 
fundamentally a crowd” (29) and call attention to peopling, flows, 
networks, dispersions, eruptions, heterogeneities, circulations, 
assemblages and densely semiotic entities in human relations—as if 
everyday life is and always has been, in effect, a carnival or a city that 
can be parsed temporally, spatially, and through grids of differen-
tiation formulated by diverse discourses. More topological and ori-
ented toward mapping signs, relations and connections rather than 
tracing signification, they refute ideological positioning as a ground-
ing framework of analysis and seek to inquire how ‘things work’ in 
the real world as conceived by situated human communities. In that 
sense, throughout this paper, there has been an attempt to recognize 
and assess Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical unconscious through 
multifarious discourses in relation to: the outgrowth of conflicted 
origins and ambiguously acting forefathers, desire carnivalized and 
sublimated, recurrent cultural production sustained and circulated 
by affirmations and practices perpetuated from the city’ institutions, 
and selected actors and collectives. If there is, then, an unconscious, 
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a political unconscious, an optical unconscious and a sonic uncon-
scious, there is likely a musico-sonic-optical unconscious. And it 
plays a role in constituting and identifying Philadelphia’s ways of 
making meaning. 

As for sound and music, images and performance and collec-
tive lives in a city like Philadelphia (or any landscape), Deleuze and 
Guattari propose a useful category for analysis by considering what 
they call the “refrain.” Although this is a musical term which refer-
ences melody or other structures, Deleuze and Guattari use it to call 
attention to any constructed or conceptualized phenomena that, for 
animals and well as humans, serves to provide recognition, familiar-
ity, and, over all, a known sense of a felt time, place, or “territory.” 
Moreover, “[m]usic is a creative, active operation that consists in 
deterritorializing the refrain” (300). Music is disruptive but often 
becomes the source of a new refrain. Of this, they write: 

In a general sense, we call a refrain any aggregate of matters of expression that 

draws a territory and develops into territorial motifs and landscapes (there are 

optical, gestural, motor, etc., refrains). In the narrow sense, we speak of 

a refrain when an assemblage is sonorous or “dominated” by sound—but 

why do we assign this apparent privilege to sound? (323)

Yes, why sound? Their answer only indirectly adds—though also 
concludes—this survey of Philadelphia’s musico-sonic-optical 
unconscious and the more general theorizing I have been suggesting. 

So, as a mode of reformulating categories, Deleuze and Guattari 
question the separation of the arts under a “fine-arts system” and 
pose the conditions for “the possibility of a simultaneous usage 
of the various arts within a determinable multiplicity” (300–301). 
When they later refer to animal and human examples they note: 
“Bird songs: the bird sings to mark its territory. The Greek modes 
and Hindu rhythms are themselves territorial, provincial, regional” 
(312). But they also admit to the relationship between the refrain 
and the exact place, conditions and circumstances from which it 
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emanates. As the bird sings from a branch in a tree, in the nest that 
has been has prepared “he uncovers the yellow root of certain feath-
ers underneath his beak: he makes himself visible at the same time 
as sonorous” (331). This leads Deleuze and Guattari to the proposi-
tion that 

the sounds of an animal coexist with its colors, gestures, silhouettes; or else 

the sounds of a given species coexist with the sounds of other species, per-

haps quite different but close in space. The organization of qualified marks 

into motifs and counterpoints necessarily entails a taking on of consis-

tency, or a capture of the marks of another quality, a mutual branching of 

sounds-colors-gestures, or a capture of sounds from different animal spe-

cies, etc. (330) 

This both hints at synesthesia or, more simply, a biologically derived 
performance aesthetic, and I read this as an understanding of what 
occurs in Philadelphia, where the Mummers garb themselves 
in feathers and whose professional football team is The Eagles. 
Furthermore, Deleuze and Guattari repeat and then answer their 
question: 

So just what is a refrain? Glass harmonica: the refrain is a prism, a crystal 

of space-time. It acts upon that which surrounds it, sound or light, extract-

ing from it various vibrations, or decompositions, projections, or transfor-

mations. The refrain also has a catalytic function: not only to increase the 

speed of the exchanges and reactions in that which surrounds it, but also to 

assure indirect interactions between elements devoid of so-called natural 

affinity, and thereby to form organized masses. (348)

Of course, the “masses” of which they write are not those of Marx, 
Jameson, Marcuse or Bakhtin and Voloshinov, per se. Nor does their 
refrain seem exactly synched with a musico-sonic-optical uncon-
scious. Yet there are correlations to be made. As for the glass harmon-
ica, should any readers come to Philadelphia—and it would be best 
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around New Year’s Day—one can be found, though with a slightly 
different name, at Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute.1 
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and the musical unconscious
AmericA

Music occupies a peculiar role in the field of American Studies. It is undoubtedly 
recognized as an important form of cultural production, yet the field continues 
to privilege textual and visual forms of art as its objects of examination. The es-
says collected in this volume seek to adjust this imbalance by placing music cen-
ter stage while still acknowledging its connections to the fields of literary and 
visual studies that engage with the specifically American cultural landscape. In 
doing so, they proffer the concept of the ‘musical unconscious’ as an analytical 
tool of understanding the complexities of the musical production of meanings 
in various social, political, and technological contexts, in reference to country, 
queer punk, jazz, pop, black metal, film music, blues, carnival music, Muzak, 
hip-hop, experimental electronic music, protest and campaign songs, minimal 
music, and of course the kazoo.

Contributions by Hanjo Berressem, Christian Broecking, Martin Butler, 
Christof Decker, Mario Dunkel, Benedikt Feiten, Paola Ferrero, Jürgen 
Grandt, Julius Greve, Christian Hänggi, Jan Niklas Jansen, Thoren Opitz, 
Sascha Pöhlmann, Arthur Sabatini, Christian Schmidt, Björn Sonnenberg-
Schrank, Gunter Süß, and Katharina Wiedlack.
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“It is not as simple as saying that music 
does this or that; exploring the musical 
unconscious means acknowledging the 
very fact that music always does more.”


