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If Music Be The Food of Love, Play On 
 

Chapter One 
 

What is Music? 
 

 
 

Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665), “The Dance to the Music of Time” (ca. 1610) 
The Wallace Collection, London 

 
 

Although it may sound odd, the first thing we need to do in this consideration of 
music is to think about just what music is.  It isn’t as simple a task as we might assume.  
We have a common expression in English that such and so is “music to our ears”, 
meaning that whatever it is, it is pleasing to us in an apparently special way.  We like it.  
It’s good news.   Does this mean that music is anything pleasant, or at least by definition 
that music is always agreeable?  Perhaps you’ve had the experience of playing a CD in 
your rooms, perhaps with the volume turned-up a bit, and someone downstairs shouts, 
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“Turn that racket off!”  But you thought it was music, not a racket.  So is music a racket 
to one person but music to another; agreeable to one but a nuisance to somebody else?   

 
 We have another saying:  “Face the music!”  which means that we have to 
recognize the consequences of our own actions, and in this case those consequences are 
almost always unpleasant.  No good news here.  This music is disagreeable.1  We have a 
nursery rhyme:  “With rings on her fingers and bells on her toes / She shall have music 
where ever she goes.”  Here music is an attribute of a luxurious life, something costly and 
precious, like jewelry (the French are characteristically blunter, saying that “music is the 
world’s most expensive noise,” which is true if you forget about the noises of a missile 
launching or of the party celebrating a successful presidential election).  But must music 
always be associated with aristocratic luxury?  Isn’t the spoon-player making music?  Or 
is he perhaps deluded, making something other than music, interesting perhaps, but not 
musical? 
 
 Certainly the most famous words penned in English about music came from 
William Congreve:  “Musik has charms to soothe a savage breast / To soften rocks, or 
bend a knotted oak.”2  Congreve seems to acknowledge that music is able to change our 
moods, perhaps even to alter character.  But more than just this, music is charmed.  
Congreve credits it with almost magical powers, beyond rational understanding, occult 
and perhaps even divine. 
 
 This divine power of music plays an important role in many creation stories.  In 
one of the creation stories of the Hopi, Tawa, the Sun Spirit, created a series of 
underground worlds for the Hopi people through which they were guided by his 
messenger, Spider Grandmother (Gogyeng Sowuhti).  When the third world Tawa made 
became too corrupted to be redeemed, he told Spider Grandmother to tell all the Hopi to 
seek another land.  At first they didn’t know where to go but when an old man reminded 
them that they had heard footsteps in the sky as if someone lived there they decided to 
see if there was indeed a world above them. 
 
 The Hopi found a hole in the sky.  They first sent a swallow, then a dove, and 
then a hawk to investigate.  But only after they sent a catbird did the bird return to them 

                                                
1 This expression originated in New England sometime in the years following the American Revolution.  
Unlike modern Protestant churches, where choirs are typically placed somewhere in front of the 
worshippers, in many Federal-period Congregational churches the choirs sat around the organs which were 
placed in a loft or balcony opposite the pulpit and above the church’s front (First Church on the green in 
New Haven and the First Church of Wethersfield, both in Connecticut, are good surviving examples of this 
plan).  For choral music(when there was any), the congregation rose and turned around to face the organ 
and the singers.  The “penitential” character of the expression “to face the music” was an ironic comment 
on the apparently miserable quality of the singing. 
 
2 William Congreve (1670-1729), from his play The Mourning Bride, Act I scene i. 
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with an invitation from Massuwu, the Spirit of Death, for the Hopi to come and live in his 
upper world.   
  

 But how to get there?  The Hopi were not birds.  They could not fly up to the 
sipapuni, the doorway in the sky.  Spider Grandmother appeared to the Hopi and told 
them to plant a sunflower seed in the center of their plaza.  They should sing, and by 
singing they would make it grow strong and tall.  So the Hopi sang.  And the sunflower 
grew up to the sky.  But, just before it reached the sipapuni, the plant’s huge blossom 
bent the stalk to the ground. The Hopi tried again with a spruce seed, and then with a 
pine.  And each time they sang.  But each of the trees grew too short to reach the 
sipapuni.  Finally the Hopi planted a reed.  When they sang the seed sprouted and grew.  
And when they sang strongly it grew quickly.  And when their song lagged the reed 
withered.  Spider Grandmother went back and forth among the Hopi people, urging them 
to sing heartily.  Finally, just as the Hopi were beginning to despair that they did not have 
the strength to sing the reed up through the opening in the sky, the reed shot through the  

 

 
 

Spider Rock in the Canyon de Chelly, 
a traditional home of Spider Grandmother 
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sipapuni.  Their road to their new world was completed and through the strength of their 
singing the Hopi escaped into their fourth world.3 

Music is also linked with creation  in the Hebrew Scriptures.  In the Book of Job, 
the Lord God appears to the prophet out of the whirlwind and rebukes him.  Who was Job 
to understand the mind of God?   

 
“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?  Tell me if you have understanding.  
Who determined its measurements—surely you know!  Or who stretched the line upon it?  On 
what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone when the morning stars sang together and all 
the sons of God shouted for joy?” 4   
 
Here the completion of the world is greeted by the heavenly bodies  themselves 

singing the Lord God’s praises (something which perhaps echoes a Mesopotamian 
“music of the spheres” which we will discuss later).    Music and the presence of the 
Divine also are seen in Second Chronicles.  When Solomon’s great temple was 
completed in Jerusalem, and the Levitical singers raised their song of praise accompanied 
by “trumpets and cymbals and other musical instruments”, the writer of Chronicles tells 
us that the temple was suddenly and mysteriously filled with smoke.  The priests could 
not carry out their official tasks “because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the 
house of God.” 5  In the 1730’s, Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) was so taken with 
this passage that he marked it in his Bible, adding the notation “Where there is devotional 
music, God with His grace is always present”6  
 

For the Hopis, for the ancient Hebrews, and for J. S. Bach, the very least that 
could be said about music is that it was part of the Divine entourage.  Making it was part 
of person’s religious life.   An aspect of this spiritual notion of music’s importance is 
perhaps reflected the belief that music is a “universal language.”  Unlike Spanish, or 
Greek, or Chinese, many people believe that musical communication transcends cultures 
and even epochs.   They believe that music speaks directly between persons and cultures. 
In 1977 the film director Steven Spielberg took this notion to a cosmic level.   In his 
movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind  the first communication between space aliens 
and earthlings is a tune: “fa-so-fa-fa-do.” The German composer Karlheinz 
Stockhausen’s (b. 1922) belief that his music is based upon the language of space aliens 

 

                                                
3 Harold Courlander.  The Fourth World of the Hopis, Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico Press 
(1971).  Pp. 17-24 
 
4 Job 38,4-7 
 
5 II Chronicles 5.11-14. 
 
6 Robin Leaver.  J.S. Bach and Scripture; Glosses from the Calov Bible Commentary, St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House (1985), p. 97. 
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William Blake (1757-1827): Illustrations to the Book of Job  
(“When the Morning Stars Sang Together”) 
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is similarly cosmic.  “Structured in a direct harmony with the forming principles of the 
universe, of the rotations, of the seasons. . .” Stockhausen believes his music is a “contact 
between a particular moment of life on this planet and the most important spiritual 
vibrations of the center of the universe. . .”  Not all music is like this, but his is.  The 
space aliens told him so.7 
 
 

 
 

The arrival of the aliens, from Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) 
Written and directed by Steven Spielberg (b. 1946) 

 
 

A German theorist, writing at about the time J.S. Bach was a boy, sweepingly 
defined music as “a mixed mathematical science that concerns the origins, attributes, and 
distinctions of sound, out of which a cultivated and lovely melody and harmony are 
made, so that God is honored and praised but mankind is moved to devotion, virtue, joy, 
and sorrow.”8  Here again we see the religious importance of music, but to it are added 
the typically Enlightenment interests in reason, science, and moral development.  
Emotional expression (“joy and sorrow”) is on the list too, but at its end, an order that 
would probably be reversed by most people today.   Shakespeare is typically blunt--and  
ambiguous—when he defines music by a question.    In the very first lines of Twelfth 
Night the love-sick Orsino, Duke of Illyria, pleads, “If music be the food of love, play on. 

                                                
7 David Felder, “An Interview with Karlheinz Stockhausen,:  Perspectives in New Music, Vol. 16, No. 1, 
Fall/Winter 1977. 
 
8 Lorenz Christoph Mixler, Kurze doch deutliche Anleitung zu der lieblich- und loebliched Singekunst  
(Muehlhausen, 1690, 1704), quoted by John Butt, Music Education and the Art of Performance in the 
German Baroque, Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 37. 
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. . ”9   For the Bard’s Duke, music is the nourishment of romance; as the fuel for sexual 
love perhaps it is the nourishment of even life itself. 

 
So while it is apparent that music is very important, it’s difficult to say just what it 

is.  In 1981 the editors of the twenty-volume New Grove’s Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians didn’t even try (there’s no entry under “music”).  And some dictionaries’ 
entries aren’t necessarily more helpful than that Grove’s silence.  The editors of The New 
Webster Encyclopedic Dictionary defined music as “a succession of sounds so modulated 
as to please the ear,” which leaves us with the question  “whose ear?”10 In that exchange 
with our neighbor, when he told us “to turn that racket off!” whose ear were we talking 
about, ours or his?  It was music to us, but since it apparently wasn’t “pleasing” to his ear 
was it therefore not music?  And if it wasn’t music, what was it?  A toaster?   

 
The editors of Oxford English Dictionary did a better job when they defined 

music as “That one of the fine arts which is concerned with the combination of sounds 
with a view to beauty of form and the expression of emotion; also the science of the laws 
or principles (of melody, harmony, rhythm, etc,) by which this art is governed.”  
Certainly this is a better attempt, although it raises the question of “art” and “fine art.”11   
Must something be a “fine art” to be music?--which raises another question,  ‘is the “folk 
tune” music if we differentiate between “folk” and “fine” art?’  According to the OED, 
apparently it isn’t.   Also, since the definition includes the notion of “beauty,” we are 
forced to ask if music must be beautiful to be music, which, again leads to another 
question, “beautiful to whom?”   

 
In the Random House Webster Dictionary music is defined as  “an art of sound in 

time that expresses ideas and emotions in significant forms through the elements of 
rhythm, melody, harmony, and dynamics.”12   Although here the importance of “sound” 
is acknowledged, apparently these editors believe there is a kind of sound “out of time” 
that must be distinguished from a sound “in time”, something I find hard to imagine since 
I have never come across a sound out of time, or anything else out of time for that matter.  
And although they borrow the term from the American philosopher Suzanne K. Langer, 
the editors’ “significant forms” are apparently definitive for music while, we must infer, 
ideas and emotions in “insignificant forms” (whatever these might be), even with rhythm, 
melody, harmony and dynamics, can’t be music.    

                                                
9 Twelfth Night, Act I, scene i.  Similarly, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra calls music “moody food of us that 
trade in love.” (Anthony and Cleopatra, Act. II, scene v, 1-2.) 
 
10 Webster Encyclopedic Dictionary, “music.” 
 
11 Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford:  Oxford University Press (1971), “music.”  To be fair to the OED, 
the definition goes on for five and a half columns.   
12 Random House Webster Dictionary, “music.” 
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All this really isn’t very helpful.   The entries leave us more confused than we 
were when we began.  Perhaps we must simply conclude that music is incapable of being 
defined objectively.  Is the fact of some thing being music, as opposed to being a cow, or 
a car, or a tulip, entirely dependent upon whether or not it “pleases” someone’s ear?   Or 
has “significant form?”  Is the definition of music to be merely a whim, a function of 
personal taste?  It is really “music” to one and a “racket” to another? 

 
At this point I think our discussion can be rescued by two thought experiments.  

With these lectures there’s some listening and our first listening experience together is of 
a collection of pieces of “music” from a variety of cultures and time periods (the list is 
given to you as Ex.I.1).  Somewhere, a group of people has thought it useful to lump 
these things under the heading of “music” instead of under the categories of “cooking,” 
or “animal husbandry,” or “intransitive verbs.”  Despite the differences between these 
examples (and there are many), can we find what traits they share that justify their 
categorization into “music”?  And when we find those common characteristics, can we 
use them to help us define what music is? 

 
The second thought experiment needs no equipment.  Somewhere simply listen 

very intently for four minutes. It really doesn’t matter where you do this.  It can be in 
your room, in the library, on a park bench or at a bus stop (waiting for a subway is a great 
time to do this!).  Just make certain that you take a clock with a minute hand with you 
and that you carefully mark-off the beginning and the ending of this exercise.   When the  
four minutes are up, write-down what you heard.13 
 

From that first “experiment”: a bit of a Broadway musical (oddly, almost without 
any “music” at all!), a concerto by Brahms, a drumming ensemble from central West 
Africa, traditional epic singing from Korea, an aria by Strauss, a piece composed on a 
computer, a modern Islamic devotional song from Pakistan, a song by the gospel singer 
Mahalia Jackson, medieval music from Europe and Japan, a modern aid for learning to 
read, and some jazz musicians making up their music on the spot--and just listening to 
sounds around you--the variety is almost overwhelming.  But is it all music?  And if so, 
what makes it so?  What is music?  

 
But before we go on, I need to raise one important caveat.  We should not confuse 

a discussion of a definition of music with issues of taste or style or matters of opinion. 
For right now, we are considering what music is, not what is “good” or “bad” music or 
music that we like or dislike.   The matter is a little like this.  Think about defining wine--
not good wine or bad wine, but just the stuff wine.  There are a great many opinions on 

                                                
13 This exercise is based upon John Cage’s 4’33” .  Cage “wrote” this piece in 1952 for a pianist who, after 
taking his or her bow in front of the piano, sits down at the keyboard (as if to play) but does “nothing” for 
four minutes and thirty-three seconds.  The “music” is whatever sounds the audience hears during that time.  
He later “expanded” the work for any ensemble of instruments (!). 
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what makes a wine a good wine or a mediocre wine (and a wonderfully mystical 
vocabulary which wine connoisseurs use to describe the difference), but as to wine itself  
 

 
1.Meredith Wilson (1902-1984; American composer). “Cash for the merchandize. . .” from The Music Man  

[The Music Man; Original Broadway Cast, Capitol Records 1958, Angel Records 1992] 
 

2. Stephen Foster ( 1826-1864; American composer):  “I Dream of Jeannie” 
Douglas Perry, tenor [Vox Productions, Inc TV-S 34609, 1973]  

   
3. Djerma Dundun drummers (modern town musicians from Niger, led by master drummer Isah Hamani)      

[1976 Elektra Asylum Nonesuch 9-7207302]        
   
4. Johannes Brahms (1833-1897; German composer):  2nd Piano Concerto, 3rd mov’t (The Chicago      

Symphony with  Sviatoslav Richter)  RCA AGL1-1267] 
 
5. Wipo of Burgundy:  Victimae paschali laudes (the choir of the Benedictine Abbey of Maria, Einsiedeln,        

Switzerland, conducted by Fr. Roman Bannwart) [Archiv 435-032-2] 
 
6. “Ryoo” (Gagaku , traditional Japanese court music, performed by the ensemble Shigenkai  of the Japanese  

Imperial Household) [Unesco Collection BM 30 L 2013, 1962] 
 
7. Richard Strauss (1864-1949; German composer):  tenor aria from Der Rosenkavalier, Act I,Di rigori  

armato   (sung by Luciano Pavarotti, conducted by Georg Solti) [1969 Decca Record Company, 
LTD.; 417 493-2] 

   
9. Tomás Luis de Victoria (1548-1611; Spanish composer) motet “O Quam Gloriosum Est Regnum”  (St.  

John’s College Choir, Cambridge, England; George Guest, conductor)   [1970 Argo/Decca Records 
ZRG 620]   

      
10. American Gospel Song:  “Walkin’ to Jerusalem” (sung by Mahalia Jackson)  [International Joker  

Production SM 36094. n.d.] 
  
11. “Heung Boo-Ga,” (Korean epic “p’ansori”  sung by So-Hee Kim) [Elektra Nonesuch Explorer Series 9  

72049-2] 
 
12.   Nusrat Fateh Ali Kahn (b. 1948 Pakistani composer): “Beh Haadh Ramza Dhasdha” (sung by the  

composer)  [1991 Real World Records Ltd 2-91735] 
   
13. Paul Lansky (. b. 1945; American Composer):  “Night Traffic”  (electronic music) 

[Bridge Records, Inc. 1992; BCD 9035] 
   
14. Lesson One from “Hooked On Phonics”® 
 
15.  Hans Werner Henze (b. 1932; German Composer) : ‘The Battle of Mal Tiempo’ from   

El Cimmeron  (1969-1970) 
 
16. George Frederick Handel (1685-1759).  “Comfort ye” from Messiah 

 
17. Kurt Weil (1900-1950; German composer) “Mack the Knife” from the Three Penny Opera (sung by Ella  

Fitzgerald) [“Lady Be Good”  International Joker SM 3975 1992] 
 
 

Example I.1:  Contents and Sources of Listening A 
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just about everybody agrees that 1) it’s something you drink; 2) it’s made out of grapes 
that; 3) that to one degree or another have been allowed to ferment and thus contains 
some degree of alcohol.  Wine has all three of those characteristics.  It may have others 
too (it may be red, or white, or sparkling, or mixed, etc.), but it always has those basic 
three.  If you chew it, it’s not wine.  If it’s made out of apples it’s not wine (but it may be 
cider), and if it doesn’t contain alcohol it’s plain grape juice and not wine.  Or consider 
another matter: two boys sitting on a fence arguing as to whether the animal in the distant 
pasture is a horse or a cow.  They may argue a good bit, and they may or may not be well 
informed on the differences between the species, but it is no solution to say that the 
difference really doesn’t matter and that it’s just a matter of opinion anyway because if 
one of those boys goes out on the field, thinking that the animal is a cow and tries to milk 
it--and it’s a horse, well, it would matter a good deal, especially to that boy.   Music, like 
wine or varieties of livestock, can be defined and defined in a way that is independent of 
personal prejudices or tastes; in other words, it can be defined objectively. 
 

We will be considering quality, personal taste, and music later, but for now none 
of those aspects should concern us.  As in our brief consideration of what makes wine 
wine, or perhaps a cow a cow, we are interested here in just those things which appear to 
characterize music--all music, music good or bad, music that we like or dislike.  What 
makes “music,” music. 

 
 

I 
 
 
Immediately one thing becomes quite.  Music involves sound.    Both of those 

“thought experiments” required us to listen.  And we listen to sound. All music, in some 
way or another, is made up of sound: physical disturbances of the atmosphere that reach 
us by way of waves of energy which transfer the energy of the disturbance from whatever 
created it to our ears.  Music is a sound that we listen to.  We hear it.  But this in turn 
immediately raises another question.  If all music involves sound, can we reverse the 
phrase, perhaps saying then that all sound is music?  Is everything we hear music, or 
perhaps better, is everything we listen to a musical sound? 

 
Although we will return to this very important question (and many people think 

that it is the most important philosophical question musicians have raised in the past 
century), for now I think that we can answer this question with a tentative “no.”  Not all 
sound is music.  We seem to be able to go through life distinguishing between sounds 
that we call “music” and other sounds that “aren’t music.”  And certainly an important 
kind of sound in the “aren’t music” category is noise.  In ordinary conversation we do not 
seem to confuse “noise” with “music.”  But what is the difference we so easily 
recognize?  What characterizes a noise?   
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There’s a furnace not far from the desk where I’m writing these words.  When it 
turns itself on there’s a kind of a groan, then a whirl and a sputter and a bit of a tweak.  I 
call those sounds noises.  There’s also a little fan in my computer that makes a noise, and 
my daughter’s hamster is making another noise as she runs in the wheel that’s in her 
cage.  These sounds surround me as I write these words (and undoubtedly there are 
similar sounds that surround you as you read them), but I don’t confuse them with music.  
They’re noise, and if I said to you that there was a fair amount of noise in my study you’d 
have a good idea of the sort of stuff that I was taking about.  Noise is random, haphazard, 
and most importantly, meaningless.    

 
Of course you might want to argue that the sounds created by my furnace aren’t 

random and they aren’t meaningless.   They don’t come from no place, they come from 
my furnace.  They do mean (1) that the furnace is on, (2) that the study will be warmed 
and (3) I won’t have the bother of calling a repairman to look at it my silent furnace 
(which would be the case if I didn’t hear the sounds).  And the correction is well taken.  
But we can agree that while meaningful in those ways, we don’t recognize the sounds of 
the furnace as music because they are not the primary product of the furnace.  The 
primary product of the furnace is heat.  The noises the furnace makes while it’s heating 
the house are secondary to its primary purpose, and we attend to them thusly.  They are 
the “noises” the furnace makes.  They are haphazard and random in the sense that they 
are not planned.  And I do not attend to them primarily as aesthetic objects (we will deal 
with just what “aesthetic” means later).  And should the furnace not make those sounds, 
its silence itself would not be a matter for concern (or aesthetic disappointment).   Rather 
it would be taken as a symptom of a possible failure to heat.  Perhaps I now have to check 
the vents and see if any hot air is coming out.  But should the furnace, now relatively 
silent, still heat the house, we would interpret the furnace’s silence not as some sort of 
failure but rather as an engineering improvement.  But should I compose a piece for the 
furnace, and invite you home for a performance, and sit you down in front of a vent, and 
we both attended to the squeaks and groans--then those sounds might be music.  They 
would be intentionally attended to and would carry meaning but a very odd sort of 
meaning and you would be well in your rights to think me a bit of a bizarre host-- 
something we will return to later in this chapter. 

 
Noise is different than music in that it is a kind of sound that we don’t listen to.  

We hear it, but we don’t listen to it.  Rather, we listen around it, or perhaps through it.  
We pretend that it isn’t there.   It isn’t something we attach much importance to or 
concentrate on.  It’s a racket. We push it aside so that we can attend to other sounds that 
are more important.  

 
I think we can now say that music is a kind of sound that has meaning and 

significance.  Its opposite (apart from silence) is “noise,” which is a sound that is 
insignificant and purposeless—at least in this context.  
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But this raises another question.  Do we really consider all sound that is 
meaningful to be music?   Are there not sounds that are meaningful which we don’t 
consider music?  Think of a siren.  That’s is a sound, and a very meaningful one.  It 
means “ambulance coming, pull off to the side of the road,” or even perhaps, “ #$&* !  
Not another speeding ticket! !”  It’s a very meaningful sound, but it’s not one we would 
call music; we wouldn’t say, “Hey, Jim, pull over!  Don’t you hear the music coming 
from the squad car?”   The siren is a signal, a sound that carries meaning, but it’s not a 
sound that we would in most cases think of as music. Even though the siren has pitch and 
duration—elements of sound that are frequently cited as constituting a piece of music, it’s 
not music.  It’s something else.   Bells at railroad crossings, whistles that signal changes 
in work shifts, the beeps on our computers--even the chimes that accompany the 
elevation of the host in the Roman Catholic mass--these are signals, sounds that are 
meaningful but still not ones we recognize as music.  They lack something that we know 
music must have. 

 
What about language?  Isn’t language a sound that carries meaning?  And if so, is 

language music?    This is been a very fertile ground for thinking about music, as we will 
see in the next chapter.  For now I think we can say that language certainly is like music 
in that it involves sounds that are neither random nor meaningless, yet in most cases we 
don’t call language music.  We do not confuse someone talking with some one singing.  
Now sometimes we might hear someone say something like, “Isn’t Italian a musical 
language?”  But what that speaker means by that phrase is that to him, Italian has a flow 
and a series of sounds that to him sounds like music.  “Musical” in his sentence is a 
metaphor.  And, perhaps most importantly, the speaker of that sentence is usually not a 
native Italian because to a native Italian speaker Italian isn’t musical, at least in the sense 
that the Italian might confuse casual conversation with Mozart.  To her, Mozart’s aria “La 
chi darem la mano”  (from Don Giovanni) is “music.”  But Italian is the way she gives 
directions, scolds her children, buys her bread and says her prayers--it’s her language.  
She might say that Italian is “like” music, and she might with pride even describe Italian 
as a “beautifully musical language” but in saying that we know that she would never 
confuse exchanging recipes over the fire escape with an aria by Mozart. 

    
We don’t call language music because we attend to language and music 

differently.  I remember as a young man riding on a bus in Barcelona.  I spoke barely a 
word of Spanish and no Catalan, but on that bus surrounded by all the wonderful sounds 
of conversation I felt as if I were in the middle of a fountain, vowels and consonants 
splashing all over me.   It was wonderful.  Because I couldn’t understand the meaning of 
the sounds I interpreted them as I could, which is to say I interpreted them aesthetically.  
I head them as a kind of music.  This is a point to which I will return momentarily.   

 
When we listen to each other talk what we listen to, for the most part, is what 

each other is saying.  We attend  primarily to content.  We usually don’t remark on the 
expressive quality of the vowels in the New Yorker’s “Ge-dow-duf-’ere!”   We usually 
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just get out--quickly.  Of course I don’t pretend to suggest that we don’t listen very 
carefully to inflection, because we do. Degrees of emotion, such as the progression from 
annoyance to rage, we express usually through changes in the way we say something, 
through inflection--we certainly remember the difference between the ways our parents 
would say our names; there was a big difference between my mother’s “Michael,” and 
her “MI-CHAEL!”.  And much of what we understand to be funny comes from 
recognizing ironies in inflection.  But still we really listen first to the words.  At least in 
English, the inflection colors the word and not the other way around. That New Yorker’s 
“Ge-dow-duf-’ere!” gives us the information that our egress is desired and the tone of 
voice helps hurry us along.  But there is an exception to this.  Some of our most deeply 
felt expressions are almost prelinguistic groans--more vocalizes of emotion than 
syntactical constructions.  Here they are much like music in that the sound itself 
communicates (again, we will talk about this more in the next chapter). 

 
Returning to that bus ride in Barcelona, I thought about the sounds I heard from 

my fellow passengers as a kind of music because I didn’t know Catalan.  Although I 
didn’t ask them, I would be very surprised if those Spaniards shared my aesthetic 
response.  They were exchanging basic information.  And when I did catch bits and 
pieces of those few nouns and verbs I thought I recognized as Spanish, my aesthetic 
appreciation of the general sounds evaporated before a syntactical recognition of the 
particular sounds’ corresponding English meanings.  I could not experience the speaking 
on the bus as like music (in other words, responding to it aesthetically) and as a language 
(Catalan words whose English equivalents I recognized) at the same time.  It’s either or.  
In this way it’s rather like Picasso’s response to the lights of New York City’s Times 
Square, “It must be beautiful if you can’t read”. 

 
But there is something where a phrase’s meaning and the aesthetic quality of its 

sound are bound together:  poetry.  Poetry is language where sound and meaning are 
inseparable.  Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892), who was the most popular poet in 
Victorian Britain, late in his life recited several of his most famous poems into the 
recording device Thomas Edison (1847-1931) had invented 1877. We can listen to his 
recitation of the first stanza of his 1854 poem, “The Charge of the Light Brigade.” 

 
Half a league, half a league, 
Half a league onward, 
All in the valley of Death 

   Rode the six hundred. 
     “Forward, the Light Brigade! 
Charge for the guns!” he said. 
Into the valley of Death 

        Rode the six hundred. 
 

Example I.2 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, reciting “The Charge of the Light Brigade” 
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To our Twenty First Century ears, it’s a startling recording.  This isn’t the plain, 
almost flat manner in which we’re accustomed to hearing poetry read, if we hear it read 
at all, which isn’t very often.   Tennyson almost speaks his verse on pitch.  He prolongs 
his vowels and in his “half a league, half a league. . .”  we can hear the dotted eighth, 
sixteenth, quarter rhythm of the cavalry loping to its doom (which is exactly why 
Tennyson wrote it that way).   

 

 
 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892), in 1869 
 
 Tennyson’s manner or recitation became unfashionable in the cynicism that 
followed the First World War—so unfashionable that it sounds fairly silly to us today.  
But that kind of reading, pitched, rhythmic, and dramatic was probably the way all poetry 
was read before the 1920’s.  And here we have a glimpse back through history to Homer 
reciting the tales of the Greeks before the walls of Troy and the Hebrews reciting psalms, 
a time when music and poetry were united as one art.  And from that time comes the 
terms which music and poetry still share:  meter, beat, accent, rhythm.  But as cultures 
developed and became more complex, music and poetry separated themselves and 
became fraternal, related, arts. 
 

Related, but distinct. We don’t confuse the two.  We don’t confuse someone 
reading a poem with someone else singing a poem.  When the poem is read, it’s read, 
even when it’s read dramatically.  But when the poem is sung it’s no longer just a poem, 
it’s a piece of music.  That opening scene of Meredith Wilson’s The Music Man from 
Example I.1 is a piece of music even though there’s no “music”  there--at least in the 
sense of a pitched melody.  But we recognize it as a piece of music, a very unusual piece 
of music certainly (and indeed, a very most unusual way to start a Broadway show), but a 
piece of music nonetheless.   Nobody comes out of the theater at intermission saying, 
“Boy, what a great poem that show starts with!”    It’s a great song.   
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I think it works like this.  Music is like poetry, but more so.  That is something 
very odd to say, but this is what I mean.  In a poem, the poet tries to convey his thought 
not only through words themselves but also through the sound of those words.  When 
Tennyson set about to memorialize that skirmish from the Crimea War, he had 
information to give—a troop of British cavalry bravely followed incompetent orders to 
their deaths.  But in his “Half a league, half a league. . .” he gives us not only a bit of 
information but also the sound of the loping horses, dum-di-dump, dum-di-dump.   That 
is a wonderful poetic invention, we can almost taste the dust in our mouths as the loping 
horses begin to break into a canter and then the charge of the gallop.  But setting that 
rhythm with those words is about the most Tennyson can do. 

 
Tennyson can only work with words.  The sounds available to him are limited to 

the sounds of spoken English.  The time he has for those sounds to resonate in the air is 
limited to the time it takes to speak those words.  But the composer has far richer 
resources.  He can stretch out the words both in “time and space, “ so to speak. 

 
Example I.3 is the opening recitative from Handel’s oratorio Messiah (it appears 

as Example 1.16). The text is a bit of prophetic poetry from the book of Isaiah (40.1-3), 
“Comfort ye my people.”   The sentence is four words long and can be described as a pair 
of trochees   (a trochee is a poetic unit, or “foot,” where a long, or stressed syllable. is 
followed by a short, or unstressed, syllable—Cóm-fort yé my peó-ple; we will be 
returning to this vocabulary when we look more closely at rhythm in Chapter Four).    
Spoken, it takes about two seconds to recite, at most.  Now look what Handel does with 
it.  He gives the syllables definite pitches, and the pitches Handel uses are well beyond 
the range of normal speech.  The range for spoken English, even at it’s most extreme, lies 
within a minor third, or the range of the familiar childish taunt, “nee—nee—nee—nee--
NEE—nee”.  Handel’s range here is an octave and a minor second bigger than that, or a 
major tenth (from an E up to a G sharp).   His rhythm follows the natural rhythm of the 
trochee, but notice how he extends it, making the first syllable of “comfort” not just 
longer than the second syllable but three times longer (actually, in performance, it lasts 
about seven times longer than it would in normal speech).   He also  
 

 
 

Example I.3 
Handel:  “Comfort ye my people” from Messiah  
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emphasizes that first syllable by putting it a higher pitch than the second.  Even without 
looking at the harmonies with which Handel pairs his melodic setting of the text, we can 
see how Handel has exaggerated the basic characteristics of the English words. Liberated 
from the constraints of spoken English, Handel is able to make that little poem more 
expressive by extending its length in time and by making the pitch of its words both 
higher and lower. That’s what I mean when I say that music is like poetry, only “more 
so.”   Because of this “more so” characteristic, I think we can say that music is a kind of 
“heightened poetry,” sharing the basic characteristics of poetry (rhythm, pitch, rhetorical 
gesture, and communication) but where those things are exaggerated.   
 

At this point we can say that music is a kind of sound that is meaningful.  It is like 
that kind of language we call “poetry” but is different from it in that it exaggerates the 
characteristics of poetry.  And like poetry, I think we can say that music is an art form, or 
something that we prize for its aesthetic quality (we are leaving out one very important 
aspect of poetry and music here, but we will return to this near this chapter’s close).  Yet 
these thoughts immediately raise two questions we must consider.   First, if music carries 
meaning, as we have said, whom does it carry it to?   Second, I’ve used the term 
“aesthetic” several times in our discussion, but what do we mean by it?  What does it 
mean to say that music is a sound to which we listen aesthetically? 

 
Let’s take the first question.  Consider that little bit of the Korean epic (p’ansori) 

and compare it to both Stephen Foster’s “I dream of Jeannie” and the tenor aria from 
Richard Strauss’s opera Der Rosenkavalier. When you heard the Foster song you 
probably smiled a bit.  That song is so familiar to us that it has entered our folk repertory 
and we, really to our misfortune, hardly ever give Foster’s beautiful tune the  

 

 
 

A production of Rosenkavalier (Act II) at the Metropolitan Opera in New York  
and a traditional performance of p’ansori in Korea 
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serious attention it deserves.  But it does immediately communicate to us the notions of 
(1) western traditional music of a  (2) sentimental quality (which to our modern tastes is 
slightly corny).  That first item, “western traditional music” means that it is a particular 
type of music.  Most Americans would consider themselves part of that tradition, which 
means that even upon first hearing we can tell where the song peaks and can foretell 
when it will probably end.  We could even tell if the guitar accompaniment had a wrong 
note.  And we would know these things even we had never head this bit of music before.  
We probably noticed how beautifully the tenor sang.   
 

Singing--of the operatic kind--was perhaps the first thing you noticed what about 
the Strauss aria.  That kind of singing is very different from what we usually hear and for 
even many westerners it is a cultivated taste.   The singing of most pop stars needs to be 
electronically manipulated to be heard.  And besides amplification there are all sorts of 
electronic tricks that can be done with the voice to make many pop singers’ voices usable 
(tricks such as changing vocal tone and even correcting a singer’s out of tune 
performance). But the kind of singing used in opera was developed to allow a singer to be 
heard over an orchestra without damaging the singer’s voice (a tradition now called bel 
canto, or “beautiful singing”).  A well trained opera singer can be heard without 
electronic amplification over an one hundred and eleven piece orchestra and can sustain a 
performing career well into her sixties (something very unusual with pop singers).  But 
apart from the sound of the singing itself, we could recognize the basic character of 
Strauss’s piece even though we might not understand the Italian text.  This is a song 
about passion.  Again, even on first hearing, we could tell where Strauss’ music climaxed 
and where he prolonged his ending by adding a coda (we may not know the technical 
terms but we recognize the extended ending anyway).  We could probably recognize 
wrong notes if either the tenor sang them or the orchestra played them.  

 
  In both of the Foster and Strauss songs, I think that most westerners would 

recognize the basic characteristics of the music.  The music, at some appropriate level, 
would communicate to them (and I will come back to that use of the word “appropriate”). 

 
Now the Korean piece.  What did that communicate?  If we were really honest 

with ourselves we’d probably admit that this bit of traditional Korean music sounded 
absurd.  We probably laughed (when I play this piece in a classroom there is frequently a 
good deal of snickering).  We laughed because to us it really only very distantly sounded 
like music at all. The high, nasal quality of the singer--so typical of East Asian traditional 
singing--to most Americans sounds at best like the caterwauling of a drunk.  The singer 
lunges up and down without apparent regard for any sort of regular meter while her 
drummer accompanist seems to thump indiscriminately on any old beat.  Screech, thump-
thump, Ee-awho--whoop-screech-thump some more, and so on.   Some people might hear 
this and find the sounds interesting for their exoticism, but even these listeners probably 
wouldn’t be able to immediately recognize phrases and the contours of large musical 
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structures in this work--or at least recognize them with the same confidence they 
recognized them in either the Strauss or the Foster.  And certainly even these listeners 
wouldn’t be able to hear a wrong note.  

 
These three songs bring us directly to a major issue in defining music, and a point 

on which there has been a great deal of confusion.  Music is indeed sound that carries 
meaning, but what is considered meaningful is dependent upon the culture in which that 
music is heard.  Consider the matter of singing.  To western ears the sounds that the 
Korean singer makes aren’t musical at all.  They’re mistakes.  Or they are the product of 
incompetent production.   Or a joke.  To make the point clearer, what do you think the 
effect would be if we replaced the tenor’s Italian aria in that scene from Der 
Rosenkavalier with one minute of  p’ansori?   That minute might be comic, but any more 
than that and the audience in the opera house would begin be most upset.  They wouldn’t 
understand.   To ears accustomed to western music, that kind of sound in itself isn’t 
immediately recognized as music but rather as broken music, abused music, or 
incompetent music.  But not only is the sound of the voice not a sound we recognize as 
“music,” but also the scales used are “non-musical” (the westerner hears the singer as 
always out of tune), and the metric patterns appear haphazard and formless--like 
mistakes.  It isn’t just that the singer is singing in Korean, a language we don’t 
understand, that makes this “music” sound so “unmusical” to us (because most of us 
don’t understand Italian yet the Strauss aria seemed comprehensible), instead it is the 
completely foreign character of the whole realm of music making stuff--the quality of the 
singer’s voice, the kind of scales used, the metric structure of the recitations--that makes 
this music incomprehensible to us.  Or better, this music does not communicate with most 
Americans. 

 
But p’ansori is not incomprehensible to the traditional Korean.  To such a listener 

it isn’t absurd, or exotic, or even mildly odd.  It is rather a highly crafted and virtuosic 
performance of a folk music tradition sanctified by the generations upon generations of 
Korean musicians who have practiced it.  And the performer isn’t drunk.  She is one of 
this century’s greatest performers of this traditional repertory and highly honored in 
Korea.  The singing technique (which is unique even in Korean vocal music; sijo, a vocal 
form associated with the court, sounds quite different), takes as many years to master as 
the Italian bel canto but has artistic goals antithetical to the western tradition.  Limpid and 
uniform sound throughout the registers; relaxation of the face, neck and vocal 
mechanism; all this resulting in a “beautiful” tone projected through uniformly shaped 
vowels--these are the goals of singing teachers in music schools and conservatories in the 
western tradition.  But the p’ansori singer seeks to cultivate a raspy and coarse vocal 
sound.  This sound is partly attained by shouting in extreme registers until the voice is 
almost permanently hoarse.  And whereas the bel canto singer focuses upon the vowels of 
his text, the p’ansori singer seeks to exploit her text’s consonants for stunning dramatic 
effects.  The irony of that p’ansori piece is that it actually is a very funny harangue of a 
put-upon wife by her domineering husband.  It’s comic, but not at all in the way 
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westerners would understand it to be.14  Koreans laugh because they understand it.  
Westerners laugh because they don’t. 

 
So, which is music?  The Italian aria or p’ansori?   Of course, they both are, even 

though the sonic materials of each are so different from the other as to make them almost 
incomprehensible (i.e. insensible, or meaningless, or perhaps even noise) to a listener 
from the other culture.  And that is the point.  Music is a cultural artifact.   Yes, music is 
sound that (1) has meaning and (2) to which we attend aesthetically.  But just what kinds 
of sounds are considered “musical” and just what is considered “aesthetic” are culturally 
determined.  A p’ansori aria in the middle of a performance at the Metropolitan Opera 
would be either low comedy or a horrible mistake.  Bel canto in a p’ansori performance 
in Seoul would be equally silly.   A culture determines what is or is not considered proper 
for the sphere of music and what is or is not aesthetically acceptable. 

 
In other words, music communicates within a culture, not across cultures.  In 

order to understand  music--or at least to understand it correctly--you must understand it 
within its cultural setting.   Outside of its culture, the music can be heard--and even 
loved--but it also can be profoundly misunderstood.   Let me give you several examples 
of this.   

 
In 953 the Holy Roman Emperor Otto I sent an embassy to the caliph of Cordova 

to complain about the mischief bands of Moorish desperados were causing the Emperor’s 
subjects crossing the Alps (apparently the Moors had set-up camps in several of the more 
remote Alpine valleys and used them as bases from which they ambushed travelers).   
Talks went on for several years until the caliph sent a return embassy to Otto.  One 
member of this embassy was a Jew by the name of Ibrahim ibn Yacqub al-Isra’ili al-
Turtushi (“Abraham the son of Jacob, the Jew from Tortosa”), who wrote an account of 
his travels through the emperor’s realms that circulated in a variety of forms in both 
central Europe and the Iberian Peninsula. His reaction to the music he heard in Schleswig 
(a section of northern Germany) is perhaps our earliest documented opinion of western 
music by a foreigner: 

 
  “I have never heard worse singing than that of the people of 
  Schleswig.  It is a humming that comes out of their throats, 
  like the barking of dogs, but more beast like.15 

                                                
14 The translation of the song is as follows: Hung-Bu:  “Si-ri-ri-ri-lung, sil-gun” (imitating the sawing), 
“Pull (the saw)!  Pull (the saw)!  When I eat this gourd, I want to get just one bowl of rice. It is just one 
wish of my life.  Pull (the saw)!  Sawing!  Hey, honey!  Take this side of the saw!  Hung-Bu’s wife: “I wish 
I can help you.  But I can’t.  I’m starving.  Hung-Bu:  If you are starving, tighten your belt.  Pull (the saw)!  
Younger son, go help your mother and elder son, come here.  We will cut this gourd and eat it.  And we can 
sell this (rind of) gourd to wealthy people.  Pull (the saw)!  Although the boat on the river loaded thousands 
of (pounds of) rice, it is just for them.  It can’t be compared with my one gourd.  Si-ri-ri-riling, sil-gun.  Si-
ri-lung, Si-ri-lung, Si-ri-lung, sil-gun.  Pull (the saw)!  Sawing!” 
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I wish that we could know just what sort of music ibn Yacqub heard.  Was it 

Gregorian chant, court music, or wandering minstrels (called jongleurs)?  We can’t tell, 
but we can be certain that he found it neither pleasant nor communicative.  He thought it 
was more dog-like than human. 

 
Nine hundred years later the great French composer Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) 

used that same simile to describe a performance of Asian music.  As part of the festivities 
accompanying Queen Victoria’s Great Exhibition, a group of Chinese musicians was 
brought to London.  Berlioz described their performance in 1851. 

 
“.  .  .  The accompaniment to the song was such as to lead to the conclusion that the 
Chinese have not the faintest idea of harmony.  The air which was grotesque and 
abominable from  every point of view.  .  .  The most awful thing was that the  young 
woman, to increase the charm of this curious concert . . . persisted in scratching with her 
nails at the open strings of  another similar instrument during the whole of the piece.  It 
was like a child in a drawing room, where music is going on, amusing herself by striking 
the keys of the piano at random. As for the Chinaman’s voice, I have never heard 
anything so strange in my life--hideous snorts, and groans, very much like the sounds 
dogs make, when they wake up, stretch their paws and yawn with an effort.” 

  
 
Bark, bark.  Like ibn Yacqub before him, Berlioz was barely able to even consider 

this music of a foreign culture as human.  It was the yelping of dogs.  But then again, 
Berlioz was notoriously hard on singers. He loved to tell the story of when one of his 
neighbors decided to become an opera diva, she began doing vocal exercises at home.  
When a milk woman passed below the neighbor’s windows in the morning, the composer 
heard her sigh, “Ah! marriage is not all a bed of roses!” But when the milk woman passed 
back that way in the afternoon and heard the singer again practicing she exclaimed, “Poor 
woman!  It’s three o’clock, and her baby is not born yet!”16 

 
My third example is more recent, and still perhaps more telling.  George 

Rochberg (1918-2005) was one of America’s most important composers.   While 
traveling in Japan in the 1970’s, he spent many evenings with his Japanese hosts going to 
concerts and talking about western and traditional Japanese music.  One morning at 
breakfast, Rochberg met a physician who was an enthusiastic admirer of western music.  
“Why do you like western music so much?” Rochberg asked.  “Because Japanese music 
                                                
15 Elsewhere ibn Yacqub writes about Schleswig:  “The town has few good things or blessings.  Their food 
consists chiefly of fish, which is plentiful.  When children are born to any of them, he [sic] throws them 
into the sea to save the expense.”  Since he writes so enthusiastically about Utrecht and Mainz, one 
wonders if he just had a bad lodgings in Schleswig.  See:  Bernard Lewis, The Muslim Discovery of 
Europe, pp. 186 & 262. 
 
16 A. W. Ganz, Berlioz in London ( London:  Quality Press, 1950; reprinted by Hyperion Press, Westport, 
Connecticut, 1979), p. 94-95 
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is so sad; western music is much happier,” the physician replied.  Intrigued by this, 
Rochberg pressed him a bit, saying, “Well, who is your favorite western composer?”  The 
doctor replied without hesitation, “Chopin!” 

 
Chopin?  That probably most melancholy artist of a century that specialized in 

melancholia?    Chopin--the creator of the Prelude in e minor, and the Sonata in Bb minor 
(this is the one with the famous funeral march)--this Chopin, happy?!  Here the good 
doctor heard Chopin’s music, and even loved it, but most profoundly misunderstood it.  
He misunderstood it because he didn’t know it was sad.  And he didn’t know it was sad 
because he didn’t understand the culture of 19th century European music, its musical 
traditions and conventions out of which Chopin shaped his art (and within which we in 
the West continue to hear it).   He failed to receive quite what Chopin’s music has to 
give.   The music failed to communicate. 

 

 
Cover of the “The Benedictine Monks of Santo Domingo de Silos” 

Angel Records, 1973, re-released 1994 
 
 
 

Because it is important to understand this point clearly, let me give one more 
example.   In 1994 a recording originally released on LP in 1973 of selected Gregorian 
chants sung by the monks of a Benedictine abbey in Spain was re-released on CD.  World 
wide the CD sold six million copies, three million in the United States--giving it a rank of 
three on the Billboard 200 music chart (this is a weekly ranking of the top selling music 
in America, published weekly by Billboard magazine).  That kind of rank was something 
only previously commanded by pop-singers like Michael Jackson.  This, quite 
understandably, baffled the good brothers.  Medieval Christian chant is really not an 
aesthetic object, something to be listened to for an aesthetic experience.  It is not “art.”  
The monks do not “perform” it for listeners.  The purpose of the chant (in both its 
original medieval setting and in the intention of the modern Benedictines) is not to be 
listened to at all.  Rather the chants are to be prayed as a religious exercise within a 
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community of Christian believers.  Such an exercise should result in the spiritual fruit of 
a life focused on the eternity of the Christian heaven.   It is intended to nurture religious 
devotion, not to spark remarks like, “Isn’t this lovely music?” 

 
Now picture the modern urbanites in New York or Tokyo buying the CD and 

listening to the monks on their IPods.   They know no Latin, are probably not Christians 
of the traditional sort, certainly aren’t very familiar with the outlines of Christian 
monastic life, and have never before heard modal monophony.  But they like what they’re 
listening to and surround themselves with it as they go about their business.  They say 
that the music is “relaxing” and “spiritual” in a vague sort of way. 

 
What is going on here?  For one thing, I think that we can say with some certainty 

that there is no sensible communication here between the Benedictine brothers and their 
modern listeners.   I doubt that our urbanite listener is being drawn by the music from a 
life of materialism to a life that aggressively acknowledges the permeation of sin within 
the individual and propels that individual to focus upon the blessed hope of the Christian 
heaven.  I don’t think that happens.  Instead I think that the listener pretty much lives his 
life as he has in the past but now ornamented with this pretty music he’s picked-up.  
When he’s tired of it, he’ll discard it and pick-up something new.  The music is a bit like 
costume jewelry.  Indeed, the situation here isn’t far removed from that of the story of the 
African Hottentots which so amused the British in the 19th century, who, having 
discovered silk top hats washed-up on shore after a ship wreck, proudly greeted European 
explorers all but naked yet sporting top-hats in the best tradition of London theater 
patrons.   

 
In these last two cases--the cases of the monks’ liturgical chant and of the 

Japanese physician’s Chopin--an artifact of one culture is appropriated by a second 
culture and used by that second culture in a way unimagined by the first.   And the 
communication is a one-sided comedy, or a miscommunication.  The Europeans laughed 
at the Hottentots who appeared to them to be the epitome of barbaric foolishness while 
the Spanish Benedictines are bemused by the modern listeners who find their devotions 
soothing mood music.  But there is still more to this. 

 
The Hottentots themselves didn’t laugh.  And they most likely didn’t consider 

themselves fools either.  They liked the hats they had found and used them as symbols of 
prestige.  They appropriated the item and used it logically within their own setting (just as 
the Italians in the 15th-Century found that they liked Arab’s turbans and made them into 
items of prestigious menswear).   It is entirely reasonable for cultures to appropriate 
things from each other and to make those items function sensibly within their own setting 
(a process anthropologists call “syncretism”).  But confusion--or worse--develops when 
cultures assume that they know the appropriated item’s significance in both traditions.  
The British saw the Hottentots’ top hats as but one more bit of evidence that confirmed 
their racist ideology of the black tribe's “childishness” and racial “inferiority.”  They 
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thought that the Hottentots were simply too stupid to know that a gentleman never wears 
a silk top hat without a swallowtail coat and then only after six in the evening. 

 
   Earlier in this chapter I used the worn “appropriate” to describe a way of 

hearing and understanding music.  I need to return to that word here.  Remember the 
Japanese physician who liked the “happy” Chopin? As westerners we could say that the 
doctor was not listening to Chopin in an appropriate way.  Chopin’s music is largely sad 
music and I think that it’s rather clear that sadness and melancholy were pretty much 
what Chopin was trying to describe.  Not to hear Chopin’s music as sad is to hear it 
inappropriately.  But there is another wrinkle to this.  It is conceivable that a separate 
tradition might develop in Japan that hears Chopin’s music as an example of aesthetic 
gaiety.  Upon this understanding of the “happy” Chopin a new Japanese tradition might 
develop in which Chopin and new Chopinesque compositions would be understood as 
effervescent music.  Within this hypothetical tradition, it would be appropriate to hear 
Chopin’s music as light-hearted. 

 
But in this hypothetical situation the problem would come when a Frenchman and 

a Japanese spoke together about Chopin. They would have to be very careful to clearly 
understand each other in their discussion.  The Frenchman could not assume that the 
Japanese would understand Chopin’s music the way it was understood in Paris, and the 
Japanese couldn’t assume that the Frenchman heard Chopin as merry.  In the same way, 
it is conceivable that the repertory of Gregorian chant might be preserved as easy-
listening background music for meditation or quiet dining.    But that use would be a use 
far removed indeed from either its medieval origins or its modern monastic practice, and 
it would be an interesting discussion to hear someone raised on the “Agnus Dei” as New-
Age wallpaper music talk about the piece with a Christian who immediately associated it 
with his presence before the self-sacrifice of the Son of God at mass.  

 
Certainly a person of one culture can understand the music of a person from 

another culture, but we must not assume that this is always the case.  It clearly is not.  
Most certainly Berlioz had no understanding what-so-ever of the Chinese music he was 
hearing and it’s likely that Ibrahim ibn Yacqub didn’t understand the music he was 
hearing either.  They didn’t even think what they heard was music at all (something 
which confirmed their belief in their own civilization’s cultural superiority over another).  
But what we can say with confidence is that for persons to truly understand music of 
another culture in the same way that  persons of that other culture understand their own 
music, the listeners have to have some background or tutoring in the tradition of what that 
music is a part.  Music is part of a culture.  And to understand it we must understand it 
within a culture.  But this is a complex issue, and we will return to it when we discuss the 
issues of creativity of contemporary music in a later chapter.  In any case, we do well to 
remember that salesman’s warning in that opening scene of from the  The Music Man, 
“Ya gotta know the territory!” 
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Opening scene from Meredith Wilson’s The Music Man (“Ya gotta know the territory!”) 
1962 film version produced and directed by Morton DaCosta for Warner Bros 

 
 
 

II 
 
  
 
We can now extend our definition to say that music is a kind of sound that is 

meaningful, that the meanings are culturally derived, and, like poetry, we listen to it 
aesthetically (still awkward but it will do for now).   You already will have noticed that I 
rather cavalierly introduced a term that we now must deal with more directly.  That term 
is “aesthetic.” 

 
We use “aesthetic” in discussions of art and taste.  In philosophy “aesthetics” is a 

formal branch of the discipline dealing with beauty.   We call someone an “aesthete” if he 
or she professes a highly refined sensitivity towards the arts and things of beauty 
generally (and we usually don’t use the word as a compliment).   So “aesthetic” brings us 
directly to the issues of ART.  Now this is a particularly slippery term to define, but I 
think that we can help ourselves with it if we think about ways we find it. 
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Example I.4 
Zen Garden 

(Gardens of The Huntington Library, San Marino, California) 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Example I.5 

Mythological sculptures, the gardens of Versailles 
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Does “art” exist in nature?  Consider coming across a rock in the middle of a 
riverbed.  Is that rock a work of art--and isn’t that the way we usually talk about it, as a 
work of art?     I don’t think that most of us would talk about the rock in that place in that 
way.  We might say that the rock was beautiful, that it had a particularly pretty color and 
an attractive or interesting shape--and in that sense say that the rock is an aesthetic object, 
or better perhaps, that we found it to posses these aesthetic qualities--or perhaps better 
yet--that we ourselves had the capacity to be sensitive to the aesthetic qualities which 
were part of the rock--yet we wouldn’t quickly look at the rock and shout over to our 
hiking mates: “Look!  What a wonderful work of art!”   We’d say,  “Hey, look at that 
rock!” 

 
But, take that rock out of the riverbed and place it in the middle of a Japanese 

garden surrounded by raked sand, and that rock becomes a work of art (Ex. I.4).  Or  
take that rock and give it to a sculptor to carve and then place it as an ornament in a 
French garden--then it too becomes a work of art (Ex. 1.5).   In both cases the natural 
object has been “worked” into something that we recognize as “art.”  In neither case is it 
in its “natural” setting, but rather it is in an “artificial” setting.  Some human being has 
taken the natural object and imposed a new order upon it.  Somebody, some “artist” has 
imposed a form upon the natural material.   The rock has been “worked.”  The difference 
between the French sculpture and the Japanese “natural” stone is one of degree, not of 
genus.   And that difference testifies to cultural differences in taste that become different 
aesthetic forms.17 

                                                
17 Some readers may be a bit stunned by my comparison of the “rocks” in a French formal garden and a 
Japanese rock garden.  But consider briefly Le Notre’s gardens for Louis XIV at Versailles and the rock 
garden at the temple of Ryoan-ji attributed to the Zen master Soami in Kyoto.  Aren’t both gardens highly 
“artificed” in the sense that they are very different from nature, raw and brutal?  Where in “nature” do we 
see perfectly even sand beds, raked in even rows, like the “sea” of sand in Kyoto?  And where in nature do 
we see trees shaped like the cylinders that parade along the avenues of Versailles?  And weren’t both 
designed to be contemplated (although Le Notre designed Versailles to be contemplated while walking 
through and Soami made Ryoan-ji to be considered while sitting)?  But you might object that the Zen 
garden was made for religious purposes while the Versailles garden was made for political purposes.  But 
consider again.  Louis’ greatest title was his position as Champion of the True Faith (i.e., Roman 
Catholicism), and it was this religious foundation upon which the theory of “divine right” was based.  Even 
the strict geometric design of the plantings and the prunings pointed to the religious position of the time 
that the Christian God was a God of order who had commanded man to tame the wildness of nature and 
make it fruitful.   
 Versailles is a 17th Century French-Catholic view of paradise:  nature tamed by the reason of man 
and ruled over by God’s anointed monarch (just as Philip II’s El Escorial was a Spanish-Catholic view of 
paradise).  Le Notre and Soami had similar purposes in their design, but they had very different aesthetic 
vocabularies.  The real difference (at least on this aesthetic level) lay in the Japanese’s more highly 
developed aesthetic and economic sensitivities.  By training their capacities to gain the greatest aesthetic 
satisfaction from the simplest elements (abutted contrasting textures, muted color contrasts, small-scale 
designs), the Japanese were able to do with some sand, rocks, and a few maples what it took the French to 
do with several hundred acres of grass, fountains, sculptured classical gods, reflecting pools and towering 
elms. 
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Another way to say this is to say that “art” requires some sort of manipulation. 
And when somebody manipulates a “natural” thing he or she shapes it into a “form.”  
“Manipulation” and “form” we recognize as fundamental aspects of things we call “art.”   
Now, when does sound become art? 

 
Consider a bird song.  Is it art?    I don’t think so.  It may be beautiful (or ugly, 

like the song of grackles), but it’s not art.  And although we may even recognize it as 
having aesthetic properties (as I did when I commented on the grackle song as “ugly,” 
which is an aesthetic judgment), a lark “singing” up in a tree is not a piece of music.  But, 
should a person take that song, and in some way impose a form upon it, then it very well 
could become a work of art.  When in 1924 Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) instructed the 
percussionist to play a recording of a lark in his orchestral “Pines of Rome,” he made it 
into music.  And when Olivier Messiaen (1908-1993) took songs of all sorts of birds and 
put them into his compositions, he made them musical by imposing his own forms upon 
them.  A rock in a riverbed is a rock.  A bird chirping in a tree is a bird chirping in a tree.  
But should a person manipulate these things in some way, then they can become works of 
art.  

 
Now remember the exercise you did when you “just” listened for four minutes.  

Was that music?    Let me imagine that you read those earlier pages in a college library 
on a fall afternoon.   There was a window on your right open perhaps to one of the 
college’s lawns.  The library was fairly full, but still relatively quiet.  You were at a long 
table with three other patrons.  And for four minutes you sat quietly at that long table and 
just listened.  What did you hear?   It’s very likely that you heard a good deal.  People 
coughed.  Chairs scraped across the floor.  Perhaps you heard a faint hum from the 
florescent lights above you (all florescent fixtures hum a pitch close to B), doors opening 
and closing somewhere else in the building and great long echoes. There are whispers 
near you and conversations coming to you from the lawn outside through the open 
window. Maybe you even heard the last songs of some robin delinquent in his flight 
south. 

 
You certainly noticed that the library wasn’t as quiet as you first thought it was.  

Sounds were all around you.  And I hoped that you noticed that many of the sounds were 
in and of themselves interesting and that some of them might have been truly beautiful.  
The echo of a door slamming in a big building is a lovely rich sound.  And the song of a 
robin is really worth listening to carefully because it’s beautiful.  Although not 
immediately recognized as lovely, traffic can be interesting to listen to also. 

 
But was it music?  First, were these sounds noises?   Well, not really, were they?  

You attended to them themselves.  The hum of the lights, the coughs of your neighbors, 
in this instance, weren’t things you listened “around,” or “through” or tried to ignore 
while concentrating on something else.  They weren’t distractions.  Rather you listened to 
them. You attended to them.  And you found that they had some aesthetic quality.  So 
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these sounds might be music.  But were these sounds manipulated?  Did they have a 
form? 

 
Well, yes they did.  You imposed a form upon them by carefully limiting their 

duration. You specifically began listening at a certain time and carefully finished four 
minutes later.  In this case, time--certainly one aspect of our natural environment--was 
carefully manipulated by marking a beginning and an end.  So, in at least this minimal 
way, you did manipulate the “natural” sounds that surrounded you into an aesthetic 
artifact.  It was a “form” that you created, two minutes long. 

 
But did that form communicate anything?  Ah, here’s the rub.  Although you 

might have found the things you heard interesting and even perhaps beautiful, I doubt if 
you would say that much was communicated.  Even if you were listening with your best 
friend, someone from your own culture and who you knew well, I doubt if the two of you 
would agree on what those few minutes meant.   Those minutes of aesthetic sounds were 
not noises, but they did not make a piece of music either because there was nothing really 
communicated.  

  
We’ve now come to the point in thinking about music as “art” that we can say that 

musical sounds must somehow be shaped by people to become music.  The sounds have 
to be manipulated.   Just what kinds of manipulations become understood as music 
depends upon the culture and the characters of the composers within that culture.  But no 
matter how those sounds are manipulated, they must be vehicles of communication. 

 
Before we go on, I need to make one point clear.   A piece that bewilders its 

audience is not necessarily to be judged as not a piece of music.   The 1913 Paris premier 
of the ballet “The Rite of Spring”  (known in its original French title as Le Sacre du 
Printemps) with music by Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) and choreography by Vaslav 
Nijinsky (1890?-1950) gives us an opportunity to consider this point. The work produced 
a riot that, according to some accounts, produced a ruckus in the hall so loud that 
Nijinsky had to shout the beats to the dancers from the wings to keep them in step with 
the orchestra (which the they couldn’t hear).  Sometimes people point to this performance 
and use it as evidence in the argument that great works initially are incomprehensible to 
their audiences.  In other words, according to this argument, one characteristic of a great 
and “advanced” work of art is its failure to be communicative. 

 
It’s a nutty argument, but not completely unmerited.  It has become something of 

a tradition in our Western culture for artists to stretch the parameters of our culture’s 
concepts of what is allowed as art.  In so doing artists alienate some in the culture who 
see or hear this new art only within the boundaries of the old art and thus find the new art 
incomprehensible.  Because we have come to highly value some works that were derided 
in the past, many critics have come to the view that one characteristic of great art, at least 
great “new” art, is it’s failure to communicate in its culture. 
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Yes, not an unmerited notion, but its historical footings are askew.  The music and 
choreography of  The Rite of Spring produced a riot on that hot May night but it was a 
riot between outraged detractors and wild enthusiasts.  There were fistfights in the hall 
not because some of the listeners hated it but because some of them loved it (and some 
came probably hoping to outraged remembering Nijinsky’s scandalous pantomimed 
autoeroticism in his performance the previous year in Debussy’s Prelude to An Afternoon 
of a Faun—they were looking for a fight).  Even at its premiere, Stravinsky and Nijinsky 
communicated powerfully with some people in that stuffy theater and to them the new 
work made perfect--and powerful--sense.     Even with the most “advanced” composition, 
the composer/artist will communicate--eloquently and directly and clearly--with someone 
in his or her culture.   The “culture” within which a work of music communicates does 
not need to be a large one.  Sometimes it may be only the artist and a handful of souls 
who hear and understand his song.  But a handful is enough. 

 
 

III 
 
 

We need to return to our consideration of the matter of music and aesthetics 
and art.  We have already seen that we use art to describe something that is “made,” not 
something that we observe in nature.  And certainly one way we use the term “art” is to 
describe something that requires skill to make or to perform.   We even talk about the 
“art” of blacksmithing, meaning that a gifted blacksmith is more than a man with a 
powerful right arm.  He is trained in a craft that requires not only knowledge of 
metallurgy and physical strength but also physical dexterity and imagination.  So, in these 
ways we recognize him as an “artist,” or a skilled maker of things.   But you might reject 
my labeling of the blacksmith as an artist, complaining that we really don’t call him that 
at all.  He’s an “artisan,” you would say.  And he would call himself a craftsman, if he 
would give himself any grand title at all (which he probably wouldn’t).   
 

Your objections are all well founded.  Yes indeed, we don’t usually describe the 
blacksmith and the sculptor as the same kind of person, although they both might be 
making things out of iron or brass over a forge--or better, we don’t describe sculpting and 
smithing as the same kind of activities.  The blacksmith shoes horses, or makes hinges; 
simply said:  useful things.  Or things used to do things with.  We put hinges on shutters 
so that we can easily close them to protect our windows from hurricanes (in New 
England) or from the mid-day heat (in the South), and we shoe horses to protect their 
hooves from damage and disease.   A good hinge is a straight hinge and one that allows 
the shutter to be easily moved.  A good horseshoe is a horseshoe that fits the hoof of the 
horse. 

 
But the sculptor’s purpose is different.  Although he might make a hinge, he 

would make it primarily for us to look at.  And should he make a horseshoe, it would be a 
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horseshoe to be hung on a wall and not nailed to a hoof.  And should he make several 
horseshoes, the best one would be not the one that most closely fitted a particular horse’s 
hoof but the one that we found somehow most rewarding to look at, and to look at again. 

 
This is the sense in which the sculptor makes things that are not “useful.” The 

pleasure we get from his sculptures is not the pleasure we get from riding a horse that we 
know is well shod or owning one that we know is well cared-for, but rather an “aesthetic” 
pleasure, a particular kind of happiness we have in looking at and thinking about 
something beautiful.  Or better, it is the particular kind of happiness we have when the 
sculptor shows us something beautiful that we have the capacity to enjoy.   This is “art” 
and that joy is an “aesthetic” experience. 

 
 And so we can say that “sound” becomes “art” when a composer uses it to show 

us how beautiful it is.  The composer first recognizes something beautiful about sound, 
and then arranges it into a shape that allows us to hear that particular beauty too.    That 
sound, in that shape, is a piece of music.  And that music is a particular kind of “art.” But 
is all music like this?  Is all music “art” in the sense that we use it to listen to in the same 
way that we “use “ a painting to look at (and, of course, also think about)?  Is there ever a 
kind of music that we don’t use quite like this?   Is music ever like the horseshoe that’s 
on the horse, not the one hung on the wall? 

 
What’s the ninth letter of our alphabet?    It’s the letter “I.”  How did you find that 

answer?  Did you get it because you have memorized the numerical placement of all the 
letters?  ‘A’ is number 1,  ‘E’ is number 5, ‘N’ is number 14, etc.?  No, you didn’t do this 
at all.  I suspect you did this: 
 

 
Example I.6 

the “alphabet song” 
 
 
You sang a little song to help you remember the order of the letters, didn’t you?  

And as you sang you probably counted off your fingers.    Sometime between 
Kindergarten and first grade you memorized this song as part of your progress in learning 
how to read.  You put the alphabet to the tune “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and 
memorized it that way (and I bet that until now you didn’t realize it was the tune you 
were using!). 
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Now, was that “music?”  Would you say that it was something composed 
primarily to be listened to, or would you say that is was written primarily to be useful, to 
help us remember out letters, in other words, to be functional? 

 
I think that despite the fact that the tune is a French folk song (Mozart wrote a 

charming set of variations on it while he was in Paris), you would agree that we don’t 
really think of this as a piece of “art.”  Instead, it’s an aid to memorization.  This is one of 
the oldest “uses” of music.  Here music is not an object to be contemplated in itself, to be 
listened to aesthetically, but instead music supports another task: memorization of a list.  
This kind of music is not an art, but a mnemonic device.  Muslim children learn the 
Koran by reciting it to little melodies and in Yeshiva schools Jewish students learn Torah 
in much the same way.   The selection on our list is pieces from lesson one from the 
highly successful Hooked-on Phonics® is a modern version of this same practice. The 
“music” here is a device is assist learning.  If you listen to it as “music” it’s pretty silly, 
but if you use it to help a child learn her letters (as my wife and I did with one of our 
daughters), it’s a godsend. 

 
Perhaps you’ve played in a marching band.  What’s the purpose of the drummers’ 

cadence and where did it come from?  And is that rhythm music?   The drum cadence 
was a solution to the logistical problem of moving effectively large bodies of foot 
soldiers.  If everybody not only tends to walk at a different pace but, because of 
differences in height, also has a different length stride, how do you get fifteen-thousand 
soldiers from Philadelphia to Williamsburg without complete chaos, some arriving too 
soon and the stragglers showing up too late (generally, it’s useful to show up for a battle 
on time, too early or too late you tend to get shot)?    You do this by organizing the men 
into ranks and keeping the ranks moving together by imposing upon everyone a uniform 
number of steps to the mile--and that’s what the drummers’ cadence does.   If everyone 
keeps within his rank and steps with the drummers’ beat the cohesion of the unit is 
maintained.  Besides, the “musical” lilt of the cadence seems to lessen fatigue.  And a 
cheery tune played on a fife doesn’t do any harm either (played on a fife because that 
instrument can be heard the farthest out-of-doors). 

 
But is that cadence music?  Is it an sound to be listened to aesthetically-- music in 

the sense that a composer (in this case, the drum major) has thought that a particular kind 
of sound was beautiful and invented a rhythmic figure to show us how beautiful it is?  
Marching along that road to Yorktown, do you really think that one of Cornwallis’s foot 
soldiers said to his mate, “My, my, Bill! Did you notice just how lovely that third stroke 
on the tenor drum was back there?  Isn’t is a delight to have such a pleasant stroll in the 
countryside surrounded by this beautiful music!” Hardly.  And what about some of the 
other “music” that would be part of Bill’s life?  The trumpet call that woke him each 
morning, or put him to bed at night? Are these pieces of music too, sounds to be attended 
to aesthetically? 
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Not if Bill wanted to stay alive.  In the eighteenth century, trumpets and drums 
were used to convey messages across the field of battle:  trumpet melodies were coded 
instructions for the cavalry while drums (often with fifes) were used to signal soldiers on 
foot.  Responding to the drummer’s call to charge General Washington’s advancing 
rebels, I doubt if Bill could really spend much time attending to the drummer’s technique  

 

 
 

Meissen porcelain, Clemens-August Hunt Goblet by Kaendler and Ehder, 1741  
(Westphalian State Museum of Art and Cultural History), and the 18th century horn 

call announcing the death of a stag. 
Example I.7 

 
 
or the particular tone of the drum.  He must have had other things on his mind.   That call 
was an order, not an aesthetic object to be contemplated.  Military trumpet and drum 
signals,  Hooked on Phonics®, “A, B, C, D” to the tune “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” 
these are indeed all music because they are much more than the signals of bells and sirens 
and whistles, but they’re not primarily aesthetic objects either.  These things help us 
acknowledge the often-overlooked fact that not all music is “art” music.  A great deal of 
music is functional.  It’s cultivated not because it’s beautiful but because it’s helpful.  It’s 
utilitarian.  In the din of battle (and, of course without the aid of electronic 
communications), how does a commander signal orders to his troops?  One way is 
through trumpet and drum signals.   Left flank wheel to the center?  There’s signal for 
that.  All lines charge?  There’s a signal for that.  Retreat, advance, general assembly--all 
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could be conveyed across the fields by specific tunes or cadences (this made it, in the 
gentlemanly fashion of the day, very dishonorable to wound an enemy’s drummer or 
trumpeter because, for one thing, without the musicians troops wouldn’t be able to hear 
commands and if the troops weren’t able to respond to their officers’ orders the elaborate 
etiquette of war would collapse).  Where the army used trumpets and drums, hunters used 
the horn.  How could you signal to your fellows that the hounds had found the stag?  
There was a horn call specifically for that.  The death of a doe, or a fox, or the call of the 
forester; each has its specific call (Example I.7).   And while these little tunes on the 
trumpet or horn are perhaps attractive in and of themselves, it’s important to remember 
that their real purpose was to transmit important information across distances.  In that 
way they were really more like cellular phones than a work of musical “art.” 
 

We also need to mention at least two other uses of music in the military, one 
ancient and the second fairly recent.  Both of these might be categorized under 
“psychological” weaponry.  Probably since the beginning of combat, all sorts of devices 
have been used to try to scare the enemy before actually attacking them.  Painting the 
face and body to make it look threatening and dressing in costumes that make the wearer 
look like a particularly ferocious bird or animal of prey are both attempts to unnerve the 
enemy and thus weaken him before he is actually attacked physically (although it is 
probably better said that the warrior who dressed, for instance, with a bear mask hoped 
that by so doing he would magically take on the bear’s brutal nature and kill his enemy 
instead of his enemy simply being frightened by his fearsome costume). Making scary 

 
 noises is part of 
that old custom.  
Clanging on 
shields, war 
whoops--such as 
the famous Rebel 
Yell of the 
American Civil 
War (which itself 
was probably a 
direct descendent 
of the famous war 
cry of the Irish that 
goes back to the 
beginnings of 
history) and the 
equally famous war 

haka peruperu  of the New Zealand Maori are ways of frightening the enemy.  The story 
of the trumpets at Jericho (Joshua 5.13-6.27) is an ancient example of this and the Scot’s 
use of the great highland bagpipe (know as the “war” pipe) is a more modern one. 
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Since the end of the Vietnam War the military has found another use for music.  
In late 1989, the United States invaded Panama and sought to arrest the Panamean 
dictator Manuel Noriega on charges of drug trafficking.  Noriega eluded capture and 
sought refuge in the Vatican’s Panama City embassy.  Because diplomatic custom forbad 
American intrusion into the embassy, and since the Vatican was unprepared to force-out 
its uninvited guest,  the Americans sought to drive out Noriega through psychological 
means.  They bombarded the embassy with highly amplified rock music.  After several 
days of this routine, Noriega surrendered himself to the Americans, much to the resident 
Vatican diplomats’ relief.  Nobody had slept for days.  In the spring of 1993, the practice 
was used with even greater sophistication by the American government against the 
Branch Davidians near Waco, Texas.   For weeks the government blasted the Davidians 
with a repertoire ranging from rock to Tibetan chant in their effort to force group’s 
surrender. It didn’t work with the Davidians (for a variety of reasons the bombardment 
only strengthened their resolve).   More recently the American military has been accused 
of using prolonged blasts of rock music to coerce information from detainees imprisoned 
at the Guantanamo Naval Station as part of the war on terrorism.18  In all of these cases, 
music is used as a weapon.  It is a tool used to inflict discomfort, distress and pain in 
order to force obedience.  It’s a kind of torture.  It doesn’t exist for its own purpose, but is 
instead cultivated for the pain it can cause. 

 
Dance music is a little like that too.  Of course I don’t mean to suggest that dance 

music is torture, but instead to say that the purpose of the music is to assist the dance, not 
the other way around.  The music really doesn’t exist for its own purpose, but assists 
something else.  While you’re dancing (at least if you’re dancing a dance with real steps--
not in the grip of a kind of public spasm), you’re concentrating on the steps and the 
pleasure of spinning across the floor with someone you enjoy.  It’s great fun.  And 
although really good dance music can exist on its own as something to be listened to and 
only listened to, it’s certainly much more fun to dance to it (as anyone who has danced to 
one of Johann Strauss Jr.’s magnificent waltzes--instead of sitting through it--can testify).   
And I suppose that we can fit “aerobics” in here too.  It’s a kind of a group dance done as 
an act of penance for living a sedentary life.   You bounce around in costume following a 
group leader, the bouncing synchronized by music with a particularly obvious beat (beat-
beat, bounce-bounce, sweat-sweat).  Here the purpose of music is to keep us thin (which, 
I suppose you can argue, is itself a kind of self imposed torture).  
                                                
18 United States Lt. Gen. Richardo Sanchez authorized the use of loud music “to create fear, disorient….and 
prolong capture shock” of prisoners in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Guantanamo on September 14, 2003.  
Donald Vance, a military contractor from Chicago who was imprisoned in Iraq by the Americans forces, 
said that an auditory assault of rock music that went on twenty hours a day soon made him suicidal.  
Brinyam Mohammed, a prisoner at Guantanamo but earlier held in the CIA’s “Dark Prison” in Afghanistan 
said that the music would make men smash their heads into walls, screaming.  See:  “Musicians Protest 
Blistering Music Used in Prisons to ‘Break” Inmates,” Associated Press, Wednesday, December 10, 2008, 
published on the web by Fox News (www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,464686,00.html) and Suzanne G. 
Cusick, “Music as Torture / Music as Weapon” Transcultural Music Review, No. 10 at 
www.sibetrans.com/trans/trans10/susick_eng.htm).  
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Work songs are also utilitarian.  Not so long ago a lot of work involved hard 

physical labor by men laboring in teams: laying track for the railroads, hoisting sail, 
heaving up anchor, and so forth.  To keep together, and also to bring greater strength to 
the task at hand, men would sing, the singing uniting their labor in a common rhythm (the 
expression, “to get in the swing of things” comes from this practice).    Many of the songs 
we now cultivate as campfire songs, “I’ve been working’ on the railroad,” “What do you 
do with a drunken sailor;” and “Fifteen miles on the Erie Canal” all come from that 
practice.  The Negro spiritual “Swing low, sweet chariot” comes from the days of forced 
slave labor (the swaying rhythm--typical of the work song—is given greater pathos by 
text’s longing for release—either the release of the grave and heaven or release of escape 
and liberation).  Today we consider these tunes “folk songs” and catalogue them in a 
genus of folk craft along with quilting and tinkering weather vanes.  But it’s important to 
remember that the original purpose of the sea shanty wasn’t to present your shipmates 
with aesthetic artifacts for their edification, but to keep you from breaking your neck 
while furling a sail standing on footropes sixty feet above a swelling sea.    While usually 
such work songs were sung by the workers alone, sometimes musicians would be added 
to the work gangs to both accompany their singing and maintain it, and possibly push it a 
long a bit too (Example I.8). 

 
And consider this example.  In December we hear the Christian hymn tune “Joy 

to the World” in stores of every kind and description.  Why?   Is it that the shopkeepers 
are interested in proselytizing their patrons to the Christian religion? With the text, “the 
Lord is come, let earth receive her king” are these businessmen and women hoping that 
their customers will abandon materialism to concentrate on the Christian concept of the 
lordship of Christ?  Or do the merchants perhaps hope their shoppers will stop shopping  
and concentrate more fully upon the beauty of the tune and the particular orchestration, 
the hymn tune being presented to them as an object of aesthetic contemplation?    Is the 
hymn being played in that store for either religious or artistic purposes?   I don’t think it’s 
there for either.  In our culture, Christmas is associated with gift giving, and gift giving is 
associated with gift buying, and gift buying is associated with gift selling.  The music of 
the carols really isn’t intended to be listened-to at all. It functions as but one more of a 
number of seasonal decorations--swags of greenery, strings of little lights, dummies of fat 
men in red suits--the purpose of which is to enhance sales.   The Christmas carols are 
used to trigger the shopper’s memory, helping him remember that he has to buy 
something before the deadline of Christmas.  The music here functions as an aid to 
marketing.  It’s part of business.  Although originally written as an act of piety and 
intended as a devotional aid, in its new setting the hymn serves a commercial purpose.  
Music here is used to spur sales (we’ll see in the next chapter whether or not it works). 
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Example I.8 
Wine making in the Marqués de Aguayo winery in Parras, Mexico, 1922. 

Photograph by the National Geographic Society 
first published by the society August 1996 

 
 
 

IV 
 
 
 
We have seen that music is not always a “fine art,”  and by saying that I’m not 

saying that sometimes it’s a “lesser” art instead.   No, sometimes music isn’t an art at all.  
Sometimes it part of merchandizing and marketing.  Sometimes it’s an aid to 
memorization.  Sometimes it’s an aid to railroad building or sailing.   Sometimes it’s an 
tool of politics when nations go to war.   Sometimes it’s a weapon or instrument of 
torture.  But it’s an art too. 
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Are we now a position to answer our question, “what is music?”   Certainly we’re 

closer.  First, music is sound.  But music is not just any sound, but a sound that we find 
meaningful and to which we listen in a particular way.  It’s not noise.   At least in the way 
we’re considering it,  music—this particular kind of meaningful sound--doesn’t exist in 
nature.  Rather it’s something artificial in the sense that it’s something that human beings 
cobble out of nature.  This meaningful sound is like poetry, but is more expressive than 
poetry and isn’t constrained by words, as is poetry.  These meaningful sounds we 
construct into forms that we find meaningful.   And how are those forms “meaningful”?  
They’re meaningful to members of a culture.  Our culture says that they’re meaningful.  
Different cultures have different forms.  And what kinds of meanings are conveyed in 
those forms?  Well, many meanings.  Sometimes the meanings are quite specific, as in 
“Charge the enemy now!”  Or “this is a tool that helps me remember my letters.”   Or 
sometimes the form means:  “Attend to this.  It’s beautiful!”  Or  “This is what it is like to 
be happy!”  Or even,  “this is what it’s like to be sad even to death”  (we will talk more 
about those phrases in the next chapter).  When music is an “art,” we mean that it is 
something to be concentrated upon, or attended to by itself (and “attended to” instead of 
simply saying “listen to” is an important way to put it because this kind of music isn't 
only something that we hear--it is also something we think about, which is of course 
what we are doing here—thinking about music).  Music can be useful, but it can also be 
solely aesthetic (and sometimes it can be both).   I think we can summarize our thought 
so far with the definition: “Music is a kind of heightened poetry created through the 
manipulation of sounds into forms that carry culturally derived meanings.  It is cultivated 
for aesthetic or utilitarian purposes.”  

 
 That is OK, but it needs two points of tinkering.  For one thing, music isn’t 

always about sounds.  It’s also about the silences between sounds.  Here I think we can 
make this point clearer if we look at a painting.   Example I.9 is Rembrandt’s (1606-
1669) “Aristotle contemplating the bust of Homer” now in New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.  Rembrandt apparently finished the picture in 1653  and most people 
agree that it is of one painter’s greatest works.  Perhaps it’s the greatest portrait ever 
done.  It certainly stuns most people who look at it into silence.   There are only four 
things in the painting:  Aristotle himself (and of course his costume, I’ll come back to 
this), the bust, the red velvet covered table on which the bust stands, and a bit of the base 
of a column.   We can spend a great deal of time looking and thinking about those three 
things (well, we probably don’t want to look at the table and column all that long, but you 
get the point), and I’ve spent a good deal of time in New York standing in front of that 
picture looking at it, thinking that here we really have picture of what is it like for 
someone to took into his soul and grapple with the deepest meanings of life—perhaps 
that sounds a bit melodramatic but there’s no other way to put it.  And all our 
observations of the painting and meditations upon it would be rewarded by deeper and 
more satisfying insights; at least that has been my experience.  But the quiet drama of 
Rembrandt’s Aristotle isn’t only due to the way Rembrandt paints the philosopher, and 
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the bust, and the table.  A very important part of the drama also comes from what isn’t 
there, what Rembrandt leaves out, what he doesn’t paint.  Much of Rembrandt’s painting 
is simply dark canvas.  There’s “nothing” on it.   Much of the tension in that painting lies 
between the nothingness of that background and the intense presence of Aristotle, the 
bust, and the table.  In fact, there’s probably a four way drama here, a drama between the 
intense “somethingness” of that magnificent chain Aristotle wears (and it’s corresponding 
materiality), and the “nothingness” of the black background (immateriality), and again  
between the bust of the blind Homer and the sight of the living Aristotle—and we’re left 
there to think what did that blind poet see that commands such melancholy in the living 
philosopher as he stands in front of the void, toying with that gold chain? 

 
 
 

Example 1.9 
“Aristotle Contemplating the Bust of Homer,” 1653 

Rembrandt (Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn) (1606–1669) 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City 
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Those are the kinds of thoughts we have standing there, propelled to them 

as much as by what isn’t there as by what is.  In a painting, the areas unfigured are as 
important to the work’s composition as the sections that are figured (although this isn’t as 
dramatically shown everywhere in European art as it is in this painting, this concept is an 
essential feature of a great deal of Chinese and Japanese painting).  Taking Rembrandt’s 
painting as our example, we could say that a “painting” contains both figures and the 
space around the figures.  In much this same way we must recognize that pieces of music, 
and in particular pieces of art music, are constructed out of sound and occasions where 
there is no sound, or what we can call silence.   Silence is an essential part of music.  We 
expect a piece of music to be framed by silence.  We expect there to be a bit of quiet 
before a piece of music begins and we expect at least a breath of silence at its close.  
Within a piece of music, its flow is interrupted or articulated by silences we call “rests”  
(the word literally referring to the breaths a singer takes between phrases, places where 
he “rests’ from the exertion of singing and inhales).  Just as in the case of the blank spots 
in Rembrandt’s canvas, these silences, or musical blank spots, are crucial for articulating 
the form of the piece and for providing contrasts with other sections of the work.   Music 
is not only made up of sound but of strategic silence too. 
 

You will remember that I ended our discussion about the relationship between 
poetry and music with a warning that we had skipped over one very important aspect of 
that relationship.  It’s time to address that here. 

 
Poussin, “The Dance to the Music of Time” detail 
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Is there anything about the relationship between music and poetry that we’ve over 
looked?  Beat, stress, meter. . . .foot.  We use these words when we talk about both music 
and poetry.  Where else do we find those terms?  Dance.  When you listened to the bits of 
music included in Example 1 on your CD, did you sit absolutely still?  Perhaps for some 
of them, but didn’t you find yourself moving a bit when you heard Mahalia Jackson sing?  
Didn’t you find yourself tapping your foot, and maybe even swaying a bit?  Didn’t you 
find yourself moving with the music?  Didn’t you find yourself dancing?  

 
Moving with music is dancing.  And there is no music without movement.  Sound 

waves move.  And to produce a pitch a string must vibrate and to get a string to vibrate a 
musician must pluck it and to pluck it--and to pluck it again--the musician must move.  
The words we use for music and poetry, beat, stress, meter, come from physical 
movement, the beats of our hearts, the stress of physical exertion, the meter of 
coordinated effort.   Music and poetry are the daughters of dance, and if you look at the 
painting that stands at the head of this chapter, Nicolas Poussin’s (1594-1665) “The 
Dance to the Music of Time” note that it’s a picture of dancing.   This is such an 
important matter that we will devote all of Chapter Four to it, but we need to introduced it 
here because the foundational role of dance must be acknowledged in our definition 
(even if we don’t fully understand that role yet).   
 

 
The argument between music and dance in Le Bourgeois gentilhomme (1660) Act I scene 1.Play by 

Molière  (1522-1573) with music Lully (1632-1687), 2003 production directed by Vincent Dumestre 
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V 
 
 
 

With those two points covered (or at least introduced, remember we will be 
returning to the matter of dance in Chapter IV), I think we are now in a position to offer a 
reasonable definition of what music is.  
 

Music is a kind of heightened poetry and dance created through the 
manipulation of sound and silence into forms that carry culturally derived meanings. It 
is cultivated for aesthetic and utilitarian purposes. 

 
Let’s return to that list of pieces we heard parts of earlier.  Does this definition fit 

all of our examples?  Does it show what they have in common so that they can all be 
called “music” sensibly?  Does it help?    

 
Yes, I think you will agree that it does.  That opening scene from The Music Man 

(“Cash for the merchandize. . .”) certainly sounds almost as much like pure poetry as it 
does music.  But the important word there is “almost.” The Korean p’ansori might not 
communicate with most Americans immediately but it’s still music--we’re just not part of 
the culture of which that music is a part.  And any sound can become a musical sound, as 
we heard in the example of the battle from Henze’s “El Cimarron,” even screams and 
groans and yells.  In the hands of a composer like Paul Lansky even the sounds of trucks 
and cars going by us on the freeway can become a piece of “music.”  Music does not 
have to have a melody, or at least a “melody” in the sense that we usually think of it in 
America, because we all recognized both Stephen Foster’s song and the drumming from 
Niger as being music.  And whether or not something is “music” does not depend upon 
whether or not we like it.  Some people don’t like sweet wines.  But to them 
Liebfraumilch (a very sweet wine from Germany’s Rhineland) is still a wine, it’s not 
cabbage--it’s just that they don’t like it.  It’s not to their taste.   So too with music.  While 
“beauty” may lie in the eye of the beholder, what is or is not music doesn’t rest on our 
personal opinions.   Sometimes we might engage in a little hyperbole, and perhaps 
ridicule, calling music we particularly dislike a “racket” (like our neighbor downstairs 
who banged on the ceiling when our sound system was turned-up too high), but it 
wouldn’t be a racket in the sense that it was a meaningless and haphazard noise.  No, 
indeed.  That kind of sound would be very meaningful, our neighbors just wouldn’t like 
what it means and objected to its presence.  But it’s still music.  And the military can 
even make it into a weapon and an instrument of torture. 
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Is it made up of sounds and silences?  Has somebody manipulated those sounds 
and silences?  Do those sounds and silences communicate something to somebody?  Do 
they serve a utilitarian or an aesthetic purpose?  If you can answer all those questions 
with a “yes,” then it’s a piece of music.  But is that all it is?   Isn’t music something 
more?  We have to answer that question in the next chapter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 


