

[image: Illustration]



INTRODUCTION


By Way of Explanation


THERE ARE MANY kinds of books on music but this is not one of them. It may be unique in its attempt to approach music from at least six directions at the same time, a trick never attempted before, and only done now in the simple belief that many people will be so keen for the author to come a cropper that they will linger long enough to have a bit of his musicology rub off on them….


That word ‘musicology’ – I’m sorry, but I shouldn’t have used it. I might already have scared off a number of potential readers, or affronted genuine members of the Union of Musicologists who will possibly be aware that my scattered aware that my scattered titbits of acquired knowledge don’t add up to anything half so respectable as being a musicologist. Let me hasten to explain that this book does not attempt to be a history of music – there are many excellent volumes providing that service, though they often make heavy reading for those whose interest in music is limited. It is not a treatise on any special aspect of music, though it packs away a few ideas. It is not a biography or an autobiography, although a bit of self-revelation creeps in by way of light relief for the author. It is not a reference book, though its final sections might come in useful for anyone wanting to know a few salient facts about a few salient (and unsalient) people. It is certainly not a textbook. It is not an immaculately written and knowledgeable collection of essays by a would-be Cardus. And yet those things that it is not are what it is – as T. S. Eliot might have said.


Let me put it another way. In a life that has always been at least 80 per cent involved in music (and records) I have, not unnaturally, met a lot of other people also involved to greater or lesser degree. I am not thinking of the many interesting and charming people who inhabit the scholarly precincts of music, or the professional musicians and people involved in publishing, recording, and so on. They are all very happy to get along without me. I am thinking of the many people who simply enjoy music and often take the trouble to come along to lectures and to read books because they would like to know a bit more about it. They usually feel neglected and frustrated because the writers and scholars tend only to let them see a carefully prepared statement of their intent and very rarely reveal what they really think and feel.


To be quite honest, if I won a nice little sum on the pools tomorrow or my £50,000 Premium Bond came up (as it is due to do at any moment), I should want nothing better than a modest little seaside villa with a private swimming pool, a tennis court, a simple little Rolls-Royce and to become an out-and-out musicologist. I should like to do some research into some private musical interests that would scarcely interest anybody else and I’d like to acquire a good library on the subject and to publish an immaculately edited slim volume on the results of my research in twenty years time. I’d be perfectly happy doing that and earning my brief mention in the new edition of Grove.


But for the present I have been trying to find the formula for writing a book about music that people will not mind reading; that the general music-lover will not find too off-putting. My experience is that the best way to talk about music is to get as emotionally and personally involved in it as you can – as if you were talking about football: not being careful and pedantic but crude, sweeping, amusing if you can – being a man in the normal situation of having lots of bees in his bonnet and intensely in love with his subject.


Remember that this is not the kind of book you thought it was.


PETER
GAMMOND
Shepperton




PART ONE


Make Mine Music


I


I UNDERSTAND that the first principle to observe in writing a book about anything is that it should have something to propound. My thesis is simply a modest belief that the musical world and its pedants are often mistaken in believing that a certain kind of music, which we might loosely call ‘academic’ or ‘serious’ or ‘classical’ (which simply means the sort that gets written about in textbooks), is the main stem of the art of music; with all the other manifestations seen as lesser limbs, mere branches or even twigs. They are simply standing on their heads and mistaking the foliage for the roots.


The basic seed of music is the simplest song, a thing grown out of a common and universal desire to sing. The more complex kinds of music have developed, with varying degrees of success, from this. Popular song might perhaps be called a weed in the formal garden of music and the art of the ‘classical’ masters the finest flower. Yet the weed, or the wild flower, is the natural ancestor of the cultivated bloom. Like the weed, popular song is a tenacious growth; it flourishes in the right conditions, shapes itself according to its environment, but often becomes difficult to cultivate when it has been bred out of its natural form and becomes the product of the cultural hothouse.


Music, like all art, is at its strongest in its natural form. All arts appear to pass through the same cycle: starting with a healthy organic growth, going through various stages of self-conscious refinement; finally reaching a dead end of sophisticated but infertile artificiality. The plant then withers and dies and a new form grows from the resultant humus.


At this present overcrowded stage of history there is a great deal of rotting foliage around, made even richer by the addition of a large amounts of artificial fertiliser; so that even the weeds are in grave danger of being overfed. In spite of this they still manage to flourish, though their period of innocence gets shorter and shorter. The world’s desire for a blue rose gets more avid and more illogical. There are some blooms around whose heads are so heavy that they will soon need artificial stems to be able to stand up at all. But we have gardened enough, let’s get down to some ‘hard’ facts ...


II


Like saying, for instance, that music began in the year 5,187,326 B.C. – give or take a thousand years or so!


There were two primitive chaps; Ding – a dark-skinned fellow with black, tightly curled hair – and Dong, who, though vaguely of the same breed, had fair hair, blue eyes and yellow teeth. They were sitting outside their cave one pleasant summer day in a well-protected clearing in the middle of a forest located almost anywhere. Ding and Dong were, by profession, general-artists, which meant, in those days, providing anything vaguely cultural, ranging from drawings of virile bulls on cave walls to supplying poems for special occasions and the odd spot of conjuring for children’s parties. They had quite recently discovered that ‘June’ rhymed with ‘moon’ and, riding high on a wave of public and self-appreciation, had a vague feeling at the back of their minds that a new art ought to be added to their stock-in-trade if they were to continue to be in profitable demand.


Most great discoveries have a knack of being made more or less accidentally and thus it was on this epoch. I say ‘epoch’ because, as the intelligent reader will sensibly assume, the ensuing conversation probably lasted several thousand years, carried on by generations of Dings and Dongs. Such assumptions will come readily when you get into the right way of thinking.


The pair of them had just got into a pleasantly discursive argument about birds – the feathered kind, that is. Ding, always of a meditative and inquiring nature, had just been whistling, for Dong’s benefit, the contrasting songs of the blackbird and the thrush – or, at least, attempting to.


‘There is,’ agreed Dong (and here we paraphrase), ‘a fascinating variation in the way the sounds jump up and down. This, in fact, provides the main difference between these two distinct and yet closely related songs. It would be rather fun to use them in a sort of guessing game – “To Whom Doth the Tune ...” or something of the sort’. That was the day, or period, when Ding and Dong could be said to have discovered melody – as well as originating the television panel game.


‘I have been thinking’, said Dong, some decades later, ‘that if we whistled those two songs together (you take the blackbird, I’ll take the thrush) we would get an interesting and readily exploitable blend of sound’. In his way, Dong was a great opportunist and was eventually to make a considerable fortune selling song-stones. Thus they hit upon the idea of harmony.


It was many years later that Ding remarked (he was a natural musician but a slow thinker) that what struck him most about the blackbird’s and the thrush’s song (and there was no colour prejudice in his thinking) was their lack of, for want of a better word, rhythm.


‘What do you mean, rhythm?’ asked Dong. ‘Rhythm’, said Ding, clicking his thumb and forefinger together, ‘is a word that I have invented to describe the effect of a sound repeating itself at regular intervals. Well, like,’ he went on, as Dong was still looking a bit blank, ‘like your heart beating, or somebody walking or breathing. A steady and impelling sound. Not like the rain dripping off the leaves in summer, which is insistent but not regular, but an organic beat that, because it is inside us, as you might say, should come naturally to all human beings. Listen, man, I tap my foot like this ... with the same space between each tap ... and I got rhythm. Get me?’


‘I don’t quite see,’ said Dong, who was somewhat conservative by nature, like most of the fair-haired primitives, ‘how that would improve on the thrush’s or the blackbird’s song.’


‘It would make it more memorable,’ said Ding, ‘and it would give it more shape – you could chop it off in lengths of 16 or 32 taps (any multiple of two because you must have at least two beats to make a nice rhythm) and ....’


‘And sell it by the yard,’ said Dong, getting the idea immediately.


It was unfortunate that the partnership of Ding and Dong fell apart in later years, otherwise they might have got around to inventing the still undiscovered fourth dimension in music. Ding, a lover of the hotter climes, migrated south and became a leading impresario in the tribal dance world. His descendants inclined toward the playing side of music and soon after 1900 A.D. got around to inventing jazz. Dong married a girl from the Mediterranean area who had a sizeable fortune in shells and whose family name was Stine. They went into the music-publishing business in a town called Tinpanali. Various primitive slabs have been excavated from time to time bearing the name of Dongstine whose sadly indecipherable markings are believed to be the earliest attempts at musical notation.


There is undeniably a lot of loose speculation in this account of the beginnings of music. But then loose speculation has been the accepted method of tracing the musical history of the next 5,186,826 years or so. The remarkable thing is that so little happened, after these bright beginnings, until about the 5th or 6th centuries A.D. when the first serious attempts to write down music were made.


In the meantime there was a plodding development of various musical instruments, the harp being the first to be perfected and to endure. The penny whistle, cheaply produced from reeds and bamboo canes, developed into the more expensively produced recorder, or, with a lot of knobs and levers added, turned into very costly things like bassoons. But the pace of musical development for several million years was so slow as almost to defy discernment. Only quite recently have we managed to discover, after a great deal of painstaking research, what Egyptian music probably sounded like. A few slabs of hieroglyphics were taken into a BBC studio recently and performed. It was a bit of a let-down to find that there was no very remarkable difference between the pop songs of the days of the Pharaohs and the folksongs collected by Cecil Sharp around the beginning of the present century.


III


In the fair, but blemished, city of Oxford, in a street known as Holywell, there now stands one of the finest new bookshops one is ever likely to see. An extension of Blackwell’s ‘booksy house’ in the Broad (where many of us have run up appalling bills in our time), it is entirely devoted to the subject of music. In shapely layers, in long purposeful galleries and distant shelves of good new wood, in a fine central room with a sort of inverted conservatory in the middle of it whose top is open to the smutty Oxford rain, there are thousands of musical scores, full and forbidding, miniature and miserable, piano scores, vocal scores, Chinese scores. In the veritable Crewe junction of shelves around stretch the rows of books on music ranging from the lowest of the low – books on jazz and popular song and things like Bluff Your Way in Music – to the highest of the high – inscrutable life works in many volumes on aspects of music of whose existence we are only distantly aware, subjects as deep as the deepest layer of an onion, as remote as the Butt of Lewis. In a reluctant corner, the new-fangled gramophone record (and the callow books that go with it) is purveyed so that it shall not be said that Blackwell’s coverage of the ‘literature’ of music is in any way incomplete.


In the far from fair and irreparably blemished city of London we know of other emporiums ranging from the considerable music department of Messrs. W. & G. Foyle Ltd., to the specialist shops like Travis & Emery Limited of Cecil Court all of whom, in the manner of booksellers of all shapes and sizes, will reluctantly sell you a book on music if you ask them nicely and with patience. Then there are the music publishers’ shops, ranging from the scholarly preserves of Schotts, the almost oriental ineffability of Musica Rara, the careless professionalism of Boosey and Hawkes, the rudeness of the pop shops; to that magic well of music up the Tottenham Court Road where they will produce nearly anything; but where you may be told, in friendly confidence, that ‘He won’t take cheques except from the trade’ – whoever He may be. To continue the list is only to make the countless omissions more pointed, not to mention the usual neglect of the provinces.


I casually throw these names around, not only to impress you and myself with the impenetrable vastness of the upper reaches of the river of music; but mainly to impress upon everyone the fact that I am fully aware of the presumptuousness of adding yet another volume to the pile.


In addition to these shops which open their doors, however cautiously, to the would-be purchaser, there are many establishments which carry on ‘business by correspondence only or by appointment’. If you haven’t time to go book-watching, you may browse through their substantial catalogues which they send out regularly to those, like myself, who furtively buy from time to time. If anything they make an even deeper impression, for the weird wilderness of titles is there in firm print. From a recent catalogue sent by H. Baron of London N.W.2 you could have had, if you were quick (and I mean this, for there must be no delay if you really wish to have any item from these catalogues) the full score of Lagarde’s one-act ballet Aeglé (performed 20 times in 1752 and 1760 and 9 times in 1773) for only £92. Or Villeneuve’s Le Voyage de Cythère, scored for voice, violin and bass for only £40. From the catalogue of Messrs. May and May of London S.W.15, one could kick oneself for missing a book called Nel Giorno della Inaugurazione del Monumento a Giuseppe Tartini in Pirano which was published in Trieste in 1896 – and only £5.75, or Professor Dr. Fritz Volbach’s Die Deutsche Musik in Neunzehn Jahrhundert, published in Munich in 1909 – for a mere 90p.


But the catalogues that come from Mr. Kenneth Mummery in Bournemouth are among the finest. He specialises in ‘collected editions’ and one wonders who sends for the complete works of Lully at £240, Mendelssohn for the same price or Grétry at £625. Did you know that the complete works of Johann Strauss were being published (all 479 of them) in 30 volumes at about £12 per volume? When Willi Boskovsky has received his complimentary copy, where will the rest go? You will be pleased to know, by the way, that the 1883-93 Leipzig edition of Aristozenus von Tarent’s Melik und Rhythmik des Classischen Hellenentums (in 2 vols) has just been reprinted.


I am not trying to be facetious in listing these obscure and overwhelming booksellers’ items. Someone is interested in everything. The most fascinating books are written on subjects which, in relation to the whole, are microscopically small and yet they, within themselves, find that the subject is too big to be fully exploited. I have just been dipping into a book called Thespis by Terence Rees. Thespis, as even some unmusical people may know, was the earliest collaboration in the Gilbert and Sullivan saga, a work which, to quote W.S.G. himself, ‘was put together in three weeks, and was produced at the Gaiety Theatre after a week’s rehearsal. It ran eighty nights, but it was a crude and ineffective work, as might be expected, taking into consideration the circumstances of its rapid composition.’


Interest in this pantomime styled extravaganza is magnified by the fact of the enormously successful Savoy saga that followed. The score of Thespis was never published, except for one song, and the MS disappeared except for an item which G & S revived in The Pirates of Penzance. Pending the finding of this elusive treasure, Terence Rees surmises from contemporary comments and reviews what the rest of the Thespis score contained. And how absorbing the detective work becomes.


I know several otherwise musical people who get no pleasure from Gilbert and Sullivan and they would no doubt pour scorn on the infatuations of Mr. Rees and myself. We tend to look somewhat quizzically on those who are thoroughly absorbed in the ramifications of the Egerton MS in the British Museum – knowing only too well that if we allowed ourselves to get involved in that we should become just as absorbed. To every thousand people who find Beethoven a compulsive topic there is probably only one who feels the urge to research the life of William Shield. You may not even know who William Shield was but he is there in the omnipotent pages of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians (which in itself is a fascinating graveyard of musical aspirations). Shield is just as interesting for having written The Ploughboy as Beethoven is for having written the Eroica; if one grades interest by its momentary intensity rather than its cumulative possibilities.


IV


The titles listed above, and some of the musicians mentioned, will be of no interest at all to the person who merely likes to sit in an inconspicuous corner and to enjoy ‘a bit of music’ now and then. He may even suspect that I am a scholar in disguise though he will immediately find a hundred undisguised scholars to assure him of the contrary.


The connection between the person who likes ‘a bit of music’ and Mr. J. Towers (who in 1910 compiled a Dictionary Catalogue of Operas and Operettas which listed no less than 28,000 titles, ‘a number of which,’ the catalogue says, ‘do not appear elsewhere’ – and which might well be mythical as far as most people are concerned) is a mere tenuous thread of human interest. To pile up the mountain of books and scores, the years of research, the labours of genius, only to send them sprawling in an attempt to find some simple germ of musical truth may seem somewhat presumptuous. But this is what we need to do if we are to start to look at music with fresh eyes; to hear it with unbiased ears.


V


If we turn our back on all the parasitic activities that have developed around music during the last 500 or so explosive years of its history, clear away the layers of artifice, pretence and sheer honest labour, that both hide its true nature and frighten off the timid lover, and try to formulate some basic truths, the facts become almost alarming in their simplicity...


Begin, not with music itself, but with the fact that music is, to mankind, a functional necessity. A small child spontaneously sings. Almost all human beings frequently sing (or hum or whistle) as a natural expression of happiness or contentment (occasionally of melancholy or sadness – but more usually as a result of the happier emotions). A man or woman, completely untutored in music can (with varying success) perform a simple song or join in with other people in singing, certainly in unison, and, in a surprisingly large number of cases, is capable of improvising simple counterpoint or harmony.


The completely unmusical person, like the poor old gentleman from Tring who (so we are told in an inspired limerick), whenever they asked him to sing, replied, ‘It is odd but I cannot tell God Save the Weasel from Pop Goes the King’, is the rare exception. The completely unmusical person frequently exhibits other traits of unsociability or inhibition, while the person who often modestly protests an inability to perform music publicly is self-conscious for non-musical reasons.


The keeping of a rhythm, beating out of a rhythm, dancing and singing rhythmically, is a natural action to most people; in most cases, a compulsive action if music is being played. Many people are incapable of preventing a foot tapping or a finger tapping when very rhythmical music is heard.


The need to hear music, often to have it playing continually during periods of relaxation (a trait most strongly found in the young), suggests that the physical need for music often amounts to an addiction. There is a strong suggestion, therefore, that music, far from being a luxury, an artificial indulgence, is a basic necessity of life.


In a fascinating, but sometimes overwhelming book, Deryck Cooke has thoroughly explored ‘The Language of Music’ and on the basis that ‘music is the expression of emotion’ he attempts, mainly successfully, to convince us that there is a code of expression in European music whereby similar means are used by all composers to convey similar emotions, such emotions as ‘simple joy’, ‘expressive joy’, ‘sorrow’ and so on. The means of conveying these are a complex permutation of a number of simple devices, melodic – descending or ascending, harmonic and rhythmical.


This may be all acceptable and provable, but the whole concept is already one or two stages beyond the simple facts of musical comprehension. It hardly needs to be proven that the human brain is extraordinarily well equipped to receive musical information (with an ear capable of acute, but variable, discrimination in picking up variation of pitch1 and rhythm); and, furthermore, is extraordinarily and eagerly receptive to music. At a very early age children are receptive to rhythm and to melody and, very soon after, to harmony. Before we get to the superimposed level of Deryck Cooke’s musical language and the appreciation of artificially created emotions in music; there is already an inbuilt appreciation of music that is purely instinctive and has no need of emotional analysis and certainly not of the extravagant pictorial imagery which is so often associated with music.


The physical appreciation of music is as natural to us as the physical appreciation of flavours in food and drink (I shall return to this association later); the unthinking brain tells us what we like or dislike, not any reasoning process. I go further than Deryck Cooke in believing and assuming that we are affected in a much deeper way than in terms of joy or sorrow. We are affected by rhythms, melodic variations of pitch, harmonies, and by the lack of or the distortion of all these, in as deep and uncontrollable a way as we are affected by degrees of temperature, degrees of light. I don’t know of any satisfactory written analysis of these reactions, but certainly one will eventually be attempted.


Convinced of the validity of these assumptions, I feel armed to look with deep suspicion on all attempts to associate music with pictorial images. Even when it is done by composers. To rely on a simile drawn from another art form to explain a reaction to music is as ridiculous as trying to define the taste of a banana in terms of sound. A banana does not taste like a particular chord – it tastes like a banana. A typical Mozartian twist of melody is not to be likened to a horticultural specimen; it is simply like Mozart and, in this case, no-one else. The expression, the emotion, is the music and quite inseparable from it.


For some time now we have become accustomed to overcoming the inability to define our reactions to music in a separate language by overloading writings on the subject with fanciful visual pictures that are patently untrue because they could never be confirmed. I choose as an obscure sample a survey of Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes that appeared in 1945 – purely as a typical example of musical waffle and not with any desire to get at this particular piece of writing.


‘In the opening scene,’ the author writes: ‘an arpeggio from the harp, reinforced by clarinets and violas, describes an arc of sound, giving the impression, with its mesh of diatonic thirds, of semi-transparent fishing-nets hung on the walls to dry.’


We all know what Peter Grimes is about; but how on earth can we have a ‘mesh’ of diatonic thirds and, even if we could, how could they possibly go to the lengths of describing not just a fishing-net, but a fishing-net of semi-transparent texture specifically being hung on a wall, with the particular purpose of being dried. Could the author not have been mistaken here and found, with a little more research, that it was actually hung on a line for repair? When next we come across a ‘mesh of diatonic thirds’ how can we be sure that they represent a drying net on a wall and not, in fact, a string vest being worn by a Chinese stoker? To suggest such specific imagery is nonsense even if it is true – even if it was what the composer intended.


‘The clash between major and minor chords gives an indescribably salty tang to the scene’, says our critic. Salty? Or to be taken with a pinch of salt?


When Debussy wrote his Reflets dans l’eau he is said to have been portraying a perfect inverted image in a mirror-like lake. So long as we know. If we didn’t know it might equally well be interpreted as a portrayal of a cat accidentally locked in a broom cupboard.


I have taken this extreme view of the romantic interpretation simply because this crab-like approach to music seems to have obscured its proper nature for so long. With regard to Peter Grimes – well, opera has a story attached and we know what the story is about and what the setting is. The commentator is mainly justified in assuming that the composer had found a way, and intended, to portray fishing nets in music. But it is only valid because of the verbal attachments of the opera, as it is in a song. We must allow Beethoven his cuckoos, babbling brooks and weather reports in the Pastoral; that is something different, that is musical mimicry. Beyond that it is simply an intellectual game.


The listener may well think it helps him to enjoy the music to have a pictorial image in front of him when he hears it. I think that he would enjoy it much more if in the first place he allowed the music to percolate his subconscious in the way that nature intended, through his incredible system of built-in responses. The intriguing language of music built up over the years in which accepted ways of conveying emotions have been unintentionally accepted by composers, will then have a greater impact as he moves into this second stage of musical appreciation. Deryck Cooke’s intriguing work will then prove an entertaining and thought-provoking guide book to anyone who is capable of taking in its high level of musical philosophy.


The belief that music, purely as written, is potentially a powerful stimulant (borne out by people’s strong reaction to it, and need for it) is a view that is not shared by some of its great interpreters. The conductor’s line (I heard Stokowski propounding it a few evenings ago) is that the composer’s blueprint of a score is nothing until someone with the insight and imagination of a Stokowski has got to work on it. Again this may well be correct. A sloppy, unenthusiastic performance would do no service at all. But it is a matter of degree. Do we want to hear Beethoven’s Beethoven, Toscanini’s Beethoven or Stokowski’s Beethoven? How far can we trust the great interpreters to give us the composer’s intentions and not their own idiosyncrasies? This is a fascinating topic that we shall return to in volume thirteen of this work.


VI


It has been said at every stage of musical history that music was on the verge of going to the dogs; that all those new-fangled ideas were changes for the worse. We find Erasmus writing in 1526 complaining of the ‘noisiness of modern music’, and venerable gentlemen have been complaining in similar vein ever since.


At this particular time, dare I stick my neck out, and say that we really are on the knife-edge of visible change. The period of diatonic music has lasted many thousand years and reached an unsurpassable peak with Beethoven. Many great things were written and played in the light of his inspiration and guidance but nothing actually greater. After the glorious firework display of creative genius that went on for the rest of the 19th century, things began to fall off. The diatonic vein was played out as far as squeezing anything greater out of it was concerned. It continues and will continue for centuries to supply a means of entertaining and stimulating, for it is a system designed, as I have hinted, to energise natural responses, designed to satisfy natural demands. But because the composer began to feel that the shadow of Beethoven was beginning to haunt him not a little; he felt the need to explore. A fruitful byway was travelled by Schoenberg and those who followed him in the twelve-tone enterprise. An interesting byway, but limited and unable to produce anything of greater stature than the traditional methods had already produced.


With unlimited electronic resources at their disposal our present-day composers entertain themselves, but not us very much, with tedious electrical experiments. If there is any validity in their experiments it is that they provide new experiences to stimulate our inbuilt musical sensitivities. But lacking any form, any ethos, they end up by being an experience very much like going to the dentist. Pleasurable if you have a strange sense of pleasure; the most enchanting moment being when it leaves off.


It is difficult to discern progress in all this electronic activity – but I may be as wrong as all reactionaries. My own belief is that we shall return to the Beethoven way, kept alive at the moment by leading composers like Britten, Shostakovitch and Rodgers, if and when another Beethoven appears. Permanent forward movements in the arts are propelled by outstanding individuals, not by crowds of pygmies.


VII


Leaving aside, then, for the moment, the flights of the experimentalists who hide their lack of humanity in epileptic creations, Pli selon pli and all that; leaving most definitely aside those currently pre-occupied with the squeaks and moans one can squeeze out of a tortured transistor, and scientific geniuses like Dr. Moog who help to make it all commercially possible, let us confine our comments to the kind of music that it has taken 5,186,826 years to perfect and ask what it is all about.


The germ of what it is all about is the employment and deployment of groups of notes that occur in bunches (or chords) of three, known, in musical parlance, as a triad. Keeping our thoughts, for the moment, on European music; the major scale, which has been the potato of our musical meal for several centuries, has eight divisions or degrees. If we play it on the white notes of the piano starting on C, it runs C,D,E,F,G,A,B and thence to C again which is the same note as the lower C but higher in pitch. For reasons unknown to man, the human ear and brain respond affably to the combination of the 1st, 3rd and 5th degrees of that scale; when played together – in the key of C, the notes C,E and G. They have an unassailable logic and offer guaranteed satisfaction.


Whatever we do diatonically in terms of melody and harmony will have the basic germ of that triad in it, and the triads based on other notes of the scale. Melodies will explore the notes that lie between the notes of the triad but they will obtain their sense of security, even their sense of purpose by continually coming back to the basic three, using one or other of them more than they will use the other conscripted notes in order to establish the key of the piece. That is what the music which we call ‘diatonic’ is all about. The establishment of a key, the creation of a melody within its scope, the constant enlargement of that scope by every possible ingenuity, but always hanging on to the basic thread of security like a balancing act on a tightrope.


When we try to penetrate the academic and romantic smokescreen that has been thrown about music, as around any other subject you care to mention (which is merely man’s way of disguising his ignorance and innocence, his fear of what he doesn’t know; which is practically everything), we must try hard to cling on to the basic idea. As with cricket, for example, we must remember that the game is basically one man trying to hit three wooden stumps with a ball and another man trying to stop him with a piece of wood, plus all the delightfully zany ramifications of the rules and regulations and the heady romantic effulgence of ‘my Hornby and my Barlow long ago’. We must always remember that all the verbal camouflage is there to hide the simple things that we cannot explain; that all musicians, great or small, are basically concerned with writing a good tune and don’t let them persuade you that they don’t really care whether you like their tune or not, or are bored by their failure to produce one. All composers would like to achieve melodic inspiration, for the attainment of which there are no rules; and it is only when they fail to do so, which is for most of the time, that they resort to the eyewash.


The achievement of a memorable melody or a quotable line of poetry or prose is like scoring a goal in a soccer international, a breath-taking combination of acquired skills and unpredictable luck. And they all want to do it. But I must not fall into the error of seeming to suggest that only the simple and the naïve is valid. The simpler the achievement, the more untutored minds it is likely to please and there is nothing against such an achievement. But we constantly educate ourselves toward greater sophistication. The impact upon us of subtler things depends on the subtlety and scope of our appreciation.


To return to the triad, like Jason returning to Greece with the golden fleece, its raw yet exciting notes have been used, basic and unadorned in musical activities ranging from the trumpet calls of the battlefields and barrack squares of the world, to the witty directness of a tune like Mozart’s Non più andrai in The Marriage of Figaro and the tingling drama of the opening of Beethoven’s 5th. The same notes but so differently employed.


The means employed, the spirit of wishing to offer the world a memorable toy (more than a toy – a jewel), the satisfying of a need in the lives of both the creator and the beholder, has been identical in the musical endeavours of centuries. In works, to pick a random three from millions, as widely dispersed as this evocative tune from the Shantung province of China
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whose roots go back to the unfathomable times of mankind’s sweet sorrows; whose seeds have taken root in as far distant places as mid-European countries like Hungary whose folk-music has a semi-oriental quality which the anthropologist will explain. As the imperishably bold tune that Schubert discovered like an ingot of gold and played with like a toy:
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As any charming song sung by a made-up little stealer of hearts on a tawdry stage, such as those written by a skilful modern minstrel like Burt Bacharach who knows, from a milennium of examples, what he is doing and how to do it. Here, I should like to quote four bars of one of Mr. Bacharach’s charming songs like Raindrops Are Falling on My Head or I’ll Never Fall in Love Again; but I am told that the privilege of offering the publishers this bit of free publicity would cost me £50...so I won’t!


VIII


However many notes of music are written, however many notes are played they are nothing until they pluck the strings in your aeolian harp of a brain and are imprinted on countless hideous little grey cells.


We are such aimless, random computers, full of hereditary good and bad, that we can like only what nature has given us the taste for. We may revel in the ammoniac acridity of gorgonzola and detest the soapy smoothness of gruyère. We may be melted to amiability by Mahler but be left stone cold by Bruckner. We may find the great J. S. Bach a computer-like creature; Brahms a garrulous old woman; we may secretly prefer Bacharach to Beethoven. There is not much we can do about it except to hope that tastes can be acquired: and often they can be.


With your musical taste an hereditary legacy, it may be too late for you to do much about it, but you might see that the right sort of thing (whatever that happens to be, of course), is put in the way of your children. My own musical pathway stretches out behind me with all its random boulders, vividly etched on my mind. More so because, as I began to write this book, my father, the begetter of it all, was still alive. Now he is dead and his cello stands idle in the corner; but the tastes he helped to form, the pleasures he has shown the way to, may well continue for generations.


The house where I was born was one of those depressed, characterless terraced places that cover the surface of the North of England like a sort of symmetrical fungus. They are built of a hard, red brick that has no sympathy for human beings. They are surrounded by hard purplish flagstones that are even less sympathetic to small boys who fall down upon them. Some tired and dusty ivy made a show of life on the walls of the backyard; some weary blades of grass squeezed their way up through the flagstones to see if there was any life to be found in the smoky air. Fumes, effluence and showers of lime-dust from the nearby factory at Winnington coated all living things with a fine, hard film of discouragement.


My father, like most of the men around those parts, worked with the ICI (or Brunner Mond as it was always known in the district) for most of his life, some dull desk job occupying his reluctant time. In his earlier youth and man-hood, apart from the years of the 1914-18 war when he served with the Manchester Regiment, became RSM and Bandmaster, was gassed and spent a considerable period in a prisoner-of-war camp, he had been a musician, a fine cellist and double-bass player.


He had played in the theatre orchestras of the North and the Isle of Man, in Palm Court affairs of all sizes (this sort of thing was his chief delight) and had risen to the temporary heights of a spell with the Hallé. But the wandering life of a musician neither suited his home-loving nature (which I have inherited) nor my mother’s. So it was the office job with music a constant interest on the amateur plane. But, having been a pro, he was not unnaturally an outstanding amateur whose services on the cello and bass and as conductor, were constantly in demand for every amateur dramatic society, in the grammar school orchestra which was run at an excellent level by the headmaster C. F. A. Keeble, who was himself a talented musician and composer, and for all local concerts and hops.


The musical life of mid-Cheshire appeared to revolve around Tom Gammond, at least to his family. He was an amiable, generous and willing man for 95 per cent of the time but had occasional explosions of temper which meant many quarrels to be patched up; even with his bass-playing brother Fred; even to the extent of cellos being bashed over people’s heads.


It may have been the occasional inclination to hit people over the heads with musical instruments that made him, of necessity, a skilled repairer and creator of the same. There must be countless school cellos and violins in Cheshire, and later in Middlesex and Surrey, that bear the marks of his repairing skill and his creation. Whenever possible, he preferred to make a bridge or fingerboard or peg himself rather than purchase the mass-produced article. He made many bows and cases and a few instruments.


Consequently the outwardly dull house was, inside, like a painting by a Dutch master, with cellos, violins, mandolins, guitars (even occasional wind instruments and a sorrowful wreck of a harp) lying everywhere, exuding their special, dry but friendly smell; their strings going off with ghostly explosions in the middle of the night; occasionally getting knocked over or off a shelf by a careless duster or a fidgety boy – the result, one of those flashing-eyed explosions of temper; almost immediately followed by remorse and forgiveness, a careful explanation of the delicacies of the instrument and its potentials and a demonstration of its capabilities as it was put together again.


In a larger and better house, in nearby Weaverham, then still a country village, ICI’s chimneys only a cluster of long fingers beckoning over the horizon, music-making was a constant activity. With his star pupil, Sidney Whittingham, a man capable of playing any instrument brilliantly it seemed, and with other local violinists, flautists, etc., and singers, there were regular bouts of whole-hearted and wayward chamber music, dominated by the music of Schubert. Schubert dominated and has dominated me ever since. All my musical appreciation and enjoyment started with him.


Like so many professional musicians, even those of great skill, my father was never a musical scholar. I am sure he would agree with me on this. His pre-occupation with music was in his own private tussle with it. Like many musicians, he could remember in detail the cello or bass part of a work like the Messiah but I am sure it was not until the last years of his life when I took him along to a performance of the work that I was ‘writing up’ that he ever heard them, or would bother to go and hear them as whole works. He may even have been surprised to find there were singers present.


His tastes were deep but narrow. Introducing him to his first Mahler symphony in his seventies was like taking a child to see Father Christmas for the first time. But then, there was nobody to supply that need in his youth. His father was a pleasantly ordinary little man who liked his pipe, a football match, a flutter on the horses, and a pint of beer. My father’s music came from his own headmaster who was a cellist and started a love affair when he introduced him to the instrument.


It would be a grand gesture if I was able to say that my first introduction to music was a wide-eyed hearing of Beethoven’s Choral symphony or Verdi’s Aida – but it wasn’t – these came much later. It was the constant repetition of three or four cello pieces which most people have probably never even heard of. There was a rondo by Boccherini which father always played whenever he was trying out or warming up an instrument. Its frivolous leaps will never cease to haunt me. I only found out much later, and so did my father to his delighted surprise, that it was the 4th movement of Boccherini’s Cello Quintet, Op. 37, No. 7 and that the cello and piano version we knew was only an arrangement by a chap named Schröder. After that we showed much greater respect for our old friend.


Then there was Gavotte No. 2 by David Popper. Apart from my delight in the name Popper, this was the first piece I mastered with sufficient grace to be allowed to be the regular accompanist for it. It was my party-piece for many evenings. Sadly, so little does the non-cello-minded world remember Popper that when I met a nice man called Mr. Popper recently he was immensely gratified to come across somebody who had even heard of his once celebrated relation, a virtuoso cellist of his day.


There were many more pieces written by composers whose names are vivid to me but bring a blank stare when mentioned at high-class musical gatherings. Good musical bluffing material, though. Then there was Schubert’s Serenade which I think was his favourite piece, though I must say I always approached its rather awkward accompaniment with reluctance. Later in life we found new pieces together; I converted him to my own Schubertian favourites and we discovered a rare and rewarding folio of the cello music of Offenbach. It was a mutual pleasure that bound us through those awkward years when fathers and sons often seem to have so little in common, and I like to remember his enjoyment, if no one else’s, of the fact that music was to be the centre point of my life, even more than his – except that I have never been the musician that he was, apart from being an accomplished player of the gramophone.


At times I may even have tried to disown my inheritance but I have come to claim it more strongly since, in mellowing years, I know that it matters so much on the personal level, matters so little in the world of social and musical pretensions. I was brought up on Victorian and Edwardian sentimentalities; I still love this kind of music deeply and now unashamedly. It moves a soft spot within my defensive exterior over which I and my scheming head have no control. The one golden vein that was early implanted was the music of Schubert and all the rich legacy of Vienna that it grew from and which stems from it, from Schrammel to Richard Strauss.


Influence, is, however, a double-edged weapon. Deep down the tastes we inherit are probably the strongest and this accounts for my sentimental side. But, particularly in the brash years of youth, there is also the influence of reaction which is nearly as strong. I like sentiment but, as a counter to its sedative effects, I have always liked it made sharp with asperity and humour. If I like good plain melody, four-square rhythm and civilised grace I am excited to find that it can be achieved with an air of dash, with defiance and a humorous sort of toughness. I think both Schubert and Mozart have these mixed qualities in some degree, but I now find it most strongly in the music – some of Mahler and Richard Strauss – that really churns me up inside and makes me feel tearful for some inexplicable reason.


I must not continue to dwell on my own musical addictions and short-comings as if they were the key to it all. But they will always dominate everything I do or say, every opinion I hold, very strongly. It is a warning I have uttered rather than a sermon. No man is entirely an intellectual; the truth lies more often in the heart than in the head.





 


___________


1 The ear is said to be capable of detecting a variation in pitch of 1/80th of a tone.




PART TWO


The Music Goes
Round and Round



Song and Dance Men


I HAVE NO intention, or the literary stamina to achieve it, of ploughing through the long and time-obscured history of music. It has been done, with varying degrees of unreadability, so many times before, dutifully starting with Adam’s penny-whistle and finishing with something not a fig-leaf more subtle, skilled or inspired that was written only yesterday.


Do we not have an inbuilt dislike of history because it shows, particularly when it stretches imagination to the limits of time, just how puny man’s inventive powers really are? Having conceived the reed-pipe countless thousands of years ago it is still only a flute. Either we must acknowledge our limitations or conveniently assume that something so basic to nature as music will always employ basic means.


We like to think that man progresses; otherwise we look more and more like ants scrambling about on this untidy antheap of a world in a series of involuntary actions, led by instinct, being born, breeding, dying – with killing our one really positive action. It is the crushing realisation that we don’t progress at all in any real sense, spiritually or morally, that halts us in our occasional praise of this or that man’s greatness.


In our world of music, in the world of art in general, there is a constant awareness of a lack of obvious progress. The best things were done long ago. Though our modern creators may achieve more complicated creations, they are not better achievements in any absolute way. Is music in the future to be a continuing permutation of seemingly endless possibilities in the hope that the system in the next few hundred years will throw up an even greater composer than... than whom?


Which is where we always resort to the age-old parlour game of deciding who was the greatest. We realise the futility of it; but we enjoy the fun. We all know the answer to the examination paper question: ‘Who was the greatest composer of all time?’ – of course, Beethoven.


Ludwig van Beethoven, who was born in 1770 and whose birthday bicentenary we celebrated in 1970 with an overwhelming number of gramophone records, singly and in expensive sets; with endless concerts in tribute which hardly outnumbered, however, the number of Beethoven concerts there would have been in any normal year; and with lavish books to add to the immense list of volumes already written on the subject of the most written about composer of all.


Of course, Beethoven was the greatest of all composers. Tongue-in-cheek pedants have occasionally tried to disprove it, but it is obvious that no-one else fits the niche reserved for ‘world’s greatest composer’ even half so well. But why? – it is vitally important to decide why so that we can make our judgment on lesser mortals. As usual, it is easier to clear away the negatives that stand in the way. Beethoven was not the world’s most prolific composer, but then quantity has never been a great achievement in serious matters – only in sport. Schubert and Irving Berlin both wrote more songs, Haydn wrote many more symphonies, Mozart more piano concertos, Verdi more operas.


It is not even that you have to like his music more than anyone else’s. Your favourite composer may be Ippolitov-Ivanov, but a mere affectionate regard is no qualification for greatness. I have an insatiable passion for some music which I play over and over again; whereas I play a Beethoven symphony at markedly infrequent intervals, usually running through them all whenever we are decorating the house every four or five years. Yet every time one returns to them, the impression of ‘greatness’ is overwhelming; they rarely fail to satisfy their regular customers.


An immediate parallel in literature leaps to the state-educated mind – the plays of Shakespeare. I would personally read Prufock any day, or even Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, but accept a higher rating for Shakespeare’s plays; especially just after seeing one well acted. Beethoven’s symphonies (well played) are a musical experience of unsurpassed impact and perfection. With Shakespeare we wait for the next great line, the impact of an utterance far beyond the range of ordinary mind and speech; so in Beethoven we expect the next musical phrase to have the power of inspired perfection. A trite or weak phrase is unthinkable. Like Shakespeare’s plays, Beethoven’s symphonies are a public utterance, the heights of musical expression.


The degree to which personality comes through, or is allowed to come through, in music most often decides its emotional impact, the personal effect. Individual affinity with Schubert or Satie, for example, might convince us that here was our favourite music. But some music, like Beethoven’s symphonies, hides rather than reveals the character of the man. Shakespeare’s plays really give us no hint of Shakespeare the man (this is only revealed in the sonnets – if they are truly his), whereas the Canterbury Tales reveal the man in almost every line. It is the mystery of the plays and the symphonies of the two greatest creators that has produced such an outburst of commentary rather than any necessity to extol their greatness.


This is not to suggest that Beethoven was a man without personality or warmth. On the contrary, he reveals himself, when he cares to, as a person of great warmth and affection, a true sentimentalist, an ardent lover and, of course, a man of intense religious and political passions. At the same time he was impelled by a belief in his destiny as a great composer and a courage and a conviction that he was called by God to create. He could feel compassion for the universe with a strength that most people can only muster for a few human beings or even a single pivot of emotion. ‘Almighty God, who looks down into my innermost soul,’ he wrote, ‘you see into my heart and know that it is filled with the love of humanity’.


Then there was the great tragedy of his life, the deafness, the bitter despair that he, of all people, should be deprived of the faculty he most needed. The deafness, which began to develop when he was about 28 and nearly drove him to suicide, never made him doubt that he could continue composing, but the inability to hear his symphonic works properly may well have dictated their impersonal nature to some extent, and the reservation of true intimacy for the more private kinds of writing.


As we might expect, the first symphony, although in the most classical shape and often reminiscent of Mozart or Haydn, is the least romantic, revealing a personal pleasure in form and melody, a great symphony by most standards, but a joyful rather than a demanding work. The second symphony begins to probe more, yet also contains the simplest and purest writing. The slow movement in particular is an essay in serenity with perhaps just a touch of the sentimentality of which Beethoven was capable.


The rest of the symphonies, beginning with the heroic third, move on the sublime, impersonal level; musical sculpture to top the most magnificent man-made monument to God and humanity. The warmth, the emotional power is there, but expressed with an unfaltering splendour that no other composer consistently achieved. The same applies to the five glorious piano concertos, as packed full of ‘quotations’ as Hamlet, culminating in the grandiloquent utterances of the Emperor which never lets us forget, for a moment, that it is great music in every way. The Violin concerto is a little softer in impact, more like the second symphony. The overtures are sketches for the symphonies.


Some composers – a born operatic composer like Verdi, a church musician like Bach – are inspired and bolstered by words. Beethoven’s music is too strong to provide anything like a balanced wrestling match with words and he was not a natural song writer. His opera, Fidelio, though far more effective than many writers have allowed in the past, is one of his less perfect works and the strong music lives uneasily with the melodramatic story.


The mortal Beethoven is revealed in the more intimate works. The genial, pleasure-loving moments are revealed in the uncomplicated geniality of the Octet. The searching, restless, adventurer is revealed in the bold genius, the daring, the subtlety of the string quartets which are not always comfortable or easy music to live with. Some of them are the sketches for even greater unwritten symphonies, the work of a musical mind that acknowledged no limits of expression, only curtailed by the variety possible for four instruments. In the piano sonatas we come nearest to Beethoven the man and the lover of music for its own sake. There is a directness here which constantly suggests the magical transcription of inspired improvisations, Beethoven personally playing for us and revelling in rich melodic veins, artfully varied.


The measure of Beethoven’s greatness is that he made such an immense impact on European music without actually expanding its technical language very greatly. He made his mark by letting it be known (perhaps for all time) to what heights musical creation could go.


It is precisely at this point, dizzy from surveying the heights of genius, and slightly strained by trying to convey the sublimities of the peaks of one creative art in the most practical mode of expression used by another, that one should always revert to basic simplicities. At the same time I should hate to suggest that I think of Beethoven as something complicated. The man who made the music was unquestionably as complicated as man is likely to be and I don’t think I should have found his company easy (whereas I should have liked to play snooker and drink beer with Mozart or play piano duets and take long walks with Schubert) but his creations are not complicated. No great work of art deserves to be called complicated. It is the great simplicity, the directness, of Beethoven’s 8th symphony, of King Lear and the Mona Lisa that make them of towering stature, conceptions straining towards God’s great conceptions of nature, but also warmly approachable, to be loved and appreciated by the warmly receptive mind in a general sense, as much as they are in their detail by the scholar with his notebook.
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