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In 1958 Sir Geoffrey Faber made a suggestion for a book called Tune, and it has been an exciting privilege to try to write what he wanted. He accepted the dedication, and the typescript was finished three months before his death, but he was too ill to read it, and I had no chance of telling him how grateful I was for his suggested title. As the book was written for his own pleasure it has escaped the uncomfortable necessity of having to ‘cover a field’. The field, anyway, is too vast to be covered: it stretches too far into the distance, in time as well as in place. So there are immense gaps in the following chapters, and if Sir Geoffrey had been able to read them I am afraid he would have looked for many of his favourite tunes and failed to find them. But one or two of them are there, and I hope he would have enjoyed some of the others.
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CHAPTER I


The Ingredients of a Tune





English musicians are fortunate to possess the word ‘tune’. In America, where writers on music have been brought up in the German tradition, they are obliged to make do with ‘melody’ on every occasion, whether they are describing ‘Sweet Polly Oliver’ or the Adagietto from Mahler’s fifth symphony. Americans are inclined to be scornful of our word ‘tune’, dismissing it as ‘a popular term for any clear-cut and easily retained melody’. But their nineteenth-century German teachers would probably have been grateful if they could have borrowed the word in their attempts to explain the difference between ‘melody’ and ‘melodies’. ‘A child’, wrote Schumann, ‘sings his melodies [i.e. tunes] to himself; melody, however, is developed later in life.’1


Tunes are not only clear-cut and compact and easily remembered: they are also self-sufficient, and can sound completely satisfying when taken out of a context. A melody, in contrast to a tune, is inclined to spread itself intangibly. It is less easily held in the memory, and, from its very birth, it can be so deeply involved in what is going on all round it that it is seldom willing to live an independent life.


When Schumann said ‘Melody is the amateur’s war-cry’, he must have been thinking of the innumerable music-lovers who had confessed to him that what they really liked was something with a tune in it. Schumann was one of the kindest of men, as well as one of the most enlightened of critics. He warned his own pupils in Leipzig to beware of despising the right kind of amateur, whose activities were inseparably bound up with the life of the professional artist. ‘There has never been a time’, he reminded them, ‘when art has really flourished without this mutual give-and-take.’ And he told his amateur listeners that he agreed with them that music without a tune was an impossibility: ‘If, having stripped a work of its elaborations, we can still find a pure melody … [then] the composer has passed the test, and we will pay him our tribute.’2


It is encouraging to find, more than a hundred years later, that Stravinsky has been saying almost the same thing to his pupils in California:




‘I am beginning to think, in full agreement with the general public, that melody must keep its place at the summit of the hierarchy of elements that make up music. Melody is the most essential of these elements … [It] survives every change of system.’3





To members of an audience, the great advantage of a tune is that it can be whistled in solitude. Many listeners find that a tune is all that remains when a performance is over. If the composer has offered his tunes whole and undisguised, they can be taken away as possessions and held securely in the memory. If he has woven them into an elaborate texture, it may not be possible to take away more than a fragment at the first hearing. But the fragment will prove to be memorable if the work has been worth listening to, for it will be the kernel of the music, and at each new hearing it will expand and grow clearer in the mind, until it reaches the miraculous stage of living a life of its own.


In spite of all attempts at analysis, the vitality of a tune is a miracle that can never be explained. It can only be marvelled at, as Roger North marvelled when he wrote:




‘For the pleasing of a tune no reason hath bin given, that I know of; but yet I must think that there may be a fund discovered and layd open, out of which all pleasing tune in musick may be drawne. And altho’ what is peculiarly good hath come from thence, yet it hath bin fetcht out of the dark … as it were by accident.’4





North has been criticized as a naïve and over-enthusiastic amateur, but he knew enough about music to play trio sonatas with Purcell, and in his notion of a fund ‘discovered and layd open’ he was already pointing out the need for Mr. Deryck Cooke’s The Language of Music. The ‘fetching out of the dark’ is a process that can be explored, for although the nature of a tune can never be defined in words, it is possible to make a list of a tune’s ingredients. One of the most exhaustive of the recent lists was made by Busoni in his ‘Attempt at a Definition of Melody’:5




‘A row of repeated ascending and descending intervals which, organized and moving rhythmically, contains in itself a latent harmony and gives back a certain atmosphere of feeling; which can and does exist independent of text for expression and independent of accompanying voices for form; and in the performance of which the choice of pitch and of instrument exercise no change over its essence.’





The word ‘repeated’, coming at the very beginning of this definition of what we call ‘tune’, is a reminder of one of the many advantages that notes have over words. Words can be repeated on rare occasions for some particular purpose, but music thrives on repetition, and the same fragment can be repeated over and over again without losing its meaning.


Busoni’s sentence about the ‘row of ascending and descending intervals’ is not as clear as it might be, because he forgets to mention that the intervals can be step-wise or gapped, or a mixture of both. Cleonides, in the first century A.D., was able to be more thorough than this, when he described gapped intervals as a ‘network’. It is an admirable word, suggesting the patterns of sound in change-ringing, with each bell following its own course:







E D C


E C D


C E D


C D E


D C E


D E C





As raw material for making a tune, each pattern has its possibilities. When the changes are rung on F E D, the patterns gain a different meaning with the contrast between the tone and the semitone, and at G F E the new position of the semitone alters its relation to the tone and brings with it a new set of possibilities.


With four notes, change-ringing produces such a lavish supply of different patterns that it is almost bewildering to have to make a choice:


Ex. 1
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The bar-lines in Ex. 1 are not real bar-lines: they are only marking the beginning of each row in the change-ringers’ column of numbers. The music of the bells follows its own laws and creates its own satisfying beauty. But the printed patterns in Ex. 1 can never become tunes until they are organized and persuaded to move rhythmically. An up-beat can turn their first eight notes into the opening of a chorale:





Ex. 2
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With six-eight instead of four-four, and ‘Quick’ instead of ‘Slow’, the same eight notes can be transformed into the beginning of a dance:


Ex. 3
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When Busoni described ‘a row of repeated ascending and descending intervals’ as ‘moving rhythmically’, the word-order in his sentence demanded a comma to divide the two ingredients of pitch and time. But these two are inseparable. It is just as difficult to separate the rhythm from the intervals in a well-constructed tune as it is to separate the butter from the eggs in a well-cooked omelette.


The patterns in Ex. 1 are among the simplest that Busoni had in his mind when he said that intervals must be ‘organized’ before they could turn into tunes. Being a composer, he knew that finding the right interval was a matter of skilled reckoning. Yet there are many music-lovers who mistrust the word ‘organized’ when applied to tunes. They believe that ‘the theme is a gift from heaven’. Their idea of a gifted composer is of one who writes in an emotional frenzy of inspiration: they forget that he is a practical man in very much the same position as that of a farmer or market gardener, who depends on his knowledge as well as on his instinct, and who knows by experience that gifts from heaven lead to a great deal of hard work and careful planning.


Planning involves ruthless pruning and selection. Everything has to be balanced and calculated. For instance, if the opening line of a chorale has to be built from the raw material of the patterns in Ex. 1, the choice of the first and second groups (Ex. 2) is not necessarily the best. The thirteenth pattern, followed by the third, might prove better:


Ex. 4
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‘Better’ does not mean more pleasing in itself, but more suitable for the purpose. The chorale will need at least another six bars before it is complete, and these bars will want to extend beyond the range of the notes in Ex. 4, so the gradual rise from the lowest note may help to give a convincing shape to the eight-bar tune. And the drop of a fourth at the end of the first line of the hymn, coming after so many step-wise intervals, will emphasize the comma and help to make the form easy to grasp.


The purpose for which a tune is intended is one of the things a composer can never afford to lose sight of: it can prove to be his surest guide in the difficult task of calculated balancing. If he is a good enough composer, he will allow his knowledge and his instinct to work together in double harness, and the result of the process may well be what we call an ‘inspired’ tune.


Having insisted that the rhythmically moving intervals in a tune must be organized, Busoni goes on to say that a tune ‘contains in itself a latent harmony’.


The trouble about the word ‘harmony’ is that it can mean so many different things. In its archaic Greek sense, the word harmonia ‘stood for the enharmonic genus’, Sachs tells us.6 And ‘the original enharmonion was pentatonic; its tetrachords had a major third with one uncleft semitone below’. This is the pelog mode of Java and Bali:


Ex. 5
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By the time of Plutarch, harmonia could mean an elaborately constructed melodic line that had grown out of the few slow notes of a given theme.7 ‘Harmony’ was still the agreeable joining together of melodic intervals that followed one after another. To the ninth-century writers of the Scholia Enchiriadis, who used the Greek word symphonia for the sounding together of vertical octaves, fifths and fourths, ‘harmony’ meant the agreeable blending of their parallel intervals. At the end of the sixteenth century, Thomas Morley was talking about ‘the whole harmony of many voices’ in his lessons on how to write tunes that could be sung in canon. Harmony had become polyphony. A hundred years later, the readers of Playford’s Introduction to the Skill of Musick were given detailed instructions for composing in four parts: ‘Let your Cords joyn as near to the Upper Part as they can, for the Harmony is [then] more agreeable to the ear.’ Harmony meant chords, and the tune, for textbook purposes, had become an ‘upper part’.


Chords were in Deryck Cooke’s mind all the time he was writing The Language of Music, for he clearly states that he confined his investigation to the ‘harmonic’ period of musical history and to the tonal system ‘derived from the vertical structure of music peculiar to Western Europe’. He dates his harmonic period from ‘somewhere in the twelfth or thirteenth century’.8  Busoni’s date is very much later than that. When he says that a melody ‘contains in itself a latent harmony’ he is thinking of melodies since Bach; for in his essay Von der Einheit der Musik9  he makes a passing reference to Gregorian chant and its ‘complete absence of harmony’, and then speaks of the oneness of the sort of music which ‘exists as a living art’, saying that it is ‘already’ to be found in the works of Bach. If, in 1961, it is difficult to agree that every tune contains a latent harmony, it is because there are more and more listeners who are discovering that Hindu ragas as well as Gregorian chants can still triumphantly exist as living works of art.


But even when Busoni’s definition is limited to the period since Bach, his remark about latent harmony can only be accepted with reservations. It is true that rounds and canons carry with them their own harmony, which they spin like a web from their own tunes. And twelve-note themes evolve their self-contained harmony from the serial method of composition. But songs and dances and carols are not necessarily joined to a harmonization for life. The tune of ‘Sweet Polly Oliver’ spells out adequate harmonies while moving from one melodic interval to the next; but this does not mean that it is compelled to keep within the chords of its own vertical structure. A setting in free canon, with the second voice coming in a bar later and a fourth higher, is only one of the many unexpected but satisfying ways in which it could be harmonized. Busoni’s definition needs, as a footnote, the remark made by Satie that ‘a melody does not have its harmony any more than a landscape has its colour’.10


There can be no disagreement with the statement that a tune exists ‘independent of text for expression and independent of accompanying voices for form’. The facts are irrefutable; the statement, however, sounds pale in comparison with the string of memorable tunes it brings into the mind. ‘Oh, it is not to be described!’ wrote Schumann in an ecstatic letter to Clara, when he had just heard the first try-through of Schubert’s C major symphony, ‘All the instruments are like human voices!’11 And the opening of that same symphony is a superb example of a tune that can exist naked and unsupported, having all the balance that is needed for conveying the vitality of its form.


‘The choice of pitch and instrument exercises no change over the essence’ of a tune. This is certainly true of pitch. The ancient Chinese were perhaps the only people who ever found it a matter of life and death to play at the correct pitch. They had to start their tunes at the ‘absolute’ pitch of their sacred bell: if the instruments were sharp or flat the whole dynasty was in danger of collapsing. In Europe, ‘absolute’ pitch is flexible enough to change from one generation to the next, according to the frequency that is in fashion at the time.


When Thomas Tomkins wrote down the exact measurement of one of the organ pipes he was using for his early seventeenth-century church music, he made it clear to future editors that Tudor motets would need to be transposed up a tone or a minor third if they were to be sung at about the same pitch as the secular madrigals. It is slightly upsetting to have to read Byrd in F minor-instead of D minor, for the D flats look out of place in sixteenth-century music. But this is not nearly as bad as having to read some of the ‘school editions’ of works by Purcell or Gluck, where the music has been transposed down a semitone, to bring it, for the sake of the singers, to the eighteenth-century level of pitch. I shall never forget the look of despair on the faces of the second violins in an amateur orchestra when I had to ask them to play one of Gluck’s beautifully simple tunes in the complicated key of A flat minor.




Experiments in tuning down to an earlier level of pitch are not always welcomed by the listeners. At a recent performance of Mozart’s G minor piano quartet with an eighteenth-century fortepiano tuned a semitone below a1 440, some of the members of the audience insisted that the music sounded wrong when played at the wrong pitch. But it was Mozart’s own pitch.


Today we are living under the threat of yet another rise in frequencies. If a1  440 is raised much further, the tessitura of some of the music written before the nineteenth-century will inflict too great a strain on professional singers as well as on amateurs, while instrumental tunes that were meant to sound effortless and mellow will acquire a hard, steely edge.


Busoni, when he mentioned ‘choice of pitch’, was probably not much concerned about changes of frequency. He was referring to the many transpositions of a tune that can occur in the answering voices of a cantata or a string quartet. These are the transpositions that help to extend the influence of a tune far beyond the boundaries of its own length. Tossed from one voice to another, answered a fifth higher here and a fourth lower there, one short phrase can become involved in more excitements than anyone except the composer could possibly have guessed from a first hearing of the straightforward, innocent notes.


Changing about in the ‘choice of instruments’ can also add to the excitement. It is only in unskilled ‘arrangements’ that a tune loses more than it can afford to lose. A violin solo rendered on a cornet can stretch a tune’s adaptability almost to breaking-point. But good tunes can put up with an astonishing amount of ill-treatment. Their individuality is so strong that they can still be recognized, even when they are as grotesquely disguised as in the performance of Handel’s ‘Largo’ on the musical saw, which I once had to adjudicate in the early years of what is now the Arts Council. A tune may suffer in the same kind of way that a water-colour suffers when it is badly photographed; but as long as it is recognizable its essence is unchanged. And this is true of piano reductions of orchestral works, though there are few things more frustrating than having to rob a flute tune of its flutter-tongue, or having to add unwanted tremolando chords to convey the crescendo of a sustained tune for strings.


In his sentence about choice of pitch and choice of instrument Busoni forgets to mention that a tune is not essentially changed when its speed is altered. Augmentation or diminution, in adding to the excitement of a work, can make the character of a tune stand out even more clearly than when it was first heard at its normal speed. It is only when the speed is unwittingly hustled owing to anxiety or unwillingly dragged owing to lack of control that the life of a tune is in danger. A lack of phrasing, that allows a tune no chance to breathe, can knock it senseless for the time being. But it is encouraging to find that intelligent slow practice is not harmful: the sound has a peculiar fascination of its own, like the fascination of watching swimmers diving or horses galloping in a slow-motion film.


In Busoni’s definition there is only one sentence that is inadequate: it is his remark about the way in which a tune ‘gives back a certain atmosphere of feeling’. This is far too vague for a description of what happens when a good tune is sung or played as its composer intended it to sound. It brings an atmosphere, it is true, but it also brings something much more satisfying and tangible. At the first hearing of a new tune, the moment of impact can be as welcome as a greeting or as stirring as a challenge. For tunes, like people, are startlingly individual. And there can be no end to the possibilities of getting to know them better.
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CHAPTER II


Traditional Tunes





In the years just before the 1914 war two Victorian ladies, Miss Lucy Broadwood and Miss Juliet Williams, began collecting London street cries from the hawkers in Westminster and Chelsea. There was a broom-seller whom Miss Broadwood followed about for weeks on end, because his tune was so like the one Orlando Gibbons had quoted in his fantasia, The Cries of London.




‘He is an elderly man’, she wrote, ‘with something gypsy-like and furtive about him. His voice is very true, ringing and musical, and his rhythm excellent, so that it is easy enough to take down the notes of his cry … [But] I could not catch one word that he sang …’1





The broom-seller had discovered, like other English singers, that in producing a long-drawn-out fortissimo there is little opportunity for pronouncing consonants. An Italian would have found no difficulty: a prolonged ‘Sco—pe!’ would have carried the length of the street without losing its meaning. But ‘Brushes and brooms’ are words that need the rhythm of their own sweeping gesture if they are to keep the vitality of their onomatopoeia.


The street-criers’ tradition of leaving out consonants is an old one: Addison was complaining in The Spectator of December 1711 that the itinerant tradesmen of London cried ‘so as not to be understood … People know the wares they deal in rather by their tunes than by their words.’


Miss Juliet Williams had the same difficulty in noting the cries. She could tell that the man in Theobald’s Road was trying to sell coal because she could see the coal in his cart, but his singing of the word ‘coal’—even from a few yards away—sounded just like ‘Ah mer! Ah mer!’ She was more fortunate with the coal-man in Chelsea, who sang:


Ex. 62
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I can remember hearing this tune in Barnes in about 1912. The singer took it very slowly, dragging his feet along the road and stopping every few yards. His voice was fierce and lugubrious, and there was a ritual solemnity in his gestures that added to the memorableness of his tune.


Miss Williams’s coal-man would have been astonished if she had told him that the musicologists considered his song ‘logogenic’, that by singing on two notes he was ‘using the melody as a mere vehicle for words’, and that his tune, moreover, was an excellent example of cadential contrast, for, in the first word, his voice came to rest on the level that ‘kept the listener in suspense’, while at the second word it ‘shifted to the other level to give a satisfactory ending’.3 He himself was only concerned with getting through the day’s work; he had found, like the rag-and-bone man in Ex. 7, that it was easier to keep going with a to-and-fro from one level to another:
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