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You may be sitting in a room reading this book. Imagine one note struck upon the piano. Immediately that one note is enough to change the atmosphere of the room—proving that the sound element in music is a powerful and mysterious agent, which it would be foolish to deride or belittle.


—Aaron Copland, What to Listen for in Music




Introduction
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Carnegie Hall. The audience arrives. January 2017








I sat anonymously in the top balcony of Carnegie Hall surrounded by 2,800 strangers who had come together on a Sunday afternoon to sit in the dark and listen to the music of Mozart and Bruckner. The sounds of the city—automobile and truck horns, the rumble of the subway beneath our feet, the occasional siren—were erased by the buzz of conversation in the hall, building in a gentle crescendo as a sold-out house settled in. Winter coats stuffed under our seats, a perfunctory hello extended to our temporary neighbors, we perused our programs and waited for the lights to dim. Members of the Staatskapelle Berlin, an orchestra that traces its history back to 1570, entered the stage and took their places around a grand piano with its lid removed.


Our corporeality soon melted away as the stage glowed, focusing our attention on the musicians below us. Daniel Barenboim, serving as both conductor and pianist, entered to great applause. He sat down—his back to us—and, with a gesture from his right hand, there was music, Mozart’s Piano Concerto no. 23.


A sweet and pulsing A-major chord rose in the air, gentle and elegant. It was no longer a matter of where we were or what year it was—the music was timeless, eternal, and utterly beautiful. When the second movement began, with Barenboim’s solo statement of a sad and wistful melody of intimate musings, a different pulse—like a barcarolle’s lulling—accompanied the give-and-take between the piano and the orchestra in a wordless aria: a meditation, really, one that seemed to embrace regrets, consolation, and gentle laughter. And without a moment’s hesitation, the entire ensemble leaped into the final movement: thousands of cascading notes, scampering woodwinds, and joyous melodies brought all of us into a celebration of life itself—sunshine and clouds all together in an ideal environment of civility and musicianship.


And we were only halfway through the concert.


Returning to my seat after the break, I could not help wondering at what I was now seeing on the stage. Instead of a grand piano and a small orchestra, a hundred musicians filled the entire floor space. Where there had been two French horns for Mozart, there were now eight! Woodwinds and strings had been multiplied, and my eyes began to prepare me for what my ears would soon hear—an entirely different universe of sound.


Bruckner, like Mozart, was an Austrian Catholic. Unlike Mozart, he was a devout believer whose goal was to express the greatness of God in every note he composed. As a boy from a little town, he never got over the experience of being a choirboy at a nearby monastery with its magnificent baroque architecture and grand pipe organ, which he was occasionally allowed to play. The sound of his adolescence at St. Florian’s Augustinian monastery became the guiding acoustical and structural template for the grand and enormous symphonies of his adulthood.


The Ninth is Bruckner’s last symphony, left incomplete at the time of his death in 1896, and composed during a period in which he was aware of his terminal illness. When we experience its three movements we stand before the gate separating life from death.


Beginning with an almost inaudible trembling in the strings, we are in the key of D minor, and not by chance. This is the key of Beethoven’s last symphony, also numbered nine, and as we do with Beethoven, we enter its realm in devout quiet. It is a quiet that pulls all of us in. From its mysterious opening bars we hear a low, heroic melody on the eight horns, and within two minutes there is an earth-shattering statement by the orchestra that resets our senses to this new and immense cosmos of possibilities.


Themes of intense longing, beauty, and weariness intermingled as Bruckner—through Barenboim and his Berlin orchestra—took us on an exploration of towering majesty and human frailty in a play of dynamics that includes moments of total silence before each mighty ascent. Writers have described Bruckner’s symphonies as Gothic cathedrals of sound, and in many ways they are—but they are late-nineteenth-century imaginary cathedrals, as epitomized by the cathedral in Cologne that was begun in 1248 but not completed until 1880. Where there had once been stonecutters in the Dark Ages, there were now nineteenth-century engineers supervising workers who were pouring concrete into molds. That Bruckner’s Ninth was left incomplete makes it a perfect metaphor for the very thing it emulated—the unfinished work of humans to serve and celebrate God.


This concert was a celebration of many things, of course. Ostensibly it marked the sixtieth anniversary of Barenboim’s Carnegie Hall debut in 1957 and was the culmination of a week of concerts in which he shared his mastery as a pianist and a conductor, performing works by two of the most significant composers of classical music, and he did it all with a technical skill that few musicians could ever duplicate.


Sitting there that afternoon, I also felt a communion—not just with those who were in the audience, but also with the thousands of people who have sat in that very same place ever since the opening concerts in 1891, when Tchaikovsky journeyed from Moscow to conduct his music there. Every person who sits in that seat is celebrating continuity.


As we shall see, classical music celebrates community, nature, humanity’s aspirations, triumphs, and foibles, and our desire to apply form to chaos. It reaches back to the very beginnings of what it means to be human.


It’s a mystery, after all—music. Why do we compose it, perform it, and why does everyone listen to it? All living things create the conditions for survival. To that, humans can uniquely add music—which fundamentally is the organization of vibrations in the air that brings joy and communality. We move our bodies to it; we sing it; we celebrate spirituality with it; we commemorate and memorialize with it; we march to war with it; we play it whenever we wish to create an environment of importance—weddings, funerals, high-school graduations. And sometimes we buy a ticket to sit in the dark in the top balcony of Carnegie Hall to hear Mozart and Bruckner on a Sunday afternoon.


When the concert was over, we exited onto Fifty-Seventh Street and Seventh Avenue. It was already dark, and the temperature was dropping rapidly. The temporary community that had come together and experienced something collectively—now only a memory and a printed program—went their separate ways. Messages from 1786 and 1896 had been sent to us via an orchestra of Berliners and its music director—a citizen of Argentina, Israel, Palestine, and Spain—in New York City in 2017. A sense of satisfaction within all of us was now being dispersed into a city of eight million people. Each of us carried something inside us that was, for lack of a more poetic word, good.


In the succeeding pages, while exploring the art of listening, I hope to tell you why classical music is the epitome of Western art and human expression, and to show you how a local phenomenon that developed in Europe in the early 1700s has become a global one—one that erases any sense of West and East. Viewed from above, the earth has no dotted lines that separate countries and cultures.


Barenboim would understand, of course. He is also the cofounder (with the late Palestinian-American cultural critic Edward Said) of the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, a youth orchestra of Israelis, Palestinians, Arabs, and Iranians—primarily Jews and Muslims—that plays music composed by dead white European men, most of whom were Christians. One young member of the group referred to it as “a human laboratory.” Like Doctors Without Borders, the music they play carries something universal within it that has the power to heal.


Classical music offers us so much—and so much to relish. It can be enjoyed at a given moment and over a lifetime. It can change its shape and form as we change ours. My goal here is to help you enjoy it more. With classical music, there is always more.




· Chapter 1 ·


Why Music?
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Pythagoras (c. 570–c. 495 BC), seen as the father of music for over a thousand years, is here represented in an image by Leonardo da Vinci’s contemporary and friend Franchino Gaffurio, in his Theorica musicae, published in 1492. Notice how the notes being played are determined by mathematical relationships.








Music is a work of human imagination. It is also invisible. Experienced through time, it must be allowed to take its time in order for it to be understood. It is protean, since its outlines can be recognized and repeated but it can never be exactly the same twice. That’s because no two performances of the same piece of music—given the myriad choices made at every moment in performing it—can be exactly the same; and you, the listener, are never the same, even when you replay a favorite recording. You are in “a different place,” as the common phrase goes, and that place has to do with time and experience.


We surely will never get to the bottom of why we make music, even if we look for similarities in other life forms, like the “songs” of whales and birds. But it is worth considering that music is a uniquely human creation, and its function does not make any sense in terms of Darwinian hypotheses of species survival and natural selection. We cannot derive food from it. We cannot protect our family with it. Perhaps its magnificence can be traced to its persistence in spite of its seemingly inexplicable uselessness.


Since we are considering a certain kind of music, we should define our terms.


What Is Western Music?


The term “Western music” refers to music that was first described by the foundational fathers of what has been called “Western culture”—the Greeks. This title should probably be banished, since it implies a fundamental boundary that was invented by scholars to differentiate Europe from Asia and Africa. “West of what?” might be a question we should ask. Indeed, many Greek texts would otherwise have been lost were it not for Arab translations and commentaries emanating from the medieval Islamic world. That said, I will continue to occasionally use the phrase to mean music that has developed from the Greek descriptions of a specific kind of music.


The Greeks organized music by modes (we call them scales today), and those modes were called by the names of their various indigenous tribes, including Dorians, Aeolians, and Lydians. Music in the Phrygian mode, for example, was believed to represent the characteristics of the Phrygian people who lived in the mountainous region in what is now western Turkey. They also believed that if you played music in the Phrygian mode, it would make you behave as if you actually were a Phrygian—i.e., unruly and passionate. Music controlled behavior through description and by creating an environment that transcended and transformed the tangible world around us.


For the Greeks, music also governed the functioning of the cosmos—the physics of what we saw and felt, translated into what we heard. Indeed, they believed there is an ur-music we cannot perceive as humans, the exquisite cosmic music that Philo of Alexandria (20 BC–50 ad) said Moses heard when he received the tablets on Mount Sinai, and which St. Augustine believed was heard by us mortals only at the moment of our death. Our earthly music is a subset of the Music of the Spheres. This is the heart and soul of Western music and its language. Based on a concept of a home key (its mode or scale) and the perception that faster vibrations are literally higher (as in physically higher) than slower ones, the distance between notes in a melody signifies important emotional information that the populace intrinsically understands. This is the core of a descriptive language, simple in its basics and astonishingly varied in its application when creating new music.


The Romans carried the music of the Greeks throughout the world and found that the indigenous music of the peoples it subsumed into their empire could be enfolded into Greco-Roman music’s basic language. As the centuries passed, Western music—acquisitive, adaptive, omnivorous—continued to develop and embrace a world of gestures and colors, always founded on the laws of nature (the physics of a vibrating string or the air passing through a hollow tube) and the observations of the ancient Greeks. Pythagoras showed how mathematics (proportions and ratios) and music are intertwined, and how the movements of the stars and planets, as well as the notes that emanated from their panpipes and lyres, all behaved according to the same principles.


An octave, for example, can be achieved by shortening a vibrating string to half its length. The same thing happens when you cut hollow reeds and blow across the top. A reed that is half as long as another will sound an octave higher than the longer one. Nature and the cosmos itself were all music. The movement of the stars, it was said, produces harmony. For the founders of Greco-Roman civilization, music was included in what became known as the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy) and together with the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) comprised the seven liberal arts. Music also controlled the function of the human body. In other words, music was understood to describe and control just about everything inside and surrounding us. No wonder there are people who do not think of our species as Homo sapiens, wise hominids, but rather Homo narcissus. It is always about us.


With these unprecedented concepts—that music is the engine that operates the entire universe, from the atomic level to the celestial; that music has the capacity to describe the characteristics of people and places; and that it can transform our behavior—the Greeks established what is known as Western music. To honor them we use their word for it—mousiki. It is the word for this miraculous invention in English, Swahili, Arabic, Uzbek, Ukrainian, Russian, Danish, German, Basque, Latin, and all the Romance languages.


Western music is the foundational language of Bach, Gregorian chant, Palestrina, Verdi, Gershwin, the waltz, rock and roll, and jazz.


What Do We Mean by the Term “Classical Music”?


Musicologists have a fairly narrow definition of what constitutes classical music, but the general public does not. The term itself was not used until the early nineteenth century. Technically all music that predates 500 ad is called ancient music. What followed is early music, the first music in history that we can attempt to replicate by performing it using notational systems we can decipher. Thus, early music is the music of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and the early baroque (up to about 1710).


When you consider that humans have inhabited the earth for some 200,000 years, we have a very small understanding of what our first music was, how it developed, and what it sounded like. There are no images on a cave wall for music and just a few artifacts of what we think are instruments. The further we probe back in time toward the year 500 the more controversy there is as to what the written symbols representing music actually meant, assuming there are any. For many centuries music was passed on through repetition and imitation, not from reading notes on a page. How it developed and morphed during that time is therefore impossible to determine.


With the exception of music from the Catholic Church, most of this early music had simply disappeared from performance and had to be revived, if at all possible, through scholarship—much of which happened in the twentieth century. What the public considers classical music—as shall we—begins in the first decades of the eighteenth century, what historians call the high baroque era. Historians will refer to the next period (the music of Haydn and Mozart) as classical, followed by the Romantic era (Beethoven and Schubert in the early 1800s and stretching into the last years of the nineteenth century), which is followed by the modern era (itself often broken into categories like impressionism, expressionism, experimental, and the current postmodern era, which includes minimalism).


Eras do not start and stop on specific days or in specific years. The concept of classical music, as generally understood by the public, means the music we hear played in chamber-music concerts, opera houses, and symphony orchestras, and includes not only the music played on modern instruments but also on replicas of instruments that fell into disuse and had to be re-created for music from earlier eras, i.e., early music and certain baroque works. However, the classical music canon—the central repertory—begins when modern instruments are used to play music, even though instruments continued to be developed during subsequent centuries. You are as likely to hear Handel’s Messiah played by a contemporary baroque ensemble using replicas of old instruments as you are the London Symphony Orchestra playing on modern ones.


All art can be defined as the result of the human need to organize the chaos of sensory input through mimicry and symbolism. For sight, it is painting. For the olfactory, it is cuisine and perfumes. For hearing, it is music. Art endeavors to stop time (portraiture, sculpture). It attempts to learn/teach lessons from the past (drama, literature). It creates supersaturated solutions of words and thoughts in poetry. It coalesces ideas in philosophy and politics. And it is pleasurable.


Psychologists are divided on whether all pleasure is the same thing. Brain scans show that pleasure, no matter what the source, registers similarly, but different kinds of pleasurable input activate additional neural systems. These relate to memory, reasoning, and a sense of self. In that way, scientists believe, not all pleasure is the same.


Unlike music, paintings pose the challenge of making something inert—an object hanging on a wall—into something interactive. Like music, art is perceived through time, but your eye will determine how it journeys into the frame, and your brain’s pleasure centers will determine just how much real time you give to the work.


Attending a play will be pleasurable when you lose yourself in its nonreality (accepting an actor as being Julius Caesar) and the techniques of stagecraft—what Samuel Taylor Coleridge called in 1817 “the willing suspension of disbelief … or poetic faith.” It is not just willingness, mind you—humans seem to crave illusion and enjoy “pretend.” When a talking portrait of the long-dead wizard Albus Dumbledore says to a grown-up Harry Potter, “I am paint and memory,” the words might be summing up the arts in general. However, paint does not stick to every surface, and so it is with the arts, and music specifically.


But if drama is pretend, music is metaphor.


One of the basic elements of classical music is that it acts as a descriptive and narrative language of vibrations, organized by scales and harmonies that are chosen to act as symbolic of how we humans experience the universe around us.


Classical music takes the legacy of music that has emerged over the centuries—the dances, the songs, and the sounds we hear—and manipulates them into something bigger and more meaningful. The elements of classical music are derived from two sources: the twelve notes that divide up the octave and supply the source of its melodies, and the pulses that inform the melodies and support them in a series of accented and unaccented beats, usually repeating in patterns of twos, threes, and fours. These are the meters and the rhythms. And from these two simple ingredients gigantic edifices of time can be constructed. Some classical compositions are intimate, involving one or two performers, and some are quite short, like a song by Schubert. What these works share with the mighty operas of Wagner and the enormous symphonies of Mahler is the application of genius to make something that feels inevitable and profound out of something so naively simple.


I firmly believe, and hope to explain, how classical music communicates, through distillation and form, a sense of proportion and order, all delivered through a series of metaphors for life experiences: emotional, spiritual, and reasonable. We musicians tell our stories through this extraordinary invisible medium. That makes it easier for you to relate to the story, because you, the listener, ultimately make it about yourself, and—this is the personal part—you get to finish the story. Delivering it to you, if you accept the gift, it becomes yours. It is not too much of a stretch, therefore, to say that the classical music you come to embrace ultimately becomes part of your autobiography.




· Chapter 2 ·


The Heart of the Matter
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Notation before modern musical notation was fixed is represented in this parchment example from a twelfth-century manuscript. It took musicologists in the late 1800s and early 1900s to translate centuries of Western musical notation into music that could be read and understood.








Classical music—a subsection of “Western music,” which is a subsection of world music—has another unique component: at its heart it is demarcated by a fairly short chronological period, something less than 250 years. It is not that there wasn’t classical music before 1700, or that composers weren’t—and aren’t—writing it after 1940. What is odd is what the public has come to embrace, and therefore what it has rejected. During the sixty years I have been attending and performing classical music, the standard repertory—the works you are most likely to hear in a concert—has hardly changed.


These works constitute the core of the vast majority of concerts and operas given throughout the world, sometimes referred to as the “canon,” a word that appropriately comes from the Greek, meaning “rule.” Thus, in religious studies, the canon is a collection of sacred texts that are deemed to be genuine. In other words, this is the music you are going to hear whenever or wherever you attend a classical music performance.


Only one composer, the proto-cinematic Gustav Mahler (1860–1911), went from a marginal figure in the first half of the twentieth century to become part of the central symphonic repertory in the 1960s. Similarly, Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), who was always being performed but was often dismissed as a lightweight composer of old-fashioned Russian Romanticism, is now accepted as a serious composer. To this, we can add one opera—Puccini’s last (and unfinished) Turandot, premiered in 1926, which is now a staple in operatic repertory due to the confluence of (1) the emergence of a great dramatic soprano, Birgit Nilsson, to sing the difficult title role with (2) the development of high-fidelity stereo recording techniques that made it a sonic blockbuster in the 1960s. While Turandot had never completely disappeared after its world premiere, it was hardly the central work it has become, additionally aided by the phenomenal popularity of its act-three aria “Nessun Dorma!” after Luciano Pavarotti sang it at the 1990 World Cup on global television. No other operas can claim this new centrality, even though the magnificent operas of Berg, Britten, and Janáček have appeared with a certain regularity in major opera houses during the past half century. Indeed, new operas are being produced with regularity and with success. It remains to be seen if any of the most recent works will have the staying power of the central works—and, indeed, if “staying power” is even a viable criterion.


There are, needless to say, passionate supporters of classical music on either “side” of what one might call its Golden Age, but all the proselytizing and arguments cannot seem to widen the embrace of the canonic works, also known as the standard repertory. This is not true of visual art, literature, dance, or theater, including musical theater. A new musical play like Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 2015 Hamilton can attract hundreds of thousands of people who will pay enormous sums of money to see it and simultaneously can garner such prestigious awards as the Pulitzer Prize.


Visual art, for example, is collected, bought, sold, hung on the walls of our greatest museums, and owned by the wealthiest people in the world. It covers an enormous period of time, from the very first artifacts of humanity to brand-new works. The public has demonstrated an acceptance of, fascination with, and love for the colors, textures, and forms found in ancient and modern art, and from every culture and time period. During the twentieth century, for example, symbolism, realism, primitivism, cubism, impressionism, surrealism, and postmodernism—indeed, every “ism”—have enough popular support to justify major exhibitions in museums and galleries, along with a level of commercial and cultural value that encourages countries, foundations, and private-citizen groups to engage in lawsuits over their ownership.


Dance in the second half of the twentieth century was as vital as ever before, arguably even more so, with the fulfillment of the promise from choreographers like George Balanchine, Martha Graham, Alvin Ailey, Jerome Robbins, Merce Cunningham, Katherine Dunham, Agnes de Mille, and Paul Taylor—just to name Americans who have passed away. These people and dozens more from all over the world created enduring twentieth-century masterpieces that added new and exciting repertory to dance companies—some of which are devoted exclusively to their works. In the first quarter of the twenty-first century, living choreographers including Alexei Ratmansky, Twyla Tharp, Mark Morris, Annabelle Lopez Ochoa, Justin Peck, William Forsythe, and Christopher Wheeldon (and this is a very selective list) continue an unbroken line of dance that started in the Italian Renaissance and was developed in the French court of Louis XIV.


Classical music does not participate in this phenomenon of commercial and cultural value and ownership. Stubbornly remaining within a 250-year period, most of the music you will hear at concerts and opera houses is in the public domain, predating copyright laws. In other words, everyone on earth owns it, and it has no intrinsic monetary value.


What might also be pertinent here is that the determination of the chronological entry point to the core repertory was fixed around the same time the exit point was also determined—the interwar period (1918–39). The former was created by musicologists who had, in the first half of the twentieth century, developed the ways and means of restoring the lost music of the Renaissance and who insisted that it be played on replicas of ancient instruments. It was therefore not to be the province of existing classical music institutions of the early twentieth century, and required separate training and new institutions to perform it. In other words, you will not hear any of this music played by your local symphony orchestra or chamber music society. If you live near a university with an early music program, or in a city where such groups tour, you will have the joy of discovering this rich legacy of preclassical music.


The latter, the exit point, was created by the public, which rejected modernism and the experiments of the twentieth century’s avant-garde with a near-universal consistency, even when those new works garnered temporary excitement, a good deal of newsprint, and the occasional scandal. The public, musicologists, and music critics, however, have found common ground and agreed on a finite window of time, a kind of aesthetic demilitarized zone, and the major compositions contained within its time frame, the uncontested classical works, have remained inflexible for more than a half century.


In our current environment music is available from so many periods and cultures that it may be surprising to imagine a time when a person had to commit to hearing music by going to a concert, attending High Mass, or learning to play an instrument in order to participate in performing chamber music with family and friends. Music had always been passed on through memory and repetition, and for centuries music created for special occasions was newly composed and quickly discarded. As already noted, it was not until the Middle Ages that the Catholic Church, in its desire to preserve its control and continuity, developed a notational system of visually representing its chants, sometimes called Gregorian chant, by which they could be performed anywhere the Gospel was preached, and without the presence of a composer to teach it. Outside of a church, it was unusual to hear music from earlier periods; and even if one desired to hear music of the past, there were no printing presses, and the only way to promulgate music was through hand-copied manuscripts.


When we think of classical music, we think of printed, engraved pages of notes floating on a series of five parallel lines and with many indications that tell a musician how the notes should sound—their speed, their length, and their general quality. That notational system developed very late in European history and over a long period of time. Even if you have been trained to read music, it’s unlikely that you will be able to read the music from the Renaissance or before. It will look vaguely like music, but someone will have to tell you how to translate what is on the page, and even then you will not know about dynamics, rhythm, and tempo. You will not know how or whether to fill out the harmonies that are implied by the bass line, with nothing above it in some scores, or how to follow the meaning of numbers below the bass notes in others.


Although the basics of what we expect today in written music were in place by the end of the sixteenth century, notation continued to be refined into the twentieth. While an orchestral score of a Mahler symphony from around 1900 shares much the same basic information as a score by Beethoven from around 1800, the specificity in a Mahler score is incrementally far more complex, telling performers the precise speeds and tempo shifts, and also occasionally adding complete sentences from the composer in footnotes. (His Symphony no. 5 begins with an asterisk before the very first note: “The upbeat triplet of this theme must be somewhat fleeting [quasi accelerant] in the style of a military fanfare.”) Beethoven, on the other hand, will tell you a tempo at the start of a piece, indications of phrasing, and basic dynamics. After that, you are on your own.


Mind you, all musicians still have to interpret whatever notation they are studying, no matter how specific it is, and this allows for wide disparity among performances of the same piece, whether by Beethoven or Mahler. After all, how loud is “loud”? If Beethoven begins his Symphony no. 9 with the dynamic pp (pianissimo—i.e., very soft) and Tchaikovsky indicates that a bassoon solo in his Symphony no. 6 should be played pppppp, it’s impossible to differentiate between them, because they come from two different works and from two different periods in the history of notation. No conductor could start a performance of Beethoven’s Ninth thinking, “This should be quiet, but a lot louder than that transition in the first movement of Tchaikovsky’s Sixth.” What we do know is that both composers wanted these passages to be very quiet.
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