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Abstract
Although most auctioneers do not self-identify as musicians, the practice of auctioneering in the
United States reveals a sophisticated musical approach to metric improvisation based on the
establishment of musical expectation and the strategic thwarting of that expectation through
flexible treatment of meter. Auctioneers establish a “referential” meter wherein a consistent
organization of the pulse returns repeatedly, alternating with expansions or contractions of that
primary meter. Listeners are entrained to expect musical consistency, but through disruptions of
familiar musical patterns, the auctioneer focuses bidder attention on the chant rather than the
realities of the economic transaction in progress. Thus, meter is employed as an improvisational
tool that unites the listening and bidding audience within a musical space and plays with
expectations just enough to keep bidders alert and engaged.

Described in a Lucky Strike Cigarette radio advertisement as “the weirdest sound in
American business,” the chant of the auctioneer has served as a key component of
the U.S. economy since the Civil War, if not before.1 Familiar though this “weirdest
sound” may be, the musical and improvisatory talents of its practitioners have been
too long hidden. The job of an auctioneer is to direct the sale of items at the highest
possible price and effect the transfer of goods and capital between buyers and sellers.
Although most auctioneers do not view their practice as musical, the sophisticated
and interconnected improvisational strategies employed by the auctioneer to enact
a transformational ritual of economic exchange can be understood through musical
analysis.2

1 Lucky Strike radio advertisement, date unknown. The quote describes the chant style of tobacco
auctioneer L. A. “Speed” Riggs, who was featured in radio advertisements by the Lucky Strike Cigarette
Company from 1938 to 1969. Advertisement recording from archives of the National Auctioneers
Association headquarters, Overland Park, Kansas. Based on the dates of the recordings held in the
archives, it is unlikely that this radio ad predates the mid-1940s, though it could date as late as
the mid-1960s. For a comprehensive history of auctioneering, see Ralph Cassady Jr., Auctions and
Auctioneering (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). It remains the most thorough historical
study of the profession, dating back to its first references in ancient Roman culture.

2 Geoffrey Miller, in his study of East Coast American antique auctions, also recognizes that
auctioneers do not normally self-identify as musicians: “The question of whether to consider the
auction chant more closely related to speech or song is problematic, for auctioneers . . . seem to have
little or no conscious conception of their ‘performances’ as music. Yet, they are invariably intrigued
by the suggestion and appear comfortable discussing the ‘musicality’ of their work.” Geoffrey Miller,
“‘Are You All Unhappy at a Twenty Dollar Bill?’: Text, Tune and Context at Antique Auctions,”
Ethnomusicology 28/2 (1984): 187. I have found a similar reaction in my fieldwork and interviews
with auctioneers, though many suggest that they have long maintained an interest in the connections
between music and auctioneering.
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The auctioneer’s performance navigates between stylized speech and song, ex-
temporized poetry and improvised chant.3 Although listeners may be mystified by
the stylized communication and sheer speed of the chant, the auctioneer’s subtle
treatment of meter represents a distinctive improvisational practice, one that en-
gages the bidding audience by both creating and thwarting musical expectation.
Metric flexibility and the periodic return of established, or referential, meters thus
serve as a primary means by which auctioneers shape the sale of items in a live
auction. The study of auctioneering contributes to the converging discourses on
music and language, the speech-to-song continuum, and verbal art by revealing
the complex and fluid relationship between improvisational strategy and formulaic
musical, linguistic, and prosodic structures. In particular, auctioneering stands as a
distinctive example of verbal art in which meter itself is subject to improvisation.4

Situating the Study of Auctioneering: Sources and Methods of Inquiry

Auction chant blurs the lines between song and speech, but such hybrid practices
are not uncommon musicological subjects. Some representative cases will suffice
to reveal the range of hybrid practices examined in musicological, anthropological,
and linguistic disciplines. In Nigeria, Hausa children’s songs are highly speech-
like, but are considered song by practitioners.5 Southern black Baptist sermons
exhibit heightened speech bordering on chant, which emphasizes both “musical”
repetition and protracted vowel durations.6 British-Jamaican dub and “toasting”
styles employ rap-like declamation over recordings, with a heightened speech that
features complex rhythmic structures.7 Dramatic recitation in the melodramas
of Rousseau and Humperdinck employed hybrid characteristics that were later
revived in early twentieth-century melodrama as part of a historically informed
performance of a “forgotten style.”8

3 In characterizing auctioneering as performance, I am informed by Richard Bauman’s assertion
that performers of verbal art exhibit a level of “communicative competence” to an audience who, in
turn, may critique that competence in regard to effective communication, style, and skill. Furthermore,
the performance contributes to an “enhancement of experience” in terms of the expressive qualities
and the emotional intensity it affords the event. See Richard Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance
(Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, 1977), 11.

4 Similar musical traditions involving metric improvisation are scarcely documented to date.
Eva Ordóñez Flores and Marc Jeannin’s study of Cante Flamenco improvisation and meter offers one
pertinent case, wherein apparent metric inconsistency between improvised variations reveals striking
metric regularity on hierarchical levels. The Cante Flamenco style, however, possesses much more
metric consistency than auctioneering, for although the singers are allowed some improvisational
freedom, they are still beholden to the general shape and prosodic structure of a written (memorized)
text, whereas auctioneers construct the text in the act of performance, thus allowing for more metric
freedom. See Eva Ordóñez Flores and Marc Jeannin, “Metrical and Rhythmic Interpretations in Cante
Flamenco,” The World of Music 50/1 (2008): 49–62.

5 Willard Rhodes, “Musical Creativity of Hausa Children,” Yearbook of the International Folk
Music Council 9 (1977): 38–49.

6 Thérèse Smith, “Chanted Prayer in Southern Black Churches,” Southern Quarterly 23/3 (1985):
70–82.

7 Grupe Gerd, “It Dread Inna Inglan: Linton Kwesi Johnson—Eine Ikone Afro-Jamaikanischen
Sprechgesangs in Grossbritannien,” Jazzforschung/Jazz Research 39 (2007): 249–60.

8 Daniela Kaleva, “Melodrama Insertions in Opera: Performance Practice Aspects within Histor-
ical Context,” in Studien zu den deutsch-französischen Musikbeziehungen im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert:
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To date, the musical and improvisatory practices of the American auctioneer
have been scarcely examined. Only one published musicological source directly
addresses auctioneering: Geoffrey Miller’s 1984 article “‘Are You All Unhappy at a
Twenty Dollar Bill?’: Text, Tune and Context at Antique Auctions.”9 Miller’s primary
goal is to describe the musical characteristics of auction chant through transcription
and analysis of bid-calls collected from American East Coast antique auctions.10

Expanding upon George List’s pivotal speech-to-song study, Miller examines pitch
stability and scalar structure in the auction chant.11 To a more limited extent, he also
discusses rhythmic patterns and some improvisational components—specifically,
the use of “filler words,” a common practice whereby the auctioneer interjects
words or phrases between the numbers or dollar amounts to add variety or otherwise
heighten the intensity and pace of the chant.

In the field of linguistics, Koenraad Kuiper has examined the relationship between
discourse structures and formulaic interjections along a spectrum of auctioneering
types. Discourse structures in auctioneering occur when “the auctioneer creates
the verbal framework within which external events, such as the holding of a lot
at an antique auction, take place.”12 In his analyses, auction discourse structures
all possess the same basic characteristics and are best understood as a flowchart
directing the auctioneer’s performance through the following steps:

Description of the lot
Opening bid search
Bid calling
Bid locator
Interpolations
Bid closing13

Bericht über die erste gemeinsame Jahrestagung der Gesellschaft für Musikforschung und der Société
française de musicologie, Saarbrücken 1999, ed. Herbert Schneider (Hildesheim, Germany: Olms,
2002), 228–39. See also Edward Kravitt, “The Joining of Words and Music in Late Romantic Melo-
drama,” Musical Quarterly 62/4 (1976): 571–90; and Marian Wilson Kimber, “The Peerless Reciter:
Reconstructing the Lost Art of Elocution with Music,” in Performance Practice: Issues and Approaches,
ed. Timothy Watkins (Ann Arbor, MI: Steglein Press, 2009), 202–33.

9 Miller, “‘Are You All Unhappy at a Twenty Dollar Bill?,’” 187.
10 Throughout this article, the terms “chant” and “bid-call” are used interchangeably; auctioneers

treat the terms synonymously.
11 George List, “The Boundaries of Speech and Song,” Ethnomusicology 7/1 (1963): 1–16. List sug-

gests that vocal practices exist along a complex continuum from speech to song whereby classification
of a specific practice is determined by the extent to which it exhibits pitch stability, variety, and scalar
structure. List’s spectrum categorization is useful in many respects because it acknowledges a complex
intersection of multiple determinants in classifying speech and song, but it is also problematic in its
lack of attention to rhythm, timbre, articulation, phrasing, social and cultural function, reception,
perception, signification, and meaning. It is remarkable, however, that List’s brief acknowledgement
of function (otherwise unaccounted for in his classification chart system) includes auctioneering: “It
is apparent that other considerations than melodic type are usually operative in distinguishing one
communication form from another. Distinctions made according to function rather than melodic
type are also common in our own society. ‘Auctioneering,’ the form of communication used by the
auctioneer, is not usually considered ‘song’ or even ‘chant.’ Nevertheless, tone and the few auxiliary
tones used are quite stable. On occasion, types of melodic cadences are also used.” Ibid, 6.

12 Koenraad Kuiper, Smooth Talkers: The Linguistic Performance of Auctioneers and Sportscasters
(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1996), 41.

13 Adapted from Kuiper, Smooth Talkers, 41–42.
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The auctioneer flows seamlessly through the points of this discourse structure,
facilitated by the use of formulaic speech patterns, interpolations, and filler words
employed within and between each step.

Richard Bauman’s Verbal Art as Performance has informed a great deal of my
thinking about the aesthetic qualities and social function of auctioneering. Bauman
suggests that a variety of verbal performances can be understood as artistic to
varying degrees because it transcends literal communication:

In other words, in artistic performance of this kind, there is something going on in the
communicative interchange which says to the auditor, “interpret what I say in some special
sense; do not take it to mean what the words alone, taken literally, would convey.” This may
lead to the further suggestion that performance sets up, or represents, an interpretive frame
within which the messages being communicated are to be understood, and that this frame
contrasts with at least one other frame, the literal.14

Bauman’s concept of the interpretive frame provides a useful model for the
understanding of the art of auctioneering, for it is through the art of the bid-call
that emotions are excited and bidding behaviors are affected in the process of the
sale. The auctioneer’s performance provides an interpretive frame for the audience,
communicating much more than mere bid increments. Urgency, competition, and
social pressure are communicated through the musical style of the auction chant,
ultimately conveying coded meanings beyond the literal text. According to Bauman,
such verbal performances are “keyed,” providing specific cues that distinguish ver-
bal art as performance from normal speech. Through such devices as special codes,
special language, figurative language, parallelism, special paralinguistic features,
and special formulae, the verbal artist communicates information beyond the lit-
eral spoken text and engages the audience’s emotions for specific social purposes.15

All the while, the stylization and musicality of the auctioneer’s performance affords
a level of pleasure to the audience and bidders, providing a wholly different type
of aesthetic and emotional experience than a buyer can expect when purchasing an
item in a retail store.

Studying a contemporary improvisatory musical system requires the scholar to
witness, experience, and engage with the live musical performance and its perform-
ers. Ethnographic data thus plays a significant role in my research. When embarking
on my own study, I first sought to attain a level of bi-musicality16 by undertaking
professional auctioneering training at World Wide College of Auctioneering in Ma-
son City, Iowa.17 Over a period of five months following my training in bid-calling,

14 Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance, 9.
15 Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance, 18–21.
16 The term bi-musicality was introduced by ethnomusicologist Mantle Hood who argues that

the academic study of a musical practice should be accompanied by the acquisition of a level of
proficiency in the performance of that music such that the scholar better understands not only the
techniques and styles of the music, but also the aural skills necessary to access the music with a
nuanced understanding of the aesthetics and goals of the practitioners themselves. See Mantle Hood
in “The Challenge of Bi-Musicality,” Ethnomusicology 4/2 (1960): 55–59.

17 The National Auctioneers Association recognized twenty-nine auction schools in the United
States as well as four international schools in 2013. “Education—Auction Schools,” National Auc-
tioneers Association, http://www.auctioneers.org/schools. I attended the June 2010 session of World
Wide College of Auctioneering. The school was founded in 1933, and currently offers three nine-day
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I observed and recorded live auction chants from a variety of auctions throughout
the country and interviewed practicing and retired auctioneers from different sub-
fields within the profession. My fieldwork and interview materials have been greatly
supplemented by research at the National Auctioneers Association archives at the
association’s headquarters in Overland Park, Kansas. There, I was given access to
over one hundred hours of audio and video recordings of live auction chants dating
from the 1940s to the present.

The Metrical Basis of Auction Chant: A Practice-Based Pedagogy

Within the small body of research on the musicality of auctioneering, little attention
has been paid to the rhythmic and metric aspects of the practice. For example,
Miller’s transcription of antique auctioneer Archie Moody’s chant (see Figure 1)
does not notate a metrical organization, though some regularity is suggested by
the repeating accent marks. Likewise, Koenraad Kuiper and Frederick Tillis offer
three brief “characteristic” tobacco chants without any indication of text or meter
in their study of the rhetorical and musical foundations of tobacco auctioneering
(see Figure 2).

Miller, Kuiper, and Tillis choose to represent the auction chant as a string of
continuous iterations with little or no metrical organization. Miller does specify
that the tempo and pulse are consistent, and both he and Kuiper and Tillis account
for accents within the pulse stream. However, such representations suggest that
there is no periodicity to the organization of beats within this ongoing stream.
In regard to tobacco auctioneering, Kuiper and Tillis go so far as to state, “There
are no rhythmic restrictions or boundaries of regularity such as might be found
in fixed metrical units or measures in a traditional musical context.”18 To the
contrary, my experience as a performer and observer of auction chant suggests that
a free meter representation fails to capture a fundamental expressive and effective
device. Metric organization within the auction chant does indeed exist, but in a way
that is distinctive to the practice of auctioneering. Student auctioneers are trained
to observe metric organization as a part of the pedagogical process of auction
instruction, and professional auctioneers rely on this training as the foundation of
a flexible metric practice.

Indeed, metric fluidity and continuity are crucial to the success of an auction
chant, for the continuous nature of the bid-call is designed to limit the amount
of time a bidder has to consider his or her decisions, consumed, as it were, in the
performance of the auction. Although many auctioneers describe the use of silence
as a possible strategic device for inciting competition or pressure, the normal state
for the auction chant is one of constant rhythmic motion. Auctioneer Peter Gehres
comments, “Any time you stop saying things, even if it’s just for a second between

sessions a year, training students in the fundamentals of the bid-call and the legal components of
auctioneering, licensure, establishment, and development within the auction profession.

18 Koenraad Kuiper and Frederick Tillis, “The Chant of the Tobacco Auctioneer,” American Speech
60/2 (1985): 146.
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Figure 1. Geoffrey Miller’s transcription of 1968 Grand Champion Livestock Auctioneer Archie Moody’s
auction chant. The example used here was recorded in 1980 at the New York Auctioneers Association
annual convention. Moody is selling a brooch as part of a fundraising auction for the New York chapter.
Geoffrey Miller, “‘Are You All Unhappy at a Twenty Dollar Bill?’: Text, Tune, and Context at Antique Auctions,”
Ethnomusicology 28/2 (1984): 190–91.
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Figure 2. Characteristic tobacco chants. Koenraad Kuiper and Frederick Tillis, “The Chant of the Tobacco
Auctioneer,” American Speech 60/2 (1985): 145. Copyright, 1985, the American Dialect Society. All rights
reserved. Republished by permission of the copyright holder, and the present publisher, Duke University
Press. www.dukeupress.edu.

25 . . . 25 . . . 25, that little gap in there, accumulated, it’s a killer.”19 The auctioneer
cannot stop and start with each new bid without undermining the very nature of the
practice itself, the ongoing, rhythmic chant which elevates the auctioneer’s practice
from regular or even stylized speech into musical performance.

19 Peter Gehres, phone interview with author, 22 August 2010. Gehres is an instructor at the
Reppert Auction School in Auburn, Indiana and is the 2010 Michigan State Auctioneering Champion,
the 2011 Indiana Auction Champion, and the 2012 Michigan Ringman Champion. Ringmen are
assistants to auctioneers who work on the floor to spot bids and excite and encourage bidders to
participate.
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Example 1a. Tongue twister exercise. Examples 1a–1h were transcribed by the author from Paul C. Behr,
Auctioneering Practice Training CD, World Wide College of Auctioneering, CD-ROM, 2007.

Example 1b. Tongue twister exercise.

Student auctioneers are trained to maintain an ongoing chant through a series
of practice-based drills designed to develop specific, embodied, technical skills
including fluidity, tempo consistency, clarity of communication, speed, and metric
regularity. Indeed, auctioneering pedagogy emphasizes a metric organization to the
beat at the most basic level of training in the form of tongue twister drills—chant
exercises performed each morning and afternoon for fifteen to thirty minutes as a
group, in unison. World Wide College president Paul Behr explains the purpose of
tongue twisters: “Tongue twisters are words and phrases repeated rhythmically to
create the basics for rhythm in an auction chant. They help with developing control
and establishing rhythm and cadence in our chant. Also, they help with breathing
and building confidence.”20

Example 1 provides transcriptions of eight tongue twisters.21 The improvising
auctioneer, of course, does not perform from a notated score, nor is notation used
in teaching the bid-call; the tongue twisters were supplied to students solely as
text.22 The practice-based acquisition of bid-calling skills imparts the importance
of organized groupings of the beat, while never naming these groupings as musical
meter.

As a group, the entire class would chant each tongue twister three times in units
of ten repetitions, for a total of thirty times through each exercise. Each day, the

20 Paul C. Behr, Auctioneering Practice Training CD, World Wide College of Auctioneering, CD-
ROM, 2007. Discussing rhythm in auctioneering is complicated by the various and often conflicting
uses of the term within the profession. At World Wide “rhythm” was, by far, the most frequently
invoked musical term, but each instructor seemed to have a different concept of the word and its
meaning in regard to the practice of auctioneering. Three interpretations were most common: pulse,
meter, and specific rhythmic patterns. In addition to these uses of the term, the concept of rhythm
was often conflated with concepts of pitch and speed.

21 All tongue twister transcriptions have been notated on a chant pitch of G (the author’s chant
pitch) for consistency. The parenthetical B in the first measure of Example 1b indicates that it appears
occasionally as the starting pitch in World Wide College’s Auctioneering Practice Training CD, although
the G appears most frequently. In Example 1g, the 3/4 measure could also be expressed in 9/8. I have
chosen 3/4 because it best expresses a consistent pulse between meter shifts.

22 Although my transcriptions of tongue twisters and auction chant that follow use a Western
European notational system to represent the metric practice of auctioneering for analytical purposes,
these snapshots of auction chant fail to capture some of the unfolding, improvisatory nature of the
chant, and are not meant to suggest that auctioneers conceive of their chant in terms of Western
notational models.
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Example 1c. Tongue twister exercise.

Example 1d. Tongue twister exercise.

Example 1e. Tongue twister exercise.

Example 1f. Tongue twister exercise.

tempo for the tongue twisters increased slightly; by the end of the nine-day course,
students were expected to chant each exercise approximately twice as fast as they
had at the beginning. This gradual increase in speed provided an opportunity for
students to develop linguistic dexterity, muscle memory, and stamina, all of which
enhanced real-life auction chant performance.

In introducing tongue twister exercises to the students on the first day of class,
Behr explained that, “tongue twisters create rhythm.” Although the exercises intro-
duce a variety of rhythmic figures, the majority of the drills feature only strings of
eighth notes with little or no syncopation. Thus, when Behr discusses the pedagogy
of rhythm, he means that the tongue twisters help students develop a consistent
pulse and tempo, not that they broaden a student’s rhythmic vocabulary. Instructors
would emphasize the steady pulse with head nods or by beating time with their
hands, and many students picked up on this behavior, moving in time with the
exercises to accentuate the pulse stream.
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Example 1g. Tongue twister exercise.

Example 1h. Tongue twister exercise.

Behr’s use of the word rhythm also indicates a more abstract concept echoed by
many auctioneers I have interviewed: a specific organization of beats in the steady
pulse stream of the auction chant. The tongue twister exercises teach students
to chant in consistent meter by emphasizing primarily duple meter constructions
(including Examples 1c and 1f, which are both in compound duple meter). Only two
exceptions—Examples 1f and 1h (“Woodchuck” and “Betty Botter”)—introduce
one 3/4 measure into the otherwise duple meter structure. On the “World Wide
College of Auctioneering Tongue Twisters and Number Scales Instructional Sheet,”
examples 1e and 1h (“Engine Engine No. 9” and “Betty Botter”) are identified
as the best examples for “creating rhythm” and “developing rhythm and flow
to a chant.”23 Based on the transcriptions above, however, these two exercises

23 World Wide College of Auctioneering, “Tongue Twisters and Number Scales: The Daily Dozen
Drills to a Successful Chant” (instructional worksheet).
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exhibit the least amount of rhythmic variety in the collection (with the possible
exception of Example 1d, “Rubber Baby Buggy Bumper”). The “rhythm” taught
in these examples is, in fact, meter. The goal in these exercises is to teach the
student to develop an embodied practice favoring metric organization and become
accustomed to a steady pulse organized into consistent groupings as the basic
structure of any chant. “Betty Botter” expands on the rhythmic lesson of “Engine
Engine No. 9” by adding one alternate meter in the middle of the chant, thus
introducing the students to a limited but controlled metric variation. Otherwise,
both serve to teach students about the establishment and maintenance of consistent
pulse and meter.

Although tongue twisters are not samples of real bid-calls, they serve a crucial
function in the education and training of the auctioneering student. These drills
embed regular metric practice as a building block for bid-calling, suggesting that
consistent meter is a valued rhythmic quality in auction chant.24 Furthermore,
these drills introduce a limited amount of metric flexibility, challenging students to
deviate from the foundational meter of a chant in response to the prosodic structure
of the chant text, so long as the original, primary meter returns.

The auctioneer faces the challenge of constructing fluid, logical ideas within an
often-shifting musical environment. Change is driven by the receipt of bids from
the audience, and when new bids are made, the auctioneer must be poised to jump
to the next increment. There is no way to know whether bids will arrive from a
raised paddle, a nod, a hand gesture, or any number of other indicators—or with
what frequency. Nevertheless, the auctioneer must integrate incremental increases
into the chant seamlessly, and must be flexible enough to change at any moment
without disrupting the chant’s flow. Bidders may or may not signal in time with the
auctioneer’s chant, and, as a result, the beginning auctioneer frequently trips up—a
lesson I learned quickly as a student. If, for example, I had established a steady duple
meter, how could I integrate a bid received five-sevenths between beats one and
two? In such instances, the cognitive dissonance created between the timing of the
bid(s) and the rhythm of the chant caused me and other students to pause our chant
entirely, reorient to the new increment, and start up again. A metrically organized,
albeit flexible, chant system thus prepares auctioneers to handle the vagaries of the
real-world auction.

Hearing Meter in the Auction Chant: Metric Entrainment

and Disruption

World Wide College of Auctioneering instructor and retired personal property
auctioneer Darrah Williams suggests that a good auctioneer will construct a chant
in such a way that the bidding audience will physically respond to the pulse stream
with movements such as toe tapping or rocking:

24 Tongue twisters are used at most auction schools, though the specific exercises often differ
slightly. Many auctioneers use the tongue twisters as warm-ups and practice throughout their careers,
suggesting that the metric practice modeled in these exercises continues to influence an auctioneer’s
performance beyond auction school.
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When you look down, and you’re the auctioneer, or you’re at an auction, and you see people
tapping their feet—I mean, you’ll see auctioneers who tap their feet—but if you see the
crowd tapping their feet, then you know you’ve kind of got ’em. I mean people don’t tap
their feet when they’re uncomfortable. I mean, you know, they don’t kind of move back
and forth when they’re uncomfortable. So, I always figured if they’re tapping their feet and
they’re coming right along with me, we’re doing fine.25

I have witnessed just this type of toe tapping, head nodding, and rhythmic rocking
in audience members at numerous auctions, and I have found myself tapping my
toes along with many of the auctioneers I observed during my fieldwork. Williams’s
comment suggests that audience members do innately engage with the bid-call in a
musical manner, but moreover, that they sense some sort of metric organization to
the auction chant. Toe tapping, as a physical reaction to a sounding phenomenon,
can be understood as an embodied representation of a hierarchical grouping of
rhythmic events in the performance practice being observed. Through physical
behavior, then, the engaged listener delineates a hierarchy of pulse, an organizing
structure within which the beats occur: a meter.

Christopher Hasty’s work on the cognitive and phenomenological perception of
meter offers a model with which we may understand the listener’s processing and
experience of meter in the auction chant. Hasty describes a process of projection
wherein the listener quickly develops a set of expectations about upcoming events
based on those events that have just occurred.26 A listener will be inclined to expect
the periodic repetition of groupings of beats that have been heard in the immediate
past and this expectation can be realized or confirmed, contradicted, or denied
by unfolding events.27 If expectations are sufficiently confirmed, then the listener
discerns meter. For Hasty, then, projection itself is meter and is both a result of the
relationship between what the music prepares us for and what is actually delivered.28

Justin London develops Hasty’s concept of projection-as-meter through a model
of psychological entrainment, or “a synchronization of some aspect of our biological
activity with regularly recurring events in the environment.”29 London argues that,
“entrainment is at times more and at times less than a phase-locking of the listener’s
attentional rhythms with temporal regularities in the musical surface. . . . Musical
meter is the anticipatory schema that is the result of our inherent abilities to entrain

25 Darrah Williams, phone interview with author, 4 August 2010. Williams is a retired Iowa-based
auctioneer and current instructor at World Wide College of Auctioneering.

26 “If we are to follow the event, our attention must be relatively continuous. . . . It requires above
all that we keep moving ahead, that we anticipate what is about to happen in order to follow what is
happening. . . . Anticipation in this sense is not the projection of a definite outcome but a readiness to
interpret emerging novelty in the light of what has gone before. If what does happen cannot have been
anticipated in this sense—if it cannot be felt to conform sufficiently to what has gone before—we may
suffer a lapse of attention.” Christopher Hasty, Meter as Rhythm (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997), 69.

27 Realization, contradiction, and denial are Hasty’s terms, each describing the manner in which
the listener’s sense of projected meter can be either confirmed or resisted by the unfolding musical
event.

28 Hasty, Meter as Rhythm, 91.
29 Justin London, Hearing In Time: Psychological Aspects of Musical Meter (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2004), 4.
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to periodic stimuli in our environment.”30 For London, the perception of meter
is a deeply embedded series of responses to the periodicity of rhythmic (or, by
extension, any sounding) events. Like Hasty’s model of projection, London’s model
suggests that listeners develop expectations about upcoming musical events, but
also undergo a “training” process through which the musical material predisposes
them to receive and interpret upcoming musical stimuli in specific ways.

In light of Hasty and London’s theories of projection and entrainment, the
auction chant is metrical in the sense that it entrains the listener to perceive it as
hierarchically and regularly organized, even though that organization is, at many
points, disrupted or contradicted. Collectibles auctioneer Jim Seeck offers a specific
description of the metric nature of the auction chant:

When I came out of auction school, Ralph Middleton—he was the guy that pushed me to
go to auction school—and he said to me when I came out of auction school, “Jim, if I can
do the two-step to you, I’m gonna use you. Not until.” And that was kind of the learning
experience I had. To this day, you’ll see me at class, I’ll sit there and tap my feet to somebody
who’s chanting, and if I can do it, I enjoy their chant. If I can’t, I don’t.31

Middleton’s comment compares a pleasing bid-call to the two-step, or Texas
two-step, the U.S. country and western dance in 4/4, characterized by a quick-
quick-slow-slow series of feet movements. In doing so, Middleton suggests that a
successful chant must have a metric organization such that a person could actually
dance to it. Indeed, for any rhythmic pattern to be danceable, it must be both
relatively consistent in tempo and repetitive in its groupings of the ongoing stream
of beats. Middleton’s dance comparison suggests that listeners want to hear metric
regularity, and if the auctioneer successfully entrains the listener to expect such
metric organization, the chant will be pleasing and successful.

Although tongue twisters primarily teach developing auctioneers to chant in
consistent meter and comments such as Middleton’s emphasize the importance
of metric regularity, auctioneers rarely use only one meter in the performance of
actual auction chant. Rather, auctioneers tend to privilege one foundational meter
in a chant, but frequently deviate from that meter in the course of performance.
As suggested by London’s model of entrainment, the perceived effect of deviations
from an established meter is not one of a complex multi-meter structure, but rather
of brief suspensions of a regular metric flow. Most auctioneers favor either duple- or
triple-meter patterns, and settle into a preferred meter right away, but digress from
that meter as the emerging events of a sale and the changing prosodic demands
of new words and numbers in the chant dictate. Meter is thus, in a sense, flexible.
It can expand and contract to facilitate the acquisition of a new bid (and new
number), the insertion of a filler word, a protracted repetition of a number meant
to get the bidders’ attention, or an emphatic statement meant to stress the qualities
of the lot or the urgency with which bidders should act. Such examples of temporary

30 London, Hearing In Time, 12.
31 Jim Seeck, phone interview with author, 13 September 2010. Seeck is an Iowa-based auctioneer

who specializes in the sale of Carnival art glass and Watt Pottery, travelling throughout the country
to conduct auctions at collectibles conventions, collector’s events, and estate sales. Seeck is also an
instructor at World Wide College of Auctioneering.
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digression from an established meter function as moments of rhythmic and metric
contrast and suggest that auctioneers use meter as an improvisational tool to both
react to and shape the ongoing sale.

In my fieldwork, it has been most common to find that an auctioneer will
quickly establish a meter or meters to which he or she will return again and
again. Meter is rarely stable for long periods of time, however. If, for example,
an auctioneer establishes a duple meter early in the chant (considered here as 2/4
for purposes of explanation), he or she will frequently deviate from that grouping
pattern, expanding a grouping to 3/4 or contracting to 3/8. These expansions and
contractions of the established meter continue to unfold at the same tempo, and
the pulse stream remains consistent.32 Such expansions and contractions of beat
groupings do not suspend the ongoing flow of musical time in the chant, but
rather represent a sophisticated metrical flexibility that, without fail, returns to the
originally established meter.33

Formulaic Practice and the Construction of Flexible Meter

Metric flexibility in auction chant is, in part, a function of formulaic performance
practices common to the tradition. Charlie Corkle’s 1952 livestock auction chant
(Example 2) features a relatively simple rhythmic style with a limited number of
rhythmic figures, and as such, offers an opportunity to examine rhythmic formulae
and their implications for metric practice in a bid-call.34

Most words are performed as individual quarter notes or groups of two eighth
notes, and only in limited cases does Corkle employ two sixteenths and an eighth
note. The majority of words in the chant are given the same rhythmic treatment
with each appearance. For example, “four,” “five,” “six,” and “where” always have
the duration of one quarter note, while “fifty,” “hundred,” and “dollar” are always
chanted as two eighth notes, and “seventy” always takes the form of two sixteenths
and an eighth note. Not only individual words but also entire filler phrases are
treated with a formulaic rhythmic approach. The phrase-length formulae “Do you
wanna” and “Do you want ’em,” are always presented as groupings of four eighth
notes preceding at least two additional eighth notes, and “all in” and “all done,”
always appear as groups of two quarter notes.

32 The only exception to this persistent pulse stream comes when an auctioneer pauses altogether,
or lapses into a speaking voice briefly to clarify an issue or comment on the quality and value of the
item up for sale (a practice auctioneers refer to as “re-selling”). These moments break the metrical
pattern altogether and represent a “hiatus” in Hasty’s terms. Hasty, Meter as Rhythm, 88.

33 In their study of tobacco auctioneering, Kuiper and Tillis offer an opposing argument: “there
is a frequent use of syncopated rhythms in the performances of the chants. Much of the syncopation
comes from the natural fluctuations in speech patterns, syllables and points of emphasis in pitch
inflections . . . there are no rhythmic restrictions or boundaries of regularity such as might be found
in fixed metrical units or measures in a traditional musical context.” Kuiper and Tillis, “The Chant of
the Tobacco Auctioneer,” 146. This assertion confuses the flexible metrical practice of the auctioneer
with the existence of syncopated rhythmic figures.

34 In the following transcriptions, the inclusion of key signatures reflects the major diatonic
quality consistent among auctioneers. See Nikki Malley, “The Sound That Sells: The Musical and
Improvisatory Practices of the American Auctioneer” (Ph.D. diss., University of Iowa, 2012), 109–18.
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Example 2. Charlie Corkle, J.O. Hereford Dispersal Auction, 1952, audio recording, Archives of the National
Auctioneers Association. Transcribed by the author.

Table 1 presents the pairings of filler words, phrases, and numbers with their
corresponding rhythmic gestures in Corkle’s chant. Even with Corkle’s limited
rhythmic vocabulary, some words are bound to more than one rhythmic formula.
“And I’m only bid” serves as one example, where the first two quarter notes of the
rhythm are, at times, reduced to two eighth notes for a faster rhythmic gesture.
“Quarter” is another such example; in most cases, the word is chanted as two eighth
notes, but at the end of some phrases (mm. 70, 89, 98, 113, and 134) “quarter”
is doubled in duration and stretched out to two quarter notes. The same does
not occur with other words, such as “fifty” or “hundred,” which could easily be
presented in a similar manner.
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Example 2. Continued.

Corkle’s metric practice can be attributed in large part to the rhythmic formulae
he ascribes to individual words and phrases displayed so consistently in his chant.
He places a slight downbeat emphasis on certain words of the chant, which I
have correspondingly indicated as the downbeat of individual measures. The chant
moves freely between duple and triple metric groupings to the extent that we might
characterize this example as having two competing primary meters, with a slight
preference for triple meter. Switches between meters are not arbitrary, though,
because textual cues and rhythmic patterns coincide with and often necessitate
Corkle’s metric choices.

In Corkle’s chant, 65 percent of the measure’s downbeats coincide with a number
(“four,” “five,” “six,” “twenty,” “fifty,” “quarter,” or “half”). This suggests a slight
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Example 2. Continued.

tendency toward linking certain kinds of text with metric emphasis, but does not
provide conclusive evidence of one consistent formulaic link. Thirty-three percent
of the chant’s measures begin with syntactical units that are, themselves, the opening
statements of complete sentences: “I’m bid / I’m at,” “Do you want,” “Would you
give / would you bid.” These units of text would, understandably, feature an inherent
emphasis on the first word of the sentence and, as such, suggest a link between a
grammatical and a musically metrical emphasis. Three of the most commonly
repeated words in the bid-call—“now,” “bid,” and “hundred,” are never placed on
the downbeat. Rather, these words act as connectors between numbers or other
emphasized words. Additionally, throughout the bid-call, Corkle never chants two
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Example 2. Continued.

numbers back-to-back without inserting a connecting word or phrase between the
two.

The fact that many of the word groupings in the text are bound to a specific
rhythmic structure (or a limited number of rhythmic structures) through formulaic
association reveals patterns in the formation of meter in Corkle’s chant. Meter
in Corkle’s chant arises from the deployment of formulaic rhythmic units that,
themselves, result in either duple or triple meter groupings. Corkle almost always
starts metric groups with a number or the opening phrase of an independent
clause. Once either of these words or phrases is inserted into the ongoing chant,
metric organization of the beat arises naturally from the addition of one phrase
or word to the next. Phrases such as “five hundred dollar” always create a triple
meter organization and “would you give a” almost always creates a duple meter
organization.

“Now” fills a particularly special role in the construction of metric organization
in Corkle’s chant, as the word is used not only to fill in gaps between numbers
or numbers and filler phrases, but also often completes the metric grouping of
two or three beats, insuring that the chant will continue to move along in one
of the two primary meters Corkle employs. For example, “Fifty dollars” fits into
duple meter, but “fifty dollars now” (commonly employed throughout) extends the
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Table 1. Rhythmic Formulae, Charlie Corkle’s Bid-Call.

Word/Phrase Rhythmic Formula(e)

Now

Now I’m at

I’m bid a

I’m bid

And I’m only bid

I’m at

Do you wanna bid the

Do you want

Do you have

Do you want ‘em for the

Do you wanna bid a

Do you wanna buy ‘em at

Do you wanna give the

Would you give a

All done

All in

Where

Twenty

Fifty

Dollar

Quarter

Seventy

Hundred

grouping by one beat, shifting the chant into a triple-meter organization. “Now”
thus serves one of two metrical functions: first, it can allow for the continuation
of a meter by completing the established and ongoing grouping, or, alternately,
it can facilitate metrical shifts by extending a duple construction into a triple
construction.

Due to the speed and need for continuous flow in auction chant, formulae
offer a degree of practical efficiency necessary to maintain the linguistic, rhythmic,
and metric demands of the style. Richard Bauman suggests that such a formulaic
practice, what he calls “parallelism,” is common among verbal arts, and provides
memory aids for the performer:

Parallelism . . . involves the repetition, with systematic variation, of phonic, grammatical,
semantic, or prosodic structures, the combination of invariant and variant elements in
the construction of an utterance. . . . From a functional point of view, the persistence of
the invariant elements and the structural principles underlying the parallel constructions
may serve as mnemonic aids to the performer of a fixed traditional text, or enhance the
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fluency of the improvisational or spontaneous performance. In either case, the fluent use of
language marked by extra regularities is an effective vehicle for the display of communicative
competence.35

In this way, formulaic rhythmic structures, concretized during practice-based
pedagogical instruction at auction school, become the building blocks of a metrical
style characterized by an emphasis on recurring, regular meter, but flexible enough
to allow for changes concurrent with, and in response to, the emerging conditions
of the auction. For Bauman, “the emergent structure of performance events is
of special interest under conditions of change, as participants adapt established
patterns of performance to new circumstances.”36 Existing on a continuum between
“completely novel” and “completely fixed” texts, verbal artists such as auctioneers
employ a host of stylized, patterned, and repetitive structures, the combination and
variation of which result in an elastic metrical practice.

Improvised Time: The Strategic Employment of Referential Meter and

Metric Deviation

Close analysis of metric practice in other auction chants reveals how fixed and varied
meter intertwine in improvised practice. Consider Denise Shearin’s winning 2007
International Auctioneer Championship (IAC) performance (Example 3). We can
see how Shearin, a real estate and personal property auctioneer, relies primarily on a
2/4 meter but uses 3/4 both to open the chant and to accommodate a longer phrase
or additional filler word. With only a few deviations, Shearin begins each metric
grouping with the number, filling out the remaining beat or two with connecting
words.37 The repetition of the number “seventy” in m. 15 causes a momentary
shift into 3/4 to accommodate the additional word, and likely indicates the receipt
and acknowledgement of a new bid; she immediately reestablishes 2/4 in the next
measure, however.

Shearin’s next metric shift occurs at “Quarter bid half, quarter bid half,” which
serves to emphasize this bid request. An alternate approach to the transcription
of her performance might divide the two 3/4 measures into three 2/4 measures
with a syncopated accent. Her metric intent is quite clear, however, as she places
a strong accent on the triple division, and thus we hear this moment as a brief
but clear shift from the recurring 2/4 pattern preceding it. The introduction of
3/4 meter in the beginning and its recurrence at “quarter bid half” establishes it
as a meter of secondary importance, providing both variety and punctuation at
important structural points in the chant. The hypermeter, on the other hand, is
almost entirely consistent, with two-measure units prevailing throughout the chant,
regardless of whether the meter is duple or triple.38 The primary and recurring
nature of the 2/4 meter establishes an expectation that it will continue, but at times,

35 Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance, 18–19.
36 Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance, 42.
37 “Bid” always occurs on the downbeat as well, with the exception of the phrase “quarter bid,”

which offsets “bid” to beat two.
38 Mm. 31–33 and 48–50 expand the two-measure hypermeter to three, but both moments

represent points at which Shearin is incorporating new material or struggling to accommodate
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Example 3. Denise Shearin, “Lot 17a: Wilson leather briefcase in black,” from “Denise Shearin, CAI, CES,
2007 International Auctioneer Champion,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B2uKbeLHQJ8, 00:30-0:1:07.
The transcribed chant is one of three lots Shearin sold as part of the 2007 National Auctioneer’s Association
International Auctioneer Championship. In this chant, Shearin sells a black leather briefcase for an audience
of NAA members.

metric prolongations resist the listener’s expectation. It is important to note that
deviations from the fundamental 2/4 meter are brief, usually no more than three or
four measures. Indeed, at some point, prolonged deviation from this meter would
challenge and perhaps undermine the listener’s metric entrainment.

Hasty characterizes meter as “time continuous” or always evolving for the
listener,39 but meter in auctioneering resists such a description. A sense of

rhythmic changes in numbers and filler words. In both cases, she inserts one additional measure and
then returns immediately to the established two-measure hypermeter.

39 Hasty, Meter as Rhythm, 69.
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Example 3. Continued.

meter in auctioneering is not evolving, but is set or entrained early on. Aided by a
consistent tempo, the primary meter in auction chant exerts such powerful control
over the listener’s experience and expectations that frequent disruptions do not have
a jarring effect. London, whose discussion of entrainment expands Hasty’s model
of projection through the lenses of perceptual and cognitive psychology, suggests,
“Composers have long counted on (and exploited) our proclivity to maintain an
established metric framework, and the force with which we will impose metric
order on an uncooperative musical surface.”40 Auction chant surely qualifies as
just such an “uncooperative musical surface,” but the primary meter to which the
auctioneer returns grounds the listener with a sense of overarching rhythmic and
metric structure, a measure of regularity, and an expectation of metrical continuity.
Thus, London recognizes that metrical entrainment creates an overwhelming desire
on the part of the listener to retain an established sense of meter, even against both
contradictions and denials of that very meter.

In the course of performance, it is most accurate to say that the bidder or
audience member hears “referential” meters, metrical groupings of the beat that
are foundational to the chant. This meter (or meters, in the case of two equally
foundational meters), however, is not omnipresent and may be disrupted through
hiatus, contradiction, and denial.41 The key to understanding when meter is heard
as referential is expectation. By consistently returning to a familiar meter after each

40 London, Hearing In Time, 17.
41 According to Hasty’s model, meter is “contradicted” when a grouping is longer than projected

or “denied” when a grouping is shorter than projected. Hasty, Meter as Rhythm, 88. These disruptions
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Example 4. Jim Seeck, “Lot 4: Pinecone saucer-shaped plate in green” (Carnival art glass sale), recorded
live by the author, St. Louis, Missouri, 2 October 2010.

deviation or disruption, the auctioneer prepares the bidding audience not only to
hear a metric foundation, but also to desire its return. The referential meter, then,
provides musical consistency for the listener as he or she interprets the emergent
musical events of the bid-call. When the meter is consistent, the chant engages the
listener and provides pleasure; the listener can tap his or her toes, or, if bold enough,
dance the two-step.

of meter pose a problem in Hasty’s model though, as it becomes difficult to determine just how long
a listener will maintain a projection of meter onto unfolding musical events.
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In the transcription below (Example 4), I have adopted an approach that fore-
grounds referential meter. To depict this effect, I represent all disruptions from the
referential meter in parentheses, revealing how deviations are brief, never longer
than one or two measures. Like Denise Shearin’s IAC competition chant, the sale
by Jim Seeck relies on a 2/4 referential meter.42 Seeck’s metrical contradictions—six
in all—always appear in correlation with interjections of the filler words “now,”
“give,” and “give me,” expanding the duple-meter nature of each number by exactly
one beat. These one-beat expansions do not re-orient the listener to 3/4, but rather,
serve to throw the chant off-balance, but only momentarily—just enough to disrupt
the audience’s musical entrainment and thus grab the listener’s attention.

In moments of disruption, the listener has only an expectation that the referential
meter will continue. When it does not, the listener is unaware of what the new
“temporary” meter is. The auctioneer wants the listener to desire a predictable
pattern of rhythmic organization, and to achieve such a comfortable pattern, bids
need to be coming in consistently. If they are not, the auctioneer will resort to other
methods of encouragement such as rhythmic or expressive disruption to excite
bidding. The rhythmic indicator that both auctioneer and bidding audience are in
sync is the reappearance of referential meter. When the bidders “get in line” with
the auctioneer and rejoin the process, the musicality of the chant reappears. With
Jim Seeck’s auction chant, the listener’s entrained expectation for duple meter is
satisfied when the bidding is moving at a quick pace. When bidding appears to stall
between $55 and $65 after m. 26, Seeck varies both the tempo and the meter in an
attempt to excite bidding, but once the close of the sale is imminent, he returns to
the referential meter to end the chant. This synchronous rhythmic state is one in
which bids are coming in at a rate consistent with both the meter and the tempo
established by the auctioneer, and although the bids may not appear in complete
metric lockstep with him, they arrive consistently enough that the auctioneer can
smoothly incorporate them into a referential meter.

Now We’re Rolling: Considering the Function and Purpose of Flexible

Meter at the Auction

Auctioneers in my research have suggested that the establishment of a referential
meter, evidenced through physical, almost dance-like gestures on the part of the
audience, promotes specific kinds of bidding behaviors. As auctioneer Darrell Can-
non comments, “You may have ’em rockin’ in their seat, you know, or boppin’ back
and forth when they’re standing at the tables. Then you know you’ve got ’em in
the palm of your hand. They’re gonna do absolutely what you tell ’em to do.”43 In
particular, referential meter allows the auctioneer to exert a special kind of control
over the bidders, encouraging them—in a distinctly musical manner—to bid both
quickly and at a consistent rate.

42 The example here is taken from field recordings made at a Carnival Art Glass collectors’ auction
performed by Iowa-based auctioneer Jim Seeck, held in St. Louis, Missouri on 2 October 2010.

43 Darrell Cannon, phone interview with author, 10 August 2010. Cannon is an Iowa-based
auctioneer and ringman and 2004 Iowa State Champion Auctioneer. Cannon is also an instructor at
World Wide College of Auctioneering.
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Auctioneers commonly use the term “rolling” to describe a special state of bid-
calling performance in which the auction chant is flowing easily and the auctioneer
is in sync with the bidding audience. In my time at World Wide College of Auc-
tioneering, the term was used frequently, but defined only once; instructor Jack
Hines described rolling as “taking the bids at a fast rate of speed.”44 The term seems
to have further connotations for auctioneers beyond fast bidding, however. Based
on the variety of contexts in which instructors invoked the term, rolling can be
described as the ideal performance state: bids are coming in quickly, but not so fast
that the auctioneer cannot process them, and items are selling at strong prices.

An auctioneer is capable of rolling when the audience is not just active, but active
in a way that conforms to the rhythm established by the auctioneer. Peter Gehres
explains this relationship:

The zone for me is, you know, we have an engaged crowd. We have an informed crowd:
people know what we’re selling and they allow me to control the auction in terms of bid
increments. They bid both in a rhythm that works with my chant, works with me, and
there’s not a lot of waiting. And it’s also not a lot of frustration because you actually have
auctions where people bid too much—and that’s hard to believe, but you have, you know,
just this kind of over-enthusiasm for bidding that doesn’t really allow you to get any kind
of rhythm. You say, “I want a thousand,” and four hands go up. . .45

Gehres’s description suggests that when an auctioneer is rolling, he or she is experi-
encing a psychological state of “flow,” what Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has described
as a “sense of effortless action.”46 The musical structure of the bid-call facilitates
the auctioneer’s ability to achieve flow; referential meter(s), recurring rhythmic
patterns, and generally steady tempos differentiate the chant from normal speech,
placing the auctioneer and the audience in a special, musically structured, time.

Auctioneers do stop the continuous flow of the chant for specific purposes and
with specific effects. Moments in which the music of the chant ceases represent a
distinct contrast from the referential meter and its deviations. Moving in and out
of the musical time of the bid-call, auctions demonstrate what Jonathan Kramer
calls “temporal multiplicity,” in which listeners experience three different types of
time: virtual, absolute, and social.47 By virtual time, Kramer means, “the special
type of time we experience when deep listening to music removes us from our
everyday world.”48 Absolute time is “a linear succession of now-moments, some-
times called ‘real time,’ ‘ordinary time,’ or . . . ‘lived time’ and ‘world time,’” and

44 Jack Hines, World Wide College of Auctioneering instruction, field notes by the author, 15 June
2010.

45 Gehres, interview, 22 August 2010.
46 “These exceptional moments are what I have called flow experiences. The metaphor of ‘flow’

is one that many people have used to describe the sense of effortless action they feel in moments that
stand out as the best in their lives. Athletes refer to it as ‘being in the zone,’ religious mystics as being
in ‘ecstasy,’ artists and musicians as aesthetic rapture. Athletes, mystics, and artists do very different
things when they reach flow, yet their descriptions of the experience are remarkably similar.” Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper & Row, 1990), 29.

47 Jonathan D. Kramer, The Time of Music: New Meanings, New Temporalities, New Listening
Strategies (New York: Schirmer Books, 1988), 169.

48 Kramer, The Time of Music, 169.
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social time is, “the ordinary time imposed on us by timetables, schedules, and
deadlines.”49

The tempo, rhythm, meter, and sung pitch of the chant may stop for the auction-
eer to make a brief comment about an item, to investigate a point of contention
or confusion in the bidding process, or to remark on the ongoing sale itself. These
moments transport the listener from virtual time to absolute time, as the auctioneer
shifts from chant performance to everyday speech. Often, a pause in tempo and
meter will be intoned on pitch, but out of time from the music of the chant. In
most cases, the “out of time” introduction is pitch-specific and performed in steady
tempo, but there may be long pauses between spoken fragments, keeping these
intoned passages from being truly metrical or continuous like the chant itself. Paul
Behr’s chant at the Mannheim Denver automobile auction (Example 5) provides
an example of this type of distinction between consistent pulse and hiatus in the
alternation of musical time and intoned speech. In my transcription, these instances
are indicated with “x” note-heads on the intoned pitches with approximations of the
relative durations of the intoned pitches. The rhythmic indications are not intended
to suggest that the auctioneer maintains the tempo of the chanted sections during
these speech sections.

Some auctioneers complicate the temporal multiplicity even more by bringing
social time into the fray with phrases like, “oh no, gotta go!,” “The sale’s today
folks!,” “We gotta go!,” etc. These comments are often performed in the virtual
time of the chant (i.e., in meter and tempo with a sung pitch), but they alert the
bidder to the fact that social time still exists. Reference to social time creates a
tension between the musically constructed virtual time of the chant (a pleasing
and exciting musical space where the bidder wants to remain) and the realization
that the auction and the bidder’s activities are governed by time pressures in the
all-too-real world of deadlines and social expectations.

It is this tension between referential and disrupted meter, and among the three
species of time—virtual, absolute, and social—that makes the auctioneer’s per-
formance engaging and unpredictable. The bidding audience is kept on its toes,
entrained to expect and desire a certain organization of time, but this desire is often
thwarted, delayed, or otherwise disrupted. These disruptions, of course, heighten
the listener’s desire for the return of metric stability. When that expectation is again
fulfilled, referential meter appears and bids are smoothly incorporated into the
virtual time of the auction chant.

The special musical organization of time created by referential meter and flexi-
ble, improvised deviations from it imposes order on an otherwise unordered and
potentially chaotic social process, providing structure to the community of bidders
and potential bidders, and offering the potential for a collective musical experience.
As Charles Smith argues:

The truth is that the importance of the chant does not lie in its role as price monitor. Its
major function is rather to orchestrate the auction rhythm. The chant controls the temporal
order of an auction, the movement of the bids. Its importance is underscored when we

49 Kramer, The Time of Music, 169.
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Example 5. Paul C. Behr, “Lot No. 77–2010 Ford Escape,” recorded live by the author, Aurora, Colorado, 1
September 2010.
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remember the extent to which auctions are ripe with uncertainty and ambiguity. The chant
introduces form where it is sorely lacking.50

Auctioneers who can successfully control the musical flow of the chant by creating
a shared rhythmic context can therefore unify the bidding audience.

Engaged with the flow of musical time, the bidder has little time to pause for
considerations of personal finance and budget limitations. Mental activity is con-
sumed by the experience of the music, and when the music of the chant holds such
sway over an audience, the auctioneer can sweep up bidders into the excitement of
the performance, encouraging them to act automatically, bid liberally, and without
regard for financial concern. It is unlikely that any of the participants have purely
aesthetic or musical goals for the auction performance, however; neither the audi-
ence nor the auctioneer is ever completely divorced from the functional reality of
the event.

Conclusion

In the case of auctioneering, musical variety, in the form of flexible meter, draws
the listener into a specifically musical space where a financial transaction becomes
an exciting and unpredictable performance. Periodicity and recurring meter mark
the event as musical, but sustained metric regularity would lull the audience into a
static sense of time, rendering the chant ineffective. As Darrah Williams explains,
metric flexibility functions as a tool for manipulating and controlling audience
engagement in the bid-call: “if you’re selling at the same pace (‘bingety, bangety,
bingety, bangety’), and all of a sudden you change that pace, that sometimes can perk
them up, because their ear is not accustomed to that.”51 When Williams invokes
the concept of “pace,” she is not describing tempo (which remains remarkably
consistent during bid-calls among all auctioneers), but rather the organization
of time in the chant, and the inclusion of variety into an otherwise formulaic and
patterned performance.52 The tension created by a surprising interjection or change
is a powerful tool for the auctioneer, for it can be used “against” listeners to re-focus
them on the sale at hand, to re-energize and re-engage an audience by drawing
them into the musical space. Certainly, as I have shown, some metric flexibility
arises from the juxtaposition of rhythmic formulae of varying lengths or from
momentary reactions to emerging sales conditions. Nevertheless, the auctioneer’s
improvised contractions and expansions of meter are often, and crucially, strategies
employed to affect the sale itself.

Although the auctioneer rarely considers himself or herself a musician, the art
of the bid-call is rich in complex musical techniques. The flexible treatment of
meter in auctioneering stands as an idiomatic form of rhythmic improvisation. The

50 Charles Smith, Auctions: The Social Construction of Value (London: Harvester Wheatshef, 1989),
117.

51 Williams, interview, 4 August 2010.
52 Example 4 provides one of the few exceptions to this general rule. Jim Seeck uses slight increases

in tempo to excite bidding, but this approach stood out among the auctioneers I have observed, and
appears to be an idiosyncratic practice. Tempo changes are rare in bid-calls; most auctioneers establish
and maintain a consistent tempo over long periods of time and multiple sales.
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entrainment of referential meter and the improvised contradiction of referential
meter represent improvisatory strategies on the part of the auctioneer that, like
the improvisatory practices of all musicians, heighten the emotional experience of
the audience. Within this subtly shifting metric context, daily acts of commerce
are recast as musical events, experiences rife with excitement, anticipation, tension,
and aesthetic pleasure.
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