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A PHILOSOPHY OF COVER SONGS

This short book is an engaging exploration of a range of issues raised by the 
phenomenon of musical covers. Magnus’s discussion of numerous fascinating 
and well-chosen examples impressively complements his theorizing, which clearly 
demonstrates the philosophical richness of his topic.                                      
          - Prof. Andrew Kania, Trinity University in San Antonio

Cover songs are a familiar feature of contemporary popular music. Musicians 
describe their own performances as covers, and audiences use the category to 
organize their listening and appreciation. However, until now philosophers have 
not had much to say about them. In A Philosophy of Cover Songs, P.D. Magnus 
demonstrates that philosophy provides a valuable toolbox for thinking about 
covers; in turn, the philosophy of cover songs illustrates some general points about 
philosophical method.

Lucidly written, the book is divided into three parts: how to think about covers, 
appreciating covers, and the metaphysics of covers and songs. Along the way, it 
explores a range of issues raised by covers, from the question of what precisely 
constitutes a cover, to the history and taxonomy of the category, the various 
relationships that hold between songs, performances, and tracks, and the 
appreciation and evaluation of covers.

This unique and engaging book will be of interest to those working in philosophy 
of art, philosophy of music, popular music studies, music history, and musicology, 
as well as to readers with a general interest in popular music, covers, and how we 
think about them.

This is the author-approved edition of this Open Access title. As with all Open Book 
publications, this entire book is available to download for free on the publisher’s 
website. Printed and digital editions, together with supplementary digital material, 
can also be found at http://www.openbookpublishers.com
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Introduction

Cover songs are a familiar feature of contemporary popular music. Musi-
cians describe their own performances as covers, and audiences use the cat-
egory to organize their listening and appreciation. However, philosophers
have not had much to say about them.

A common philosophical approach is to consider historical positions—
for example, asking what Plato or Kant said on a topic. That makes no head-
way here, because Plato and Kant had nothing to say about cover songs.
How could they? A cover is a version of a song that was first recorded by
someone else, so covers require the technology to record and play back mu-
sic. If Plato or Kant wanted to listen to a song again, they had to find per-
formers to play it again.

Nevertheless, philosophy provides a valuable toolbox for thinking about
covers, and the philosophy of cover songs illustrates some general points
about philosophical method. Why is it that people have been announc-
ing the death of covers for as long as there have been covers, while musi-
cians keep making them? To answer that, we need to introduce distinctions.
There are different kinds of covers.

As much as we need distinctions, however, we also need to recognize that
honing our categories to diamond precision can be pedantic and doctrinaire.
There are some distinctions which are not worth making.

A philosophical account of cover songs would be perverse if it were just
an ethereal abstraction, so I discuss lots of different examples in this book.
You may already be familiar with some of them. Others may be new to you.
When it matters what a particular record sounds like, there is no reason
to take my word for it. Most of the recordings that I discuss are readily
available on the internet. You should listen and decide for yourself.

Please keep two things in mind about the examples.
First, you may find that you have different opinions about some of them

than I do. Where the disagreement is incidental to the broader philosophical
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2 A Philosophy of Cover Songs

point, I ask you to substitute an example which you find more agreeable.
Second, despite all of the examples I address, there are many more that I

have had to leave out. If you find yourself thinking about examples that I do
not explicitly discuss, then I invite you to apply the distinctions and moves I
make in the book. Part of the fun of thinking about cover songs is that there
are interesting examples all over the place.

This book is divided into three parts, each containing two chapters. Al-
though issues recur at different places, I have tried to make the chapters
stand coherently on their own.

The first part is about how to think about covers. Chapter 1 reviews the his-
tory of covers and topples some possible definitions of ‘cover.’ Even though
there is no clear definition, we can get by without one. I take cover songs
to be the ones that are typically called that, and that is enough to get going.
Chapter 2 introduces several distinctions which can help us understand cov-
ers better: First, between songs, performances, and tracks. Second, between
mimic covers and rendition covers.

The second part is about appreciating covers. Chapter 3 uses the difference
between mimic and rendition covers as the key to thinking about how we
evaluate and appreciate them. Chapter 4 discusses covers which have an
especially strong connection to the original— the original is either alluded to
by the cover or changes how we hear the cover. Evaluating and appreciating
these covers turns out to be tricky.

The third part is about the metaphysics of covers and songs. Chapter 5 poses
some puzzles about the metaphysics of cover versions. Although a cover is
typically a version of the same song as the original, there are some interest-
ing and striking counterexamples. Chapter 6 develops an analogy between
songs and biological species. Like species, songs are historical individuals.
This shows how to resolve the puzzle cases from the previous chapter and
also helps in thinking about oddities like mashups, parodies, and instru-
mental covers.


