
“If you make music theory something fascinating to look at, will more people become interested in learning about it? I hope so.” – Mike Hamad
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In 2013 Hartford Courant writer Michael Hamad tweeted a graphical 
representation of a lengthy improvisation (or “jam”) by the rock band Phish. 
Despite their viral popularity, many fans admit that they have no understanding 
of the diagrams’ musico-theoretical content. This project argues that Hamad’s 
“Phishmaps” intuitively resonate with fans who have no formal musical training 
because his work represents a notion of musical journeying that is fundamental 
to the Phish experience. Hamad creates an artistic notation that fosters an 
affective connection to Phish fans, revealing how their listening practices are 
acutely conditioned to recognize journeys through harmonic space.

Paradox: fans love Hamad’s maps while having no 
understanding of their musico-theoretical content

The original tweet:
On July 31, 2013, 
immediately following a 
live version of “Tweezer” 
from Lake Tahoe, NV, that 
lasted nearly 37 minutes, 
@MikeHamad tweeted 
this photo. He was at 
home listening to a live 
internet stream of the 
show. The image went 
viral by the next morning.

• High-value musical characteristics: exploration, experimentation, 
freedom, psychedelia

• Scene identity: “spatial articulation of affective authenticity” (Yeager 2011)
• Objectify and spatialize temporal music/improvisation
• Scene vernacular: “communicative cultural forms” (Dollar 1999)
• Aesthetic connection
• Legitimization in face of stigma

Phishmaps are visualizations of the affective 
bond between the fanbase and the music

“Tube,” December 7, 1997, Ervin J. Nutter Center, Dayton, OH. 
Aphoristic song lyrics incorporated into map appeal to insider 
knowledge among fans. 

“Ghost,” December 31, 2010, Madison Square Garden, New York 
City. Image reflects fans’ affective bond to spiritual, shared ecstatic 
peak. Known as “Holy Ghost.”

“Tweezer”->“Prince Caspian,” August 22, 2015, MagnaBall Festival, Watkins Glen, NY.

More info and links
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Later maps: Focus shifts from “liveness” to artistry

https://phishology.
commons.gc.cuny.edu

“Tweezer,” October 20, 2013, Hampton Coliseum, Hampton, VA
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