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This is a love letter to St Catharine’s College Chapel Choir.

You are my downsitting and mine uprising, and my thought afar off. You infuriate me, and fill me with joy. Somewhere, in an alternate universe, I am still dancing to Cascada with you all in a ramshackle, threadbare room, and I always will be.

Bedrudgingly,

effusively:

this is for all of you.
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Prelude Noisy Pictures and Music for the Eyes


An enormous, coiling twist of gold erupts over my head, scales glinting, claws out, its jaws open in a majestic roar.

The year is 1997 or 1998.

I am about seven years old, and I am in the Music Room at Brighton Pavilion.

I am about to play in my first professional concert.

Of all the eccentric, extravagant and downright absurd places I have performed over the past twenty-five years, this is the one that stays with me. Many years after I hung up my descant recorder and moved on to instruments new, this scene haunts me, indelibly scrawled across my brain under the title ‘THIS is the stage’. For as long as I live, I suspect my experience of performing music will be shot through with the memory of this elaborately gilded phantasmagoria of a room: the way it smelled; the lusciously garish thickness of the carpet under my jelly shoes; the sound interacting with the gold cornicing, domes and minarets plastered on every surface.

At the same time, this first public performance is also inflected with a sense of intimacy. The Music Room is a relatively small space. You can see more or less every face in the audience; and so you have to make your own stage, in a sense. You erect your own fourth wall, and perform the magic trick inside your head that smudges facial features and transforms faces that you know into just a face, or even an abstract shape: ‘audience’, for the space of the music. I will never be able to detach the act of making music from the visual experience that first accompanied it, all those years ago.

Music is, first and foremost, a thing we listen to – isn’t it? But music has never just been an aural medium. Its visual aspects – the enjoyment we gain from watching a performance in a beautiful space like the Music Room, the cues we get from fellow musicians and their visible gestures as we perform, and the way it is written down – have been vital to the way that music has gained meaning and been disseminated throughout the centuries.

Alluring musical performances do not begin or end with a musician swaying with the swell of the music; indeed, they can happen without any visual stimulation, which you can experience simply by shutting your eyes, or listening to your favourite piece of music over a streaming service or the radio. The desire to see music, though, is important. We want to plot sound into visual shapes, a schema, into palpable form: to pin down this forever-fleeting art form into something more concrete. We have always seen music, even as it has infused our ears. Indeed, as deaf and hearing-impaired music lovers have known for centuries, there are multiple ways to experience music that have nothing to do with our ears. 1 But throughout history, this crucial visual aspect of music has rarely been given its due. Those moments where it is acknowledged are fleeting and evocative, like the theatre director Peter Brook’s passing observation that ‘a musician is dealing with a fabric that is as near as a man can get to an expression of the invisible. His score notes this invisibility.’2 I

Duet explores what happens in the liminal space offered by that ‘as near as’. It’s a story of music from pre-history to the present day that delves right to the heart of our selves: these curious mammals who for thousands of years have sought to create and then capture music. In its pages, I’ll lead you through all the ways that the visual has been crucial to music, from the familiar to the unexpected. From performance spaces to written music and the very tools we have used to organise and visualise musical scales, seeing has always played a part in the way we experience music. When we foreground these objects, ideas and spaces we gain a view of music from a different angle which, in turn, presents us with the opportunity to interrogate how we think about music as a whole, and focus on the aspects that have slipped through the cracks of our conceptual understanding.

Cognitive neuroscientists now think that our capacity for music evolved alongside our capacity for language.3 Music helped us to communicate; in other words, it was integral to our early efforts to build community, and to emphasise our togetherness as human beings. The entanglement of seen and heard at the heart of music reaches right back to these origins, and the ways that we interacted as early humans. By subtly retuning our eyes and ears, we can reignite our understanding of this ancient practice and recognise that music is not just a plaything or a recreation, but a crucial part of what makes us human.

The visual manifestations of music are things that everyone can spot, once you know what to look for. To show its workings, I need you to join in a little experiment with me. Take a moment to enjoy your music; put on your favourite song. As you listen to it, look around. Let your imagination wander. What are you playing it on? Why did you choose that specific sound system, speaker, record player, instrument? What does the music make you think about? You’ll find that, like me, you have plenty of memories of music that are profoundly visible and visual. Images are more than simply what is left after the music has stopped playing. Throughout millennia, human beings have created music-making cultures such that our eyes can accompany, accentuate, commemorate and sometimes contradict what our ears tell us, as we listen to music.



Once you get past the slightly jarring experience of trying to switch your focus from ears to eyes, it’s likely you’ll discover that you do, in fact, have a pretty clear image of music. Not only is this fascinating in itself; it’s also fascinating that although almost everyone will have a visual sense of music in mind, very few of these senses will be exactly the same.

My own image of music has accompanied me for decades, like a talisman. Art and music were everywhere in my childhood, though their connection was always tacit, never explained. There wasn’t much money when I was small, but the adults around us found a way: second-hand books from car boot sales, free concerts, free exhibitions, cassette tapes of performances taped from the radio, anything, everything, a hodgepodge cornucopia of whatever was going. When I was a tiny baby, my godmother, an artist, started to send postcards of her favourite artworks. I have them still, in an old, decoupage-style cigar box. Some of them are furry-soft at the corners and riffled from where I have taken them out and shuffled them like a deck of tarot, telling fortunes with sheaves of Alberto Giacometti, J.M.W. Turner, Leonora Carrington, whole moods and lives through paint and ink and line. The backs are covered with her looping handwriting, speaking to me from a world that I can barely remember, from when I could neither speak nor read nor write. Every now and then I look through what she’s making now, and it strikes me that I am still looking at the world through her eyes.

Over time, I began to add to this collection myself. The first I remember including was Man Ray’s surrealist fever dream Le Violon d’Ingres (1924). I found it in the shop at the Musée National d’Art Moderne in the Pompidou Centre in Paris, and it instantly captivated me. My family was in France to visit our cousins; normally, they spent the summer term in England because their schools broke up for the holidays earlier than ours, and my aunt and uncle were keen for them to grow up fully bilingual. This time, my parents had painstakingly saved up and we made the pilgrimage to see the classic sights. For them, this meant the Louvre and the Pompidou alongside the Eiffel Tower, the Arc de Triomphe, the Champs-Elysées and so on. I suspect art featured more heavily in the original itinerary, but when you have four children aged between three and ten, you have to take your kicks where you can. Alongside my Man Ray, I selected a poster advertising the 1896 tour of performers from the impresario Rodolphe Salis’s cabaret club Le Chat Noir from a bouquiniste on the Left Bank. My ten-year-old brain failed to note the musical theme of my treasured souvenirs. These sound like ridiculously precocious choices to me now, but, in all honesty, I remember simply liking the way they looked.II

The Violon d’Ingres haunted me for many, many years. I dutifully tacked it up on my pinboard at university at the beginning of every term, through each and every house move. Lynda Nead’s and Kenneth Clark’s works on the nude eventually crossed my desk, and I came to realise how problematic the image was.4 Where were her arms? Was there ever a more complete transformation of person into object, no matter how tongue-in-cheek it was? But, sheepishly, I still quietly loved this surreal photograph.

It was a long time before I discovered that the woman on whose back those f-holesIII had been painted was Alice Ernestine Prin, alias Kiki de Montparnasse. Prin was an artist in her own right, and a singer. Under her pseudonym Kiki, she exhibited a solo show of her own paintings in 1927 that was received with great acclaim. In the 1930s she owned the Montparnasse cabaret club Chez Kiki, where she performed music-hall-style sets, wearing black stockings and garters. She left Chez Kiki only to escape the occupation of Paris when the Nazis invaded the city in June 1940.5


[image: A picture of Man Ray with her back turned, featuring two f-shaped violin sound holes painted on her back.]
Man Ray, Le Violon d’Ingres, 1924.



There are multiple, shifting layers to Le Violon d’Ingres. Yes, there is a certain unsettling – we might even argue violent – manipulation of a body here, made more troubling by the fact that Prin was Man Ray’s lover (and ten years his junior). Their turbulent relationship raged through eight years of furious artistic production, and it is not too hard to imagine the impact of its relentless drama in Prin’s apparently lopped arms that force her torso into the shape of a violin. But this image is also a direct response to another, older painting: The Valpinçon Bather (1808) by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres.6 Man Ray’s image isn’t simply a statement out of the blue: it is a mocking comment on the tradition of the nude, and on what Ingres did with it. The apparent dismemberment and distortion can be read as a comment on centuries of objectification and voyeurism, rather than that of Man Ray himself.

It is undeniable that the choice of the violin as object is strikingly reverential. It is the kind of object that is cherished. Ancient Greek thinking posited that humans had their own music that interlaced with that of the cosmos itself. Le Violon d’Ingres says something rather beautiful about the human body and its capacity: Man Ray transforms Prin into the holder of a deep musical harmony. The turban-like hat, inscribed with geometrical floral patterns that seem to pull our eyes down to those painted f-holes and back again, led by the long drops of her earrings that frustrate our eyes, part elaborate, decorated tuning pegs, part simply what they are. She thrums with resonance.

This is a thoughtful image, even down to the very level of the title. ‘Violon d’Ingres’ is a French idiom meaning ‘private passion’, hobby or even side-hustle. The phrase came into usage after the painter’s famous love of violin-playing: music wasn’t Ingres’ main vocation, but it was his favourite pastime when he wasn’t painting. Both phrase and image are emblematic of the way that music, although so often relegated to a supporting role – ‘my other hobby’ – has been crucial to the way that artists have seen the world. Throughout history, the theme of music has enabled human beings to refine their ways of seeing, and to challenge the limits of their vision. Music is the lens through which we have brought things into, and out of, focus.



Seven years after my first concert, I am at Glyndebourne Opera House, nestled deep in the lush, rolling folds of the South Downs. A man has come to my state comprehensive school, looking for fifteen children: ten for the production and five as understudies. My rendition of ‘Consider Yourself’ from the musical Oliver! has put me into the coveted ten. Now, front stage right, opening night.

It’s a contemporary-dress season of La bohème, so I’m decked in the highest of fashion: Y2K low-slung cargo trousers, midriff-skimming tee and rainbow crochet poncho. In this finery, for the next twenty bars or so it is my role to sprawl on the floor at the front of the stage, belligerently blowing the ‘smoke’ (flour) from my fake cigarette at the audience in my best impression of a ragazza or Artful-Dodger-esque ‘street urchin’. Briefly, as I stare insolently out at the audience, with nothing but the orchestra pit between us, I am struck by the oddity of the situation: the warm bluish-white haze of stage lighting prevents me from seeing a single face in the audience. I am a visualisation of the music, but those for whom I am performing are completely invisible. The experience is jarring in a way my teenage brain can’t quite, for now, put its finger on.

The next night, I pay closer attention to this strangely visible invisibility. Because the choreography requires us to erupt onto stage right at the beginning of Act II, and there is only the briefest of pauses between that and the end of the previous act, we must be in place beforehand. The final moments of Act I are the quietest in the whole of La bohème, so we creep. Mimì and Rodolfo, the star-crossed lovers, are singing to each other, astounded by the ‘sublime sweetness that already trembles in their souls’.IV Hand in hand, they wander off stage right, still singing. In the wings, the orchestra silent, nothing but their two voices crooning ‘amor, amor, amor!’ to each other (love, love, love). My mind is quietly blown. The dynamic of who is and isn’t seen is suddenly reversed: Mimì and Rodolfo are entirely invisible to the audience – but not to me, waiting in the wings. They are bathed in the spectral blue backstage light that will continue to obsess me for the next twenty years, reminding me not of nightclub bathrooms with drug consumption issues, but of the sorcery of music. They do not angle themselves to ensure they are more audible. They face each other, gazing into each other’s eyes, enraptured: a visual performance simply for their own benefit, and for the gaggle of ragazzi opposite them. It is a moment of pure enchantment.

Something happens, I realised, between the eyes and the ears when we experience music. Something tantalises the brain, sparking and fizzing the reflexes of our visual sense when we listen, regardless of whether we can literally see anything. How far we tune into or out of this ‘seeing’ is a matter of personal taste in any given situation. But, regardless, there it is. That is why it is so jarring to be able to see Mimì and Rodolfo, bathed in softly glowing blue, in that moment. They can see each other, and we can see them, but they are invisible to the audience: a part of the performance that was designed not to be seen, paradoxically making the visibility of the rest of the music all the more blatant to my ingenuous teenage eyes.

I chalk it up as a lesson to fuel what I am now sure is going to be my profession, and to which I am going to dedicate my life. To be a musician is to walk this tightrope and continually negotiate the balance between the visibility of what we hear, and the acoustics of what we see.

You might not have had the opportunity to experience this for yourself, but many artists have helpfully found themselves drawn to the phenomenon and talked their way into the wings to depict what they see. The painters Edgar Degas and Laura Knight are perfect examples. Of the two, Degas’ works are perhaps more familiar, with their froths of tutus and the sfumato of fluffy brush strokes capturing ballet dancers in motion – themselves visualisations of music.7 Degas frequently depicts the shadowy figure of a spectator waiting in the wings, observing the other performers, seeing what our brains tell us shouldn’t be seen. In his Dancers, Pink and Green (1890), which can be seen in the plate section, the figure bisects the composition down the right-hand side, a sinister top-hatted shadow in shocking contrast to the glowing turquoise of the dancers’ costumes.

But we’re not asked to identify with this slab of black. Instead, the figure closest to us is a dancer to the far right of the painting. She leans into the other side of the wing against which the shadowy figure rests, her left hand just out of his sightline. She is behind him, perhaps just waiting, perhaps listening, perhaps watching him. We are part of this grouping: seeing the seers. Her fellow dancers fix their hair and their costumes, and stretch; beyond them, on the stage, a figure in palest pink stands against the painted backdrop. This figure is unseen by the others; none of the turquoise dancers, nor the top-hatted observer, look towards the stage. Instead, the unseen dancers, like Mimì and Rodolfo, are the cynosure of visibility.



Generally speaking I am an introverted person, although persistent ideas about East Asian femininity and silence can skew people’s impressions. Against the odds, those very early exposures to public performance excised something from my brain: I will sing for you or play for you and I do not care (indeed, I am not even necessarily aware) whether you are watching, or whether you aren’t. Theoretically this would have helped me thrive in a conservatoire environment, but as it happens, I never got to find out.

The toll of performing three shows a week with Glyndebourne during the first term of the first year of my GCSEs, paying very little attention to my vocal health, left me with callus-like growths on my vocal cords, known as nodules. Nodules are, without exaggeration, a singer’s worst nightmare. When they arrive, they can last anywhere between six months and an entire lifetime. They can be alleviated by ‘steaming’, inhaling moist, warm water vapour for short, daily bursts, but really the best thing to do is to rest. I didn’t realise they were anything more serious than a sore throat until huge chasmic gaps in my range appeared during that year’s run of Christmas concerts. I sang again, piecemeal, after a few months, but really my voice didn’t return to its former self for an entire decade. ‘I’ve lost my voice,’ I’d say to anyone and everyone. Their response was usually a politely veiled expression that clearly said, ‘What voice?’ or ‘It’s been four (five, seven) years, just let go…’

It is hard to calculate the magnitude of this loss. When you are young, you don’t necessarily realise the ramifications of something being taken from you: it can feel so temporary, so unserious in the face of your burning ambition. You also don’t realise its benefits. It was almost certainly in that decade of voicelessness that the seeds for this book were sown; that my subconscious mind began to feed on all the crumbs of a shattered youthful plan for how a life was going to pan out, and to fit them together into new, kaleidoscopic combinations. Mine is just one story among thousands, probably millions, of children who find an early passion and who, as they grow, find it drifting out of reach because their body or their brain or even just money, parents and guardians, or schooling won’t allow it.

Walk down the street and you won’t struggle to find people who once dreamed of playing children in the musicals Billy Elliot, Oliver! or Matilda, or in operas like La bohème. I met a couple of my fellow child performers at university. One had played a boy in The Magic Flute that same season at Glyndebourne, and I used to leave him notes in his costume shoes. He became a surgeon; it never bothered him that music didn’t end up being his career. The ether is full of these little balloons, inflated with the helium of hope and ardour, tugged loose from so many hands. I know now that I am lucky it happened before I had thrown too much of my life into it. Other friends and acquaintances went through the same process in their late teens or twenties, or even thirties. The world is less forgiving to those trying to start afresh and rebuild their lives and careers the further you get from those odd, diminishing years of youth. What is seen as finding your way at the age of twenty-two is a red flag at thirty-two: why couldn’t you just get it right the first time and realise you haven’t got ‘what it takes’?

So, you won’t see my name splashed across posters or billboards to advertise concerts. You won’t see me onstage singing the solo parts. I am not a superstar performer. But over those sprawling years as the bearer of a broken voice, I realised that my definition of what made a musician was far, far too narrow. In those wilderness years, I still sang with my broken, unruly voice. Bewilderingly, people still enjoyed those performances and the distinctive frazzled texture of my voice. Music lingered at the corners of my consciousness, infusing everything I experienced: my musician’s brain still simmering in the way that I approached the phrasings and rhythms of words I encountered in my literature degree, in the way I looked at paintings as I transitioned from studying literature to studying art history, in how I listened and how I moved through the world.

What is it about music that makes us so rigid in our definitions, so unimaginative about its scope? There are musicians all around us. Our friends in amateur choirs and orchestras and bands, our self-effacing neighbours who joke about the dog singing along to their guitar practice, buskers on the street: all make up our musical experience. The big-name virtuosic performers aren’t the only ones feeding our concept of music. Indeed, some of the most powerful contributions to the way we understand music are those that do not even offer audible music at all.

I learnt this lesson most viscerally as my research career began, with the art of the Dutch Golden Age. In this period of art, which was intensely obsessed with ways of knowing and the limits of the human senses, musical instruments so often take centre stage: broken, slung across still lifes with the curling skins of half-peeled lemons, glowing glasses of wine, dirty sheaves of paper.8 Looking at them made every cell of my musical body crackle.

Musical references – either sheet music or instruments – appear in twelve out of thirty-six of Vermeer’s surviving attributed paintings.9 Girl Interrupted at her Music (see plate section) is my favourite. The girl, in a vermilion jacket, is seated at the far right of the painting. She glances up, perhaps disdainful, perhaps shocked or guilty, the expression on her face not yet settled. Her tutor leans over her, emphatically clutching the sheet of paper in her hands as though attempting, quietly but firmly, to remove it. But look closer. Is this a music lesson? Is that music on that sheet of paper? No, it’s blank. The music book and the citternV lie abandoned on the table at the far left of the painting, beside a somewhat incriminating blue and white porcelain ewer and glass of wine. The figure of Cupid, murky in the frame on the wall at the centre of the image, suggests something shady. Vermeer has made Cupid deliberately obscure, goading us to lean in further and look harder. This isn’t a music lesson, the abandoned musical paraphernalia declares, but a secret romantic tryst.

Music is integral to Vermeer’s visual storytelling. Arguably his love of depicting music is inevitable: Vermeer was working during the Dutch Golden Age, and these developments and fascinations (with geography, with mathematics, with physics) are the theme of many of his paintings, too.10 As a theme, music plays into the same allure: the paradoxical limits and limitlessness of our eyes, when faced with all that we cannot see.

These paintings show us music as a way of knowing, and of seeing. Vermeer and his colleagues recognised how it could enhance understanding, how it acted like a lens that could bring aspects of the world into sharper focus. This is a lesson that we could do with learning today: things are not as they first appear, or rarely just one thing at a time. Our perceptual edges – the hazy space where vision and hearing blur together – can reveal those difficulties, and make us look, and listen, again.

Vermeer and his fellow painters from the Dutch Golden Age can show us the value of music as a device for puzzling out the limits of perception. The visual elements of music can have other uses, too, including one that has become integral to my musical practice.



A decade after my vocal nodules appeared, I am sitting in my kitchen in the ramshackle flat my partner and I rent from our college in Cambridge, a stone’s throw from the Botanic Garden. A score is open on the table: English composer Judith Bingham’s twelve-part ‘The Spirit of Truth’. She wrote this incredible, mysterious piece of music as a fantasia on a theme of the sixteenth-century composer Thomas Tallis’s evergreen little piece, ‘If Ye Love Me’. It is, without exaggeration, a masterpiece: an entanglement of parts that manages to be both densely textured and diaphanously gossamer-fine.

My voice has returned, and I am now a choral singer. There is no denying it – of all forms and styles of classical music, choral singing could be the nerdiest of all. But it is the Dungeons & Dragons, Seth Cohen-style of nerdiness: ironic, self-aware. It is also where some of the most cutting-edge classical music can be found. ‘Cutting-edge classical music’ might sound oxymoronic, but composers are writing new choral music all the time, pushing the boundaries of what can be done with the human voice, and stretching the very limits of what can count as music. I sing in my college chapel choir, and so am part of a writhing, cut-throat organism in a constant battle for excellence. Under the shadow of King’s College and their Christmas Eve broadcasting set-up, competition to get into most of these choirs is fierce. Almost all of them are audition-only; they carve twelve hours a week out of your already gruelling schedule, and more like twenty if a recording is coming up. Each choir fights to have its own particular renown: to have a distinctive niche. Ours, for now, is this new music.

Nevertheless, I am painfully aware that I’m very much not who the English choral system was designed for. Arundel was the closest cathedral to where I grew up, and it did not take girl choristers until the advent of Elizabeth Stratford as Director of Music the year I turned thirteen. The nearest Anglican cathedral, Chichester, only started taking girl choristers for the academic year beginning September 2022.

Moreover, being mixed race has always placed me outside the logic of the lyrics of English choral music and what it aspired towards. The hopeful, hopeless, much-co-opted, much-maligned hymn ‘Jerusalem’ is merely one of many examples: ‘And did those feet in ancient time/Walk upon England’s mountains green’. A surprising number of people see race as an either/or rather than a both/and, so to them I am either ‘basically Chinese’ (which, to anyone even remotely aware of the East Asian beauty quest for double eyelids, is laughable) or ‘basically white’ (again, risible considering the volume of ‘Where are you really from?’/‘Do you “go back”?’/‘How did your English get so good?’ questions I’ve had over the years). It turns out you cannot have the ‘voice of an angel’ when you are a little bit Chinese – instead, your voice is ‘surprising’ or ‘doesn’t fit your face’, both things that people have said to compliment me on my singing. This is not to mention the pervasive belief that people of my ethnicity are somehow biologically programmed to be good at music, paradoxically twinned with the idea that I must have a tiger mother lingering somewhere in the background, making me practise every waking hour. But you’d be hard pressed to find a genre of music that isn’t infected with this interlacing of expectations, stereotypes and boxes that constantly need dismantling.

Nonetheless, there’s something beautiful about the fragile, problematic, precious nature of choral music. In an English context, it developed out of a fear that music would become redundant after the Reformation, when Henry VIII broke from Rome.11 English choral composers invented a purely ‘native’ musical tradition to ensure that music was seen as of national importance and continued to be an integral part of the Anglican church service. It has always been a heady concoction of nostalgia for something that never was, laced with a striving towards something it cannot reach.

It is also, somewhat oddly, named for something both musical and visual. ‘Choir’, meaning group of singers, comes from the Greek khoros via Latin chorus and the Old French quer. It’s also the quire, the particular section of a church where the choir traditionally sat, between the altar and the congregation. And it’s a physical part of a book manuscript, through which you might read music: a gathering of pages. There’s a further layer of music and visual entanglement: the ancient Greek word khoros actually meant dance, a physical dancing place, and a group of performers (singers or dancers). Orchestra has the same etymological root, ὀρχέομαι or orkhéomai, to dance.

This might sound bizarre to you if you’ve never indulged in a bit of a choral singing. To me, though, this history has always rung poignantly true. Navigating this genre of music as a performer feels like intricate choreography – like a dance with steps that you are marking out with muscles deep inside your body, in your core and your posture and your lungs.

People often think that singing is easy. Almost anyone can do it, so surely to sing for an hour or two isn’t too much of an effort? Have a go, and you’ll see that parts of your body soon start to ache – a scratchiness in your throat, something almost muscular in the back of your throat as your vocal cords start to complain, a spasming in your diaphragm.12 You aren’t just born with a good voice. You can have the bare bones, but you need to work it and develop it. Singing is a physical workout that takes years of developing technique to hone and needs to be carefully warmed up, just like any athletic activity. And this is not even taking into account what your brain has to do while you are singing choral music repertoire: paying minute attention to the other parts – shifts in timing, shifts into flatness or sharpness – to the sheet music and to the conductor themselves. All this, to make a sound that is light and airy and ‘angelic’. Behind that celestial sound is grit, grind and a heavy dose of carb-loading before a concert because you are going to burn a whole lot of energy.

‘The Spirit of Truth’ has landed on my kitchen table because we’ll be recording it in a month’s time, for an album of choral works by contemporary female composers. Each of the twelve voice parts is relatively, deceptively simple: a floaty, ululating series of intersecting fourths. It’s the intersection of parts – where they interlock, where each one passes a melodic skein to another, where they switch places or braid together in the texture – that is tricky. A minutely observed choreography is required. The interplay is there, when I follow the sheet music and hear the voices jump across parts and back again, to fill where the part fell out of the range of the singer allocated it.

Listening to it now, I remember how, even in recording, we would glance at each other as we did so, handing the line on. When you are particularly far apart (either due to the architectural space, or to the acoustic demanded by what you are recording), you watch each other’s lips instead, as they form the words, because it helps you to navigate that split-second delay before your ears receive their voice. The intimacy is profound. You do this even if you aren’t especially enamoured of that person at that point – because the music asks it of you, and in that moment you are the music. Your breath is my breath, your heartbeat is my heartbeat. And it hurts.

At the end there is the relief, the release, of falling into Tallis like the shimmering, turquoise cool of the sea on a hot day. Those last four bars of the Bingham, as she stacks up that opening chord, send shivers down my spine…

If.

If ye love me, keep my commandments.

Something more than the sound itself is needed for me to master it, to internalise its harmonics and capture its musicality. I glance through my part, once, twice, sing it through. Then I reach for a paintbrush and paper. Still humming the notes under my breath, I start to paint what I hear/see: the colours, the dense texture, the stacks of chords, that shimmer of the original piece as it glints through. A chunky blackish turquoise line begins to take shape, bleeding through the translucent white.

It worked, and I learnt my part. But I was never quite satisfied with what I produced. Even nine years later I occasionally find myself picking up the score, putting it on the speaker, and trying to pin down its wispy, smoggy solidity with my paintbrush, ever striving, ever falling short.



I want to change the way we think about music. Each of these moments I’ve shared reveals that there is something more to music than meets the ear. What they suggest is nothing that your brain doesn’t already know and that I feel sure you understand deep down in your bones: the traces of these practices have always been there in the way that human beings approach music, because for as long as we have made music we have seen it. Part of music’s magic is the very illusion that it is invisible.

Somewhere along the way we’ve lost the subtlety of thought that allows us to understand music as entertainment but also as crucial to our wellbeing as humans. Recreation feeds our brains, and allows us to be, among other things, more effective.13 There appears to be a causal link between music and neuroplasticity – that is, our brain’s ability to form and reorganise synaptic connections, thus shaping and improving our cognitive function – although scientists still disagree about quite how this works.14 Music could literally make us more intelligent. It’s been long established that providing children with music education enhances their ability to learn other vital subjects like literacy and numeracy;15 nonetheless, music education is in decline across the West. In the UK, for example, fewer and fewer children are choosing to study music at GCSE and A-level.16 In the US, a similar decline is reported: in 2021, a staggering number of children, almost 3.8 million, were unable to access any kind of music education in schools.

Common narratives would have you believe that this is because fusty old education tactics using the fusty old structures of the classical ‘canon’ are failing to seduce new musicians, and the mounting expense and lack of subsidy for practical music lessons cannot be helping matters – how can you love playing the cello when you’ve never even had the chance to hold one? Along with the decline in music education, we have fallen into bad habits in how we ascribe value to music: we’ve started to simply accept the idea that jobs in music are not things you do for money but for ‘the love of it’. This is a fallacy, and essentially nothing but a sanitised version of the idea that music is only for people who can afford it.

But music is an integral part of all of us, knitted deep into the twists of our DNA. The history of music is, in a very real sense, the history of humanity. We evolved around music, our capacity for language and communication governing how we were shaped as human beings.

Crucially, the communicative power of music has always extended beyond what is spoken, what is audible. Music is a language that has always been visual – as musical notes, as images of music-making, but also in some unexpected, artful ways that can expand our understanding of what music is, in its very essence.

So, this is a history of music, told artfully. An artful, art-full history of music offers access to untold moments, and a new way of imagining what music can and should be for. One that takes a long, hard look at the things we have collectively allowed to pass into the status quo, and that invites us to rethink how we approach the value of music, what musical genres actually mean in practice, and what makes a musician. One that could also provide a valuable antidote to the restrictive concept of music and musical excellence that shuts a broader variety of people out of joining in; an antidote to the kinds of music history that enshrine a string of totemic ‘big name’ geniuses to the detriment of the broader context of music-making.

In Duet we’ll undertake an odyssey through a small fraction of artful music’s greatest hits. This book is for all those who are interested in the ingenuity of human intervention in all its sounding forms, whether they are a seasoned professional musician or a knowledgeable listener who cannot play a single note. It cannot, and does not, hope to provide a comprehensive overview of all the ways in which the musical and the visual have been entangled, but it offers an insight into the sheer variety of ways the visual has been integral to music throughout history.

We’ll delve deep into the prehistoric caverns where the first music-making happened, and encounter some of the intricate operations that went into inventing graphic signs for musical notes. We’ll create musical scales out of colour and perfume, and we’ll change the world with a book of sheet music. We’ll ship a clockwork organ to Istanbul where it will delight audiences, only to be dismantled ten years later. Spanning from 35,000 BCE to the present day, Duet reveals an assortment of ways that the seen and the heard have been in an intricate, intimate dance, inextricably entwined. In turn, it unmasks a more inclusive, dynamic and fluid way of thinking about music, and one that is true to music’s very evolutionary origins as a tool of communication and community. By examining a cross-section of moments when music made meaning through a visual language, my hope is that Duet can allow us to revitalise our understanding of ourselves as music-making beings.

Music is a thing we built together, as a community, across continents and across time. It is a toy, but it is not trivial. It didn’t develop in a vacuum, but through the ingenuity of people who used its visual power as well as its audible meaning.



To return, then, to that enormous golden dragon, and the indulgent orientalism that formed my first stage. A whole performance life is before us. Hush descends; take a deep, well-supported breath. The curtain rises. The adventure begins, waiting for you and for me.


	
I. My italics.

	
II. Not all my tastes were quite so discerning. At the time I was also fond of beach plastic: shards of old toys in bright lollipop colours that had been eroded to soft edges by the sea, sand and shingle, making Polly Pocket or Barbie’s Dreamhouse look as though they had survived some sort of apocalypse.

	
III. The holes that allow the violin to have resonance.

	
IV. ‘Fremon già nell’anima le dolcezze estreme’ in the original.

	
V. A kind of guitar.








1 Curtain Up: The Stage


Our breath plumes out in frosted clouds.

In the Christmas market in Dóm Tér (literally, Cathedral Square) in Szeged, Hungary, the temperature hovers just above freezing. Lingering all around us is an icy mist better suited to a horror film than a festive concert. Its soupy density has given it the uncanny ability to magnify and dissipate any light, so the entire space of the square is penetrated by daubs of bright candy colours from the fairy lights strung around. Clutching polystyrene cups of mulled wine and cider, shivering in our concert blacks, we wait to be let into the warm embrace of the space where we’ll be performing.

To say we are dismayed when we discover that the theatre is made out of the haybales standing to one end of the market is an understatement. Bone-chilled, grumbling, miserable, we shuffle in.

But something magical happens once we begin singing.

Enclosed by the stacked haybales, our audience using them as seats and huddling together against the chill, a spell descends as we perform one particular song.

It’s a Hungarian folk song, traditionally sung at Christmas time. The lyrics tell the tale of a heartbroken girl jilted by her sweetheart who has ‘frozen’ towards her. At the end it closes with an image of a sleeping baby, a ‘lamb of God’, ‘born out of love’:


Zöld az erdő zöld a petrezselyem

The trees are green, the parsley is green

Benned rózsám meghűlt a szerelem

Love has grown cold in you, my rose

Nem csak meghűlt meg is fagyosodott

So cold that it is frozen

Víg szívemre búbánatot hozott

It saddens my heart

Falu mellett van egy házikócska

In a cottage at the edge of the village

Abban van egy rengető bölcsőcske

There is a cradle rocking

A lábával rengetgeti vala

And with his foot he rocked it

A szájával fúdogálja vala

And with his mouth he sings

Aludj-aludj Istennek báránya

Sleep, sleep, Lamb of God

Szerelemből jöttél a világra

For you came into this wide world today

Aludj-aludj Istennek báránya

Sleep, sleep, Lamb of God

Szeretetből jöttél a világra.

For you came into this wide world today.



The tune is simple, and we had learnt it fast. To give it an English choral twist and ‘make it ours’, our Director of Music suggested we could improvise harmonies for it when we performed. In rehearsal it felt, I won’t deny, a little morally questionable: as if we were taking part of someone’s precious culture and mangling it with our own versions of good musical style.

But as we sang those improvised harmonies, for just a brief moment, the penetrating cold melted away. We, and the audience, became one with that rustic, strangely intimate space, shielded from the eerie fog outside. At the end of the song, several of the audience members were visibly overcome with emotion, sobbing at what they later told us was the beauty of what we’d done with their folk song. There are moments when you can feel music working: the edges of your body melting away, boundaries dissipating, a togetherness so complete between audience and performers that you are one organism.

Christmas is so often packaged as being cosy, but it’s not often that we have such a visceral reminder of what warmth meant in the context of the Christmas story (regardless of whether you see it as fiction, truth or something in between). Cosiness isn’t chestnuts roasting on a roaring fire, but a desperate, weary woman in the early stages of labour, her husband looking for and finding some kind of shelter from the elements – even something as flimsy and impermanent as a stack of haybales. What we offered that audience was their own old, favourite song, laced with all the storytelling techniques that English Christmas carols – about hope in adversity, about coming in from the cold – had to offer. It was a gift that, on that ice-hazed day, enclosed by walls of hay, they wanted to receive.

The look and feel of a venue, and no matter how simply or elaborately it is decorated, is of huge importance to how we experience music. But all these spaces work on the assumption that they will galvanise the musical performance that takes place within them. Over millennia, special, chosen places have inflected the way that people experience music.



Incredibly, some of these ancient chosen places have survived.

Another, softer mist lingers over the hills of the Périgord, clinging to the treetops above what will one day be the village of Les Eyzies. Through these hills, somewhere around 12,000 years ago, a shaman – let’s call her Helis – strides with purpose.1 Helis is a Magdalenian. Her delightfully named culture refers to that of the Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic in western Europe, and gets its name from the type site of Abri de la Madeleine, a village carved into a monumental rock face not far from Font-de-Gaume.2 Perhaps Helis visits La Madeleine every now and then; perhaps she’s more of a loner, as befits certain requirements of her profession. It’s a hard job, looking after the barrier between your community and the supernatural. Deep in these hills is a cave with an entrance moulded in fantastical shapes straight out of a scene from Star Wars. This is where Helis is headed. She strikes a spark from a flint, lights a flame, and ducks into the dark.

She is a skilled artist, and image-making is a crucial part of her work. Her paintings, and those of her predecessors, adorn the surfaces at crucial points within the cave. Bison frolic across the roof, seeming to move in the flickering candlelight.3 There are gazelles, horses, wild cattle and cave bears. There are more than twenty paintings of mammoths. Another series of paintings shows line-and-dot drawings, known as tectiforms, that seem to represent huts and larger shelters, covered with animal hides. There are handprints, the topmost joint of each finger truncated in a mysterious fashion.4

Ahead of Helis, as she enters the cave, is a protrusion of rock. The bulge of its curvature reminds her, precisely, of the powerful chest and front haunches of a bull. Carefully, she begins to apply her red ochre. The style of the Magdalenian paintings requires a special technique: in the absence of other binding agents like egg or oil, Helis mixes the pigment in her mouth with her own saliva and then blows it onto the rock, using her lips as her painting tool. These images are a capturing of breath, as well as colour.

For thousands of years, these paintings lay forgotten, slumbering beneath the rock. Then, on a Thursday in September 1901, the day still hazy with the warmth of summer, a schoolmaster by the name of Denis Peyrony ventured deep into the caves.5 For years his pupils had been playing in a mysterious cave above the village of Les Eyzies-de-Tayac-Sireuil where he worked.6 Four days earlier, Peyrony and the Abbé Henri Breuil, a local Catholic priest and amateur archaeologist, had officially ‘discovered’ 291 prehistoric engravings at the nearby cave of Les Combarelles. But Peyrony wasn’t done yet. What about those interesting marks in the caves that the village children had been using as a playground for as long as anyone could remember? He edged into the delicious cool of its depths, lantern in hand.

That day, Peyrony rediscovered the first of the 200 polychrome paintings that would be uncovered in the cave, now known as Font-de-Gaume.7 We still have his drawings, both of Font-de-Gaume and Les Combarelles: testaments to an uncovered world.

Just under a century after they were rediscovered, I saw these paintings myself. I remember watching as the red ochre images seemed to undulate as we moved, the way they had been skilfully rendered to catalyse with the form of the rock on which they were painted to become bigger than the sum of their parts: pulsing as though breathing. I remember the acoustic experience of being down there in the gelid deep, as though held in the craggy interior of some primordial meringue. It was so very, very quiet. And yet, whenever anyone spoke, their voices would bounce back at us: warm, enriched like honey, resonant without being booming. I felt cushioned by the sound, engulfed gently by a soft, firm voice that seemed both deep in my head and everywhere.

Recent research is beginning to show that these decorations were not just there to aid visual communion with the sacred: they had a musical purpose too.8 Evidence that music was a part of Magdalenian culture survives only in morsels, but there are a relatively large number of these scraps from that period, compared to the scant pieces from only a few thousand years later. We have no precise guide to when music was performed, so acoustic archaeologists have had to be creative with their analysis, looking to modern cultures that use similar objects. A conch shell horn, dating back 18,000 years and found in the entrance of the painted cave at Marsoulas, some 180 miles further south, has served as a useful clue. When it was first discovered in 1931, it was labelled as a ceremonial drinking vessel or loving cup. Conch shells are strong at their most tapered point, so whoever assumed that it had broken off by accident, rather than been deliberately shaped for a purpose, was making a bold move.9

Traces of red dots are visible just inside the aperture, similar to the painting technique used to render bison inside the cave at Marsoulas (see plate section).10 Such strong visual resemblances could suggest that the conch shell horn wasn’t just for your regular Friday night soiree, but rather for ceremonial purposes, to be played beside the painting of the bison itself. The seashell’s proximity to the cave also implies that these could have been musical spaces.11


[image: A fossilized shell with a spiral structure and rough, textured surface.]
Conch shell horn from Marsoulas cave, c. 16,000 BCE.



Objects found at Font-de-Gaume include a ‘bullroarer’ whistle: a flat, perforated piece of wood or bone attached to a piece of cord, similar to an instrument used by Australian Aborigines to imitate spirit sounds. When spun in a circular motion, it creates a whirring sound. There was also a phalangeal whistle, a flute-like instrument made of a pierced phalanx bone, played by blowing over the top of the hole as you would a modern-day transverse flute. Really, though, the best evidence we have is the caves themselves. Music archaeologists have conducted performance experiments to identify the contextual sound effects of these spaces. In the case of the Marsoulas conch shell and the cave, this meant playing a 3D-printed resin replica of the instrument on the edge of the ravine outside the opening of the cave, and inside the cave in various positions including near certain paintings.12 Observers of the experiment noticed that the sound of the seashell ‘filled the cave’, but without any of the eerie reverberations and phantom ‘warblings’ or ‘throbbings’ of tone recorded at other cave sites, as in the stone galleries at Chavín de Huíntar in Peru.

No one has yet conducted performance experiments at Font-de-Gaume, but they have at the nearby and now more famous site at Lascaux, discovered in 1940. It turns out that what I heard all those years ago wasn’t just the result of youthful overwhelm. French acoustician Daniel E. Commins and his fellow researchers described the soundscape of the cave with a not inconsiderable pinch of delight.


Early visitors of the original Lascaux cave were impressed by some unusual acoustic effects… the soundscape gives the impression that some animals are shouting, running, talking… This phenomenon can be revealed by an experiment. In the Hall of Bulls, a spot marked by traces of candle drops has been identified as the possible position of ceremonies. One may assume that a lit candle was placed at that spot. Emission from the same position of hand clapping provides the illusion to people present in the Hall of Bulls that the bulls are running!13
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