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Audience Perception of Music

Music defined as organized sound implies an organizer, a conscious mind. I argued in the last chapter that this organizer might be the composer, the performer or conductor, or indeed, the listener. Before looking at music from the point of view of the composer, I want to take a look at the perception of music by the listener.

I suggest that there are (at least) two distinct, yet overlapping modes of listening to music. The first mode is that used when listening to a piece for the first time. The second is that employed when listening to a piece for the 2nd, 3rd or nth time. The first we might call the narrative mode in which we are primarily concerned with discovering what happens. The second we might call the structural mode in which we can afford to concern ourselves with how it happens. Let us begin with the first mode.

Narrative Mode

Perhaps we are sitting in a concert hall watching the poised baton of the conductor- perhaps we are sitting quietly in front of stereo speakers in our livingroom. We are alert and expectant. We are hearing a piece for the first time and have little or no idea what to expect.

We hear a first sound (or sounds) and we instantly respond to this aural stimulus. First, we respond physically- recoiling from a loud, forceful sound, leaning forward, straining to hear a very quiet one, eardrums vibrating in complex sympathetic response to the waveforms coming through the air. We then proceed to process this sound stimulus in highly complex, circular loops of cognition. This is the process of patterning discussed in the last chapter. At the beginning of this process, we probably first attempt to deal with the sound by calling up our mental library of previously heard sounds. If we already know that the music is a symphony by Mozart, we go right to that specific set of patterns and compare this symphony opening  to others by Mozart we have heard. If the piece is new and completely unknown, we have no such previous knowledge and must listen without preconception. If the sound fits a pattern, any pattern with which we are familiar, we use that pattern to compare, contrast and make sense of the sound. (Sometimes we settle too easily for a quick and simple pattern, thus missing important details or subtleties, but our brains seem to go for the big picture, probably as a way of dealing with the sensory bombardment we receive from our world. This is why it is so hard to proofread one's own words or notes- we know so well the patterns (the correct words or notes) which we intended to write, that slight deviations from these do not register in our brains as substantially different or incorrect.)

So too with listening. If the sound is a major chord, we pull up our library of tonal music patterns and these patterns produce in us specific expectations. If, on the other hand, the sound is a vague rustling of bows on strings, we jettison any attempt to use familiar musical patterns, and we fall back on more primal patterns: leaves rustling in the breeze, unseen animals or insects, or other mysterious associations. Though the composer may have had in mind none of this, rather only an interesting sonic effect, for our first time listening we, the audience, almost inevitably call up associations- emotional or intellectual- to help us take in, process and organize the aural stimulus. Thus, after the physical surprise of the stimulus, which we might call the "ohh!" stage, we have a second stage of patterning or organizing or recognizing which we might call the "what?" stage. What is it?

After we have in some fashion taken in and processed the sound against some prior patterns, we try to determine the meaning of the sound. Meanings may range from the specific perception of a chord as tonic or dominant, to the vague perception of a sound as an unknown progenitor of things to come. In the first case, the sound arouses clear expectations based on our prior experience with tonal music. In the second, the sound serves to make us lean forward in our seats craving more information to clarify the meaning. This is the "why?" stage. Why this sound? Why now? What does it mean or portend?

Finally, in a fourth stage, we try our best to speculate upon the present situation: given this sound and our organization of it into something meaningful to us, what might we expect to happen next? Again, familiar sounds make our job of hypothesizing easier since we have vast prior experience with which to speculate. Unfamiliar sounds force us into less certaintly and hence wider ranges of possible next sounds. We can call this anticipatory fourth stage the what next? stage.

When the next sound does occur, we quickly repeat the four stages, but this time with more knowledge. Again the initial response to the stimulus (surprised or not), the attempt to pattern or organize the sound both in and of itself and in its relationship to the first sound, the attempt to determine meaning (aha!- it's a IV chord!, or oh-it's even more mysterious now!), and the attempt to hypothesize as to the next possible event. 

I have presented this process in a very clear, linear way- step by step. In listening to real music, this process is, of course, highly complex. The initial sound may be very complicated, calling forth a range of associations- physical, intellectual, affective and structural. It may be followed quickly by ten more sounds all requiring the same processes, before we have time to fully process the first. The second sound may provide a context or continuity which forces us to re-assess the first sound etc...  Thus the simple four stage loop may become loops within loops, loops of loops and so on. As the information piles up and threatens to overwhelm us, our brains simplify it as necessary, making whatever order they can by adjusting the patterns as the music proceeds. 

Though the perception of music during a first listening may be highly complex, it is, overall, both temporal and cumulative. By temporal, I mean that we experience a first listening as sound events occuring in time and through time. Unlike a painting, where the whole piece is in our gaze at once all the time, music moves us through time in specific ways. This is what Stravinsky meant in the passage I quoted in the last chapter "...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."  By cumulative, I mean that the sound events heard in time are not just isolated sonic jewels, like pearls on a necklace. Rather they build upon each other through time creating relationships, contexts and complex interweavings of structure and meaning. Each musical gesture is the product of everything which proceeds it and in turn, generates that which follows. 

To illustrate this further, let's look at that oldest and most familiar of temporal and cumulative art forms- the story. Stories are told through time (it takes time to hear or tell them) thus insuring that events are heard in a particular order necessary to create the desired structure, tension and resolution. In general, stories begin with characters or situations which present questions or tensions needing resolution. We, the audience, are "hooked" quickly and drawn into these questions and tensions. A story usually develops and deepens these through many twists and turns- events expected or unexpected, new elements added or surprise changes to old elements-until at last a crisis moment is created. The crisis is recognized and understood by the audience as the natural, organic outgrowth of all the cumulative elements which preceeded it. The resolution of the crisis in some way creates a sense of arrival at a new situation, new possibility, new understanding, different from that of the beginning. Frequently some reference is made to elements which were present at the beginning of the story in order to drive home the difference between the situation at the beginning and that at the end. 

What I have presented here is a fundamental story pattern- we might call it a macro-pattern, a pattern for structuring the story as a whole. It is a pattern so commonly found in literature of all cultures and periods, that one is tempted to consider it archetypal- a pattern determined by the structure and processes of the human brain. Some stories, particularly modern, experimental literature may not conform to this pattern, but I would argue that in hearing stories which do not, it is our attempt to measure the new story by this old pattern that creates the tension, surprise and power of it (or that leaves us feeling confused!)

Stories are told using language, and language itself has patterns which not only allow us to communicate, but which fundamentally structure the way we think and experience our world. It is no accident that in the West where, for millennia, art has had a mixed reputation as something partially divine, partially earthly, seductive and vain, we have numerous words (different media, genres, classifications) for these human creations which are frequently thought of as products, whereas in Bali, where "art" is an indivisible part of life, spirit and the universe, there is no word at all! In the West, the presence of many words requires us to distinguish one art form from another, and indeed, to distinguish art from life. 

In English, grammar provides micro-patterns which we learn through repetition as children. Nouns are things, verbs tell us what nouns do, direct objects tell us what nouns do their verbs upon, etc... We don't learn the grammatical terms til long after we are fluent speakers. Rather, we learn that things do things in particular ways to other things. Highly complex sentences are perceived and understood as elaborations on simple grammatical phrases- clauses of clauses, clauses within clauses, loops of loops, loops within loops. When you read this page, you do not carefully examine each letter, painstakingly pronounce a phoneme, combine it with others to form a word, combine words to create a clause, combine clauses to make a sentence and then ponder its meaning. As with listening to a Mozart symphony opening, you know the patterns of the English language. Once you see the first word in English, you open your mental library of past experience with English (a vast repertoire!) and you begin to read. You are so familiar with English language patterns (and therefore thought patterns) that you need only skim your eyes over the words, checking in every fourth word or so, to make sure that my sentences and thoughts conform to your expectations. If occasionally I fool you and rutabega slip in an idea or word which you did not zipper expect, you are surprised and must consciously deal with this anomaly. If I write sentences which stray so far from your experience of English patterns that you cannot follow, you will become lost and unable to figzit quarlarumpous what goozhat me solagafung speak a poldra borabus. EvenifmywordsandgrammarareclearbutIdonotadheretonormsofwordseparation,yourjoboflanguageperceptionisgreatlyhindered. When I was in grade school, we had hours of uproarious fun speaking in "pig latin" osay atthey ifeh uhthey ersonpay idn'tday underey andstay uhthey ulesray, eeway erway inay omcray rehensiblepray ootay imhay. As you read the preceeding, you slowed down, at least until you caught on to the new linguistic patterns, because it did not conform to your existing mental patterns of English. If you had some experience with "pig latin" somewhere back in your misspent youth, you recognized a familiar pattern, called it up, and proceeded to read the sentence. 

Music also has both micro and macro patterns; the micro patterns are the small-scale harmonic/contrapuntal relationships and dynamics, the macro-patterns concern over-all form. Let's return to our first time hearing of a Mozart symphony. Though we haven't heard the piece before, it largely conforms to our experience of the patterns of late 18th century European music. It may begin with some simple, strong chords. We understand these at the micro-level, as defining tonic and dominant. At the macro-level, we now have clear expectations about the entire movement and, indeed, the entire symphony, given our experience with patterns of 18th century, tonal symphonic form. Or, perhaps the piece begins with a surprise- a quiet, mysterious collection of shifting harmonies with no clear resolution. We are surprised but not lost because we also have experience with alternate patterns, ones which begin with slow introductions which inevitably lead to the expected Allegro.

According to our micro-pattern expectations, a dominant will lead to a tonic. If it instead goes to a relative minor, we are surprised but not lost- we have a pattern for this too. If it goes instead to a major flat VI chord, we are mightily surprised (and delighted) at this unexpected twist. We must react to it through our four stage process: oh!, what? why? what next?  before we know where we are now in the music. It is no coincidence that such surprise moves up until the time of Beethoven were usually presented with a slower tempo or even a fermata, in order to allow the audience to fully respond and comprehend the impact of the event. Beethoven made a career out of speeding up the "harmonic rhythm" (the rate of harmonic change) to the point where many listeners felt his music to be at best stressful and difficult and at worst ugly cacaphony. Very little in Beethoven's harmony, melody, rhythm or orchestration was brand new, it was rather the number of unpredictable, not easily patterned events piled up in quick succession which made his music difficult for his contemporaries and make it still exciting for us today. 

A Mozart symphony also has macro-patterns. For those with perfect pitch or very good ears, the symphony's shifting tonality can be compared with our expected patterns concerning tonal movement in an 18th century symphony: A movement begins in the tonic key, it visits the dominant and possibly other subsidiary but related keys, before returning to the tonic. It conforms, in some broad way, with expectations of form- thematic exposition, development or contrast, harmonic tension, and finally recapitulation and closure. We expect four movements; a deviation from this would cause surprise and demand an explanation. These four movements conform to 18th century norms of related keys, contrasting moods or affects, and harmonious mixtures of learned technique, lyrical song and delightful dance. Any deviation from these, our patterned expectations, is cause for surprise and requires explanation. (Why does Mozart place a learned fugue in the fourth, typically light movement of his symphony No. 41? Why does Beethoven end the first movement of his c minor 5th symphony in C Major instead of the expected c minor?)

But let us return to our other first listening piece, the one beginning with the faint rustling of bows on strings. We have no idea who the composer is, we have no program notes, and no accumulated patterns with which to assimilate these sounds. What do we do?

At first we probably try to remain desperately alert, seeking some pattern to explain each and every sound event. Quickly we are overwhelmed with a myriad of inexplicable, unpatternable happenings and we back away from the detail, seeking instead to grasp a larger shape or pattern. Aha! The rustling is giving way slowly to a low, deep brass chord which is followed by a metallic rustle of woodwind keys. This gives way to a high, shrill chord in the trumpets. We may have affective associations of mystery, suspense, strangeness and tension, but we may also recognize a larger pattern. In spite of our lack of familiarity with each sound, we can nonetheless grasp an emerging hyper-pattern: string rustle- low brass sound; woodwind rustle- high brass sound; If this is followed by some sounds from the percussion, we might now at least understand that the opening has delineated a definite musical space in which to inhabit. All families of the orchestra have been introduced as elements or voices, high and low registers have defined a wide registral space in which things might happen, and the introduction of "sound effects" alternating with more usual "chords" has defined a broad sonic palette which we may now expect the piece to explore. These elements open up a musical world complete with characters, situations, tensions and questions. Like a story, the piece will unfold through time. Unlike a piece by Mozart, we will derive our understanding of this new piece less by comparing it with expected historical precedents (patterns) and more by listening closely to the piece itself as it twists and turns, setting its own internal precedents and slowly defining itself. We may still have broad archetypal patterns we use- beginning, development, climax, resolution, ending- but even these may be thwarted. New music is more difficult to us precisely because it is new!

If a piece conforms totally to our prior patterns, it is simple- at best, charmingly naive, at worst, boring. If a piece thwarts every attempt to pattern it, it is incomprehensible.  Most pieces inhabit a space between these two extremes.  They lead us on sonic adventures through time,  perhaps occasionally flirting with the dangerous edges of naivete and incomprehensible complexity,  but usually conforming at some level with the patterns human brains seem constructed to perceive.

Thus, on a first listening, we are primarily concerned with what happens;  we listen in what I referred to as narrative mode.  We try to respond to events, fit them to prior, comprehensible patterns, determine meaning, and hypothesize about the next event. We do this complex cerebral, physical, emotional dance at many levels at once, micro and macro, but always in the present, always moving forward through temporal, cumulative experience. The end is not known until the last sound fades away into silence. Just as when listening to a story, though we have patterns to which we compare the piece, we are extremely busy assimilating the bombardment of major or minor deviations from our expectations; we say we are enthralled, caught up, hooked. As though the auditorium or our livingroom is no longer present or real, we are carried away to a place where nothing is real but the music. We listen as to a story. We want to know what happens.

Structural Mode

The second, third or nth time we listen to a piece, we have an easier job. We know what happens, at least in the sense that we remember major events and we know the ending toward which the piece is moving. No longer are we hypothesizing about the unknown with only uncertain patterns to guide us. We now know the major landmarks of the journey and can therefore anticipate with certainty the arrival of those remembered landmarks. This familiarity relieves us of much of the tension and stress of hearing a new work and allows us the luxury of listening with a different intention. Since we know what happens, we can now concentrate on how it happens.

Having heard a good symphony, we know the beginning, middle and end of it, something of the themes, colors, etc...  A second hearing allows us to catch little details which eluded our attention the first time through. We also approach those landmarks we do remember with educated minds. Subtleties which did not mean anything the first hearing now fall into place in terms of their function: this motive stated in this way at this time now registers in our understanding as significant to later events, etc...We may be drawn to a third hearing or even systematic analysis in order to further elucidate for ourselves how the composer created this tension, that digression, this surprise. When we listen to music we know in this informed way, we are exercising what I call the structural mode of listening.

Structural listening happens partially in time- caught up in the flow of the music, but also partly out of time, as though standing above, watching time tick along in another dimension. Structural listening is a bit like looking at a painting. We can allow our eyes to get swept up in the flow of the lines, shapes, weights, colors and textures, but we can also step back and inspect the composition as a deliberate and non-temporal structure.

Music heard as a deliberate composition does not exist in time, it exists as a graph or chart of a potential journey through time. The journey is carefully devised by the composer manipulating the ideal listener along pre-determined paths with certain goals in mind. Clever devices are strategically placed to produce particular effects or understandings, structures are built up, forms are revealed. The structural listener, with one ear caught up in the flow of time, keeps the other ear above the flow, constantly referring to the compositional structure so as to guage the temporal progress against the known, predetermined path of the piece. This structural mode of listening allows us to further our understanding of the meaning of previously mysterious events as well as simply to marvel at the beautiful engineering of the piece. Once achieved, this non-temporal, structural knowledge of a piece affords us the supreme enjoyment: the ability to slip in and out of time as we please, drifting as the music takes us or soaring above it with god-like understanding. 

So, why is any of this important to a composer? Several reasons. The first reason is simple: no one gets to the luxury of a second, structural listening experience without a first, narrative experience. The composer must make sure that the narrative qualities of the piece carry the audience on an elegant and vivid journey through the flow of time even without their conscious knowledge of its detailed structure. Composers spend most of their work time wrestling with the nuts and bolts process of structure building and can easily forget to listen to their creation as the audience will hear it- as a narrative. This fundamental oversight may doom a piece to the shelf instead of the concert hall simply because it works better on paper than it does in the air. (Schoenberg, hearing that one of Milhaud's students was using the 12-tone technique, wrote back telling Milhaud to remind his student "not to forget to include the music.") 

A second reason that it is important to consider different modes of listening is that they can be made use of in the composing process. Consider the basic phenomena of the repeated exposition in 18th century sonata allegro form. This did not arise because some theorist recommended it. It developed out of the obvious fact that music heard the first time is unfamiliar, whereas music heard the second time affords the opportunity to hear it again with informed ears. (There is the added bonus that hearing the original opening sounds of the piece in their new context-following the last sounds of the exposition-provides a new, fresh and illuminating understanding of them.) The recapitulation in a sonata form again repeats the opening material (heard now for the third time) and allows us the possibility of recognizing the differences between the recapitulation and the exposition. It also allows us to hear once more the material from which the intervening development section was made, thus shedding more illumination on the piece as a whole. 

Sonata allegro form makes deliberate use of familiarity and novelty (narrative and structural listening) to induce different kinds of experience with the same music. It is interesting to note that our understanding of sonata form is partially warped by our choice of charts by which we visualize it. We teach our students the following:

by which we conveniently look down upon a piece from outside of time. But our experience of a performance is as follows:

If we internalize the former (the structural view) rather than the latter (the narrative experience) we may come to the conclusion that the repeat of the exposition is superfluous, a sort of unnecessary "padding" added by a hurried composer to stretch the piece a bit. But if, as is so often done today, the exposition is not repeated, the listener is cheated of part of the experience of the piece. The exposition heard as narrative the first time is not the same experience as the exposition heard as structure the second time!

Every 20th century composer knows either literally or experientially the by now old saw that "in contemporary music, you can do whatever you like as long as you do it more than once!" This is a humorous validation of the notion that a musical event heard once is registered in the brain, but an event heard twice is recognized and perhaps even understood. Debussy, working on the radical fringes of musical language in his day recognized this and made a career and a lot of music based on novel gestures repeated twice or thrice in quick succession as though they are patiently introducing themselves to us. 

Thus recognizing (at least) two modes of listening to music is both useful to us in our composing process and necessary if we wish to communicate effectively with our audience. Of course, some members of that audience will never exercise their capacity for structural hearing no matter what we do, either because they have never learned or because they choose not to. A composer should not lower his/her sights or standards by writing pure narrative with no thought of structure on the assumption that no one will perceive it anyway. But neither should s/he assume that pure structural architecture with no thought to narrative flow is any better. All the clever structural machinations in the world don't mean a thing if they don't register in the human brain as meaningful points in a narrative. Structure without perceivable narrative flow is as unmusical as aimless flow without structure. We must write for what Elliott Carter has called  the "ideal listener." This may mean different things to different composers but it always respects the fact that even the ideal listener needs first to perceive narrative beauty before s/he can perceive structural beauty.
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Games

A) Language games


1) Try this with a friend: read some paragraph from a book and ask your friend (who is not looking at the book) to repeat your words back as soon as possible to create a sort of verbal canon. Your friend will be both listening and repeating at the same time. How well does s/he do? Why?  Now read the same paragraph backwards word for word while your friend repeats your words. How well does s/he do? Why?


2) Read a short story by O. Henry. Experience the narrative: what happens? Read it again for structure: how does it happen? 


3) Do the same with a Sherlock Holmes story.


4) Do the same with a poem by e. e. cummings.


5) Look at a drawing by M.C. Escher. First just enjoy the visual disorientation and bafflement. Then analyze the drawing for its secrets. Now enjoy it again. How does this informed experience of the drawing differ from your first experience of it? How is your experience of the drawing different from your temporal, cumulative experience of the short stories?

B) Listening Games


1) Listen to a piece by Debussy and listen for those repeated gestures. Try to define the difference between your experience of hearing the first statement of the gesture and your experience of hearing it again.


2) Listen to a Mozart or Haydn minuet. What is the experiential difference between the first hearing and the repeat of an 8-12 bar section? What is your experience upon hearing the minuet again after hearing the trio? 


3) Listen to a Mozart or Haydn symphony first movement which is in sonata allegro form. Listen as to a narrative, a story. Concentrate fully upon the music as though nothing else existed. Try to follow the present moment on its journey through time. Be aware of your expectations at any given moment and whether they are fulfilled or denied. How does the repeated exposition effect you? What about the recapitulation?


4) Listen to the same movement several more times. How is this repeated listening experientially different? How many events can you anticipate?, how much structure can you pick out? How does this knowledge of structure or events change your experience of the piece?


5) Listen to the first movement of Beethoven's third symphony "Eroica." Concentrating as much as possible upon the present moment, what is your experience of this piece? How well does your library of tonal music expectations serve you in predicting next events? (If the third symphony is already too familiar, try the eighth.)


6) Listen to Threnody to the Victims of Hiroshima by K. Penderecki. Experience the piece narratively and then structurally.

C) Composition Games


1) At the piano, play a short, ugly, unmusical gesture. Now play it again identically. Now play it again beginning on another pitch. Now move to another starting pitch and play it one more time but very slowly and expressively. Has your perception of your short, ugly, unmusical gesture changed any? Try developing this further.


2) Write a short piece using repetition of music to induce narrative and structural listening experiences. Try both micro-repetition (a la Debussy) and macro-repetition (like the recapitulation.) Use literal repetition, repetition against a static baseline, and repetition which also involves development or mutation.


3) Try writing a piece of music which has no narrative flow but, like a painting, is all there all the time. What do you think about this?

