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For Sir Paul Ennals




PRELUDE


Insights from the Blind


HOW DOES MUSIC WORK? How does it make sense and what does it mean?


Seeking answers to these seemingly innocuous questions has preoccupied me for the last three-and-a-half decades. The genesis of my search can be traced back to the time when I first began working as a volunteer at Linden Lodge, a residential special school in London, in the late 1970s. All the pupils were blind or partially sighted and an increasing number of those recently enrolled, I was informed, had a range of learning difficulties too (many of whom today would be described as being on the autism spectrum). Little wonder, then, before my first visit to Linden Lodge, that I was warned not to be surprised if the youngsters I encountered had delayed or aberrant language, and were unable to initiate or sustain a conversation, sometimes repeating words or phrases over and over again with no apparent meaning (exhibiting so-called ‘echolalia’). Don’t assume that they will understand what you say, I was advised, and expect some to show more of an interest in the sensory qualities of everyday objects than their function: tapping bowls and drinking glasses to make them ring, for example, and repeatedly pressing the same button on ‘speak and spell’ games, rather than trying to produce words.


Given accounts like these, my assumption before visiting the school had been that the main challenge in working with the pupils would be in reaching down to their modest levels of musical accomplishment from the rarefied heights of my life as a student at the Royal Academy of Music. I had recently performed Bach’s celebrated Italian Concerto on the harpsichord and taken the lead role in Mozart’s elegant Oboe Quartet, K. 370; I was in the midst of analysing Beethoven’s esoteric late Piano Sonata, Op. 110; and I was getting to grips with composing in the terse style of the first movement of Bartók’s 4th String Quartet. In the previous year I had won prizes for keyboard harmony, music theory, and for my contribution to a performance of an oboe trio by the recherché French Baroque composer, Joseph Bodin de Boismortier.


Confident in my knowledge and abilities, honed through countless hours of study and practice, I imagined that I would be able to engage the children in some relatively unsophisticated musical activities (maybe joining in with well-known songs, playing hand-held percussion instruments and the like). Then after a couple of years or so, I would tactfully move on, freeing up my evenings once more to pursue a career doing ‘proper’ work as a professional musician.


But I was wrong. On both counts.


* * *


On my first evening at Linden Lodge, I was shown round by Paul Ennals, later to be knighted for services to children as Chief Executive of the National Children’s Bureau, but more significantly then the mobility officer at the school, whose job was to teach the pupils how to move around safely using a white cane. Paul also happened to be a competent amateur musician and my landlady’s son, and it was through this connection that he had cajoled me into coming along to meet these ‘amazing kids’ with a gentle insistence that eventually eroded my increasingly tenuous excuses to be elsewhere. So, here I was, politely hiding my scepticism as he pushed open a door onto a rather dingy, narrow corridor that the fading autumnal light was barely able to penetrate. (I remember thinking that lighting probably wasn’t a priority at the school.)


In the gloom I managed to make out three or four doors on the left. From the first there emanated the strains of what sounded like early twentieth-century piano music. Was it late Frank Bridge, I wondered? Or maybe even Scriabin. The series of complex chords high up on the keyboard continued. Whoever was playing them was doing so with great finesse. Paul had said that there were one or two good musicians on the staff at Linden Lodge, but even so I hadn’t been expecting this level of sophistication.


There was a click as Paul opened the door, and the playing stopped abruptly. It was even darker in the practice room than in the corridor. Very odd, I thought. Without saying anything, Paul flicked on the light switch.


I was astonished to see not an adult, but the diminutive figure of a boy on the piano stool. He couldn’t have been more than 10 or 11 years old. He didn’t turn round to greet us, nor did he say anything. I was immediately struck by the fact that his eyes appeared to be roving randomly without fixing on anything. I knew that I would always remember this, my first encounter with a blind child. Curiously, he was shaking with what appeared to be silent laughter or excitement, or maybe both.


Paul’s voice reached out to him, as though putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


‘Hi Anthony, it’s Paul. And here’s Adam.’


The boy didn’t respond, but stood up and shuffled tentatively towards the window, and ended up, somewhat disconcertingly, facing away from us. He gave me the sense that by vacating the stool one of us was expected to take his place.


I wanted to say something, but, suddenly overcome with embarrassment, found myself bereft of speech. Paul must have sensed my discomfort and (as he always did) effortlessly picked up the thread of our conversation.


‘I told Anthony you’re keen on twentieth-century composers,’ he said, managing to speak for the pair of us – and to us both – at the same time.


‘Right.’


It suddenly dawned on me that Anthony must have been waiting for my arrival, and that the Bridge-cum-Scriabin was intended as a welcome to Linden Lodge. He still didn’t say anything, but the shaking of his upper body grew more intense. I felt a prickling sense of expectation, but was tongue-tied once more.


Again, Paul came to the rescue: ‘And I said you might play something for him.’


I hastily considered what would make an appropriate offering based on what Anthony had played for me. The idiosyncratic opening of Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor came to mind. I sat down and, after a moment to gather my thoughts, set off with the quiet, staccato, open-octave Gs. Then came the contrast of the brooding, tonally ambiguous descending scale, which broke off, disconcertingly, leaving the expected bottom note hanging, unheard, in the air.


A moment’s silence.


Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Anthony was now standing motionless, apparently listening with rapt attention. I took this as a positive sign and, feeling a newfound engagement with the music myself, I closed my eyes and focused on the sound of the next notes: two further hesitant Gs in octaves, sotto voce. Then another lugubrious scalar descent, this time with additional chromatic twists that deepened the sense of foreboding. Again, the melody halted prematurely, with the anticipated lowest note remaining unplayed, charging the silence that followed.


A moment’s repose, and then my hands started to move in readiness for the last two detached strokes of the slow introduction. But I was interrupted by a jolt on my left arm and, looking round, I was surprised to see that Anthony had unobtrusively made his way back towards the piano stool. Having found me he didn’t stop: the nudge turned into a shove, and it became evident that he wanted me to stand up so that he could take over. I obliged.


‘There you go,’ I said, trying to sound cheery. In reality I was a little disappointed; maybe the Liszt hadn’t gone down so well after all.


But I was wrong. And what happened next was to change for ever the way I thought about music.


I watched, intrigued, as Anthony’s hands deftly felt over the keys, using the asymmetrical pattern of black notes as points of reference, and came to rest on the opening Gs of the Liszt sonata. A moment’s pause and then the two tones sounded, hushed and terse, exactly as I had played them. Just like a recording. It was uncanny. The first descending scale followed flawlessly; sombre and introspective. Then the reprise of the Gs and the second scale, quirky chromatic inflections reproduced perfectly, the final discontinuity impeccably timed. Anthony had captured both the notes and the mood of the music precisely. He stopped at exactly the same point that I had, and remained completely still, as though waiting for more.
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Figure 1 The opening bars of Liszt’s Sonata in B Minor.





I was transfixed. How was it possible for a boy who was blind and (I assumed from his lack of verbal communication) had learning difficulties to play this sophisticated music after hearing it only once? Anthony couldn’t have seen what I had done and yet he had just reproduced the introduction to the sonata, naturally, fluently, without prompting. It wasn’t merely the fact that the notes were correct: he seemed to have an effortless, mature understanding of the music, with an intuitive feel for the unfolding emotional narrative.
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Figure 2 Anthony playing Summertime at a concert for a Wandsworth Primary School in the early 1980s to my bewhiskered accompaniment, while members of the Linden Lodge singing group (led by their teacher, Kevin Deegan, off to the right) listen intently.





But above all, and although I couldn’t (yet) bring myself to tell Paul, I knew that, in spite of my advanced musical training and thousands of hours of practice, I would have struggled to do what Anthony had just achieved, apparently with little or no effort at all.


* * *


In the days and weeks that followed, I tried to rationalise what I had seen and heard. I asked Paul to fill me in on Anthony’s background. If I were to work with him purposefully, I felt I had to have some knowledge (if not understanding) of the extensive musical journey that he must already have made in the first decade or so of his life.


Largely through the tireless efforts of his mother, and the enthusiasm of the music teacher at his previous school, Rushton Hall in Northamptonshire, Anthony had had tuition on a range of instruments from an early age, including the piano, the drums, the recorder, the saxophone, the clarinet – whatever came to hand, it seemed. Given the option, as a small child, he would spend all his waking hours engaged in making music in one form or another. Paul was of the view that while he was unusually talented among the children at Linden Lodge, his ability to learn music quickly, to play by ear and to improvise – alone and with others – was by no means unique. Like them, Anthony’s knowledge of music theory was elementary, and he was unable to use the Braille version of music notation to read or write what he could play. As far as he was concerned, music functioned like a natural language, that for him was more powerful, more persuasive, more authentic than words. No one had taught him to understand how that language worked; mere exposure to music had been enough. And, Paul assumed, experimenting with instruments for countless hours, encouraged by the adults around him, who, having no comparable experience to draw on, could only follow their instincts, had proved sufficient for Anthony to learn to use music as a form of expressive communication.


I was fascinated by Paul’s account of how Anthony had come to engage with music so effectively, though in my mind it raised more questions than it answered. How could it be that a young boy who was blind and had learning difficulties had developed more advanced musical skills than many of the students at the Royal Academy of Music?


As someone who had been taught to perform, improvise and compose through years of structured tuition, I had assumed that this was the only way that musical skills could be acquired, passed on painstakingly from one generation of musicians to the next. But evidently not. So what did Anthony’s example say about the way that people develop the capacity to engage with music?


Clearly, for this person at least, music made sense without any verbal explanation. Therefore, I reasoned, it must be possible to come to understand the rules governing the way music works just by listening; they must be self-evident. That is, without prompting and without recourse to any other information, the brain (or, at least, Anthony’s brain) was able to fathom how music functions, and through that understanding attribute meaning to abstract patterns of sound. What an incredible thought! It implied that a series of notes, each of which in itself apparently signified nothing, could somehow evoke thoughts and feelings beyond their perceptual qualities as sounds. How could this be?


* * *


Seeking answers to these questions has intrigued thinkers across the ages, from Socrates to Schopenhauer: why is it that abstract patterns of sound that don’t mean anything in a literal sense actually mean so very much to us as human beings? Indeed, in Western societies, we are bombarded with music for around half our waking moments.1 In shops, during advertisements on the radio, television or online, in the dentist’s waiting room or as the plane taxis prior to take-off – music is there to influence the way we think, feel and behave. Why? Because, as every filmmaker knows, music is unique in its power for stirring the emotions, without listeners even needing to be aware of its presence. And, as music therapists’ work with dementia patients and autistic children has shown, music has the capacity to plumb the depths of the mind and tap into memories (happy, sad, profound or everyday) that words alone are not able to touch. The sheer beauty of music can make grown men and women weep. Some even think that music brings them closer to their God. There is music for every occasion: from adolescent rites of passage to wedding celebrations, from relieving the tedium of manual work to emboldening soldiers to fight. There is music to help people get high, chill out and make love. There is even music for the departed and music to be buried to.


In the chapters that follow, I set out a fresh way of tackling the question of how music works. This draws on a number of sources: the ideas of twentieth-century Western musicologists and composers, whose opinions still drive much academic thinking about music today; Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological approach to the perception of sound, which focuses on personal experience;2 and some recent discoveries in the field of music psychology – an interdisciplinary area of enquiry that has forged its own identity in the last three or four decades to become a major focus of research, particularly in relation to neuroscience.


But there is also a wholly new ingredient in the mix: the insights that I have gleaned over the years from working with children on the autism spectrum. Anthony was the first, but there have been hundreds of others since my initial visit to Linden Lodge School in 1979. I soon realised that for some of these youngsters – particularly those who have learning difficulties, for whom verbal language is likely to be problematic – music can offer a unique window onto thoughts and feelings that would otherwise be hidden from view. It was only later that I came to appreciate that, beyond this, autism affords us an alternative and powerful way of understanding how so-called ‘neurotypical’ people create, process and respond to music. This is possible because the human tribe exists on continua of interests, abilities, propensities and traits, and, by observing people who function at the extremes of our species’ natural neurodiversity, we can better understand the ordinary, everyday, musical experiences that are characteristic of us all. But, most importantly, it’s my belief that, through the prism of the overtly remarkable, we can discover the uncelebrated exceptionality in each of us. We are all musical by design, and most of our musical abilities, which exceed the capacity of even the most advanced computers, are acquired without conscious thought or effort when we are still in the early years.




1


How Does Music Work?


BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION to his seminal book, Emotion and Meaning in Music, published in 1956,1 the American musicologist Leonard Meyer revisits the classic philosophical positions taken up in music aesthetics, providing an analysis that will help us to chart a course through the work of some of the main twentieth-century thinkers on Western music. Meyer characterises the main arguments as existing on two continua. First, he describes the view that musical meaning originates from the stuff of music itself (organised sound), a stance that he terms ‘absolutist’, and contrasts it with the ‘referentialist’ position, whose proponents believe that the sense of music is borrowed from its external context. Second, Meyer distinguishes between ‘formalist’ and ‘expressionist’ types of musical understanding. A ‘formalist’ approach is characterised by a conceptual grasp of how the sounds that constitute a piece are organised, and is acquired through conscious reflection – what Daniel Kahneman2 would today call ‘slow brain’ responses: for example, knowing that the first movement of Beethoven’s 5th Symphony is in ‘sonata form’. ‘Expressionist’ musical understanding comprises listeners’ ‘fast brain’ emotional reactions, which arise unthinkingly, intuitively: for instance, sensing that the same Beethoven movement sounds ‘powerful yet agitated’. According to Meyer, the internal or external, and fast or slow listening styles, are likely to operate in conjunction, so a listener who hears music dispassionately, purely as a series of structured sounds, would be classed as an ‘absolute formalist’, for example, while we would expect a ‘referential expressionist’ to respond affectively to a piece according to an external association forged at some point in the past. Meyer’s own theory of musical meaning, derived from expectations set up and frustrated solely through patterns of sound, tends towards an ‘absolute expressionist’ position. Here, referential meaning, derived from the world beyond music, is regarded as subordinate, while an emphasis on an emotional response leans more towards an intuitive (rather than a structural) way of listening.


Given Meyer’s taxonomy, we should not be surprised that the range of perspectives adopted by music theorists is very wide: from those who sought to identify external forces at work in the organisation of music, such as Heinrich Schenker (who looked to God for music’s divine inspiration, and found it in the Austro-German tradition of composition) and Susan McClary (whose postmodern sociological perspective led her notoriously to hear the male sex act in Beethoven’s 9th Symphony), to ‘absolutists’ such as the Austrian composer and theorist Arnold Schoenberg (who contended that it is repetition that brings coherence and intelligibility to compositions). Other ‘absolutists’ appropriated ideas from disciplines beyond music, exemplified in Leonard Bernstein’s The Unanswered Question and A Generative Theory of Tonal Music by Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff, which both derive their rationale from Chomskyan linguistics. Viewing these apparently contradictory lines of thinking as a whole, it might seem that, in academic circles, at least, there has been no consensus as to how music works (surely a strange state of affairs given that it is a means of communication that we all appear able to grasp). Yet there are hidden similarities in the various explanations of music that have been advanced, and we begin by identifying these parallels.


Heinrich Schenker: The Radical Conservative


Heinrich Schenker – whose writing is invariably earnest and at times selfconsciously esoteric – was arguably the most important Western music theorist of the last one hundred years. Working in fin-de-siècle Vienna, he singlehandedly changed the way that we make sense of European classical music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The culmination of Schenker’s life’s work was his magnum opus Der Freie Satz (‘Free Composition’) of 1935, which opens with the time-honoured assertion that music reflects the divine order: ‘All that is organic, every relatedness belongs to God … even when man creates the work.’3 Schenker’s line of argument tends to be obscured by the mists of his fervent musical chauvinism: he takes every opportunity to proclaim the superiority of Austro-German classical music, and his analyses focus exclusively on works penned by composers such as Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms. But beneath this nettle of bigotry lies the remarkable conjecture that the works of this period are all ultimately elaborations of the ‘chord of nature’, so-called because it is present in the harmonics that are inherent in many natural (and therefore, in Schenker’s view, divinely determined) sounds.


It is possible to hear what Schenker meant by silently pressing down a combination of five keys – two Cs, an E and two Gs – on the piano, and have a second person play a low C loudly and release it straight away (see Figure 3). The sounds of the depressed keys will remain, ringing in the air. This is Schenker’s ‘chord of nature’.


The effect is due to the fact that piano strings do not just oscillate at one rate, but as a composite of many different frequencies at the same time, which, as Pythagoras observed, exist in simple mathematical relationships to one another. Usually these fuse in the ear to give the impression of tone-colour or ‘timbre’. However, as the experiment illustrated in Figure 3 shows, they can be made easier to hear by freeing appropriate strings to vibrate, enabling them to pick up on the frequencies present in the original sound. The lowest five of these form Schenker’s ‘chord of nature’, which musicians refer to rather more prosaically as a ‘major’ harmony. This single unit of musical thought features pervasively in almost all Western styles. However, for Schenker, there was more to the function of the ‘chord of nature’ than this: for him, it lay at the structural heart of every classical masterpiece.


Schenker sought to demonstrate his theory through a complex system of analysis that takes the form of richly annotated graphs, in which staves are overlaid with long curved lines and beams connecting unorthodox musical symbols and caret-topped numerals indicating the degrees of the scale.4 These engaging figures seek to show how the ‘surface’ of the music – the individual notes and chords, several of which usually pass by every second – can be regarded as ornamenting a simpler, slower-moving melodic line and harmonic sequence, which are conceptually more structural and metaphorically exist further towards the musical ‘background’ (which is where Schenker believed the ‘chord of nature’ to exist in its most elemental form).
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Figure 3 Schenker’s ‘chord of nature’, generally known as the ‘harmonic series’, can be reproduced on the piano.





Some sense of what Schenker meant – in reverse – can be gleaned by listening to the way that composers have traditionally formulated sets of variations, particularly those from the Baroque and Classical periods of Western music, which often adhere faithfully to the structure of the theme, while the number of notes and the rapidity with which they pass by tend to increase incrementally. A well-known example is Handel’s Air and Variations from his 5th Suite for Harpsichord, known as The Harmonious Blacksmith. Here, the opening of the theme is based on nothing more than two, alternating major chords, which become elaborated with increasing numbers of notes. The underlying structure remains easy to hear, though, as the ear is guided good-naturedly through ever more flamboyant figuration.
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Figure 4 Fragment of Schenker’s analysis of Bach’s chorale Ich Bin’s, Ich Sollte Büssen.5





As Schenker’s thinking evolved, he sought to delve ever further into the constitution of music using the principle of recursion: once his first analytical pass had stripped away the top layer of detail, leaving structural features that were just below the musical surface, he realised (in theory, at least) that he could repeat the process, whereby some of the events that had been regarded as load-bearing at one level could be conceived as ornamental on the next, and so on, as the increasingly sparse lines of music in Figure 4 show. Through these means, Schenker concluded that all great pieces of music (judged from his own view of musical distinction) were elaborations of the same deep structure. This comprised a descending pattern of three notes, harmonised by two different chords – a template that he called the Ursatz (or ‘fundamental structure’). In the final analysis, even this was considered to stem from a single chord, based on harmonics 1–6 of ‘natural’ sound (see Figure 3 above).
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Figure 5 The opening bars from the Air and Variations of Handel’s Harmonious Blacksmith.
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Figure 6 Schenker’s ‘fundamental structure’ transforms the harmonic series, extending it in time.6





So, in answer to the question ‘How does music make sense?’, Schenker would doubtless have replied ‘Through prolongation of the chord of nature’, meaning that the same, ‘home’ harmony – in musical terminology, the ‘tonic triad’ – governs entire pieces, even though it does not physically sound the whole time.


* * *


Does Schenker’s theory stand up to scrutiny? His assertion – ‘formalist’ in Meyer’s terms – that chords based on the harmonic series metaphorically lie beneath and support the musical surface intuitively feels right. Handel’s Harmonious Blacksmith makes sense because the ear can readily hear the same pattern of chords that underpins each variation. But to what depths does the harmonic hierarchy extend? There is no evidence, either in the form of scores or written testimony, that Western classical composers had any notion of the Ursatz. Admittedly, the movements of pieces created in what has been called the ‘common practice’ period in the West almost invariably begin and end in the same key (the chords marked ‘I’ in the Ursatz in Figure 6), and those in major mode usually make an early move to the ‘dominant’ (founded on the fifth note of the scale, corresponding to the second Ursatz harmony). But this is a far cry from saying that composers had a deeper, inaudible structure in mind – even subconsciously – as they worked. The perception of modulations (changes of key) that occur can perfectly well be explained by an internalised, imaginary framework of pitches and intervals, which we all appear to possess and which functions more or less ‘in the moment’. It is rather like going for a walk, and knowing how to get home again. Pedestrians don’t need to have their house constantly in view: they can work out where they are from the layout of the roads along which they have journeyed.


But they can only do that when they’re in familiar territory, and don’t stray too far from base or stay away for too long. Similarly, it seems to be the case that the vast majority of listeners, who do not have advanced musical training or ‘absolute pitch’ (known as ‘AP’ – a long-term memory for individual notes), and who cannot read a score (which functions rather like a musical road map), don’t hear long-term tonal relationships at all. For most listeners, the auditory journey offered by a piece of music is rather like being a tourist in a taxi: he or she may experience a series of momentary impressions7 – turns that are made to the left or right, buildings whose idiosyncratic architectural features catch the attention – but without having any broader sense of a direction of travel. Certainly this was the view of leading British musicologist Nicholas Cook who, in the 1980s, very much against the fashion of the time,8 criticised Schenkerian analysis as being far removed from the way that people normally hear music. He pursued this claim in the pages of the journal Music Perception, describing an experiment in which he manipulated pieces by Beethoven, Liszt, Mendelssohn, Chopin and Brahms, having them end in the ‘wrong’ key – thereby destroying the symmetry of the Ursatz, in that the third harmony of the fundamental structure was no longer the same as the first. So the pieces could not be considered prolongations of the ‘chord of nature’. However, as Cook predicted, most listeners were oblivious to the change. Schenker’s retort would no doubt have been that ‘great’ music can only truly be appreciated by an artistic elite, and, indeed, Der Freie Satz contains savage onslaughts on ‘the masses’, whose shallow lives apparently render them incapable of hearing the deeper order in music.


The masses, however, lack the soul of genius. They are not aware of background, they have no feeling for the future. Their lives are merely an eternally disordered foreground, a continuous present without connection, unwinding chaotically in empty, animal fashion. It is always the [bourgeois] individual who creates and transmits connection and coherence.9


That is to say, in Schenker’s view, musical structure, and, in particular, the notion of levels in a harmonic hierarchy, reflect social strata.


While Schenker’s polemic is far-fetched and repellent to modern ears, it would be a mistake to allow his jarring prejudices to drown out the more modest claims of his theory – in particular the notion that harmonies can exert an influence in passages of music beyond their immediate presence. This is shown, for example, in Figure 4, in which the lowest stave indicates that a single harmony (of A flat major) is heard as the controlling influence of the entire first line of the chorale, even though it physically sounds in only four of its 11 chords. To use an analogy: one can imagine harmonies like this acting rather like the warp threads in a tapestry, lying hidden from view, but providing the necessary substructure on which the ornamental weft is woven, and so forming an essential (though, for most people, probably unrecognised) component of the finished work. However, just as the warp threads give no sense of a tapestry’s individuality, which is dictated by the distinct colours and patterns of the weft, neither do the underlying or implied harmonic sequences of a piece of music define its identity. That is the role of motifs and themes – snatches of melody that are audible in the foreground while, by implication, articulating the background structure. Since it is such melodic detail that initially attracts the ear, and that subsequently resides in memory like a tag to call to mind or identify a given work, so it follows that a comprehensive theory of how music works must be able to account, among other things, for the immediacy of the musical surface.


This is not part of the Schenkerian proposition, however. Musical order is held to emanate from a higher authority: God. Given this absolutist standpoint, Schenker evidently felt no compulsion to explain why, for example, a particular motif or theme arises from a given harmonic prolongation or progression in preference to any other. However, what he does demonstrate is how essentially the same harmonic structure can be realised in many different ways – just as, in language, a single grammatical form can support the generation of myriad sentences. Nonetheless, in the same way that coherent syntax in language is no guarantee of meaning (let alone literary merit), neither does a cogent harmonic structure ensure lucid (much less beautiful) music.


Positivism and Postmodern Approaches


An explicit connection between music and society surfaced again half a century after Schenker’s death, though in a very different epistemological context: the postmodernist tide of thinking that swept through the arts and humanities in the latter part of the 1900s. Musicologists were relatively late on the postmodern scene, led by figures such as Christopher Ballantine, Professor of Music at the University of Natal. His book, Music and its Social Meanings, published in 1984, set out to tackle the problem that he perceived to exist in musicology of ‘the artificial insulation of musical understanding from the realm of social meanings.’10 In contrast, his own view, ostensibly similar to that adopted by Schenker, though actually reflecting a very different perspective, was that ‘social structures crystallize in musical structures … in various ways and with varying degrees of critical awareness, the musical microcosm replicates the social macrocosm.’11


If this sounds inordinately referentialist (to use Meyer’s terminology), we must remember that Ballantine was reacting against the excessively absolutist, mathematically-inspired music analyses that filled so many journal pages at the time he was writing. This approach had been inspired by thinking such as that of the American musician-cum-mathematician Milton Babbitt, who, in 1958, had penned the infamous ‘Who cares if you listen?’ article in High Fidelity,12 in which he argued that so-called ‘serious’ music should be by specialists, for specialists. Inevitably, music analysis had to be no less exclusive. Here, Yale-based music theorist Allen Forte was among those leading the way, establishing ‘set theory’ in the musicological lexicon, and showing how groups of pitches can be regarded as equivalent if one can be changed into another through certain systematic transformations.13 The problem with Forte’s fiercely logical system is that it bears little relation to what listeners are actually capable of hearing; it seeks to impose an external means of understanding musical structure that is purely conceptual, rather than being perceptually based.


This speaks to a wider problem with positivist music analysis, such as that by Babbitt and Forte: it is undertaken in what may be called the ‘rationalist’ or Cartesian tradition, whose criterion of truth exists in the intellectual rather than the sensory domain. The issue is this: due to the highly constrained nature of the universe of possible musical sounds in the Western tonal system, repetition and regularity are inevitable after any four notes; the fifth will always result in duplication of some kind. And just because repetition exists does not mean that it is relevant to the musical experience; indeed, virtually all of it is inaudible. In other words, the search for extrinsic forces of musical organisation that take objective similarity between sets of notes or their transformations as evidence – that is driven by anything other than by perception – is like panning for fool’s gold: alluring and deceptively easy, but ultimately of only pyritic value.


The problem with these positivist approaches that reduce music to tables of figures and Venn-like diagrams is that while they notionally provide answers to questions of the ‘What?’ variety that pertain to musical structure, they cannot say why a composer chose a particular group of notes, nor what they would be likely to mean to listeners as a form of musical communication. It is these very issues that Ballantine seeks to address when he writes about music’s ‘social meanings’.


Consider, for example, his account of sonata form, which, he contends, sprang from the same impulse as the French Revolution: a way of musical thinking that ‘generates contradictions between … opposing tonalities, themes, rhythmic characters’ – a musical embodiment of the Hegelian dialectic.14 Does this assertion ring true in European classical music of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, though? Take, for example, a piece whose composition we know to have been inspired by the ideals of revolutionary France: Beethoven’s 3rd Symphony, the Eroica. The first movement opens with two short E flat major chords for full orchestra, forte, followed by a quiet, sweeping theme in the ’cellos, using notes from the harmonies that have just been heard. Then comes an unexpected swoop down to a low C sharp, resolving felicitously onto a D, harmonised initially as G minor and then as a seventh chord of B flat major, and so back home to E flat. So simple. So sophisticated. So achingly beautiful.




[image: Image]


Figure 7 The opening theme of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony.





But is a knowledge of the French Revolution required for the music to be comprehensible? Is being aware of the circumstances of Beethoven’s life necessary to grasp what occurs musically? No. The moment-to-moment logic of Beethoven’s music, and its broader narrative, are self-evident (and self-sufficient). The first part of the theme makes sense since it emerges from pitches heard in the previous chords. The unexpected C sharp makes sense as a chromatic inflection of the D that follows. The D makes sense since it leads the ear back to an E flat.


Can Ballantine’s assertion that social structures crystallise in musical structures add anything to this explanation? It is difficult to see what, since the organisation of society and the disposition of music are entirely different things, operating in discrete modalities. Accordingly, it doesn’t seem possible for there to be a causal relationship between them. What does appear to be entirely reasonable, though, is to assert that Beethoven was cognitively and emotionally affected by his life circumstances, that such effects must have had an impact on the way he thought and felt, and that his compositions inevitably reflected his thinking and feelings. Therefore, through this chain of consequences, it seems safe to say that the society in which Beethoven lived, and his position within it, must have influenced the nature of the music that he created. But that is very far from saying that one was the cause of the other.


In fact, even identifying what elements or features of a work can reasonably be attributed to societal influence is fraught with difficulty, in the absence of a composer’s declaration to that effect. (And even then, one could question the extent to which such information could be relevant to the musical experience of listeners who may be many generations removed.) Aside from the postmodern dogma that knowledge, being socially constructed, is whatever an individual wants it to be, how can such connections logically be made, conclusions rationally drawn?


Let us put one of Ballantine’s claims to the test: that Beethoven’s transformation of themes stemmed from the post-Revolutionary belief that humans could change by dint of their own efforts.15 The thinking here appears to run as follows:


1.People can develop.


2.Musical ideas can develop.


3.Since both people and musical ideas can develop, and (1) precedes (2), then (2) must result from (1).


But surely this is nothing more than a sophisticated version of the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy, whereby, in general terms, if A has the property xi, B has the (identical or similar) property xii, and B occurs after A, then A must have caused B. Naturally, this need not be true. One may as well assert that as Beethoven had four of something (limbs), and the Eroica has four of something else (movements), and since Beethoven had arms and legs before he composed the symphony, then its overall structure must be derived from his anatomical makeup.


Of course, a postmodernist could rebut this argument saying that, ‘If I hear that connection, then, by definition, it is valid.’ For sure, it may have a certain validity for that individual. But Ballantine’s assertion that thematic transformation in Beethoven arises from the post-Revolutionary ideology that humans are in charge of their own destiny, and can therefore change, is not prefaced by phrases such as ‘in my opinion …’ or ‘there is a chance that …’ Through this means, purely interpretive statements can surreptitiously acquire the status of ‘fact’.


In fairness to Ballantine, he is far from being unique in using an academic sleight of hand to make his opinions appear more valid than the evidence warrants. In fact, much the same can be said of many other music ologists, including Schenker, whose analyses are based on a wholly imaginary ‘Ursatz’. Even traditional approaches to music analysis suffer from the same problem, whereby beliefs come to masquerade as facts. Take, for example, the six volumes of essays written in the first half of the twentieth century by the British musicologist Donald Tovey, whose modus operandi was to elide accounts of musical features with their effect upon him as an expert listener, in a manner typical of programme notes. The result is a series of elegant, often idiosyncratic and occasionally insightful musings. For instance, in relation to the last movement of Brahms’ 4th Symphony, he writes: ‘The theme, stated, with trombones, in harmonies too remarkable to be intended to bear repetition, descends angrily with rolling drums and pizzicato chords into the depths of the orchestra …’16 Prising this poetic elision apart suggests that there is a connection between certain orchestral effects (a percussive rumble and plucked strings) and a particular emotion (anger), whereby the former is considered to be the source of the latter. But this is purely Tovey’s opinion, which is ultimately descriptive (an affirmation of belief) rather than analytical (an explanation of how or why things occur in the way they do).


Like Tovey, Ballantine expresses views that today seem quite mild, given what was to come in the years shortly after Music and its Social Meanings was published – when adherents of a new postmodern subdiscipline that became known as the ‘new musicology’ got to work. This moved beyond the desire to situate the study of music in cultural contexts to embrace other streams of relativist thought (which take meaning to be a mutable, human construct), including feminism, gender studies,17 queer theory,18 and, somewhat later, disability studies.19 In Ballantine’s book, the omission of caveats, which would have discouraged readers from drawing general conclusions from his personal perspectives, is harmless enough. But in the writings of an iconoclast such as music theorist Susan McClary, the elision of qualifying phrases is at best provocative and at worst reckless.


For example, in the January 1987 issue of Minnesota Composers Forum Newsletter, she wrote of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony: ‘The point of recapitulation in the first movement … is one of the most horrifying moments in music, as the carefully prepared cadence is frustrated, damming up energy which finally explodes in the throttling murderous rage of a rapist incapable of attaining release.’ The ending of the piece is said to be a celebration of the kind of sexual desire that culminates in violent ejaculation, which McClary concludes ‘has very little to do with lovemaking; it represents something closer to masturbation – at best.’


Thinking back to the erroneous post hoc ergo propter hoc form of argument, one can understand how the first part of McClary’s fallacious phallic fantasy came about, since there is conceivably an analogous relationship between musical and sexual climaxes, and deferring a peak in music may in some way be like delaying orgasm. The rationale behind the ‘rage of the rapist’ and the reference to autoeroticism are, by any standards, extraordinary, though, and, indeed, these metaphors were omitted in a subsequent version of McClary’s seminal article that was reproduced four years later in her book, Feminine Endings.20 One might as well argue (with tongue firmly in cheek) that the theme from Mozart’s Variations for Piano, K. 265, known to English-speaking listeners as Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, expresses male sexual inadequacy: the modestly paced, unchanging binary metre indicative of insipid pelvic thrusts, incapable of arousing excitement; the constrained rise in pitch in bars 2 and 3 suggestive of diffident, even feeble tumescence; and the slowly declining contour of the melody, reiterated on four occasions, emblematic of the repeated experience of pitiful impotence. Such an account of Twinkle, Twinkle is hardly persuasive, however; evidently, musicogenic sexual fantasies require a special kind of venereal imagination that isn’t as easy to arouse as McClary’s fluid prose makes it seem.


Postmodernism in the extreme form peddled by McClary and her apologists is nothing more than a form of pseudophilosophy, whose meaning can be constructed (in a postmodern way) as intellectual pink slime: lacking any nutritional value (in the sense of being able to feed the mind) and capable of metamorphosing into any shape that a given context requires, having no structural spine of its own.21 And while it is poles apart from the pseudorationalism of Schenker, or the positivism of Babbitt and Forte, all these approaches share the same flaw, in that none has regard for how the majority of people hear music most of the time. Similarly, while each line of thought sheds some light on the issue of how music works, neither provides a cogent account of how music is comprehensible or what it communicates. Other, ‘absolutist’, musicologists who emerged in the 1970s sought to address this issue by turning to linguistics and semiotics as fresh sources of guidance and ideas.


Music Analysis Using Linguistic Models


The first and most publicly renowned of these ventures was set out by the musical polymath Leonard Bernstein in his book The Unanswered Question, based on six interdisciplinary lectures originally delivered at Harvard University in 1973. Here, Bernstein seeks to explain how musical structure functions using linguistic concepts and terminology, inspired by the work of Noam Chomsky, who assisted in the preparation of the talks. Chomsky’s notion of ‘transformational generative grammars’, which prevailed at the time, was particularly important: this was the idea that the same ‘deep’ structures (comprising relationships between the functions of words) could give rise to many different utterances.
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Figure 8 The opening melody of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 uses a musical form of anaphora.





Bernstein was especially interested in forms of structure found in poetry and rhetoric that are underpinned by repetition, since he discerned parallels between these and the relationships that exist between motifs in music. Consider, for instance, ‘anaphora’, the restatement of a word or words at the beginning of successive phrases:


And do you now put on your best attire?


And do you now cull out a holiday?


And do you now strew flowers in his way


That comes in triumph over Pompey’s blood? Be gone!


from a speech by Marullus, Act I, Scene I, Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare


Bernstein contends that the same structural technique is used in music, an assertion that he illustrates with passages from Beethoven’s 2nd Symphony and Mahler’s 5th. Another example opens the first movement of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3. Here, the repetition of a simple three-note motif heard functioning as anaphora at the beginning of the piece drives Bach’s melodic inspiration for a further 135 bars in a tour de force of creative economy and imagination.


The overt form of repetition that anaphora offers, plain to hear at the beginning of successive phrases, is a commonplace syntactical feature of music – a marked contrast to its status in verbal language, where it is relatively rare and invariably fulfils a special function, emphasising and intensifying what is being conveyed. Given the lack of semantic meaning of musical motifs, such unmissable reiteration assists the ear as it strives to make sense of abstract narratives in sound – particularly on a first hearing, when memorability is key.


Other forms of rhetorical construction that are shared by language and music are unusual in both media, although, from the examples that Bernstein gives, it could be that their rarity enhances their impact when they do occur. One such is ‘chiasmus’, the symmetrical A B : B A form, famously used by John F. Kennedy in his inaugural presidential address: ‘Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.’ Bernstein’s musical illustration, the lyrical second subject from the first movement of Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony, is particularly beautiful, and is contrasted here with a more contemporary example from a section of the chorus in Super Trouper, by Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus.




[image: Image]


Figure 9 Examples of chiasmus in music.





Why should chiasmus occur only infrequently in music? Surely its repetition – indeed, twofold duplication – must assist musical understanding and memory? Unlike the linguistic examples, which, through reversing the order of words or phrases, invert their relationship with one another, thereby changing their meaning and giving the narrative as a whole sufficient forward momentum to propel it through its lexical symmetry, in music it seems that the absence of semantic content could result in the A B : B A form lacking a sense of purpose, as it sets off in a particular direction then immediately backtracks, ending where it started. The plausibility of this conjecture is supported by the fact that both the Schubert and Andersson/Ulvaeus extracts have small changes in the second half of the chiasmus that appear to mitigate against any feeling of stasis: in the melody from the Unfinished Symphony, the second ‘B’ segment has additional quavers, imparting an increased sense of movement, and, in Super Trouper, ‘A’ on its second appearance is moved down a tone to end on the tonic (home) key, affording a feeling of closure at the end of the phrase.


Beyond specific examples such as these, Bernstein is of the view that all relationships between motifs in music are like linguistic transformations in Chomsky’s original sense, since they can be understood as surface instantiations of a deeper structure. But the crucial thing for Bernstein is that, in music, transformations of motifs can be recognised as such because some of their elements are repeated. The issue of how repetition enables music to make sense, and how it combines with difference to convey meaning, is left hanging, though; as far as Bernstein was concerned, ‘transformations are the meaning of music’.22


* * *


If Bernstein’s text is warmly inspirational though somewhat lacking in scholarly rigour, then the opposite is true of the work of Belgian linguistcum-musicologist Nicolas Ruwet and Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Professor of Musicology at the University of Montreal. Both sought to introduce concepts from semiotics – the science of how signs convey meaning – into the field of music theory. Their semiotic readings of pieces23 work on the assumption that a stream of music can be broken down into discrete units, and that the systematic ways in which these are related to one another over time constitute a form of syntax, comparable to that found in language.


This begs two questions: how are the units of music identified? and how can syntax work in the absence of semantics? In language, words cannot function syntactically unless they are either understood themselves or their grammatical function is clear from the context of adjacent words that do mean something, through a psycholinguistic process known as ‘syntactic bootstrapping’.24 For example, a six-year-old child may hear her parents talking about whether ‘a cerise top would go with her blue bottoms’. Without knowing what ‘cerise’ meant, she would intuitively know from its position in the sentence that the word described a quality of her top, and even, by analogy with ‘blue’, may realise that it was a colour. However, in Ruwet’s approach, syntax and segmentation amount to the same thing, emerging from a common analytical process: the identification of repetition. (Segmentation is an additional necessary step in music since, unlike language, it doesn’t come ‘pre-segmented’ in the form of words.) That is to say, it is repetition that enables the analytical units of music to be identified, and it is repetition that defines their syntax (the functional relationships that may exist between them). Making reference to the French ethnomusicologist Gilbert Rouget, Ruwet puts it thus: ‘it is on repetition – or absence of repetition – that our segmentation is based. When one sequence of notes appears two or more times, with or without variation, it is considered a unit.’25 Units are given labels (typically letters), and the syntactical structure of a passage of music is represented as a chain – for example, A + B + A + C + A, which means that three appearances of a unit tagged as ‘A’ are intercalated with units ‘B’ and ‘C’.


But ‘A’ is only identified as such because it occurs more than once; it is defined retrospectively through being repeated. Therefore, Ruwet has had to take up a position where segmentation is required to determine syntax, but at the same time, syntax is necessary to specify the boundaries of musical segmentation – resulting either in senseless circularity or appealing parsimony, according to one’s point of view. Consider, for example, the first three lines of the British national anthem, God Save the Queen.


The opening sentence is set to two distinct motifs, one each for ‘God save our’ and ‘gracious Queen!’. The words ‘Long live our’ re-use the pattern of three notes found at the beginning of the melody, but sung a little higher. These two segments are regarded as analogous (an association that is shown by their vertical alignment on the page in Figure 10). But in what sense would a listener hear them as ‘equivalent’? Clearly, they are related through similarity, but in terms of this form of semiotic analysis, the same connection would exist whether the segment was repeated exactly (at the same pitch) or transposed to sound higher or lower to any degree. Yet the musical effects would be very different.
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Figure 10 The opening of the British national anthem.26





The words ‘noble Queen!’ use the same rhythm as ‘gracious Queen!’ in the first line, but the melodic contour – the ‘shape’ the three pitches make by ascending or descending – is inverted: instead of going up, the tune comes down. So there are both similarities and differences for the analyst to contend with. British musicologists Jonathan Dunsby and Arnold Whitall reflect this ambiguity in two possible readings, the first of which regards the motif as distinct, while the second implies that it is similar enough to belong to the same category (see Segment IIa in Figure 10). Yet surely the essence of the relationship between the two is that it embodies sameness and difference at the same time? One can characterise Ruwet’s brand of semiotic analysis as black or white – either motifs are related or they aren’t – even though the essence of most music is its innumerable shades of grey: partial relationships and ambiguities that permit a range of interpretations.


The problem of determining the lineage of segments becomes even more acute in the third line of the anthem: ‘God save the …’ Here a descending pattern of three notes of equal duration is used that seems to borrow material both from the contour of the preceding segment ‘noble Queen!’, and the rhythm of the opening ‘God save our …’ So there is no single ancestral line – the type of cloning demanded by Ruwet’s system. Rather, in appropriating and combining musical ‘DNA’ from two sources, the process of arriving at the fifth segment of the melody is more akin to the fusion of gametes in sexual reproduction (a genetic simile in the Dawkins’ tradition rather than a carnal allusion à la McClary).


This is not the only difficulty with Ruwet’s style of semiotic analysis. Consider what it has to say about the first three lines of God Save the Queen. While it highlights the high degree of repetition that is present, it loses sight of some of the characteristics that make the melody what it is. In particular, it is the matter of differences that is problematic. While the units appearing in any one column may be the same in terms of internal structure, they fulfil distinct musical functions in relation to one another. So, the process of segmentation captures some dimensions of the music, but by no means all. Moreover, there is no attempt to explain why a composer should have selected certain units rather than others and organised them in a particular way, nor how segmentation occurs in the ears of listeners, and the impact of the resulting syntactical structure. And although Ruwet never intended to provide a comprehensive account of how music works (since, for example, aesthetic issues are not the concern of his theory),27 the main problem with his thinking is that it stops short of showing how non-structural elements are integrated with structural ones – of explaining how difference and sameness combine to form a coherent musical narrative over time.


This is an issue that music theorist Fred Lerdahl and linguist Ray Jackendoff tackle head on in their book A Generative Theory of Tonal Music (‘GTTM’), which, inspired by Bernstein’s Harvard lecture series, was published in 1983.28 The two American authors synthesise ideas from a wide range of sources, including Chomskyan linguistics and cognitive psychology, to underpin their theoretical model. This identifies four types of hierarchy operating in tonal music, each of which relies in a distinct way on our capacity to distinguish certain types of similarity and difference in sounds, and which work together to inform the musical intuitions of all listeners who are familiar with a particular style. Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s approach was driven partly by the desire to shift the emphasis in music analysis from thinking only about how an elite perceive a particular composition, à la Schenker, Babbitt, Forte, the American music theorist David Lewin and others, to trying to understand how the majority of listeners familiar with a given style can typically be assumed to make sense of what they hear – much more the epistemological territory of cognitive psychologists.


Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s search for the holy grail of being able to explain how music works begins with the notion of ‘groups’, which are said to occur when experienced listeners intuitively divide music into imaginary chunks. The propensity of the mind to hear separate events – notes or chords – as making up distinct, larger entities, like motifs, which function within a structural hierarchy, forms a core part of the theory set out in GTTM. An important difference between these and Ruwet’s notion of ‘units’, which are defined by the presence or absence of external repetition, is that groups can also be determined by internal patterning, in accordance with the principles of Gestalt psychology. These were first identified by the German experimental psychologists, Max Wertheimer, Kurt Koffka and Wolfgang Köhler, and initially assimilated into musicological thinking by Leonard Meyer. The Gestalt effect refers to the capacity of human (and non-human) brains to see – quite literally – the wood from the trees, to recognise patterns and trends in the innumerable individual items of perceptual information that assail us, to discern larger entities from groups of smaller parts.


According to Lerdahl and Jackendoff, two internal types of grouping are of particular significance in music, deriving from the principles of ‘similarity’ and ‘proximity’. They illustrate these using visual analogies in the form of squares and circles.


Groups of this kind have two defining characteristics: first, their members have a property in common that is not shared with non-members; and second, their members differ in at least one respect from each other (otherwise they would be identical and perceptually indistinct). For example, in Twinkle, Twinkle, the first two notes are identical in pitch (‘C’), and this characteristic distinguishes them from the second pair (which are ‘G’s). However, the C’s are set apart from one another by occurring at different times. Hence the notion of a ‘group’ (unlike Ruwet’s concept of a ‘unit’) necessarily merges similarity and difference in a single structural entity.
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Figure 11 Grouping by similarity and proximity in visual patterns and music.





But this sophisticated concept is only one element in Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s theory of how music makes sense, which, like Schenker’s, is hierarchical, whereby some notes are heard as being more structurally significant than others (which are ‘ornamental’ to a greater degree). For Lerdahl and Jackendoff, though, musical hierarchies are not just defined by patterns in the realm of pitch, but also through groups of notes’ rhythmic and metrical qualities. Like Schenker, Lerdahl and Jackendoff take a reductionist approach, through which layers nearer the musical ‘surface’ are peeled away to reveal a structural core. In contrast to Schenker’s procedure, however, there is no pre-determined outcome – no Ursatz serving as a common form of gravitational centre at the core of every piece.


Lerdahl and Jackendoff use the term ‘elaboration’ (and its opposite, ‘reduction’) to refer to the idea that one note or chord can be heard as being structurally subordinate to another.29 To hear what this sounds like, consider Paul McCartney’s song Yesterday – in particular, the opening three notes (to which the word ‘Yesterday’ is set). Although the music passes by quite quickly (the first two notes last only around half a second), the effect of this can be heard by mentally ‘freeze-framing’ the melody on the initial syllable ‘Yes-’. It has a discordant quality (the pitch doesn’t ‘fit’ with its harmony) that seems to want to resolve onto the ‘-ter-’ that follows. In traditional Western music analysis the note to which ‘Yes-’ is sung is classed as an ‘appoggiatura’, a pitch that occurs on the beat and ‘leans’ into the main note, or to use the Italian metaphor, is ‘propped up’ by it. It is thought that the arresting quality of appoggiaturas stems from a feature of the auditory system whereby the harmonics to which they correspond, which are higher than those of the pitches in the chords that they elaborate, sound relatively dissonant. In Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s terms, the appoggiatura elaborates on the main (harmony) note.


But appoggiaturas aren’t just any notes that happen to clash with the harmony upon which they are superimposed. As Lerdahl and Jackendoff say: ‘Structurally less important events are not heard simply as insertions, but in a specified relationship to surrounding more important events.’30 In the case of appoggiaturas, what is that specified relationship? Tradition has it that they should be adjacent in pitch to the more structural notes that they ornament. That is, they should be similar to them. Hence, once more, Lerdahl and Jackendoff ’s theory ties difference into the musical narrative through acknowledging the implicit agency of (approximate) repetition.


The linguistic analogies of how music works proposed by Bernstein, and Lerdahl and Jackendoff, and the semiotic analyses of Nattiez and Ruwet are all founded in one way or another on repetition, which the authors identify as being active in different contexts, and fulfilling a range of syntactical functions. Repetition is considered to be a necessary element in music since, unlike verbal language, it lacks a framework of semantic meaning derived from external references. Hence music has no choice but to refer to itself. Seeking to explain how self-referencing in music works is the province of the last theoretical approach that we shall explore – another that is ‘absolutist’ in Meyer’s terms. Our focus will be on the thinking of Arnold Schoenberg, who taught broadly conventional music theory at universities in California from the mid-1930s, despite being one of the enfants terribles of early twentieth century music, notorious for his development of what became known as ‘atonal’ and, later, ‘serial’ music.
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Figure 12 Motifs of five, four and three notes from music in a range of styles.





Explaining Music in its Own Terms: Arnold Schoenberg


Ask people what gives a familiar piece of music its identity, what sets it apart from all other pieces, and they are likely to think in terms of a distinctive fragment of melody – a sonic name-tag – for which musicians working in different areas have come up with their own, genre-specific terms. In the Western classical tradition, for example, a short, characteristic group of notes is called a ‘motif ’. In pop music, a brief, catchy phrase from the chorus of a song is known as a ‘hook’; while in jazz, a repeated thematic fragment is referred to as a ‘riff ’. Whatever the style, these concise chunks of music have such a powerful individuality that they can come to stand for whole pieces in people’s minds, potentially serving both as labels and prompts. And it takes far less material than one would imagine to define a unique musical idea: five, four or even three notes may be sufficient.


Given their apparent ubiquity and evident importance to the design of musical compositions, we should not be surprised that Arnold Schoenberg’s influential book, the Fundamentals of Musical Composition,31 begins by setting out how these ‘potato prints’ in sound function. According to Schoenberg, the motif determines the character of a piece, and must have sufficient rhythmic and melodic individuality both to be memorable and, therefore, recognisable. Like Ruwet, some years later, Schoenberg believed that musical structure is created by the repetition of motifs: they are both necessary and sufficient to bring unity, coherence and comprehensibility to compositions since they recur throughout them and contain all the material that is used. For Schoenberg it is axiomatic that repetition enables music to make sense, and so he makes no attempt to say how this process actually occurs, or how it is that repeating material is able to generate a kind of musical logic that the brain can grasp.


Nonetheless, this line of thought has an intuitive appeal, and although Schoenberg confines his reasoning to Western classical music, the repetition of motifs is in fact ubiquitous, appearing in all musical dialects: from the rhythmically complex dance music of the Ewe people of West Africa to the hypnotic bell-like patterns of sound emanating from the gongs and metallophones of the Javanese gamelan; from the stylised versions of the Kookaburra calls that feature in the didgeridoo playing of Aboriginal Australians to the measured Scottish Gaelic ‘iorram’ or rowing songs of the Isle of Mull.


To hear a simple example of this kind of repetition in action, consider the French nursery rhyme, Frère Jacques. Straightforward in design, it comprises four motifs, each reiterated immediately. What is the effect of this high level of recurrence? What is happening in experiential terms? How does the repetition of the first motif, for example – which comprises the four notes to which the words ‘Frère Jacques’ are sung – generate the melody’s opening structure? And how does that in turn enable listeners to make sense of the music up to that point?


To seek answers to these questions we need to move beyond the world of music theory that Schoenberg inhabited, in which individual assertions and beliefs have the status of an incontrovertible type of knowledge that requires no defence, to the realms of philosophy and psychology. Here, evidence in one form or another has to be presented and interrogated to ascertain whether the views that are put forward hold up under scrutiny.


If music does indeed make sense through the recurrence of motifs, as Schoenberg maintains, then it follows that a first step must be for listeners to acknowledge, at some level, that one short series of notes is a duplicate of another – even if they are not consciously aware of the fact. However, while the repetition of musical material is a straightforward enough concept to grasp (especially when, as in the case of Frère Jacques above, its existence is telegraphed in advance through seeing the score), in everyday contexts, in which explicit clues as to the way a piece of music was designed are likely to be absent, the brain has to work hard to discern what is happening.
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Figure 13 Frère Jacques comprises four motifs, each repeated immediately.





One reason for this is the ephemeral nature of auditory perception, which means that sounds can be apprehended only through the narrow window of the present.32 So, in order to make sense of music, fleeting impressions of notes have to be stored temporarily and then reconstructed in the mind to create the illusion of a continuous melody.33 And to compare one motif with another – for example, to gauge how the first sequence of four notes to which the words ‘Frère Jacques’ are set relates to the second – means that the initial series must be mentally replayed at the same time that its successor is heard in order for the parallels between the two to be identified.
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how the entve first ine of the chorale
probccqnnilagiumgor dued.
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Step 1
Push these notes down silently

v

Step 2
Get someone clse to play
this note as loudly as pessible
and then release it ——»| @

low C middle C G c

Step 3 ‘
Listen, and you will hear a
C major chord resonating;
this is contained within ©
the single low C that was Schenker’s
played, though isn’t ‘chord of nature’

normally noticed E
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