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Background in music theory

Performance expression understood as phrasing and articulation consists in the manipulation of 
timing, loudness, stressing etc. (Thompson, 2009:188). Therefore, traits such as dynamics and tempo 
belong to performance features in contrast  to structural features which are the arrangements of pitch 
classes in time. It is connected with the Western tradition of tonal music wherein composers write 
notes and performers are obliged to interpret them. Traditionally, one of the functions of performance 
expression is communicating emotions (Juslin, 2001).

Background in biology
The evolution of music as a form of human sound communication is an example of a long lasting 
process (Mithen, 2006). It means that  music results from gradual changes and it is composed of 
several components of a different evolutionary age (Roederer, 2003). The communicative character of 
sound expressions among animals suggests that  music sounds carry information. Additionally, the 
evolutionarily old forms of sound expressions, observed in music, must  have preserved their biological 
functions which they serve in animal communication.

Aims
The main aim of the study is to indicate that  the music performance features are not  music-specific. 
Another objective of the investigation is to demonstrate that the basic function of the music 
performance features is to manipulate the emotional states of the listener.

Main contribution
The invention of Western music notation seems to reflect the ability to perceive temporal and pitch 
relations as separate, stable and comparable patterns which is impossible in the case of dynamics. The 
memory of patterns enables the recognition of specific musical structures written by the composer 
which are unambiguous information for the performer (Bamberger, 2005). However, lack of stable and 
distinct categories of dynamics and tempo allows the performer some freedom of interpretation. This 
dichotomy reflects two different  components of music: the one which is evolutionarily old, indiscrete 
and present  in many sound expressions as well as the one which is evolutionarily young, discrete and 
music-specific (Merker, 2003). Despite the fact that  performance features carry information about 
emotional states of the performer, they are also used as the tools of manipulations (Krebs & Dawkins, 
1984). The biological function of these tools consists in affecting the minds of other animals in order 
to, for example deter them, attract them sexually or arouse in them the need for cooperation. It  is also 
suggested that music performance features are homologous with some prosodic features of speech 
(Patel, 2008) which evolved as a communicative tool before language and music.
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Implications
A better understanding of the biological functions of performance expression can change the 
traditional approach in music pedagogy in which the effective usage of performance features is 
neglected. The knowledge of the manipulative effectiveness of performance features and the 
awareness of their influence on the listener’s emotional states can facilitate music performance. Apart 
from that, the non music-specificity of performance features cast  a new light on the adaptability of 
music.
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