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History as Fantasy in Music, Sound, Image, and Media

Exploring how music is used to portray the past in a variety of media, this book probes the relationship between history and fantasy in the imagination of the musical past. The volume brings together essays from multidisciplinary perspectives, addressing the use of music to convey a sense of the past in a wide range of multimedia contexts, including television, documentaries, opera, musical theatre, contemporary and historical film, video games, and virtual reality. With a focus on early music and medievalism, the contributors theorise the role of music and sound in constructing ideas of the past.

In three interrelated sections, the chapters problematise notions of historical authenticity on the stage and screen; theorise the future of musical histories in immersive and virtual media; and explore sound’s role in more fantastical appropriations of history in television and video games. Together, they pose provocative questions regarding our perceptions of ‘early’ music and the sensory experience of distant history. Offering new ways to understand the past at the crossroads of musical and visual culture, this collection is relevant to researchers across music, media, and historical and cultural studies.

James Cook is Senior Lecturer in Early Music at the University of Edinburgh, UK. His research focuses on medieval and Renaissance music, both in history and in its more modern connections with television, film, and video games.

Alexander Kolassa is a Lecturer in Music at the Open University, UK. His research concerns contemporary music, modernism, and medievalism as well as music and sound in film, television, and video games. He is a composer, too, and has written for immersive new media projects.

Alexander Robinson is a Marie-Skłodowska-Curie postdoctoral fellow at the CESR, Tours, France, where his research project is devoted to music in Renaissance Avignon (c. 1500–1630). His work focuses on early music, particularly that from Renaissance France, as well as the use of such repertoire in film and on TV.

Adam Whittaker is Head of Pedagogy at Royal Birmingham Conservatoire, UK. His two main research foci focus on issues of musical exemplarity in early musical theory and modern-day issues in music education.
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IntroductionBeyond authenticity in music, history, and fantasy

James Cook, Alexander Kolassa, Alexander Robinson, and Adam Whittaker

DOI: 10.4324/9781003291725-1



Time is an illusion. Lunchtime doubly so.

Douglas Adams



To conceive of history as both a construct and a process—rather than, say, as a transparent record of events—is to evoke something that feels novel. That this is not something new should come as no surprise to the reader, however. For this reason, and put in its most extreme formulation, the tension of history conceived as purely fictive and contingent compared to the conviction that it is (capable of being) objective, scientific, and truthful cuts to the core of our ideologically contested moment. To have to learn, and learn again, of history’s contingencies and mutabilities, whilst maintaining faith enough in its promise for some kind of reality or truth, means overcoming the reactionary dogmas that delimit a purposeful understanding of the past’s place in the present.

As Michael Oakeshott argues, future and past emerge in a reading of the present; as such, ‘a particular future or past is one eligible to be evoked from a particular present and is contingently related to the particular present from which it may be evoked’ (Oakeshott, 1983, pp. 8–9). In short, history is brought about through the simultaneous creation (or re-creation) of now and then, rather than it merely being plucked from a disinterested moment that has since passed. This process of creating the present shares much with the writing of fiction, and as Hayden White noted some time ago,


[p]recisely insofar as the historical narrative endows sets of real events with the kinds of meaning found otherwise in myth and literature, we are justified in regarding it as a product of allegoresis.

(White, 1984, p. 22)



This collection of essays takes this idea seriously. Moreover, we contend that in the slippery matrices of musical meaning, we might productively see a way to frame history explicitly as fantasy. In so doing, we can also broach the full implications of the inverse as well, namely, by making fantasy a complementary form of history. By playing with history, and its imagined and reimagined musics and sounds especially, we hope to point optimistically towards how best we might keep faith in it, whilst also simultaneously moving beyond a simplistic relativism.

In this sense, a problematic and malleable notion of ‘authenticity’ is pervasive. As observed below, authenticity carries much baggage and has been subject to periodic critique: from Adorno’s (1973) assault on German existentialism to Richard Taruskin’s (1984) deconstruction of ‘authenticity’ (in HIP) to a veritable corpus of texts in popular music that also grapple with this notion, among them Peterson (1997), Grazian (2003), and Magrini (2003). More recent developments in virtual reality and artificial intelligence—from ‘live’ performance in Second Life to Damon Albarn’s virtual avatar band Gorillaz through to the fan-created holographic vocaloid performer Hatsune Miku—have extended the debate around authenticity into the digital realm (Cook, forthcoming 2024). Uncritical appeals to ‘the authentic’, to its concomitant and ‘auratic’ jargons (to borrow from Adorno (1973) and Benjamin (2008)) evoking dormant truths, have the potential to efface the very ideological structures we purport to investigate. Even in the cross-disciplinary field of medievalism studies, under which many of this book’s chapters might reasonably be positioned, notions of authenticity come to the foreground. Michael Alexander (2007, p. 264) defines medievalism specifically as requiring ‘some historical reference to a set of medieval texts or facts’. Such a definition appears to rule out fantasy texts, even if their entire symbolic language—be that visual, textual, or musical—draws on a kind of second- or third-order ‘medieval’. Our approach, instead, brings the historical and the fantastical into the same discursive space. This has the benefit of circumventing the problematic companion term ‘neomedievalism’ whilst simultaneously (and cautiously) avoiding the authenticity quagmire. Both concepts can consequently be seen as critical and fundamental parts of an interconnected web—of historiography, of historiophoty, and of postmodern reception history more broadly speaking.

It is in ‘hyperreality’ that we find a useful theoretical scaffolding through which to explore and destabilise the fantastical and historical binarism diagnosed above. As both Jean Baudrillard (1994) and Umberto Eco (1986) have shown, mass and popular cultures, facilitated by late modernity’s accelerated technological paradigm, enact processes that elide the ‘absolutely fake’ with the ‘absolutely real’ whereby the imaginative boundaries between the real and the unreal become blurred. In this way, we are left with a simulacrum of the real but, crucially, one that carries a semiotic weight equal, at least, to the real itself. In fact, the simulacrum, truly lived in our era of digital convergence culture, can even become more real to us than reality itself, that is, ‘hyperreal’. Similarly, just as our reality is inflected by this hyperreality—which itself may carry the markers of a so-called imaginative and popular medievalism—so, too, is history. In our Western popular cultural landscape, history has a sticky quality, crowding our lived experience by its near omnipresence on TV, in movies, in video games, and increasingly in virtual reality itself (as our collection’s middle section attests). These knotty contradictions and their consequences have much to tell us about the past, the present, and their various intersections. In this collection, we aim to work with and through medievalism’s hyperreality—both with the fake and with the ‘real’ (whatever that may be)—to find the locus of the past’s power, its presence in our lived and imaginatively conditioned experience.

Music has a special role to play in doing that. Indeed, it is ontologically unstable: it is historically contingent, conditioned by technology, image, its own performance conditions, and more; and it is soon lost to the passage of time and excavated only by the imaginative re-creations of performers (explicitly scholarly and otherwise). That this remains true across a range of practices is a quality that is arguably unique to music. Consider the diversity of ‘historically informed’ early music: of soundtracks (diegetic and nondiegetic) for period-inspired television, film, and video game, as well as any number of vivid popular musical-theatrical performances. Take, for example, the dark Nordic folk group Heilung, whose brazen ‘interpretations’ of historical sources embrace the ‘authenticity’ of the aural tradition to—in their words—‘amplify [our emphasis] history’ (Mills, 2022).1


In short, music is a sort of stage on which the creative entanglements of today’s history may begin to be unraveled. We have elsewhere explored some of the contradictory ramifications of this practice and its effect in popular media (Cook et al., 2018). In recognising the hyperreal and the role of fantasy, however, we hope to occasion more insights. Where a musical score exploits the technologies of the present to communicate a past that is understood, experienced, and felt by diverse modern audiences, it becomes necessary for us to refocus our study. At the complex intersection of mass media, audio visual culture, and more besides, music is perhaps best placed to articulate a past that is more real and more historical than the past itself.


Reimagining diverse pasts and presents

The sense of a past being ‘misused’ lies at the centre of many of today’s popular ideological disputes, and yet its very ‘misuse’ is the condition in which we reclaim history for the present day. A timely reminder of the apparent rhetorical power of the medieval may be given by recent coverage of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in which, when contemplating whether ‘Putin’s inner circle [could] remove him’, Channel 4 News opined that ‘take away the phones and the suits and you have a medieval-style throne room and power structure’.2 This clearly brings to mind similar media coverage from a decade before of the Islamic State group, which was frequently denounced as ‘medieval’—a practice that Bruce Holsinger (2015) usefully unpacked in the New York Times. Quite what this might be taken to mean for (or, potentially, misunderstand about) two groups that both exploited (and still exploit) thoroughly modern or even postmodern technologies, approaches, and social dynamics to enact their various atrocities remains an open question.3 Consider, too, the adoption by the alt-right of medieval European symbols or a seemingly unending parade of social media disputes and click-bait news articles decrying the ‘artificial’ diversification of the past in any and all historical (or, more bizarrely, fantasy) media.4 These arguments, it should go without saying, serve only to create a fantasy and one, moreover, of a ‘pure, white Europe that bears no relationship to reality’ (Prendergast and Trigg, 2020, p. 6). That said, while such perspectives are abhorrent and should be deemed as such, Thomas A. Prendergast and Stephanie Trigg rightly question the now traditional response we make to such controversies that engage at their level, by arguing about what is true or authentic:


There is no question that this use of the medieval is horrific. And there is also no question that white supremacists have no idea how incredibly diverse the Middle Ages was. But for us it is puzzling that the Academy would base its condemnation on the fact that this view of the Middle Ages ‘bears no relationship to reality’. The real problem with white supremacy is not that it didn’t exist (even if it didn’t), but that it is ethically wrong. Plenty of things actually did occur in the Middle Ages that we would, presumably, disavow.

(2020, p. 6)



In this instance, a defensive retreat to authenticity misses the point.5 In short, representation matters, and not in the manner of a zero-sum game where it does so at the expense of ‘real’ knowledge. Our projection of ourselves and who we want to be into the past is a two-way street—one in which history stares back at us and opens itself up to more penetrative inquiry. Doing history means, inescapably, infusing the past with the present and, in turn, having our present altered: the alt-right does this (as white supremacy); the nineteenth-century scientist did it (as in classic Whig history—teleological, colonial, ideological); and, more benignly and productively, it is what happens in diversely casted, stylised, and anachronistically scored period television shows or fantasy dramas too. Doing history is a form of ethics and we must be mindful of its consequences; furthermore, it is an opportunity for change that cannot be ignored.


Our starting point, Hayden White’s widely debated arguments regarding the inherent fiction-like narrativity of history—for whom there is no historiography that is ‘value free’—has come under fire for promoting relativism. However, as scholars like Keith Jenkins (2008) see it, any such criticism still presupposes a historical referent that, as White demonstrates, is simply not there. What historians project into the past (those methods and readings and more) nevertheless constitute the ‘conditional elements of any history’ (Jenkins, 2008, p. 71). Recognition of the seemingly fantastical gap that exists between ourselves and the real history we so want to get to know is not an exercise in nihilism—it is the very reason why. It is within this space that the work contained in this current collection comes in. Prendergast and Trigg (2020, p. 4) consider a range of what the critical historiographical literature has to say on the essential irretrievability of the past as was, of the gap mentioned above. For example, they consider Patricia Ingham’s description of the ‘non-convergence’ between the truth of history and our knowledge about it; Peter Strohm’s sense of there being ‘no finality in our interpretations’; and Strohm and Aranye Fradenburgh’s suggestion that this should be something we embrace. For them, as Prendergast and Trigg note, as for us, this is important because it lays to rest the possibility that there may be some satisfying end to our endeavour; ultimately, then, this ‘enables our desire for the past to continue’ (2020, p. 4). By keeping faith with the possibility of the past against the fact of its essential impossibility, the study of history itself is revitalised and not, crucially, relativised into a kind of oblivion.

This discursive space is equally useful for music history, and especially for its practical (or practice-facing) manifestations, such as performance. As noted earlier, recent debates have problematised the concept of authenticity within historical performance and the term is now widely rejected in favour of ‘historically informed performance’ (or HIP).6 But even this has been challenged by scholars such as Upton (2012), who has demonstrated—just as we have seen above for history more generally—the constructed (fictive) nature of many of these practices. Nonetheless, ‘HIP’ is still core to what so many musicians do, even if its actuality becomes increasingly difficult to pin down, and it would be hard to find many in the discipline who would argue for throwing the baby out with the bathwater. A similar discursive space in which we keep faith with the possibility of historically informed performance alongside the recognition of its essential impossibility—a kind of negative dialectic of historical performance (to borrow again from Adorno)—becomes one that performing scholars naturally occupy.

Another fantastical gap exists that is pertinent to our collection. Robynn J. Stilwell (2007) theorised the ‘fantastical gap’ that exists between the diegetic and the nondiegetic in the context of the film score—a ‘boundary’ that is crossed so often that the distinction seems at once arbitrary and self-evident, yet concrete and complex at the same time. Stilwell diagnoses the competing geographies and topographies inherent in our essentially spatial conception of diegesis that music exposes. Ultimately, she concludes that music’s transgressive travels through the gap (and the enigmatic space it suggests) are of great ‘narrative and experiential import’, which (putting it in terms associated with quantum physics) ‘changes the state, not only of the filmic moment, but also of the observer’s relationship to it’ (2007, p. 200). In another essay collection, we observed the regular boundary crossing of the neomedievalist musical score (diegetic and nondiegetic) in Game of Thrones, and we argued that this series conjures up ‘shared subjectivities’ and ‘musical experience’ in its usage of the songs ‘The Rains of Castamere’ and ‘The Bear and the Maiden Fair’ (2018a, p. 242). Both songs transgress space and time, have an in-text history of their own, and appear as part of period-like performance spectacles; moreover, they usually occur at moments of narrative importance, and are, in most instances, performed by artists recognisable outside of the show who make cameo appearances (as in the case of Sigur Rós in season four’s ‘purple wedding’ episode). In turn, the same songs also appear in the soundtrack and even the credits, in the latter case in modern popular styles. These are intriguing instances that, in their very transmediality, invite another vector to Stilwell’s conception: the temporal. In the ‘fantastical gap’ of the medievalist musical score (a place where the normal rules of physics are suspended) and in the transdiegetics of temporality, the viewer (and, indeed, the subjects of the show) can be transported in time into history’s own impossible and fantastical gap—the space of the play of diverse imaginative possibilities, of the free interplay between past and present where history waits for us.

We opened this section with reference to the contested space made by the perceived ‘misuse’ of history to often political or social ends. This collection’s subjects are varied but they could yet be more diverse given its broadly white and Western, or European, focus. The demand that scholars like ourselves do more to interrogate global perspectives and amplify marginalised voices is growing, and when discussing the importance of history, of who writes it and to what end, the call for inclusion becomes all the more crucial. Such a call not coincidentally parallels a diversification in the content of the media that is produced and consumed, one facilitated by the widening availability of technologies for filming and music making, and also (we say this tentatively) the democratisation of the increasingly streamed media landscape. More than ever before, we can watch ever varied imaginative historical media and more diverse historical accounts from a range of perspectives and languages, and there is much scholarly work to be done in these areas. Consider, for instance, the prevalence of Japanese isekei anime and manga, such as Noir (2001), Fate/Zero 
(2011–12), and Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no Yaiba (2019–21), all of which make use of complex semiotic layers of the European Middle Ages against historical references from Japan. The composer for each of these series, Kajiura Yuki, herself draws on a wide palette of Western medievalisms, especially Gregorian chant, in her scores—filtered through the imaginative lens of Enigma’s MCMXC a.D. (1990) and the Tokyo Shibuya-kei scene, as argued by Hoffer and Jocoy (forthcoming 2024). If nothing else, we hope this book’s theoretical preoccupations will facilitate more diverse future work across media, between history and fantasy, and more.



Using and misusing early music

Authenticity has manifold meanings and carries complex philosophical baggage broaching profound ethical questions on life, both as lived and as performed. Unsurprisingly, it forms something of a recurring motif in musicological literature and has been subject to an ongoing destabilisation, be that in periodic discussions of a performative ‘authenticity to’ a musical work or in the long running dispute in early music performance.7 It even seems that, in the contested ontological limits of music, there forms something of an ideal platform for the philosophical working out of authenticity’s vexed legacies.8 Yet, for all that, the idea that authenticity ought to equate to a desirable quest for truth continues to exert a powerful hold on modern consciousness. Whether the subject is music, food, film, or anything else, in discourses both academic and commonplace, the term ‘authentic’ is habitually evoked to articulate an unstable and covert form of praise.

Here, we see the notion itself suspended between contradictory poles of a contingent historical ‘accuracy’ and of creative immediacy, honesty, or aesthetic truth.9 What, we might ask, does authenticity even mean without a sense of reference? In other words, to what, when, where, or who are we being authentic when inhabiting the hyperreal world of simulacra? To what extent should we disregard (or work against) the concept altogether? In this vein, the five chapters of this section propose to prod, probe, and ultimately deconstruct this concept, which continues to hold sway over how early music is understood and appreciated in the present day. Asking how it is that such music (and its simulacrum) creates the sound of the past in different visual media, these chapters explore the construction of narrative or imaginary audiovisual spaces, which may variously refer to a specific era or to a broader alterity, removing a viewer/player/listener far from the shifting temporal realities that make up the present.

Alexander Robinson’s opening chapter focuses on how music has been employed to accompany television history documentaries. After briefly considering the scores used in this genre on a general level, Robinson then explores the use of music in David Starkey’s Monarchy series (2004–07). A neat tension in the supposedly factual documentary space between newly composed and period appropriate music is articulated, the intersection of which proposes key and critical points in the representation of a musical past—both through sound and through the visual forms to which these musics give life.

A problem all too familiar to scholars of early music is then considered by Ralph Corrigan: the partial survival of sources. This time, however, the focus is squarely on a twenty-first-century work, namely Damon Albarn’s 2012–13 opera, Dr Dee. Corrigan analyses the composer’s approach to melding contemporary, historical, and geographically diverse material and forces whilst also confronting the contingency of an opera that was never recorded and which only survives in multiple guises as partial studio soundtracks and live events. The changes inherent in these manifold versions are, he contends, a further window into Albarn’s creative approach to music of the past.

Kendra Leonard’s chapter, the third in this section, continues the exploration of early music’s own contingent evolution as part of early cinematic history. In this chapter, the scoring practices of Shakespearean silent film are leveraged to give insight into how the musical past was popularly understood at a vital moment in the development of our cinematic imagination. Alongside text intertitles, musical suggestions survive, and this chapter explores the possible confluences between the rise of the early music movement and the development of silent film.

Following this, we go back to the future, as it were, via an examination of the 2016 hit video game, Civilization VI. Here, Jennifer Smith interrogates the chronologically complex musical tapestry that constitutes this game’s different physical, sonic, and imaginative geographies. With a focus, in particular, on the choice of pre-existent music and the manner in which orchestration is used to convey periodisation, she situates her discussion within the theoretical framework of the widespread adoption of folk as early music.

Closing this section of the book, Daniel Trocmé-Latter interrogates how early music is unsettlingly employed to invoke ritual horror through a close analysis of Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut (1999). The soundtrack for this film is the catalyst for a disturbing transformation that occurs in the film’s enigmatic and dramatic centrepiece: the sacred sound of chant, manipulated and reversed and reimagined as an eerie ritualised incantation. This chapter thus explores the ways in which the sound of a musical past can be transformed and exploited to create an alienating viewing experience laden with ritual symbolism and sinister undertones.



Early music, immersive media, and virtual histories

Nascent forms of so-called immersive and interactive media (virtual reality [VR], in particular) share a necessarily complex relationship with contested notions of truth and historicity. The power to create an immediate and embodied presence offers contradictory promise: if we actually had the power to experience history as it once was, would we even find what we want? Or is hyperreality preferable to a distant and untranslatable reality? Recalling Ken Hillis’s (1994, p. 181) classic observation, the apparent merging of VR with the user’s body ‘turns the tables on the marginally positioned but powerful eye […] VR makes the body a marginal site’. In this way, such media has the potential to challenge much that we take for granted in our understanding of all aspects of film, television, and video game and, indeed, to bring insights that extend into other areas of music and visual culture. Explorations at these margins and borderlands offer us new perspectives on senses of place and time, as well as regarding the ‘presentness’ of the past.

Naturally, much that has been written on the subject has focused, above all, on the visual aspects of this sensory experience. The three chapters in this section therefore seek to carve out a discursive space—one that posits and responds to a set of theoretical principles that underpin conceptualisations of the musical past, the role and communicative function it might serve in such a new experience, and our understanding of music within immersive media environments. This section makes concrete (in as much as the virtual can) the contingencies and discourses of hyperreality, throwing into sharper relief a theme that runs throughout this collection.

The first chapter in this group begins with an exploration of a project seeking to breathe life into medieval music repertoire through the explicit re-creation, within VR, of lost performance spaces and their precise visual and acoustic environments. Here, James Cook proposes a fundamental reevaluation of the role of sound in the virtual space, heretofore largely theorised in ocularcentric terms, exploring the intersection—already familiar to scholars of music in visual culture— between space, place, and sound. Such findings have profound implications for our understanding of the experience of historical sound on this exciting new technological horizon, and they might be seen to have an impact on our understanding of music and visual culture in less virtual realities.

In the second chapter in this section, Adam Whittaker problematises obsolete theorisations of immersion to analyse the multifarious roles that visual and aural markers can play in creating a historical environment within the half-real (or hyperreal) world of VR. Using transhistorical models of reading from the Middle Ages as a starting point, Whittaker moves beyond filmic descriptors and proposes new directions for thinking in this area, proposing the medieval concept of ductus as a useful tool to sharpen the current critical understanding of the emergent audiovisual culture of early music in inter-media forms.


Stephen Tatlow’s closing chapter in this group brings the first two sections neatly together by revisiting the vexed notion of ‘authenticity’ and how it intersects with what he calls ‘virtuality’. Indeed, his high-level focus is on how sound designers set out to create a cohesive historical soundscape and how the portrayal of an authentic realism necessitates something different from a supposed real (or imaginary) historical naturalism. He also explores a set of potential ‘key vectors’ for the disruption of immersion and authenticity, among them the anachronistic effects of sounds ‘outside’ the headset that leak in and distort the VR experience.

This section thus offers insights into new ways in which the musical past is being represented and re-created, moving beyond conventional filmic lines of analysis and interrogating the very embodied and experiential phenomena salient in the experience of virtual environments. Indeed, it emphasises those new contexts that are offered by such media, which differ significantly from other representations of the musical past that can be encountered on, say, the television or cinema screen. Collectively, these chapters argue that such technological and experiential possibilities have the potential to become the site for profoundly different types of re-creations of the musical past, changing user and audience perspectives and shifting us collectively towards a conception of that boundary between past and present as one that is, fundamentally, flexible. These chapters delineate a discursive space where the objective and fantastical become intertwined productively to reimagine history.



Early music out of time and space

The final section of this book brings together four chapters that explore notions of medievalism, horror, and temporal dysphasia in the aural and visual phenomenon of early music across varied media. They investigate the role of early (and even more ancient) music in the creation of diverse fictional worlds as a counterpart to, and in counterpoint with, history itself. It is something of a truism, then, to suggest that medievalism carves out a discursive space, one that is at once temporally, physically, and culturally distant from the present. Through distance, however, the medieval can give licence to us, say, to enjoy the horrific and the grotesque. Renée Trilling laments just such a matter, seeing so often in fantasy medievalism (in literature, film, television, and video game) a circumnavigation of Freud’s discontent-producing libidinal economy (of modernity and of civilisation). She asks:


Do we seek license to indulge in bloodshed, misogyny, and racism without the attendant guilt? Do we secretly long for an existence that absolves us from challenging social injustice? Do we desire a sense of belonging that transcends the individual with an unquestioned tribalism and nationalism?

(Trilling, 2011, pp. 216–224)



But it is in nostalgia that we can traverse this violence safely. As Trilling sees it, this absolute and distant past, situated ‘on the far side of the barrier of time’ facilitates the medieval’s complex dialectical construction as both a site of and a projection of fantasies of ‘wholeness’, purity, and the like, whilst also being a ‘repository for the violence and dirt that are anathema to […] modern life’ (pp. 218–219). It is the precise character of ‘distance’ that we want to probe, not simply in this section but also in the present collection as a whole.

Indeed, by pushing the notion of the past—that repository of sacred truths and untold ills—to encompass its most fantastical Other in the form of fiction, fantasy, and horror, we propose to cast into relief the artificiality of history and history-making. Doing this risks upsetting the easy distance-character the past is supposed to possess, allowing us to recognise what is uncanny, horrific, or perhaps just plain fun about it. Indeed, for the past to be placed out of time entirely, one is made free to consider the paradoxical possibility of atemporality as a kind of parallel present. This emerges in such moments of remembering as nostalgia, dream, play, fear, and more, as in Isabella Van Elferen’s (2012, p. 6) characterizing of the Gothic as a version of the past ‘distorted by our own memories’, or of ‘folk horror’ in Adam Scovell’s characterization of a past and present mixing so as to ‘create horror through both anachronisms and uncomfortable tautologies’ (2017, p. 10).

Setting the scene, then, the first chapter of this section investigates links between horror, musical modernism, and medievalism in television. Celebrating this entanglement of fields, Alexander Kolassa explores the use of a disquietingly dissonant a cappella score for the children’s television folk horror classic series, Children of the Stones (1977). In particular, he explores how cultural anxieties and nostalgias for an ever-receding landscape idyll conjure up a distinctly British form of medievalism (or neolithicism), holistically sonic and visual, in which history (and, moreover, deep history) haunts an unstable and alienatingly modern present. 

Dean Chalmer’s chapter, by contrast, deals with the faux-retro and nostalgia-laden video game, Shovel Knight (2014). This game borrows from two eras, its distinct fantasy medievalism filtered through the lens of a nostalgic appropriation of the 1980s. It features a soundtrack that mimics early chiptune video game music, with appropriately neo-retro visuals that match its 1980s sonic apparel. In concert with this, it also exploits other explicitly medievalist visual and ludic features, including those prominent in the Dungeons & Dragons craze of the era. Shovel Knight, however, is something fundamentally new, its sounds and images the product of newer and more modern technologies (albeit rooted in the horrors of the medieval bestiary). These are remediated through modern nostalgias, wherein the medieval becomes a part of the shared memory of childhood in the 1980s.

In George Haggett’s chapter, we are transported to the fantastical imagination of the Middle Ages itself; that is, to the Middle English story of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight as mediated, however, in the (near) present, by the composer Harrison Birtwistle in his complexly conceived opera, Gawain (1991). Further complicating the media boundaries through which Sir Gawain journeys here—much as in his rhapsodic travels of the story itself—Haggett also views the story in light of David Lowery’s film, The Green Knight (2021). Haggett draws particular attention to the rich symbolism of the pentangle (or ‘endless knot’)—the one that adorns Gawain’s shield—and Birtwistle’s own medievalist and modernist composition processes to demonstrate this fantasy’s treatment and evocation of medieval narrative plays of time—of the mythic melding of past, present, and future through ancient stories, modern opera, and film.

In the final chapter of this section, William Everett disentangles the diverse medievalisms staged in the Broadway-musical-style television comedy series, Galavant. Running between 2014 and 2015, Galavant offsets twenty-first-century attitudes about race, gender, sexuality, and social class against an imaginary thirteenth-century Iberian backdrop, thereby using a medievalist lens to enhance its inherent temporal contradictions. The setting proves to be one that exposes the porous interplay of boundaries that is so typical (and crucial) to the playful ‘history’ that medievalism invokes, and to hilarious effect: of real and imagined geographies, fact and fiction, and the interlocking diegetics of story, song, and source.

The past, then, can serve contradictory functions, softening the grotesque and making the commonplace strange and uncanny, horrific, or even hilarious. Nostalgia is significant in this section, and to the book as a whole, as a negotiating force for that and other processes. Indeed, nostalgia binds people in a shared memory, and, as Nadia Atia and Jeremy Davies note (2010, pp. 181–186), it can be a ‘potent form of [subaltern] memory’, especially where ‘group memory has not readily been legitimated by more rigid kinds of historiographic understanding’. Foucault (1972, p. 7) notes that ‘history is one way in which a society recognizes and develops a mass of documentation with which it is inextricably linked’. We might therefore see nostalgia as having a parallel curatorial effect. Rather than it being the ‘betrayal of history’, as Spitzer (1999, p. 91) would put it, we might instead build on Pam Cook’s (2005, p. 3) approach casting ‘history’, ‘memory’, and ‘nostalgia’ on a continuum, since, as she says, ‘the mechanisms of fantasy and suspension of disbelief associated with memory are present in history as well’. Indeed, as several chapters here revolve around communities (of gamers, listeners, viewers, and more), it is only in the combined forces of memory and history, filtered through nostalgias both restorative and reflective (Boym, 2001), that we can understand the assimilation of these historically inspired visual and aural cultures.

*

Concerned principally with imaginative versions of the musical past, this book takes history and fantasy as deeply entangled—one informing, even defining, the other. Music, historically fleeting and technologically mediated, has a special role to play in articulating the contours of that strange tension. This collection of essays, then, explores a living form of the past at the intersection of music and visual culture across media. That past, however, is one mediated by notions of history—not unproblematically characterised in scientific terms as the objective (and ‘authentic’) excavation of things as they happened—and as fantasy, the latter signaling something constructed and radically re- (if not totally) created. In the pages that follow, we hope to have carved out a novel discursive space and minted, perhaps, a new way of being, doing, and feeling history so as to hold the objective and the fantastical in a productive tension, as two sides of a coin.



Notes


	There are a number of groups who similarly combine pure invention with historically informed performance practices, references to historical sources, and historical guesswork to ‘amplify’ history: for example, the French-Nordic group Skáld, the German neo-medieval group Corvus Corax, and the Belarusian ‘medieval folk band’ Stary Olsa.

	Quoted in ‘Could Putin’s inner circle remove him as leader?’, Channel 4 News, 5 October 2022 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kmfUW41F0sc <accessed 20/10/2022>.

	And this without even considering the difficulties associated with transposing an ideal of a European-centred Middle Ages onto areas that are geographically (and culturally) far removed from it.

	For more on the subject of medievalism and its negative appropriation in the contexts of politics and mass media, see Elliott (2017).

	It could also imply, problematically, that discovery of new historical evidence may make white supremacy justified after all. This clearly would never be the case.

	On this point, see Ravasio (2019).

	See Dodd (2020) and Taruskin (1995).

	For a good overview of recent philosophical thinking and also how this word relates to music, see Claviez, Imesch, and Sweers (2020).

	A good example of this tension is the famous Mystery of Elche. Although the true origins of this town mystery play are unclear (apocryphal origins suggest the thirteenth century, but a more scholarly consensus is coalescing around the late fifteenth century), it is certain that this has been an evolving, lived, community experience for several centuries. Performances follow a structure in which one may see an accretion of performances and practices from across the play’s history, as subsequent generations of performers add their own material. Various attempts to record reconstructions, either of a putative ‘original’ or of particular dates along the way, or the continued local practice of adaptation and renewal, raise the obvious question: to what are we being authentic? A particular performance that might represent a snapshot in time or the entire cultural process which might eventually replace every ‘original‘ item, even if it keeps the culture and spirit alive? The 2001 listing of the mystery as one of the UNESCO Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity brings with it an anxiety that this process of adaptation might become increasingly hard. In attempting to preserve a piece of intangible culture, might UNESCO in fact have destroyed it?
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