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Abstract
In 1987, Tony Melendez—a guitarist born without arms who plays the instrument with his
feet—played at a youth rally for Pope John Paul II. Immediately after his performance, the
Pope kissed Melendez and instructed him to continue “giving hope” through his music.
Although the guitar accompaniment of confessional, singer-songwriter music is rarely consid-
ered virtuosic, TonyMelendez’s bodily difference makes his ability to sonically pass as what he
calls a “common player” an impactful display of skill for his audiences. Because Melendez’s
body is treated as simultaneously virtuosic and disabled, his example foregrounds the social
construction of both categories and challenges the tendency to isolate either in the individual
body. Rather than suggesting a sort of qualified approach to “disabled” virtuosity, this article
argues that there is no such thing as unqualified virtuosity. The presumed limitations and pos-
sibilities of bodies, instruments, and repertoires always inform our understandings of skill, but
we are not always explicitly aware of them. Through interviews and analysis of his perfor-
mances and their media representations, I show how bodily difference and the complex subject
positions of both performers and audiences contribute to what counts as skill, creative labor,
and agency within a particular context.

In the summer of 2007, while singer and guitarist Tony Melendez was in South
Texas for a pair of performances, a promoter filmed and quickly posted a video
on YouTube entitled “Tony Melendez plays ‘Let It Be’ on South Padre Island.”
The video shows Melendez seated next to a kitchen table as he plays his arrange-
ment of the Beatles’ classic. After a shorter, more propulsive introduction than
the original, Melendez launches into an energetic verse as he accompanies himself
on his guitar. Listening to the clip, it would be easy to locate its appeal in the stream-
lined arrangement, the more thoroughly syncopated melody, or Melendez’s impas-
sioned vocal delivery. Over the last decade, however, commenters have primarily
focused on Melendez’s skill as a guitarist. Some need only a single word to express
their reactions. “Amazing,” reads one. “Respect,” states another.1 And lest we
assume that such comments come only from non-musicians with no real knowledge
of the object of their praise, many viewers write from a place of personal compari-
son. “This guy can play better than I can,” writes one, and another declares: “I’m a
musician . . . and I feel so not worthy.”2

Most guitar performances that sound similar to Melendez’s—neither particularly
fast nor loud, making use of common harmonies as part of a background
accompaniment—do not draw attention to their skillful execution. Listeners, how-
ever, do not encounter Melendez’s performance as abstract, disembodied sound.

1 Users “yepkarma” and “Dutchdivine,” comments on spislandbreeze, “Tony Melendez plays ‘Let
It Be’ on South Padre Island,” YouTube video, 1:49, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XuIkrsdrJLY.

2 Users “McTheMan” and “teamradfordtv,” comments on spislandbreeze, “Tony Melendez plays
‘Let It Be’ on South Padre Island.”
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Instead, both the text and the visuals foreground his body as the music’s source, for
just as the clip begins, thewords “Toe Jam” appear at the top of the screen along with
the explanation, “musician Tony Melendez was born in Nicaragua without any
arms.”3 The video quickly drives the pun home: Melendez plays guitar with his
feet, fretting strings with his left foot while his right heel rests on the guitar’s
lower bout to facilitate his strumming. Although his music is not outwardly
flashy, his method of playing the instrument leads audiences to engage his perfor-
mances as virtuosic display.
If Melendez’s performances of pop classics, Catholic devotional songs, and

contemporary Christian music lack the typical sonic markers of virtuosity, his sin-
cere stage persona is even further from the archetypal figure of the virtuoso. The
canonic iteration of the self-promotional, nearly omnipotent virtuoso comes in
the form of nineteenth-century pianist Franz Liszt, whose prominence within the-
orizations of virtuosity has given rise to what James Deaville has dubbed the “Liszt
problem.” Despite nuanced scholarly arguments that stress the historical and cul-
tural specificity of Liszt, he continues to serve as the implicit template for interpret-
ing virtuosity.4 Even discussions that never mention the famous pianist—covering
genres from jazz to heavy metal—are largely consistent with his precedent in their
emphasis on technical innovation, speed, masculinized (and often sexualized)
power, and overwhelming display.5

In this article, I explore Tony Melendez’s example in order to rethink the phe-
nomenon of virtuosity and the potential meanings of musical skill. In particular,
I take into account someone whose body is treated as simultaneously virtuosic
and disabled in order to foreground the social construction of both virtuosity and
disability. In addition to the extensive literature in disability studies, my account
is indebted to a wealth of previous scholarship that emphasizes the sociality of vir-
tuosity. Jim Samson, for example, argues that audiences shape virtuosity “almost as
much as performers; they mould it to their own needs.”6 Dana Gooley similarly
writes that Liszt’s displays of pianistic power made him “the carte blanche on
which the world of the 1830s and 1840s wrote itself.”7 And likewise, Robert
Walser’s landmark study of heavy metal describes virtuosity as a “musical tech-

3Melendez refers to the musicians he plays with as the “Toe Jam Band,” and “Toe Jam Tony” is a
nickname that he gained while at an open mic event in his youth.

4 Given this definition, the “Liszt Problem” is in no way limited to scholarship on Liszt and is in
some ways more prevalent elsewhere. Liszt scholars, as Deaville notes, are keenly aware of the social
and political circumstances that gave rise to his particular form of virtuosity, yet Liszt still stands as
a definitive example of virtuosity to those less familiar with the details of his life and career. James
Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso,” in Aesthetics of Music: Musicological Perspectives, ed.
Stephen C. Downes (New York: Routledge, 2014), 291–92.

5 Several scholars have noted the problems with the direct application of this concept of virtuosity
to jazz. See, for example, Ingrid Monson, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and Interaction
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 134; James Dennen, “On Reception of Improvised
Music,” The Drama Review 53, no. 4 (Winter 2009): 142.

6 Jim Samson, Virtuosity and the Musical Work: The Transcendental Studies of Liszt (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 78.

7 Dana Gooley, The Virtuoso Liszt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 2.
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nique” that “functions socially.”8 All these voices affirm that the virtuoso is deeply
social—a point I echo heartily. Yet in all these accounts virtuosity itself remains
(at least initially) individual, most often denoting a particular type or degree of
skill that the virtuoso possesses and then publicly displays or enacts.9 Such a concept
of virtuosity is operative far beyond these three authors; everyday references to vir-
tuosity as something that belongs to the performer (as Liszt’s or Melendez’s virtu-
osity) provides linguistic evidence of this widespread, implicit conceptualization.
The individualist concept of virtuosity ultimately goes hand-in-hand with the
Liszt problem: when we focus on musicians whomwe readily assume to possess vir-
tuosity, sociality enters late. Its role can only be to provide context for the perform-
ance and subsequent interpretation of virtuosity, which remains prior.
By considering Melendez’s embodied musicality within the frame of disability

studies, I want to suggest a shift in the location of virtuosity away from individual
bodies and their particular degrees of skill. Such a project requires a more general
definition of virtuosity than that usually employed (or implied). Throughout this
article, then, I use virtuosity to designate a social phenomenon in which skill is
made apparent and socially meaningful through the discursive, musical, and per-
ceptual practices of performers, promoters, and audiences. The distinguishing fea-
ture of my account lies in its insistence that sociality is central not just to virtuosity’s
interpretation but to its very constitution: virtuosity is social from the very begin-
ning. It is neither individual excellence nor external judgment but skill made appar-
ent—an intentionally passive construction that highlights the dispersed agency at
work within it. This positions sociality as a structural part of the phenomenon itself,
not as mere context in which pre-existing virtuosity takes on new meanings. Put
more concretely, Tony Melendez is not an isolated body imbued with virtuosity
that then bursts into the social world through performance, but one whose
embodied skill becomes virtuosity precisely through the socially structured cultural
and material world in which he is always already embedded.10

This article begins by focusing on the similarities and tensions between virtuosity
and disability, drawing on recent work in music and disability studies that demon-
strates how agency and bodily limits are constructed in discursive andmaterial ways.
I then turn to Melendez’s performances as an example of the complex intersection
of virtuosity and disability, with particular attention to his landmark performance
for Pope John Paul II in 1987 and to my own ethnographic analysis of three of his

8 Robert Walser, Running with the Devil: Power, Gender, and Madness in Heavy Metal Music
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1993), 88.

9 A similar individualist notion locates virtuosity in the musical work, where the body does not
possess virtuosity so much as it realizes the virtuosity latent in the demands of the work. The same
problem of the lateness of sociality arises when the musical work (or even musical sound) remains
the sole locus of the phenomenon.

10 Although I utilize its terminology sparingly in this article, the phenomenological tradition pro-
vides the primary grounding for my methodological concern with the embodied social subject. See
especially Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes (London:
Routledge, 2012); Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and
Frederick Lehnert (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1967); and Harris M. Berger.
Stance: Ideas About Emotion, Style, and Meaning for the Study of Expressive Culture (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2009).
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performances in 2014 and 2019. I conclude by discussing issues of merit, identity,
and power, posing in earnest a question more often used as a dismissive rejoinder:
who cares? Melendez’s example shows how bodily difference and the complex sub-
ject positions of both performers and audiences contribute to what counts as skill,
creative labor, and agency within a particular context.

Intersections of Disability and Virtuosity

In everyday usage, disability and virtuosity are regularly opposed, with the former
indicating deficiency and the latter denoting superabundance. Yet the potential
affinities between musical skill and disability were pointed out in the earliest itera-
tions of musicology’s interaction with disability studies. Alex Lubet demonstrates
that musicality is not universally celebrated, and that in some contexts, such as
under Taliban rule, it may even function as disability.11 Joseph Straus connects dis-
ability with the display of musical skill, noting that “the extraordinary, prodigious,
even monstrous bodies” of musicians mean that musical performance bears some
similarities to “a freak show: audiences pay to see and hear figures whose appearance
and ability deviate far from the norm.”12 Scholars within disability studies, con-
versely, have been less eager to draw such comparisons. This reluctance likely
stems in part from a suspicion of the ways that other fields—particularly media
studies and science and technology studies—employ metaphors of prosthesis and
disability without attending to actual experiences of either.13 Similarly, the practices
of virtuosity have utilized disability in problematic ways. One of the longstanding
strategies for making skill conspicuous is playing an instrument in an unusual man-
ner, often to comic effect. Performing with a “blindfold” or an arm behind the back
draws attention to the ability of the performer’s body to adapt and display marked
skill. Even the term “blindfold” reveals the ways that such practices approach what
Tobin Siebers calls “disability drag.”14

A further tension between music studies and disability studies is that, as William
Cheng contends, most musical scholarship could be construed as “ability studies”—
concerned with the remarkable achievements of musicians.15 Yet “ability studies” is
not simply the opposite of disability studies, for, as Alex Lubet argues, degrees of
impairment and capacity are “universal human qualities.”16 Instead, it is the central-
ity of ability to musical scholarship that makes engaging with disability so crucial;
the two concepts, as Dan Goodley argues, “can only ever be understood

11 Alex Lubet, Music, Disability, and Society (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2011),
100–21.

12 Joseph Straus, Extraordinary Measures: Disability in Music (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2011), 126. James Deaville has more recently developed the idea of the virtuoso as “non-normate
in the sense of a ‘freak’ and a model of disability.” See Deaville, “Virtuosity and the Virtuoso,” 290–91.

13 For a summary of such uses and the ways that disability theorists have critiqued these fields, see
Mara Mills, “Technology,” in Keywords for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and
David Serlin (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 177–78.

14 Tobin Siebers, Disability Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 114.
15 William Cheng, “Inspiration Porn: A Classroom Quandary,” paper presented at the 81st

American Musicological Society Annual Meeting, Louisville, Kentucky, November 3, 2015.
16 Lubet, Music, Disability, and Society, 96
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simultaneously in relation to one another.”17 Disability is not simply the opposite or
absence of ability, as the widespread practice of interrupting the word with some
form of punctuation—dis/ability or (dis)ability—acknowledges. The term simul-
taneously invokes and problematizes the very concept it appears to negate, identi-
fying disability as “the invisible center around which our contradictory ideology
about human ability revolves.”18 Considered in this light, virtuosity and disability
are more similar than they might first appear. They are not individual facts about
isolated bodies but ways of interpreting the material reality of bodies interacting
with their social and physical environments. Both are understood as meaningful
variations of human embodiment that give (supposedly) private bodies public
meaning. Both remain intensely personal but irreducibly social. The difference
between them is not simply one of valence but how each configures agency in
their social and musical worlds.19

The historical development of attitudes towards disability can be instructive here.
Prior to the nineteenth century, disability within Western thought was regularly
linked to the divine. In the words of Joseph Straus, it was either “affliction” or “affla-
tus”—judgment for some sin or divinely endowed “transcendent vision.”20 Roddy
Slorach further notes that these ideas were often combined in discourses that framed
“impaired individuals as cursed but also blessed, feared but also revered, not quite
human (monstrous) but also more than human (associated with divinity).”21

Despite the application of these attitudes to specific impairments and bodily varia-
tions for much of human history, disability was not operative as a general category
until the nineteenth century, precisely because there was no imagined “center” from
which to deviate. The divine was posited as ideal, meaning normality was hardly an
intelligible concept—everyone differed from divine perfection in some way.22 The
words relating to normality did not even enter European languages until the nine-
teenth century, but the ascendancy of the concept transformed how people concep-
tualized of their own bodies and those of others. Lennard Davis points to the
disciplinary development of statistics as a particular discursive field in which con-
cepts like “norm” and “average” became not only intelligible but “imperative.”23 No
longer a society of human beings who varied in innumerable ways, people could be
organized in terms of statistical measurement.

17 DanGoodley,Dis/ability Studies: Theorising Disablism and Ableism (London: Routledge, 2014),
xii.

18 Siebers, Disability Theory, 8–9.
19 James Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson argue that the issue of “exclusion and lack of

agency forms the basis of legal discourse about disability.” They explain that “Black’s Law
Dictionary, the professional standard, defines disability as ‘the want of legal capacity for the full cap-
ability to perform an act.’” JamesWilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson, Embodied Rhetorics: Disability
in Language and Culture (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2001), 4.

20 Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 5.
21 Roddy Slorach, A Very Capitalist Condition: A History and Politics of Disability (London:

Bookmarks Publications, 2016), 51.
22 Lennard Davis, “Introduction: Normality, Power, and Culture,” in The Disability Studies

Reader, 4th ed., ed. Lennard Davis (New York: Routledge, 2013), 2–3.
23 Davis, “Introduction: Normality, Power, and Culture,” 1–2.
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Within music, this statistical approach to human variation produces a linear
model of embodied capacity that ranks skill on a simple continuum: in the middle
stands an imagined normative average with degrees of virtuosity and lack of ability
departing from the center in unequivocally opposite directions. Attempting to apply
such a model to Tony Melendez demonstrates its inadequacy, for it prompts ques-
tions that are at best unproductive: does he play guitar well enough for it to count as
virtuosity? Is he better than most? The fact that his audiences find his display of skill
impressive and meaningful demonstrates that virtuosity happens in his perfor-
mances, regardless of whether his playing meets a specific set of necessary and suffi-
cient criteria. Despite the simplistic allure of the linear model of embodied capacity,
forms of human embodiment do not move along straight lines through neatly
defined, two-dimensional space; they follow multiple axes and create constellations
of difference.Whereas the single continuum of inability-normativity-virtuosity sug-
gests a straightforwardmeasuring or comparison of bodies, the question of meaning
within such constellations of difference is contested, and the bodies involved always
exceed their categorization. Rather than representing different steps on a linear
scale, “virtuosity, ability, and disability are interlocking corporeal performances.”24

The trope of virtuosity as “excess” may imply a simple exceeding of the norm—far
to one side of the continuum—but I would suggest virtuosity is excessive in the
sense that it overflows the linear model of embodied capacity altogether. The poten-
tial skills involved in musical labor are too numerous, the subject positions of per-
formers and audiences too complex, and the values involved in the phenomenon of
virtuosity too interdependent to be mapped so easily. The challenge, then—which I
take up in the following section—is to theorize the thoroughgoing sociality of vir-
tuosity without diminishing or misconstruing its fundamental embodiment.

The Social Model of Disability and the Complex Embodiment of
Virtuosity

The linear model of embodied skill bears remarkable similarities to the medical
model of disability, and disability studies’ critique of that model can further provide
a path forward in thinking about virtuosity. Although there have always been people
with physical impairments, it was the rise of industrial capitalism during the nine-
teenth century that produced a need to distinguish between bodies based on their
capacity for what was considered productive labor.25 The body’s potential for
labor helps explain why the meaning of disability remains so mutable; it regularly
denotes an imperiled relation to some central form of culturally meaningful
labor. During the US Civil War, for example, disability denoted a lack of “capacity
to serve in the armed forces” precisely because this was the most salient form of

24 Stefan Sunandan Honisch, “Virtuosities of Deafness and Blindness: Musical Performance and
the Prized Body,” in The Oxford Handbook ofMusic and the Body, ed. YounKim and Sander L. Gilman
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 276–94.

25 Slorach, AVery Capitalist Condition, 11–12.
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labor.26 Thus the type of labor expected of a subject often determines what counts as
a disability and what is simply difference.
Within the frame of the “normal” and the focus on the (temporarily) able-bodied

worker, the dominant conceptual approach to disability became the medical model.
This model offers a highly “individualist” account of disability that defines it first
and foremost “in terms of biological deficit.”27 From this standpoint, disability
might have social effects or meanings within a family or community, but it remains
at root an individual condition. Sociality enters at the end when an ostensibly sep-
arate society reacts to the individual who was already disabled. Yet even as the med-
ical model attempts to isolate disability within the individual, it elevates the medical
practitioner as an outside authority who names the disability through diagnosis.
Although some forms of disability may be stigmatized from the beginning, bodily
difference can also officially become disability through the pronouncement of
such a diagnosis.
The parallels between the medical model of disability and the critic-centered

model of virtuosity forwarded by scholars like V. A. Howard and Philip
Auslander are striking.28 The common use of superlatives to describe performers—
as the best, the fastest, the most gifted—regularly implies measurable excess situated
within the performer’s body. In this understanding, virtuosity is “a surfeit of
ability, a mastery over the human body and all its pesky deficiencies.”29 This bodily
difference—in this case, the presence of great skill—is a fact about a body. It may
have social consequences and meanings, but it is, at base, an individual quality.
Yet this model also places great emphasis on naming, because, as Philip
Auslander argues, the virtuoso cannot confer the title on him or herself.30 Thus
the critic/expert stands in the same role as the medical practitioner, supposedly sep-
arate from the phenomenon under question but uniquely empowered to name it.
Pushing back against the medicalization of disability, activists in Great Britain in

the 1970s began advocating for a social model that distinguishes between impair-
ments, which are “individual and private,” and disability, which is “structural and
public.”31 Within such a model, as Sayantani DasGupta explains, “an individual
with Down syndrome having cardiac issues” is an impairment, whereas “the preju-
dice and discrimination preventing the woman with Down syndrome from acces-
sing appropriate educational or work opportunities” is a disability.32 The Union

26 Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin, “Disability,” in Keywords for Disability
Studies, ed. Rachel Adams, Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin (New York: New York University
Press, 2015), 6–7.

27 Tom Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” in The Disability Studies Reader, 4th ed., ed.
Lennard Davis (New York: Routledge, 2013), 214.

28 V. A. Howard, for example, considers virtuosity to be a “verdict issued” and a “garland
bestowed” by a well-qualified critical community. V. A. Howard, Charm and Speed: Virtuosity in
the Performing Arts (New York: Peter Lang, 2008), 12.

29 Blake Howe, “Paul Wittgenstein and the Performance of Disability,” Journal of Musicology 27,
no. 2 (April 2010): 144.

30 Philip Auslander, “Musical Personae,” Drama Review 50, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 114.
31 Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” 216.
32 Sayantani DasGupta, “Medicalization,” in Keywords for Disability Studies, ed. Rachel Adams,

Benjamin Reiss, and David Serlin (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 121.

286 VanderHamm

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752196320000206 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752196320000206


of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), a pioneering disability
rights organization in the United Kingdom, presented the social model in these
terms: “it is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is some-
thing imposed on top of our impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily isolated
and excluded from full participation in society.”33 This social model was designed to
motivate political action; it was a “practical tool” used to communicate to a wide
array of stakeholders, and not, as Michael Oliver writes, “a theory, an idea or a con-
cept.”34 Subsequent scholars like Lennard Davis have pointed out that while carry-
ing out its political critique, the social model also “relies heavily on a medical model
for the diagnosis of the impairment.”35 Even the example above takes the medical
diagnosis of Down syndrome as its starting point. As an approach designed to
undergird social organizing around disability rights, its application of strategic
essentialism is understandable. Yet as many subsequent scholars of disability
have noted, the model continues to locate impairment in isolated individuals, treat-
ing it as prior to and separate from disability, which is given over entirely to oppres-
sive outside forces.
Against this tendency to think of impairment as preexisting, Tobin Siebers insists

that sociality and bodily difference must be conceptualized together, although he
has concerns about constructionist thinking regarding bodies. For Siebers, a
“weak” social constructionism sees ideas, attitudes, and discourses as simply
influencing the perception of bodies, whereas “strong” constructionism “posits
that the body does not determine its own representation in any way because the
sign precedes the body in the hierarchy of signification.”36 Neither is adequate, as
the former attempts a “common sense” approach that can be insufficiently critical,
whereas the latter erases bodies in favor of a web of signification. Siebers’s solution is
to insist that social construction itself is always “complexly embodied.” By this he
means that constructions possess “both social and physical form,” and that “both
sides push back in the construction of reality.”37 Siebers’s theory of complex
embodiment embraces the reality of disabled bodies without naturalizing that real-
ity. It takes the two social constructionist approaches that sociologist Scott Harris
locates on opposite ends of a continuum—“objective” attention to the construction
of “real states of affairs” through social forces and “interpretive” arguments about
the meanings that people experience within those circumstances—as recursively
related.38 Individual impairments, social attitudes, and built environments always
feed back into each other within actual social worlds. Interpretations arise in rela-
tion to socially and historically constructed “real states of affairs,” and these in turn

33 Quoted in Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” 215.
34 Michael Oliver, “The Social Model in Action: If I Had a Hammer,” in Implementing the Social

Model of Disability: Theory and Research, ed. C. Barnes and G. Mercer (Leeds, UK: The Disability
Press, 2004), 30.

35 Lennard Davis, “The End of Identity Politics: On Disability as an Unstable Category,” in The
Disability Studies Reader, 4th ed., ed. Lennard Davis (New York: Routledge, 2013), 271.

36 Siebers, Disability Theory, 55.
37 Siebers, Disability Theory, 30.
38 Scott R. Harris,What Is Constructionism?: Navigating Its Use in Sociology (Boulder, CO: Lynne

Rienner Publishers, 2010), 6.

“I’m Just an Armless Guitarist” 287

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752196320000206 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752196320000206


shape the bodies and phenomena that they interpret without straightforwardly
determining them.
In this formulation, there is no need to posit bodies or discourse as prior to one

another, for rather than dissolving impairment entirely into a strong (i.e., reduc-
tively discursive) constructionism, impairment is, as Tom Shakespeare argues,
“always already social.”39 It is shot through with cultural attitudes and lived within
material, social, and cultural environments. Locating the relationship between
impairment and disability is then an ongoing interpretive dialectic rather than a
one-time act of contextualization or focus. Impairments are lived within a shared
world, and disability does indeed reference bodily difference that often takes the
form of impairment, but these are not inherent to bodies themselves. Both “impair-
ment” and “limits” arise through “a hypothetical set of guidelines” partially based
on the physiology of typical human embodiment, but whose “sociopolitical mean-
ings and consequences are entirely culturally determined.”40 Furthermore, these
meanings are often concretized within the built environment. Stairs serve to disable
those in wheelchairs whereas ramps do not. The disabling impact of other objects is
less clear: guitar necks seem to disable those without arms or hands—unless, of
course, they can learn to play with their feet. In any case, such limits are relative,
not essential.
Likewise, embodied capacity is just as thoroughly social and complexly embodied

as impairment. Framing embodied capacity in terms of skill rather than ability can
clarify this point. Whereas ableist ideology may construe ability as a sort of ever-
ready potency applicable in any circumstance, skill is a thoroughly situated and
social phenomenon. As Tim Ingold argues, skills are “capabilities of action and per-
ception of the whole organic being (indissolubly mind and body) situated in a richly
structured environment.”41 Rather than imagining skill as endless capacity that
transcends the world through its power, the embodied practice of skill is, as
Richard Dreyfus argues, a matter of “skillful coping” with that world.42 Skill is at
once environmental, social, and embodied, and the cultivation and practice of
any skill depends upon its relation to the social and material world in which the
embodied subject undertakes it, as Melendez demonstrates.

Accommodation and the Normal Performance Body

Another way of defining skill that brings it into closer conversation with disability
studies is to say that skills arise as a result of the accommodations between the
embodied subject and the environment. Whereas Ingold’s description of a “richly
structured environment” suggests a productive and positive relationship with the
embodied subject, disability scholars and activists have consistently pointed to

39 Shakespeare, “The Social Model of Disability,” 219.
40 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American

Culture and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 6.
41 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill

(New York: Routledge, 2000), 5.
42 Hubert L. Dreyfus, Skillful Coping: Essays on the Phenomenology of Everyday Perception and

Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 86.
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the ways that practices of exclusion and segregation are concretized into built envir-
onments and cultural objects. In a statement that is axiomatic in disability studies,
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson declares that “printed information accommodates
the sighted but ‘limits’ blind persons.”43 Her specific use of language is important—
the printed word accommodates the sighted—as it challenges the common under-
standing of accommodation as the way “normal” technologies are altered for use by
those with extraordinary bodies and instead posits accommodation as a basic feature
of tools and technologies. It is an affordance that allows but does not determine a par-
ticular action, and in fact all human-produced physical objects are made in some way
to accommodate human use.44 Accommodation does not remove individual effort
or action; it provides the very structures throughwhich people encounter their capacity
to act.
If this discussion frames accommodation as an expansive component of our

embodied engagement with the world, Melendez shows that aspects of it can also
be rather straightforward. Placing the guitar on the ground is simple, and the
lower bout easily supports his right heel (although Melendez has had to seek out
sturdier instruments and have some repaired that did not structurally support the
added weight). Melendez further utilizes an open tuning, meaning a tuning that
produces a recognizable chord without fretting any strings. Many non-disabled gui-
tarists use open or alternate tunings that differ from the fourths-based “standard”
tuning, and Melendez was by no means the first or only musician to use them in
order to accommodate bodily difference. Joni Mitchell, for example, tells the
story of turning to alternate tunings because her left-hand had become “somewhat
clumsy because of polio.”45 If this change was originally conceived as a physically
required accommodation, it came to be heard as a mark of originality.46 Open tun-
ings reduce the demand of forming complex shapes that stretch across multiple
frets, and it was seeing someone perform in open G tuning that first allowed
Melendez to imagine taking the guitar up in earnest (Figure 1). Whereas playing
a C major chord in standard tuning requires fretting a string in each of the first
three frets, the same chord (in a different voicing) can be achieved in open G tuning
by fretting all the strings within the fifth fret. Melendez can thus utilize his left big
toe to compress several strings at once within a single fret, and he often plays in the
keys of D or G so that he can make use of the open top string as a drone on the first
or fifth scale degrees of the key.
Despite Melendez’s description of the tuning as the “secret” to his playing, it is

not the only way to play guitar with the feet. Melendez himself sometimes uses
other tunings, and other guitarists like Mark Goffeney and George Dennehy both
play with their feet in standard tuning. Furthermore, Goffeney and Dennehy play

43 Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 7.
44 The term “affordance” was first coined by the psychologist James J. Gibson. Gibson defines

affordances as possibilities embedded in the relationship between animal and the environment: “the
affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal.” James J. Gibson, The Ecological
Approach to Visual Perception, classic ed. (London: Routledge, 2015), 119.

45 Quoted in George McKay, Shakin’ All Over: Popular Music and Disability (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2013), 26.

46 McKay, Shakin’ All Over, 27.
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in more blues- and rock-infused styles, providing proof that playing the guitar with
one’s feet does not necessitate a singular technique or stylistic approach. Melendez’s
tuning accommodates his aesthetics as well as his body.47

Instruments, repertoires, and interpretive practices vary widely in their capacity
to accommodate different forms of embodiment. As Alex Lubet notes, forms
of bodily difference that may be disabling in one tradition may be “little or no
impairment, no impediment to function” in different musical worlds.48 Yet both
instruments and repertoires often imply what Blake Howe calls the “normal per-
formance body,” which can take advantage of the accommodations already built
into the standard technology or piece of music:

For example, musical instruments and scores—plus the cultural expectation that they should
be performed in a particular way—work together to imply the bodily shape of their intended
performer. This normal performance body usually possesses all limbs, with above-average
hand and finger size, lung capacity, and strength, among other qualities. Most violin designs
imply a two-handed, two-armed, and multi-fingered performer with a flexible neck. Brass
instruments similarly imply a one- or two-handed, multi-fingered performer, whose
mouth is capable of forming a strong, effective embouchure; tubists must also have the
strength to lift their heavy instrument.49

The interplay between the normal performance body and the particular affordances
of an instrument determines to a large degree what counts as virtuosity. An amazing
polyphonic display on one instrument (for example, the classical guitar) may be
underwhelming when played on another with more extensive range and polyphonic
potential (such as the piano); what is impressive as a solo piece is likely pleasant but
unremarkable as a piano four-hands arrangement. Likewise, a piece may be an
astounding feat when played by a five-year-old child but represent only expected
progress for the conservatory student in her twenties. Even a showpiece as canonical
as the third of Liszt’s Trois études de concert is impressive not simply because of the
extensive hand-crossings it requires, but because those techniques are necessary to
create a texture that seems best suited to a pianist with three hands and the normal
performance body has only two.
Without the key components of the implied normal performance body of the gui-

tar, Melendez’s playing becomes an amazing feat. Indeed, his body is so radically

Figure 1. The fourths-based “standard” tuning compared to the open G tuning Melendez uses.

47 In our interview, Melendez expressed his appreciation of a range of popular music that he “grew
up listening to” in the 1970s and 1980s. He referenced Dan Fogelberg as one of his favorite musicians,
and his style is often reminiscent of Fogelberg’s soft rock.

48 Lubet, Music, Disability, and Society, 72.
49 Blake Howe, “Disabling Music Performance,” in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Disability

Studies, ed. Blake Howe et al. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 356.
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different from the one presumed necessary to play guitar that, before he began his
performing career, people often expressed disbelief that he played at all:

When it came to the music, people didn’t believe it. Tony play the guitar? It was always that
question, “really?” To the point where they would come, maybe like my mom’s friends, they
knew or heard that maybe I played but it’s always that big question mark. Then they come to
the house and they’re asking, “Well, who’s playing the guitar?” because I’m in my bedroom.
“Tony.” “Noway.” It was always like that, “noway.” They’d have to literally walk in and see it.
So there had to be that sense of reality, that sense of “noway, this can’t be real” until they step
in and see it, and then it became music to them.50

Having seen him play, his visitors gained a basic understanding of how he manipu-
lated the guitar, which in turn transformed their experience of his playing. Although
vision is not always necessary to understand or experience virtuosity, it continues to
be particularly important as a way of unsettling the assumptions that people have
about how music-making must be accomplished. If Melendez’s skill might hover
as a question that potentially distracts from his music—as it did for the friends
who visited his childhood home—visual confirmation allows the basic knowledge
of his approach to drift between foreground and background in individuals’musical
experience.
In performance or video, Melendez’s bodily difference is decidedly visible, and as

Blake Howe argues, such “external and exposed” bodily difference “may immedi-
ately engulf a disabled person’s public identity.”51 Yet, as Howe points out, the ques-
tion of audibility in musical practice is a different matter. It is a point of pride for
Melendez that, although there are certain harmonic extensions that he has to have
his band fill in, there is no obvious limitation in his sound as a guitarist. He is
invested in sonically passing as a competent and therefore unremarkable rhythm
guitarist within his particular musical idiom; he is not “audibly disabled.”
Although many scholars look to disabled artists and musicians as sources of poten-
tially resistant or even revolutionary aesthetic models, Melendez does not challenge
widespread expectations of how a guitar or singer-songwriter should sound. As far
as it pertains to virtuosity, this is for the best; his passing is what makes his ability all
the more impressive for his audience.
Melendez employs this language of passing in describing his own skill: “I’m not

the greatest guitarist in the world, but if you put me behind the curtain and it’s kinda
like a common player, not a super excellent player, kinda in between, and you put
me behind a curtain and he’s singing [and] I’m singing: who’s playing with their
feet? Unless you knew my voice or knew me, then I don’t think you’d know.”52

Whereas Melendez earlier described vision as essential to people’s acceptance of
his skill, his point here is that the absence of the visual might make audiences appre-
ciate his playing apart from his physical difference. In actual practice, however,
Melendez does not attempt in any way to hide how he plays; he often plays on a
platform raised even further above the stage, cameras regularly zoom in on his
feet (sometimes at his own request, at least in the case of our first interview), and

50 Tony Melendez, interview with author, April 4, 2014, Burlington, NC.
51 Howe, “Disabling Music Performance,” 348.
52 Melendez, interview, April 4, 2014.
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his promotional materials—with references to the “toe Jam band” and pictures of
his playing—tend to draw attention to it. Whether or not Melendez is visually pre-
sent, his sound remains unmarked even as his mode of sonic production is defini-
tively marked.
Media elements serve to further emphasize the role of Melendez’s body in pro-

ducing virtuosity, as even his smaller performances feature projected close-ups
and topical slide shows that his brother José runs from the sound booth. More elab-
orate settings, like Melendez’s 1987 performance for Pope John Paul II, utilize
media even further. The 1987 Catholic youth rally in Los Angeles was simulcast
to gatherings in three other US cities, allowing crowds to participate in real-time
without actual bodily co-presence. And the experience of those in the Universal
Amphitheatre in Los Angeles was highly mediatized, with screens projecting close-
ups of the Pope and Melendez in ways familiar to anyone who has attended a large
concert or sporting event in the age of electronic media. Media theorist Philip
Auslander identifies these elements of the “simulcast and the close-up” as aspects
that were once “secondary elaborations” of an essentially “live event” that have
now become key media elements of “the live event itself.”53 Melendez’s body clearly
matters for his audience, but even in “live” performance it is not straightforwardly
present. In many ways, it is hyper-present, as regular split screen close-ups
(Figure 2) help maintain multiple points of emphasis: on one side his singing
and facial expressions convey devout religiosity as on the other his feet display
unlikely virtuosity.
Listeners, then, must take Melendez’s body into account in order to experience

his performances as virtuosic, but this does not suggest a sort of qualified approach
to “disabled virtuosity” that treats him as an exception to normal judgments.
Instead, Melendez shows that there is no such thing as unqualified virtuosity.
The reaction, “I can’t believe he did that with his feet!” is similar to reactions to
other guitarists in which the exclamation “I can’t believe she did that,” leaves off
the assumed phrase, “with her hands!” The presumed limitations and possibilities
of bodies, instruments, and repertoires always inform our understandings of skill,
but we are not always explicitly aware of them.

The Papal Kiss and the Overcoming Narrative

Prior to 1987, Tony Melendez was not widely known outside his direct social circle
of family, friends, and members of the Catholic church that he attended in Los
Angeles. But, on September 15, 1987, Melendez sat on a small stage with his guitar
at a Catholic youth rally held for Pope John Paul II’s visit to Los Angeles. “Holy
Father,” a young man declared, “we now have a special gift that we would like to
present to you. Our gift represents courage, the courage of self-motivation and fam-
ily support. Our gift is music and a performer that says, ‘when I sing, I hear the

53 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture, 2nd ed. (New York:
Routledge, 2008), 25.
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Lord.’ Holy Father, we are proud to present to you Tony Melendez.”54 At this, the
Pope turned towards Melendez, who sat with his guitar on the floor in front of him.
As the crowd cheered, Melendez began to play a cascading arpeggio before launch-
ing into the song’s simple progression. He played adeptly, alternating picking and
strumming to build momentum through the opening measures.
The song he played for the Pope was a wedding ballad by Ron Griffen called

“Never be the Same” (Figure 3). Over his guitar accompaniment, Melendez sang
out in a full tenor: “today is like no other day before, and you and I will never be
the same.” This song was likely chosen because of Pope John Paul II’s extensive
theological teachings on marriage as a reflection of God, but the lyrics also describe
the impact of the performance onMelendez’s own life.55 As the song concluded, the
Pope rose to his feet and leapt from the stage. To the roar of the crowd, he
approached the young guitarist and kissed him. The Pope then addressed
Melendez, and instead of praising the song’s theological message or its aesthetic
impact, he spoke of the guitarist’s character.56 “You are truly a courageous young

Figure 2. Split Screen Shot during Melendez’s Performance for the Pope, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=zlZPYGBXQ44.

54 John316Acts2, “Tony Melendez- Never be the Same,” YouTube Video, November 2, 2010,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zlZPYGBXQ44.

55 Pope John Paul II introduced his teachings on marriage in a series of addresses dating between
1979 and 1984, and they have come to be known as his “theology of the body.” See KarolWojtyla (Pope
John Paul II), The Mystery of Human Personhood: A Renewal of The Theology of the Body, ed.
Bartholomew C. Okonkwo (Palo Alto, CA: Academica Press, 2011).

56 As the theologian Charles Curran writes, such a focus was consistent with Pope John Paul II’s
view of labor: “he recognizes the objective aspect of labor—that which is done—but maintains that the
primary aspect of labor is the subjective aspect—the person who does the work.” Charles E. Curran,
Catholic Moral Theology in the United States: A History (Washington, DC: Georgetown University
Press, 2008), 88.
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man, a courageous young man,” declared the Pope. “You are giving hope to all of us.
My wish to you is to continue giving this hope to all the people.”57 The performance,
the kiss, and finally the Pope’s words launched Melendez’s performance career, fus-
ing his various social identities in the public eye: he was a person with a disability, a
devout Catholic, and a musician whose stirring performance had quite literally
moved the pontiff to make physical contact with this extraordinary body.58

Figure 3. Opening to “Never Be the Same.”

57 John316Acts2, “Tony Melendez- Never be the Same,” YouTube Video, November 2, 2010,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zlZPYGBXQ44.

58 It is unsurprising that John Paul II would be moved by this bodily display. As George Weigel
writes, “By insisting that the human subject is always an embodied subject whose embodiedness is crit-
ical to his or her self-understanding and relationship to the world, John Paul took modernity’s
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As this pivotal event makes clear, the relationship between Melendez’s disability
and his display of musical skill is regularly cast in the common disability narrative of
overcoming. This was the clear subtext of the Pope’s words: Melendez is “courage-
ous” because he has done something out of the ordinary, something that the Pope
and everyone else likely would not have considered possible—up to the very
moment that they witnessed it. Jay Dolmage identifies this narrative as the myth
of “overcoming or compensation”:

In this myth, the person with a disability overcomes their impairment through hard work or
has some special talent that offsets their deficiencies. . . . [T]he connection between disabil-
ity and compensatory ability is intentional and required. The audience does not have to
focus on the disability, or challenge the stigma that this disability entails, but instead
refocuses attention toward the “gift.” This works as a management of the fears of the tem-
porarily able-bodied (if and when I become disabled, I will compensate or overcome), and it
acts as a demand upon disabled bodies (you had better be very good at something).59

Overcoming narratives are widely (and duly) critiqued in disability studies as dis-
tracting, dehumanizing, and even dangerous. So-called “human interest” stories
on television news programs are particularly prone toward facile versions of the
overcoming narrative that celebrate the supposed negation of disability through
individual effort while ignoring the social and structural injustices that people
with disabilities face.60 Furthermore, they often take on a patronizing tone of pity
for the disabled person and the “tragedy of their fate.”61 Perhaps most insidiously,
they broadcast the implicit message that disabled people must be inspiring or
invisible.
Beyond these broad political critiques, the overcoming narrative may even fail to

challenge the prejudice and negative assumptions regarding the disabled person at
the center of the narrative. As my conversations with concert attendees demon-
strate, audiences may assume Melendez’s facility is somehow distinctly musical
and thus limited entirely to performance. A concert organizer remarked to me
that the most impressive thing he saw at the performance was Melendez texting
beforehand, and a colleague, when told about Melendez’s playing responded, “ok,
but how does he tune?”62 The apparent danger of displays of agency within rela-
tively bounded performance events is that audiences may readily assume that
such agency is contained entirely within that context.
Despite its pervasiveness, I would argue that the overcoming narrative in this

instance is less totalizing than both celebrations and critiques of it tend to allow.
For although Melendez has actively embraced the Pope’s call to bring hope and

‘anthropological turn’ with utmost seriousness.” George Weigel, Witness to Hope: The Biography of
Pope John Paul II (New York: Cliff Street Books, 1999), 342–43.

59 Jay Timothy Dolmage, Disability Rhetoric (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2014),
39–40.

60 Carrie Sandahl, “Black Man, Blind Man: Disability Identity Politics and Performance,” Theatre
Journal 56, no. 4 (December 2004): 584.

61 Beth Haller and Jeffrey Preston, “Confirming Normalcy: ‘Inspiration Porn’ and the
Construction of the Disabled Subject,” in Disability and Social Media: Global Perspectives, ed. Katie
Ellis and Mike Kent (New York: Routledge, 2017), 43.

62 The answer, of course, is with his feet.
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the overcomingmyth embedded within it, there are important places where the nar-
rative breaks down and fails to describe the lived reality of the situation for both
Melendez and his audience.63 First, although Melendez’s exhortations to audiences
regularly emphasize personal motivation and hard work, his story also conveys the
more realistic experience of interconnected beings caring for one another.64

Speaking of the daily tasks made more difficult or impossible by his lack of arms,
Melendez admits, “I don’t have 100 percent freedom.” But, he adds, “I don’t
think anybody does.”65 This notion of agency and interdependence was present
even in his initial introduction to the Pope, which described his courage both in
terms of “self-motivation” as well as “family support.” Such a small fact is note-
worthy, considering the tendency to portray the disabled person in “inspirational”
stories as either isolated hero or helpless beneficiary of others’ kindness. Second,
Melendez’s body is not strictly speaking “overcome” through his performance of
musical skill. Rather than occluding it through his remarkable achievements, his
body remains central, and he even seeks to undercut the ways that he is marked
as “extraordinary.” In performance, he tells the story of a child asking what it
feels like to have no arms. His answer: “human.”He goes on to statematter-of-factly,
“I’ve lived in this body all my life.” It is important that Melendez includes his body
within this assertion of a shared humanity rather than using such claims to suppress
his bodily difference, as is often the case within overcoming narratives. Rather than
erasing his physical difference, it is a legitimate part of his human experience that
need not be corrected or overcome. In a context where Melendez is almost con-
stantly required to be, as Tobin Siebers puts it, both “cripple” and “super-cripple,”
such leveling comments work to subvert these expectations, even if Melendez also
actively plays upon them.66

Exceptional Skill, Relatability, and Religious Belief

Although some scholars like Elisabeth Le Guin and Edward Said claim virtuosity
creates an unavoidable gulf between the exceptional performer and the audience
member, Melendez’s relatability is key to his reception.67 This notion of relatability
is closely related to the function of the overcoming narrative: rather than

63 Melendez’s agency is clearly in a dialectic with existing structures that is deeply inflected by
imbalanced power relations. Because heroic overcoming is “the main social role available, not only
to persons with disability, but also to anyone facing ‘adversity,’” it is, to some extent, “compulsory.”
See Beth DeVolder, “Overcoming the Overcoming Story: A Case of ‘Compulsory Heroism,’”
Feminist Media Studies 13, no. 4 (2013): 745–64.

64 As Alex Lubet notes, such interdependence is “perhaps the defining feature of civilization.”
Lubet, Music, Disability, and Society, 6.

65 Tony Melendez, interview with author, June 13, 2019, Denver, CO.
66 Siebers, Disability Theory, 111.
67 Elisabeth Le Guin argues that virtuosity is connected to alienation, as it “inevitably confronts the

watcher with the gulf of their difference from thewatched.” Edward Said similarly describes the concert
hall experience of the Western classical tradition as an “extreme occasion” in which virtuoso perfor-
mances create an “alienating distance” from the audiences that are necessarily silent and subservient.
Elisabeth Le Guin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2006), 138; Edward W. Said, “Performance as an Extreme Occasion,” in Musical
Elaborations (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 13.
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demonstrating the inability of others, his performances are largely meant to provide
an avenue through which audiences imagine their own potential actions. In some
ways, Melendez’s performances are thus open to critiques from recent disability
activists and scholars who refer to representations of disabled people meant for
the voyeuristic pleasure of others as “inspiration porn.”68 In other ways, however,
the term does not fit. Although individuals might attend to Melendez’s perfor-
mances in a way consistent with the practices of inspiration porn, Melendez is
more personally invested and engaged in the process of his own self-presentation
than the term implies. Furthermore, virtuosity, as Richard Leppert argues, often
includes some form of voyeurism, such that spectators’ desires are both cultivated
and “simultaneously transferred onto the spectacle of the Other” who “enacts the
desires imagined.”69 Thus whatever degree of voyeurism occurs in Melendez’s per-
formances is inflected by disability but not wholly resulting from it. Furthermore,
Melendez at times directly invites his audiences to participate in this way.
Towards the end of a small 2019 concert in northern Colorado he stated outright
the implicit message of much of the performance: “If I can do this with my toes,
just imagine what you can do.”
One way that Melendez maintains his relatability is by regularly downplaying his

exceptional status. He rejects the idea that he is either particularly limited or gifted,
admonishing in his book, “You could play the guitar with your feet if you were will-
ing to practice hard enough.”70 After all, it is not as if Melendez’s lack of arms some-
how produced his musical skill. The primary relationship between those two aspects
of his embodiment is that Melendez’s non-normative body socially sanctions his
non-normative technique. In other words, his physical difference allows audiences
to value his unusual skill as legitimate, impressive, and musically meaningful. If a
musician with arms were to play with Melendez’s technique, audiences would
almost certainly see it as a shallow gimmick.
Melendez further secures his relatability by emphasizing the straightforward

means by which he acquired his musical skill. Even if audiences insist that his play-
ing is exceptional, Melendez is just as insistent that it came through ordinary means:
“The other side of what I’m doing with the guitar with the toes, there still has to be
the time, the practice. It’s not like overnight I could just do it—Noway. I had to take
the time to learn the instrument, practice it.”71 Such statements demonstrate a work
ethic that is often central not just to the cultivation of skill but to the construction of

68 The term was apparently coined in Stella Young, “We’re Not Here for Your Inspiration,” The
ABC, July 2, 2012, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-07-03/young-inspiration-porn/4107006. For a
recent summary and critical account, see Jan Grue, “The Problem with Inspiration Porn: A
Tentative Definition and a Provisional Critique,” Disability and Society 31, no. 6 (2016): 838–49.

69 Richard Leppert, “Cultural Contradiction, Idolatry, and the Piano Virtuoso: Franz Liszt,” in
Piano Roles, ed. James Parakilas (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 281.

70 TonyMelendez andMelWhite,AGift of Hope (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989), 3. Those
who have not developed their dexterity with their feet through other everyday tasks the way that
Melendez has would likely require a tremendous amount of practice to acquire that facility.

71 Melendez, interview with author, April 4, 2014, Burlington, NC.
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virtuosity and its ethical undertones.72 His audiences value his skill as unique and
amazing, yet also as the result of dedicated, everyday labor.
Given the importance of religious identity and belief to Melendez and much of

his audience, it might be surprising that he seems to take credit for his skill rather
than directly attributing it to God. The narrative surrounding his skill, however, is a
nuanced combination of what Peter Kivy outlines as the “myth of the possessor”
and the “myth of the possessed.” In Kivy’s account, the possessor claims greatness
for himself—this myth is almost always masculinized—while the possessed is
the vessel of some higher power, bestowed with greatness by God, nature, or the
muses.73 At the same 2019 performance referenced above, Melendez’s brother
and manager José took the stage to provide a Christian take on the myth of the pos-
sessed, telling the audience “when he started, it was awful. It was terrible . . . and then
one day he started praying, and that’s truly when the music came. I believe that the
Holy Spirit came upon him and gave him this gift.” Tony Melendez’s own emphasis
on his hard work and everyday dedication seems difficult to square with such a nar-
rative. When I asked him to clarify the relationship between God’s work and his own
labor, he simultaneously cited the necessity of his effort while crediting divine provi-
dence for the basic physiological structures of his left foot that allow him to play.
Melendez was born with a clubbed left foot that required surgery, and after the pro-
cedure he found his second toe was longer than the first—a common variation in the
foot’s bone structure found in twenty to twenty-five percent of people.74 Perhaps
Melendez could have found other techniques without this feature of his left foot,
but he describes it as “the only reason [he] can do minors and major sevenths.”75

In this understanding, Melendez is both possessor and possessed; his hard work
was possible because of God’s providence, and he further implied that it was only
fruitful because of God’s presence. “I don’t feel my craft, my music is that exciting,”
he told me. “I’m not a flamenco guitarist. I’m just an armless guitarist. . . . But to be
able to share [with] over amillion people in front of you, not once but up to five or six
times. How do you even get a gig like that? It’s beyond my comprehension.”76

Melendez’s playing, then, is not a miracle in the sense of a temporally-bound divine

72 Melendez was also potentially seeking to undercut the common assumption that any disabled
individual’s skills must come naturally or accidentally rather than from a combination of their individ-
ual aptitudes and agentive actions. Joseph Straus outlines the prevalence of these assumptions when he
describes how the abilities of “musical savants” are often presumed to “emerge full-blown, in a virtually
final state, all at once and without previous training.” Joseph Straus, “Idiots Savants, Retarded Savants,
Talented Aments, Mono-Savants, Autistic Savants, Just Plain Savants, People with Savant Syndrome,
and Autistic People Who Are Good at Things: A View from Disability Studies,” Disability Studies
Quarterly 34, no. 3 (2014).

73 Peter Kivy, The Possessor and the Possessed: Handel, Mozart, Beethoven, and the Idea of Musical
Genius (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001), 169.

74 Patrick Decherchi, “Le pied de Dudley Joy Morton,” La Presse Médicale 34, no. 22 (December
2005): 1737.

75 He accomplishes this by fretting the second string one fret lower than the big toe for minor
chords and by fretting the third string one fret lower for major seventh chords. Melendez, interview
with author, June 13, 2019, Denver, CO.

76 According to Melendez, all of these performances were tied to papal events. Melendez, inter-
view, June 13, 2019.
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act that alters the natural course of affairs, but as José Melendez told the audience:
“We believe in providence in our faith. You’re seeing a miracle tonight.”
Another aspect of Catholic belief and practice that can help clarify this particular

interpretation of Melendez as both possessor and possessed is the concept of sacra-
mentality, which theologian Richard McBrien considers “the major theological,
pastoral and even aesthetical characteristic of Catholicism.”77 The word sacrament
likely calls to mind the seven official sacraments of the Catholic Church, which out-
siders might simply think of as rituals. The Catholic understanding of a sacrament,
however, is far more expansive. Augustine defined it as “a visible sign of an invisible
grace,” and during the Vatican II council Pope Paul VI described it as “a reality
imbued with the hidden presence of God.”78 These descriptions certainly fit formal
sacraments such as baptism and the Eucharist, but sacramentality extends to all life,
such that “the Catholic sees God in and through all things: other people, commu-
nities, movements, events, . . . the world at large, the whole cosmos.”79 A Catholic
theological perspective views all these things—and Melendez’s story—as instru-
ments of grace. Interpreted in this way, the very human aspects of Melendez’s
story—the medical care, his father’s guitar, the family support, the hours of
practice—are not a mundane reality lacking evidence of the divine. They are con-
stant, visceral evidence of God’s presence, and Melendez’s performances can be
at once (and without paradox) an impressive show of attained skill and a moving
example of God’s grace.

Identity and Otherness, Merit and Power

Many aspects of Melendez’s reception have remained consistent since the start of
his career. Although he has written new songs and released multiple recordings,
audiences still want to see the man who plays guitar with his feet so well as to
move a Pope (who has now become a Saint). However, one aspect that has become
far more prominent than it was in 1987 is the issue of ethnicity. The concert
I attended in 2014 was put on by the leaders of the Spanish-language youth
group of a local Catholic parish. When I asked one of the concert organizers why
he had wanted to bring Melendez to their church, he referenced the story of him
playing for the Pope and emphasized how important it was forMelendez to perform
at an event that was first and foremost for the Spanish-speaking youth. He further
explained how easy it was for the youth to feel like they were marginal to everything
that happened in their broader community and even in their church. Melendez’s
personal narrative—emigrating to the United States from Nicaragua as a child,
acquiring skill as a musician, and eventually playing for the Pope—made him a par-
ticularly potent model of agency for the youth who were given the best seats in the
large sanctuary.
For those in attendance, Latinx identity was clearly based on shared language and

ties to homelands in Latin America. Prior to the concert, one of the youth organizers

77 Richard P. McBrien, Catholicism (San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994), 787.
78 McBrien, Catholicism, 9.
79 McBrien, Catholicism, 1196.
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called out the names of countries in South and Central America as people from
those countries cheered to identify themselves. In this context, the overcoming nar-
rative common to much of Melendez’s reception took on more specific significance.
The tickets to the event prominently featured the quote “no me digas que no
puedes”—don’t tell me that you can’t—and early on in the concert, Melendez him-
self led a chant of “sí yo puedo!”—“yes I can!” Because, as DavidMitchel and Sharon
Snyder point out, disability so often serves as “the master trope of human disqua-
lification,” the overcoming narrative becomes its mirror image as the master trope of
human accomplishment.80 Melendez’s refusal to accept the social construction
of his body as a fixed, wholly natural site of absence is a powerful performance of
agency that maps onto other identities—of the first or second generation immi-
grant, of those for whom English is not their first language—that might be used
to disempower them within the United States. None of this bypasses critiques of
overcoming narratives. Indeed, it demonstrates how such narratives persist in
demanding more frommarginalized groups by prescribing individual improvement
and effort rather than social and political change.81

Shared ethnic identity and religious affiliation are important to much of
Melendez’s reception—he estimates that roughly 80 percent of his performances
are for Catholic churches or organizations, and many of these request a bilingual
program. However, these are certainly not the only avenues to recognizing and valu-
ingMelendez’s skill, and the degree of identification is flexible. Early in his career he
played a great deal for evangelical Christians (largely because their worship format
couldmore easily accommodate his performances than a Catholic mass), and he still
plays in secular and corporate settings when invited. Even without taking online lis-
teners into account, Melendez almost always appears at events to which he is
invited, which means that his message and its interpretation gets shifted to a variety
of contexts. As one example, when Melendez appeared as part of a fundraiser for a
Denver-based Catholic volunteer organization in 2019, the message of service and
outreach based on faith convictions overshadowed other potential meanings or
points of shared identity. Regardless of the specifics of each context, however, audi-
ences must find some balance between likeness and difference in order for the dis-
play of skill to be meaningful as a form of virtuosity. Religion and ethnicity can be
grounds for empathy, but if nothing else, the performer must be perceived as a legit-
imate fellow subject in order for their performance to be moving. On the other side,
the performer’s persona must also display some form of otherness, which often
takes the form of skill itself, but it can also be augmented through other forms of
identity, as seen in Melendez’s case.
Critic-centered discourses of virtuosity often make comparisons and expert opi-

nions central to virtuosity, but the most fundamental comparison—and one rarely

80 David T.Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder,Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of
Discourse (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000), 3.

81 Robin James identifies a related problem in popular music’s celebration of resilience, arguing
that it normalizes systems of power such that any damage inflicted on oppressed groups becomes
“innocuous damage that they are individually responsible for overcoming.” Robin James, Resilience
and Melancholy: Pop Music, Feminism, Neoliberalism (Winchester, UK: Zero Books, 2015), 7.
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made explicitly—is with one’s own experience of embodied subjectivity. As sociol-
ogists Schutz and Luckman argue: “The experience of the Other rests on the percep-
tion of the typical shape of a body, but it is not exhausted by that. The body I
perceive refers to something I cannot perceive, but which I ‘know’ is co-present:
an inwardness. . . . The Other person, whose body I perceive in experience, is
from the first ‘like me’.”82 From the critical perspective of disability studies, the
potential problem of intersubjectivity is its basis in a presumed likeness. I encounter
the other as another subject—always, inevitably—“like me.”Of course, the degree of
divergence allowable in order to still be “like me” varies widely. Especially when
working from a position of privilege and concomitant power in relation to others,
gender or race alone can be enough to reduce this sense of intersubjectivity within a
patriarchal or racist society. What virtuosity shares with the “freak show” practices
of the twentieth century, as Straus outlines, is that both maintain this tension
between likeness and difference, never fully resolving one into the other: “in
exchange for the price of a ticket, audience members can stare (and listen intently),
indulging in the simultaneously disquieting and reassuring contemplation of a
human embodiment so like and yet unlike their own.”83 For the most calloused
observers, the different bodies presented on stage or via media might represent
only an external object rather than a lived body. For others, however, much of
the fascination stems from finding intersubjectivity—someone “like me” in some
way or another—where the presence of bodily difference might otherwise lead
them to dismiss or diminish such intersubjective connections.
When I asked Melendez whether it bothered him that audiences are fascinated

with his basic approach to the instrument, he was matter-of-fact:

I would say every artist has his niche. That would be my niche. The shock of “he’s using his
feet!” I don’t know if I’d be as popular or as well-received if I played with my arms. If I had
the arms and I just played, I think music would have been harder. I don’t know if I would
have had a moment to sing for the Pope. I don’t know if the Pope would have jumped off the
stage to come and kiss me if it wasn’t a guy with no arms playing the guitar with his feet. It’s
hard to really know, I really don’t know, but I would say it would be different than it was, if I
had arms standing up playing the guitar, singing. I think he would receive it, yes. Enjoy it,
maybe? But a guy playing the guitar with his feet, it’s like, “no way, that can’t be
happening.”84

Defenders of meritocratic evaluation might argue that Melendez is selling himself
short, or that people should appreciate his music purely for its sonic qualities
and willfully ignore how he plays the instrument. But that is simply not what his
audiences do. The feet and the music, the aesthetics of sound, the Papal kiss, the
ethics of human effort, and the sincerity of religious commitment are all productive
aspects of the experience that carry correlate forms of value for Melendez and his
audience.

82 Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckman, The Structures of the Life-World, vol. 2, trans. Richard
M. Zaner and H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1989),
110–11.

83 Straus, Extraordinary Measures, 126.
84 Tony Melendez, interview with author, April 4, 2014, Burlington, NC.
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The potential importance of multiple aspects of identity to virtuosity—being dis-
abled, or Catholic, or Latinx—strikes at the heart of the myth of meritocracy by
undermining the presumed chasm separating identity and skill. The myth of mer-
itocracy holds that “individuals get ahead and earn rewards in direct proportion to
their individual efforts and abilities.”85 The prevalence and pull of this myth can
hardly be overemphasized; William Cheng describes it as an “American power bal-
lad” that “implicitly poses as the rule of law in employment, academia, popular cul-
ture, and everyday life.”86 Within this hegemonic discourse, identity and skill
emerge as distinct or even opposed concepts: whoever plays best is (or at least
ought to be) revered, regardless of who they are. One has nothing do with the
other. This ignores real structures of prejudice and unequal access to resources
while also obscuring the actual social nature of merit. For although we may imagine
it as something adhering to people regardless of their identities, merit is not so
anonymous or impartial. In general, the quality, legitimacy, and ultimate meaning
assigned to any skillful act correlates to those same aspects of a particular identity in
a given time or place. Not only do audiences care about the composite subject pos-
ition from which Melendez displays his skill, but skills quite literally “embody a
whole cultural interpretation of what it means to be a human being.”87

This is not to say that Melendez’s identity and skill can be collapsed into one
another, but that they cannot be considered in isolation. Attempting to foreground
skill over identity ends up covertly addressing both, as in the current US adminis-
tration’s claims that most (implicitly Latinx) immigrants lack the skills to live in the
United States.88 Melendez’s performance of legitimate, valuable skill—especially
when combined with his insistence that he is not exceptional—can counter those
whowould deny the legitimacy and value of various aspects of his identity. The rela-
tionship between skill and identity is neither one of simple dichotomy nor straight-
forward equivalence, but completely separating the two remains impossible,
because discourses and practices of skill and subjectivity each subtend the other.
This connection between skill and identity is one reason why the display of skill

provides such a powerful opportunity for the exercise of social power. The anthro-
pologist David Graeber identifies the two basic types of social power as “the power to
act directly on others”—which is often coded as masculine—and “the power to
define oneself in such a way as to convince others how they should act toward
you,” which is often coded as feminine. In virtuosity, both these forms of power

85 Stephen J. McNamee and Robert K. Miller, Jr., The Meritocracy Myth, 3rd ed. (Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 2.

86 William Cheng, “Staging Overcoming: Narratives of Disability and Meritocracy in Reality
Singing Competitions,” Journal of the Society for American Music 11, no 2 (May 2017): 190.

87 Dreyfus, Skillful Coping, 131.
88 John Kelly, “Transcript: White House Chief of Staff John Kelly’s Interview With NPR,” inter-

view by John Burnett, NPR, May 11, 2018, https://www.npr.org/2018/05/11/610116389/transcript-
white-house-chief-of-staff-john-kellys-interview-with-npr. Discourse focusing on skill rather than
race or ethnicity may seem more acceptable than earlier forms of anti-immigrant discourse in the
United States, but it just as easily carries old assumptions regarding the presumed deficits of a particu-
lar group. Indeed, the “unskilled immigrant” trope has long figured in US anti-immigration rhetoric
that was explicitly tied to concepts of inherent racial and national inferiority. Nell Irvin Painter, The
History of White People (New York: W. W. Norton, 2010), 322–25.
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are at play, although one may predominate. The actions of musicians move audi-
ences while simultaneously performing a persona that influences the actions and
attitudes taken towards those musicians. The first type of power “tends to be attrib-
uted to the hidden capacities of the actor,” whereas the second results from “visible
forms of display,” and this is ultimately the source of their gendered associations.89

The presumed agent behind such “hidden capacities” is the ideological construct
that Judith Butler identifies as “disembodied ‘man.’” Locating masculinity outside
the sphere of embodiment promotes it as unmarked and universal, while also posit-
ing its opposite: “the corporeally determined ‘woman.’” The second form of power
is thus feminized because the corporally determined woman is constantly visible—
she can do nothing but display her body. Within this ideology, women are pre-
cluded from utilizing the first type of power because “women are their bodies,”
which, as Butler notes, is distinct from “living one’s body as a project and a bearer
of created meanings.”90

Melendez’s gender would appear to sanction his exercise of the first type of
power, but disabled people are often treated as “ungendered and asexual,” and
the social construction of disability enacts a similar tendency to reduce one to
one’s body.91 Just as women are rendered almost constantly visible through the
emphasis on their bodies, people with disabilities are rarely allowed to choose the
contexts and terms of visual display. They regularly become objects of the normative
“stare,” which Rosemarie Garland-Thomson defines as “an urgent effort to explain
the unexpected, to make sense of the unanticipated and inexplicable.”92 Yet if star-
ing is persistent and even unavoidable, Garland-Thomson suggests that it may also
be productive. Instead of avoiding stares, we should reflect on how we might use
them: “the question for starers is not whether we should stare, but rather how we
should stare. The question for starees is not whether we will be stared at, but rather
how we will be stared at.”93 For Melendez, musical performance provides multiple
ways of putting audiences’ stares to use, conveying his religious convictions and par-
tially disrupting the ideologies that would divide forms of power along neatly gen-
dered or ableist lines. He does not overcome or transcend his body in an act of
masculine disembodiment, but neither is he reduced to it. Instead, he lives his
body, publicly undertaking musical labor that enacts both forms of power, acting
on others and projecting a complex social identity that is inseparable from religion,
ethnicity, and disability without being reducible to them. Performance allows him
to present a view of human creative agency—mediated through his faith that his acts
may serve as instruments of divine grace—and to negotiate the public meaning of

89 David Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our OwnDreams
(New York: Palgrave, 2001), 104.

90 Judith Butler, “Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex,” Yale French Studies, no. 72
(1986): 43–44.

91 Siebers, Disability Theory, 168.
92 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “Dares to Stares: Disabled Women Performance Artists and the

Dynamics of Staring,” in Bodies in Commotion: Disability and Performance, ed. Carrie Sandahl and
Philip Auslander (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 30–41.

93 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Staring: How We Look (New York: Oxford University Press,
2009), 185.
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his bodily difference. Contrary to the representational practices that code disability
as passivity or absence, Melendez exercises musical agency not as entirely free and
unfettered but as complexly embodied virtuosity: skill made apparent and socially
meaningful for both himself and his audiences.
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