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The Composer's Perception of Music

In the last chapter, I argued that audiences listen to music in ways dictated by the structures and processes of our minds. I suggested that there were at least two clear procedural ways of listening-narratively, to a previously unheard piece, and structurally, to a piece heard before. 

Composers use similar mental processes in the act of composing. It comes as a surprise to many listeners, performers and even young composers, that composers do not simply "make it up" or "just write it down" (as though taking divine dictation!) Instead, composers find themselves in a profound relationship with the emerging composition. I want to suggest in this chapter that this emerging composition is an entity separate from its composer and that the composer's job is not only to invent, but to respond to the organic needs of the piece. In order to do this s/he must listen to the piece as it emerges, and this listening is both narrative and structural.

From the point of view of a first-time listener, anything could happen in a piece. As s/he listens, s/he has no control over what happens- it is all seemingly predetermined by the composer. It is therefore assumed that the composer, who seemingly is in control, could cause anything to happen in the piece. However, the longer one composes, the more one realizes that this image of the omnipotent creator, totally in control of the creation, is both inaccurate and boring. The act of composing is, in fact, much more complicated and therefore much more interesting.

Like a tree, a piece of music usually begins to form from some seed idea. This idea may be a germinal motive consisting of a few notes or rhythms, or it may be a sound color, a technique, a formal design or even an abstract concept of some kind. Each idea presents to the composer certain inherent tendencies, directions and potentialities. These are, in fact, patterns. A musical idea may yield some clear tendencies toward certain kinds of mechanical development, implied textures or logical musical contexts. These tendency patterns are small-scale, local ones, the possibilities of the material to generate what immediately follows. An idea may also suggest directions for larger-scale development. These are patterns of dynamic change- ways of mutating, splitting, amalgamating, engendering- as well as possible goals of such techniques. Finally, an idea may contain within it certain potentialities for describing its own ultimate outcome(s) and therefore patterns for overall form within a piece. (All three of these kinds of patterns are suggested partially by the actual content of the musical idea and partially by the way human brains seem to function. We will discuss these inherent patterns in more detail in the next chapter)

Thus, from the very initial "aha!"- that recognition of an interesting musical idea- the composer is responding to something already formed and pregnant with inherent possibilities. The idea may be small and simple or large and complicated but, either way, the composer does not usually experience the "aha!" moment as invention or creation, but as recognition. From the beginning, the composer understands and respects the musical idea as an entity not entirely of his/her own making and, in fact, containing potentialities which may or may not have anything to do with the pre-compositional intentions of the composer. A relationship develops between the composer and the embryonic piece. The initial intentions of the composer mix with the inherent patterns of the musical ideas in a dialectical give and take- a collaborative exploration of emerging form. In order to be a good partner in this dialogue, the composer must truly listen to the musical ideas and this listening is done both in and out of real, narrative time.

Sometimes composers find it useful to play through an idea in time (at the piano or in their mind’s ear) and to listen narratively to what the ideas seem to suggest as appropriate following material; in other words, to listen for what seems to want to happen next. Sometimes one is startled at how much new material can flow spontaneously from a free, uncensored interplay between the material and one's creative mind. This experience of "the piece writing itself" is always very exciting of course; one has the feeling that one is finally on the right track. (Though this experience is much publicized by romantic notions of compositional process, it is, alas, all too rare in reality.) In this compositional process, one begins at the beginning and lets the piece generate itself, moment by moment, in an organic unfolding of narrative. As s/he proceeds, the composer continually steps back, out of time, to recognize the emerging patterns, to reinforce and clarify them, and to judge their implications for the development of the narrative. S/he may not know "where the piece is going" until well into the process; an ending which suddenly illuminates the structure and "meaning" of the entire piece may unexpectedly reveal itself near the end of the compositional process. A composer in this situation may sometimes feel like an explorer- blindly groping through wilderness, relying on occasional high vantage points to perceive and guide a developing sense of direction and design. This can feel both exhilarating and unsettling and composers usually try to hop from peak to peak, charting the path between carefully.

Other times one feels abandoned by the Muse and left to one's own analytical devices. If musical ideas do not flow freely in narrative mode, a composer usually resorts to the left brain for help. We ask structural questions. What is the idea made of? What are its tendencies, directions, potentialities? How can I best develop these inherent patterns into larger, structural patterns of form? How much can I make out of these opening ideas- a section?, a movement?, a complete piece? What kind of dynamic, complex relationship can be crafted between the present narrative moment and the slowly unfolding structure? In this compositional process, one may discover through analysis many possibilities inherent in the musical ideas and then lay them out along the structural time-line of the piece according to their effectiveness as opening, middle or closing material. Here one is composing primarily out of time, looking down upon the structure of the piece. The composer is quite confident of coherent structure and must instead be very careful to insure that the piece still flows as a beautiful, seamless narrative. In this case, the process is like bridge-building- the composer can see the overall arch in his/her imagination from very early on; the task is to arrange and connect all the necessary and appropriate building materials to actually realize it. This may sound less romantic than exploring the unknown narrative wilderness, but the facination of problem-solving and the need to listen intently to the groaning weight of the structure as it grows are just as great.

When beginning to compose a piece, we may often feel we are groping in the dark for direction, shape, even content- listening narratively and analytically for hints of what this entity seems to want to be, and how we might best help it to grow. At times, we may develop a few exploratory bars, hoping that something may begin to "click," that we may recognize some pattern by which we can bootstrap ourselves along. At other times, whole sections may suddenly reveal themselves in a burst of illumination, requiring us to scramble to capture them before our brains overload with the information. Whether composing narratively in time or structurally out of time, this listening/responding process is like a game- full of false starts, challenges and set-backs, calling for all our powers of pattern recognition, problem solving and strategy. Like the structural or narrative listener, the composer listens to the present moment in the music and hears it flowing through time as both the necessary outgrowth of all that has come before, and the progenitor of everything that will follow. S/he makes sure that the present moment is beautiful and effective in the narrative as well as logical and useful in the structure. As each new element is added, everything else shifts to accomodate it; each new addition changes the whole. Thus, as new small patterns are added, the pattern of the whole changes, new designs emerge, new relationships are formed across the length and breadth of the piece. Sometimes an element added late in the process may require a change in something which, earlier in the process, had seemed just right. The composer shifts mercurially in and out of real time to re-assess continually the shape, form and flow of the composition, both as a narrative and as a structure. In this sense, the final piece is the record of the game as played by the composer, and it can be listened to in this way.

The more a piece approaches completion, the more the composer recognizes it as a separate entity, apart from his/her own imagination. Like parents letting go of our grown children, we recognize more and more clearly the independence of our creations from whatever hopes we may have originally nurtured for them. Frequently a piano piece becomes instead a string quartet, or a light song cycle becomes an oratorio. Part of the thrill of parenting or composing is that the process and the outcome are rarely predictable and that recognition of the increasing otherness of our creation is an experience verging on the mystical. This independence of piece from composer may account for the fact that frequently a composer has a lot to learn from another musician's interpretation of his/her piece. The composer knows the piece intimately but not totally- a conductor or performer may discover details or insights unknown to the composer. This experience of not being totally in control of a piece is very troublesome to young composers who want very much to prove their technical control by forcing a piece to do what they want it to do. The result of such forcing is a lot of bad compositions simply because the young composer does not adequately listen and respond to his/her emerging piece.

So where, in all this talk of narrative, structure and inherent pattern is that which most people assume composition to be all about: self-expression? In my experience, as both student and teacher, this concept is greatly misunderstood and presents a deep, wide and alluring trap, set by our own cultural myths about creative process. Self-expression is a siren's song to young creators of any medium (given our natural preoccupation with self during our younger years) and it is exacerbated by the individual narcissicm which Western culture has lifted up as its highest good at least since the 19th century: the artist as individual hero-the artist as demi-god whose profound personal experience is generously shared with lesser mortals through art.

Several years ago, I had a student of great inate talent; well crafted notes flowed from his pencil with ease and I was delighted to accept him as a student. I soon found, however, that he did not want to think of his music as music, but rather as autobiography in sound. His pieces increasingly became personal narratives about his life and his anger. Ideas were invented as leitmotives, representing characters, events, emotions- to be used as the concept or story required. The structures he developed were not musical ones, derived from the musical ideas, but dramatic or philosophical ones, drawn from his endless store of personal experiences. As he explained them to me, they were compelling stories, vivid descriptions and honest emotional statements. Unfortunately, they did not add up to music when transferred to sound. Also unfortunate was the scale of his imagination. He was not content with the short piano pieces I praised him for- his taste ran to the grandiose and his compulsion to share his experience with the world produced a requiem, an orchestral tone poem, two lengthy string quartets and an oratorio. When I did get him to write a piece of pure music, he quickly wrote it and just as quickly rejected it as uninteresting. I don't think he ever understood the problem with his "music." (Though I criticized it, his adoring peers loved it. He played the role perfectly of the tormented genius who tore music from his troubled soul.) But this is music as soundtrack to human experience, not music as music. This is the composer as master and music as servant to his/her expressive will. This is the composer who is not really interested in the notes but, in fact, in him/herself.

To a young composer quite naturally and necessarily preoccupied with self-discovery, music can seem like a powerful language of emotion- a kind of coded emotional rhetoric capable of saying what cannot be uttered in words. While most of what music really is cannot be expressed in words, it is not the case that everything a composer cannot express in words s/he should attempt to express in music!

Can one write a piece about the inexpressible pain of love lost? Can one express in music the anger of injustice or the joy of hopes fulfilled? I think it is quite possible to have those things in mind as one searches for initial ideas for a piece and those emotional pre-conceptions can certainly influence the composer's choices- particularly at the beginning of the compositional process. Of course, one can choose to borrow or use culturally understood musico-rhetorical cliches (such as minor=sad, major=happy, dissonant=tense, etc...) in order deliberately to manipulate the audience. But I would argue that the further into the composing process s/he gets, the more a good composer will relinquish initial intentions as to what the piece expresses, and allow the piece simply to express itself. Stravinsky's statement that "music is incapable of expressing anything at all" is, to my mind, overly flamboyant. I would say, rather, that music is capable of expressing a great deal but what it expresses is not an individual composer's emotions or stories, but rather a culturally interpreted, transcendent world of sound onto which we can project our experience as we choose. It is reasonable for a listener to project specific, personal "meaning" onto a piece being heard. It is unreasonable for a composer to assume that a piece is "about" his/her personal mood or experience. 

But if a piece of music is so independent, and the composer only a collaborator in its creation, one might assume that just any composer could fulfill that midwife role for any piece. Does the unique composer matter? Yes, of course. At every step of the composing process, from the choice of original ideas to the innumerable decisions behind every note, the idiosychrocies, tastes and habits of the composer shine through clearly- adding up to that mysterious thing we call personal style. In this sense, every piece manifests the personality of its composer. But style and personality are inherent in a piece of music simply because a unique human mind was involved in the creative process. Neither style nor personality need to be consciously added. It is enough for a composer to work honestly, in his/her own way, and to listen and respond sensitively to the intrinsic possibilities of the material. The experienced composer does not assume music to be a servant of his/her expressive intentions, nor does s/he assume absolute mastery over the composition. Rather, the piece is seen as an emerging, separate entity. The good composer is constantly listening- listening to silence for a subsequent sound, listening to a small gesture for its potential to grow, listening to a large shape for its potential subdivivsions. A composer listens and responds at least as much as s/he creates or controls. Like Dr. Frankenstein, assembling bits and fragments, listening for a heartbeat that will indicate life, composers also struggle for that magic moment when the piece begins to glow with a life of its own. It begins to whisper to us, to tell us who it is and what it needs and, like mad scientists (or nurturing midwives, if you prefer!), we scramble to provide what is necessary. 

In chapter one, I suggested that composing was an act of genesis, an almost god-like experience of seminal creation. It is, but how much more interesting to create an entity with a life of its own, able to dance intimately with its creator yet still retain some of its profound mystery. If we insist on total control, we will bring forth statues. If we insist on "self-expression," we will produce puppets on a string. But if we acknowledge music as a transcendent, expressive world of its own, if we listen to it and respect the independence of our piece from our intentions, we can create music that seems as though it was never "composed" at all- music that communicates broadly because it is not "about" my experience or your experience but about human experience- music that invites us all, even its composer, to wonder.

Games

A) Listening Games

1)
Read the program notes to Berlioz' "Symphonie Fantastique" and then listen to the piece.  Does he avoid the problems of music as "self-expression?"  If so, how?  If not, why not?

B) Composing Games

1)
Improvise a bit of material and play it several times over.  Think about it for several minutes, playing it in your imagination.  Now play it again and let it continue spontaneously.  See how much material it can spin without too much conscious interference or censorship from your analytical mind.  Now go back and analyze what was generated.  This is the "explorer" model of composing.  Try this several times with different initial ideas.

2)
Try composing a short piece using the "bridge-building" model.  Try to derive three to four other ideas from an initial idea and arrange them in some order as beginning idea, middle ideas, and closing idea.  Now try to find ways to connect them so as to create the perception of a smooth, natural flow between them.  How is this experience different from the first experience?  Do you find one more natural to you than the other?

3)
Think of a short, simple story or personal anecdote.  Compose some musical leit-motives which seem to "express" or otherwise represent the various characters, ideas or feeling in the story.  Now try to compose a piece which tells the story using the leit-motives.  What problems do you encounter?  How can you solve them?

4)
Look back over the previous three pieces and reflect upon your perception of them as they emerged.  Did they surprise you?  Did you feel in control, or did you desire to?  Did you find yourself experiencing the alternation of narrative and structural mode as you composed?  If not, what did you experience?

