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The Nature (or Nurture) of Musical Talent 

The September edition of the AMPS Newsletter is doing things a little bit differently.  This 
issue we’ve decided to tackle what could prove to be a controversial topic: musical gift-
edness and talent.  Is musical talent something we are born with, or is it acquired?  You 
may or may not find definitive answers here, but hopefully it should prove to at least be 
thought provoking.   

The issue will be approached from two different perspectives, by our own Solange Glass-
er, and a special guest: Niels Christian Hansen.  They are just two people, however, and 
we know there is a talented bunch of music researchers reading this newsletter, so we 
warmly welcome contributions to the debate.  Don’t hesitate to send your thoughts, 
ideas, theories, references, etc. to #bornormade and #musicscience via Twitter, or join 
the conversation on the AMPS Facebook group.  You could also send a short comment to 
us at editors.AMPS@gmail.com and you might find it included in the next edition of the 
newsletter. 

Also included in this issue are a couple of conference reviews, from the recent ICMPC14 
and SysMus16 conferences.  I’ve always enjoyed the sense of camaraderie that Australi-
an researchers share at academic meetings.  Others often seem impressed at how far 
we’ll travel for a good conference, and at how we all seem to know each other despite 
being so spread out.  Long may it remain so!  

 

Coming up next: Christmas Special 

For the final issue of 2016, we would like to borrow a tradition from other journals and 
newsletters, and do a special holiday edition featuring weird and wacky stories from the 
field.  For an example, the Medical Journal of Australia featured an article proposing a 
revision to the DSM-(00)7 on the basis of observations of James Bond, in their 2015 De-
cember issue.  In the past few years we’ve seen studies claim that pop music is getting 
louder and dumber, while others are writing music for cats.  I’m sure you’ll be able to find 
something appropriate.  

Submissions to the December AMPS Newsletter may be original research, anecdotal evi-
dence, a summary of others’ research, opinion piece or anything else you feel might 
make an amusing contribution.  Articles are suggested to be between 500 and 1000 
words.  We are also happy to accept shorter comments, either in response to articles 
from this current issue or a shorter contribution to our Christmas special theme.   

Happy writing! 

Joshua Bamford 

Australian Music & 
Psychology 

Society 
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For more about AMPS, find us on 
social media! 

https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2015/203/11/psychopathology-james-bond-and-its-implications-revision-dsm-007
https://www.mja.com.au/journal/2015/203/11/psychopathology-james-bond-and-its-implications-revision-dsm-007
http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2012/07/27/pop_music_is_getting_louder_and_dumber_says_one_study_here_s_what_they_miss_.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2012/07/27/pop_music_is_getting_louder_and_dumber_says_one_study_here_s_what_they_miss_.html
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/sep/03/music-for-cats-david-teie-universal-purring-cello-university-of-maryland
https://twitter.com/AusMusPsySoc?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1948192812072626/
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The Genetic influence on musical giftedness and 

talent development 

Solange Glasser (University of Melbourne) 
In the preface to his 2012 book The Nature-Nurture Debates, 
Dale Goldhaber poses the following conundrum to his read-
ers: “What has been solved over and over again and yet still 
remains unsolved? The answer – the nature-nurture debate.” 
Now, Goldhaber does admit that the riddle is not going to 
win any prizes for originality, but it is a clear and true reflec-
tion on the state of affairs of a debate that has been raging 
for nearly 150 years. From Galton’s assertion of the suprema-
cy of nature through his development of social Darwinism, to 
Skinner’s behaviourism, and Anastasi’s attempt to define the 
middle ground; from Jensen’s assertion that the principal 
determinant of IQ is genetic, to Ericsson and his now infa-
mous 10000 hours of deliberate practice, both nativists and 
empiricists have been largely unable to win over their oppo-
nents, and convince them to abandon ship.  
 
Much of the problem in attempting to answer this age old 
question resides in the fact that it is difficult to define exactly 
what it is that is being debated: are we asking what propor-
tion of an individual’s development can be attributed to ge-
netics vs environment? Or are we more concerned with how 
either the evolution of our species, or the permanent inter-
play of our existing biology with our constantly evolving envi-
ronment, influences our development? Whether we take the 
reductionist or more holistic route, the debate remains large-
ly dichotomous. With this backdrop in place, and in light of 
current neurobiological and genetic research, we will be 
drawing this discussion into the realms of musical talent. 
 
For the clarity of this debate, it is imperative from the outset 
to define what we mean when we talk about ‘musical talent’. 
What quickly becomes apparent is that ‘talented’ musicians 
are often synonymously labeled as ‘gifted’. This perceived 
equality of expressions between giftedness and talent has 
been addressed by Gagné and McPherson in the opening 
chapter of the newly published Musical Prodigies book, 
where they provide a distinct definition for each term: 
- Giftedness designates the possession and use of untrained 
and spontaneously expressed out-standing natural abilities 
or aptitudes (called gifts), in at least one ability domain.  
- Talent designates the outstanding mastery of systematically 
developed competencies (knowl-edge and skills), in at least 
one field of human activity. 
 
At first glance these definitions appear to slot in neatly within 
the framework of our nature-nurture dichotomy: the primacy 
of genetic input in the case of giftedness, in opposition to the 
central role of practice in the case of talent. I was recently 
reminded of this division during coverage of the Rio Olym-
pics: watching the UK Brownlee brothers running in the final 
leg of the Triathlon, the commentator mentioned “Good ge-
netics and good work ethic” to describe their phenomenal 
sporting achievements. Yet recent research argues that the 
role of practice in the development of talent – while funda-
mental – may not gain its momentum principally from envi-
ronmental factors, as has often been presumed. 
 

In 2014 a seminal journal article by Mosing and colleagues hit 
the press, making waves in the field of talent development. 
While its title - Practice Does Not Make Perfect - is catchy and 
on trend, it’s the article’s subtitle that delivers the fatal blow: 
No Causal Effect of Music Practice on Music Ability. The 
study, based on data collected from over 10500 Swedish 
twins, demonstrates that associations between music prac-
tice and music ability are predominantly genetic. In other 
words, not only do genes determine giftedness, but they also 
influenced a person’s inclination to practice, and thus talent.  
 
Besides finding that non-shared environmental influences fail 
to contribute to a person’s practice level, the study also es-
tablishes that when genetic predisposition is controlled for, 
more practice is no longer associated with better musical 
skills (hence the killer subtitle of the article). This study was 
the first of its kind to explore the relationship between music 
practice and ability, using a genetically informative sample, 
but it would not be the last to note that more practice did 
not necessarily equate to greater skill level. In a further set of 
studies by Hambrick and colleagues that appeared from the 
same year, music practice (as well as the association be-
tween practice and music perception) was argued to be 
largely due to shared genetic factors. As such, practice was 
revealed to be less deserving of the ‘environmental’ label 
than was once thought. Practice had begun to be seen as a 
slave to two masters.  
 
From the establishment of behaviorism in the 1930’s, the 
view that experts are made and not born had been champi-
oned ever since. But it was Ericsson and colleague’s 1993 
paper on the supremacy of ‘deliberate practice’ and the 
‘10000 hours’ rule that firmly anchored this view into popu-
lar culture. While this article remains one of the most widely 
cited psychological articles of all time, its premise is drawing 
an ever-increasing level of skepticism and criticism. A 2014 
special edition of Intelligence entitled “Acquiring Expertise: 
Ability, Practice, and Other Influences”, where authors were 
invited to debate the validity of the deliberate practice para-
digm, is an excellent example of this change of wind. The 
Mosing et al. article cited above has joined the ranks of those 
challenging the concept of deliberate practice as the singular 
and fundamental factor in the acquisition of musical exper-
tise, and one of the many facets of this opposition has come 
from a series of studies looking at the genetic basis of ‘savant 
skills’, absolute pitch (AP) and synaesthesia, and their preva-
lence in subjects with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  
 
A 2001 publication by Gregersen and colleagues became an 
early confirmation that musical training in early childhood 
was not an absolute requirement for the development of AP. 
Fast forward 12 years and Gregersen, in conjunction with 
several of his high profile colleagues, collected data from 
over 700 AP possessors, with over 20% of them also self-
reporting synaesthesia. What the data demonstrated was 
that the phenotypes of AP and synesthesia are both pheno-
typically and genetically closely related. This compelling find-

http://www.cambridge.org/us/academic/subjects/psychology/developmental-psychology/nature-nurture-debates-bridging-gap?format=PB
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/musical-prodigies-9780199685851?cc=au&lang=en&
http://pss.sagepub.com/content/25/9/1795
http://scottbarrykaufman.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Hambrick-et-al.-2016.pdf
http://projects.ict.usc.edu/itw/gel/EricssonDeliberatePracticePR93.pdf
http://projects.ict.usc.edu/itw/gel/EricssonDeliberatePracticePR93.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01602896/45
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01602896/45/supp/C
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01602896/45/supp/C
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11169569
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23406871
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ing, the first of its kind, is the likely reflection 
of an underlying commonality of neurodevel-
opmental mechanisms involved in both AP 
and synaesthesia.  
 
There are two reasons why this finding is par-
ticularly interesting for our foray into the 
realms of music talent development. First, AP 
and synaesthesia appear with greater fre-
quency in subjects with ASD. Savant syn-
drome is equally more prevalent within this 
population group, and all documented cases 
of musical savantism involve AP.  Second, 
research by Mottron and colleagues is turning 
the cards on this initial argument, and sug-
gesting that not only is AP more common in 
ASD, but that AP possessors exhibit a spec-
trum of autistic traits, even if these traits do 
not reach the level re-
quired for a diagnosis of 
ASD to be made. What 
both these points tell us 
is that similar neurocog-
nitive components are 
involved in AP, synaes-
thesia, and ASD, and 
that they all “represent 
related ways by which 
the perceptual brain 
deals with objective 
structures under differ-
ent conditions.” In light 
of these discoveries, I 
became interested in 
the question as to 
whether synaesthesia 
and AP could influence 
prodigious musical de-
velopment and motiva-
tion. I was also keenly interested in looking at 
whether synaesthesia could act as a catalyst 
for a prodigy’s choice of area of expertise. In 
the aforementioned Musical Prodigies book, 
published this year, I was given the privileged 
to explore these questions in a chapter on 
French composer and synesthete, Oliver Mes-
siaen.  
 
If any of you religiously watch the Big Bang 
Theory (go on, admit it!), you may recall that 
Sheldon Cooper is not only autistic, but also a 
synesthete. I’m not sure he is an AP posses-
sor, but perhaps that will be written into his 
script in some future episode. If not, the re-
search outlined above gives us good reason 
to contact the producers and suggest he 
should be. Suffice to say that it is obvious to 
anyone who watches the show that his 
unique blend of gifts and deficits has unques-
tionably enabled the development of his phe-
nomenal talent. While this may seem evi-
dence enough to some of a strong link be-

tween these conditions and traits, my re-
search at the University of Melbourne is tak-
ing a more empirical look at the question of 
the influence of both synaesthesia and AP on 
musical abilities and motivation. Between 
having the immense fortune to be able to 
collect the histories and personal accounts of 
members of this unique group of musicians, 
and a bit of Big Bang watching on the side 
(for research purposes, of course), this study 
has certainly encouraged me to delve deeper 
into our current understanding of how the 
neurobiology of each and every one of us 
shapes our musical experiences.  
 
In a recently published book on the history of 
autism (In a different key: the story of autism, 
2016) Donvan and Zucker note: “For many 

years after World War II 
… nothing was more 
politically incorrect 
than the suggestion 
that there was any ge-
netic dimension to the 
mind’s functioning.” 
‘Genetics’ had indeed 
become both a taboo 
subject and a dirty 
word, thanks in no 
small part to the ge-
netic arguments used 
during that époque to 
inform shockingly dis-
criminatory social agen-
das in countries around 
the world. While that 
time has revolved, the 
historical remnants of 

these decisions remain, 
which have appeared to often undermine the 
spirit of enquiry. The articles cited above 
have joined the ranks of those challenging 
the primacy of deliberate practice and the 
typical division that is often carved between 
it and natural ability, instead opening up the 
possibility that genetic factors are decisive for 
both giftedness and talent development. Gift-
edness and talent may be ostensibly repre-
sented as two separate expressions, but the 
underlying mechanisms of their manifesta-
tions may turn out to be the same.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Photo by iDominick - File:Jim Parsons at PaleyFest 
2013.jpg, CC BY-SA 2.0, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?
curid=45523006 

Jim Parsons, the actor behind Sheldon 

Cooper in The Big Bang Theory.* 

Join the conversation! 

Have something to say about 
musical ability? Don’t hesitate 
to jump on Twitter and add 
your thoughts with 
#bornormade and 
#musicscience or post in our 
Facebook group. 
 

New on the shelf 

Raising Kids with Music (free e-
book). The Sync Project 

Oxford Handbook of Music 
psychology - 2nd Edition. Susan  
Hallam, Ian Cross and Michael 
Thaut. Oxford University Press. 

New Tools 

MuPsych. New smartphone 
app for tracking music listening 
behaviour. 
 
MiningSuite. Music infor-
mation retrieval in Matlab, 
based upon the MIRtoolbox. 
 
XronoMorph. Rhythm genera-
tor, as Featured at AMPS2015. 
 

New articles 

Why singing may help people 
with dementia.  Catherine 
Loveday in The Conversation. 
 
Why sad songs say so much (to 
some people, but not others).  
Tuomas Eerola in The Conver-
sation. 
 
A child’s brain develops faster 
with exposure to music educa-
tion. Music Education Works! 
 
Early auditory processing in 
musicians and dancers during a 
contemporary dance piece.  
Nature. 
 
The mathematics of music 
history. Centre for Music in the 
Brain. 
 
Conscientiousness and Extra-
version relate to responsive-
ness to tempo in dance. Hu-
man Movement Science. 
 
Measuring the representation-
al space of music with fMRI: a 
case study with sting. Neu-
rocase. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23219745
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KZ1ljTj6zhE
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/217028/in-a-different-key-by-john-donvan-and-caren-zucker/9780307985675/
https://twitter.com/syncprojectco/status/773340136222420992
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-oxford-handbook-of-music-psychology-9780198722946?cc=fi&lang=en&
http://www.mupsych.com/research/
http://olivierlar.github.io/miningsuite/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FgzLRzIM8rc&feature=youtu.be
https://theconversation.com/why-singing-may-help-people-with-dementia-64383
https://theconversation.com/why-sad-songs-say-so-much-to-some-people-but-not-others-65365?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+15+2016+-+5609&utm_content=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+15+2016+-+5609+CID_3647
https://theconversation.com/why-sad-songs-say-so-much-to-some-people-but-not-others-65365?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+15+2016+-+5609&utm_content=Latest+from+The+Conversation+for+September+15+2016+-+5609+CID_3647
https://musiceducationworks.wordpress.com/2016/06/19/a-childs-brain-develops-faster-with-exposure-to-music/
http://www.nature.com/articles/srep33056
http://musicinthebrain.au.dk/#news-8730
http://musicinthebrain.au.dk/#news-8730
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167945716301105
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167945716301105
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13554794.2016.1216572
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13554794.2016.1216572


The admirable skills of highly proficient musicians continue to 
mesmerise their fans, luring them from the safety of com-
fortable armchairs into unchartered territories of distant mu-
sic venues that are sometimes only accessible through con-
siderable travel and financial sacrifices. This phenomenon in 
itself makes musical expertise a natural object of scientific 
enquiry, leading to heated debates typically revolving around 
a central nature/nurture dichotomy. In an informative over-
view in this newsletter, Solange Glasser illustrates how this 
debate has persistently called for “solutions” and 
“answers” (e.g., Goldhaber, 2012), yet remains unsolved and 
unanswered.  
 
Defending the nativist stance, Glasser argues that the belief 
that musical skills are made rather than born has dominated 
since the emergence of behaviourism in the 1930’s. In her 
account, “the concept of deliberate practice as the singular 
and fundamental factor in the acquisition of musical exper-
tise” has only recently been challenged. However, although 
K. Anders Ericsson and others have certainly emphasised 
deliberate practice, only their most radical adherents would 
subscribe to empiricist fundamentalism. In fact, Ericsson 
(2014, pp. 5-6) states that “I have never claimed that deliber-
ate practice can explain all reliable variance in attained per-
formance” and goes on to mention that height and body size 
cannot be changed by training, yet constrain the acquisition 
of expert skills. Though mostly interpreted as disproving Er-
icsson’s framework, recent meta-analyses show that even 
relatively unreliable, self-report measures of deliberate prac-
tice account for about one third of the variance in expert 
performance (Hambrick et al., 2014; Platz, Kopiez, Lehmann, 
& Wolf, 2014). While this does not provide the full story, it 
definitely provides part of it. 
 
In my own PhD dissertation “Predictive coding of musical 
expertise” (Hansen, 2016), I regard musical expertise as ac-
quired under (innate) constraints and operationalise it in 
terms of predictive processing optimisation. In support of 
this, we show that the extent to which people’s melodic ex-
pectations fit with a computational model of statistical learn-
ing increases systematically with levels of musical training 
(Hansen & Pearce, 2014). 
 
In contrast to Glasser’s account, my doctoral research, more-
over, contends that the history of the nature-nurture debate 
could equally well be recounted as one of a nativist bias–
especially if we venture into the realms of popular discourse 
(Hansen, 2015, 2016). For instance, survey studies have 
shown that many children (O'Neill, 1996), adults (Davis, 
1994; Hallam & Prince, 2003), and even musicians (Sloboda, 
1996) tend to believe that musical ability requires natural 
talent and cannot be learned.  
 
Importantly, innateness is only one of several problematic 
labels that are sometimes associated with musical skills. Spe-
cifically, I ascribe the typical characterisation of expertise as 
innate, all-or-nothing, creative, advantageous, and elusive to 
a Romanticised view of musical genius (Hansen, 2015, 2016). 

In modern times, this perhaps materialises most clearly in the 
concept of “X-factor”. This gift of the few to create some-
thing exceptional is defined by its ability to defy definition. 
That’s what the “X” stands for. 
 
For our expertise concept to qualify as truly scientific, we 
need to adopt a much broader perspective based on empiri-
cal evidence rather than on anecdotal folk psychology. First, 
rather than thinking of expertise as all-or-nothing – as found 
in plentiful comparisons of musicians and non-musicians as 
homogenous groups – we need to recognise its continuous-
ness and multidimensionality (cf. Simonton, 1999). The tradi-
tional focus on exceptional cases includes so-called geniuses, 
but also extends to research on people with absolute pitch 
ability, synaesthesia, or savant skills. Although Glasser pro-
motes these unusual conditions as paths to a deeper under-
standing of expertise, I am not convinced that they reflect 
extremes on one or more continua of musical ability. In other 
words, are there not several dimensions of musical expertise 
where AP or savant skills do not make you superior? And why 
would it necessarily be more expert-like to hear sound as 
colour than to hear sound as sound? The fact that these ex-
ceptional conditions have a genetic component is interesting 
in itself, but does not teach us much about expertise in the 
general population. 
 
Second, the Romanticised view of expertise as unequivocally 
advantageous is also not tenable. Pathologies like tinnitus, 
hearing loss, and focal dystonia establish that extensive prac-
tice can be maladaptive. Expertise may also lead to highly 
specialised stylistic knowledge that does not always general-
ise beyond the context where it was acquired (e.g., Hansen, 
Vuust, & Pearce, in press). Our neurophysiological findings 
that expertise-related optimisations in feature processing are 
only evident when musically relevant features like pitch are 
presented in musical settings help to consolidate the contex-
tual nature of expertise (Hansen, Nielsen, Møller, Pearce, & 
Vuust, 2016). 
 
Third, the optimisation of predictive processing underlying 
musical expertise affects action and perception alike as well 
as the interaction between the two. The operationalisation of 
musical expertise as pitch discrimination ability, found in 
Mosing et al.’s (2014) “Practice Does Not Make Perfect” pa-
per, recognises the often overlooked significance of receptive 
skills; however, this gross simplification does by no means 
acknowledge the diversity and sophistication of true musical 
expertise where action and perception are deeply inter-
twined. For instance, we find that while classical and jazz 
musicians have equally well internalised the statistics of be-
bop jazz, only the latter group who have experience (re-)
producing this style of music have conscious access to this 
knowledge (Hansen et al., in press). Hence, evidence that the 
basis of pitch discrimination ability is partly genetic should 
not be mistaken as evidence that musical expertise in general 
is not partly acquired. 
 
Fourth, we need to dispose of the characterisation of musical 

Born and made: Musical experts are no geniuses 
Niels Chr. Hansen (Ohio State University) 
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http://www.musikkons.dk/fileadmin/Lyd/FOKU/Postere/Hansen_2016_Predictive_coding_of_musical_expertise__online_version_.pdf.
http://www.musikkons.dk/fileadmin/Lyd/FOKU/Postere/Hansen_2016_Predictive_coding_of_musical_expertise__online_version_.pdf.


expertise as undefinable. Although this might seem like com-
mon sense to modern psychologists, the presumed elusive-
ness of expertise is prominent throughout the musicological 
literature. For instance, not that long ago, Wilfred Meller 
(1989) noted that “Hildegard of Bingen […] had talents and 
skills that seem to us evidence of genius because [sic!] we 
cannot rationally account for them”.  Such myth building also 
occurs for rock idols (Pattison, 1987) and 20th-century mod-
ernist composers (Piotrowska, 2007). Recent methodological 
advances in terms of sophisticated genetic tools and mobile 
devices with an unexplored potential to provide reliable big 
data on musical practise most certainly make expertise acces-
sible to scientific scrutiny. 
 
In conclusion, attempts to dichotomise the debate into fun-
damentalist nature or nurture camps do not provide a very 
useful avenue for future research. On the contrary, by now it 
should be clear to everyone that neither camp offers any 
complete answers or solutions regarding the origin of musical 
expertise. In Dean Keith Simonton’s (1999) words, 
“psychology must endeavor to identify all of the significant 
causal factors behind exceptional performance rather than 
merely rest content with whatever factor happens to account 
for the most variance” (Simonton, 1999). Thus, the nature-
nurture debate is not so much a question of #bornormade as 
one of #bornandmade. As recently noted in a chapter titled 
“Beyond Born versus Made” (Hambrick, Macnamara, Campi-
telli, Ullén, & Mosing, 2016), expertise research in the years 
to come should aim to investigate both these components. 
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Book Review: Musical Prodigies: Interpretations from Psy-

chology, Education, Musicology and Ethnomusicology 

Solange Glasser (University of Melbourne) 
There are few things that professional musicians love to hate 
- or perhaps hate to love – more than a young child dazzling 
audiences with their technical prowess. After years of prover-
bial and literal blood, sweat and tears, it is no wonder adults 
view the seemingly miraculous abilities of musical prodigies 
with awe and stupefaction. Musical prodigies have been not-
ed throughout modern history, and one doesn’t have to look 
any further than Mozart to understand the veneration that 
such a status can bring. What is perhaps surprising from a 
more recent perspective is that no resource to date had 
attempted to analyse the development of musical prodi-
giousness in a holistic manner. In contrast to other related 
fields such as talent development, there has been a marked 
deficiency in the available scientific literature focusing on this 
subject. At its conception, Musical Prodigies set out to fill this 
void, and by its completion had accomplished just that.  
 
The 35 chapters of this book are organised into three sec-
tions: Theoretical Frameworks, Aspects of Development, and 
Individual Examples. One of the major aims of this volume 
was to offer a clear and contemporary definition of what 
constitutes a musical prodigy. A quick perusal of child per-
formers on YouTube would be enough to convince anybody 
that a plethora of ages and ability levels, all showcasing skills 
in different musical mediums, are being touted as 
‘prodigious’. Yet the boundaries of what constitutes a 
‘prodigy’ are often hazy, even amongst the research commu-
nity. The initial emphasis of this book was therefore to tackle 
this definitional problem. This question is addressed, among 
others, in the first section of the book, which deals with The-
oretical Frameworks. The section opens with what can only 
be described as a monster chapter, of near-book-length, 
which leads six other chapters into an exploration of the 
characteristics of prodigious abilities and development. The 
individual chapters in this section provide the reader with an 
overview of current theories on prodigious development, as 
well as an analysis of the differentiation between giftedness 
and talent, a historical view of the objective assessment of 
musical prodigies, and a retrospective look at musical genius 
through the lens of prodigious development. These chapters 
also offer a fascinating juxtaposition of points of view from 
authors arguing various positions regarding the impact of 
genetic and environmental influences on prodigious develop-
ment, thus tying in neatly with the contemporary debate of 
nature versus nurture. 
 
Spanning 15 chapters, the second section - Aspects of Devel-
opment - takes readers on a journey through evolutionary, 
genetic, cognitive and emotional explanations of develop-
ment and underlying motivation of the musical prodigy. 
Many of the chapters in this section feed neatly into the dis-
cussion of issues raised by the previous section, as they inter-
rogate aspects that influence the development of prodigious-
ness such as creativity, intelligence, motivation, sensitive 
periods, giftedness, and talent. There is an emphasis in this 
section on the real-world experiences of growing up a prodi-
gy, with elements such as career decisions, psychosocial 

skills, and even YouTube being comprehensively scrutinised. 
Challenging debates are also waged in this section on a di-
verse range of subjects, including the mid-life crisis so often 
observed in cases of musical prodigies, the role of trauma in 
the development of prodigious talent, and the perceivable 
connection between prodigies and savants, with a particular 
emphasis on conditions such as synaesthesia, blindness, au-
tism, and other learning difficulties.  
 
The third and final section of the book offers readers 13 Indi-
vidual Examples, where biographical and developmental as-
pects of these children’s lives are described in detail. Unsur-
prisingly, prodigies listed in this section include all the usual 
suspects, from Mozart, Beethoven, and Mendelssohn, to 
more recent additions to this exclusive group, such as Glen 
Gould, Stevie Wonder, and Michael Jackson. Interspersed 
within these obvious inclusions are lesser known examples 
from stylistically different mediums, with case studies of chil-
dren who have made their names in fields as diverse as folk 
song, jazz, and rock, including Teresa Carreno, Margot Loyo-
la, André Mathieu, Jack Teagarden, and Jason Becker. If the 
assortment of musical styles listed above is not enough to 
whet your musical appetite, the section concludes with an 
examination of YouTube and new media celebrity, focusing 
on a case study of the one and only Justin Bieber. Yes, you 
read that right. One fascinating realization that becomes ap-
parent on completion of this section is that all of the prodi-
gies studied – with the exception of Justin Bieber – are noted 
as having absolute pitch. This insight highlights the inherent 
opportunity these case studies offer the reader to tie these 
individual examples back into the preceding theoretical sec-
tions of this book. Whatever your musical taste, this section 
is sure to offer a fascinating, and for many novel, perspective 
on some of music’s most celebrated children. 
 
The undoubted strength of this volume is that it draws on 
expertise from a wide variety of disciplines, including psy-
chology, education, musicology, and ethnomusicology. Not 
all of the 51 authors are in agreement concerning definitions, 
interpretations and explanations of prodigious musical devel-
opment, but this is what makes Musical Prodigies a robust 
initial foray into this fascinating subject. Readers are given 
the opportunity to discover the opinions of these expert au-
thors, and as such are offered a multifaceted view of this 
largely unexplored topic. 
 
Stylistically this volume is remarkable, as it has retained the 
individual characteristics of each author’s discipline. The edi-
torial decision to enable authors to write within their com-
fort zone, without having to conform to an overarching style, 
has facilitated the inclusion of a myriad of vantage points and 
perspectives on this inadequately studied subject. As such, 
readers from a broad range of research specialities will feel 
comfortable reading chapters that pertain to their area of 
expertise, as well as being introduced to novel disciplines, all 
under the one cover.  
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Place: University of Jyväskylä, Finland 
Date: 8th-10th of June, 2016. 9th annual meeting 
 
Systematic musicology is a field that “embraces an extremely 
diverse mix of epistemologies and methodologies from the 
sciences and humanities aimed at studying the phenomenon 
of music in its general rather than specific manifesta-
tions” (https://sites.google.com/site/sysmusconference/). 
Each year, an annual student-run conference of systematic 
musicology, SysMus, is held at various locations around the 
world. SysMus is a peer-reviewed conference that allows ad-
vanced students to meet and discuss their research. 
 
In 2016, SysMus was hosted by the University of Jyväskylä 
and it proved to be another great event. Jyväsklyä, with its 
multitude of music makers, educators, and learners, provided 
an ideal setting for sharing and discussing research. The Uni-
versity of Jyväskylä boasts an international community in the 
fields of music performance, psychology, and therapy, from 
which some of the most critically acclaimed research has 
emerged. Facilities are recognised as world-class, including 
the Motion Capture lab and accompanying Mocap Toolbox 
for Matlab (developed at the University) – a unique oppor-
tunity for emerging research into areas such as movement, 
dance, and synchronicity. 
 
The University of Jyväskylä showcased and shared their ex-
pertise and facilities with delegates through a series of work-
shops. These included Motion Capture, Music Information 
Retrieval, Music Technology/Music Tower, Heart-rate Varia-
bility, Vibroacoustic Therapy, and Active Music Therapy. 
These workshops provided an opportunity for delegates to 
learn about the techniques and applications of each of these 
tools. They also allowed presenters to consider how these 
tools could facilitate new approaches to research. Q and A’s 
with the presenters after the workshops were particularly 
beneficial for developing research ideas. 
 
A satellite motion capture workshop also preceded Sysmus 

2016. The second in a series of motion capture workshops, 
“From Music to Analysis” provided participants with a full day 
of hands on experience with motion capture technology, as 
well as data analysis. Many thanks go to all workshop organ-
isers and presenters, whose names may be found at: https://
www.jyu.fi/sysmus16/MocapWorkshop. 
 
As suggested by the supervisor’s welcome in the opening 
pages of the proceedings, one of the aims of SysMus16 was 
to connect well established with emergent areas of research. 
In accordance, the range of topics was vast, including neuro-
psychology, performance, perception & cognition, education, 
movement, sociology, personality, well-being, and music 
therapy. Methods and paradigms also ranged from experi-
mental approaches including neuroimaging techniques, mo-
tion capture (MoCap), Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI), 
Music Information Retrieval (MIR), measurement of facial 
expressions; and sociological/qualitative approaches such as 
drumming in Tamil culture, the use of music in Finnish psychi-
atric hospitals, and singer-songwriters in Ireland. Such diver-
gent quality research is reflective of current trends and shows 
great promise for the future of systematic musicology. 
 
The daily keynote presentations from leading researchers 
highlighted some of these key areas in the growing field of 
systematic musicology. Day one of the conference opened 
with Dr. med. Ralph Spintge speaking on “Aspects of music in 
medicine”. In his presentation, Spintage discussed how music 
may be used against pain in a clinical setting. As well as talk-
ing through methodology, Spintage introduced some signifi-
cant findings of this research. Namely, that music can reduce 
a patient's reported level of pain. However, the effectiveness 
of music in reducing pain seems to be related to a patient's 
ability to self select the music. So, tuning on the radio in your 
clinic will not be as effective as having a patient listening to a 
playlist of their choosing. 
 
Day two opened in a similar vein with Prof. Mari Tervaniemi’s 
keynote on “Music in our life: Learning and re-learning”. Ter-

Conference Review: SysMus16 
Kristal Spreadborough (University of New England) & HayleyTrower (University of Roehampton) 

This book is a must for anyone interested in exceptional early 
musical development, and is equally valuable as a resource to 
broaden our understanding of musical development more 
generally. The aim of this volume was to highlight the diverse 
and multifaceted aspects of the musical prodigy, as well as 
interrogate the unique developmental trajectory of these 
remarkable childhoods. This volume has certainly achieved 
this, and will be sure to encourage its readers to further in-
vestigate this largely unexplored subject, by providing a sub-
stantial quantity of fodder to stimulate supplementary dis-
cussion on this unique dimension of musical achievement. 
 
Disclaimer: Solange Glasser, the author of this review, was 
both the editorial assistant to Gary McPherson for the Musi-
cal Prodigies book, and author of one of its chapters.  

Musical Prodigies: Interpretations from Psychology, 
Education, Musicology, and Ethnomusicology 

 
Edited by Gary E. McPherson 

Oxford University Press, 8 September 2016. 
 

 Order online at www.oup.com and enter promotional 
code ACFLYP8 at checkout to save 20%. 

Offer valid until March 2017 to individual (non-trade) 
customers when ordering direct from the Oxford Uni-

versity Press website. Limit is 10 copies per transaction. 
This offer is exclusive and cannot  

be redeemed in conjunction with any other promotion-
al discounts. 
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vaniemi, a leading researcher in the neuroscience of music, 
discussed the impact of music learning on brain functions in 
fetuses, toddlers, and school-aged children. Tervaniemi’s also 
explored research into music rehabilitation in dementia pa-
tients and other neurological patients. Such research is of 
increasing relevance to researchers and community as the 
World Health Organisation estimates that currently 47.5 mil-
lion people live with dementia, with 7.7 million new diagno-
ses occurring every year. Tervaniemi key findings are that 
music related activities can boost the emotional and cogni-
tive well-being of patients and their caregivers. Like Spintge, 
Tervaniemi has also found that familiarity with the music 
used in these tasks increases its effectiveness as a tool for 
rehabilitation. 
 
The conference ended with Prof. Justin London’s keynote 
titled “What is musical tempo?”. London demonstrated the 
complex nature of tempo through a few pop quizzes (a good 
way to ensure a captive audience). While it is not difficult for 
a listener to make a decision about the tempo of a piece, it is 
difficult to know how these tempo judgments are made. Lon-
don concludes that tempo is not simply a measure of speed. 
Rather, as London puts it, “it is an index of the energy re-
quired to produce and/or move with the music”. 
 
The daily keynotes were followed by papers, posters or work-

shops sessions. Parallel paper sessions were kept to a mini-
mum in the interest of providing equal presenting opportuni-
ties. Of particular interest was the addition of speed poster 
presentations whereby 4 minutes in front of the conference 
audience was allocated to each speaker. This innovative idea 
is particularly beneficial for students who may not otherwise 
have experienced speaking in front of a conference audience. 
Furthermore, a verbal introduction spurs discussion and in-
teraction with fellow peers. The workshop sessions were also 
useful for early career researchers who may wish to broaden 
their experience with emerging research trends and tools. 
Last but not least, the networking opportunities were per-
fectly engaging and suited to students of music. The silent 
disco, live jam session, conference dinner, water rafting, and 
peaceful boat trip to beautiful Lehtisaari island engendered 
valuable relationships between friends and future colleagues. 
 
A special note of appreciation goes out to the committees 
and sponsors of SysMus16, the names of whom can be found 
on the SysMus conference website. https://www.jyu.fi//
SysMus16. We can now look forward to SysMus 2017 which 
will be held at Queen Mary University of London, Music and 
Cognition Lab, from September 13-15! 
 

Place: Hyatt Regency Hotel, San Francisco, California 
Date: 5-9th July, 2016. 14th Biennial Meeting 
 
ICMPC14 was my first large, international music perception 
and cognition conference, and it sure did live up to expecta-
tions! It was held at the Hyatt Regency Hotel – a great loca-
tion in San Francisco’s downtown, conveniently close to 4th of 
July fireworks and hearty American sized meals.  
 
The first day of the conference kicked off with a keynote by 
Steve Palmer, who linked music, colour, emotion, and synaes-
thesia in an interesting talk. A major finding coming out of his 
work is that even non-synaesthetes tend to reliably link cer-
tain colours with certain music, most likely related to the 
emotion within the music.   
 
After the keynote, the sessions were conveniently broken up 
into topics, including: Music & Language; Music & Emotion; 
Acoustics and Psychophysics; Musical Development; Music & 
Movement; Rhythm, Meter & Timing; Music Therapy; Music 
Education; Composition & Improvisation; Music & Personali-
ty; Music Performance; Music & Neuroscience, and Cognitive 
Modelling of Music. It was great being at a conference where 
I wanted to attend almost all of the sessions! Usually I end up 
searching through the sessions to see what’s most relevant to 
my work, but here, most things were. After a day full of inter-
esting talks, and a great poster session, we had welcome 
drinks in the atrium of the Hyatt, with a classical quartet back-
drop.  This was great fun, and a great opportunity to meet 
people who I had only seen in print before!  
 

The second day started early, with disappointing American 
tea (probably my fault, as I didn’t understand the different 
types of milk. Though, the inclusion of a mint leaf was some-
what off-putting). Some of the same topics were repeated 
from the first day, however new ones included: Music & 
Health/Well-being; Cognitive Musicology; Pitch & Tonal Per-
ception; Music, Health, Science & Industry; Social Psychology 
of Music, and Aesthetic Perception & Response. The breadth 
of topics was incredible, and it goes to show the amazing re-
search that is being done within the music field. After taking 
in a lot of information, some of us decided to go to a baseball 
game! We saw the San Francisco Giants take down the Colo-
rado Rockies (pictured). After a few clearly ignorant com-
ments, an American fan in front of us explained the rules! We 
also got our ‘chili dog’ and churros fix.  
 
Day three was one of my favourites, with a great symposium 
on Music Perception & Cognition Across Species, where we 
were introduced to ‘Ronan’ the beat-keeping sea lion. There 
were also talks about rhythmic engagement in chimpanzees, 
and melodic perception in songbirds (and much more!). Ro-
nan the sea lion really stole the show though, and I think pro-
duced the most amounts of tweets!  That afternoon we were 
lucky enough to be introduced to an amazing funk band 
called ‘Big Sticky Mess’, who got the un-intoxicated and 
sleepy music researchers up dancing! Very impressive. Word 
is that two separate groups of ICMPC attendees went to kara-
oke as well – video evidence on twitter!  
 
Day four had two sessions in the morning, and then it was 
excursion time - a chance to process all the great information 

Conference Review: ICMPC14 
Anna Fiveash (Macquarie University) 

SysMus16 Cont. 
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Upcoming Conferences 

The Improvising Brain III, Atlan-
ta, USA, 26-28th of February, 
2017. 
 
International Convention of 
Psychological Science (ICPS 
2017), Vienna, Austria, 23-25th 
of March, 2017. 
 
Neuroscience and Music - VI, 
Boston, USA, 15-18th of June, 
2017. 
 
Movement 2017 - Brain - Body 
- Cognition, Oxford, UK, 9-11th 
of July, 2017. 
 
25 years of the European Soci-
ety for the Cognitive Sciences 
of Music (ESCOM 2017), 
Ghent, Belgium, 31st of July - 
4th of August, 2017. 
 
Society of Music Perception 
and Cognition (SMPC), San 
Diego, USA, 31st of July - 4th of 
August, 2017. 
 
6th Conference of the Asia 
Pacific Society for the Cognitive 
Sciences of Music (APSCOM 6), 
Kyoto, Japan, 25-27th of Au-
gust, 2017. 
 
10th International Conference 
of Students of Systematic Mu-
sicology (SysMus17), London, 
UK, 13-15th of September, 
2017. 
 
International Conference on 
Music Psychology and Music 
Performance,  Madrid, Spain, 5
-7th of October, 2017. 
 

Other Events 

The Inaugural Derek Denton 
Lecture in the Arts: The Neuro-
biology of Art with Professor 
Semir Zeki (University College 
London).   
Where: The Spot-B01 (Copland 
Theatre), University of Mel-
bourne. 
When: 6pm-7pm, 4th of Octo-
ber, 2016 
Enquiries: mdhs-
rsvp@unimelb.edu.au 
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we had been learning. A large group of us 
went on a Lunch Cruise – with delicious food, 
and great views of Alcatraz Island, a misty 
Golden Gate Bridge, and a beautiful and yet 
unappreciated Oakland Bay Bridge. After this 
there was the chance to tour the Center for 
Computer Research in Music and Acoustics 
(CCRMA) at Stanford University, a dance 
workshop, and a jam session! I’m quite sure 
music researchers have more fun than other 
researchers…  
 
The final day was back to a full schedule, with 
great sessions all day, and a closing keynote 
by Edward Large, who gave an interesting 
talk about physically embodied music cogni-
tion.  
 
Taking in the whole conference, I was very 
impressed with the high level of presenta-
tions (both spoken and poster), from across 

many academic levels. Everyone was really 
approachable, and I made a lot of great con-
nections, as well as strengthening existing 
ones. There was also a large Australian con-
tingent, who gave great talks, and were rep-
resenting the Australian Music Psychology 
Society very well (some pictured).  
 
Thank you very much to the organising com-
mittee for putting together such a great con-
ference, and to the sponsors for allowing it to 
happen. If you want to read about some 
more specific findings from the talks/poster 
sessions, have a look on twitter under 
#icmpc14. We have also put together a stori-
fy that you can view here: https://
storify.com/RebeccaGelding/international-
conference-on-music-perception-cogni 
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Australian Music & Psychology 
Society (AMPS) 

AMPS was formed in 1996 and 
since, has grown steadily. It 
now represents the national 
body of researchers in this field, 
and is a member of APSCOM. 
 The idea to form a 
psychology and music society 
came about during the Fourth 
International Conference on 
Music Perception & Cognition 
(ICMPC4) held at McGill Uni-
versity, Montreal. At that meet-
ing, there was interest for IC-
MPC to be held in Australia. 
The first step was to form a 
group that could coordinate the 
organization of such an event 
and to form a music and psy-
chology society similar in focus 
to those in Europe 
(ESCOM), Japan (JSMPC), 
and the United States (SMPC). 
Our aim is to bring Australian 
researchers together and to 
represent Australian research 
overseas. 
 The members of 
AMPS regularly meet to dis-
cuss research, with local and 
overseas presenters address-
ing a variety of topics. These 
have ranged from psychophys-
ics and psychoacoustics, coch-
lear mechanics, rhythm and 
pitch perception, to emotional 
responses to music, musical 
development, skill acquisition, 
and social aspects of ensemble 
performance. At present our 
Seminar Series, Music Auditory 
Cognition & Mind (MACAM), 
meets regularly at The Univer-
sity of Melbourne. 

We welcome new members, 
students and researchers alike. 
Membership is free! Becoming 
a member is as simple as join-
ing our mailing list. 
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