[image: Hear Me Out]

    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      One of Britain’s most celebrated comedy writers and producers, Armando Iannucci is a creator of Veep, The Day Today, Alan Partridge, The Friday Night Armistice, Time Trumpet and The Thick of It. He has produced many TV and radio programmes, and is the director of the movies In the Loop and The Death of Stalin. His previous book, The Audacity of Hype, was also published by Little, Brown.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Also by Armando Iannucci
            

          

        

      

      Facts and Fancies

      The Audacity of Hype

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Little, Brown

           

          
            978-1-4087-0989-4

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright in this collection © Armando Iannucci 2017

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          LITTLE, BROWN

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      I’d like to dedicate this to three people who very kindly heard me out: James Inverne, who commissioned me to write for Gramophone magazine; Jessica Isaacs, who encouraged me to talk about music on Radio 3; and David Sawer, who patiently and generously added my words to his music.
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      Music seems to me the most tangible of imaginative acts and yet it isn’t really there. Sure, you can touch a sculpture, carry a book and hang a painting, but no matter how magnificently these physical artefacts stimulate the senses or imagination, none of them can bring a dead person back to life. For me, music does exactly that. I’m not crazy. I don’t believe in ghosts, and I’m not arguing there’s a pseudo-mystical dimension in music. It’s just that music often feels to me like the expression of someone’s living thought.

      Maybe because it’s wordless it seems somehow a more convincing realisation of how an individual thinks and feels. The truth is, we never really think in coherent sentences. Instead, our brains seem to know what we mean the instant we begin the formation of an idea. We can see arguments in front of us before we voice them, and we start speaking sentences and working out what we mean as we go along.

      Thoughts, then, really aren’t verbal, not at their earliest stages anyway, when they spark. They’re a vague, shapeless and intangible mass of ideas that still quite convincingly claim to make sense. And that’s how I regard music. It’s just noise, choreographed sounds – notes, clatter, harmony, bangs and beats – that strangely seem to mean something, say something even. It feels like a language. Noises shoved around in a pattern or rhythm, which then spark and start evoking sadness, excitement, apprehension or one of another hundred urges in the mind of the listener. More than that, many millions of us agree on what those urges are. We all know when a piece of music sounds melancholy, or when it’s uplifting, yet the music itself is totally abstract. Why is that?

      Why is it that just by making notes go higher, or quieter or faster, a meaning forms inside us to give shape or sense to what we’re hearing? 

      Whatever the explanation – if there is one at all – music makes me feel I’m in the company of something living. It feels to me like hearing someone’s voice; their personality seems in the room.

      Why classical music, though? Maybe it’s just my contrary nature. I used to share a bedroom with a brother who was into Lou Reed and Deep Purple. I always remember thinking, I don’t get this. Then, aged thirteen, at a musical appreciation class at school, when the teacher played an old vinyl recording of Holst’s The Planets, I instantly froze. I got it. That’s the sound I wanted to hear but couldn’t describe because until then I’d never heard it before. That noise – a full symphony orchestra – dramatic, emotional, yet so much more than those labels suggest. The fact that there were no words, no visuals, made it seem more suggestive and real. There was something potent about its abstraction. The Planets does of course have a sort of programme, in that the seven sections are seven musical portraits of the classical gods the planets are named after. But, other than the lead emotion, nothing more is described. And that’s what I find so enticing. That pure noise can seem to make a story or utter a narrative.

       

      When I was about fourteen a new library opened down the road from us in Glasgow, with an amazingly comprehensive classical music record section. Soon I found myself pursuing those big abstract sounds, massive symphonies from Mahler and Shostakovich, bizarre noises from modern composer like Ligeti and Xenakis, or ostensibly meaningless but amazingly meaningful patterns of sounds from Bach. 

      At that stage, I wasn’t really into words with music. My father came from Naples, and opera was always on very loudly every weekend, usually Verdi or Puccini. I never got into it. It still seemed to me not as rich as the peculiarly indefinable language that purely instrumental music could utter. These were therefore my first tentative steps at becoming a pretentious twat.

      I hope I’ve changed. I like Verdi and Puccini now, especially live. And I can see why Lou Reed is so admired. And my classical musical tastes have grown richer listening to vocal music, such as the magnificent choral works of Thomas Tallis or the song cycles of Schumann and Benjamin Britten, and to the far more intimate soundscape of chamber pieces, such as the amazing and mysterious string quartets by Béla Bartók. That’s been the joy of my musical journey: it’s a constantly expanding exploration, each discovery suggesting a fresh direction of travel, one new piece taking me to another, another composer, another genre, another time. Sometimes it’s shocking to think I’ll never finish. Other times, that’s what’s most thrilling about it; that this so-called ‘dead’ music is so amazingly alive.

      Over the years, I find myself wanting to write about music. Nothing on theory or analysis, but about what it does to the listener. In the process, I’ve also wanted to chip away at the veneer of pretention or irksome exclusivity that mounts such a forbidding entrance to classical music for anyone who wants to explore it for the first time. Much of the writing in this book is prompted by my belief this music is so special that anything which encourages or advises others to listen to it is always worth doing, and anything that tries to put them off should be spat at.

      This isn’t a manual, there’s no structure, no Step 1, Step 2. Neither are there any specialist preparations required. My musical journey has been a mess, an erratic jump from one work to another. I’m glad it’s been that way, and that’s how I’d like to reflect it.

      But this book is also an act of defiance. When so much of the world tells me to love something more ‘contemporary’, when it’s shouting at me that I’m just not cool and I’ll infect the company of anyone I’m in touching distance of with my clodhopping anachronistic and toxic lack of hip if I keep listening to the music of Henry Purcell, I just feel obliged to go and do it anyway. I keep meeting people like this all the time, people so battered by the collective imperative only to admit liking what the whole world is telling you to like, that they sneak out to classical lunchtime concerts with all the guilt of a Victorian clergyman desperately hunting a crack den. I’ve also been in polite small-talk going nowhere when suddenly a reference to classical music, to maybe a piece we both discover we know and like, gets us animated like two long-lost friends.

      All my days, I’ve felt pressurised by the anonymous Keepers of the Cool who tell us what we should be wearing this year, what digital boxsets we should bunker ourselves in to enjoy, what amazing app is the only one we should be shrieking emotions at our recently acquired friends with. Thankfully, I have the one consolation that if I don’t quite fit into all of this, everyone else probably feels the same way.

      So, I say defiantly, I get more moved and excited by classical music than by any other musical genre. This is not to say that all classical music is equally glorious (try listening to more than two minutes of Stravinsky’s Les noces without wanting to ram something with a hammer) but what I rejoice in is its depth. How can anything so complex be so utterly pure and beautiful? Go to any major orchestral concert and just look at the sheer welter of talent congregating on stage. Each one of the seventy or so musicians represents seventy or so hard-won careers of training and endless practice and amazing technical skill and dozens of heartbreaking moments along the way; each instrument is the product of centuries of design trial and error. The orchestra is such a magnificent folly: all that effort, to do what? To make noises in evening wear.

      It’s worth it for those noises, and I love it that they’re complicated. I love it that you can never take in a piece of classical music on just one listening. Sure, you can be affected by it, be moved or intrigued by that first encounter. But what I love is the mental addiction: the need to hear it again, and again, before you can even begin to understand all its benefits. I love the fact that, thirty or so years on from first listening to Mahler’s 9th Symphony, or Shostakovich’s 10th, or Elgar’s 1st, I’m still hearing wonderful moments in those pieces for the first time.

      This is not to deride all other forms of music as lightweight in comparison. It’s marvellous we have so much easy access to so many forms of music now (though sad that children are given fewer opportunities to explore them any further) but I’m badgering you now about classical music because I get rather frustrated that such a magnificent and rewarding invention is often ignored, derided even, as something not for the likes of us.

      I knew someone who wouldn’t let anyone go into her front living room, not even herself. It was kept ‘For best’. We would end up having tea sitting in a row of folding plastic chairs in her narrow kitchen. That’s what I feel we do with classical music: set it aside and block it off, keeping it for best. The black tie and evening dress paraphernalia that goes with it doesn’t help. The large opera houses and stuccoed egos of some of those on the stage add to the exclusivity. Sadly, a great invention is roped off from the public. Classical music seems to us music you can listen to by invitation only.

      It’s also burdened with a technical language which can seem off-putting to a first-time listener. Programme notes referring to ‘obbligato’ and ‘rallentando’ can sometimes read like a detailed medical report doctors have issued to a patient just to make them feel stupid and incurably ill.

      Whenever I write about music, the only commitment I ask of the reader is that they listen. Listening isn’t always an easy option. Listening requires concentration and patience. But so does brushing your teeth or crossing the road. Classical music is often associated with difficulty: yet surely concentrating on one thing at a time should be one of the easiest things in the world. Why have your mind flooded with a mass of sensations, memories, information, worries, instructions and stimulation, when it can, for once, focus on one thing, a simple line of sound, maybe a short seven- or eight-minute movement of an orchestra, three minutes or so of a solo instrument or voice? And why not then get more ambitious, once used to the method of emptying your mind of all distractions, and concentrate solely and directly on a whole fifty-minute symphony?

      Maybe because we have a limitless supply of artistic content thrown at us online now, we’ve forgotten how to make time and room for just one thing, and one thing alone. Maybe we’ve forgotten how to make listening an activity rather than a passive and indiscriminatory receiver of all the music pumped out at us from train station, shopping mall, cinema popcorn kiosk, musty cloakroom, taxiing airplane, TV junction point and sweaty exercise class. So, this is a polite, though loud, request from me to you that you don’t feel frightened by the prospect of listening to this music.

      I’ve been lucky enough to be asked to work closely with composers and musicians on various projects, sitting in on a soundtrack recording for a feature film I directed, writing programme notes for a concert, and spending quite some time crafting a carefully rhyming libretto for a comic opera. You’ll read about some of these efforts in this book. I was also lucky to be invited to write a regular column for Gramophone magazine – some of which are gathered here – and I’d like to thank it’s then editor James Irvine for giving me such a fabulous environment in which to sound off. Most recently, I was very fortunate to have been made patron of a small charity called Apollo Music Projects. These are professional musicians who go into inner-city schools in London, often to places where the budgets have been cut so much that there simply aren’t the resources for basic music tuition or appreciation, and there they play. They sit as a string quartet in a classroom, and play and talk about complex music such as Haydn, Beethoven and Shostakovich. And the kids are mesmerised, because they are not being talked down to, because what they are hearing is complex in the way that most things we really like, dramas, games, novels, are complex. 

      At one point, the children are invited to touch the instruments while they’re being played, to feel directly how the acoustics of, say, a cello work. This to me sums up what I believe about classical music: that it’s there for us all, inviting us to reach out and touch it.
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      How do you listen to classical music? Are you a purist? Do you sit in absolute stillness, perhaps with the lights off, the rest of the family banished from the room and your headphones on to exclude extraneous noise?

      Are you still bothered by the clock ticking? A shudder from the fridge? The dog barking to be let back in the house? Your neighbours, out in the street, talking about switching to faster broadband? Can you just make out the noise of a favourite cousin leaving a very, very long message on the answer machine? One that sounds quite urgent and possibly dreadful.

      Today, we have the opportunity to listen to music more intently than ever before. There’s now an almost unspoken instruction that, as we listen, we ought to do so perfectly and with unspoilt focus. But there’s no recognition here that that’s not really what happens.

      It’s more likely you’ll have music on in the background as a pleasant soundtrack to other things. While you cook or eat dinner. Or get on with some work – maybe marking papers that will lead to the expulsion of a pupil. Or driving to Hull. Or it’ll be playing while you have an argument with British Telecom, or pick a dropped sausage off the floor, or unblock the bath. If there’s an art to listening, it’s one no one is ever going to perfect. Just as there’s no one definitive performance of a piece, so there’s no single ideal condition in which to hear it. Yet whilst most music critics are happy to talk about aspects of performance, very few would consider writing a review that noted how they listened, starting, for example: ‘The Bavarian Symphony Orchestra were in splendid form for Prokofiev’s Sixth, though I lost concentration in the second movement when I suddenly realised I’d forgotten our wedding anniversary.’ Why not? How and when and where we listen all make as fundamental a contribution to a piece of music as, say, the instrumentation. Or style of playing. Or skill of the performer.

      Listening has a relatively short history. Music was originally written to dance to, or as an act of devotion, or to march or mourn to. Or to play among family and friends. The idea of paying money just to listen is only a couple of hundred years old. Listening alone in the living room, or car, or jogging – even more recent.

      Prince Esterházy, paying for a house orchestra and composer, in the form of Haydn, to come up with a regular output of symphonies, was the nearest the eighteenth century came to Spotify. And it was very exclusive.

      I’m interested in the art of listening, because when it comes to music I have no other resources to call upon, being unable to sing, play, or tap in time. Yet I’m not alone in cherishing listening as the art form most likely to move me. The one which in fact causes the greatest physical changes in me, to my heart rate and body temperature. To how I move my limbs. To what I’m thinking. So I’m intrigued by what happens to us when we listen. Why is it different from what happens when we watch, or smell, or taste, or feel?

      According to David Hargreaves, a developmental psychologist who specialises in music, there’s something innate in music – a deep structure that triggers activity in the brains of anyone who hears it, whether they’re from Cheshire or Chad.

      He says, ‘Psychologists like me have done studies where they’ve deliberately manipulated the tempo of music in shops, and measured things like the speed with which people walk around in them. Or even, in restaurants and in bars, the speed of eating and drinking. There’s a study by my colleague Adrian North and me, done in a restaurant, and we find that the speed of the music can determine how quickly people eat and drink. And that the style of music can actually affect people’s spending. If you play different kinds of music on different days in a restaurant, as we did over a two-week period, you find that people’s spending patterns are different. They spend more money on the brandy, and more on the sweet and so on if you have certain types of music…’

      It’s now dawned on me why tickets to the opera cost so much. It’s because, when you go to the ticket office, they pump out opera from the tannoy. Which makes you happy to spend eighty pounds for a tremendous view of a pillar.

      At the risk of citing a controversial distinction, I think popular music affects us differently from classical music because we listen to these genres differently. Popular music is about spotting instant resonances; picking up on how it connects you to the period in which it was written, maybe even to your memories of when and where you first heard it. You can tell a piece of music was written in the 1960s or 1970s or mid-90s, and part of the pleasure derived from it is in hearing it celebrate its own sixties-ness, or whatever.

      Classical music operates differently, I think. You don’t listen to Wagner’s opera Parsifal simply because you remember the first time you heard it, or because it’s so mid-nineteenth-century German. Though these peculiarities are still there, the pleasure comes from something else. Something which, at the risk of sounding mystical, is more timeless. Placeless.

      Very often we stay locked into the popular music of the decade in which we grew up. My generation will still be listening to Phil Collins twenty years from now. But with classical music, we feel less inhibited. More promiscuous in allowing ourselves to listen to sounds produced over a span of four hundred years or so.

      But to talk of the fundamental mystery of music makes my enquiry sound a little more profound than it need be. In fact, any tendency to make music sound like some mystical, spiritual other-worldly essence can be instantly dispersed once you go and see music performed live. It’s the most earthy, physical thing. Horn-players empty their instruments of spit. Violinists fret at snapping strings. Pianists moan and shiver and crouch and sniff loudly at the slow bits. Double-bassists look faintly ridiculous wrestling with a huge wooden coffin that’s possibly about to engulf them. Music is actually a pull between the abstract and the physical, and listening is fraught with this tension too; a tension between the desire to listen attentively and the knowledge that conditions are always imperfect. But today, are these conditions exerting a more powerful pull?

      I’m writing with Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier playing at home. I’m not listening to it, because I’m thinking: ‘What on earth am I going to write?’ But at this moment I’d prefer to have Bach than anything else, and played by Sviatoslav Richter because that’s how I first heard and got to know the music.

      But think how rude I’m being to Bach and Richter. Would we treat people the same way, who had other great talents to offer? If a ballet company came to perform in the work canteen, would we ignore them? We can park out on the street and leave the radio on while we pop into a shop to buy some sandwiches, but we’d never think of hiring a choir to perform outside a bakery. But that’s how cursorily we treat music. It’s as if we used the British Museum just as a place to dump our coats.

      So, with so much music around, why aren’t we really listening? It’s been estimated that about 43 per cent of our daily experiences involve music in some form or other. We carry music around in phones. Birthday cards open to bursts of music, bought in shops into which music is pumped. If music were solid, it would clutter our city centres more comprehensively than the discarded Domino’s pizza boxes and empty clattering boxes of Monster energy drink we already find there.

      Spotify, the MP3 player, streaming services all testify to the enormous value we place on music in our lives, while at the same time reduce music to a ubiquitous commodity. It’s a mark, both of how hungry we are to listen and yet how willing we are to make the sounds we hear occur at our convenience, and around our personal circumstances. Again, we don’t do this with any other art form. Imagine the Renaissance Popes demanded the construction of basilicas big enough to hold up ten thousand frescos. Then ordered them to be put on castors.

      We make music omnipresent, yet incidental to our lives. Indeed, much of the music that passes us by has been specifically written as incidental music to the soundtrack of television and cinema. We turn an art form that seems wholly abstract into something specifically functional. We talk of mood music, and party music. Music to exercise to. We buy classical music in pre-packaged emotional categories: Smooth Classics to Cry To, the Nation’s Best Bassoon Cadenzas for the Over-Forties, One Hundred Golden Baroque Moments for Cat Lovers.

      We all have our favourite moments in music. The so-called ‘shiver moments’, when goosebumps form on the skin and the pulse suddenly quickens. The main theme at the start of Elgar’s Cello Concerto. The rising choral climax at the end of Mahler’s Resurrection Symphony. The vocal entry after the violin solo in the third of Strauss’s Four Last Songs. These are some of mine, and you’ll no doubt have your own. But think how un-thrilling these would be if we didn’t work up to them. If we didn’t experience these moments in the context of the rest of the pieces in which they come. If they were just bundled together in a quick capsule of Favourite Shiver Moments, all over in seconds. Would this quick fix be satisfying?

      Not really. There’s something rather sordid about sampling music in this way, as if we’ve broken into a sweet shop and eaten half a ton of fudge. Proper listening is also about recognising that work has to be done. That there’s no short cut, no handy method of listening that’ll allow you to derive the same amount of pleasure but in one fifth of the time. Those shiver moments have to be seen emerging within the whole piece; making sense of what’s come before, and contributing to what happens after.

      That’s why I think we shouldn’t shy away from music that’s difficult. Difficulty requires concentration and application, but it’s through these we come out of ourselves, and make ourselves – sometimes force ourselves – absorb another time, another rhythm, someone else’s way of doing things. Opera, for example, can seem absurd, not least because it takes three or four hours. But when you stop thinking it’s absurd to do nothing else but listen to opera for three or four hours, suddenly that world of sound you’ve given yourself over to starts making its own kind of sense.

      Maybe we need to listen to music with a child’s ear. Uncluttered with technical expressions and unencumbered by the need to compare this performance with earlier ones. I sometimes wonder that it’s better I don’t have a working knowledge of musical technique, because that would force me to find too many faults with what I’ve been listening to. When I hear the musically literate talk about a concert they’ve just attended, they often sound so miserable and dissatisfied; moping homewards lamenting the awkward glissandi, and the woodwind being perhaps a little too forceful on the lower register.

      In the end, I know that I can’t really explain why listening to music has the effect it does. Maybe it’s because I work in comedy. I’m aware of the pitfalls in trying to explain something that’s instinctive, rather than regulated. Anyone who tells me they’re going to explain why something is funny, I know is going to sound like a pretentious and humourless idiot. Things are funny because they just are. It’s amazing how easily you can destroy a joke by changing just one word or altering the sentence construction. There’s a natural sense of rhythm, and timing, and colour to comedy that’s very difficult to explain. I sometimes have very strange, abstract conversations with fellow comedy writers about basic things like numbers. Why certain numbers are funny, and others aren’t. It used to be that, about twenty years ago, odd numbers were funnier than even ones. If you wanted a joke to end with a surprising number – ‘How old was he then?’ – you’d say, ‘Forty-three’. Nowadays, for a strange, inexplicable reason, even numbers have become funnier. Especially ones ending in zeros. ‘How old was he then?’ ‘Fifty.’ Somehow, it seems funnier. Similarly with names. Forty years ago, Bill Fortescue-Willaby-Smithe would be considered a funny name. Nowadays, it just seems quaint. Today, a funny name would be something like Dirk Pig. Believe me, that’s funnier. I can’t explain why.

      Comedy is a useful parallel, for me at any rate. It hints that our response to music might benefit from our being prepared to be a little bit more playful. Maybe listening again, this time like an open-eared child.
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      You’ll see that I like to talk about music from the point of view of the listener. I don’t mean listener in the sense of the consumer whose appetite drives the commercial CD and download market, but listener as a participant in the final musical experience. Daniel Barenboim’s set of maverick but inspiring Reith Lectures celebrated the activity of listening. He pleaded for us to value the aural dimension in our culture as highly as we do the visual, and drew the distinction between the passive acceptance of music as background noise (hearing) and the active interpretation of music as inner experience (listening).
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