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I’m enough of an artist to draw freely on my imagination, which I think is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.








Albert Einstein

On a recent trip to France I had the opportunity to visit Lascaux, the site of the most elaborate and beautiful prehistoric art accessible to the modern world. Upon entering the vast cavern, whose ceiling featured a stunning mural of huge, colorful beasts, I was transported in time. There on ancient cave walls was striking evidence of the depth of artistic thought and feeling in our most distant human relatives. Created nearly 15,000 years ago, the paintings at Lascaux predate writing, and some believe, speech as well. My cave visit sparked a realization that mankind’s earliest attempts at communication, and thus survival, were done via the subjective, intuitive means of art. 

This instinctual need for creative expression is central to understanding human nature and accounts for myriad human achievements. Paul Johnson argues in Art: A New History for this line of reasoning:

The first point to grasp is the immense fecundity of humans in producing objects of art. I argue here that art predated not only writing, but probably structured speech too, that it was closely associated with the ordering instinct which makes society possible, and that it has therefore always been essential to human happiness. 

Anthropologists tell us that music also has a history extending back several millennia and musical artifacts can be found representing virtually every known society. The earliest extant records of human life reveal the common practice of singing and playing instruments. Ancient flutes have been discovered that date to several centuries B.C. No one is certain about how the music sounded, but it is clear that some manner of music-making existed in the earliest years of mankind’s existence. 

The recognition that the universal urge to make art has been a part of human culture for centuries leads one to ask, “Why?” What is to be gained by art? Why does every known culture have a drive to make artistic statements? What compels man to create?

Even tentative answers to these vexing questions can have a profound effect on conducting and music-making. Since music is so subjective, closely aligned with our being, the philosophical beliefs we hold about its origins and nature play a huge role in our effectiveness as musicians. The view we hold regarding music’s place in society, the importance we give to art in life, and the depth of our belief in the significance of music all directly influence, even dictate, the decisions we make as conductors. What is it about tone and rhythm that commends it to humans throughout millennia? What accounts for music’s magical properties to illuminate experience and move the soul? To what can we attribute music’s seemingly magical and mysterious qualities? Reflection on these questions can lead to a philosophical stance that can have far-reaching effects on music-making. 

Of Tone

One star exists higher than all the rest.

This is the Apocalyptic star.

The second star is that of the ascendant.

The third is that of the elements,

Of which there are four;

So that six stars are established.

Besides these there is yet another star,

Imagination,

Which gives birth to new stars,

And a new heaven.

Paracelsus (16th century)





(quoted by Varèse in the score to Arcana)

Concerning the origin of man, the book of Genesis states: “Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground.” Whatever one’s religious beliefs, the truth of the concept is beyond question. Humans are inextricably linked to the earth. We come from the earth and remain a part of it, spend much of our lives interacting with it, and eventually return to it at our death. At the base level, humanity is consigned to live by the daily act of consuming plants and animals, which in turn exist only because of the powerful energy of Earth’s nearest star, our own sun. We therefore do come from the dust of the planet (literally, “star stuff”) and our bodies return to dust after death. If we arise from Nature herself, we must exhibit many of her most fundamental properties. If there is evidence to suggest that the universe is musical, it would not be surprising—but rather inevitable—to find humans to be musical by their very nature. If Creation has a fundamentally “musical” make-up, certainly man’s music-making must be a direct expression of reality itself.

The Earth rotates on its axis every 24 hours and around the sun every 365 days. The sun cycles about the galaxy while the galaxy itself rotates as it plunges through expanding space. The tides ebb and flow with the gravitational pull of the moon. The seasons change every three months, bringing a yearly cycle of weather. The night changing to day and back again creates a circadian rhythm that affects all biological organisms. The entire Earth and the cosmos are, through all time, involved in a vast, complex set of inter-related cycles of movement. As all musicians know, a cycle is nothing more than a large vibration. Vibration creates sound. Even though the naked ear typically can hear only a tiny portion of the full spectrum of sound, the obvious conclusion for the artist, the poet, and the musician is that heaven and earth are singing!
There is a vast array of scientific, philosophical and poetic description of this basic truth that dates back at least eight centuries. Pythagoras, and later Plato and Boethius, referred to a kind of music that emanates from the heavens. They believed that there are strong associations between musical consonances and all natural phenomena, and expressed the relations most perfectly in mathematics. As a matter of fact, the study of musical intervals and mathematical thought itself seem to have cropped up at the same time, one giving rise to the other. In the ancient myth of Er, Plato described the universe as a set of concentric rings. On the surface of each ring sits a Siren singing. Together they form a harmonious sound. This sound, after Plato’s time, was interpreted as “music of the spheres”—audible to, but usually unnoticed by mortals who hear it from birth.
 

This same belief in the creative nature of tone comes down to us from other places and times as well. Even before 3,000 BC, the Chinese had developed a fascinating and intricate philosophy of music that was stunning in its level of sophistication. David Tame describes their ideas in his book The Secret Power of Music.

As did the people of other ancient civilizations, the Chinese believed that all audible sound, including music, was but one form of manifestation of a much more fundamental form of superphysical Sound. This fundamental Primal Sound was synonymous to that which the Hindus call OM. The Chinese believed that this Primal Sound was, though inaudible, present everywhere as a divine Vibration. Furthermore, it was also differentiated into twelve lesser Sounds or Tones. These twelve Cosmic Tones were each emanations of, and an aspect of, the Primal Sound, but were closer in vibration to the tangible, physical world. 

In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare wrote of a kind of “music of the spheres” that reveals a deep understanding of the spiritual depths of music. Vaughan Williams was so struck by Shakespeare’s conception that he set this magnificent passage to music in his Serenade to Music:

There’s not the smallest orb that thou behold’st

But in his motion like an angel sings,

Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubins;

Such harmony is in immortal souls;

But, while the muddy vesture of decay

Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. 

Here Shakespeare points to the aforementioned singing and vibration of the cosmos that lies not only “out there,” but within the human mind and body as well. We grow from the cosmos and thus are bequeathed its character. By virtue of birth, we become heirs to a magnificent order and inherent harmony that stays deep within us as long as we live. Unfortunately, the order and balance of the cosmos are often obliterated by the stress and noise of everyday life, but they can be recovered and perceived by sensitive souls. As Shakespeare recognized, the ability to hear celestial music is universal, but the temporary vessel of the body often “doth grossly close it in.” As another writer eloquently stated, “Through all the sounds of this motley life-dream there swings one soft note for him who listens intently.”

The Judeo-Christian Genesis story describes God calling the universe into being by saying, “Let there be light.” But the monumental command that unleashed the immense energy of the life-dance could not have been merely spoken. As Leonard Bernstein has suggested,
 a more apropos description is that God sang “LET THERE BE LIGHT,” with the most powerful and resonant voice imaginable—an immense basso profundo that is still echoing in the heavens and in our music. Haydn surely must have held a similar vision when he wrote the famous opening passage of The Creation. At the singing of the word, “Light,” (one of the most glorious moments in music) Haydn’s musical depiction of the void seems to instantaneously fill with life.

Mickey Hart, long-time drummer of the Grateful Dead, fashions a cross-cultural, deeply symbolic creation story and manages to align modern-day scientific thought with ancient philosophy:

The sound has been called many things by many cultures. Some call it the seed sound, the One, the pulse at the heart of the universe. The Hindus call it the Nada Brahma; we prefer the big bang. In the beginning was the noise. One of the few fundamental things we know about our universe is that everything in it is vibrating, is in motion, has a rhythm. Every molecule, every atom is dancing its own unique dance, singing its signature song. What we call sight is just the limited spectrum of vibrations that our eyes can perceive; what we call sound is just the limited spectrum of pulsations that our ears can hear. And this noise begat rhythm and rhythm begat everything else. . . . You don’t simply play a drum, you beat it, you strike it, you pound it, the vibration, contraction, and expansion of the membrane giving off a roar that contains an echo of that other roar, fifteen to twenty billion years ago, when the universe, packed into an extremely dense area of matter and energy, suddenly exploded. And the dance began.

This view of the creation and the cosmos is not only a collection of sweet words concocted by a hopeless Romantic. As scientists learn more about the nature of matter itself, they come closer and closer to a musical description of its workings. As subatomic research has become increasingly sophisticated, physicists have successfully revealed ever-smaller building blocks of matter, hoping to discover ultimate reality. In the past few decades we have learned that the cell consists of molecules, which are made up of atoms; the atoms of electrons and neutrons; and the neutrons of quarks. At the innermost sanctum of matter, quantum physicists descend into a shadowy and mystical world where it is impossible to distinguish particles from waves, where the very act of observing changes the observation results, where one can determine a particle’s direction or speed but not both, and chance and indeterminacy (i.e., ambiguity) are the rule. Most important however, upon peeling back the final curtain to the smallest building block of matter, we find not another, still-smaller particle at all. We find energy itself—a vibration. A sound! Amazingly, it appears that matter itself is made of tone. The immense energy/vibration that ignited the universe at the moment of creation is still echoing in the molecules and atoms of matter.
 Could it be that the most visionary and sensitive among us has intuited the musical nature of matter and has struggled to make it manifest in music?

In 1787, the musician/physicist Ernst Chladni published a book called Discoveries Concerning the Theory of Music that established the groundwork for modern acoustical theory. Through an exhaustive series of experiments fashioned by drawing bows across flat plates, Chladni clearly showed that sound causes changes in physical matter. With sand and other substances coating the plates, it was observed that patterns emerged that closely resembled nature—atoms, snowflakes, shells, leaves, etc. Interestingly, the shapes generated on the plates did not gradually coalesce into these formations but literally “jumped” into place just as a tone on a wind instrument jumps to the next harmonic. Following up on Chladni’s work in 1967, Hans Jenny recreated the experiments using pure tone to set the plates in motion and achieved the same results. He found that matter responds sympathetically to sound depending upon pitch and volume. These experiments show strong evidence that matter forms into certain structures because of the creative power of tone itself (the OM?). Cathie Guzetta poetically summed up this phenomenon:

The forms of snowflakes and faces and flowers may take on their shape because they are responding to some sound in nature. Likewise, it is possible that crystals, plants, and human beings may be, in some way, music that has taken on visible form.

An effective demonstration of the musical nature of matter can be easily shown with a simple length of rope (a Slinky also works well). If one end of the rope is tied to a stationary object, its entire length can be set in motion with a simple twirling motion of the wrist (analogous to the vibrating string or air column of an instrument). Speed up the energy of the wrist motion, and the rope automatically divides itself (or jumps!) into two equal sections, each vibrating at twice the speed of the entire length. Further divisions of three and even four parts can also be accomplished. This does not depend very much on the manner in which it is done; it seems to be more in the nature of the rope itself to mysteriously behave this way. 

The rope creates a series of vibrations that cannot be heard as tone only because the frequency of vibration is so low. The human ear only “hears” moving airwaves that fall between 20 and 20,000 cycles per second (or Hertz). Dogs can hear much higher frequencies than humans, and whales and elephants can communicate over huge distances with much lower frequencies than humans can hear. If the vibrating rope could approach 20 cycles per second we would begin hearing it as tone. 

The beautiful thing about this rope exercise is that it gives a visual representation of the naturally-occurring harmonic series. When the rope divides itself into two equal segments, it produces an “octave”—a length of rope vibrating in two parts at twice the speed of the whole. To “see” another octave, one must double the speed again, to four times the original. Therefore, the fourth harmonic of the series is two octaves above the original. Similarly, another doubling of the vibration speed produces another octave (i.e., the eighth harmonic), and so on. 

When the rope divides into three equal parts, each part vibrates three times as fast as the entire length, representing a 3:1 ratio. This ratio is found between the first and third notes of the harmonic series, and constitutes the interval of the perfect fifth. Theoretically, further divisions and their corresponding ratios/intervals can be accomplished. For example, two tones sounded in the frequency ratio of 4:5 (i.e., the interval between the fourth and fifth harmonic) will always produce a major third. 

In one of the most awesome phenomena of nature, the position of any two notes above a fundamental gives the ratio of the two tones’ vibrations. For example, the sixth harmonic compared to the third harmonic yields the ratio of 6:3 or, reduced to its common denominator, 2:1 (an octave). It is one of the great theoretical mysteries of the universe how, in all places at all times, the numbered notes of a harmonic series above a fundamental tone give the ratios for the intervals that make up all music. 

Since the lower numbered harmonics are easier to hear than the upper ones, it is no wonder that the general history of music has traced an upward traversal of the harmonic series.
 The earliest music of the church, Gregorian chant, consisted of a single unencumbered melodic line sung by men. Later, when women and men began to sing together, the result was a melody in two different octaves (numbers one and two in the harmonic series). In the 9th century composers began to double the melody at the fifth, then later at the fourth (harmonics three and four). The Burgundian School of composers of the 15th century began to experiment with fauxbourdon involving thirds as a harmonic consonance (harmonics five and six). Seventh chords (using the seventh harmonic) were added in the Baroque to introduce tension and modulation in tonal music. Finally, the “emancipation of dissonance” in the 20th century allowed composers to use the upper reaches of the harmonic series, eventually venturing out past the 16th harmonic to quarter-tones. The entire development and breakdown of the tonal system lies within the structure of the harmonic series, a logical and inevitable evolution lasting over ten centuries.

We can find a pure, unencumbered presentation of nature’s sound, the ideal metaphor for the musical universe, in Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen, the longest and arguably most complex musical work in Western history. The opening passage of Rheingold, the first opera of the cycle of four, begins with a barely perceptible low pedal note that seems to emanate from the depths (Om, the One, the sound, the pulse, the Nada Brahma). For 136 measures, the composer gradually builds an impressive, swirling crescendo built on the lowest six tones of the E-flat harmonic series—E-flat, G, B-flat and their octaves. Although this music created from the naturally-occurring, omnipresent harmonic series is representative of the Rhine River within the opera, it can viewed as more than just a particular river in Germany—it symbolizes Nature herself. Furthermore, it can be seen as a creative Nature since this music brings life to the entire 15-hour cycle of music depicting the course of the gods’ lives and eventual deaths. 

If the harmonic series is an aspect of all tone everywhere, constituting a primordial and ostensibly immortal fact of the universe, then surely Wagner’s opening to Rheingold constitutes a worldly presentation of the “music of the spheres,” and a dramatic vision of how we live and breath in a musical universe. It is also a clear description of how first a single tone, then the God-given harmonic series, gives rise to the octave and the rest of the musical world:  how sound begets sound. Furthermore, Wagner underscores the fact that all humans arise from the same source—we’re made of the same “star stuff”—and that source is intensely musical.

The connection between nature’s harmonic series and the behavior of matter is one of the great mysteries of the world. To contemplate this relationship expressed in the octave, or in the movement of a rope or violin string, is to gain a sense of the divine interconnectedness of the world, this “motley life-dream.” It is a kind of magic and mystery that can leave one in awe.

Of Rhythm

Get a group of musicians vibrating harmoniously together and you have one of the most powerful emotional experiences on the planet, one that would be impossible if we hadn’t evolved the conscious ability to entrain ourselves rhythmically.









Mickey Hart

Can it be established that, like tone, rhythm has a firm basis in nature and therefore is a reflection of ultimate reality? Several examples can be used to answer in the affirmative.

The human body is a miraculous wonder of complex rhythm. Air flows in and out of the lungs at a rate consistent with the needs of the being. Temperature is regulated within a couple of tenths of a degree under normal circumstances. The heart pumps steadily at about 70 beats per minute, supplying blood and oxygen throughout the body. The eyelids close and open every few seconds to moisten the eyes. The various systems of the body (heart, lung, endocrine, digestive, etc.) constantly work in marvelous synchronized rhythm with one another, all without our conscious knowledge. The body craves a regenerative sleep every 16 hours and the female body prepares itself for conception in a cycle consistent with that of the moon. 

This genetically programmed sense of time achieves a remarkable regularity and precision in managing the biological clocks of the body that control blood pressure, heartbeat, body temperature, metabolic rates, and wake and sleep cycles, among many others. As Jeremy Rifkin states, “Relentlessly, and meticulously, the body’s inner pulsations mesh together in an exacting daily ritual, assuring the perpetuation of the human life force.”
 Mickey Hart wrote, 

As a species we love to play with rhythm because it seems to connect us to something fundamental in the nature of reality. We deal with it every second of our lives, right to the very end, because when the rhythms stop, we die.

Rising out of the natural order of the universe, coming from the cosmos and forever remaining a part of it (not apart from it), man’s inborn sense of time is not unique; it is a reflection of one of the most basic and crucial facts of existence.

The physical universe is basically rhythmic in nature. The moon revolves around the earth, the earth around the sun, and the solar system itself changes spatial position with time. All these phenomena result in regular rhythmic changes, and the survival of biological species depends on the capacity to follow these rhythms.

The human species uses and responds to rhythm, not as a frill, but as a necessary part of our survival and evolution. It is a natural and universal ability. 

Mickey Hart, in his fascinating book on drumming,
 talks of his many concerts with the Grateful Dead. His most memorable experiences with the band were when the five members (including two drummers) of the group were able to “entrain” with one another. On those occasions, the musicians would be able to lock into an exact common pulse that was palpable in its strength and ubiquity. Rock musicians refer to this as the “groove.” The music was then able to rise to a level of communication with the audience that was reportedly awesome to experience. 

To make music, a musician has to learn how to control his or her biological rhythms—heartbeat, the breath—focusing the body on producing, either vocally or with an instrument, the specific vibrations that flow out into the world of sound. But that’s only the first step. To make music as a group, each musician has to learn how to entrain to the larger rhythm.

If the rhythm is right, you feel it with all your senses; it’s in your mind, your body, in both places.

Get a group of musicians vibrating harmoniously together and you have one of the most powerful emotional experiences on the planet, one that would be impossible if we hadn’t evolved the conscious ability to entrain ourselves rhythmically.

This ability to entrain is not limited to musicians, however. It appears in many people and even in animals.

If a group of men is hammering on a building site, after a few minutes they will fall into the same rhythm without any explicit communication. In the same way, the body’s physiological rhythms resonate with each other, even electronic oscillators operating at close to the same frequency will entrain together. It is entrainment that provokes the trance states in the samä dances of the Sufis. When improvisers play together, they can rely on this natural phenomenon to mesh the music so that they breathe together, pulse together, think together.

The Dutch scientist Christian Huygens discovered in 1665 that if two clocks are set side by side, they will eventually entrain
 with one another. That is, they will at some point begin to tick away seconds at precisely the same speed. Several studies of the female menstruation cycle have pointed to the fact that human beings have the same kind of natural ability to synchronize their own biological clocks. Researchers have performed experiments with women living in a college dorm. At the beginning of the semester it was found that the women’s cycles predictably began at different times of the month. By the end of the school year, a significant percentage of the roommates were menstruating in synchronization with one another. As expected, this same phenomenon takes place at the cellular level in several biological systems. For example, the heart’s pacing cells automatically coordinate their electrical activity to maintain a steady beat that is crucial for the life of the organism.

Even some types of fireflies are able to achieve entrainment. As evening begins to fall, fireflies gather in some places in large numbers and begin flashing in a random pattern, as one would expect. But something quite amazing soon begins to happen.

It doesn’t take long for neighboring fireflies to begin coordinating their flashes. The synchrony spreads rapidly to larger and larger clumps in the tree—and within half an hour, the entire swarm acts as a unit, flashing about once every second in nearly perfect unison.

In a startling study, William Condon discovered that small children were able to entrain to the sound of their mother’s voice. Condon found that even subtle changes in the adult speech pattern were accompanied by a virtually simultaneous shift in movement by the infant. “The body of the listener dances in rhythm with that of the speaker.”
 Rather than two separate entities, it appears that the parent and child constitute a single organic, rhythmic arrangement. 

If the ability to perceive and lock onto rhythmic subtleties is not only universal but also necessary for our very survival, is it any wonder that man derives insight and satisfaction from creative play in its many forms?

Of Form

Thus far, we have established that tone and rhythm are an inherent part of the world and the human body. It comes as no surprise, then, to find humans intimately involved in manipulating the elements of music. The next questions to arise from our inquiry must be: What compels man to structure tone and rhythm into coherent form? What forms are most communicative of that which most needs expression?

The human brain and nervous system have remained virtually unchanged for centuries. While the living conditions and details of life have changed enormously over time, the essential core of our being remains unchanged. We think and feel in ways that are very similar to our ancient ancestors. We must spend time each day consuming food to sustain ourselves. All humans participate in a waking and sleeping cycle. We experience a live birth, breathe and love, suffer tragedies and enjoy victories, become ill, have accidents, doubt, make love, and eventually expire in a spinning wheel of destiny. This universal center of our humanity, lasting through the millennia, is the subject of the arts, myths, and religions of the world.

The most fundamental form of this human experience lies in motion—a constant ebb and flow between extremes. As the tides move in and out on the sand beach, and the moon waxes and wanes each month, so does experience move. Just as we feel a subtle increase of tension as we inhale breath (the first act accomplished by a newborn infant) and the equally subtle release of tension as we exhale the life-breath (the very last act we accomplish), so too, does the sentient life of humankind move. We are able to sense the constant, overlapping cycles of increasing and decreasing tension as we move through life and learn to respond to this movement with the concomitant emotions of sadness or uplift. These patterns of movement from peaks to valleys may last from a few minutes to several hours, days or even years. 

The ebb and flow of tension and relaxation in life may be triggered by specific external events such as a death in the family, a celebration, a birth, a new job, marriage, a holiday, or an argument with a friend. Or they may arrive as a natural result of the human make-up as we move through the cycles of childhood, adolescence, middle age, retirement, old age, and the approach of death. On a smaller scale, all of us experience an ebb and flow of mental and physical energy as we move through the day and week. We feel different in the morning than in the evening and on Monday morning than on Sunday morning. These overlapping cycles of movement create a complex rhythm of life that forms the common life experience and the basis for the aesthetic experience itself.

When one speaks of being “moved” by an experience, he almost always refers to an internal feeling of “movement” and change. After a particularly moving experience, we feel as if we are somewhat different than before. There is an internal shift, and we are transformed. Most people do not understand this inner movement and cannot talk about it in any meaningful way, but can nevertheless sense it. Anyone who has ever endured a close scrape with death, a car accident, a traumatic separation, or felt jubilation of an immense obstacle overcome, can bear witness to some change of personhood at a fundamental level. The “movement” that one perceives while hearing music leads to an emotional response: we are moved. This is one of the universal truths of living as a human being that transcends all cultures and times. It is also no accident that the words “motion” and “emotion” have the same root. Motion in music elicits an emotional response. That root goes to the very “root” of music. 

Dance, art, poetry, sculpture, and music all aspire to an expression of movement. The audience is moved, and thus changed, through participation in the art itself. In other words, we respond powerfully to an experience of the primal elements of our own lives and the world in which we live—movement from tension to relaxation, ancient patterns of ebb and flow, delicate balancing of unity and variety, as well as cycles, rhythm, energy, and vibration. 

The musical properties of the cosmos are embedded in the roots of our lives. They exist however, on such a vast scale and complexity that it is difficult for us to articulate. People do nevertheless intuitively sense the truth of this conclusion and respond to expressions of that harmony and order. It should be no wonder then that we have for centuries sought communion with artistic statements that reflect our “selves” in a form that we can contemplate and come to understand. Art gives us ways in which we can view aspects of our existence that lie below conscious thought under ordinary circumstances. Artists help us grasp these truths.

“Movement” thus provides one of the keys to understanding both the significance of music to our lives and the interpretation of music in performance. The motion of music—embodied in the phrase, section, or whole composition—is strikingly similar to human sentient life as well as a great many naturally occurring phenomenon: the tides, our emotional states, the inspiration and respiration of our breathing, the seasons, our activities over a single day, lovemaking, etc. When we intuitively recognize our own elemental being in a work of art, we respond to it by calling it “beautiful.” Interestingly, aesthetic movement takes on a similar form in nearly all its contexts, whether in music, life, or nature, described variously in the following sets of words:

	Point of Rest
	Increase Tension
	Point of Climax
	Decrease 

Tension
	Point of Rest

	
	
	
	
	

	Lull
	Transition
	Emphasis
	Retransition
	Lull

	Inactivity
	Propulsion
	Affirmation
	Repulsion
	Inactivity

	Foundation
	Progression 
	Arrival
	Recession
	Foundation

	Norm
	Acceleration
	Crest
	Deceleration
	Norm

	Nadir
	Ascendancy
	Zenith
	Descendency
	Nadir

	Level 
	Rise
	Solstice
	Fall
	Level

	Relaxation
	Impulse
	Tension
	Recoil
	Relaxation

	Repose
	Erection
	Climax
	Denoument
	Repose

	Diastole
	Compression
	Systole
	Abatement
	Diastole

	Ebb
	Cumulation
	Flow
	Release
	Ebb









Chart by George Skapski

The performer or composer who keeps this tension-release pattern in mind and strives unceasingly to make it evident in the music will move listeners. Arguably the greatest cellist of the 20th century, Pablo Casals, had a simple yet profoundly rich way of describing the movement of each phrase of music. He called the first note of every phrase the “portal” through which the music enters the world. For him, every note thereafter searches for its arrival point at the climax of the phrase, the most critical moment of the music. Finally, the phrase expires in the most sensitive moment, as a breath travels its course. Every note of every phrase fits into this pattern. 

Dewey emphasized the importance of the natural flow of movement in life and its relation to the aesthetic domain:

These biological commonplaces are something more than that; they reach to the roots of the esthetic in experience. The world is full of things that are indifferent and even hostile to life; the very processes by which life is maintained tend to throw it out of gear with its surroundings. Nevertheless, if life continues and if in continuing it expands, there is an overcoming of factors of opposition and conflict; there is a transformation of them into differential aspects of a higher powered and more significant life. The marvel of organized, of vital adaptation through expansion (instead of by contraction and passive accommodation) actually takes place. Here in germ are balance and harmony attained through rhythm. Equilibrium comes about not mechanically and inertly but out of, and because of, tension. . . . Form is arrived at when a stable, even though moving, equilibrium is reached.

Charles Leonhard and Robert House in their classic book on music education wrote:

When an artist fashions an art object, whether it be a sculpture, a painting, or a piece of music, he is expressing his conscious concept of man’s experience embodying the rhythm of struggle and fulfillment. The object is both the result of such experience and the expression of the experience, and it serves as a vehicle by which other men can find additional meaning in experience and undergo new experience. It serves both the artist and the viewer as a symbol of the struggle-fulfillment rhythm of experience.
 

A good composer or conductor realizes the importance of tension in an expressive performance. Music of extreme dissonance, high tessitura, wide range, increasing dynamic, and/or rhythmic ambiguity, builds tension in the listener that strives toward the resolution as surely as pent-up water rushes through a hole in a dam. A musician who truly lives the waxing and waning of the tension of the music will be able to achieve the most lasting impression on listeners. A musician who learns to relish times of life and of music marked by dissonance, ambiguity, and tension, living them to their fullest, knows the glory of the resolution. One must fully experience the depths of fear, doubt, and solitude in order to enjoy times of energy, victory, and celebration that inevitably follow. The artist is able to pay attention to this larger rhythm—the “sound” of life—participating in its movement and fully experiencing the oscillation between extremes of consonance and dissonance, ambiguity and clarity, complexity and simplicity. This is one of the keys to vital living and expressive music-making. 

Meaning in Music 

What if imagination and the arts are not frosting at all, but the fountainhead of human experience?










Rollo May

Ask even the most sophisticated musician what a specific composition “means,” and you will get either a confused or superficial answer. In fact, the idea of meaning in music is so thorny that many musicians never directly confront the issue. Coming to a conclusion about meaning in music—what it is that music communicates—is perhaps the single most challenging aspect of a musician’s life. 

Answers to difficult questions often appear not in the form of objective prose, but in images, stories, or poetic utterances. For years I have been inspired by a memorable photograph of Leonard Bernstein conducting a concert in the throes of an emotional/musical catharsis. Although silent, the photograph reminds one to bear in mind the reasons for which we make music. The expression on his face, the pain, the longing for resolution, the gathering of the energy and force that lies before him, the sheer physical power of the body preparing the next sound to be heard a second later—in short, a picture of complete absorption in the musical moment—leads one to ask, “What is this man hearing?” What accounts for this outpouring? Is he perhaps able to glimpse something behind, around, and between the notes—something beyond words?

The fact of the matter is that language always fails when it comes to describing meaning in music. Words simply do not exist to speak that which music communicates. An audience member was so moved by a performance by Arthur Rubinstein, so the story goes, that he rushed backstage after the concert to talk with the great artist. The excited fan found him in wings of the concert hall and rushed to ask him the meaning of the beautiful music just heard. Rubinstein responded to the question, not with elaborate and insightful language, but by sitting at the piano and playing the entire piece again. 

Everyone has at some time struggled to find words to communicate his most private and important feelings. At those critical life moments when we feel profound grief or love or other strong emotion, it is frustrating not to be able to express to another person the detail and complexity of mood, ideas or feelings. As effective as words are for some aspects of communication, they cannot fully relate the immense depth and range of human thought and emotion. It is no wonder then that the ingenuity of great minds has led to other means of expression that go beyond mere words into the realm of feeling, intuition, imagination, and deep human experience—into the realm of music.

Since the real depth of human emotional life does not—indeed, cannot—use words for self-expression, it is no surprise that music’s message is often difficult to summarize. As Bernstein suggested with the title of his Harvard lecture, “The Unanswered Question,” the consuming and all-important questions will, because of their ambiguity and complexity, fail to produce definitive answers. That is not to say however, that the questions should not be pondered and provisional answers provided. We must come to a credo today that defines our directions and musical personality, even if we amend or alter that credo next month or next year. Just as music succeeds in producing great expression through the presentation of complex, ambiguous structures, full of dissonance, so too will the “unanswerable” questions yield meaning and direction for the musical soul. Ultimately, it is the very ambiguity and “unanswerability” of certain questions that yield the richest insights. 

Music is one of the few remaining vehicles in Western society by which spiritual questions and concerns previously addressed by religion and mythology are still presented. Through our participation in the artwork, we are able to experience the artist’s view of the human spirit and essence. The greatest artists have a sensitivity to and understanding of the innermost elements of humanity that the rest of us only periodically glimpse—not the specific emotions of a single person, but a universal statement of what humans share. By transforming those insights and visions into artistic statements produced with paint, sound, or poetry, etc., an artist can communicate intuitive knowledge and feeling. As Wagner so descriptively wrote:

What music expresses, is eternal, infinite, and ideal; it does not communicate the passion, love, or longing of such-and-such an individual on such-and-such an occasion, but passion love or longing itself, and this it presents in that unlimited variety of motivations, which is the exclusive and particular characteristic of music, foreign and inexpressible in any other language.

Wagner makes an important distinction between communicating a particular fleeting emotion felt by the composer, and communicating directly the life of emotion as the composer understands it. It is in this way that the greatest music becomes a universal statement about human beings, without referring to any specific person. It is undeniably true that the ability to understand any artistic statement is often culturally determined and limited. In great art however, the truth of the vision and its applicability is not bound by culture.

Copland clearly stated the problem of meaning in music and responded thusly:

My own belief is that all music has an expressive power, some more and some less, but that all music has a certain meaning behind the notes and that the meaning behind the notes constitutes, after all, what the piece is saying, what the piece is about. This whole problem can be stated quite simply by asking, “Is there a meaning to music?” My answer to that would be, “Yes.” And “Can you state in so many words what the meaning is?” My answer to that would be, “No.” Therein lies the difficulty.

Simple-minded souls will never be satisfied with the answer to the second of these questions. They always want music to have a meaning, and the more concrete it is the better they like it. The more the music reminds them of a train, a storm, a funeral, or any other familiar conception the more expressive it appears to be to them. This popular idea of music’s meaning . . . should be discouraged wherever and whenever it is met.

Since music’s meaning is so difficult to pin down, some musicians have wrongly concluded that music exists only as “musical material” and therefore means nothing beyond itself. Even Stravinsky at one time held to this belief. We must remember, however, that just because we cannot declare the specific meaning of a composition we should not conclude that meaning is absent. Meaning certainly does exist in the world of imagination and subjective thought rather than as empirical or objective truth.

Differences between objective and subjective truth are illuminated in the following examples. When viewing a flower, a botanist would record its scientific name, then list its precise physical characteristics. He would record much information about the flower, but that still would not give a complete picture of it. If we were to view a painting by Georgia O’Keefe of a flower, we would receive different information. We could perhaps sense how the artist feels about her subject, and through form and color, we might even sense a personal connection with a deeper truth about the beauty and interconnectedness of life. The two ways of knowing the flower are both truthful, but much different from one another. 

Similarly, if we were to read the book, Hiroshima and Nagasaki: The Physical, Medical, and Social Effects of the Atomic Bombings,
 we would receive an immense amount of scientific information about the 1945 tragedy. The work is extraordinary in its presentation of autopsy reports, cancer incidents in survivors, movements and organizations to provide relief, the value of property destroyed, and thousands of other pieces of data. It is in its own way a profoundly moving document. But it does not give a complete picture. If we were to listen to a performance of Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima by Krzysztof Penderecki, we would be moved by the evident horror of the experience. We would gain some insight into the human response to violence and terror. We would have a much more personal knowledge than the scientific document alone provides. 

Music that has only one concrete meaning to it loses its appeal and falls into obscurity. But great music that contains subjective truth provides mental and spiritual sustenance for generations. I have been listening to Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony for over 30 years, and continue to be thrilled by its expression, form, and drama. The genius of the music lies in its universality; its meaning is not tied to a particular time or place but is applicable to all times and places. The fact, too, that I am a different person, with different subjective experiences and memories to call upon each time I listen to the symphony, means that I am able to respond to different facets of the music each time, leading to new patterns of meaning. That’s not to say that the funereal slow movement will someday seem joyful and jubilant, but that the ponderous grief expressed there will take on nuances and shading that continue to renew my interest. In other words, the music is so rich in meaning, so multi-layered in its ultimate message, that only through repeated listening over long periods of time can one hope to touch its depth. We should always strive to perform music that reveals these same qualities:  richness, levels of meaning rather than one meaning, universality, and repeatability.

We need both subjective and objective truth. We need the capacity to think in both realms. Art and music provide that opportunity.

Music:  Education in the Life of the Spirit

The most beautiful and deepest experience a man can have is the sense of the mysterious. It is the underlying principle of religion as well as all serious endeavor in art and science. He who never had this experience seems to me, if not dead, then at least blind. To sense that behind anything that can be experienced there is something that our mind cannot grasp and whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly and as a feeble reflection, this is religiousness.








Albert Einstein

Creativity and imagination lie at the very core of a musician’s life. Without them, musicians are doomed to mediocre music-making and to rehearsals that fail to inspire players to thought, emotion, and action. A creative mind allows us to invent new ways of looking at old problems, and acts as the catalyst for inciting those spontaneous moments in rehearsals when everything seems to be going the way the composer envisioned it. Some great conductors have commented that at the pinnacle of music-making, they sense that they are actually creating the music as it is being played. That is not to say that the conductor has allowed himself to be so swept up in the emotion of the moment that the composer is subsumed. There seems to be a quiet and focused state, not often attained, in which the feeling of creativity and the freedom to display it is so strong that it overwhelms almost everything else. 

Without imagination, we would not have the power to look at the printed page and be able to transfer the notation into an aural image that is so essential to the music-making process. To be able to imagine the next sound before it is heard is of critical importance to any successful conductor. Having an imagination, as the word suggests, is having the ability to “image.” In the case of the musician, she must have the ability to create an aural image that arises directly from the composer’s thoughts provided in the form of notation. We must be able to decipher the code that the composer has left and, coupling that with our personal creativity, arrive at an interpretation. 

The primacy of the imagination over both power and knowledge is born out by history. Nazi-condemned “degenerate art” was saved from destruction during WWII and has been exhibited world-wide in recent years. Shostakovich was successful in writing daring music that enraged the Soviet government watchdogs. And in the midst of the most wretched existence of the German concentration camps, Olivier Messiaen wrote and performed one of the greatest masterpieces ever conceived, The Quartet for the End of Time
. It appears the creative spirit of man is so central to our being that it will be preserved against all assaults.

It stands to reason that these twin skills of imagination and the creative spirit, so indispensable in our work, should be placed at the forefront when it comes to musicians’ education. Although some people are blessed with healthy doses of these traits from the time of birth, the rest of us must constantly struggle and doubt, work and reflect about how we are doing. Even though the cards may be shuffled differently in the beginning, there is ample evidence in psychology, as well as in personal experience and observation, to support the notion that these subjective characteristics can be expanded, developed, enhanced, and nurtured through diligent effort. Furthermore, there seems no end to where that development can take us. We therefore are faced with the exciting prospect of a lifetime of change, growth, and learning. This keeps one interested and inspired in the great art of music over the course of a career, and serves to prevent that dreaded disease, “burn-out.”

Music performance is such a complex art, dealing with the ephemeral phenomena of intuition, subjective thought, emotion, etc., that it will always challenge us to achieve the next level, to master the next problem, to understand more of the mystery. It involves a lifetime commitment, as artists throughout time have acknowledged. When asked his profession, Stravinsky, at a time of repeated career successes, said, “I am struggling to become a creative artist.” Implicit in his statement are the ideas that:  1) being an artist was not an easy proposition, and 2) even with all the public accolades, Stravinsky was still in the process of “becoming”—of learning and changing. This is an important thought to remember about being an artist, a truism that can help us along the difficult route of developing our creativity and imagination. 

I do not believe it is stretching a metaphor or exaggerating a point to say that in the form of music, art, and myth, we have at our disposal a tool by which we may come to understand our lives and purpose, thereby increasing the likelihood of peaceful co-existence with one another. This was dramatically represented at the performance of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony conducted by Leonard Bernstein at the remains of the Berlin Wall. By choosing Beethoven’s music along with performers from Europe’s greatest orchestras, Bernstein demonstrated to the world that music expresses truth so profound that it transcends all boundaries. As the monumental vision of Beethoven and Schiller rang out in the finale, “O Freunde, nicht diese Töne. Sondern lasst uns mehr angenehmere anstimmen, und fruedenvollere” (Oh friends, not these tones. Let us rather turn to sounds more pleasant and joyful), people witnessing the occasion continents away became united with those in Germany. It is in this way that art connects us with our spiritual selves.

A wonderful scene of mythic proportions in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey depicts an ape exploring a mammoth, black monolith. It emanates tone and energy (Om, the Brahma Nada, the fundamental tone, etc.) and seems to be as mysterious as it is powerful and eternal. As the ape’s curiosity builds, he reaches out to touch the object. This simple act of curiosity and wonder is the moment at which the ape becomes a human being. It is the defining moment in our evolution that separates us from the rest of the animal world.
 The next scene in the film shows man’s mastery of his environment as he travels to the moon and beyond. The story reveals that it is our inner need to contemplate the unknowable, our willingness to consider the infinite, to pursue the sound, the One, which brings about our defining human characteristics and allows the spirit to flower. To stand in awe of the eternal, the mysterious, the great, is the essence of the spiritual experience, something that has become lacking in modern life. 

In the Renaissance, entire cities of Europeans dedicated themselves over several generations to completing the great cathedrals, potent symbols reminiscent of Michelangelo’s Adam reaching for God on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. The cathedrals reach a tremendous height that brings about a strong feeling of man’s yearning, his desire to transcend earthly shackles and reach toward the infinite. Their interior spaces, often filled with spiritually rich music and art, align perfectly with the external structure and seem to inspire contemplation and humility. A transforming spiritual attitude is spawned there. 

While public displays of religiosity continue to intensify in America, it is not necessarily indicative of a return to a spiritual society. On the contrary, our widespread discontent, crime, depression and excessive materialism point to a distinct lack of spirituality in the lives of most. The exaggerated fervor of religious protests, television evangelists, and quasi-religious political stances indicates both a serious misunderstanding of the nature of spirituality and strong evidence of individual need for the truly spiritual. While we have pursued a hectic lifestyle and elevated rationality, technique and efficiency to the level of the gods, the life of the spirit has atrophied. Non-rational, holistic and intuitive ways of knowing that have always been the natural realm of the artist, sculptor, musician and storyteller have been increasingly relegated to a disreputable position in the mainstream of society. The understanding and vision of artists are no longer openly trusted. The significant truths found in art are not often acknowledged because artists’ modes of knowing—intuition, subjective truth, imagination, and creativity—are antithetical to the dictates of modern society. In our nation’s academic institutions the arts have frequently fallen out of favor because they fail to quantify the un-quantifiable, objectify the subjective, rationalize the non-rational, and make corporal the spiritual. But to do so would render art impotent.

It would be an exaggeration to claim that society’s ills can be attributed to a lack of spiritual integrity and over-reliance on calculated objectivity and materialism. It does seem, however, that the current paradigms for the “good life” do not seem to be working. There is too much violence, addiction and depression to claim a contented populace. In this social context, opportunities to re-connect with the life of the spirit are not luxuries—they constitute an essence of life that we are in danger of losing. Perhaps we need to re-enchant the world with the magic, mystery and imagination of the arts. This view is not new, but very, very old. The time to practice it in earnest now must come again. Life and health may very well depend on it. 

Could there be a more “practical” endeavor for a society than to nurture what Wallace Stevens called the “necessary angel”?
 If we are to build a world in which we are able to live as Beethoven so fervently wished, if we are to imagine solutions to intractable world-problems, if we are to arrive at our full human potential, visionary art and artists will guide us. The net result of an artistic life is that we become aware of the depth of our selves and our place in the larger scheme. We are both humbled and ennobled by the experience. When we become conscious of and connect to the universal and eternal, we become fully human. When we understand our common humanity, we can move toward peaceful co-existence. When we are able to stand before the mystery of life and death, time and rhythm, the breath-life of the cosmos, and experience profound awe, the possibility for salvation indeed becomes manifest.

NOTES
�Plato. Republic. p. 617b, 11.4-7, quoted in Groves Dictionary of Music and Musicians, p.835.





� David Tame. The Secret Power of Music. Rochester, Vermont: Destiny Books, 1984. p.37.





�Friedrich Schlegel. Preface to Schumann’s Fantasia for Piano in C Major.





�Leonard Bernstein. Harvard Norton Lectures. The Unanswered Question.





�Mickey Hart. Planet Drum. Petaluma, CA: Acid Test Productions, 1991. p. 10.





�Speech by Lorin Hollander at the 6th Annual Midwest Keyboard Festival, Chicago: 1989. 





� “Cymatics––The Science of the Future?”  � HYPERLINK "http://www.mysticalsun.com/cymatics" ��www.mysticalsun.com/cymatics�.





�Leonard Bernstein. Op. Cit. 





�The fact that the opening scene of the Ring is set under the surface of the Rhine River, merely underscores the point more forcefully, since all life comes from and is sustained by water. We are submerged in water for our first nine months in the womb, only to emerge dependent on it for life. Early Christian thinkers intuitively arrived at these truths, evidenced by the continuing ritual of baptism in which the participant experiences “new” life (resurrection) upon emerging from the water. 





�Jeremy Rifkin. Time Wars. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1987.





�Mickey Hart. Op. Cit.





�John Orme. “Time: Psychological Aspects—Time, Rhythms, and Behavior,” in Making Sense of Time, eds. Tommy Carlstein, Don Parkes, and Nigel Thrift. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1978. p.66.





�Mickey Hart. Drumming on the Edge of Magic. New York: Harper Collins, 1990.





�  Ibid.





�The dictionary definition of the word is “a drawing away or along with oneself.”





�Ivars Peterson, “Step in Time; Exploring the Mathematics of Synchronously Flashing Fireflies,” Science News, 140 (1991), p136.





�William Condon and W.D. Ogston, “Sound Film Analysis of Normal and Pathological Behavior Patterns,” The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 143 (1966), pp. 338-46.





�John Dewey. Art as Experience. New York: Putnam’s Sons, 1934. p.14.





�Charles Leonhard and Robert House. Foundations and Principles of Music Education. Second Edition. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1972. p. 91.





�Richard Wagner, “Ein glücklicher Abend,” reprinted by Gatz, in Muzik-Aesthetik, from the Gazette Musicale, nos. 56-58 (1841).





�Aaron Copland. What to Listen for in Music. Penguin, New York, 1988. p.12-13.





�Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Physical, Medical, and Social Effects of the Atomic Bombings. Edited by the Committee for the Compilation of Materials on Damage Caused by the Atomic Bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. English translation by Eisei Ishikawa and David L. Swain, copyright 1981 by Hiroshima City and Nagasaki City. 706 pp. (Originally published in Japanese by Iwanami Shoten Publishers, Tokyo, 1979.)





�The composer worked within the confines of his given situation: he wrote for the instruments available to him, however incongruous, including a cello with only three strings.





�Joseph Campbell. The Power of Myth. New York: Doubleday, 1988.





�Wallace Stevens. The Necessary Angel: Essays on Reality and the Imagination. New York: Vintage, 1951.





