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why he was so transported. Epirotic 
music is indeed extraordinary: droning, 
intensely melancholic, strange and 
archaic, it is music for loss and sorrow 
and death, music like “the sound of a 
looming asteroid right before it smacks 
into Earth, ending all life and hope... 
the echoing sound of the irrational and 
cruel.” In short, King heard what he felt 
was real music, still connected at the 
moment of its recording to real life-or-
death meanings for real people, and he 
needed to find out what it meant, where it 
came from, and if it still existed.

And exist it does. Maybe not as pure as 
it was in the golden age of unadulterated 
rural misery and loss, but it is still 
there, in the isolated villages of Epirus, 
being performed at the annual panegyri 
festivals. Searching for a connection, 
King spends at least half the book at 
such festivals, ferociously drunk on 
local moonshine, hurting himself and 
not being able to dance, aghast at the 
crude amplification of the bands, sent 
into trance by the wail of clarinets. 
For King, the music of Epirus is “an 
out-of-place artefact”: not merely a 
living link to antique Greek folkways (an 
argument which is remarkable enough), 
but maybe even an exemplary remnant 
of a much more ancient way of being, a 
relict suggestion of the incomprehensibly 
ancient and alien birth of music as such. 
Half travelogue, half meditation, all 
confession, King’s book is compelling, 
illuminating and funny, but above all 
it is a deeply serious lament for the 
flattening and coarsening of culture by 
the onrush of technology, commerce and 
globalisation. And in that, it is modelled 
after the music of Epirus itself: like the 
keening graveside laments on his precious 
78s, Lament From Epirus is King’s frenzied 
mourning for all the lost worlds, not just 
those of upcountry Greece. 
Francis Gooding 
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Manic, uncensored and pathologically 
self-aware in the most entertaining 
fashion, Lament From Epirus is a feverish 
memoir of the ecstasies and traumas of a 
music obsessive, and a gonzo account of 
the deep, transporting meaning of music 

itself. Our guide through the labyrinth of 
his own foibles and into the underworld 
of the musical past is Christopher C 
King, a sort of grumpy Henri Michaux 
of shellac. The story starts with the 
jaded King explaining that a life-long 
experimentation with the purest, uncut 
pre-war 78s had left him so fried that he 
had become certain that all meaningful 
human existence had functionally ceased 

to exist, and music itself was completely 
dead. A degraded humanity was beyond all 
hope, its sacred sounds destroyed long 
ago by the very recording technologies 
that allowed them to be preserved, and 
King was definitely never going to get 
properly high on real music ever again, 
because there was no longer any such 
thing. The modern world was an empty 
shell, his wife wanted to go to a Leonard 
Cohen gig (who he?), and King was 
beaten. They went to Istanbul to see the 
mysterious Cohen and, like the deluded 
bum tourist he knew he was, our hero was 
determined to buy a souvenir rug. But it 
was at least going to be a real rug, one 
“woven with suffering and humanity” 
(authenticity: the self-loathing is medical 
grade). Too bad there was no longer any 
music anywhere on Planet Earth which 
still had the same qualities. 

And yet there in the rug shop is a 
battered phonograph. King gets the juice 
from the store owner: over in another 
part of Istanbul, there are shops that 
sell old 78s. Off he trots, and there, over 
coffee and Turkish delight, buys a stack 
of battered discs. On them were traces 
of the hardly known folk music of Epirus 
in northwest Greece. Even a life spent 
mainlining early Ukrainian-American 
fiddle music hadn’t prepared him for 
the rush: “The first disc I played was 
unlike anything I had ever heard... One 
disc after another spiralled me into 
aural disorientation... I was being swept 
away and I didn’t – couldn’t – resist... 
But it was pleasurable – a necessary 
catharsis.” Reader, he bought more 78s. 

In recent years, King has compiled a 
number of breathtaking compilations of 
this music, including Five Days Married 
and Why The Mountains Are Black, and 
collections by violinist Alexis Zoumbas 
and clarinettist Kitsos Harisiadis, among 
others – they are essential companion 
listening for this book, revealing exactly 

the case of listening to Philip Glass’s 
score for Koyaanisqatsi on the radio 
while playing Grand Theft Auto, or in the 
use of an adaptation of Wendy Carlos’s 
synthesized version of Henry Purcell’s 
Music For The Funeral Of Queen Mary from 
the film A Clockwork Orange in the opening 
of the platformer Conker’s Bad Fur Day. 
In another, Gibbons discusses music as 
commentary on the grotesque, examining 
the horror romance game Catherine: Full 
Body and its use of Modest Mussorgsky’s 
“The Hut On Hen’s Legs (Baba Yaga)” 
(from Pictures At An Exhibition) which 
plays during an escape from a monstrous 
woman in a nightmare. While I’m not 
convinced that “classical music in video 
games destabilises the status quo, 
disrupting players’ understandings of 
art and entertainment”, I wonder how 
many of us who have an appreciation for 
music categorisable as classical first 
encountered it within a video game. 
Sara Drake
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In game design, video games are often 
praised for their replay value: the ability to 
offer a novel experience each time a player 
restarts from the beginning. If repeated, 
a game may allow players to participate 
as a different character, increase in 
difficulty, or reveal alternate endings 
and missed opportunities. Therefore, a 
game’s value relies in part on its ability 
to adapt to a player’s growing familiarity 
within the game, offering new choices and 
interpretations with each repetition. In his 
new book Unlimited Replays: Video Games 
And Classical Music, musicologist William 
Gibbons explores the use of classical 
music in games in an effort to question 
classical music’s morphing cultural status 
as it gets repurposed and replayed within 
digital media. 

Musical works or styles accumulate 

multiple layers of meaning over time 
depending on when and where we hear 
them. Classical music in particular 
has been replayed in various contexts 
for centuries, making it a dense and 
associatively layered cultural form. For 
Gibbons, taking the use of classical music 
in games seriously is a potential opening 
through which the conservative institution 
of academic music can begin to consider 
cultural forms deemed lesser than itself 
as valid. His argument relies on commonly 
held perceptions of both classical music 
and games (ie classical music is art while 
video games are entertainment). 

To him, this entangling of high and low 
forms has the potential to upgrade games 
into the coveted status of art. He states 
that the tradition of classical music when 
combined with a game, “reinforces its 
claim to artistic merit by association... 
here we see the ‘uncontested’ value of 
classical music likened to the comparably 
contested, artistically ambiguous space 

games occupy.” 
For me, Gibbons’s assertion is also 

the book’s primary flaw. As someone 
who uses a post 20th century definition 
of art in which something can call itself 
art based on both context and creator 
intent, I find it difficult to agree with him 
when he suggests that the inclusion of 
classical music has the power to elevate 
bastardised cultural forms. For instance, 
there are a growing number of video 
games that position themselves as art, 
many of which lack classical music (see 
David O’Reilly’s Everything). That being 
said, Gibbons’s frame does not limit the 
thoughtfulness of his research, the crux 
of the book an investigation into how 
classical music converges with game play. 

Most compelling is his extensive 
knowledge of music history, which 
serves as a refreshing take on an 
under-considered aspect of game music. 
There is a section that explores games 
borrowing from film soundtracks, as in 
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