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ABSTRACT 

 

Dualistic interpretations of Kopytoff’s commoditization process prevail in consumer research 

literature. In those studies, the object is either a commodity or a singularized possession, 

ignoring the author’s original approach in which several exchange spheres, with different 

levels of singularization, can coexist. This research offers a closer account to the original 

approach by: 1) highlighting the theoretical extensions as well as the misinterpretation so far; 

2) investigating some of the spheres that can exist in the ‘gray zone’ between the two ideal 

polar types of singularization and commoditization, and 3) proposing a new framework of the 

commoditization-singularization process for consumer studies. To achieve these, I developed 

a comprehensive analysis of how singularization and commoditization concepts appear in 

consumer research literature, interviewed consumers in four different countries, immersed 

myself in several activities to understand their context, and traced the biography of an object: 

the vintage Selmer Mark VI saxophone. The chosen sphere for a deeper analysis I named the 

enchantment sphere, since the objects within it radiate a transcendent allure that obliterates 

objective explanations for its superior qualities. The objects within this sphere are a clear 

example of the ambiguous state of a commodity as advocated by Kopytoff, because they 

experience at the same time some level of singularization and some level of commoditization. 

This is possible because those objects are precluded from extreme commoditization due to 

their magical allures, while still having an evident exchange value. Considering the findings 

that result both from the literature analysis and the fieldwork, I propose a cohesive visual 

concept that explains the commoditization-singularization process as a non-linear structure 

and that also allows further complements and extensions. 

 
 
 
Keywords: singularization, commodity, spheres of exchange, enchantment, jazz, saxophone 
  



 

 

 
RESUMO 

 
 
As interpretações dualistas do processo de commoditização de Kopytoff prevalecem na 

literatura de cultura de consumo. Nesses estudos, o objeto ou é uma commodity ou uma posse 

singularizada, ignorando a abordagem original desse autor em que várias esferas de troca, 

com diferentes níveis de singularização, podem coexistir. Esta pesquisa oferece uma 

perspectiva mais próxima da abordagem original, da seguinte forma: 1) destacando as 

extensões teóricas, bem como a má interpretação dos conceitos até agora; 2) investigando 

algumas das esferas que podem existir na "zona cinzenta" entre os dois tipos ideais de 

singularização e commoditização, e 3) propondo uma nova estrutura do processo de 

commoditização-singularização para estudos de consumo. Para atingir isso, desenvolvi uma 

análise abrangente de como os conceitos de singularização e commoditização aparecem na 

literatura de pesquisa de consumo, entrevistei consumidores em quatro países diferentes, 

aprofundei-me em várias atividades para entender seu contexto e construí a biografia de um 

objeto: o saxofone vintage Selmer Mark VI. Eu nomeei de esfera do encantamento a que foi 

escolhida para uma análise mais profunda, uma vez que os objetos dentro dela irradiam uma 

fascinação transcendente que oblitera explicações objetivas para suas qualidades superiores. 

Os objetos dentro desta esfera são um claro exemplo do estado ambíguo de uma commodity, 

como defendido por Kopytoff, porque eles experimentam ao mesmo tempo algum nível de 

singularização e algum nível de commoditização. Isso é possível porque esses objetos são 

excluídos da commoditização extrema devido a suas atrações mágicas, ao mesmo tempo que 

possuem um valor de troca evidente. Considerando os resultados a partir da análise da 

literatura e do trabalho de campo, eu proponho um conceito visual coeso que explica o 

processo de commoditização-singularização como uma estrutura não-linear e que também 

permite complementos e extensões adicionais. 

 

 

Palavras-chave: singularização, commodity, esferas de troca, encantamento, jazz, saxofone 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 
France, 1945. After long years of battle, the French countryside is a devastated scene. 

Scattered over the ground, there are millions of MG42 and Vickers’s shell casings. Women, 

men, and even children start to pick those casings to supply steel mills aiming to produce 

alloy. Crumbling down churches expose their bells, which are also collected and take to the 

mills. From destruction and ruin, beauty and music would rise. The alloy would be mixed and 

transformed into brass, the brass molded into a tube, the tube bent, holed, have keys added, 

polished, and finally hand engraved. The saxophone—instrument invented a hundred years 

earlier—would have then its most iconic model, the Henri Selmer Mark VI. Some musicians 

say that, if you pay close attention, you can hear the bells chiming through its sonority. 

 

Or not.  

 

Plentiful tales about the saxophone Henri Selmer Mark VI are told and retold around the 

world, through the last decades, but none of them were created by the company. Moreover, 

the company makes efforts to discredit them. As a discontinued product, it poses a 

conundrum—the sax player community is so loyal to it that it prefers to buy the vintage 

instead of the current line. The main competitor for Henri Selmer is its own past. 

 

Produced from 1954 until 1974, Mark VI horns are not contemplation relics—instead, 

musicians use those 40 to 60-year-old instruments regularly. Although they have not been 

part of the company lineup for over 40 years, Mark VI saxophones have not lost value and 

they can be found nowadays for around $13,000 dollars for a tenor model, thanks to a 

vigorous market demand made up of private sales and second hand instrument shops, which is 

its main competitor. Comparatively, manufacturer’s current product mix displays average 

prices of $8,000.  

 

Not solely a very high quality product, Mark VI is, for some jazz musicians, a sort of Holy 

Grail. Its appreciation can be considered a cult. It seems that the product has magical powers 

and possessing one is a life goal for some players. The reasons supporting Mark VI high 

quality perception are not fully comprehended. Although there are objective explanations, the 

product image is immersed in mystique context, which was made and is perpetuated by 
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saxophonists’ community, as the first paragraph exemplifies. The use of recycled World War 

II artillery shell casings or recycled bell bronze from destroyed churches in the metal mixture 

would be responsible for the tonal qualities of those horns, or even the fact that the company 

had lost Mark VI metal alloy recipe, and, consequently, it has not been able to reproduce it 

anymore. In response, Henri Selmer states that Mark VI has helped building the brand 

reputation, but the newest models are better than ever due to the combination of artisan 

workers with improvements in project and manufacturing technology. However, the belief in 

the extraordinary explanation is widespread. 

 

What makes an ordinary object something that special? The process that those special objects 

go through—from a mass-produced merchandise available in the marketplace to an unique 

meaningful possession—is known as singularization or decommoditization (Kopytoff, 1986). 

Prior studies on consumer research explained some product singularization complex aspects, 

showing how objects are brought into people’s lives and have personal meaning built, wiping 

out their previous commodity status (Curasi, Price, and Arnould 2004; Epp and Price 2010; 

Wallendorf and Arnould 1988). They focused mainly on understanding the singularization 

process from the individual perspective, which means an object unit that is singular to a single 

person. However, between the opposite poles of the decommoditization process—from being 

ordinary for everyone, to being unique and not exchangeable to an individual—there is room 

for a different perspective. What if the special meaning is not only personally but also 

collectively created and, therefore, not only for a specific object unit but also for a product 

line?  

 

My question supposes that a product line might be considered distinct by a group of people 

and that it would be possible because the group members mutually created the special 

meaning. Thus, I propose that a community could collectively create a singular meaning for a 

group of objects. I fundamentally base my idea on Kopytoff’s (1986) suggestion that 

decommoditization could be a community phenomenon instead of an individual one, which 

presents a peculiar aspect as it carries collective approval weight. Furthermore, although the 

objects are cherished individual possessions, those objects can still be appreciated for their 

saleable value, being placed in-between the poles of “perfectly commoditized” and “perfectly 

decommoditized” (Kopytoff, 1986, p. 69). This vision is in line with Kopytoff’s, hence “in no 

system is everything so singular as to preclude even the hint of exchange” (1986, p. 70). 
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Moreover, I use a different perspective of the foundation of beliefs that produce the singular 

meaning, based on magic and enchantment. Some researchers already noticed that there might 

be “supernatural forces” (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 27) playing a role 

when creating object meaning (Fernandez & Lastovicka, 2011; Hirschman, 1985; Muñiz Jr. & 

Schau, 2005; St. James, Handelman, & Taylor, 2011). 

 

Muñiz and Schau (2005) demonstrated some aspects of religiosity among users’ practices. 

They discovered that supernatural, religious, and magical motifs are common in the narratives 

of the investigated product community—the fans of Apple Newton, a product that was 

delisted by the marketer. The motifs invest the brand with powerful meanings and perpetuate 

the brand and the community, its values, and its beliefs. However, their research focused on a 

community developed around a product, not addressing a consumption phenomenon within 

an established community that exists regardless products or brands. In addition, object 

singularization was not among their research objectives, nor was for St. James, Handelman, 

and Taylor (2011), who presented magical thinking as a way to enable consumers to negotiate 

meanings when they deal with a stressful consumption situation. Magical thinking allows 

them to construct a space of uncertainty and ambiguity that transforms impossibilities into 

possibilities, thus sustaining their hope in the pursuit of goals. 

 

This is not the first time that musical instruments are used as context for research on object 

meaning. Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011), for instance, examine how replica-fetish 

instruments are imbued with magical powers, proposing a cyclic model of fetishization, being 

fetishes “magical objects of extraordinary empowerment and influence” (278). They argue 

that replica-instrument achieves fetish status by having similar appearance and functionality. 

The proposed model could help explain part of the Mark VI singularization, but we still do 

not know certain significant aspects of the phenomenon. They focus on replicas of star 

performers’ guitars, while this study aims to understand an actual product line, mass-

produced, sharing a pretty homogeneous magic meaning within a community.  

 

Communal aspects of consumption have been a theme of interest in consumer research for 

many years. Those aspects can be explored through different perspectives: brand communities 

(Närvänen & Goulding, 2016; Schau, Muniz, & Arnould, 2009), gathering around the same 

practice (Martin & Schouten, 2014; Seregina & Weijo, 2017), or communities that exist 

primarily because their members share the same professional occupation, values, origin, or 
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place (Peñaloza, 1994; Rapport, 2010; Üstüner & Holt, 2007). This research focuses on the 

latter. It would not be fair to call the community as ‘sax player community’. Although the sax 

players are indeed the essence of the community, I cannot ignore that other actors, such as 

manufacturers, shopkeepers, luthiers, and content producers—e.g. journalists, bloggers, and 

web forums mediators—are also part of the community investigated in this study. Therefore, I 

will call it ‘the sax community’. 

 

So, would magical beliefs be means to singularize objects? Hence, how is magical meaning in 

singularized object shared and perpetuated within the community? Do magical beliefs and 

enchantment protect the singularization sphere from commoditization? If there are more 

layers than the polarized view of singularization and commoditization, what are they and how 

can they be represented? I postulate that consumers can collectively create the magical 

meaning, firm’s efforts aside, proposing an additional account in understanding the 

singularization process not as a linear and sequential one, a well-travelled pathway in 

consumer research, as we can see in Epp and Price (2010).  

 

To address these questions, I begin by assessing the singularization/commoditization 

conceptualization through a review of some of the main theoretical contributions to the area. I 

start by summarizing Kopytoff’s main points and then I move on to consider the key 

developments from the original concept when I weave a critical appraisal on its 

misinterpretation and misuse. This opens up a space in which we can see the understanding 

gaps on this theme. I thereafter carry on to address other important points of the available 

literature, such as magic, enchantment, aura and authenticity. Next, I explain how I collected 

and analyzed the data and present the context of research. I finish by showing the result 

analysis and discussing the findings. 
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2 COMMODITIZATION, SINGULARIZATION, AND EVERYTHING IN 

BETWEEN1 

 

In this study, I opted for the perspective that people’s identity and practices are a result of 

their relationship with others, objects, and experiences. Material objects, for instance, can 

facilitate and modulate our relationships, either as means to initiate and/or maintain them 

stable (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979/1996; Mauss, 1902/1972; Miller, 1987), to memorialize 

significant relationships (Belk, Wallendorf, & Sherry, Jr., 1989a; Csikszentmihalyi & 

Rochberg-Halton, 1981), or as a vehicle to make existing social hierarchies and arrangements 

visible (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979). From this perspective, who we are and what we have, 

or not have (Bardhi, Eckhardt, & Arnould, 2012), are interrelated. Those interactions create 

meanings of human life (Borgerson, 2013). 

 

A growing literature, both in social science and marketing, has been focused on materiality 

and object-human relation. More specifically, researchers have been investigating how we 

make sense of possession and ownership as goods change their status from commodities to 

singularized possessions and from latter, back to commodities or unwanted possessions 

(Appadurai, 1986; Epp & Price, 2010; Kopytoff, 1986; Lastovicka & Fernandez, 2005), 

including propositions that evoke relationships of meaning and being, as well as suggesting 

processes and models.  

 

Kopytoff’s process of commoditization and singularization, above other several theoretical 

approaches to study materiality, has raised this researcher's interest. Singularization is the 

consumption process in which a product is decommoditized, distanced from the source, and 

reforged with new or different meanings (Kopytoff, 1986). Objects can accrue histories 

through their existence and, similarly to human beings, this unique set will shape a particular 

‘life’ (Gosden & Marshall, 1999; Kopytoff, 1986). “Despite their apparent stasis such objects 

are continually picking up new significances, connections and meanings” (Gosden & 

Marshall, 1999). 

 

                                                
1 This section title was shamelessly inspired by Diane Scaraboto’s Journal of Consumer Research paper entitled 
‘Sharing, Selling, and Everything in Between’, published in 2015. 
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However, the literature review process presented me a challenge, as I noticed that many 

subsequent studies misinterpreted the key concepts of Kopytoff’s theoretical account. 

Moreover, based on simplifications of the framework, some papers are unaware of how much 

they are effectively contributing to expanding our comprehension in the field. To fill this gap, 

I decided that it would be fairer to dedicate this section to recap those key concepts and 

discuss how further studies helped to extend and also to muddle the understanding. 

 

This section is organized as follows. First, I review the original manuscript, making an effort 

to be as accurate as possible to the primary source. Next, I present how the concept has 

developed in consumer research literature, explaining my analysis procedure and discussing 

the contributions. Finally, I draw some preliminary conclusions. 

 

2.1 Commoditization as process 

It is worth mentioning that the text in which those Kopytoff concepts appear is part of the 

book The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, edited by Arjun 

Appadurai in 1986. Alongside the introduction authored by the editor, Kopytoff’s chapter has 

been frequently present in consumer studies since then. 

 

Entitled ‘The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process’, the chapter could 

be summarized in some key concepts: (1) what a commodity is shifts in time, space, and 

depends on the person or group; (2) commoditization is a process of becoming instead of an 

all-or-none state; (3) things can be culturally categorized in different exchange spheres and 

then hierarchically organized; and (4) tracing the cultural biography of an object can reveal 

hidden aspects of its interactions history. The following paragraphs will explore these four 

key concepts. 

 

A commodity is, at first, something “with use value that also has exchange value” (Kopytoff, 

1986, p. 64). Anything that can be bought using money2 is, at that point, a commodity, 

whatever its faith after the transaction might be. Nevertheless, the author shows that this state 
                                                
2 I am using just the exchange for money because I am analyzing a monetized economy. Nevertheless, Kopytoff 
explains that the fact that an object being sold in exchange for money is not a required feature of the commodity 
status, since there is commodity exchange in non-monetized societies. In short, everything that was exchanged 
for money is a commodity but not every commodity was exchanged for money. 
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is not necessarily terminal, as an object can be removed from the exchange sphere at some 

point—and even returned to it afterwards. In other words, being a commodity is just one 

phase in the biography of a thing and not a permanent state of the object. As water, which can 

be liquid, gas and solid, objects are not just one thing through their whole existence. The 

difference, however, does not rely on the physical form, yet on the meaning, which in turn 

can be different depending on time, place, and person or groups of people. Moreover, a 

perfect commodity and a perfect singularized thing are ideal polar types and unattainable in a 

real economy system. In fact, most of the time the object status is ambiguous. During 

singularization, many objects have their exchange value only deactivated, and not 

exterminated. Therefore, they are always potential commodities, because they have a potential 

exchange value that can be realized by resale. That ambiguity is the main motivation for this 

whole study, encouraged by the following statement: 

 
While in this discussion I have dwelt on the gross contrast between two ideal and 
polar types of economies, the most interesting empirical cases to be studied, with 
ultimately the highest theoretical returns, are the cases in between [emphasis 
added]. It is from these cases that we can learn how the forces of commoditization 
and singularization are intertwined in ways far more subtle than our ideal model can 
show [...]. (Kopytoff, 1986, p. 88) 

 

However, to navigate in a world where everything is the same or everything is special or 

distinct is not a comfortable cognitive task. As a result, we tend to structure taxonomically 

everything: objects, people, places, experiences, and so forth. A system of classification 

organizes all these elements in more feasible categories. Therefore, we do not have to live in a 

world where things are all equivalent or all different. Categorization then simplifies the 

process of understanding the world of things we live in. Exchange spheres of value—term 

chose by Kopytoff—are a way to culturally categorize objects—culture assures that some 

things remain singular and sometimes re-singularizes what was once commoditized. As 

mentioned before, to separate the world of things between a sphere of singularized objects 

and a sphere of commodities would be artificially illusory. Many spheres of commodity 

exchange coexist and the objects within each of them can be more or less ‘singularizable’. For 

example, one way to singularize objects is through restricted commoditization, in which 

objects are confined in a very limited exchange sphere. They are completely exchangeable for 

a few homogeneous items from the same sphere, but less exchangeable for items from other 

spheres. Therefore, among the spheres, some of them are more saleable than others—in other 

words, there is a hierarchy of spheres, with different gradients of singularity.  
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Something that is singularized to someone or group of people could not remain singularized 

in the future to the same person or group. In addition, the same thing can be a commodity or a 

singularized object to people from different countries, cities, groups, or urban tribes. 

Especially when it is a community phenomenon instead of individual, the singularization 

presents a peculiar aspect as it carries collective approval weight. Above all, it is important to 

notice that singularization is not the same as ‘individualization’. One individual can see 

something as singularized, as well as a group of people can share the same singular meaning 

in regard of an object. Some singularization values are present in more restricted groups, and 

the resulting exchange spheres explicitly recognized by just some segments of the society. 

 

Besides marking the differences between singularization and what I called ‘individualization’, 

another distinction merits to be done: singularization is not sacralization. In addition of being 

distant from the ordinary, the sacred is venerated by its holiness, divine expression and/or 

transcendent power (Pargament, Magyar-Russell, & Murray-Swank, 2005). In fact, 

singularization does not guarantee sacralization. “Singularization is one mean to this end” 

(Kopytoff, 1986, p. 73). It only pulls items out of an exchange sphere, but other meanings are 

required in order to make them sacred. Being a non-commodity only does not guarantee a 

high regard. 

 

The last point in this brief revisit regards the cultural biography. Pretty much like a person, an 

object has a biography. Actually, it can have several perspectives in its biography: physical, 

technical, economical, and social. However, the biography of interest here is a culturally 

informed biography, which means that it has to be a “culturally constructed entity, endowed 

with culturally specific meanings, and classified and reclassified in culturally constituted 

categories” (Kopytoff, 1986, p. 68). To understand the subtle meanings of things researchers 

have to investigate their biography, not just their production and the events related to the 

moments of exchange.  

 

Having these four original key concepts as a starting point, I will move on to show and 

discuss how they evolved in the literature. 
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2.1.1 The development of the ‘commoditization as process’ concept within consumer 

research literature 

Although widely used, it seems that Kopytoff’s core concepts are being slightly deviated from 

the original essence as they have been cited and mentioned in consumer research literature 

since they were released.  

 

As I discussed previously, the object is not stuck in a given exchange sphere for its entire life, 

and its singular qualities are a cultural construction—and not just an individual phenomenon. 

However, these statements were frequently found in consumer research literature. How might 

that have happened? One possible explanation is that further studies could have misused 

Kopytoff’s key concept, blurring the outline between their reinterpretations and the original 

theory. I decided then to track Kopytoff commoditization as process concept through 

consumer research literature and try to ask that question. By doing that, I aim to take a fair 

account and bring the original text back to the spotlight, as well as straighten out any possible 

misunderstanding that could risk the theoretical development of this theme, especially for the 

newcomers into the field. 

 

To answer the question, a total of 85 journal articles citing Kopytoff’s 1986 chapter were 

analyzed. Those articles have been selected using three main criteria: (1) all articles citing it 

published in consumer culture oriented journals, namely Consumption Markets & Culture (10 

papers) and Journal of Consumer Culture (18 papers); (2) all articles citing it published in 

Journal of Consumer Research (22 papers), which is the main publication in consumer 

research; (3) and articles with at least one citation, according Web of Science, published in 

other marketing or consumer oriented journals, provided they cite Kopytoff (35 papers). The 

complete list can be found on Appendix A. The reading followed a chronological order, as it 

appears particularly appropriated in pursuing how the current interpretation has been formed. 

After reading, I categorized all citations regarding the deepness of the discussion in which 

Kopytoff’s concepts were involved, the point of the text that the citation appears, and types of 

contributions and misunderstanding. The following paragraphs will discuss the findings of 

this investigation. 

 

For the sake of brevity, I do not show how Kopytoff (1986) appears in each of the 85 

analyzed papers. Instead, I present the analysis at category level and discuss in more detail 
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single papers that deserve close attention, either by their impact or because they are 

representative of that given category. 

 

Five main categories of contribution emerged from the analysis, namely (1) brief and general 

foundation; (2) singularization process and special characteristics of singularized objects; (3) 

rituals of singularization; (4) commoditization process and characteristics of commodities; 

and (5) veiled intermediate spheres. On the other hand, I could discover some opportunities 

for the sprout and blossom of the confusion shown at the beginning of this section. These 

categories will be explained as the analysis of the contribution unfolds. 

 

2.1.1.1 Brief and general foundation 
 

The vast majority of the analyzed papers cites Kopytoff’s 1986 chapter briefly and 

peripherally, just to situate the general approach of the paper or to relate one or some of the 

findings to an existing theory. Frequently, it was cited just once in each paper. Figure 1 shows 

some selected excerpts, to exemplify it. 

 
All those passages shown in Figure 1, although in short, regard the original concepts 

correctly. Despite that, as we can see, the chapter is even used to support general assertions 

about consumption and not especially related to the thesis defended in it, for instance, in 

Clarke (1998): the sentence sustained by Kopytoff’s quotation could be attributed to several 

other consumption researchers, since it does not account for commoditization and 

singularization processes. Marcoux and Legoux (2005), in turn, substitute the original term 

‘commoditization’ for ‘commodification’, which is also the term of choice of other authors 

investigated here. Usually, commodification is a broader term, grounded on Marx, used to 

define the action of turning something into a mere commodity (e.g., Luke, 1999). Merriam-

Webster Dictionary declares the first known use of the word ‘commodify’ in 1982, while 

‘commoditize’ would have appeared earlier, in 1979 (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2017). 

Kopytoff does not explain why he has chosen commoditization as the label for the process he 

describes. Also it is not clear why and when Marcoux and Legoux (2005) and some other 

authors, whose works are analyzed here, decided to adopt the broader term ‘commodification’ 

even if citing Kopytoff. As a matter of fact, it seems that these authors are using the terms as 

synonyms, therefore interchangeable. As the aim of this study is to be as faithful as it can to 

the original writing, I will use the term as Kopytoff chose. 
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Paper Section of the 

paper 
How Kopytoff (1986) appears 

O’Guinn & Belk 
(1989) 

Results Our concern is with those things in Heritage Village that American 
culture traditionally has deemed profane: commodities and the 
activities designed to acquire them (Kopytoff 1986). (p. 230) 

Applbaum & Jordt 
(1996) 

Literature 
review 

By so doing, one can trace the biography (see Kopytoff 1986) of that 
item for the local environment and discover what may be unique in the 
perception, acquisition pattern, and/or use of the product or service 
there. (p. 205) 

Otnes, Lowrey, and 
Shrum (1997) 

Results Thus, the mixed emotions that our brides experienced when products 
failed to live up to internal expectations were apparently due to the 
paradox of having to find a product or service that can "singularize" 
the bride (Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989) from among typically 
mass-marketed, mass-advertised, and mass-produced commodities or 
parity services (Kopytoff 1986). (p. 85) 

Clarke (1998) Conclusion Insofar as consumption relates to the individual, to the selection and 
use of commodities (Kopytoff, 1986), consumption represents an 
increasingly central arena of freedom of choice, increasingly closely 
connected to the "problem" of identity-to the task of attaining 
ontological security in the realm of everyday life. (p. 251) 

Cook (2003) Literature 
review 

The sacralization of children’s lives that Zelizer documents had been 
accomplished most directly by limiting their participation in the 
“exchange sphere” (Kopytoff 1986: 71–72) of wage work. Extracted 
from the calculus of monetary equivalence, the non-productive 
bourgeois child became the very model of uniqueness, of individuality 
and specialness, in other words, of singularization—the opposite of 
commodification (Kopytoff 1986: 73–77). (p. 118) 

Marcoux and 
Legoux (2005) 
 

Results We became interested in the commodification of the place, namely in 
the process by which a social phenomenon is transformed, and to a 
certain extent reduced, into a merchandise (Kopytoff 1986; Miller 
1987). (p. 247) 

Luthar (2006) Literature 
review 

Each society formally and informally regulates the circulation of 
commodities. This means that it sets the rules with respect to the kinds 
of things that can be exchanged on the market, those that are excluded 
from the market and perhaps ‘sacralized’ (Kopytoff, 1986). (p. 232) 

Askegaard (2010) Results The lyrics represent a prolongation beyond the product biography and 
commoditization process described by Kopytoff (1986). In fact, it 
describes the continued biography of decommoditization of a mass-
produced car from the Detroit factories. Essentially, what we find here 
is a reflection on past divestments, with the ultimate divestment 
immanently announcing itself. The car has finally ended up in the 
possession of the singer/narrator, someone appreciative and respectful 
of the qualities of “Betsy,” at a stage in her life where she/it has 
gathered a lifetime of experiences and maturity (p. 366) 

McCabe and de 
Waal Malefyt 
(2015) 

Results Like other commodities, these pots and pans acquire a social life 
(Kopytoff, 1986) and contain memories of cooking successes and 
failures, and shared meal experiences. (p. 57) 

Türe and Ger 
(2016) 

Discussion First, the essence of an heirloom is shaped not only by its biography in 
the family (Curasi et al. 2004; Kopytoff 1986) but also by its macro 
sociocultural history (Appadurai 1986). (p. 20) 

Figure 1 - Selection of short quotations of Kopytoff from some of the analyzed papers 
Source: Mentioned papers 
 

However, those brief quotations, although sometimes accurate, perhaps due to their lack of 

discussion, tend to present the singularization concept as the same as individualization. We 

can spot this, for example, in the excerpt “Given that things and spaces embody personal 
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histories (Kopytoff, 1986) these things can be useful signifiers of personal and social 

identities within the domestic context of food consumption.” (Chitakunye & Maclaran, 2014, 

p. 52) 

 

Nevertheless, there are papers that misattribute quotations to Kopytoff. Guiot and Roux 

(2010) state that “a discussion with a seller can represent a meaningful interaction and give 

rise to storytelling or affective links with an object (Kopytoff, 1986), enhanced by the social 

contact that accompanies it.” (p. 388). However, backing for this statement was not part of the 

original text. 

 

Sometimes is the writing style that puzzles the reader, as we can see in Bokek-Cohen (2016): 

“according to Kopytoff (1986), commodities are objects that have gained a ‘biography’ 

similarly to human beings.” (p. 15). As a matter of fact, every object has a biography and the 

moment when it figures as a commodity is just one possible phase within the biography of a 

given object. We, as researchers, could investigate this biography in order to illuminate the 

different spheres that the object navigates through. In doing that, we can ask the same kind of 

question that we would use to describe the life of a person. Similarly, Belk (1988) states that 

“for some people, money is too abstract, invisible, or "commoditized" (Kopytoff, 1986) to 

become a part of extended self.” (p. 155). This is a confusing assertion. Commodities have 

use value and exchange value. The use value of money, in turn, is its exchange value. 

Grounding in Kopytoff’s essay, what we can conclude is that money is not a commodity per 

se, but an exchange technology. 

 

A more concerning statement comes from Heiskanen and Pantzar (1997). They assert that 

“the common factor in socio-technology studies, the "new sociology of consumption," and its 

more psychological variants (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981) is that they all 

chart the way "from uncontrolled chaos to ordered cosmos" (Kopytoff, 1986)”. As they put it, 

it seems a direct quotation, even though they do not indicate the page. Unfortunately, the 

sentence cannot be found in the original paper.  

 

Methodologically speaking, some researchers answered Kopytoff’s call for a cultural 

biographical approach and implemented the idea of tracing the cultural biography of a thing 

as a method to uncover beclouded meanings of the objects and its interactions. That could be 
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found, for example, in Stern (1996), Epp and Price (2010), and Denegri-Knott and 

Molesworth (2009). 

 

Kleine and Baker (2004), for instance, make a curious assertion in defense of the biography of 

things: “analyzing a possession’s autobiography [emphasis added] (Kopytoff, 1986) also may 

provide clues for deconstructing layers of possession, place, brand, or experience meanings.” 

(p. 22). Although it looks like an intriguing idea, the authors do not explain how the 

possession would tell or even write its own biography, making it an autobiography.  

 

Several papers dedicated more than those short quotations to Kopytoff (1986), with a detailed 

discussion of one or more aspects of the key concepts, extending the theory or offering a new 

perspective. The next sections will present them. 

 

2.1.1.2 Singularization process and special characteristics of singularized objects 
 

The first paper mentioning Kopytoff’s 1986 chapter was Wallendorf and Arnould (1988). 

Briefly, in the results section, they support the findings by saying that the object can “become 

‘singularized’ for the individual” (p. 537), in particular when it is handcrafted. The role of 

craft in singularization would be further explored by Campbell (2005). Faithful to the original 

concept, Campbell (2005) contributes in placing the craft activity as a force that helps in 

promoting the balance between the two polar ideal types. It is important to clarify that craft in 

Campbell’s refers to the object that is designed and produced by the same person, being 

distinguished from similar practices such as customization. The rise of the craft practice 

would be an attempt to react to the growing commoditized world. Campbell (2005) delivers 

an authentic observation that deepens our understanding of the singularization (or 

commoditization) process:  

 
Igor Kopytoff suggests that not merely is ‘There . . . clearly a yearning for 
singularization in complex societies’ (1986: 80), but that this process should not be 
seen as existing in simple opposition to commodification. Rather, he suggests that the 
two should be seen as existing in a kind of dialectical relationship, such that the 
progressive strengthening of the one serves not so much to eliminate the other, but 
rather to stimulate an equal and opposite reaction. The basis for this claim is that each 
is essential if an ‘orderly and meaningful social order is to exist’ (1986: 80). This is 
an intriguing suggestion and offers a possible explanation for the rise of craft 
consumption in societies in which commodification clearly continues apace. 
(Campbell, 2005, p. 36) 
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Back to Wallendorf and Arnould (1988), in the discussion session, they state “singularization 

deactivates objects as commodities and turns them into priceless and seemingly unique icons 

for individual self-expression (Kopytoff, 1986)” (p. 542-3). It is correct to relate the first part 

of the sentence to the original Kopytoff’s paper, but the second part cannot be found or even 

interpreted from it, as the words ‘icon’ and ‘self-expression’ do not even figure in the book 

chapter. It would be fairer to attribute the latter part to their authorship, instead of referring to 

Kopytoff. Moreover, the most important part for this particular analysis is the use of the word 

‘individual’. Although it is correct to conclude in regard to the individual, because that was 

their unit of analysis, the way it was stated and attributed to the original Kopytoff’s paper 

might have been sown the seed to interpret singularization as a synonym to an individual 

phenomenon. 

 

Although they do not identify their study as an extension of Kopytoff’s, Curasi, Price, and 

Arnould (2004) highlight a very special kind of object on the extreme side of singularization 

—the ones that once were an individual cherished possession and then become inalienable 

family wealth, being passed on from generation to generation. They unveil the meanings and 

actors involved in this process. Those objects are a representation of the family achievements 

throughout history and their survival over time distinguish the family lineage. Moreover, Epp 

and Price (2008) notice that the stories that escort the objects are a fundamental part of the 

meaning creation and maintenance, especially because those objects will survive the family 

member. They extend our comprehension of the singularization process as they realize the 

role of the communication activity among generations in building the meanings, an aspect 

that Kopytoff does not address in the original paper. The sphere to which these objects pertain 

is probably the utmost singularized one acknowledged in consumer research so far.  

 

A very similar approach appears in Money (2007), in which she also does not clearly identify 

her contribution as to the singularization concept. The author discovers that special objects in 

display in living rooms “act as the embodiment of meaningful social relations and significant 

connections between family members, friends and even wider social networks” (p. 319). 

Therefore, that embodiment functions as a mean to singularize objects. 

 

Roster (2014) notes that, when the object is submitted to a physical intervention and re-

signification, it is moved to different sphere. In her investigation, meaningful possessions 

were transformed into artwork, as a way to help the very attached owners in letting those 
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objects go. New meanings were built, leading the objects to penetrate a higher prestige 

sphere. 

 

More tricky to analyze is how Kopytoff (1986) is mentioned in Kozinets' (2002) study that 

used as a research context the online community of coffee lovers. It is worth noting that the 

main purpose of this frequently cited paper is to present netnography as a method, instead of 

developing theory on materiality. Surprisingly, just one short sentence of the paper indirect 

quotes Kopytoff and it is full of implications: “Coffee is emotional, human, deeply and 

personally relevant—and not to be commodified (Kopytoff, 1986) or treated as "just another 

product."” (p. 69). Well, coffee is indeed a commodity at a certain point. The coffee lover 

exchanges money for it, probably every single day. Yet it is not just another product for the 

studied community. The restricted commoditization form would fit better the findings. Also 

the discussion between ‘personally relevant’ and communal relevant would deepened the 

comprehension of the struggle in coexisting exchange spheres, as the private, the group, and 

the society visions of the hierarchy of exchange spheres of the coffee are in conflict. But, 

putting aside my interpretation digression, since that was not the aim of his paper, the 

sentence could reinforce the view of decommoditization as a personal process.  

 

Other papers contribute to the notion of singularization as individualization. Lastovicka and 

Fernandez (2005) posit “when consumers sleep on bedclothes or sit on chair pads, they 

singularize (Kopytoff, 1986) their possessions with the physical imprint of their own bodies.” 

(p. 818). The authors’ conclusion that the physical contact with the body singularizes an 

object is powerful and reinforces the false belief that an object becomes singularized when it 

is relevant to an individual. Likewise, as we read “just as consumers make investments of self 

by engaging with objects, personalizing them, maintaining and caring for them during 

consumption (Kopytoff, 1986) [...]” (Roster, 2014, p. 324) or “[...] Kopytoff ’s (1986) notion 

of singularization, which stands for the processes whereby people personalize goods and, in 

doing so, distinguish their meaning in relation to identical commodities as being ‘beyond the 

market’” (Martens, Southerton, & Scott, 2004, p. 171) almost inevitable not to conclude that 

Kopytoff’s singularization is all about the individual. It is worth noting that Kopytoff do not 

mention any of those remarks in his essay. 

 

Although analyzing another consumer concept—‘sharing’ (Belk, 2010)—Arnould and Rose 

(2016) draws researchers attention to the “egocentric focus” (p. 7) in investigating social and 
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cultural phenomena and how inappropriate this approach is. What I demonstrate here appears 

to be exactly the case. The view that one single object is singularized if it is relevant, 

priceless, inalienable for one single individual represents an egocentric approach to a 

phenomenon that could—and only could—be individual, but could be for a family, for a 

group, and for a community too. The individuals are not autonomous and their agency is 

orchestrated with social and cultural forces. 

 

The prevailing view is that singularized objects are the ones with which people form strong 

and enduring attachments. This is true, but singularization does not come down to it. This 

‘individualization’ is the extreme case of singularization.  

 

Another point that looks dubious is the way singularization and sacralization figure in some 

of the papers. I will start with Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry (1989). The excerpt is long, but 

necessary for my analysis: 

 
Kopytoff's (1986) call for a "cultural biography of things" provides the concept of 
singularization for interpreting this behavior. Singularization is the process by which 
a commodity becomes decommoditized (see also Appadurai 1986). A relatively 
undifferentiated object is individuated by the consumer through this process, which is 
paramorphic to management's intent in the practice of branding (Gardner and Levy 
1955). Singularization can be tracked in the successive investments and divestitures 
of meaning associated with a consumer's relationship with an object. Since excessive 
commoditization homogenizes value, and in this sense is "anticultural," 
decommoditizing rituals ensure that some things remain unambiguously singular 
(Kopytoff 1986). Thus, in a Durkheimian sense, culture (through its bearers, i.e., 
consumers) sacralizes portions of itself; consumers transform a house into a home. 
Sacralized objects embody the power inherent in cultural integration. Although 
singularization does not guarantee sacralization at the level of culture, it does allow 
consumers to bring order to their own world of goods and make sacralization a 
possibility. (p. 14) 

 

The first two sentences are in accordance with the original. From the third sentence, the 

collective aspect is dismissed in favor of the individual one. The closing sentence is critical. It 

is correct to say that singularization does not guarantee sacralization, as previously stated in 

this analysis. However, it is not clear the reason for choosing cultural concept if the analysis 

level of choice would be the individual.  

 

Further on, we read: 

  
They are branded commodities, but give the impression that they are beyond mere 
commerce. This suggests that sacred objects need not be one of a kind. As with the 
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"Chevy man," for some consumers it is the brand and model that is sacred rather than 
a specific, personally owned object. Sacred objects are not always singularized 
(Kopytoff 1986), particularistic, or unique objects. (p. 16) 

 

As the paper previously treated singularized object as being a unique object, it has to emend 

itself, which would be an unnecessary movement if the original concept were used accurately. 

The data is telling that all ‘objects’ that correspond to that brand and model—we could call 

that a product—are subject to a certain level of singularization for that consumer group, 

which is perfectly in line with the gradient of singularity concept. Moreover, Kopytoff is 

improperly quoted in the next sentence: it is actually the opposite, the singularized that is not 

always the sacred, as the same paper quoted it earlier. The term “individually singularized 

(Kopytoff, 1986)” (p. 18) appears once more in the paper.  

 

In Belk and Wallendorf (1990) the mix between sacred and singularized is accentuated. 

Kopytoff’s (1986) essay and Appadurai’s (1986) introduction are quoted to support the vision 

of the commodity as profane and the singularized as sacred: 

 
When commodities are acquired outside of the bonding ritual of gift-giving, when 
they lack sacred contamination from loved ones or other people, or when they are not 
sacralized by inclusion in a collection or by other means, they are profane 
commodities (Appadurai 1986; Kopytoff 1986). (p. 40) 
 
Appadurai (1986: 8) notes that such profane ‘commodities [emphasis added] become 
intricately tied to money, an impersonal market, and exchange value’ (emphasis in 
original). Kopytoff (1986: 69) notes that ‘we usually take saleability to be the 
unmistakable indicator of commodity status’, although he also notes that profane 
commodities [emphasis added] can exist in moneyless economies as well. But we 
contend that the linkage of an object to money does not automatically make it 
profane. Rather, a profane commodity is distinguished from sacred objects by being 
valued primarily for its mundane use value. (p. 41) 
 

 

However, the word ‘profane’ does not figure in Kopytoff (1986) or Appadurai (1986), or in 

the whole book. The way the writing is constructed, inserting the word ‘profane’ near the 

quotation or even assuming that the authors used the word (see the last emphasis added in the 

quotation) might lead the reader to taking singularized as sacred, and commodities as profane. 

 

2.1.1.3 Rituals of singularization 
 

Ritual as part of singularization process appears in Otnes and Scott (1996). They successfully 

perceive that wedding diamonds are pulled off the exchange sphere after the purchase 
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moment. They only will be sold in extreme circumstances, and not without a moral cost. The 

hierarchy of exchange spheres is clear in that analysis. The authors also point out the role of 

advertising in helping the composition of what kind of object should be regarded as 

singularized. In spite of that, while presenting the findings concerning how advertising 

influences consumer rituals and employs them in the messages, they affirm “such ritual 

practices attempt to ‘singularize’ objects even as they are ‘commoditized’ for exchange 

(Kopytoff, 1986)”. As well as in Wallendorf and Arnould (1988), what should be presented as 

the authors’ interpretation appears as attributed to Kopytoff (1986). Rituals are not mentioned 

in the original paper as a way to singularize things, even though it is an approach that could 

be inferred from the original—but not quoted as part of the original.  

 

Other processes that could be related to rituals are also mentioned as singularization tactics. In 

Arsel and Bean (2013) we find “In the dish soap post, the solution is to repurpose a glass 

lemonade container so that a commodity can blend into the home environment by being 

stripped of undesirable signs of commercial production (Coupland, 2005; Kopytoff, 1986; 

Wallendorf & Arnould, 1991).” (p. 909). Could the simple act of peeling off labels be able to 

decommoditize an object? Does it loose its exchange value? Of course, if the object is a 

designer piece of clothing or even artwork, the inability in tracking and attesting its 

authorship and origin severely diminishes its exchange value. But would be the same to fast 

moving consumer goods? It seems that the authors adopt a perspective that the marketplace 

‘contaminates’ the object and singularization is more an act of ‘purification’. Although 

attainable depending on the theoretical framework chosen, it is worth mentioning that that 

view is not originally part of the concept. 

 

2.1.1.4 Commoditization process and characteristics of commodities 
 

Although it would be natural to think that people just want to transform ordinary things into 

something special, that is not always true, since sometimes we act to return the objects to the 

commodity sphere. Denegri-Knott and Molesworth (2009) notice that eBay functions as a 

way to transform pre-owned objects into valuable stock, accelerating their return to the 

commodity sphere. So, it is interesting to observe that there are practices that intend to 

preserve the singularized meaning and also practices that boost the reactivation of the 

exchange value. 
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Hirschman and Hill (2000), in a bold and moving article, explore the steps in the 

commoditization process analyzing the transformation of humans in undifferentiated 

commodities in one of the Nazi’s concentration camps. Besides breaking down the steps, they 

notice that deliberated consumption behaviors are a form of resistance and help to protect 

selfhood from commoditization.  

 

Epp and Price (2010) offered to consumer research the most extensive research using 

Kopytoff’s concepts that this investigation could find.  The research defies the usual belief in 

consumer research that a singularized object would be saved from becoming a commodity 

again inasmuch as it remains relevant to the owner—in other words, if it is special, it should 

be priceless. The authors do so by following the faith of a kitchen table, a family heirloom, 

which does not fit in the new house of the owners. Their research fills some gaps in 

understanding what happens between the object singularization and its recommoditization. 

Usually, research has addressed the opposite: how a commodity becomes a singularized 

possession. Moreover, the investigation of cherished objects that end up in storage is one of 

the suggestions Kopytoff makes in his essay. 

 

Tracing the biography of the object, they succeed in disclosing the movements the object goes 

through from being a focal object until displaced, the forces that constrain and empower the 

object agency, and the interplay between object and domestic practices. 

 

Also, there is some misinterpretation that has to be addressed. They contend that the object 

was “recommodified” (p. 820). The table lost its place as a central object in the family’s 

identity practices, but they are still trying to figure out how to reincorporate it because it 

means something special. The table in question did not return to the marketplace. Therefore, 

its exchange value remains deactivated and it has the exceptional meanings that differentiate 

it from other tables with the same use value. Thus I can conclude that the object was not back 

to the commodity sphere. Certainly, it does not pertain to the previous sphere of 

singularization, but is not a commodity either. We can conclude that the table is, at this life 

stage, in an ambiguous sphere, in which the exchange value was not reactivated, but the 

object does not enjoy the family’s daily practices of identity. 

 

The difficulty that the authors have in spotting this intermediary sphere might be due to their 

misapprehension of the concept core. This becomes evident when they state “this study goes 
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beyond the sharply drawn distinction between commodified and singularized objects 

(Kopytoff, 1986) to show how singularized objects play variable roles within a family over 

time.” (p. 832). As mentioned earlier, Kopytoff proposes that commoditization/ 

singularization is a process and these two extreme points are just notional concepts, and 

several value spheres coexist. As Campbell (2005) notes, the two points are not even in 

opposition, since “progressive strengthening of the one serves not so much to eliminate the 

other, but rather to stimulate an equal and opposite reaction” (p. 36). 

 

Because Epp and Price see commoditized and singularized objects as sharply distinct and as 

antonymous, they draw a process of object movement that is linear, with one phase 

substituting the previous towards (re)commoditization. If the polar types are not in simple 

opposition and diverse spheres with statuses mixing different layers of commoditization and 

singularization are in play, then a sequential model does not fit either the original theoretical 

framework or an actual consumption market. 

 

2.1.1.5 Veiled intermediate spheres 
 

It seems that two aspects underscored in Kopytoff’s essay go unnoticed by some researchers: 

that commodity and singularized are just ideal types; and several exchange spheres co-occur.  

 

Giesler and Pohlmann (2003) assert: 

 
Wallendorf and Arnould (1991, p. 27-28) describe the need to discharge the threat of 
the market to familial communities by transformational acts of decommodification at 
Thanksgiving. Here they follow Kopytoff’s (1986, p. 64) dichotomous notion of 
decommodification [emphasis added] as a way of moving an item from the amoral 
market to a moral communal sphere. (p. 2) 

 

Kopytoff’s notion is not dichotomous, as I explained previously. Moreover, even the 

interpretation of Wallendorf and Arnould's (1991) findings appears to be hyperbolized. It does 

not seem that market feature as an ‘amoral’ force. Cronin, McCarthy, and Collins (2014) go 

down the same road when they say “Such acts of decommodification are behaviors that 

singularize products or move an item from the amoral market to a moral communal sphere 

(Kopytoff, 1986, p. 64)” (p. 15). For Kopytoff, the sphere of exchange is not amoral. What he 

actually asserts is that there is a moral economy behind the objective economy and each 

sphere has its own morality.  
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A different effort was made by Bardhi et al. (2012), who defy the usual view regarding the 

attachment to possessions and their centrality in the owner’s identity projects. Investigating 

the contemporary global nomads, they realize that these consumers develop an alternative 

relationship to possessions, which they label as liquid. Kopytoff’s concepts appear in the 

study first to explain that one of the participants invested time in tailoring his safari suit to 

function the way he needs it. This preparation, the authors posit, may have singularized it, 

which relates to the original concept. Nevertheless, the authors declare that this suit has 

primarily a much-needed functionality and is replaced from time to time, implying that it 

would be, therefore, not singularized. This demonstrates again the all-or-none view. I would 

like to add that it is replaced only because it tears. It is replaced for the same kind of suit, 

tailored with the same care regarding details, pockets, zippers, and so forth. It is its superior 

functionality that grants the owner the feeling of freedom and of being prepared for any 

contingency. As a result, this specific kind of suit, although not a unique object, indeed has a 

new and different meaning, experimenting some degree of singularization.  

 

In the discussion section, the authors assert “In contrast to prior work on singularity of 

possessions (Epp & Price, 2010; Kopytoff, 1986) and the extended self (Belk, 1988), liquid 

possessions are replaceable regardless of their origin, form of appropriation (e.g., self-

produced objects, family gifts, etc.), or history (e.g., long-term ownership)” (p. 524). Given 

these points, the analysis understands replaceability as an opposite feature to singularization, 

disregarding that, even constructed over the use-value, the meanings for those consumers 

pertain to a different domain and are able to evoke, as shown above, the feeling of being 

completely integrated to the environment and lifestyle they chose to live in. Definitely, those 

objects are not regular commodities and the findings are not in contrast to the singularity of 

possessions. Those objects are part of a specific sphere of exchange, partaking some level of 

singularization. They are a true example of the in-between situation that Kopytoff mentions. 

 

The relationship between consumers and their new objects is the subject of Coskuner-Balli 

and Sandikci (2014), who unpack the meaning of newness, asserting that it is an ambiguous 

state in the object biography. New is a temporary and desirable state—so desirable that 

consumers delay the usage of the new item just to keep it new for long. Based on these 

evidences, I can conclude that the authors identify one more sphere of exchange: the new 
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object was a commodity until recently, and the newness charged it with an allure. While the 

newness is ‘active’ in this object, it will pertain to a specific but transitory sphere. 

 

By contrast, Ture (2014) explored the value of the objects once they are being disposed. 

Interestingly, much more than just disposing an item when it reaches the end of its lifetime, 

she concludes that “disposition is about managing the flow of an object transferable value 

among consumers or between consumption contexts” (p. 59), which means that, similar to the 

desire to elongate the newness of the object, the strategies of disposable are an attempt to 

elongate the value of the object. Again, what I can see are different spheres of singularization. 

For instance, the disposable objects that are going to be donated and benefit others are in a 

higher prestige sphere than those that cannot face other harsh reality but the bin. And even the 

items that are in the bin might have diverse meanings for the previous owner, as some of them 

will still be useful for collectors or recycling agents. 

 

Bartmanski and Woodward (2015) notice that the survival of the vinyl record has its roots in 

iconicity, aura, and rituals. The vinyl is a perfect example of Kopytoff’s claim that 

singularization and commoditization does not exclude each other. The digital music market 

grows swiftly as does the vinyl record market—clearly with a lower sales volume, but it 

increases regardless. Actually, from the commoditization-as-process perspective, what I can 

spot is a sphere of singularization in which the auratic and iconic aspects protect the vinyl 

record from being replaced by the generally commoditized digital record. 

 

2.2 Conclusion of this section 

 

This analysis demonstrates how the original Kopytoff’s concepts developed over the years in 

consumer research, pointing out the contribution and also the misunderstanding. 

 

On the whole, I noticed that most authors have, in their data, the evidence of the ambiguity 

status of the commodity and gradients of singularization that Kopytoff highlights as intriguing 

conditions that deserve to be further investigated. In spite of that, what we see in several 

papers is data being interpreted more simplistically and thus transforming a multifarious 

concept in a dyad of black and white, oil and water. These tendencies are a product of an 

oversimplified view of the key concepts. Obviously, it might have happened at authors’ own 
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discretion or by reviewers’ demand. Or maybe it was the impelling human force to classify 

things mentioned by Kopytoff that could have pushed the authors to assume the classification 

in such a binary way. Regardless, as Arnould and Rose (2016) defend, dichotomies inhibit the 

analysis of culture and social phenomena and that decision impoverished the use of the 

findings and the theoretical contribution in the field.  

 

Canniford and Shankar (2016) well summarize the dualistic view in consumer research. In 

brief, they question the recurrent dualistic categories existent in the field and contend that, 

although there are cases in which retaining dualism might be beneficial, they should not be 

taken for granted every time. After questioning the dualism, the authors suggest how to 

handle them and posit that debunking a dualism can lead to discoveries that are more tenable. 

The curious fact is that Kopytoff’s original concept is thorough enough not to define itself as 

dualistic. The text is clear in declaring singularization and commoditization as ideal polar 

types and assuming that diverse and more ‘real’ layers would stand in between the poles. 

What I question in this research is the dualistic view that studies following Kopytoff’s 

mistakenly assumed. 

 

“By looking in-between the poles” of singularization and commoditization processes, I intend 

to “set up the possibility to explore still further” (Canniford & Shankar, 2016, p. 144) 

 

Revisiting the studies allowed me to see that relevant findings about singularization and 

commoditization were already present in several of them, but the authors, deceived by the 

dichotomy, were unable to notice. 

 

This analysis then shed light at those significant advances in understanding the 

commoditization process that were veiled and scattered over the literature. With this move, I 

hope to offer the field a refreshed account of the concept, permitting us to see how far we 

have already gone and what else is still to be discovered. 
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3 MAGIC AS CULTURAL PHENOMENON 

 

Some previous studies noticed that there might be “supernatural forces” (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 27) playing a role when creating an object special meaning, such 

as magical power (Fernandez & Lastovicka, 2011; St. James et al., 2011). 

 

The relationship between people and magical beliefs can be regarded as an individual or a 

cultural phenomenon. In psychology and psychology-driven consumption research, the 

common approach is to analyze the individual magical thinking, how superstitious a person 

can be, and how those aspects affect the way one relates to products, services, consumption 

experiences, and brands (Hamerman & Johar, 2013; Hernandez, Wang, & Minor, 2008; 

Kramer & Block, 2008; Vyse, 2014). 

 

Although this researcher has read both perspectives broadly—magical thinking as an 

individual trait and magic as a social and cultural phenomenon—this review does not 

encompass the magical thinking from an individual perspective. It is the cultural view that 

will drive this analysis. Moreover, one single angle of magic will be at the core of this 

study—the enchantment. The next paragraphs will present the concepts ranging from the 

broader until we get to the more specific ones. 

 

The history of magic and its cultural functions in several societies have been a focus of study 

for over one hundred years. Anthropological and sociological theories, developed mostly in 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries, offered structures and some definitions (Bailey, 2006). 

 

Magic can be defined as the group of practices intended to control what is seen as uncertain or 

uncanny (Glucklich, 1997; Lévi-Strauss, 1963; Malinowski, 1948; Mauss, 1902/1972). Magic 

assumes that there are causes and effects in the world that are knowable or achievable. It has 

been explained in terms of its functions of giving people confidence and a sense of control in 

a complicated and uncertain world. Magic does not necessarily make a pitch travel faster, or a 

batted ball find the gaps between fielders, but gives practitioners a sense of confidence and 

control (Gmelch, 1971). 
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For Frazer (1890/2009), if a magician produces a chemical mixture that will cause the 

recipient to fall in love, this is an action based on a belief in causality. Imitative magic 

assumes that there are causes and effects in the world. A common example of imitative magic 

is the voodoo doll, which resembles the person who the magician wishes to control or even 

harm. Other assumption is that contacts can cause powerful effects, produces contagion 

magic. Contagious magic operates on the belief that contact with something will give power 

that can be used to do things or achieve some other goal. “Although Frazer’s work has 

virtually no place in modern anthropology except as a historical footnote” (Brown, 1997, p. 

132), his classification of imitative and contagious magic has been observed in consumer 

research, as in Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011), Healy and Beverland (2013), and Roberts 

(2014). The former’s findings will be discussed in the next section. 

 

One recurrent discussion is the difference between magic and religion and definitions are 

abundant. Mauss (1902/1972), for instance, sees religion as a collective phenomenon, in 

which “everything is done by the group or under pressure from the group. Beliefs and 

practices, by their very nature, are obligatory” (p. 111). Malinowski (1948) sees magic as 

means to an end, a form of influence on a desired outcome. Regardless different definitions, 

as well noted by Wax and Wax (1963), the magic-religion dichotomy is a result of a Western 

and Judeo-Christian perspective and many anthropologists, from several schools of thoughts, 

have condemned it because of its misleading quality (Brown, 1997). Also the difference 

between belief and religion is influenced by that perspective (Seitschek, 2010). Hence, for this 

research purpose, it does not matter if the magical belief has its roots in religion or in 

supernatural—above all, this research is interested in the role of magic as a collective fact and 

into the consumption process, regardless of its nature. I accepted then the definition of belief 

(no matter its institution or origin) as “the relationship of a human to a personal or impersonal 

transcendent” (Seitschek, 2010, p. 219). 

 

Although the terms ‘sacred’ and ‘magical’ frequently appear in the same text (e.g. Belk, 

Wallendorf, & Sherry, Jr., 1989), I would like to point out some differences between them. 

The sacred is not only highly valued, but also holy, worthy of religious admiration, and 

entitled to be reverenced and respected. Magic is an extraordinary power or influence 

seemingly from a supernatural source, and capable of overcoming the natural forces (Hubert, 

1994). In short, the sacred is not necessarily magical, the magical is not necessarily sacred, 
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but the sacred can have magical powers. However, it is relevant to highlight that those are not 

clear cut definitions, as there is no consensus (Marett, 1930; Styers, 2004). 

 

But why do people engage in magical beliefs and practices? One possible answer is that 

people have a need for identity. Nevertheless, this identity is feeble, resulting from the battle 

between forces of adaptation to a chaotic environment, while struggling to maintain the 

individuality. Hence, the belief in the extraordinary shows itself as a way to secure and 

solidify identity, once it can safeguard and reinforce the “complex of orderly interpretations 

of reality, rules, and legitimations” (Mol, 1976, p. 15).  

 

Magic can also act as a kind of mortar, holding together the community ‘pieces’. In The 

Effectiveness of Symbols, Lévi-Strauss (1963b) examines a song from a Central America 

tribe with the purpose of facilitating a difficult childbirth. The material reports the complete 

journey, from delivering problems, midwife going after the shaman, to the birth. Tribe 

members believe that the problems in delivering are due to disarrangement between the future 

mother’s soul and other forces and spirits. If the shaman succeeds in reestablishing the soul 

status, the child will be born easily. If the shaman’s mythology corresponds or not to an 

objective reality does not matter, once the patient believes in it, as also believe all the 

members of the society she pertains. To Lévi-Strauss (1963) “magical situation is a 

consensual phenomenon” (p. 169), as he remarks in The Sorcerer and His Magic. This is 

consonant with Mauss’s view (1902/1972): the whole community has to believe in the 

efficacy of a group of actions to consider them magical. Magic, thus, is a socially constructed 

system of meaning. 

 
[...] the efficacy of magic implies a belief in magic [...]: first, the sorcerer’s 
belief in the effectiveness of his techniques; second, the patient’s or victim’s 
belief in the sorcerer’s power; and, finally, the faith and expectations of the 
group, which constantly act as a sort of gravitational field within which the 
relationship between sorcerer and bewitched is located and defined (Lévi-
Strauss, 1963, p. 168) 

 

It is important to notice that the cure is not restricted to the exact moment when the sorcerer 

declaims the spell. There are many steps that precede the actual cure and they are described in 

detail in The Effectiveness of Symbols. For example, during the initial steps of the process, 

the shaman receives, from each invoked spirit, a magical equipment, which is precisely 
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detailed. The importance given to the description of the tools is such that we can conclude 

that magic materializes through them.  

 

The tools—or amulets—can also been dissociated from the magical rite, once they have been 

previously infused with magical power. “Magical objects, while they may not be consecrated 

in a religious sense, are at least medicated, and this provides them with a kind of magical 

consecration” (p. 58). Moreover, substances and elements from which those tools are made 

can carry intrinsic magic properties as well (Mauss, 1902/1972).  

 

Magic, therefore, acts creating and invoking extraordinary symbolic relationships to 

understand, predict, or influence events. These occurrences can happen through rituals and 

rites, but also through the magic imbued in objects.  

 

3.1 Magic in consumer research  

 

The classic article “The Sacred and The Profane in Consumer Behavior: Theodicy on the 

Odyssey”, Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry Jr. (1989) debate how transcendence can be achieved 

through consumption. The process description elucidates the properties of the sacredness and 

the domains of sacred consumption, being tangible things one of those domains. Sacred 

objects could be especially rare and beautiful, but also common things: it is the symbolic link 

with the sacred, objectifying it, which makes them holy. “They may be believed to have 

magical powers, both beneficent and evil” (p. 11). Even ordinary objects can be sacred ones 

for their owners. 

 

Many years later, the theme still fascinates researchers and practitioners (Fernandez & 

Lastovicka, 2011; Muñiz Jr. & Schau, 2005; Otnes & Scott, 1996; St. James et al., 2011; 

Wang, Bendle, Mai, & Cotte, 2015). After all, a magical object can benefit from a special 

status in the owner’s life. Moreover, an object considered magical can be subject to worship 

not only by its individual owner, but also by an entire community. 

 

Investigating the Apple Newton brand community—a product that was discontinued by the 

manufacturer—Muñiz Jr. and Schau (2005) discovered that community narratives could be 

interpreted considering supernatural, religious, and magical perspectives. They identified five 
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tales in the community narratives: persecution, faith being rewarded, survival, miraculous 

recovery, and resurrection. These motifs invested the brand with powerful meanings and 

perpetuate the brand and the community, its values, and its beliefs. The authors also pointed 

out that such motifs served to re-enchant the world Newton consumers inhabit. 

 

Additionally to rituals, rites, and special elements, as discussed earlier, advertising can also 

act to infuse magic into the product (Jhally, 1989; Otnes & Scott, 1996; Rocha, 2010). In non-

market societies people cannot be separated from goods—the craftsman is a part of the 

product. Industrialization brought a separation between object and producer, stripping its 

meaning away and leaving a significance void. The function of advertising would be refilling 

the emptied commodity with meaning. The advertising “sells” the world “as an enchanted 

kingdom of magic and fetishism where goods are autonomous, where they enter into relations 

with each other and where they appear in ‘fantastic forms’ in their relations with humans” 

(Jhally, 1989, p. 222). Rocha (2010) defended the same perspective and came to similar 

conclusions analyzing Brazilian ads. 

 

Besides that, advertising and ritual can interact, influencing each other, as shown by Otnes 

and Scott (1996). The analyzed advertisements depicted six types of rituals— spell, fetish, 

allegory, antidote, amulet, and desecration—that could activate magical properties in the 

product. Rituals, in turn, influence advertising as ritual symbols are used as signs in marketed 

messages—e.g. wedding bands. 

 

According to Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011), a copy of the original object can also have the 

latter magical properties activated. They conclude that by investigating how amateur guitar 

players imbue magic in replicas of star performers’ guitars. The authors argued that the 

replica-instrument achieves fetish status—“magical objects of extraordinary empowerment 

and influence” (p. 278)—by having similar appearance and functionality (iconic links) of the 

guitar played by a highly regarded musician. It does not matter the played instrument per se—

its brand, or model—but who plays it. It is the star performer that makes the original object so 

special. Consumers’ magical thinking empowers the mass-produced replicas, which starts to 

radiate aura, then becoming fetishes. Finally, they propose a model of cyclical fetishzation. 

 

Magic can also act as a strategy to cope with stressful consumption situations, offering 

alternative perspectives and explanations with which consumers will construct a new meaning 
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(St. James et al., 2011). Magical thinking is a consumer initiative as a response to market 

constrains, a way to empower consumers that otherwise would be vulnerable.  

 

Both Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011) and St. James et al. (2011) focus on magic from an 

individual perspective, hence, probably, those authors’ choice for the term ‘magical thinking’. 

The magical thinking is created by the individual—of course, they are still a product of the 

social and cultural context, but the magical thinking is not co-created by the community in 

those cases. Although Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011) claim it is, they do not show enough 

evidence of it. We could not even acknowledge the informants as members of a community. 

The weight of the individual perspective is reinforced when we verify that each individual 

directs the belief to one particular guitar replica, which meets her or his musical preferences 

and fantasies of stardom. In both cases, the magical belief can be reinforced by the audience, 

but is not created as a communal truth. 

 

3.2 Enchantment, aura, and authenticity 

 

This review found, among prior literature on magic, related words and concepts. Three of 

them merit to be explored in this section—enchantment, aura, and authenticity—since they 

appear overlapped and intertwined. 

 

Enchantment appears in consumer research in two mainly forms: 1) semantically; or 2) 

conceptually. In the first case, the intended meaning is a feeling of delight, a great fascination, 

or the effect of a spell (e.g. Belk & Costa, 1998; S. Brown, Kozinets, & Sherry, Jr., 2003; 

Coskuner-Balli & Sandikci, 2014; Dion & Arnould, 2011). In the latter case, it is founded on 

the Weberian premise that modern capitalism and rationality disenchanted the world and 

firms try to reestablish the enchantment by linking merchandise to dream, fantasy, and 

pleasure (e. g. Bartmanski & Woodward, 2015; Hartmann & Ostberg, 2012; Tumbat & Belk, 

2011). Those studies often cite Ritzer (2005). 

 

The notion of enchantment defended by Ritzer (2005) is that the magic and mystery once part 

of pre-modern societies could not endure in a highly rationalized system as capitalism. The 

enchantment, therefore, would be a way to control consumers in a consumption-based 

economy. Linking goods to fantasy, new means of consumption attempt to re-enchant 
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rationalized settings. In Ritzer’s enchantment the firm plays the leading role, being its part 

creating stimuli that can ignite the consumer’s enchantment sparkle. The consumer has no 

agency, being someone disenchanted by the capitalism and rationalization processes that has 

to be enchanted by the firms. The enchantment is a process related to the ambience—it seems 

that the firm needs a scenario where the spell will be cast (e.g. cruise ships, superstores, 

shopping malls, and even hospitals). Therefore, concluding from his view, enchantment is not 

something that could be cast outside those venues, nor carried in a material object.  

 

As I discussed in section 2.1, craftsmanship seems to significantly contribute to 

singularization (Campbell, 2005). Additionally, it also contributes to enchantment (Hartmann 

& Ostberg, 2012). It adds romanticism and mythical properties to the product, while mass 

production adds rationalization, striping the enchantment away. Moreover, the rationalization 

can lead to dis-authentication effects. Hartmann and Ostberg (2012) identify five craft 

discourses that act to re-enchant and authenticate the brand: vocation, dedication, tradition, 

mystification, and association. Vocation enchants by linking the making of the brand to 

professional craftsman practice. Dedication establishes the commitment and devotion of the 

brand as making a genuine effort in crafting the product. Tradition signifies history and 

legacy of the brand as craft producer, and through referencing old, genuine (and often secret) 

recipes used for crafting the product. Mystification romanticizes and makes mysterious the 

key elements of craft production. Association connects the brand with associative elements 

significant for craft production (i.e. country image, celebrity artists).  

 

Craftsmanship usually is been analyzed from an individual perspective—the craft is created 

by the craftsman and it is an end in itself. However, the craftsmanship discursive construction 

can be a result of several actors in the marketplace, that together create, propagate, and 

reinforce it (Hartmann & Ostberg, 2012). 

 

The studies regarding aura relies primarily on Benjamin (1936/2008). In the essay, Benjamin 

discusses the changes that artwork undergoes in an era when photography and film 

consolidated themselves as mechanical reproduction expression. Those expressions have had 

profound influence on art in its traditional form. Benjamin points out that, even though an 

object of art can be reproduced, something would be missing—this ‘something’ would be the 

aura.  
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The presence created by time, space, and history gives a work of art its authenticity and 

authority. Besides that, its auratic property would not be disengaged from its role in magical 

and religious rituals, which is the genesis of artwork. So, the artwork has also a cult value. On 

the other hand, mechanical reproductions of art lack unique existences and histories. 

Reproductions are distanced from the conception moment, the “here and now” (p. 21), and the 

presence of the artist. Moreover, the mechanical reproduction creates a detachment from the 

original ritual context of the artwork, since the former can exist in a different time and place. 

When the historical testimony of an artwork is affected and the tradition is missing, the 

authority of the object is jeopardized.  

 

Our last concept, authenticity, as we can notice in the last paragraphs, is intricately connected 

to both enchantment and aura. The authentic radiates aura and incite enchantment, or, as for 

Hartmann and Ostberg (2012), it is the enchantment that contributes to authenticity. However, 

in a mass-producing economy, how difficult is to get the authentic thing? Moreover, what is 

authentic in a mass-producing economy? Authentic “can mean different things to different 

consumers in different contexts” (Grayson & Martinec, 2004, p. 297). To someone, a 

Caipirinha is authentic if a Brazilian prepares it, with Brazilian products, and if one drinks it 

on a Brazilian beach. To another person, a Caipirinha is authentic if the raw material came 

from Brazil and the process is respected, regardless where it is drank and who prepared it. So, 

the boundaries between authenticity and inauthenticity is pervious and consumers evaluate 

authenticity using several individual, cultural, and social evidences and these evidences will 

produce different results (Askegaard, Kristensen, & Ulver, 2016; Belk & Costa, 1998; 

Grayson & Martinec, 2004). So authenticity is not intrinsic to the object. Rather, it is co-

created by many actors in the marketplace (Hartmann & Ostberg, 2012). 

 

In addition, for Warnier (1994), the authentic merchandise faces a paradox: authenticity and 

alienability are embodied in the same object. Mass consumption means that everybody can 

have access to goods. Nevertheless, this wide access wakens the contemporary society need 

for reference and origin warranties. Those authentic objects would work as a bridge between 

present and past, charging with a special meaning something that can still be acknowledged as 

genuine—although this sense of originality is per se constructed by the society or the group—

but can be bought or sold in limited quantities and place. The object does have monetary 

exchange value, but it is additionally regarded as original and exceptional. What by definition 

would be inalienable, since history cannot be sold, becomes a commodity in modern society. 
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Although Warnier (1994) does not quote Benjamin (1936/2008), his authenticity resembles a 

lot with the concept of aura. The time and place are vital for the attribution of the ‘authenticity 

seal’, as they are at the core of the aura. 

 

We can notice that the discourse of dis-authentication promoted by Warnier (1994), the loss 

of aura promoted by Benjamin (1936/2008), and disenchantment promoted by Ritzer (2005) 

are all similar in their basis: the rationalizing trajectories of modernity. 
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4 METHOD 

 

Two main strategies were used to answer the research questions: non data-collection driven 

and data-collection driven. 

 

The non data-collection driven strategy was used to feel the environment and get familiar to 

terms and practices that allowed me a better understanding of the world that informants 

describe during interviews. Although some data ended up being collected during those 

immersions that was not the main purpose. The experience gathered with this strategy enabled 

me to interpret the data. Following Whiting and Whiting (1970) and Celsi, Rose, and Leigh 

(1993), in 2015, 2016, and the first semester of 2017, I performed non-participant 

observations during rehearsals (8 in São Paulo), recording sessions (5 in São Paulo), jazz 

performances (22 in London, New York City, Paris, and São Paulo), shops (8 in London, 

New York City, Paris, and São Paulo; being one a shop-along), and one visit to Henri Selmer 

headquarters in Paris. I also performed participant observations (Heisley, McGrath, & Sherry, 

1980), taking one private lesson of saxophone—playing a Mark VI—and co-producing a jazz 

album for a Brazilian quintet.  

 

In the data-collection driven strategy, I conducted in-depth, phenomenological interviews 

with Brazilian, American, British, and French saxophonists (total of 15), sampled purposively 

(Miles & Huberman, 1984) and also using snowballing technique. Informants were invited to 

share their history as musicians: their beginning as apprentices and how the relationship with 

the product has developed and transformed. My interview approach was loosely inspired in 

Hoskins' (1998). It is similar to hers as I noticed that it is not possible to separate histories of 

objects from their owners. So asking questions about the events related to the objects can lead 

the researcher to the important events in the person life. However, my approach differs from 

hers as my focus is not in disclosing individual hidden aspects, and I am not looking for 

objects as “surrogate selves” (p. 7) either. A better definition would be that I used her data 

collection approach but with other focal interest, mine being the communal aspects and 

beliefs related to an object. I also interviewed one British jazz journalist and expert and the 

Henri Selmer saxophone product manager.  
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All interviews were made in the interviewee's native language to ensure that the informant 

would be confortable in sharing their stories and confident in their statements. The interviews 

amounted to 1202 minutes in total. They were audiotaped, transcribed verbatim, and stored 

with the informed consent of each informant. All names were changed. Table 1 shows a 

summary profile of research participants. I also collect data from websites (Selmer, 

competitors, and musical instrument stores as well), blogs, and online community forums, 

searching for archived conversations regarding Mark VI and other vintage instruments, and 

thereafter analyzing the text of the posts related to object meaning. I used historical material 

regarding the jazz scene from the ‘40s to ‘80s and the launch of Mark VI and its successor—

mostly pictures and advertisements. Table 2 shows the data sources used. 

 
Table 1. Informants’ characteristics 

Informant Occupation Age Originally from Lives in 

Luiz Professional musician 43 Brazil São Paulo, Brazil 

Rogerio Professional musician 28 Brazil São Paulo, Brazil 

Arthur Amateur musician Early 60s Brazil São Paulo, Brazil 

Ben Professional musician 45 Switzerland New York City, USA 

Adam Professional musician 41 USA New York City, USA 

Jack Professional musician 44 USA New York City, USA 

Lopez Professional musician 45 USA New York City, USA 

James Professional musician 43 USA Houston, USA 

Joachim Professional musician 37 Brazil London, UK 

Harry Professional musician 58 UK London, UK 

Carlos Professional musician 62 Brazil Paris, France 

Ricardo Professional musician 62 Brazil Paris, France 

Nicolas Professional musician 34 France Paris, France 

Pierre Professional musician 34 France Paris, France 

Julien Professional musician 40 France Paris, France 

Larry Journalist, Writer 51 UK London, UK 

Florent Selmer Product Manager Mid 40s France Paris, France 
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Table 2. Data Sources 

Name Type Availability Information 
Henri Selmer 
Paris Website 

Manufacturer’s 
Website 

www.selmer.fr History of the company, the brand, 
and models. Pictures of workshops 

Borgani 
Website 

Manufacturer’s 
Website 

www.borgani.com History of the industry and the 
reference model for their product  

Yamaha 
Website 

Manufacturer’s 
Website 

br.yamaha.com 
usa.yamaha.com 
fr.yamaha.com 

Description of the Custom Z and EX 

e-Bay E-commerce www.ebay.com/sch/Saxophon
es/119030/i.html?_fsrp=1 

Vintage marketplace: brands, models, 
and prices available 

Woodwind 
Brasswind 

E-commerce www.wwbw.com Vintage and current marketplace: 
brands, models, and prices available 

Roberto’s 
Winds 

Brick-and-mortar 
store and e-
commerce 

www.robertoswinds.com Vintage and current marketplace: 
brands, models, and prices available 

NPR (National 
Public Radio) 
Music 

Non-profit media 
organization 

www.npr.org Musical industry 

The Saxophone 
Corner 

Blog felixssaxophonecorner.blogsp
ot.com.br 

Reviews and discussions of new and 
vintage saxophones, saxophone 
players and recordings; Mark VI myths 
and legends 

Everything 
Saxophone 

Blog everythingsaxophone.blogspot
.se 

Reviews and discussions of new and 
vintage saxophones, saxophone 
players, recordings, and techniques 

Best. 
Saxophone. 
Website. Ever. 

Blog www.bestsaxophonewebsiteev
er.com 

Reviews and discussions of new and 
vintage saxophones, saxophone 
players, recordings, and techniques 

The Sax Info Blog thesax.info Reviews of new and vintage 
saxophones; Mark VI myths and 
legends 

Sax on the Web 
Forum 

Forum forum.saxontheweb.net Discussions of new and vintage 
saxophones, saxophone players, and 
recordings 

JazzTimes Magazine www.jazztimes.com Product reviews, star performers, and 
recordings features 

 Downbeat Magazine Online subscription Product reviews and ads, star 
performers, recordings features, and 
the annual critics poll 

Old Selmer Ads 
and booklets 

Stohrer Music 
(luthier) 
Bassic Sax Pix 
(Picture Gallery) 

http://www.stohrermusic.com/ 
http://bassic-
sax.info/4images/categories.p
hp?cat_id=4 

Print Ads and booklets from the ‘50s, 
‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s 

Bell Notes - 
The Selmer 
Mark VI, 
Bombs & 
Church Bells 
 

Film www.youtube.com/watch?v=
HHs7qAVcndc 

Film supporting the legend of 
destroyed bells in the metal alloy 
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The source diversity intends to avoid confinement in data collected among few individuals, 

therefore addressing the call for “an elucidation of ‘consumer culture’”, acknowledging “the 

cultural, historical and societal conditions” (Askegaard & Linnet, 2011, p. 392). 

 

The body of data was analyzed using a hermeneutic approach (Thompson, 1997; Thompson, 

Pollio, & Locander, 1994). For the historical material, I followed the procedures described by 

Smith and Lux (1993), who suggest extensively iteration among data sources and literature. I 

used Karababa and Ger (2011) experience likewise.  

 

My analysis sought to identify conceptual categories and themes through open and axial 

coding (Strauss, 1987). I read the interview transcripts several times to gain a perspective of 

contexts for consumers’ experiences and histories with music and musical instruments. I then 

identified emergent themes. As my interpretation unfolded, I searched for common patterns of 

meanings, practices, and experiences informants reported in relation to their instruments. The 

patterns emerging from the data, then, directed me toward theoretical constructs generated by 

previous research that offered relevant insights into interpreting consumers’ meanings and 

experiences. The analysis continued iteratively, moving back and forth between observed 

aspects from different sources and theoretical constructs. 
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5 THE CONTEXT AND THE ANALYSIS 

 

The context chosen provided the benefits of "isolating process" (Arnould, Price, & Moisio, 

2006, p. 119), which tests the boundaries of the singularization and commoditization theory, 

and favors the focus on elements that are crucial for theoretical development. 

 

This analysis is the outcome of all data sources combined. There is still a little bit of literature 

review—focused on jazz history, using mainly Berendt (2007), Gioia (2011), and Hobsbawn 

(1960/1990)—and all sorts of material collected, as described in section 3. The combination 

of resources permitted me to trace the cultural biography of Mark VI. 

 

This section is organized as follows. First, present the jazz scene, combining a historical 

account with an investigation of the social structure. Next, I explain the meanings of Henri 

Selmer Mark VI, other vintage saxophones, and the contemporary instruments for different 

actors. Then I summarize all these analyses presenting the cultural biography of Mark VI. 

Finally, I conclude proposing a new concept for the singularization and commoditization 

process. 

 

5.1 The jazz scene 

 

Jazz is the result of the meeting of black and white. These two elements are basic to the 

conception of jazz and it would be a mistake to try to point out this or that contribution of the 

black or white as of decisive importance. In this integration of the ethnicities, which was so 

important for the formation and development of jazz, is that its essence is identified. 

 

5.1.1 A brief history of jazz 

 

To say that jazz was born in New Orleans is no longer new to anyone. To assert, however, 

that this was the only city that saw jazz being born is false. In other cities, such as Memphis, 

Kansas City, St. Louis, Dallas, and several others in the Midwest and Southern United States, 

several nuclei formed, making music similar to that of New Orleans. 
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The commonly called New Orleans is the first style of jazz music. Before it, however, ragtime 

had already taken place, and its capital was not New Orleans, but Sedalia, Missouri. Ragtime, 

as a form, has the characteristics of 19th century piano music: elements of the music of 

Chopin, Liszt and Schubert, as well as of march and polka, all within a new rhythmic concept, 

the black one.  

 

The ragtime was the music of the people, of the workers, particularly those who, at the end of 

the 19th century, built the great railroads of American territory and, at night, met in bars to 

listen to music. This song was performed everywhere - in Sedalia, Kansas City, St. Louis, and 

Texas, where Scott Joplin, ragtime star, came from. And it was performed not only by live 

pianists, but also recorded on pianola rolls and distributed throughout the region. And that 

was many years before the invention of the recording album.  

 

At the turn of the century, New Orleans was a melting pot. The city was under Spanish and 

French rule before being purchased, along with the entire state of Louisiana, by the American 

government. Initially, it was the French and Spanish, then came the English and Italians, and 

finally the Germans and Slavs, who lived in direct contact with blacks brought from Africa as 

slaves. Racial and cultural rifts existed not only among people of different colors, but also of 

diverse nationalities. All these immigrants loved and practiced their own musical traditions, 

out of nostalgia for the distant homeland. The English cultivated their folk-songs, the 

Spaniards their dances, the French their chansons and songs of ballet, the Germans their 

Prussian marches. In the churches were hymns and chorales of the Puritans and Catholics, 

Baptists and Methodists, and in the midst of all this, the shouts of the blacks (kind of song-

lament), their dances and their rhythms.  

 

As a result, this city had gained an exotic and, in a certain sense, romantic atmosphere that 

fascinated and attracted tourists from all over the world. It was a disputed city, a news-city, 

and it was not at all unreasonable that it became internationally known as the unique nucleus 

of jazz. It was, however, the crystallization point of this song, for the work songs, the 

spirituals (in religious services), the instrumental music, and the primitive blues that the 

blacks sang in the countryside also contributed decisively to the formation of jazz. 
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In New Orleans, the practice of jazz was not a privilege of blacks. From the beginning, there 

were also sets of whites—as early as 1891, "Papa" Jack Laine had his band in New Orleans: 

the Original Dixieland Jazz Band—or ODJB as it was known. In 1917, the ODJB achieved 

great success in New York. This is when the word jass—later jazz—becomes known to a 

wider audience.  

 

Usually, the white jazz was called Dixieland jazz, to distinguish it from the New Orleans 

style. Over time, however, white orchestras started to rely on black musicians and vice versa. 

With ragtime, New Orleans, and Dixieland the history of jazz begins. Everything that 

happened before belongs to the prehistory of this genre. 

 

The styles of jazz are separated in decades only so that one can have a more definite vision of 

its evolution. Ragtime and New Orleans happened early in the 20th century, but this does not 

mean that in the following decades, with the appearance of other styles, musicians would stop 

executing them. From the point of view of when a style was born and when it reached its peak 

of vitality and expressive strength, it can be said that at the beginning of each decade a new 

style was formed. 

 

Three musical phenomena were the most important in the 1920s: the heyday of New Orleans 

musicians in Chicago, the classic blues, and the Chicago style. 

 

The development of the New Orleans style in Chicago is, in general, related to the entry of the 

United States in the First War. New Orleans has become a port of war. The Minister of the 

Navy saw in the exciting amusement district of the city a real danger to the morale of his 

troops, which is why Storyville—the red-light district—was closed by official decree. As a 

result, hundreds of musicians became unemployed and, in search of work, moved to other 

cities, especially Chicago. Earlier, though, the ‘Windy City’ had attracted a large number of 

musicians from New Orleans, as large numbers of blacks migrated from the southern states to 

the northern ones. It was in 1920s Chicago that one of the earliest jazz styles, New Orleans, 

lived its first great moments and not in the city that gave it its name. 

 

Around the great jazz players and singers, the Southside of Chicago—the black neighborhood 

of the city—formed a very intense musical life, similar to that of New Orleans 10 or 20 years 

before. If, on the one hand, Chicago lacked the atmosphere of old New Orleans, on the other 
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hand, it was a great city, and therefore the integration of jazz into a major center. The problem 

of racial discrimination was also more intense and this was strongly reflected in musical 

creativity. 

 

The intense musical activity of Southside Chicago has developed what is now called the 

Chicago style. Young white students and amateur musicians were so enthusiastic about the 

music that they tried to imitate it at all costs. Much of the Chicago style has to do with this 

attempt by musicians in Chicago to imitate New Orleans musicians. The imitation was not 

perfect, and the complicated contrapuntal structure of the New Orleans style, in which several 

melodies intersected intensively, had been softened. The melody flowed more quietly and, 

when superimposed, was simpler and clearer. With that, the individual touch began to stand 

out and it is from there that the instrumental solo begins to gain greater importance. Many 

Chicago-style recordings are a succession of solos. The instrument gains special importance 

and the saxophone gains notoriety after the ‘pianistic’ period of ragtime.  

 

Everything that was done until the end of the decade of 1920 was called ‘two beat jazz’. By 

the late 1920s, this rhythmic scheme seemed exhausted. In Harlem, and especially in Kansas 

City, where the brilliant sax player Charlie Parker was born, a new touch was created around 

1928/1929. With the experience of musicians and music from Chicago and New Orleans, the 

second caravan of music and musicians from jazz history was formed, this time from Chicago 

to New York, where the swing would emerge.  

 

Swing has even become a keyword for jazz. In addition to its stylistic meaning, which 

identifies the music of the 1930s, it also means cadence. Duke Ellington's big band was 

iconic. There is no single big band, even in the field of commercial music today, which has 

not been directly or indirectly influenced by it. The list of styles and techniques that were 

inaugurated by Ellington and later used by other soloists and arrangers knows no similar 

example. Everything about orchestral jazz and instrumentation sound, at least until the mid-

1940s, is bound up with Duke Ellington. 

 

Characteristic in swing style was the formation of large ensembles, the big bands. In Kansas 

City, the so-called riff-stiff was formed, a scheme of ‘calls and answers’ among the various 

big band groups— pistons, saxophones, and trombones. Another element had been 

incorporated into the jazz of the time: the technical improvement of the musician. 
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It is curious to note that, at that time, two opposing poles developed: the formation of large 

ensembles and the enhancement of individual touch, an increasingly collective and 

increasingly personal music. For this reason, the 1930s were the era of the great soloists, like 

Coleman Hawkins (tenor sax) and Johnny Hodges (alto sax). Often, the two trends combined, 

the great orchestral and the soloist: the piston of Louis Armstrong had a very special plasticity 

when accompanied by the orchestra of Luis Roussell and the volume and expressiveness of 

Coleman Hawkins tenor sax contrasted intriguingly with the strident sound of Fletcher 

Henderson's orchestra.  

  

By the late 1930s, swing had become the greatest commercial success of all time. Until that 

time, it was not known a consumption of certain type of music in those proportions. The word 

swing itself had been used in advertising as a symbol-of-success label, applicable in sales 

campaigns of the most different products—lipstick, cigarettes, etc. This total marketing of the 

swing, which generated a dozen clichés found everywhere, also tended to slow down the 

constant evolution of jazz. In order for something new to happen, musicians needed to come 

together again in small venues to form new ensembles and play music that escaped those 

profitable standards. This was initially in Kansas City and at some musicians’ hangouts in 

Harlem, NYC, particularly at ‘Minton’s’. 

 

Minton’s was the point where the new style, the bebop, crystallized. The most important 

musicians at Minton’s were the pianist Thelonious Monk, drummer Kenny Clarke, guitarist 

Charlie Christian, trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie, and alto sax Charlie Parker. He was the genial 

personality of modern jazz, in the same proportion as Louis Armstrong was to the traditional. 

Parker's ability and authority was soon recognized and accepted. Everyone at Minton’s soon 

realized his brilliant creativity. 

 

In 1944 Parker and Dizzy Gillespie organized a combo that played on 52nd street. 52nd street 

became bop street. In 1945, Parker opted for a quintet and Dizzy for the big band and formed 

his own ensemble in 1945. Charlie Parker found the quintet—sax-alto, trumpet, piano, bass, 

and drums—the ideal bebop combo. With his quintet, Parker performed the most important 

bebop combo recordings: Ko-ko, Cherokee, Now's the time. With Erroll Garner, Parker also 

recorded the famous Cool Blues. 

 



52 

 

Charlie Parker's sax-alto has become the richest and most expressive voice of modern jazz. 

Bird had become an improviser par excellence. Nothing interested him but the development 

of his chorus lines. 

 

The term bebop came naturally and represents nothing more than an onomatopoeic effect, 

resulting from the intonation of a very common interval at that time, that of a flatted fifth. 

What characterized bebop for the listener at the time were its incredible flexibility and its 

extremely nervous melodic conduction. The phrases were so agile they looked like fragments. 

Every unnecessary note was left out. Everything was reduced and compressed to the extreme.  

 

In the late 1940s, the nervous and agitated bebop was giving way to seemingly quiet and 

meditative music. The first touch of this song was given in 1945 by a young 18-year-old 

trumpeter who was part of Charlie Parker's quintet, Miles Davis. In the strict sense of the 

word, what is called cool jazz begins with these three musicians—Miles Davis, John Lewis, 

and Tadd Dameron. This new musical conception dominated all the jazz of the early fifties. 

 

The center of jazz moved, for a time, to the West Coast of the United States. Trumpeter 

Shorty Rogers, drummer Shelly Manne, and saxophonist and clarinetist Jimmy Giuffre were 

the leading West Coast jazz musicians. In the meantime, it was clear that the West Coast and 

East Coast concepts, applied to jazz, were nothing more than labels created by record 

companies to sell the material. The true tension in the development of 1950s jazz was not 

between the music of the East Coast and the West, but between a classicist tendency and 

another, led by young musicians, mostly black, who in general was a more advanced bebop 

and was called hard bop. This classicism of jazz lays its roots in the music that Count Basie 

and Lester Young played in the late 1930s, initially in Kansas City and then in New York. It 

served as a basis for both East and West Coast musicians, whites and blacks. In the decade of 

1950 were composed dozens of tributes to Count Basie. His name meant, musically, clarity, 

simplicity, melodic purity, swing, and a ‘noble naivety’, as some have claimed. 

 

In the other pole of the music of that time, was concentrated a series of musicians based in 

New York. The music they played was a more evolved bebop, harmonically more advanced, 

and the musicians revealed a technical domain that reached absolute perfection. The hard bop 

was the most vital jazz that was done in the late 1950s. It was comprised of ensembles led by 
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drummer Art Blakey and pianist Horace Silver. Sax-tenors Sonny Rollins, Hank Mobley, and 

initially John Coltrane were part of these groups. 

 

By the mid-1950s, Miles Davis had made his best recordings with only a trio—piano, bass, 

and drums. He had not been very successful until then. At the Newport Festival in 1955, 

however, the one who was only commented on by the more closed jazz groups and by the 

most discerning critics received the general recognition and, from that moment, his career 

meets great international success. In a short period of time, Miles became the highest-paid 

jazz musician. For the first time it was a black man, not a white man. Also decisive were the 

quintets that Miles organized from that time on: the first and most important of them, with 

John Coltrane (sax-tenor), Paul Chambers (bass), Red Garland (piano), and Philly Joe Jones 

(drums).  

 

In 1960s jazz—the so-called free jazz—are novelties: (1) entrance into the free field of 

atonality; (2) dissolution of rhythmic symmetry and beat; (3) incorporation of musical 

elements from various international cultures; (4) greater intensity in instrumental execution, 

almost to ecstasy—some free jazz musicians speak in the "cult of intensity"; and (5) the noise 

becomes part of the ‘musical sound’. 

 

The atonality broke the traditional hearing references and the initial results shocked the 

general public incredibly. Violent, harshly aggressive music perplexed the audience used to 

savoring a more ‘round’ music. For the young generation of musicians, however, the new jazz 

represented liberty, a total detachment of forms and formulas that were repeated 

automatically, a radical break with clichés and conventions that were part of the world of 

tonality. Jazz thus penetrated into a free and broad field, thus becoming what it was in the 

1920s, when the world of whites discovered it: a great, crazy, tense, and uncertain adventure. 

And, finally again, a collective improvisation. 

 

As important as the harmonic and rhythmic innovations of free jazz was its openness to other 

types of music and international cultures. If jazz was born out of the meeting of black and 

white, most of the contribution of the latter was the European musical tradition, which 

seemed exhausted. Already for extra-musical reasons—racial, social, and political—the jazz 

musician came to replace basic elements of this tradition with elements of extra-European 
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cultures: Hindu, Japanese, African, Arabic. Particularly the Arab and Hindu cultures caught 

the attention of many jazz musicians, who linked to Islam. 

 

Ornette Coleman and John Coltrane were the central figures of the free jazz. The musical 

personality of the two saxophonists dominated the 60s and 70s. From 1960, Coltrane 

organized his own quartet. In 1964, Coltrane recorded an album that, for many, is the 

highlight of his career: "A Love Supreme," considered by many a mystical work, almost a 

prayer. Today's jazz brings the unmistakable mark of John Coltrane. 

 

In 2012, JazzTimes magazine made a list of the 50 most important tenor saxophone albums in 

jazz history, counting on the votes of 50 players and writers. Just one album in the list is from 

the ‘90s. All the rest is from the ‘50s and ‘60s, and some are compilations from the ‘30s and 

‘40s. 

 

In 1960s the golden age of jazz came to an abrupt end, causing jazz to retreat into a rancorous, 

poor isolation that lasted for about twenty years. What made this generation of loneliness so 

melancholy and paradoxical was that the music that almost killed jazz had the same blues 

origin and roots as jazz: rock and roll. 

 

Young people, without whom jazz cannot exist, are left. Three years after 1960, when the 

golden age of jazz was at its peak, in the year of Beatles triumph around the world, jazz had 

been virtually thrown out of the ring. Visiting New York after 1963 was a depressing 

experience for the jazz lover who had been in that city for the last time in 1960. This does not 

mean that jazz has disappeared, just as many of its musicians as its audience has grown older, 

and no new fans have emerged. 

 

Of course, outside the United States and the United Kingdom, which were the main centers 

and sources of rock, the young jazz audience, though more selective in intellectual and social 

terms, continued to be expressive. For this reason, many American jazz musicians found it 

better to emigrate to Europe during these decades. This was the reality of jazz in the 1960s 

and most of the 1970s in the Anglo-Saxon world. 

 

In the 1970s, there is not a revolutionary style like bebop or free jazz. The new style of the 

1970s develops organically, from the previous one, in the same proportion that the cool jazz 
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originated from bebop. Thus, jazz of the 1970s moves towards a relaxation of free jazz. Some 

examples of musicians who led this evolution: Chick Corea, Herbie Hancock, Keith Jarrett, 

McCoy Tyner, Wayne Shorter, Joe Henderson and Gary Bartz. 

 

Increasingly, jazz begins to be influenced by Latin jazz, a combination with rhythms of 

African and Latin American countries (especially Brazil, Argentine, and Cuba) and also by 

funk. Jazz fusion or electric jazz, a hybrid form that mixes jazz and rock, was also introduced, 

which was developed by combining jazz improvisation with rock rhythms, electric 

instruments, and high-pitched stage music from rock musicians.  

 

The 1980s and 1990s experienced the verve of neo-traditionalists. Many musicians have 

found ways to build bridges between the various movements seen in jazz history and 

contemporary language such as Joe Lovano, Brandford Marsalis, Wynton Marsalis, Terence 

Blanchard, Brad Mehldau, and Joshua Redman. 

 

Among the prominent names of jazz in the new millennium are Christian McBride, Chris 

Potter, and Michael Brecker. 

 

Big cities in the United States have an exciting jazz scene, as London and Paris. However, 

New York City consolidated itself as the powerhouse of innovative jazz. Banished from 

Manhattan by the high prices of real estate, musicians settle mainly in Brooklyn, where most 

of the avant-garde jazz come from nowadays. 

 

5.1.2 The social structure of jazz 

 

Jazz musicians, regardless the instrument, usually start the career early in life. The school, the 

church, or the music schools around the corner are the most common places where they feel 

enchanted by the sound of a particular instrument. The enchantment produced by the first 

contact between the child and the instrument forms a special bond. Informants vividly recall 

their first encounters with the instruments, as Julien and Ben show us. 

 

Julien: “The music school I went as a kid used to lend instruments to the students”. 

Interviewer: “And do you remember the first saxophone you ever played?” 
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Julien: Yes, yes, very well. I can even remember the smell from its case… It was a 

Yanagisawa, and the lining of the case was bright, really bright orange”. 

Interviewer: “How was this smell? Metallic?” 

Julien: “No, the smell came from the lining… was kind of a plastic smell, chemical like.” 

 

Ben: “I started with music as a pianist, very early on, when I was, I think, 6 years-old, in 

[home town], with a Romanian piano teacher, and I finished my piano studies in 89, and then 

subsequently when I was in Florida I picked up the saxophone because I fell in love with jazz 

at the age or 15. I started hearing it, then I started listening to it, non understanding what it 

was. Then I moved to Florida and I started to play jazz piano but with hardly any guidance, 

nobody was showing me anything, and I joined the high school orchestra, a big band and all 

that. But then I switched instruments over there and I picked up the saxophone and that was 

the beginning of a love story ever since”. 

 

The studies develop well during childhood and teenage years. Different from other 

professions, in which the youngsters take important career decisions in early twenties, they 

made up their minds to become musicians at a very early age. The family reaction is often not 

very much supportive, varying from not thinking it is for real—“only a child’s play”—to the 

total rejection of the idea. This happens even with families in which members are already part 

of the métier. Informants also shared moving stories of feeling completely discredited and 

unappreciated by the ones who supposed to encourage them. Sometimes, it is not the lack of 

support, but just strangeness regarding the musical studies and the profession.  

 

In the absence of interest or support from the family, the newbies rely on teachers and 

develop with them a trust relationship. At times, there are another mentors—usually senior 

musicians—that take the students under his wings. 

 

Julien: “For him [the teacher when he was a teenager] the most prestigious saxophone was 

the Buffet Crampon, the Prestige model. So I thought: if you wanted to be a top musician, you 

should do the same as he does. Therefore, as every good student, I took summer jobs, saved 

money, and bought the same instrument, the Buffet Crampon”. 

 

Ben: “At the age of nineteen I was discovered by [jazz star performer from the golden age], 

because I was very young and I was a quick study I guess, and [mentor’s name] took me 
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under his wings and became my mentor. So I had this fantastic mentorship, which is how you 

really learn this music, really early on”. 

 

At times, the music is perceived as a savior. Some musicians were able to have a different 

social faith from their parents because music provided a better income. Others credit to music 

the fact that they escaped ‘bad influence’ and being involved with the police. 

 

Star performers played a decisive role, both for students and professionals. They are at the 

same time a source of inspiration and a humility exercise, as they realize that Coltrane, 

Parker, or Hawkins are so genius that they are “not from this world”. Having the same 

instruments as the musicians they admire is a constant reminder of the wonder music can 

produce and how much they have to push themselves further to achieve good results. 

 

Ricardo: “Paulo Moura [a deceased famous Brazilian musician] liked the King Super 20. He 

was a huge fan of Cannonball Adderley, who played a King Super 20, with silver parts, then 

he got the same saxophone. But it was a rare thing to have a King Super 20, they had silver 

bow and neck, and were really expensive. Nowadays Yanagisawa makes a copy of this 

instrument. The majority had Selmers, especially Mark VI, which was the current model at 

that time [1960s-1970s]. Phil Woods played a Mark VI, Coltrane a Super Action and then a 

Mark VI”. 

 

Other important actor in this structure is the luthier. This professional is a person who makes 

or repairs musical instruments. The luthier’s activity gives him or her a close relationship with 

the object, the mechanics, and the material. They know the instruments literally intimately—

they see its entrails, devoid of the ornaments. The community, who regards them with respect 

and confidence, admires their craftsmanship. 

 

Ricardo: “I bought the beaten Mark VI from the junkie and then I took it to a place at 48th 

Street, where at that time [1971 or 1972] was the Saul Romkin workshop, one of the best 

luthiers in town. Roberto was an apprentice there [nowadays Roberto is an important luthier 

and owns a vintage store in NYC]. Saul already knew the particular instrument that I bought. 

To make a complete maintenance, replace pads, adjustments, everything, he charged me 

$125. […]. This is my saxophone until now.” 
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Luiz: “ The old Bove [a deceased luthier from São Paulo] used to say: ‘Those instruments 

[Mark VI and earlier models] are really good, but the body-to-bell ring should have a third 

point of anchorage [those models had just two]’. Well, turns out that he was right, because 

since Mark 73 Selmer introduced the third point and was followed by the whole industry.” 

 

The admiration towards luthiers and also craftsmen working in manufacturing comes from the 

similar identity and shared value for detail, care, uniqueness, and authenticity. The quality of 

the sax player artisanal work depends on the quality of the also artisanal work of the 

craftsman and the luthier. In a certain way, they are cocreating the sound. The musicians see 

themselves as artists and artisans, the same way they regard the talented craftsmen.  

 

Usually, the luthiers’ workshops are also shops for second hand instruments. SaxMachine in 

Paris, Sax.co.uk in London, and Roberto’s Winds in New York are among the famous ones.  

Roberto’s Winds, for instance, has a ‘Mark VI room’ within the store, dedicated entirely to 

the iconic instrument. They sell a variety of brands and models, but that special room is 

devoted to Mark VI. Figure 2 shows a picture from Roberto’s Winds website featuring the 

Mark VI room. 

 

  
                                                
3 Although the official name of the model is Mark VII, I am using Mark 7, since the writing similarity between 
them could confuse the reader. 

Figure 2 – Mark VI room 
Source: Roberto’s Winds website 
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Another important distribution channel for vintages is e-Bay, the popular choice for 

‘bargains’. As the sax player cannot try the instrument before buying it, the transaction can be 

risky. Therefore, musicians often spend long hours researching the options, looking for every 

single detail that can be an evidence of a bargain or a trap, and the qualifications of the seller. 

Every time Jack engages in this kind of research, his wife knows that it will take days, 

perhaps weeks, will not necessarily ending up in real purchase and, even when it does, the 

results are uncertain and preceded by lots of anticipation. She named this process as “sax 

porn”. This label reveals the pleasure involved in the search of the real gem amidst ordinary 

rocks. Bartmanski and Woodward (2015) describe a similar pleasure in this hunting game, but 

with vinyl records. The rarity and serendipity factors are the basis of this action. However, for 

vinyl buyers the internet restricts them. For sax buyers, it does not seem to be a problem. 

 

Journalists and musical critics, along with the audience, are a constant source of worry and 

frustration. First of all, the musician, as an artist, is producing something that has to be 

relevant and meaningful for himself or herself. However, they expect—and need, as this is 

their passion but also their jobs—to be liked, welcomed, and applauded. The feeling that the 

audience or the press does not ‘get it’ is a constant. Also is the feeling of the wider potential 

audience, who thinks that jazz and other instrumental genres are sophisticated, intricate, and 

they do not ‘get it’. Larry, a reputable jazz journalist from the UK and a true music 

passionate, protests that the audience has only to be guided to feel the music. He does not 

understand when and how music, even sophisticated as jazz, becomes a niche product. 

 

Larry: “I don’t get the ‘don’t get it’. Just feel it. If there is true in the music, you will feel it.” 

 

Some publications produce anticipation in the sax community. Downbeat magazine, for 

instance, publishes every year the ‘Annual Critics Poll’. The 65th was released in 2017. 155 

critics voted for several categories, both for established and rising stars. Figuring in the list is 

a reassurance and also an opportunity for the not-so-known excellent musicians that do not 

profit from a wider audience. It is worth mentioning that the magazine also promotes the 

Readers Poll, for the same categories. 

 

Being the jazz musician naturally a very sensitive person, the oppressive structure that 

demands outstanding performance and some sort of success makes him or her look for a 
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magical solution that would help him to be self-confident and acknowledged within the 

community as an authentic member. The authenticity awarded to the instrument flows to the 

musician. 

 

5.2 Selmer Mark VI and other vintages 

 
“If you talk to one of my saxophone students, they will be absolutely 

sure that all their performance problems would disappear with ‘the’ 

instrument! [Mark VI]” Luiz 

 

“I was starting my professional career as musician and came to 

watch Soundscape [a famous jazz big band from São Paulo, Brazil]. 

I saw its musicians using Selmer Mark VI and immediately knew 

that I needed to have that instrument. (Interviewer: But had you ever 

played a Mark VI before? I mean, how do you know that it would be 

good for you too?). No, I hadn’t. But I was sure that it was ‘the’ 

instrument.” Rogerio 

 

The sound obtained from a musical instrument is a result of the interaction between the 

equipment and the musician. Although that is fully understood even by outsiders, we can face 

affirmations from professional musicians as shown above, revealing that the search for the 

right instrument can have more magical beliefs than we could imagine. 

 

They are talking about the iconic Selmer Mark VI. The Henri Selmer Paris Company was 

established in Paris in 1885. Its founder was a professional clarinetist and, at the beginning, 

the manufacturing of reeds and mouthpieces was the core business. The woodwind 

instruments production began in 1898, with clarinets. Since 1842, another entrepreneur, 

Adolphe Sax, born in Belgium and the inventor of the saxophone, was settled in a small 

factory in Paris producing his designed instrument. In 1929, Henri Selmer bought Adolphe 

Sax’s workshop. By that moment, Henri Selmer had already been manufacturing and selling 

saxophones, at least since 1910. Although the first well-known Selmer saxophone is ‘Modèle 

22’, launched in 1922, previously product launches could be inferred by the 1910 catalogue 

displayed on Selmer website, in which a saxophone line is offered (“History: From the origins 

until 1939,” 2015, “History: Historical models,” 2015) 
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Preceding Mark VI, there was another legendary saxophone series: Balanced Action (1936) 

and Super Action (1948), also known as Super Balanced or even Super Balanced Action. 

Those models were contemporary to swing and bebop style movements in jazz history, when 

jazz became a commercial success and the soloist figure stood out, as discussed in the 

previous section. 

 

The Mark VI launch in 1954 had as its scenario the rise of cool jazz and hard bop. In 1960, 

avant-garde free jazz movement took over (Berendt, 2007; Gioia, 2011). Mark VI was the 

instrument of choice of many jazz legends at that time, including John Coltrane. It is not 

difficult to imagine that the Mark VI allure began at that wonderful time for jazz. It is worth 

mentioning that Berendt (2007) and Gioia (2011), among others, used the words ‘religious’ 

and ‘mystical’ to refer to John Coltrane’s interpretations. 

 

As pointed out in this document introduction, Mark VI market vitality is outstanding. They 

are 50, 60 year-old instruments sold for 60%, 70% higher prices than Selmer current products. 

It is important to make clear that those instruments are bought for regular use. They are not 

like art objects, to be just put on display, or antique jewelry, which is saved for special 

occasions. They are day-by-day musicians’ work tools. 

 

Although Henri Selmer Paris makes efforts to bring out its legendary work for the brand as a 

whole—its website is full of historical references, well documented events, and generous use 

of terms like ‘legacy’, ‘legatee’, ‘130th anniversary’, ‘tradition’, ‘since 1885’—Mark VI 

mystique was created, developed, and is sustained by the sax community, who share common 

interests and values.  

 

This investigation could find two different experiences regarding the first contact with Mark 

VI. For the musicians who were students in the 1960s and 1970s, Mark VI was special 

because it was very good quality, it was Selmer, and it was the instrument of choice of many 

star performers. It was at that time the current model. However, the second hand market has 

been active since always, even when Mark VI was not vintage yet. Ricardo tells a story 

regarding the purchase of his Mark VI tenor, which demonstrates how desirable the model 

already was: 
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Ricardo: “When I was eighteen or nineteen [1971 or 1972], I went to New York to spend a 

whole year. I wanted a tenor, so I sold my alto in Rio before going. I was not enrolled in any 

school, but wanted to take some classes, know people, and gain experience. […]. I knew this 

NYC guy in Rio—he went there to play—and he presented me to some people. I needed to 

buy a new saxophone and I intended to get a Mark VI. He found out that one sax player was 

going through hard times, drug stuff, and needed to sell his instruments. The junkie was from 

Texas and I barely speak English, I couldn’t understand a single word. The house was a mess, 

three Mark VI thrown on the floor; I was scared to death, because it was a dodgy place, drugs 

all around […]. My friend smoked some marijuana with the guy and somehow convinced him 

to sell me the Mark VI—a very beaten one, to be honest—and I offered him $150 for the 

instrument. He hesitated, and when he agreed I just grab the instrument, without case or 

anything, and took off.” 

 

For the musicians who were students in 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, it had already become a 

legend. Luiz describes the first time he saw one “in person”: 

 

Luiz: “I was a teenager in the late ‘80s and used to play in an orchestra in my home town. I 

had never seen a Mark VI before. I knew that there were some really special instruments, but 

I was too young, and wasn’t fully aware of brands or models. They were out of my reach, so I 

was more worried in practicing as much as I could with the resources available to me. One 

day, one of the older guys came with a nice case. He opened it and it was like [sound as 

angels singing], like if a golden light came out of the instrument. I had never seen an 

instrument like that. I was amazed…” 

Interviewer: “And did you touch it?” 

Luiz: “Me? Of course not. Do you think the guy would let a brat like me and my friends touch 

that instrument? [laughs] 

 

Ben tried to explain to me how is the quest for the right instrument. At some point, he says:  

 

Ben: “Everybody is trying to get Mark VIs, the good serial numbers” [which are the lower 

ones, meaning that they are older instruments, and, accordingly to the legends, handmade.] 

 

However, he also says at another point “ is what serves your music”. That is really interesting. 

All sax players are trying to get a Mark VI, but also are picking something that will deliver 
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the musician’s authenticity. Mark VI therefore would be something so magical that could 

deliver the authenticity and originality of every musician. Rogerio thinks that the ideal set that 

would make him ‘complete’ is made all of Mark VIs.  

 

Rogerio: “If I could have any instrument in the world…? I would have the whole family of 

Mark VI: soprano, alto, tenor, and baritone.” 

 

The vintage horns in general have a higher reputation than the contemporary ones. The New 

Yorker musicians, especially, are into an innovative and avant-garde environment. It is 

probably the most groundbreaking jazz that is being producing. Still, they want the vintages. 

The new and fresh come from the old: 

 

Ben: “I only play old saxophones, because I don’t like the new ones at all. I like the old ones 

that have souls. And everything is different about them. Oftentimes they are hard to play, but 

there is a lot more for me in terms of I can get expressively” 

 

Ben describes that the vintage instruments act to empower him (Fernandez & Lastovicka, 

2011) and alters his state of being (Belk, Ger, & Askegaard, 2003). In fact, it alters not only 

his state of mind, but also his body. Before 1948, saxophones used to have its keys in a 

straight line, not following the hand anatomy and the arms natural position while playing. 

Selmer introduced the ergonomic keywork with the Super Balanced line, a small twist of the 

main tube that provided a more confortable position for the right hand. This new position 

became the model for the whole industry. The vintage saxophone that Ben currently has (and 

is in love with) is a vintage tenor Conn from the 1922. He has developed tendinitis since 

using this instrument, due to the odd position of the right hand. Figure 3 is from Ben’s 

Instagram account and illustrates this: 
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Comparisons between the musician-saxophone relationship and marriage are common. 

Ricardo remembers that he was married a couple of times, but the saxophone is the same for 

more than 40 years. Harry compares the relationship with Mark VI to a high school 

sweetheart, and with Référence 54, which he also owns—Selmer gave it to him as 

endorsement—to an arranged marriage. Ben compares the eventuality of meeting the person 

you fall in love with the eventuality of finding the right instrument, adding a mystical glaze to 

it: 

 

Ben: “We can go deep or I can give you the American answer... I'll give you the non-

American answer. The non-American answer is more mystical, and actually more realistic. 

Which is: the sound in your head exists regardless of the instrument. And many great 

saxophonists, from Konitz to Liebman, or to Chris Potter… […] It doesn’t matter what 

instrument they have, they will stay the same. And I’m in that point with the same thing: it 

Figure 3 – Ben and the effects of the Conn 1922 
Source: Ben’s Instagram account 
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doesn’t matter the instrument I play, I’ll still be me, it will be my sound. But it will be colored 

differently. And that’s it. […] But I believed that one fundamental aspect, which is this 

mystical part I was talking about, is the letting go. You can’t control everything. And you can 

control everything in your life. You can’t control who you’re gonna marry. I mean, you can, 

but you can’t control the circumstances that led you to meet X, Y, and Z. It’s life. I can’t 

control how the saxophone came into me, and if it fell into my lap, if I met this saxophone, 

she or he, then you have to work with it and take what it gives you. And sometimes what it 

gives you is great. It’s like marriage, you know—you can’t change the other one. If you try to 

change your wife or husband, it is not a good thing. So it’s the same with the saxophone, you 

have to take what it gives you. And once you accepted that, it’s a very happy relationship.” 

 

Mark VI is seen as a tool previously infused with magic through the rite of its production, 

made with mysterious and powerful materials, as is the magical equipment received by the 

shaman who Lévi-Strauss portraits. In this case, the musician sees himself as the sorcerer, 

who will transmit the enchantment. 

 

Ben: “I work in the world of sounds, and the sound is vibrations, and vibration is energy. We 

need energy to hear it, it’s the displacement of waves through space, and… it’s energy. It’s 

actually energy. […] The saxophone is energy, and we musicians are sorcerers, because we 

manipulate energy to alter people’s emotions. It’s amazing what we do! Really, we’re 

sorcerers. Real sorcerers. When I turned on the radio and listen to shit like [makes a sound of 

electronic music]. That’s the corruption of the soul! It’s like ‘no’. We can be elevated sooo 

much more, so much more.” 

Interviewer: “So, if the musician were the sorcerer, what would be the instrument?” 

Ben: “The magical wand...” 

 

It is interesting that I found a whole different story in this research context than the one found 

by Muñiz Jr. and Schau (2005) in the Apple Newton brand community. There, they could find 

tales that match religious practices and beliefs: persecution, faith being rewarded, survival, 

miraculous recovery, and resurrection. Here we could not find those tales, since the nature of 

the biographies of the products is diverse. For example, the product have never been regarded 

as an ‘underdog’ that eventually proves to be the chosen one. Mark VI always was a hero. It 

was not discontinued because its creators considered it a flop. The way the company 

discontinued and the social and cultural circumstances at that time helped to shape its cult. 
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The discussion around those differences is relevant because they attest that the magical beliefs 

and/or religious practices manifest frequently around products and brands that bear auratic 

properties, but the beliefs and practices will differ according to the biographies. 

 

 

5.3 Contemporary manufacturing of saxophones 

I could spot in the musicians discourse constant references to the past. In the case of the older 

informants, there is nostalgia for their old good days in addition for the golden age, which is 

present in the discourse of every informant. Seen from now, the past seems much more 

glorious. The cities and venues seem more enthusiastic. The past is an imagined time and 

space, a romanticized version of the ‘real’ past. And ‘now’ are all gone, which includes the 

ability to craft a superior instrument. 

 

Ben: “There is life in every object. So it’s like this: these things, every saxophone that you see 

[vintage ones], has had many man-made hours of bending the metal, welding the ring… 

which is the case for most things that are not done industrially—even in the things that are 

made industrially men have an impact but—when it comes to crafted instruments and crafted 

things, there is this kind of a energy that comes to it. You have to respect. So you have to take 

that or not.” 

 

So, according to this perspective, the vintage was crafted and craft can hold the energy. That 

would make any vintage saxophone superior than a contemporary produced one. 

 

James and Pierre describe a different view regard the vintage quality or the Mark VI 

supremacy. James became aware through a friend, a few years ago, that Taiwanese brands 

were organizing contests in order to promote their products. Professional sax players can 

apply and have to face a selection process to be approved. The event is widely advertised and 

open to public in Taiwan. The audience chooses their favorites competitors and greets them 

with loud cheers. There are several rounds in which they have to use, obviously, Taiwanese-

made saxophones. The first prize is around US$ 20,000. He describes a mood of true 

celebration of the quality of Taiwanese woodwind instruments industry. Taiwan is trying to 

establish itself as an Asian industry of premium saxophones, not competing with the 

affordable Chinese instruments that flood the market. James went the first time because he 
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was curious—it would be an opportunity to know an Asian country and to see other musical 

and business culture—and motivated by the cash prize. Now, he is almost a habitué. This 

experience with the unknown instrument made him look at the instrument in a more 

functional way. He realized that the music is only in him, not in the instrument. Therefore, he 

is able to bring the music to life regardless the tool—of course, given that the instrument 

gives him the minimum required of performance quality. He sold his Mark VI a long time 

ago. He only uses Taiwanese horns.  

 

However, to reach this status of detachment James shows, it demands a vivid life experience. 

Pierre, likewise James, also questions the community’s belief in the Mark VI transcendent 

superiority. Nevertheless, the questioning is not enough to make Pierre use an unknown Asian 

saxophone. He owns a Mark VI and gives a more market-oriented explanation for his 

preference: 

 

Pierre: “Even if those stories are not true, I still would buy and own a Mark VI. If everybody 

believes, they value it. If they value it, it would have a steady or increasing price.” 

 

The fantasy of the craftsman workshop is present in their rationale. They link the production 

of the Mark 7 as the moment of complete mechanization. They state that nowadays only small 

brands still produce the whole product by hand and one single artisan is responsible for each 

instrument, from start to finish. And this is a business model with no viability in the modern 

world. This is puzzling if we realize that the saxophone is a product of modernity. Its creator 

planned to design an instrument that would have the qualities of other woodwind instruments, 

but not their mechanics, sound volume, and manufacturing disadvantages. So the saxophone 

is an engineered product from the late 19th century, made to meet the demands of the modern 

world. However, the sax community is still eager to take in the artisanal aspects that it never 

really had. 

 

Interesting enough, Selmer states that the musicians’ version of the beginning of production 

line with Mark 7 is not true. It would have begun many years earlier. Even if there were less 

machinery to help the workers, the production line concept, with stage specialization, would 

be already operational then. 
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Moreover, Selmer has many pictures of its workshops in Mantes-la-Ville in the website. They 

show people handling the parts and pieces, as we can see in Figure 4. However, the way they 

talk about an ‘industrialized’ production line seems that the metal alloy enters one end and a 

finished saxophone would appear at the other end. 

 

 
Figure 4 – Selmer workshops 
Source: Henri Selmer Paris website 
 

Some informants mentioned Borgani, an Italian company, which would meet the craft criteria. 

Figure 5 shows a text from Borgani website that explains its profile. 
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Figure 5 – Borgani company profile 
Source: Borgani Webiste 
 

They clearly align themselves with the vintage instruments. The first paragraph is a reference 

to Mark VI, while the second one takes advantages of the musician’s belief regarding the 

mechanization in the 1970s. Thus Borgani would be the answer for contemporary crafted, 

vintage inspired instruments. 

 

So, if the problem is to be crafted, and the contemporary companies as Borgani has a 

complete crafted production, its instruments would be as the same as the vintage, right? Well, 

not really, according to Ben: 
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Ben: “Borgani is a crazy guy, and his family is a bunch of crazy people over there, which is 

cool. [laughs]. They are! They live in a small village in the north of Italy, they’re very 

original people. The good thing is the attention to the details. They hammer their own things, 

he knows about metals, and he does a saxophone every 3 days, so it takes a long time. That’s 

cool, that’s great. But, there are some other things that don’t work. You need this kind of 

historical aberration, you know, to have like the Selmer company, or the Conn company, at 

that time for these kind of quality to reemerge. […] Now, because of the techniques, and the 

metal, the competition with the saxophones made in China, and all of that is so huge, the mass 

market of things… I can’t possibly compete and have a sustainable factory and a sustainable 

company that hammers by hand the saxophones. It’s gone… So they [Selmer] recreated 

models, the two models 36 and 54. The 1936 tries to emulate the Super Balanced and 54 the 

best years of the Mark VIs. But they are done today, and they don’t sound the same. I mean, 

they sound great, they work. […]. But it’s not the same! It’s not the same, it’s not the same 

metal, not the same way of doing it.” 

 

The moving of consumer goods (any goods, not just instruments) production lines to China 

and its raise as the ‘manufacturer of the world’ enhanced the perception that everything that is 

mass-produced, especially from the 2000s, lacks the aura given by the craftsmanship and the 

time lost in the past. A few years ago, Selmer launched a new brand called Seles, to market 

more basic instruments targeting students and developing countries. The production line of 

saxophones Seles shares the facilities with the Selmer saxophones in Mantes-la-Ville, France. 

Other products—clarinets, mouthpieces—are produced in Asian countries. The Seles 

launching enhanced the view of contemporary instruments as low quality ones. 

 

Nicolas: “[…] they now are making the student saxophones line in China, under the new 

brand. They can perfectly profit from this and make the Selmer saxophones there too. It is 

perfectly possible” 

Interviewer: “I think I read somewhere that the Seles saxophones are being made in the 

Selmer factory here in France…” 

Nicolas: “See? How do they want me to believe that they have the same care as before with 

the Selmer sax?” 
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This dialogue makes clear how set they are regarding the drawbacks of highly industrialized 

market. When confronted with the interviewer’s provocative piece of information, Nicolas 

promptly added a new defense statement for his beliefs. 

 

Yamaha began to manufacture the saxophone line in 1967. It is regarded as a reliable, in tune, 

playable although soulless and charmless instrument. The musicians do not refer to the 

Yamahas from the ‘70s as vintage, as they do with another brands. They are just ‘used’. 

Prices for ‘used’ Yamahas are very affordable. Adam owns a Yamaha Custom Z—one of the 

top instruments from the brand—and a Mark VI as well. He says that, when he is doing 

classical musical, as member of an orchestra, he tends to use his Yamaha, because he just 

want something reliable and easy to play when he is not the soloist. He does not need or have 

to stand out. He does not need to show his identity, his personality. 

 

Adam: “I use it [the Yamaha] when I want just to fit in”  

 

Ricardo, for instance, recently started to do some pop music events as soloist, like big 

weddings or corporate receptions. He does not understand exactly how and when it happened 

and he finds it odd and amusing at the same time. Ricardo was a well-known sax player in the 

late ‘70s, ‘80s and early ‘90s, because he used to play in the band of Brazilian popular music 

star singers. However, since he moved to France many years ago, he is focused on jazz and 

other genres of instrumental music. He sees himself as a single old man, with grown-up sons 

and daughters living in other countries, doing only what pleases him. But suddenly he started 

to receive invitations to play in those kinds of events in Brazil. He asked for what he thinks is 

an awful amount of money, betting that he would not be hired. However, he was. For those 

gigs, which are not very demanding musically, he bought a Yamaha. 

 

Ricardo: “I wouldn’t take my Mark VI to those events, you know? They are parties, people 

are drunk, celebrating. Someone can accidently kick my Mark VI while it is on the stand. I 

would die (or kill) if something like that happen. So I take the Yamaha.” 

 

Yamaha can even become a joke. During one observation in a jazz club in São Paulo, this 

researcher witnessed four sax players chatting: 

 

“What is good from Yamaha?” Sax Player 1, seriously, asking about saxophones 
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“Motorbikes!” Sax Player 2, mocking 

[All four players laughed out loud.] 

 

For Ben, the hand making of instruments is a task that does not have a place in the 

contemporary world. 

 

Ben: “Yamaha makes motors, and pianos, whatever the hell you want. That’s Yamaha. I 

mean, it’s a multinational, and it’s profit. To make instruments is not a profitable thing. For 

Selmer, to be profitable, they need to sell a bunch of shit to students. And they’re competing 

with Yamaha, and Yanagisawa, and all that stuff. It is very difficult for them. So why they 

can’t do the same thing? Because in 1974, the whole production was doing Mark VI. In 2015, 

99% of the production does mass marketable saxophones.” 

 

Arthur, the only amateur interviewed, makes a nice counterpoint. He describes that was 

willing to change his saxophone, because he is evolving in the studies, and more informed 

and aware of differences in the equipment as well. When he started to look for information 

about horns, he came across the Mark VI reputation eventually. However, as he went deep in 

the research, he realizes that the Mark VI allure was a ‘professional thing’. He understands 

that the value in those objects only makes sense for that community, in which he does not see 

himself as part. Arthur just likes to play sax. It is a hobby, without professional intentions.  

 

A closed thread in Best.Saxophone.Website.Ever blog called “Was It A Mistake to Sell My 

Mark VI?” describe the process of choosing a new saxophone, which ended to be a Yamaha 

Custom Z. Visibly, the text is a attempt to convince both the author and the readers that 

giving up the Mark VI is a possible thing. The tone sometimes is really emotional. The author 

describes Mark VI with sensations, sentiments, and abstract characteristics regarding the 

sound. The first excerpt is from the beginning of the text, when he describes how the process 

started: 

 

“I’m not even sure how this process even began. A few months ago, I noticed that the horn 

was missing its lyre screw. Though I can assure you that I had no plans of marching with it 

anytime soon, I had the genuine part ordered from Selmer—I loved the instrument that much. 

And, like thousands of other saxophonists, I was caught up in, and proud of being part of the 

MK VI mystique and history.” 
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The next excerpt is from the conclusion part. He had bought the Yamaha Custom Z and was 

looking for the “Selmer sound” in it, making a true effort to convince himself that it was the 

correct choice. A new tool would be a material sign of his new self. It is a clear example of 

the role of a material object in an identity project: 

 

“While I’ll work to get a bit more ‘Selmer’ into my sound going forward, I had to have this 

instrument. The Custom Z is the most responsive and even-tempered saxophone that I’ve ever 

played. I put it on lay-away, and was fortunate enough to sell my beloved Mark VI two days 

later. While I had a few bouts with sentimentality as I prepared to pass it on to its grateful 

new owner, there were few regrets. I knew that I’d made the right decision. If I possessed the 

‘collector’s gene’ and wasn’t a rabid minimalist, I would have kept the Mark VI. But I’m a 

different player, and a different person now, and I’m excited to be starting over with a clean 

slate.” 

 

Definitely, Mark VI is absolute in its hierarchic higher sphere of exchange. But other vintages 

enjoy an also restricted sphere when compared to the available current lines. Conn, King, 

Buescher, and Buffet models from the 20s, 30s, 40s, and 50s are sought after. Considering a 

scale of prices, King Super 20 is one of the most popular vintage saxophones, with a market 

value second only to the Selmer Mark VI and Balanced and Super Action saxophones. Figure 

6 summarizes the different spheres of singularization each kind of instrument participates. 

The size of the sphere gives the idea of the complexity and superiority of the meanings, while 

the position transmits the idea of hierarchy. 
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The five craft discourses that enable the enchantment and authenticate the brand were found 

in Mark VI. The sax community praises the talent and ‘the soul’ of the craftsman (the 

vocation), the saxophone body gives unequaled resonance (the dedication), the preference for 

vintage models substantiate the tradition, the tales fuel the imagination for magical meanings 

(the mystification), and truly jazz legends performed with Mark VI (the association).  

 

However, the same is not true for the Henri Selmer master brand. The company has in its 

communication clear efforts to restore the vocation, the dedication, and the tradition. But it 

falls short in the association discourse—the contemporary star performers play by and large 

Mark VI and other vintages. The Référence models are not in the hands of those musicians. 

Above all, it seems that the company is crying in the wilderness, since that other actors do not 

engage in those discourses. 

 

Figure 6 – Spheres of singularization of saxophones 
Source: This author 
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The mystification, as already discussed, was constructed by the sax community and is strictly 

related to the vintage models. In Henri Selmer case, contrary to the Hagstrom case examined 

by Hartmann and Ostberg (2012), the mystification is what prevents the sax community to see 

the current models as equivalent in quality and sonority as the vintage ones. In this case, the 

mystification does not extend to the brand as a whole, but only to the vintage.  

 

As these business practices are becoming more common, it is important to acknowledge that 

the rationalizing trajectories of modernity can not only have disenchanting effects but can also 

be dis-authenticating.  

 

5.4 The Cultural Biography of Mark VI 

 

The previous sections describe several moments in the biography of Mark VI, being they 

related to the product or the context. The aim of this section is to summarize the key events, 

circumstances, evidences, and consequences in chronological order.  

 

1950 

Context: Golden age of jazz. Bebop, cool bop, hard bop styles. New York City as the 

powerhouse of the genre. 

Mark VI launch in 1954. The previous model already represented important advances for the 

industry. Mark VI was an extension of these achievements, being welcome as a technological 

innovation. 

Figure 7 shows parts of the original launching booklet, including all the improvements. 

Selmer would not imagine that the opening claim on the booklet cover would still be truth 

almost 70 years later.  
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Figure 7 – Mark VI launching booklet 
Source: Stohrer Music 
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Figure 8 features another page of the booklet. The last paragraph states: 

 

“[…] no matter how long you choose to keep it, the reputation enjoyed by Selmer gives your 

instrument a higher trade-in value.” 

 

Well, we cannot accuse Selmer of misleading advertising. The difference is that the Mark VI 

reputation surpassed Selmer reputation. 

 

 
Figure 8 – Mark VI launching booklet 
Source: Stohrer Music 
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1960 

Context: Free jazz. John Coltrane plays Mark VI, in substitution of the Super Action. He dies 

in 1967. Counterculture movements. Rock and roll takes off—The Beatles fever began in 

1963. 

Mark VI is in its maturity, with great success in sales. It is regarded as a well-resolved 

product. Its innovation aligns perfectly with the innovative conception of free jazz. 

Competitors start to produce copies of it, incorporating the new features. 

 

1970 

Context: Free jazz slackening. Fusion emerges. Rock scene in the UK and US. American jazz 

musicians go to Europe, Middle East, and Asia, as the job market in their home country 

cooled down following jazz scene. 

In the company view, it is time for innovation again, as there are many similar products 

available. Also, with the decline of the jazz scene, the company designed a product that could 

please the rising musical genres. 

 

Figure 9 shows an advert for the launching of Mark 7, in 1975. It shows that the reputation of 

Mark VI at that time was already of the better project ever. 
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Figure 9 – Mark 7 print ad 
Source: Bassic Sax Pix 
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1980 

Context: New traditionalism. Neobop. The movements of ‘getting back to basics’ and ‘back 

to the roots’ gain power. 

Both Selmer and the market start to realize Mark 7 faults—too big, too bold, and too heavy. 

The fact that the successor was so unsuccessful reinforced the positive view about the 

previous project. The product already had a superior reputation, but the direct comparison 

with the product failure immediately afterwards made this more evident. 

 

Figure 10 shows Selmer acknowledging in its website the market flop of Mark 7. 

 

 
Figure 10 – Website part dedicated to Mark 7 
Source: Selmer website 
 

Mark VI consolidated itself as the definite response. Selmer revamps the Super Action project 

from the ‘40s, with the improvements of Mark VI and even Mark 7 (the body-to-bell ring 
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with three points of anchorage). Super Action 80 is launched in 1981 and the Super Action 80 

series II five years later. These lines are more known nowadays as ‘Series 80’. 

 

Selmer tries to profit linking the new models with the new traditionalism movement, as we 

can see in Figure 11, which shows a part of a print advertisement claiming that they are the 

instruments to play the ‘standards’—the term used to refer to the jazz classics—and with 

references to star musicians of the golden age, such as Thelonious Monk and Duke Ellington. 

 

 
Figure 11 – Super Action 80 print ad 
Source: Bassic Sax Pix 
 

1990 

Context: New traditionalism endures. Wynton Marsalis, the exponent of the style, is on the 

cover of Time magazine in October 1990. Bill Clinton, the sax player American president, 

plays a Selmer in public. Jazz slowly starts to regain some visibility. 

Selmer launches Series III (tenor in 1997, alto in 1999). 

 

2000 

Context: Avant-garde ‘movement’ gains momentum, although it is still a niche, even for the 

jazz habitués. Formations ranging from big bands—more tied to the new traditionalists—to 
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quartets and quintets—more connected to the neobop—coexist. Contemporary star 

performers continue to use the vintage horns, especially Mark VI.  

 

Selmer finally surrender to the sax community outcry and launches the Référence 36 and 54 

lines, which are respectively the Balanced Action and the Mark VI projects with minor 

improvements. The lines numbers are references to the year of the launching. One of the 

lacquers available is called ‘Antique’, to resemble the vintage horns with worn-out finishing. 

 

I cannot find the action of imitative magic, as supposed by Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011). 

The resemblance showed itself not sufficient to assure the magical properties of the 

instrument, which explain the players’ skepticism towards the Référence line. 

 

The mystique and allure of the Mark VI are vividly present, as we could see over the last 

sections. For example, in three different reviews of gears, made in 2010 and 2014, JazzTimes 

magazine used Mark VI as an analogy of the paramount: 

 

“The $99 SR80e is like the Selmer Mark VI of headphones: a design that reaches back 

decades but remains tough to beat.” 

 

“Adding the Micro Amp to a computer or MP3 player is like going from a student horn to a 

Selmer Mark VI.” 

 

“The Selmer Mark VI is jazz’s “rock guitar”—it’s Gibson Les Paul or Fender Stratocaster”.  

 

 

5.5 Proposing a visual concept for singularization-commoditization 

With different aims and theoretical contributions, but similar shapes, both Epp and Price 

(2010) and Fernandez and Lastovicka (2011) understand the investigated phenomena and 

resulting models as cyclical. However, a cycle implies an existent sequence—steps that will 

follow one after another. By contrast, this study suggests that the sequential process 

perspective is not adequate to unpack object meanings. An image of suspended bubbles in a 

fluid would better comprise the several aspects that are interwoven in the constitution of 

meanings in objects—they coexist within the same cultural and social context, but each one 



83 

 

has its own speed from bottom to surface, they show different sizes, and there is no 

predetermined axes that could be used to compare ‘intensities’, but layers that cross the 

spheres. Figure 12 is a graphic representation of this model. 

 

 

 
 

The spheres in this fluid process of singularization-commoditization represent the spheres of 

value exchange. They can vary in size because they hold differences in meanings complexity 

and superiority. Also, the bigger the sphere, more people, for a longer time, in many more 

places will share those meanings. The choice of spheres as forms is not solely due to 

Kopytoff’s word choice, but also because they suggest mobility. 

 

The layers could appear in any direction. The choice for stacking them in a parallel form is for 

the sake of clarity, otherwise the figure might become too cluttered and incomprehensible. 

Each sphere can be crossed for all layers, or just a few of them. What this research shows—

and the previous studies as well—is that time, space, and people seems to be the basic layers, 

which will permeate all spheres. 

 

 

  

Figure 12 – The visual concept of singularization and commoditization 
Source: This author 
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6 DISCUSSION 

 

This research answers the call to deepen the knowledge in objects and materiality, as a way to 

help CCT’s managerial legitimization (Cova & Cova, 2014), and meets the need for 

comprehend cultural meanings that contribute to and detract from singularization, as foresaw 

by Kopytoff (1986). 

 

In contrast to the solid dualistic perspective on singularization and commoditization that has 

dominated consumer research, this study revisited the complexity of the original concept, 

structured the theory extensions, and dug out the veiled contributions. This process also 

reveled misconceptions that are not favoring the knowledge development regarding the 

relationship among objects, individuals, and groups. 

 

Being singularized does not implicate that the object is one single item for one single 

individual, which could not be replaced or sold. Being one single item for one single 

individual is just one of the possibilities for the singularized object.  

 

The meaning can be directed to one single item for one single individual —the jewelry 

heirloom as an illustration—or it can be formed by a collective for a group of objects—Mark 

VI for the sax community, or Apple Newton (Muñiz Jr. & Schau, 2005). 

 

The commoditization, although a process of becoming or a transitory state of the object life, is 

not a sequential and linear process, as the literature in consumer research has implied so far. 

As much as it is not a dyad, or an on-off situation. 

 

There are multiple spheres of exchange—or spheres of singularization, if you will—

coexisting. The same object or group of objects can pertain to different spheres depending on 

a given group’s or a particular person’s point of view. For example, my family’s jewelry is 

singularized for me, but a commodity for the jeweler. The commodity holds its saleability 

because its exchange value was only deactivated as a function of the individually and/or 

collectively created meanings. 

 



85 

 

The collective enchantment is a powerful way to build a singularization sphere. Due to its 

mystical character, it is not subject to objective questioning and cogent evidence. 

 

The collective product enchantment is the result of a combination of elements: individual, 

collective, and social-historical. In my chosen research context, the individuals show great 

vulnerability and unusual sensibility, leading to a sensitive need for community acceptance 

and peers acknowledgement. The group values art and craftsmanship, and everything that is 

done with passion and extra care, being the standardized mass production not valued. 

Regarding the social context, the moment when Mark VI was launched corresponded to the 

golden age of jazz, when the genre was transformed from entertainment to a contemplative 

form of art. The improvisation consolidated itself as the ultimate form of artistic expression of 

the genre. Iconic solos from legendary musicians were made in a Mark VI. Mark VI has 

witnessed every kind of genre fusion, melodic, and harmonic experiments. Its successor, the 

Mark 7, did not face the same faith. By the time of its launch, the jazz scene was extenuated 

of the radical experimentation and fusion and turns its attention to the past, bringing what 

then started to be perceived as traditional. The flaws in the Mark 7 project (too heavy, too big) 

became inevitably more evident in a scenario that was dreaming about the good old days. 

Mark VI started then to be seen as the definite ‘handmade’ project and nothing could beat it, 

while the Mark 7 was the defective mass-produced undesired attempt of progress. This 

confluence among individual, collective, and social-historical creates a stronger and shielded 

sphere. 

 

The individual-collective-social-historical combo created a situation that entangled the 

company. As the romanticized artisanal image is attached to all vintage saxophones, 

especially to Mark VI, its main competitor is its own past. It is important to mention that 

clearly there is a market willing to buy the current products, especially Asia and the classical 

music community, in which the saxophone is not as relevant in volume as other brass and 

woodwind instruments. The main market for saxophones is the jazz market, and the most 

important places for jazz market are the Western metropolises. While all the involved 

actors—most significantly the musicians, but also music teachers, shopkeepers, sellers, 

specialized press—do believe in the ‘romantic past’, it would be very hard for the company to 

compete against it, because the intangible meanings of Mark VI cannot be reproduced. The 

firm can emulate the mechanics, the look and feel, and even give the instrument a name that is 
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a clear ‘reference’ to Mark VI (Référence 54, the year of its launch), but it is not about that. 

Only the vintage Mark VI comes with a legacy that cannot be copied. 

 

In other words, we can verify in the vintage saxophones, especially Mark VI, the paradox of 

the authentic merchandise (Warnier, 1994): the object does have monetary exchange value, 

but it is additionally regarded as original and exceptional, and whenever possible its 

availability at the marketplace should be restricted. What by definition would be inalienable, 

since history cannot be sold, becomes a commodity in modern society. Authenticity and 

alienability are embodied in the same object.  

 

Both Warnier (1994) search for authenticity and Campbell’s (2005) craft are practices that 

materialize the desire for uniqueness in face of a world populated with a wide variety of 

undistinguished goods, which were thus mere copies made possible by the advance of 

reproduction techniques. 

 

Two elements—craftsmanship and time and place—saturate the object with aura. The 

distanced reproduction from those elements dilutes it. Regardless, the mass consumers acutely 

want the aura, thus they look for intermediate solutions that grant authenticity certificates to 

mass-produced objects, given them a new singularized status to what once was a commodity. 

However, in the Mark VI case, the aura is so intense that the copies, even charged with 

authenticity—namely the Selmer Référence 54 product line—are not capable to reach the 

sphere where Mark VI stands. The Référence 54 sphere can orbit a layer of authenticity, while 

Mark VI is the real thing itself in the eyes of the community. 

 

I could find the same five craft discourses that Hartmann and Ostberg (2012) examine in the 

Hagstrom guitar brand re-authentication case. But, contrary to Hagstrom, the several actors in 

‘Selmer market place’ do not engage in negotiate the re-authentication process of the models 

produced since late ‘70s. The craft discourses are confined to the vintage models sphere, 

especially the Mark VI one. 

 

These findings resonate the service-dominant logic view (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), because the 

desire to possess an instrument that was (presumably at least) ‘sculpted’ by a craftsman 

becomes more relevant than the functional delivery of a brand new instrument, developed 

with better technological standards. The instrument is just the good that acts as a distribution 



87 

 

mechanism for the desired service (Vargo & Lusch, 2006)—which is the effort, the care, the 

‘soul’ of the craftsman. The sound extracted from the instrument is co-created by the two—

the craftsman in the factory and the musician. 

 

The framework of things in different spheres, within which the exchange is more tolerant, is 

analytically richer and closer to the observable consumption events than the dichotomous 

view (Canniford & Shankar, 2016) of the world of objects, as consumer research traditionally 

has treated it—singularized versus commodity, sacred versus profane. 

 

The proposed visual concept tries to conciliate prior findings and the original theory, 

abandoning the linear, sequential, cyclic, or dichotomous approach. It shows that there is no 

such thing as total singularization in the contemporary economic system: there are several 

spheres of exchange coexisting, with different meanings, for different people, across time, in 

different spaces. Layers can be added to the concept, in any direction, as the comprehension 

of other singularization and commoditization phenomena progress. 

 

6.1 Limitations and future research 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the spheres that can exist in the ‘gray zone’ 

between the two ideal polar types of singularization and commoditization. This exploration 

yielded plausible answers to this question, but it also raises many questions to be explored in 

future research. One such question concerns the visual concept and the identified layers. For 

example, what would be other possible layers in constructing singularization? Also efforts to 

refine the proposed model or identify alternative non-dualistic models would be welcome. 

Additionally, more research is needed to explore the forces that can act to strip some of the 

meanings of the precluded exchange spheres, as the Mark VI one, since this situation holds 

back the company. Moreover, would be possible to commoditize Mark VI and not to 

commoditize the whole Selmer brand? The answer to this question is of interest of many 

companies, that obviously do not face the exact same situation, but also have auratic or 

enchanted items that, once delisted, might jeopardize the brand authenticity. 

 

I could not spot the source of the mystical tales or the precise moment when they were born, 

but it seems clear that the reputation of Mark VI as the ultimate project was already formed 

by the time Selmer launched its substitute. Nevertheless, this research shows how tricky is to 
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manage tradition and legacy as strong brand assets when the consumer is struggling with the 

dis-enchantment and dis-authentication of the modernity. From any simple sign they can 

quickly made and propagate a story that will meet one’s craving for beauty, magic, and 

mystery, so scarce nowadays. In social media times, those tales can reach the world in the 

blink of an eye. Companies should, therefore, react on time to still be relevant actors in the 

co-creation of meaning. The interesting thing is that the context of investigation studied here 

was able to show that consumer will create the desired meaning that suits the community 

anyhow. It comes to the company to take a seat in this if it wants to participate in the results. 

It is not the consumer that is invited by the company to co-create meaning, as some people 

believe. In the ‘absence’ of the company, they will fill the meaning gaps with the explanations 

that make more sense to them, even if it sounds absurd to the rest of the world. 

 

Although the theoretical implications regarding singularization and commoditization are not 

bounded by the investigated product, the context of this research is narrow. Different social 

structure can lead to different meanings and layers, thus it seems feasible that some spheres 

might be more porous than others.  

 

Finally, the investigation revealed that the relationship between musician and instrument is 

symbiotic. The saxophone acts as an extension of the body, permitting that the music that is 

inside the musician flows to the exterior and become reality. Together, they form a new 

‘whole’, part object, part human. Is the musician who plays the instrument? Or is the 

instrument that plays the musician? Future studies could help to answer these questions. 
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