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1
            INTRODUCTION

            Curiosity, connections and the activity of listening: an upbeat to musical adventure

         

         The Listening Service was born of a simple contention on BBC Radio 3 in 2016: that the world of music is one of connection, not boundaries. Music is a way of navigating our place as individuals and as communities and cultures, a prism through which we can better understand and empathise with one another.

         The musical impulse – to bring people together to celebrate our exquisitely evolved frequency-producing and frequency-resonating bodies, brains and spirits – is a binding thread across our humanity, geographically and historically, biologically and intellectually, from the evolution of our species to the latest science of the sounds of solar systems and black holes.

         But the way the world of music is often carved up, as historians and record shops once did, and streaming services do today – dividing music into supposedly separate genres, historical periods and geographical locations – means that the potential for music to inspire and encourage a free-ranging curiosity of listening and thinking, across times, places and cultures, is often curtailed.

         Yet each of us as musical humans – which is to say, every human being on earth – instinctively knows that music-making traditions are deeply connected, whatever the historians and cultural categorisers say. We know, because we feel it, 2that we’re as likely to want to move to Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ as we are to the last movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony. Those pieces share a common rhythmic intensity, an obsession with repetition, and a sense of sheer embodied abandon, whatever their differences of period and genre. They aren’t connected by conventional categorisations of cultural or music-historical thinking, but they are fundamentally bound together through our visceral knowledge and experience as listeners. They both make our bodies need to move.

         They certainly make mine move: and it’s the attempt to restore these connections that’s the real service this programme is trying to fulfil (the title, The Listening Service, was an unmissably fortuitous pun). Those connections aren’t only across genres, they’re also about harnessing music’s power to make us think across whole areas of knowledge, from biology to neurology, from physics to philosophy. Above all, surfing the chain of connections that begins with our listening to and being moved by music from across humanity’s history puts us in the position of imagining the world from other perspectives: from the points of view of the composers who first wrote it, the musicians who play it, and the audiences and communities and cultures who made it and make it their own.

         That includes you. As well as the realisation of that spirit of connection, the other essential aim of The Listening Service is the restoration of our agency as listeners in the creative fabric of musical culture. The world – and not only the musical world – is changed by our listening.

         A word on my definition of ‘listening’: it includes every dimension of the way our bodies are sensitised to receive sound and sound-waves, not only our hearing. Every cell of our anatomy has the potential to vibrate in sympathy with sound-waves of all frequencies, most obviously when we encounter 3infrasound, sounds whose frequencies are beneath human hearing but which we can’t help but feel in our stomachs and through the soles of our feet – from the roar of the sea to the sub-sonic hum of the motorway and the tremors of the earth. ‘Listening’ also includes the way we hear sounds that no one else does in the soundtracks of our imaginations, as well as the infinitely diverse relationships we have as individuals with the audible world in the vast spectrum of differences between our hearing mechanisms.

         Our world-changing powers as listeners aren’t confined to the habits that are interpreted by the algorithms of so many of our interfaces with music in the digital realm of the twenty-first century. The millennia-long history of music all over the world can be told as a story of an ongoing dance between musical cultures and their audiences, in which our collective listenership drives the creativity of performers and composers, the choices they make and the sounds they produce. Without us, their audiences, musicians and composers would have no constituency. Which means that we listeners are never passive consumers of musical culture, but active participants in its creation. To listen is to be engaged, and it’s to be responsible for how that culture is shaped. Whatever else our role may be in our music, whether we define ourselves as composers, performers, improvisers or singers (and the reality is that all of us are all of those things at different times of our lives), we are all listeners. We are all involved.

         It’s from those beliefs – in the connectedness of musical traditions and cultures, and in our agency and responsibility as listeners – that The Listening Service is made. And the questions, ideas, and connections of the programmes are realised through the imagination of the Radio 3 producers who magic each edition into life. It’s their individual and collective virtuosity 4that makes audible the symbiotic links between Toots and the Maytals and Johann Sebastian Bach, Miley Cyrus and Gustav Mahler, Anna Meredith and Wolfgang Amadé Mozart.

         But The Listening Service is also a programme that reflects the history of my own listening. That means there are often starting points, and sometimes destinations, in the ‘classical music’ (so-called – see chapter 52) to which my music-loving soul first migrated. But whatever the initial catalyst for your own music-immersed life, that’s just the first stepping stone in a never-ending journey of connections: in which you realise that the sighing, descending harmonies and melodies that obsessed Henry Purcell are also there in the tango of Astor Piazzolla, and they’re there in the extremities of György Ligeti’s music as well as in the blues of Bessie Smith. Those connections are things you can viscerally experience in the texture of the programmes, in the way we juxtapose these musics with one another. You’ll be able to hear the whole half-hour-long shows by scanning the QR codes you’ll find at the start of every chapter: each code takes you directly online to the relevant programme, available in perpetuity via BBC Sounds.

         This book is an anthology of the show, a curated miscellany of 101 of the subjects we’ve covered, to stimulate your listening imagination. Each chapter introduces the catalytic idea of the episode concerned, and includes a selection of five tracks chosen from the sometimes dozens of pieces in the programme’s playlist. The book is intended both as a distillation of the show and as a springboard to your own listening adventures – through the complete programmes, and beyond. Enjoy your journeys into the limitless horizons of music, and the equally infinite questions that open up, every step of the way.
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            OUR MUSIC AND OUR NATURE
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            Why does music move us?
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         Why does music move us so deeply? There’s a strong statistical probability that you feel a shiver down your spine at the sheer excess of feeling that your favourite songs or symphonies create. What’s going on? What is it about music that has this palpable physiological effect on us? Is it something in the music – or something in ourselves?

         Either way, it’s an irresistible fact of musical life. We all have particular pieces that do it for us, tracks that have an uncanny control over our nervous systems, causing our hair to stand on end, giving us goosebumps, making our breathing shallower, putting us in a state of feverish emotional stimulation – a music-induced intoxication as addictive as any narcotic.

         But why? Why are these musical tingles an important feeling for us Homo sapiens? There seems no evolutionary advantage in being reduced to an emotionally melted wreck by a succession of sounds in the air.

         The music psychologist Dr Victoria Williams has some answers. As she says, ‘scientists have put people in brain scanners to see what happens when someone has a musical chill. And what we see is activation in a reward and motivation circuitry within the brain, typically a dopamine response that is associated with pleasure, so the very core part of our brain 8that is designed to make us do things that are rewarding can be stimulated by our favourite music.’

         But whether it’s because chemicals are released in the brain or because we’re being wilfully manipulated by techniques like aching harmonic suspensions – when dissonant harmonies sensually linger over a resolution, something done by all the musicians and composers in the list below – so strong is the link between music and feeling, it’s as if music’s function is to turn sound into pure, distilled emotion.

         Yet that’s not really true: our bodies and brains are being worked by music, sometimes consciously, often unconsciously. But the fact that it’s possible to make that kind of imaginative leap, that there’s an invisible connective force between the music we hear and our emotional lives, shows just how powerful that experience has become for us all.

         Why does music move us? Because it finds those parts of our feeling bodies that no other art-form can quite reach. It sounds us out, it reflects us. It gives us the shivers – and turns us all into tingle-junkies.

         
            [image: ] Wolfgang Amadé Mozart: ‘Requiem aeternam’, from Requiem, K626

            [image: ] Miley Cyrus: ‘Wrecking Ball’

            [image: ] The Carpenters: ‘Goodbye to Love’

            [image: ] Giovanni Battista Pergolesi: ‘Stabat mater dolorosa’, from Stabat mater in F minor

            [image: ] Gustav Mahler: ‘Urlicht’, from Symphony no. 2, ‘Resurrection’
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            Is music a universal language?
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            There is as much music in the world as virtue. In a world of peace and love music would be the universal language, and men greet each other in the fields in such accents as a Beethoven now utters at rare intervals from a distance. All things obey music as they obey virtue. It is the herald of virtue. It is God’s voice.

         

         That was Henry David Thoreau, writing in his 1840 essay, ‘The Service’. He wasn’t the first, and he won’t be the last, to make the claim that music is endowed with properties that transcend the conventions of time and space, and which can claim to be a ‘language’ understood by all of the world’s peoples, in a paradise in which no one would ever again need the services of a translating Babel fish (the brainwave-eating, ear-dwelling piscoid that translates all the galaxy’s languages in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy). We would all understand each other by communicating – in the fields, and elsewhere – through the medium of music ‘in such accents as a Beethoven now utters’.

         It’s proved an astonishingly seductive idea, that music might have some innate quality that would qualify it as a culture-connector across the globe, so that if we could only find the key 10to communicating in music rather than language, we might all be understood through this language of pure unfiltered musicality, which would somehow miraculously transmit our ideas of peace and love, as per Thoreau’s new musical world order, and harmonise our cultures into a music-first utopia.

         We can always dream. Mind you, I don’t think I’d actually like to live in music-only-land. Not least because it would be difficult to ask for a bottle of milk or a pint of beer, to discuss the price of fish, or the latest political shenanigans. Actually, I take that back: let’s all communicate in music …

         It turns out that what’s really universal about the musical experience is how particular it is: the fact that we all have our own individual musical universes, of thrilling and teeming diversity and difference and cultural variety.

         Is music a universal language? It’s much more powerful than that: we live in a multiverse of musical possibilities, of different languages, cultures, deep structures and sonic surfaces. The miracle is that we can travel between all those musical multiverses, thanks to the fundamental connections of what it means to be musically human.

         
            [image: ] Philip Glass and Ravi Shankar: ‘Ragas in Minor Scale’, from Passages

            [image: ] Perunika Trio: ‘Snoshti sum minal, kuzum Elenke’

            [image: ] Ludwig van Beethoven: ‘Heil sei dem Tag’, the finale of his opera, Fidelio

            [image: ] Joji Hirota and the London Taiko Drummers: ‘Suisei-Hanabi’

            [image: ] George Frideric Handel: ‘Hallelujah Chorus’, from Messiah
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            Why do babies love music?
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         Why are babies so sensitive to music? Our musicality is imprinted upon our tiny listening bodies even before we are born. There are biological and evolutionary reasons for this innate human predisposition to music, which raise questions about what the early development of our musically sensitive bodies tells us about our adult relationship with the music we grow to love the most. In fact, we adults have a lot to learn from the instinctive musical wisdom and receptivity of infants, from the way babies are soothed by lullabies to how they move to, and are moved by, music ranging from melodic simplicity to avant-garde energy.

         Nothing gives my nieces more pleasure than out-Boulezing Boulez at the piano by hammering their hands down on the keyboard, delighting in more aggressive dissonances than many grown-ups can tolerate; and they also love getting down with one of the earworms of international babyhood, the impossibly popular and gloriously inane ‘Baby Shark’. Babies and infants need this sonic sensitivity because it’s vital they recognise the sounds that matter the most to them: their mother’s voices, and the soundscape of the environment in which they are nurtured and cherished. In fact, babies exist in a whole world of musicking to which our adult selves will 12spend decades trying to return. They know – unlike us adults – that there’s no separation between the world of music and the rest of their lives.

         Scientists have proved the point, as Laurel Trainor from McMaster University in Canada reveals. ‘The auditory system is functioning from the sixth pre-natal month. We know infants are hearing in the last trimester.’ So what are the first sounds that all of our bodies respond to? ‘They’re in a liquid environment in the womb, so it’s like hearing underwater: they get sounds from the mother, her heartbeat, her voice. And they receive sounds from the outside world – mostly low frequencies, because that’s what will travel through the liquid medium.’ Our soundscape in the womb is oceanic: we’re in an amniotic sea of hauntingly benign sounds, vibrating hums and rumbles made by the longer wavelengths of low sounds, the soothing, muffled rhythm of our mother’s heartbeat mixing with our own. This is the first soundscape that all of us know, the start of our lives as musical humans.

         
            [image: ] Andrew Davenport: ‘Tombliboo Bricks’, from In the Night Garden

            [image: ] Pinkfong: ‘Baby Shark’

            [image: ] Queen: ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’

            [image: ] Franz Schubert: Symphony no. 5 in B flat major, D485, first movement

            [image: ] Imogen Heap: ‘The Happy Song’
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            Music and breathing

            
               

            [image: ]
               

            

         

         It’s something we do roughly 17,000 times a day without giving it enough thought: our breathing. In and out, a swinging pendulum of tension and release, a physical necessity when it comes to making the sounds that are most unique to all of us – our speaking and our singing. And without it there are whole families of instruments that couldn’t be quickened into life: from didgeridoos to French horns, from flutes to saxophones to ophicleides.

         As a physical fundamental, our breathing is also an idea, a metaphor, a way of thinking that sustains whole pieces of music: there’s a breathing, a give-and-take in hour-long symphonies and box-set-long operas, just as there has to be breathing in performances by instruments that don’t need the exhalation of our lungs. Violins and violinists, pianos and pianists need to breathe, too.

         So how to tune into our breathing? The spirit – and the spirituality – of breathing is there in the words we use to talk about it: ‘inspiration’ is a divine revelation, a eureka moment, as well as being another word for our inhalation. Which means there can be no inspiration without – inspiration. ‘Play a vibration in the rhythm of your breathing,’ as Karlheinz Stockhausen asks his performers in ‘Verbindung’, in his From the Seven Days 14cycle: they make the music not by playing notes on a page, but by finding inner rhythms of breath; intuitive, instinctive, different every time. The American composer Pauline Oliveros, in her Sonic Meditations, is even more direct: ‘Begin by taking a deep breath and letting it all the way out with air sound. Listen with your mind’s ear for a tone. On the next breath using any vowel sound, sing the tone that you have silently perceived on one comfortable breath.’

         Those simple instructions – taking a deep breath, listening to your breathing, becoming aware of your body and singing as you exhale – conceal a lifetime of work, whether you’re a composer-guru like Oliveros or Stockhausen, or one of the vocalists whose flights of inspirational virtuosity make our own breathing bodies resonate in sympathy and astonishment. It’s ironic that feats of breathing from a singer like Jessye Norman in Wagner, makes us breath-taken. Her performance of the ‘Liebestod’ from Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde creates the impression of a voice that transfigures the limits of biology to fly out there, on and on, at the limits of existence, as she joins the soul of her dead lover, both ‘rising higher’ and ‘drowning … in unconscious bliss’, as Wagner’s words say. That’s a state that Jessye Norman’s voice gives us through this vocal epiphany: superhuman, super-Isolde; super-normal, super-Norman.

         Instrumentalists can achieve an arguably even more uncanny illusion: wind players such as oboists, saxophonists and didgeridoo players can use a technique called ‘circular breathing’, in which they’re able to store air in their cheeks, and expel it into their instruments on their next in-breath, creating a continuous sound. It’s a mind-boggling illusion that you can hear in performances from Heinz Holliger to Kenny G (who holds the world record for the longest single circular-breathed note, more than forty-five minutes) to William Barton.15

         But it’s not only these outer edges of the possible in breathing that are important to music. As physical reality and as metaphor for the give-and-take of the structures of whole performances and entire pieces, breathing makes our music human. As another of Pauline Oliveros’s Sonic Meditations suggests: breathe, and fly, and breathe, and fly …

         
            [image: ] Nicola Porpora: ‘Vaghi amore, grazie amate’, from La festa d’Imeneo (Cecilia Bartoli, Il Giardino Armonico)

            [image: ] Cornelius Cardew: ‘Paragraph 7’, from The Great Learning

            [image: ] Richard Wagner: ‘Liebestod’, from Tristan and Isolde (Jessye Norman, Vienna Philharmonic, Herbert von Karajan)

            [image: ] Brian Ferneyhough: Unity Capsule for solo flute

            [image: ] William Barton: Didgeridoo Solo no. 2
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            Is birdsong music?
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         Is birdsong music? It’s one of the most complex but calming sounds that we encounter. Charles Darwin thought birdsong answered the same biological needs as human music. Both were fundamentally about the necessity of attracting a mate, and the quasi-linguistic significance of birdsong made it a distant ancestor of human language. But is what we hear as bird-‘song’ anything like our ‘music’ for the four thousand species of singing birds? Are birds really communicating through their calls and avian virtuosities the same way we do when we speak? What sounds like sheerly, songfully beautiful sound to us when we hear a goldcrest or skylark may mean something completely different: ‘Move! Here comes a marauding hawk!’, if you’re a thrush or chaffinch; or ‘I’ve found some juicy earthworms!’, if you’re a parenting robin or blue-tit.

         What we can at least say is how human composers have been inspired by the sounds of birdsong over the millennia. It starts with a cuckoo in a song that was first written down in the thirteenth century, ‘Sumer is icumen in’; another cuckoo chirps throughout Louis-Claude Daquin’s 1735 keyboard piece ‘Le coucou’, a later relative peers over a calm pool in Beethoven’s brook in the slow movement of his ‘Pastoral’ Symphony, in 1808. 17

         And that’s just a cuckoo through the centuries: but the most famous – and famously prodigious – compositional birder is the twentieth-century French composer Olivier Messiaen. Messiaen found in birds both musical and spiritual inspiration. Notating birdsong was a ready-made musical resource for the composer when he faced a creative impasse, but birds were also tokens of God’s grace and love. His birds teem throughout his music from the 1950s onwards: they’re emissaries of mercy on the grandest scale in his opera, St Francis of Assisi, they sing and soar through the orchestral textures of Chronochromie, and they’re brilliantly, vibrantly heard in his piece for piano and ensemble, Oiseaux exotiques.

         And yet, the truth is that what Messiaen writes down bears only a passing resemblance to the sounds that birds actually make. Birdsong is simply too fast, and too high, to be accurately transcribed in music, and it uses notes of the scale that just don’t exist on Messiaen’s piano. It’s a song that operates to a different scale of time and meaning from any humanly produced system of sounds, whether we’re talking about music or language.

         So birdsong clearly, definitively, isn’t music in the sense that we understand it, in the way that birds use their songs and calls themselves. But for us humans, it’s a different story. Birdsong really is music for us: every time we whistle the call of the cuckoo, or the starling, or the blackbird; and when composers use birdsong as musical material, it’s alchemised into the realm of human music – in a Messiaen piano piece, in Einojuhani Rautavaara’s Cantus Arcticus, or Ottorino Respighi’s Pines of Rome.

         And in Jonathan Harvey’s Bird Concerto with Pianosong, for chamber orchestra, electronics, and solo piano, composed in 2001. As Harvey says, ‘“Real” birdsong [is] stretched seamlessly 18all the way to human proportions – resulting in giant birds – so that a contact between worlds is made.’ Your imagination and your whole being seem to take flight when you hear this music, as you’re transported into another dimension of feeling through its sheer beauty, feeling what it might be like to be ‘human in the mind of a bird’.

         
            [image: ] ‘Sumer is icumen in’

            [image: ] Olivier Messiaen: ‘Epode’, from Chronochromie

            [image: ] Richard Blackford and Bernie Krause: The Great Animal Orchestra

            [image: ] Jonathan Harvey: Bird Concerto with Pianosong

            [image: ] Ottorino Respighi: ‘The Pines of the Janiculum’, from Pines of Rome
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            Sound of the underground
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         What happens when we dare to listen to the music and sounds of underground regions of our world and our imagination – if we delve through earth and into cave, through stone and into fire? How have composers sung their songs of the earth? And what’s the relationship between how composers have made the earth resonate in their creative worlds and what the earth and its subterranean regions actually sound like?

         One of the most dramatic pieces in which a composer has tried directly to realise the impact of seismic subterranea is the tone-poem Hekla, by the Icelandic composer Jón Leifs. It’s a musicalisation of a volcanic eruption: Leifs saw Hekla’s eruption in 1947, the biggest of the century in Iceland, and his music creates one of the most gigantically ambitious musical onomatopoeias ever conceived. Hekla’s violence is remade with anvils, ship’s chains, sirens, rocks – the earth literally turned into an instrument – church bells, canon, shotguns – along with a huge orchestra and choir. Leifs uses massive pile-ups of dissonance, and creates a rhythmic power that’s relentless: when you experience this piece, you have the certain feeling of humanity’s tremulous tininess in the face of the furnace of the earth.

         Dissonance, noise, a combination of churning industry and hellscapes of fire and rock: Jón Leifs isn’t alone in his 20compositional imagination. Richard Wagner, in his music for the dwarves’ realm of Nibelheim in the Ring cycle, and Howard Shore’s score for the orcs of Isengard in Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings conjure similarly sulphurous soundworlds.

         But what songs does the underground realm really sing, what microphones can hear down there in the seismic soundscape of the earth, unfiltered by orchestra, movie studio or opera house? Jez riley French is a composer and sound recordist who has captured the sounds of Icelandic volcanic fumaroles, whose high-pressure steam makes them sound like cosmic kettles of creation: alarming, violent sounds that can’t be tamed by human imagination. Jez’s geophones have heard even deeper than those fumaroles, and listened to the rotation of the earth. Our world makes an infrasonic vibration – sound vibrating at frequencies beneath the range of our human ears, which we feel rather than hear.

         And yet in our music about the earth there are deep truths to be heard, even if they don’t sound anything like the sounds of the spinning earth, its volcanoes, fumaroles, or tectonics. In the achingly long leave-taking of the final movement from Gustav Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde, his ‘Song of the Earth’, the words ‘ewig, ewig’ – ‘forever, forever’ – are stretched by the singer into the endless blue distance; so slowly that Mahler’s music seems to dissolve time. Everything stops in the embrace of the earth – as it must for all of us. Underground, where gods and monsters live; the energy of where we all come from, and where we’ll all return.21

         
            [image: ] Jón Leifs: Hekla

            [image: ] John Luther Adams: Earth and the Great Weather

            [image: ] Howard Shore: ‘A Knife in the Dark’, from the score for The Fellowship of the Ring

            [image: ] Björk: ‘Mutual Core’, from Biophilia

            [image: ] Gustav Mahler: Das Lied von der Erde
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            The sea
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         If you put a conch-shell to your ears, you don’t hear the sea: you hear the micro-acoustic of the whorls of the shell, and the amplification of environmental sound around you. But as Dante Gabriel Rossetti puts it, we want to imagine that we are hearing, ‘The same desire and mystery / The echo of the whole sea’s speech.’ Why are we, as humans, so seduced by the sea’s siren songs? And why have composers so often used the sea’s sublime sonic reality as the inspiration for their music?

         I think it’s because there is a sensual and symbiotic connection between the physicalities of both music and the sea. We feel a total immersion in sound as we do in no other art-form, and we lose ourselves out there on the waves, when we dive and swim, or when our eyes look out over the apparent infinity of the ocean.

         So how do you create in sound the sense of being overwhelmed that we feel when we’re confronted by the sublimity of the ocean? Claude Debussy’s La Mer is an awesome, thrilling, and dazzling ocean of sound and motion for orchestra. A few years later, in 1914, Jean Sibelius wrote his tone-poem The Oceanides, which creates a tsunami of musical momentum that crests in an irresistible and frightening climax, as its waves of energy peak in phase with one another.23

         Much later in the twentieth century, there’s a four-minute work for orchestra called Sea-Change by the Greek composer Iannis Xenakis, who used to take his kayak out into the teeth of a stormy sea in Corsica, and knew the power of the sea at first hand. Xenakis’s piece is an uncompromising shard of sublime orchestral sonority: the visceral thrills of the glissandos in the strings make you feel you’re on the top of a wave in a tiny boat before your stomach drops and you plunge down the other side. It’s as unpredictable and as powerful as a sudden tempest.

         But in 2013, the American composer John Luther Adams created a forty-five-minute piece that’s the closest thing we have to music that is both a transliteration of the physical motions of our seas into musical forms, and a creative transcendence of them. Become Ocean is radically objective: it swells and surges into gigantic billowings of orchestral sonority and saturated harmony, and then subsides into Sargasso-like moments of stasis. It moves according to its own laws that seem to be independent of human ideas like structure and time and story.

         And yet John Luther Adams’s music has a sublime, cathartic power over us. And that power has a point – and a truly transformative one. As John Luther Adams says: ‘Life on this earth first emerged from the sea. And as the polar ice melts and the sea level rises, we humans find ourselves facing the prospect that once again we may quite literally become ocean.’ Become Ocean returns us to a fundamental connection between the immersive experiences of listening and the sea: our listening is an ocean – we just have to dive into it.24

         
            [image: ] Claude Debussy: ‘Sirènes’, from Nocturnes

            [image: ] Groove Armada: ‘At the River’

            [image: ] Iannis Xenakis: Sea-Change

            [image: ] Radiohead: ‘Weird Fishes/Arpeggi’, from In Rainbows

            [image: ] John Luther Adams: Become Ocean
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