-1-

What is Music?
We begin this book with a radical question, a question which is both very old and very new.  It is old in the sense that it has been the subject of speculation for thousands of years; it is new in the sense that never before this century has any one culture had the luxury or the confusion of so many possible answers.  In past centuries and in past cultures,  the serious discussion of this question has been academic- the esoteric rumination of philosophers.  Average music-lovers, performers or even composers could have fairly easily agreed upon an answer concerning music of their own culture.  The fact that there was little knowledge or understanding of music outside their own culture limited their view of possibilities, but this very limitation allowed a cultural group fairly clearly to define or at least identify what it considered to be music.  In this century, increased cultural and scientific awareness has vastly enlarged our realm of musical possibilities.  The age-old pulsing roar of the aboriginal didjeridu and the feed-back shriek of the electric guitar are now inescapably a part of our musical environment.  Both are a far cry from a Mozart piano concerto or a Sousa march.

In this knowledge saturated age, the question "what is music" usually elicits a bored yawn as a response.  This is an expression of futility, born of the recognition of the infinitude of possible answers.  "What is the meaning of life?" or "what is art?" have become cliches representing the unanswerable (and therefore tedious) question.  But a composer, unlike all other musicians, is faced with only a blank sheet of paper and a marvellous plethora of possibilities.  S/he is the one most tempted by this infinite palette.   If s/he chooses to combine the possibilities of a didjeridu with those of an electric guitar, piano and marching band, questions immediately arise as to how, why, and to what end?  If s/he chooses to ignore the brave new world of sound possibilities, deciding rather to stick with the pure cultural tradition, new questions arise:  why ignore those outside possibilities?, how avoid them?, to what end...?  And the answers to these questions stem from his/her own conscious or unconscious definitions of music.  This book opens with this question in order to enlarge our vision of the possible, to stimulate compositional ideas, and to open as wide as possible, the ensuing discussion of compositional process.

Music as Spirit

To most if not all Native Americans,  traditional music was/is a communication or a breath from the spirit world.  An individual's songs are received in trance or visionary experience and are considered among his/her most powerful and valued posessions.  The songs consist of melody, rhythm, and words or sounds and are received complete, without conscious composition.  They are carefully remembered and repeated identically each time they are sung.  They may not be sung by any other person unless given as a gift by the owner.  Even social or game songs, owned collectively by a group, are considered more than just entertainment- having to do with luck, power or skill.  Thus music is spiritual, and a piece of music is a non-composed, sacred entity generally considered a possession.

Among Austalian Aboriginals, music was/is a spiritual power of original and continuing creation.  The songlines are physical and spiritual paths tracing the progress of an original creator being through the primordial landscape.  A songline consists of an actual route across the physical landscape of Australia, as well as a melody, rhythm, words and ritual performance tradition describing the journey of the creator being along that path.  Individuals or groups of people living along that path are guardians of that section of the songline song describing their area.  They are responsible for singing and passing on that segment of the complete songline song.  In the ritual singing of it, creation is renewed and the world continues.  Failure to sing it results in the destruction of the world.  Once again, the song is not "composed" by a human mind;  it was received in antiquity and passed on carefully to succeeding generations.  Clearly here, too, music is a powerful spiritual force, far from pure entertainment.

In ancient China and ancient Greece, music was regarded as a mystical and ethical force capable of altering the balance of the state and/or universe as well as the moods of individuals.  It was the physical expression of the "harmony of the spheres"- number made audible, universal balance made manifest.  Tuning was a matter of political importance in old China, for a state "untuned" in its music was a state doomed.  To this end, each succeeding dynasty decreed a new huang chung (yellow bell) fixing the "correct" pitch of the universe to which all instruments in the land had to be tuned.  In the Greece of Pythagoras (c. 600 B.C.), music was related to the geometric solids which represented the fundamental elements.  Plato (c. 300 B.C.), in his Republic, regarded the regulation of music as an essential business of the State, for music was capable of altering the moods of individuals or whole societies.  The wrong kind of music could render soldiers too effete for battle or, conversely, turn citizens into a violent mob.  Plato regarded the correct knowledge of music an essential part of the education of a well-reared child.  Again, music was a power- to be reckoned with, carefully studied and judiciously used;  it was not frivolous entertainment.  

Music as Entertainment

Of course in many cultures we do have clear record of the use and enjoyment of music as pure entertainment in private or social situations, and this is the musical tradition we might describe as "popular" music.  In the Western tradition, it is the music which Plato rails against, the sensual side of music;  it is the tradition of the French chanson, the Italian opera buffa and American blues, jazz and rock 'n roll.  It is free-wheeling, not overly intellectual (sometimes emphatically anti-intellectual!), and generally unselfconscious.  It claims its cultural and artistic validity not from philosophical speculation but from an intuitive connection to what is, for the culture, Simple, Real and True.  This relatively undocumented tradition has shadowed the more documented "serious" tradition century by century, influencing it and being influenced in return.

The Western Classical Tradition
As we follow the historical development of the "classical," music in the western tradition, we see that our perception of music changed as our perception of our world changed.  In an age dominated by mystical or dogmatic contemplation of Christian mysteries, music was regarded as divine, and the words of God were sung to melodies which were received complete from the holy spirit.  They were not "composed" and therefore could not be altered by the mind of Man.  However, just at the time when ideas and technology from the Arab world began to flow west into Europe during the mid-12th century, we find this sanctity of musical infallibility falling prey to creative new ideas.  In the early development of polyphony by the composers of the San Martial and Notre Dame schools, we witness an earth-shaking revelation in thinking about music- one which still reverberates today.  For music became a game, a craft, a piece of sonic architecture, or even a personal expression.  Like the Gothic cathedrals which were contemporary with this transition,  music became a towering tribute to human creativity and ingenuity.  The brain, the intellectual brain, was allowed free reign to tinker, invent, analyze and construct.  The search for balance between intuition and intellect, heart and mind, divine and human is, in large part, the story of Western musical thinking from the 13th century to the present.

This musical humanism has developed in directions dictated by social and political developments over the centuries, varying the definition of music to suit the zeitgeist:  from the transcendent architecture and rhetoric of the Baroque period, to the passionate personal expression of the Romantic.  In the 20th century, noted for its fitful drift toward democratic, individualist ideals, it is not surprising to find Western composers exercising their free and independent imaginations in re-defining music according to their individual tastes.  Claude Debussy, when asked sceptically by a professor what musical laws he followed in his music, replied "my pleasure."  Charles Ives was so painfully aware that his musical ideas were unacceptably unique that he wrote to a friend  "...are my ears on wrong?!"  Ferrucio Busoni, whose music is remarkably conservative in hindsight, nevertheless in 1906 wrote in his Sketch for a New Aesthetic of Music the ultimate solipsistic dictum for individualistic music:

"The creator should take over no traditional law in blind belief...He should seek out and formulate individual laws which, after the first complete realization, he should annul, that he himself may not be drawn into repetitions when his next work shall be in the making."

Thus, the definition of music is unique not only to one individual human mind, but to one piece created by that mind.  This is music defined as individual vision- the music of bold exploration, of scientific investigation.  In fact, the 20th century has been the one which has most seriously explored the idea of music as science- an anti-romantic antidote to the perceived excesses of 19th century Romantic music.  Stravinsky, in his 1924 manifesto regarding his Octour,  lays out in clinical terms his own neo-classic approach to music:

"My Octour is not an emotive work but a musical composition based on objective elements which are sufficient unto themselves.  [The instruments were chosen] first because this ensemble forms a complete sonorous scale and consequently furnishes me with a sufficiently rich register;  second, because the difference in volume of these instruments renders more evident the musical architecture.  And this is the most important element in all my recent musical compositions."

There are no dragons here, no romance, no heroes or tinkling fountains.  Music is sonic architecture.  Later, in his 1936 Chronicle of my Life Stravinsky is even ruder of his denial of the Romantic definition of music as expressive:

"I consider that music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a phenomenon of nature, etc...  Expression has never been an inherent property of music.  That is by no means the purpose of its existence.  Music is the sole domain in which Man realizes the present...  The phenomenon of music is given to us with the sole purpose of establishing an order in things, including and particularly, the coordination between Man and Time."

On one hand this seems rather scientific- a rejection of music as subjective, descriptive or emotive in favor of more objective qualities.  But on the other hand, it suggests a certain mystical awe for the transcendent aspect of music, similar to the awe for accoustical mysteries in ancient China or Greece.  And so we come full circle.  Again.

We have defined music differently in different ages and cultures and the resulting music is vastly different.  The purpose of our brief exegesis here is to remind us of the wide range of possible answers which human minds have developed in response to the question  "What is Music?"

A Working Definition
This book will propose a model for thinking about composing which I hope is applicable to the widest range of musical possibilities. Like any model, it is based upon some assumptions or definitions.  Let me share my working definition of music- one designed to stretch the imagination and to encourage discussion:


Music is sound organized into meaningful patterns.

That music is sound is perhaps not very controversial.  All traditional musics of the past have agreed with this.  Even Boethius, that most transcendent of medieval scholars who held that true music was the divine music of the spheres- the sound of the celestial movements of heavenly bodies- held this music to have sound, even though inaudible to our miserable human ears.  Even John Cage, the 20th century "radical's radical” whose most notorious piece consists of 4 minutes and 33 seconds of "silence," suggests in that piece that sound is inescapable for human beings and that any sound, interpreted aesthetically, can be heard as music.  This implies that the act of hearing transforms a sound into music.  I would like to argue that "the act of hearing" is really the act of organizing the sound into meaningful patterns.

There is a bit more controversy regarding the notion that music is organized.  Most musical traditions would easily agree with this aspect of my definition.  The Aboriginal, the ancient Chinese, the medieval monk, most modern, western composers would find this criterion obvious to the point of triviality.  But some would argue, as does John Cage, that to consider music to be only that devised by a human mind is a uniquely human conceit.  Is a waterfall's lulling roar music?  Wind in the trees?  The unpredictable wash of sea surf?  Or what about the functional sounds of animals- birds, whales, wolves...?  Composers as different as Olivier Messiaen and Paul Winter have used these sounds of fellow creatures as basic musical materials.  Do whales sing?  Or is this just our anthropocentric imposition of aesthetic values onto a vastly different species?  Of course it doesn't matter for our purposes here whether or not the whale considers it singing in the sense that we do.  The question is whether we want to consider sounds not created by humans as music.  To pursue this question, we need to clarify what we mean by the word organized.

To say that music is sound which is organized implies an organizer.  Obviously, the primary organizer of a Bach fugue is Bach, the composer.  But, to a lesser extent, so is the performer, the conductor if there is one, and indeed the listener, who sorts it all out in his/her mind during the performance.  If the listener is one of the organizers of a Bach fugue, can the listener also organize non-human sounds into music?  My answer is yes.  Who is the organizer of a whale's song?  The whale organizes it according to its purposes but its purposes are not necessarily our musical purposes.  Who organizes a waterfall's sounds?  Only the chaotic hydraulic forces of the water and the acoustics of the gorge.  Neither of these are organized sound along the lines of a Bach fugue, but we, the audience, can still exercise our organizing ability upon these magical, compelling sounds.  If I listen to a waterfall with a desire to hear it as music, I will hear music.  If I choose to hear it as natural acoustical phenomena from the fall of water, I will hear that.  In defining music as organized sound, we recognize the widest range of possibilities while still insisting that there is a conscious participant- either as composer, performer or listener.  According to our definition, a waterfall may produce music but only if someone is there to hear it, to organize it.

And just what does the organizer organize?  What does this word mean when we apply it equally to Bach fugues, whalesongs and waterfalls?  As humans, we organize everything in our experience into patterns.  A pattern is any simple, quickly assimilable design which can be used as a building block for a larger design.  The human brain is built to comprehend patterns.  Given any new, unknown stimulus, our default mental response is a search for pattern.  We first check our repertoire of familiar patterns to see if the new stimulus fits any of them.  Have I been here before?  Have I seen anything like this?  Is this like anything dangerous I have encountered?  Does this sound like a Bach fugue?

If none of our known patterns fits the new stimulus, we then carefully search it for its own, intrinsic patterns.  What are its smallest units?  Do any of them repeat?  When, why and how?  We are desperate to organize all unknown stimuli into patterns for only by thus patterning our complex world can we make sense out of it.  Deducing that economic downturns occur regularly every x number of years does not guarantee that the next one will occur on schedule, but noticing a previous such cycle gives us a comfortable sense of tidy order, of feeling we understand our world and are in control.

Patterns in music are frequently the result of the repetition of recognizable bits and/or their clear mutation or development.  For example, do re mi might be followed in a melody by mi re do- a clear reversal of the pattern.  Or it might be followed by do re mi fa- a clear extension of the pattern.  Frequently, these bits are moved around against a static baseline such as a scale or a key and the resulting dynamic produces culturally or acoustically determined degrees of tension and release.  Thus do re mi might be followed by re mi fa- the same pattern, but moved up the scale by one scale degree, thus producing a different tension or "feeling."

Patterns imply relationships- within a pattern unit or between pattern units.  If the pattern appears again, when does it appear?  How?- in what context?  How is it the same?  How is it different?  What relationship does the second occurance have with the first?  Does a larger "pattern of patterns" begin to emerge through these relationships?  What?  How?  And these questions provoke the question Why?  Why did the second occurance occur as it did, when it did?  With this, we find ourselves seeking meaning- from the patterns and relationships in our music and in our world.

With rock 'n roll, the the patterns and relationships are simple, clear and familiar, their assimilation is effortless and their meanings are usually culturally understood cliches.  A Bach fugue is more complex and difficult to assimilate, but though it may elude in its details our ability to fully comprehend, we accept it easily, recognizing at least the large-scale patterns as familiar.  Consciously or unconsciously perceived, these more complex musical patterns and relationships also stimulate us to generate meaning.  But with a whale's "song," the pattern units (sounds) are unfamiliar, vastly complex and huge in number.  Even recognizing their repetition may be difficult let alone deciphering relationships and consequent meaning.  And patterning in the sound of a waterfall is even more complex due to the subtleness of the sounds and their infinite variation..  One can dismiss the sounds of whales and waterfalls as non-music since no human mind organized the raw sounds they produce.  Or one can accept the challenge and anthropormorphize any sound- listening for broad or subtle patterns and relationships and deriving whatever meaning or pure pleasure one chooses.

Music defined as sound organized into meaningful patterns implies an organizer who creates or at least recognizes patterns, relationships and their consequent meanings.  The organizer can be the composer, conductor, performer or listener.  The music is not in the sounds themselves but in the mind of the person interacting with those sounds.  We hear music when we perceive a sound as meaningful.  Thus while reveling in the richness of the world's musical possibilities, the contemporary composer must all the while consider the mind of the listener, for it is there that the music truly lies.  In the next several chapters we will look at music from both the mind of the listener and the mind of the composer.  Then, in Part II, we will begin an exploration of the ways and means of organizing sounds into meaningful patterns.
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Listening Games

A   Listening FOR Music

1)
Go to a place you know is very quiet.  Sit or lie down comfortably.  Listen intently for sounds.  Gradually try to become aware of as many sounds (internal or external to your body) as you can.  Focus in on one sound and hear it as a "solo" line.  How does this alter your experience?  Try to listen to all the sounds you hear as a chamber ensemble, each sound having equal importance in the "counterpoint."  How does this change your experience?

2)
Find a quiet place outdoors.  Listen carefully for all the sounds you can.  See if you can distinguish at least twenty.  Now listen for the most distant of those sounds. In your imagination, amplify this sound as though you were right next to its source while still hearing the other sounds as accompaniment.  Slowly, let the sound receed into the distance again to its real-world volume and remoteness.  Try this game again in a noisy place.

3)
Sit quietly and listen to birdsongs (and any other natural sounds you hear.)  Listen for patterns, repeated sounds, relationships between sounds.  Don't try to hear musical meaning- it isn't in the sounds themselves.  Meaning is supplied by you and if, in listening, it occurs to you intuitively- fine.  (Meaning doesn't just mean story, idea, mood, etc...  It can also mean structure, form, color, or any other association which occurs in your mind.)

4)
Put yourself in the middle of a traffic jam and experience a "traffic symphony."  What are its component sounds, colors, contours...?  Are there major "events" or large-scale ebbs and flows, or is it just a steady roar?  Can you divorce your listening from our usual traffic associations (frustration, anger, boredom) and truly hear it fresh- as a pure sound experience?  Is it music?

5)
Tune two radios to different stations and place yourself between them.  Each will broadcast familiar, recognizable sounds, each of which will trigger your usual repertoire of associations.  Try to let these associations fade away to the point where you can hear just the counterpoint of two complex sound sources.  Do you hear interesting combinations of sounds?  Coincident occurances of noise or silence?  Do you hear different sections or "movements?"

B)    Listening TO Music
1)
Find a recording of Pierre Schaeffer's late 1940's pieces of "musique concrete."  They consist of real-world sounds transformed in a recording studio into organized sound pieces by an aesthetically sensitive electrical engineer.

2)
Listen to a recording of Edgar Varese's Ionisation from 1936.  It is piece for percussion ensemble with no reference to or use of pitch in any traditional way.  What else supplies order and organization in this piece?

3)
Listen to a recording of Gesang der Junglinge by Karlheinz Stockhausen (1953-54.)  Listen for a mixture of real-world sound (a boy's voice), and pure electronic sounds.

4)
Listen to a recording of Steve Reich's Different Trains from 1989.  Here, real-world sounds (voices and trains) are mixed with the sounds of a string quartet.

Composition Games

Write a piece in which you consciously organize sounds into meaningful patterns.  In this case, YOU do the organizing.  How much you choose to organize, how tightly you organize it is your choice.  Different choices will produce different results.  Experiment!  Before you begin, ask yourself some pre-compositional questions:


1) Do you want your piece to "begin" or to "end," or do you want your listener to have the experience of simply "tuning in" to something already in progress which will continue after s/he "tunes out?"


2) Do you want your piece to be active or passive?  By this I mean do you want your music to have a sense of forward motion and deliberate intention, or do you want it just to create a musical space in which your listener's imagination can wander?


3) Do you want your piece to be "expressive" of something or just beautiful architecture?


4) Do you desire to control its progress or merely to set it up and watch it develop?

If this sounds a bit like a divine being cogitating genesis, it is.  A piece of music is a world, and composing is an act of seminal creation.  If most composers don't begin each piece with fundamental questions like these, it is only because they have already accepted a broad, fluid, ongoing dialogue with them in their composing careers.  I invite you to take time and consider these and other similar questions carefully, now before you begin to write, as a way of shaking loose conventional detritus in your mind and clearing the way for truly original, creative thought.  

Here are some preliminary ideas just as examples to get the creative juices flowing.  Each basic concept or idea is a springboard from which to play the game of composing.  Each will suggest its own unique problems and possibilities.  You might try one of the following or, better yet, come up with your own ideas.  For now, don't worry about technique- give your imagination wings and let your intuition teach it to fly.

IDEAS:


1)  Make a piece for the human body.


2)  Make a piece for pop bottle, toothbrush and loose change.


3)  Make a piece that has only one kind of sound.


4)  Make a piece for "found" percussion (whatever you can find.)


5)  Make a piece for traditional instruments, each of which is missing a piece or is in some other


     way fundamentally altered.

