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ONE FINAL WORD ON AESTHETICS OF MUSIC

(or, why my opinion is unassailably correct)

Aristotle liked the theater.

That, in fact, was his justification for going.  The theater had a salutary purpose, to be sure; and he would have protested had its effects been detrimental.  His reason for going, however, was enjoyment.

Many, many centuries later, critics of art, and music in particular, cited Aristotle ad nauseam as justification for their criticisms of opera.  Most of their criticisms took the form of a comparison between opera and Greek theater.  Opera, of course, was sorely lacking in the qualifications of the latter, and thus fell far short of what the critics considered good drama.
The retort, obvious from the standpoint of a much later time, is that opera is a very different thing from drama and should not be subjected to standards that it was never meant to emulate.  This, however, was far harder to grasp during the days of opera’s youth; few critics did so, and they were, as a result of their understanding, better able to critique opera and provide an aesthetic for judging it.  Or, put more generally, they were better able to judge it once they knew how to listen to it.  This process, in fact, governed the evolution of musical aesthetics from the Renaissance to the present day – only those who knew how to listen were able to offer profitable critiques.
Two things, both of them rather obvious, stand out from these observations: first, drawing from Aristotle, personal pleasure is a perfectly acceptable justification for certain types of music.  Second, it doesn’t make sense to talk about music apart from the audience listening to it.  And though the first observation may make almost tautological sense to a reader in the present day, it was hardly obvious centuries ago, when Aristotle was commonly misinterpreted to say that art must have a strong moral justification to even exist.  The second observation gives rise to a few important conclusions regarding musical aesthetics and critiquing music in general.
As regards musical aesthetics, if it doesn’t make sense to discuss a piece of music without reference to an audience, then aesthetics become a guide for listening to particular types of music as much as a method for critiquing them.  Aesthetics, after all, have had to develop with time, as critics learned to listen to new types of music and categorize the conventions that arose within.  For conventions to arise, the type of music in question needs to be popular enough with an audience to stand the test of time – which means that ultimately, aesthetic standards for music arise because enough people like the music to make continual composition profitable.
The assertion “because I like it” as justification for a particular type of music is therefore more historically accurate than most people consider.  It also renders irrelevant any musical critique that uses the standards of a different time or different type of music.  This seems to suggest that no ultimate standard for musical aesthetics can ever be developed, and it seems also to put, say, gangsta rap on equal footing with barbershop or 19th century opera.  As regards the second assertion, though the statement is true from a critical standpoint – what makes good 19th century opera, for example, doesn’t make good gangsta rap – no amount of critical comparison and analysis will change the fact that 19th century opera is far less morally repugnant than gangsta rap.
  And as regards the first assertion, quite the opposite is the case – an ultimate standard for musical aesthetics may easily be developed, though the specifics for that standard would have to be worked out for new genres of music as they arise.  If, after all, aesthetics arise as a result of innovations in musical development in order to properly critique them, then a simple study of what has been successful would provide a good basis for judging future compositions.
We now turn, therefore, to just such an analysis – why certain types of music arose, how certain aesthetic theories rose in response to them, and how people have at all times judged, or rather misjudged, music by applying irrelevant standards.  The following brief glance at over five centuries of music history and subsequent glance at neurophysiology should reasonably demonstrate the following assertions: critiquing a musical work or genre without reference to a particular listening audience is nonsensical, and therefore any music that purports to be good music must be, above all else, understandable to the audience in question.  The historical survey should demonstrate the former assertion, and the look into neurophysiology the latter, with pains taken to understand what it means to understand a piece of music.
With that, here is why my opinion on music is unassailably correct – for all I am saying, indeed, is that I like it; and that, in the end, is all I need to say.

Two Thousand Years of Music History (abridged version)
The Greeks:

The ancient authors who exerted the most influence over later aesthetics can be neatly divided into two groups – Aristotle and everyone else.  The latter comprises Plato and the Latin authors – Quintilian, Cicero, and Horace.  This division is very important, particularly in analyzing the aesthetic systems of the past few centuries.  Each group of ancient authors made their own contribution – usually, later aestheticians would argue using Platonic sentiments while citing Aristotle as an authority.  It’s therefore important to understand what each group actually claimed.  The thoughts of each of these authors pertain to music only peripherally; none of them wrote about music as we would think of it today, since at the time it didn’t exist.  So far as scholars can tell, music in the ancient world was, for the most part, restricted to monody with possible instrumental (lute) accompaniment.  We cannot know more, of course, because we have no way of knowing what ancient music sounded like.  What is certain, however, is that the ancients did not think of music as an endeavor unto itself – all mention of music in any scholarly work pertains to the relationship of music to text or music to math.  One might be closer to the ancient mindset by avoiding the word “music” altogether, replacing it with song and mathematics respectively.  “Music,” without words and without discussion of ratios, is never treated in any discourse; as far as we understand the ancient mind, such a concept of music didn’t even exist for them.


What, then, was music?  The answer “music was math” is more or less accurate, but needs clarification.  In the mind of the average Hillsdale student, “music was math” translates to “math was an integral part of music.”  A better answer is, “music was math, period.”  Music’s oscillating positions in the quadrivium illustrates this: because of music’s relationship to arithmetic, it was often given second position in the quadrivium; and because of its relationship to physics, it was other times given the fourth position.  The former school considered music the science of numerical ratios and their relation to one another;
 the latter considered it the study of “numbers in motion.”  In short, the debate of the time was whether music was simply the study of certain numeric ratios or the study of the movement of those ratios, but in either case music was simply a branch of mathematics.

The equivocation was deeper, however.  Music, numbers, ratios, being, essence, and a host of other concepts that we today consider quite disparate were inextricably linked in the minds of many of the Platonic school.  That school has Pythagoras to thank for laying the foundations of the cautious attitude that characterizes much of the ancient approach to music, an attitude that comes from the Platonic-Pythagorean Doctrine of the Affections, the idea that certain musical strains will create certain states in one who listens to it.
  A more accurate summation of the doctrine would state that ratios, not music, create certain states in a listener, since it is ratios, not the non-existent concept “music,” that the ancients were studying.  And ratios, to Pythagoras, were extremely, extremely important.  Pythagoras believed that numerical ratios were the basis of all reality.  Far from being a mere reflection of quantity, numbers were the essence of reality in itself – everything could be boiled down to numbers, and no matter what happened to the elements being boiled down, the ratios reflected in them never, ever changed.  It made logical sense, then, that numbers constituted the “realness” of things, even people.  Men and women had different ratios that reflected their true natures (woman’s ratio, incidentally, was slightly askew, reflecting the inconstancy of the Greeks’ often adolescent brides).  Music, then, was not just the ratio of a string divided into two distinct lengths – it was the ratio itself.  Music was the underlying reality of the universe, for music was ratio.  The universe, furthermore, rotated on perfect ratios, thus emitting an orderly harmony, much like the harmony in man.  And it follows that if perfect ratios were orderly and good, then imperfect ratios were disorderly and evil.

If certain melodies created bad sensations in a listener, it was therefore logical to assume that the melodies were composed of evil ratios.  The common summation of Pythagorean-Platonic doctrine on music usually states that music merely aroused harmful emotions in the listener.  The concept goes far beyond this; music was the harm in and of itself.  Man was, at his core, an orderly ratio; music was not the sound of a ratio but the actual ratio, and if an evil ratio entered man, the result was something akin to demonic possession.

Music was therefore a very powerful tool, to be used for good or ill, and it needed to be strictly regulated.  Future Latin authors, though they might not share Pythagoras’ worldview, certainly shared the hesitation he and Plato had for musical expression.  Thus did Plato justify banning nearly all music from his Republic; Plato dealt with music in the same way the United States purports to deal with powerful drugs – keep those necessary for health under careful supervision, and ban the rest.

And what of Aristotle?  His authority was cited many times in later centuries to justify various musical criticisms, though the criticisms themselves had more of a Platonic bent.  Aristotle’s own thoughts on art are best understood in the context of his worldview, which is best understood in contrast to the Platonic worldview.  To quote a Greek-speaking Orthodox priest, Plato may be summarized in this way: “Spirit, good; body, bad.”
  The summary is apt, and Plato’s relegation of the physical world (and its accompanying passions) to a lesser status than the spiritual/mental world (and its ideal forms) justifies his condemnation of art that does not promote a mental/spiritual state conducive to understanding and contemplating the forms.  Anything, in other words, that encourages men to concentrate on the physical world is therefore discouraged and sometimes outright forbidden.
  Coupled with Horace’s artistic criticisms, those theorists arguing in the Platonic-Horatian vein found ample authority to condemn musical works that were seen to arouse the wrong sorts of passion.

Aristotle, however, rejected his teacher’s views on this matter, and his analysis of tragedy, later used to critique opera, reveals a much different way of thinking about the world.

“Aristotle rejected, in all spheres of his practical philosophy, Plato’s whole theory that the emotions are in themselves bad; and in particular he rejected the view that, by rousing the emotions, poetry produces a dangerous excess of these emotions in real life.  Aristotle’s theory of catharsis is his answer to Plato on these points…

“[Pity and fear are the] two emotions described by Aristotle as peculiarly and specially the tragic emotions and he nearly always uses them in conjunction with each other,

………………………………………………………………………………………………

…he says that pity turns into fear when the object is so nearly related to us that the suffering seems to be our own, and we pity others in circumstances in which we should fear for ourselves.

“Thus in Aristotle’s treatment pity is not an altruistic and disinterested emotion.  There can be no pity in his view, when there is not also fear.  Both pity and fear are derived from the self-regarding instinct, and pity springs from the feeling that a similar suffering might happen to ourselves.”

This seems simple enough – theater-goers see a tragedy, feel empathy with the protagonist, and feel fear while watching him fall as a result of that empathy.  By this point, of course, the audience is tense, and that tension needs release – hence Aristotle’s catharsis.  The word has both medical and ritualistic meanings, and in each case the word refers to the expurgation of some sort of impurity.  Here is where many have gone wrong; for while the catharsis is an expurgation, it is not an expurgation of things that human beings should not have – pity and fear.  “That would throw over the whole of Aristotle’s ethical theory; there are things which the good and wise man ought to fear.”
  Pity and fear in their proper place are very good things, and tragedy helps keep them in their place by arousing them in response to things which should arouse them – the downfall of good men.  But because pity and fear cannot be felt all the time, they need to be removed from the audience, and hence the catharsis.

“…the term catharsis originates in the field of medicine where it means a relieving secretion; in the second place a reference to what Aristotle says on catharsis in Book 8 of the Politics.  Interpreted along these lines the result is that in the Poetics Aristotle, always aiming at the functional in his study of phenomena, understood the effect of tragedy as the relief from the emotions aroused in it, combined with pleasure,” (italics added).

Aristotle’s catharsis was not, as many assume, the expurgation of bad emotions building up in human beings – the buildup was caused by the tragedy itself, which then restored its audience to equilibrium.

Here, then, is the bottom line – Aristotle, unlike his teacher, had a high regard for the merits of the physical world.  Some things in this world, like theater, could be enjoyed simply because they were enjoyable.  His critique of tragedy is not a moral critique; he did not say that we go to the theater to have our emotions purged, for the very emotions purged are those that the theater raises up in us as we watch the play.  For those men who were not used to fearing and pitying the things they ought (the downfall of good men), the theater would gradually change their outlook.  Thus did the theater help keep its audience emotionally healthy; this however, was not its sole purpose, as many later interpreted it to be.  “We go,” wrote House, “because going gives us pleasure.  Aristotle too realized this; he constantly speaks of the ‘tragic pleasure’ and the pleasure proper to Tragedy.”
  The physical world, he said, is good, and emotions like fear and pity are good in their proper context.  Aristotle, in effect, was saying, “I like theater, and theater is a good thing because of what it can accomplish in the physical world, not just in the spiritual.”

Aristotle’s poetic theory was later superseded by the Latin critics Quintilian, Horace, and Cicero, whose views on art, and music in particular, were much closer to Plato.  When Aristotle and the classics were revived in the Italian Renaissance, the Latin authors held by far the greater influence, and many centuries passed before their Platonic conception of music was dismissed. 

The Sixteenth Century (Aristotle revisited):

The Poetics, in Greek and Latin, were published in Venice around the turn of the century, and Renaissance enthusiasts everywhere suddenly found a point of departure for discussing the arts.
  This publication was at once the greatest blessing and curse placed upon the evolution of musical aesthetics – on the one hand, it practically restarted the philosophical discussion of artistic beauty, which, though not dead, had long been comatose.  On the other hand, many of Aristotle’s standards were ill-suited to apply to later musical creations, and the Greek’s authority, coupled with Platonic criticisms, were so strong that it took several hundred years for critics to finally shake them off.

His blessing, however, was far greater than his curse.  His publication very quickly provided the foundational basis for a discussion of aesthetics that had been raring to go for some time, needing only a spark.  The sheer number of editions of his work published during this century attests to that; Aristotle was very popular.  “After 1508 there might be mentioned the Venetian editions of 1523, 1536, 1546, 1551; Robortelli’s, 1548; Leyden, 1548; Paris, 1555 (Morel’s); Florence, 1560, 1564 (Victorius’); Venice, 1572…  In noting these few we have not specified translations and commentaries.”
  These commentaries, helpful as they were in spreading the beginnings of a general aesthetic, were often truer to later Latin critics – Horace, Quintilian, and Cicero – than they were to the Greek philosopher.  “…the classical Renaissance is essentially Latin.  It is moral, rhetorical, Ciceronian.  Try as they might, the Italians could not be Greek.  Dante, in spirit a Roman, takes Virgil for his guide, and the Renaissance sees in Virgil the ideal poet.  So the commentators on the Poetics, though modern scholarship is heavily indebted to them, remained at heart Horatian.”

These Latin leanings are very important for music’s development, for they provided the emotional basis for much criticism in later centuries.  For though most commentators interpreted most of the Poetics accurately, the parts they misjudged were, for music, very important.  One critic whose work will appear later, Lodovico Castelvetro, was a good representative of the thoughts many Italian critics had on Aristotle.

“We can but lightly touch on a few aspects of his copious interpretation.  The Italians generally misunderstood Aristotle’s ‘imitation,’ confusing it with the Platonic notion, or associating it with Horace’s ‘Let your models be the writers of Greece’ – but substituting the writers of Rome.  Vida urges the budding poet to copy Virgil, to pillage the ancients.  Not so Castelvetro, who understands Aristotle almost as well as we do.

“The Italians generally adopted the Horatian formula that the end of poetry is to profit and delight…  As for Aristotle’s catharsis of fear and pity, they thought it, not a purge, but a purification, and expiatio or lustratio, tending to ennoble the spectator.  …  For Castelvetro the aim of tragedy is pleasure alone; he understands by catharsis an expulsion (scacciamento), considers it useful and moral, not pleasure-giving, and hence, opposing Aristotle, rejects it.”

In short, the Italians interpreted Aristotle through Platonic and Latin eyes, and where Aristotle was content to say something was acceptable because it was a healthful pleasure, the Plato-Horatian-Ciceronian filter rejected it.


This misread became a serious problem for music in later centuries, particularly because critics would use Aristotle’s often unparalleled authority to back up Platonic and Latin claims.
  Aristotle, for example, would probably have had no problem with instrumental music; it is pleasurable and poses no risks to emotional or physical health, and it is thus acceptable.  When instrumental music did come into its own in the 18th century, however, many critics had trouble even conceiving of how it ought be judged, since no moral judgment could be passed on a composition that did not have lyrics.

The Seventeenth Century:

The 16th century fusion of music with lyric and drama, opera, began to show signs of fatigue during the 17th century.  An avid public had made opera the most popular type of composition by far, and with so many composers working on the same genre, opera had all but lost its novelty by 1750.  In Italy, composers had to resort to artificial novelty, which, as usual, occurred in appeals to the lowest common denominator.  Displays of astounding technical skill crowded the stage with bombastic characters and unbelievable plots; the opera had turned into something more like a variety show.  Venetian operas, according to Lippman, contained

“complexity, confusion, and even incoherence of plot, together with numerous and highly varied roles.  The aria became longer and more prominent, sacrificing dramatic quality to purely musical values and to vocal display.  These developments stood in striking contrast to the dramatic simplicity and poetic quality of early librettos, and they were accompanied by a new aesthetic that made its appearance in the prefaces of Venetian librettos.  Instead of the serious emotional and moral effects sought for originally, the later aesthetic stressed the values of delight and astonishment…”

Italy’s new aesthetic of opera is one of the more striking examples of aesthetic theory following conventions in new music rather than dictating them – so striking, in fact, because it happened again before the century was up.  Composers quickly discovered that the aria contained plenty of room for musical experimentation, and they used up its potential just as quickly.  And, justifying their innovations, a new aesthetic followed.

“Recitative had lost its position as the foundation of the drama and was regarded as a necessary but potentially tiresome constituent.  Its place was taken by the aria, which was increasingly dedicated to purely musical pleasure and to virtuosity, whereas, originally, pieces defined by musical values had been admitted primarily to relieve the intensity or the impending monotony of dramatic recitation.  Thus, in response to a new purpose, operatic dramaturgy was completely transformed, and accompanying the transformation was a new aesthetic, which gradually gave way to a satirical and critical reaction.”

As usual, the new aesthetics met with great opposition on several fronts – the most cutting from Italy itself, since opera’s excesses had become “the chief concern of Italian writings in the field [of aesthetics],”
 but the more memorable opposition came from Germany and France.  French opposition in particular provides an important comparison between two musical styles at different points in their development.  The French had several complaints about Italian opera – it was too expensive, too extravagant, and perhaps too Italian
 – but most of the complaints made (save the opera’s Italian origin) were of elements of Italian opera that arose only after composers had begun to experiment and innovate.  The French operas were still very new; the genre did not exist in France before 1660, and when it arose, it was much like Italian opera in its younger, simpler days, before innovation led to great excess.  French librettist Pierre Perrin catalogued several of these excesses, and his list suggests strongly that the Italian composers were suffering from some sort of compositional ennui and looking for any way to innovate.

“The librettists of Italian opera, he states…[have] no special knowledge of how to write lines suitable for musical setting, and recitative is made unavoidable for them because of large amounts of dialogue and complexities of plot.  …  Italian singing, he continues, allows too many liberties, the ornaments are affected and too frequent, and the whole style has a vulgar effect.  …  Italian operas last six or seven hours, and a single number can contain fifty or sixty lines.  …  Italian librettos…make use of affected figures of speech and transpositions of syntax…  Finally [to top it off] castrati are horrible to women and laughable to men.”

 The castrati comment aside, Perrin noted, albeit inadvertently, what happens when professional composers have nothing new with which to experiment – they stretch available creative resources to an often absurd limit.  Shakespearean London did the very same thing with the English language; Scottish bagpipe music, with no real possibility for harmonic expansion, stretched the limits of ornamented melody.

Italian opera had done about all it could for the country’s musical appetite; composers needed something new.  They found it during the 18th century, and the Italian composers, after exhausting opera, were the first to develop a serious repertoire of instrumental music.

The Eighteenth Century:


The Italian debate over opera grew more intense during the 18th century, and the operatic nay-sayers of the time divide rather nicely into two distinct groups – those opposed to opera’s excesses, and those opposed to opera on principle.


For the latter, Aristotle’s heavy hand of influence once again spearheaded the attack.  Almost every treatise denouncing opera on principle used the Poetics as its foundation.  And almost every one ended up in contradiction, as he subjected a new art form to the standards for an old art form.  Giovanni Gravina’s Della tragedia, 1715, denounced opera heavily, but inevitably ran into the same contradictions.

“…[Gravina] follows the plan of Aristotle’s Poetics and adopts Aristotelian precepts….  Taking as his foundation the basic Aristotelian tenet that the chief purpose of the theater is moral improvement, Gravina examines the practices of his own time and finds them amoral or worse.  Ancient Greek tragedy…was set to music throughout.  It is not in this respect that opera goes wrong.  The trouble instead is that the nature of music has changed.  Ancient music, Gravina continues, made use of two distinct styles – one for soloists and the other for unison choruses.  These styles, however, did not resemble those of modern recitative and aria…  Ancient music was in general a means for projecting texts and for heightening their affective impact, while the music of opera is a decorative element that obscures the meaning of texts and weakens or contradicts the affective aim of the poet.”

“Gravina favors the strict observation of the three Aristotelian unities but admits the possibility of tragedies with happy endings.  He condemns plots relying too much on love and on unexpected events but accepts the untying of dramatic knots by a deus ex machina.
………………………………………………………………………………………………

Gravina is not really consistent.  Basically, he applies the standard of Greek tragedy to the evaluation of opera, but the disapproval that this entails is tempered by an acceptance of many practices of the early eighteenth century that stand in contradiction to the nature of ancient tragedy.”
  


Another critic, Lodovico A. Muratori, writing in 1706, denounced opera from Latin authorities as well as the Greek.

“Muratori complains…[that] the Italian theater has lost all hope of glory since opera has taken it over.  Citing Cicero, Quintilian, and Plutarch, Muratori asserts that the theatrical music of his time is effeminate and more calculated to corrupt the minds of the audience than to purge and improve them as ancient music did.  His criticism is really moral indignation…

“[Opera] will not achieve the goal of tragedy when it is sung according to present-day practices.
………………………………………………………………………………………………

Muratori finds fault with every feature, from arias – which are extraneous to the drama – to word repetition.
………………………………………………………………………………………………

The drama must imitate real behavior, and angry or grieving people, or those engaged in serious discussion, do not sing.  It is singing itself that is not acceptable.  Thus, it is not only operatic abuses that are criticized…but the fundamental convention of the genre.  …in refusing to accept the medium of song, Muratori is really saying, ‘I don’t like music,’ and then calling in reason and argument in support of an emotional reaction.”

Even such authors as Voltaire had the same leanings towards Aristotle’s standards for tragedy.

A few notable critics, however, understood well that opera and ancient tragedy were two very different things, though they may share several elements in common.  Perhaps the most amusing critique is from one Pier-Jacopo Martello, whose L’Impostore, a series of dialogues between the author and an Impostor, point out only the excesses of opera while giving due heed to the fact that opera’s unique elements should not be criticized because they are not Greek.

“The Impostor’s ‘poetics of opera’ is based fundamentally on an acceptance of the operatic status quo.  Opera should not be abolished or condemned, he believes, for it provides a salutary pleasure to the audience.  It should in any event be judged as a whole.  This whole, in the Impostor’s view, is dominated by music, which is the essence of opera, while poetry, far from being the primary concern, is really incidental, much like all the other components, outside music.”

Martello was a composer and librettist himself, and was thus in a unique position to judge opera’s excesses, those elements that composers kept nurturing in order to keep their audiences happy.  And audiences, in this case, were the problem.  “Marcello’s criticism of opera has its source not in a scholarly concern with dramatic theory but rather in firsthand knowledge of Venetian operatic practice.  Here there could be no doubt that the vociferous popular audience controlled the situation.  An enormous appetite for opera and an overriding desire for entertainment and for new works as much as dictated the quantity and quality of operatic production and indeed the very nature and constitution of the operas that were served up so rapidly.”

Martello’s critique, therefore, took the form of sound advice for composer and librettist, not simply a philosophic treatise.  Wrote Martello of the librettist,

“He should write the whole opera without any preconceived plan but rather proceed verse by verse.  For if the audience never understands the plot their attentiveness to the very end of the opera will be insured.  One thing any able modern librettist must strive for is frequently to have all characters of the piece on the stage at the same time, though nobody knows why.  They then may leave the stage, one by one, singing the usual canzonetta…

If it should furthermore be possible to introduce a scene in which some actors sit down and doze off while an attempt on their lives is being made (which they conveniently thwart by waking up in time), then one would have created something so extremely admirable as has never before been viewed on the Italian stage…”

Martello’s critique comes closest to diagnosing the problem with Italian opera during this century.  Audiences, so wrote he, were demanding more and more to keep from being bored, and composers succumbed to the demands.  He was right; but as for offering a solution, Martello’s advice to librettists and composers would certainly have corrected opera’s excesses, but it would not have solved the problem of boredom, both of the audience and the composer.  That solution – serious instrumental music – came on its own.

Not many aestheticians or critics considered the merits of music apart from text.  Text had been the primary reason for music for several centuries, and though instrumental music had existed for quite some time, it was hardly the established genre that opera had become.  By this point, in fact, it hardly existed – the leap from considering music as a partner with words to considering music alone was still considerably large.  Even those whose opinion of opera was very high had a hard time conceiving instrumental music aesthetically, since they were so used to judging the music from the standpoint of the text.  That, in fact, seemed to be the very problem – judging the proximity of music to text was easy, but judging music on its own was far more difficult.

German opera groupie Johann Mattheson had this very problem.  Mattheson was well acquainted with the opera and well-versed in musical aesthetics; in the span of 31 years he wrote four aesthetic treatises, each on a different kind of German music.  Mattheson understood opera well enough to judge it on its own terms, but he was at a loss for instrumental music.  “It is continually made explicit – Mattheson’s discussion of instrumental style in Der vollkommene Capellmeister is a prominent example – that instrumental melody must emulate vocal.  An aesthetic adequate to the peculiar properties of instrumental music was slow to develop.”
  No well-enough developed instrumental repertoire yet existed that would allow for the creation of a new aesthetic (Bach was composing at this time, but much of his instrumental works were not performed during his lifetime).

The music composed during these years reflects the preference and prevalence of works that used vocals – 1730 (about when Der vollkommene Capellmeister was written), Couperin and Porpora wrote a book of harpsichord works and an opera respectively; 1731, Bach, Handel, Porpora, Pergolesi, and C.P.E. Bach compose a total of three vocal works and two instrumental pieces; 1732, Vivaldi, Handel, Porpora, and Pergolesi compose seven works with vocals, six of them operas; 1733, Vivaldi, Rameau, Bach, Handel, Porpora, Arne, and Pergolesi compose nine vocal pieces to one instrumental piece.
  Handel, Vivaldi, Bach, and many others were still developing the fine points of an instrumental style, and until they did so, critiquing instrumental music was too unfamiliar to aestheticians.  As the instrumental repertoire grew, however, many philosophers and aestheticians would slowly forsake text, eventually exalting music alone as the greatest mode of expression.

The Nineteenth Century:


The music of the 19th century may be most appropriately characterized as the exploitation of music’s emotive content and its power to evoke emotions.  Several philosophers and composers gave voice to this idea; notable among the former was Arthur Schopenhauer, and the latter, Richard Wagner and Berlioz.  Their music is, to put it mildly, grandiose – full orchestra, full volume, and larger-than-life characters only found in mythology (hence Wagner’s consistent use of Germanic mythology for his operas).  Everything about this music is larger than life, and hardly subtle.  In Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique, for example, the hero (thought by many to be Berlioz himself), after an attempted suicide for fear his love has been unfaithful, dreams of his own execution.
  The music builds to an ear-splitting climax as he is led to the guillotine, and a brief sensual few measures are played as she looks upon his soon-to-be-detached head ere it rolls off his body and down a set of stairs in time to an ear-splitting pulse from the brass.  All of this is done, moreover, without words – the Fantastique is instrumental.


Compared to modern love songs, such intensity is excessive, perhaps.  But it had its justifications.  In previous centuries, music was too much dependent upon words to have a life of its own, until instrumental music began to flourish in the 18th century.  At this point, however, words began to take secondary, even irrelevant status to true music – not that they were unimportant, for no opera is successful without words.  The music of the 19th century was considered, however, as a language in itself, with its own way of expressing things, independent of and often superior to spoken language.  Composers and philosophers of the time tended to consider this subordination of text as the outcome of a more advanced music, music that expresses emotions which words fail.  Said Joseph Berlinger, one of the century’s philosophers and aestheticians, “why do I, foolish one, strive to melt words into tones?  It is never as I feel it.  Come, Thou musical strains, draw near and rescue me from this painful earthly striving for words….”
  Music with words simply didn’t express the grandiose conception people had of human nature – or rather, human nature’s potential – at the time, and they sought new ways to express that nature.


This idea should be distinguished, however, from the idea that music is merely a tool of expression for emotions, and specific emotions at that – i.e., the idea that a dirge should be played at a funeral simply because it makes people feel sad falls far short of the conception Schopenhauer and Wagner had for music.  Music did more than simply aid the feeling of certain emotions, it was the expressions of the very emotions themselves.
  In this sense music is far more than a mere tool; it is a language in itself, the language of human greatness.


Schopenhauer, to paraphrase and (perhaps) not over-simplify his philosophy, called this greatness the “Will.”  Nearly everything for Schopenhauer boils down to Will.  Consider, if you will, a tragic hero – he rises, he slips, he falls, but he is somehow not less great as he falls.  His true nature, said Schopenhauer, is one of autonomous decision, be that decision devastating or salvific.  This idea is so much more than, say, Armenian Free Will; Schopenhauer’s man does more than simply make decisions – his autonomous decision-making is what constitutes his true self.  Armenian Free Will states that the purpose of free will is to allow men to choose God; for Schopenhauer, choice itself is what is important, not the thing chosen.  The idea has many consequences for how man views himself, not the least of which is increased autonomy from authority and, as seen in the music, a much grander conception of man that exalts even his destructive choices.


Music, hand in hand, became more about the journey than the destination back to tonic.  The music’s unifying effect is barely the tonal center.  Wrote Schopenhauer,

“Now the nature of man consists in the fact that his will strives, is satisfied, strives anew, and so on and on; in fact his happiness and well-being consist only in the transition from desire to satisfaction, and from this to a fresh desire…  Thus, corresponding to this, the nature of melody is a constant digresson and deviation from the tonic in a thousand ways, not only to the harmonious intervals, the third and dominant but to every tone…to the extreme intervals…”


The quintessential composer of this kind was, of course, Richard Wagner.  Any attentive listener will immediately distinguish between Wagner and, say, Bach or Mozart; in the latter, the notes wander from the tonic like schoolchildren on a school day – a set time, set schedule, and it is quite easy to determine when they will arrive back home.  In the former, notes meander through various keys like a group of drunk frat boys, wandering aimlessly through town every which way until they arrive at some unknown time back home and collapse in the early morning on the front porch.  Wagner’s ideas were very close to Schopenhauer’s, and they evolved along with his music the more he studied and read.  He knew music was a grandiose expression of human emotion, but it took him some time studying Beethoven ere he fully conceptualized what this meant for his music.  In the end, music became, if one could mesh Wagner and Schopenhauer together, the language of the Will, or the language of human emotion (a near equivalent, at least, to Will)
 itself.

“The Paris essays of 1840 and 1841 describe music as a unique experience which cannot be conveyed in words.  Interpretive stories only direct us to an essence which remains inherently untranslatable.  Absolute music does not deal with human emotions but with a suprahuman realm of elemental feelings.

“These insights are later more detailed and deeper.  The 1857 essay on Liszt contains early evidence of the contact with Schopenhauer.  Music presents the essence of all ideas.  It is the best medium for those intuitions impossible to express in language…  In 1860, in the middle of an operatic treatise, we read that music is an absolutely autonomous language, fundamentally different in character from conceptual thought but in no way inferior in force or in subtlety.

“In the Beethoven essay of 1870…music stands far removed from the other arts: it presents the inner core of all phenomena….  In contrast to the waking world of light, the world of sound is a dream world, unknown to the waking consciousness except in the form of an allegory – a manifest dream.  The other arts arise from the contemplation of phenomena, but music has its origin in the cry, the direct emotional expression.”


These ideas are not exactly easy to grasp, nor do they seem entirely coherent to the average Hillsdale listener, but the basic progression of Wagner’s thought is very important.  Wagner was further and further divorcing music from specific human emotions and events, placing it closer to where Plato might have placed it.  Wagner’s conception of music is, of course, several worlds apart from Plato’s; among other things, the former gradually embraced the idea that music is greater than specific human expression of emotion, for it is emotional expression itself.  The latter tended to reject music for this very reason, since music, having the power to alter the emotions, could make men love (or hate) almost anything, and perhaps make them love vice and hate the state.


It is too simplistic, therefore, to say that Wagner came full-circle in his understanding of music, but some small parallels exist.  The compositions corresponding to this developing aesthetic made greater use of timbre – the subtleties of sound that result from mixing various orchestral instruments and volume – a force that had yet to be fully exploited.

“Following the 1830 debut of Berlioz’s radical Symphonie Fantastique, composers increasingly paid attention to orchestral textures and effects.  By the end of the century, they had learned to mix the sounds of instruments with such virtuosity that timbre became an important organizing force in music, so much so that a return to a particular timbre could have as strong an effect as a return to a previous key.  Revolutionaries like Wagner and Mahler took to writing almost exclusively for orchestra so that abundant timbral resources would always be available.”

The shift of focus to timbre gave tonal music further room to expand and composers further room to innovate.  Though 18th and 19th century music still shared a tonal basis, the bases for the development of each were very, very different, as any brief listening will show.  Says Jourdain, “a century earlier, Mozart’s music was filled with harmonic excursions packed into self-contained eight-bar periods; an entire movement of a sonata might sail by without ever venturing into a second key.  But by the late nineteenth century, Wagner would prolong harmonic resolutions for entire acts of his operas in seemingly endless modulations from key to key, against only the faintest hints of a tonal center.”
  Once again, innovation had brought into being a new style of music.
The Twentieth Century: 

Twentieth century music may be roughly grouped into a single category for the layman, that group of compositions that sound at best out of tune and at worst appalling.  Once again, composers had broken out of previous molds and striven for something new.  This time, however, they seemed to be hitting a major wall.  Tonality was close to exhaustion, and nothing really innovative or new could come of it, at least not on the scale of the innovations of previous centuries – purely instrumental music, or the power of changes in timbre.  20th century composer Claude Debussy “saw that the many harmonic styles of European music are but minor variations on an underlying mindset, that further innovation called for a leap to a radically different harmonic paradigm.”  During a trip to France in 1889, he encountered a large group of instruments from the Pacific Isles, whose music was based on rules very, very different from tonality, and in him sparked “affirmation of an idea: that our minds can make sense of, and be pleased by, chord progressions that sound entirely dissonant within the confines of traditional Western harmony.”

That basic premise, that the human mind can understand music that doesn’t operate upon the rules that western music had followed for the past millennium, was, more or less, the justification for most of the music birthed in the 20th century.  And the premise is true; though many cultures, primitive and advanced, share several commonalities in the scales that create their music, no clear pattern of any “natural” scale appears anywhere.  “A true Pythagorean [Western] scale is hardly ever used anywhere on the globe.  If it truly reflects properties of our auditory systems, this scale should frequently appear among traditional, pre-technological cultures.  But just the opposite is the case.”
  Logically, then, 20th century composers should have been able to construct different systems of ordering tones that, with practice, devoted listeners could understand.

Their efforts, however, were somewhat less than successful.  They were not a total failure, to be sure; but the public acceptance was far less, and still is far less, than it was in the past, indicating some sort of departure point for composers that their public could not cross.  So said Jourdain,

“Prior to the twentieth century, every generation of composers would invent new harmonic devices, would integrate them with the old, and would develop a new sound in the music of their time, a sound that the public would eagerly embrace after some initial resistance.  In the twentieth century, composers have done the same, sometimes augmenting traditional tonality, sometimes fleeing to atonality.  But after decades of dutiful performance of their works, audiences have yet to embrace the new harmonies as they have in the past.”

The less-than-spectacular reaction of the public spawned various counter movements, suggesting a desire for a return to that old-time tonality.  Prominent among these was the Neue Sachlichkeit, or musical objectivism, which expressed “dissatisfaction with experimentation and the need, which became pressing in the 1920s, for some kind of stability of style.”
  One such objectivist, Hanns Eisler, characterized the Neue composer: he “gets no satisfaction from writing one work after another merely for the sake of writing; he aspires to something vital, vital ‘because it concerns everyone, and consequently is a vital part of everyone, and he is fed up with helping a few gourmets to procure increasingly esoteric pleasures.’”


Eisler’s characterization of atonal composers is somewhat unfair; most were not trying to create something new at any cost, sacrificing art and what they might have thought was an inferior listening audience.  On the contrary, Schoenberg, one of the 20th century’s greatest atonal composers, “ironically saw himself as a conservative, not as the bomb-thrower he is often taken for.  He believed that traditional harmony had to be replaced if music was to continue to evolve.”
  These men thought about music in the same way that previous innovators did when they made the leap from vocal to instrumental, or from harmonic progression to timbral accentuation.

The leap, however, was considerably larger than the listening public could handle, and hence the backlash.  20th century music then split into two general categories, those that forged ahead with the atonal exploration, and those who returned to some sort of tonal system.  “The two tendencies were indeed a preliminary form of the polarity of Schonberg and Stravinsky that become so prominent in the next decades.”
  Schonberg is extremely difficult for the average person to comprehend audially, but most anyone can follow Stravinsky.
Two Thousand Years of Tonal Conditioning


What is a good audience?

Two thousand years of musical innovation produced quite a few varieties of music, and for almost each variety a new aesthetic arose that sought to explain how those who had followed the new variety heard and understood the music.  The 20th century, of course, is the major exception, which implies that there might be some sort of limit to how far composers can innovate, that as soon as they step outside the boundaries of tonal harmony, they lose their audience.


In the short term, that assertion is true – human beings trained since birth to understand tonal harmony do not usually understand other forms of musical organization.  Studies in neurophysiology, however, suggest that the brain is far more agile and plastic than usually assumed, and therefore that a good audience is primarily the result of good conditioning.  Most of this conditioning begins from birth and is extremely difficult to reverse, but the ability of the brain to comprehend nearly any ordered system of sound suggests that many of the atonal composers were right – the human mind can comprehend and be pleased by other musical systems besides tonality.
Audience Construction

Thomas Czerner, M.D., made an interesting observation regarding the neurology of language from studies involving Japanese babies.

“Adults raised in Japan, even those who have learned to speak English very well, are unable to hear any difference at all between the sounds of the letters r and l.  No matter how carefully one enunciates them, the words rake and lake are indistinguishable.  Yet, until the age of about one year, Japanese infants distinguish the r and l as separate sounds quite easily.  After several repetitions of the word rake, six- and ten-month-old Japanese babies will grow bored and ignore the speaker, but they respond as if to a new stimulus when the word lake is interjected in the series.  After one year of age, once they begin to babble, babies growing up in Japan are no longer able to make that distinction nor can they produce the separate sounds of r and l.”

Human beings learn to hear and, more importantly, not hear sounds that the budding brain determines are important and unimportant respectively.  Neurologists know less about the brain’s musical processing pathways than they do about the linguistic pathways, but what they do know strongly resembles the linguistic pathways in several important ways.  Take, for example, the musical systems of cultures very distant from the tonal west.  “[Tonality] is a learned inevitability that we experience, for the harmonic systems of distant cultures can sound just as inevitable to other peoples even though such sounds clash in our ears.”
  Composer and author Robert Jourdain noted three different types of dissonance that affects the human brain.  The first two, “critical-band dissonance” and “beating dissonance” occur when sound waves cross each other in certain ways in the human ear.  There’s not much, he writes, that one can do about these types of dissonance, which seem to be dictated by the laws of physics.  The third type, however, seems to be culturally ingrained.
“…structural dissonance is another matter altogether.  It varies greatly by the listener’s acculturation and formal training.  If a composer can find a new way of structuring chord progressions, one chord may resolve to another in what is blissful consonance for that system, although the same progression is deemed dissonant in traditional harmony.  But only someone versed in the different harmony will hear it that way.”


The brain, therefore, with a few limitations, can learn to decipher many more musical intervals than it is typically given credit for.  Indeed, even a cursory history of western music will show that standards pertaining to consonance and dissonance have changed drastically since the days of Gregorian chant.  In that early period, the third was considered a dissonance, whereas tonality would never have developed without the third.  “Somehow we’ve learned to overlook a level of dissonance that Renaissance ears could not bear.”


Harmony as well as certain types of dissonance must be learned.  When discussing small children, Jourdain wrote,

“Although most of us master relative pitch, it is a hard-won skill.  A pre-schooler learns to handle melodic contour and simple meter fairly well, but has little sense of harmonic relations until about the age of five.  Prior to that age, a child will constantly shift key while singing a favorite tune, quite unaware of the resulting cacophony.  Studies show that while young children can detect key changes, they lack all sense of near and far keys – that is, of relative consonance and dissonance.  This understanding does not set in until seven or eight; it’s around this age that children begin to discriminate between major and minor keys.  By ten a child can follow two parallel voices, and is able to recognize cadences.  Full harmonic comprehension begins only at about the age of twelve, if ever.”

That “if ever” is no joke.  Certainly many other, more ingrained and more essential processes of the human brain than tonal comprehension are able to disappear entirely if they are not stimulated at the proper age.  Consider, for example, the human fetal brain:
“During human fetal development, brain cells are created and assigned general jobs.  After birth, a second wave of structural changes occurs as an enormous number of connections, called synapses, are made between brain cells.  Between birth and about eight months of age, the number of connections skyrockets from about 50 trillion to 1,000 trillion.  This vast overproduction of connections, enough to ensure that the brain can adapt to any environment it finds itself in, then starts to dwindle.  Connections not reinforced by what the baby is experiencing in its world – voices, sights, smells, touch – shrink and perish.  Left behind are brain cells that form ‘maps’ – a kind of biological integrated circuit – of those experiences.”

In other words, cells that don’t put up are shut up – the body literally starves them, and they die off.  “Sensory experience is essential for teaching brain cells their jobs, and after a certain critical period, brain cells lose the opportunity to learn those jobs.  That failure to learn is well known in real life.  Even if a person’s brain is perfect, if it does not process visual experiences by the age of two, the person will not be able to see, and if it does not hear words by age ten, the person will never learn a language.”


The development of the human brain and the senses, therefore, suggests that much of what western ears consider normal must be implanted through several years of early acculturation.

Atonal Music and Practiced Audiences

The previous observations seem to spell death for the latest leap in musical development, the atonal compositions of 20th century composers.  For most of the western world, this is true; no amount of monotonous repetition will train their brain to understand what is going on within the composition.  The problem is compounded for atonal compositions.  These pieces “discard tonal centers entirely.  There are a number of approaches, but the basic objective is that every note of the twelve-step chromatic scale should be repeated as often as every other.  This undermines the probability relations of classical tonality, where the first and fifth scale notes are heard often and the non-diatonic tones hardly at all.”
  In other words, tonal pieces adhere to a set of external conventions, which the human brain picks up by listening to tonal repertoire.  No one atonal piece has to share the same conventions as any other, however, which means that no amount of listening to atonal repertoire will generate anywhere near the kind of understanding that an equal amount of listening to tonal music would generate.  The conventions of atonal music are specific to each piece, and many that govern the structure of the piece are found within the piece itself, and nowhere else.  Unless a listener is able to grasp at a single listening the internal conventions of an atonal piece, he is likely to be utterly lost unless he also studies the given piece at length.

This type of listening audience is exactly the kind usually found supporting, discussing, and enjoying atonal music, incidentally.  Avid proponents of atonal music fall, on average, into two categories – those who teach and study it as a profession, and those with perfect audial recall.  The former are paid to understand it, obviously, but usually find that they enjoy any particular composition once they understand it (I’ve had the same experience after several hours of studying a particular piece).  The latter need very little study to understand what is going on, and it is no accident that a substantial portion of the population of amateur atonal music lovers have perfect audial recall, and many perfect pitch as well.  Several atonal composers, in fact, were blessed with this gift; Anton Webern, one of the more difficult atonal composers from the standpoint of the average listener, said once that his music wasn’t difficult if one had perfect pitch and perfect recall.  The statement is somewhat amusing, since most people do not have those gifts, but Webern was quite correct.  Listening to his music requires a different type of audience.

Good Music and Good Listeners

It doesn’t make a lot of sense to talk about the specifics of a certain type of music without reference to the audience that is understanding and listening to it.  Several things may be said, however, about the relationship of the audience to the music, and it is the quality of this relationship that makes for good music and provides the standards by which good music must be judged.

What exactly is understanding?  If a particular audience understands a piece of music, they should be, with a greater or lesser degree of accuracy, able to be surprised and taken aback if the music makes a sudden break with convention.
  The conventions of a particular type of music, in other words, must be enough ingrained in the listeners that they react in some way when they are broken.


The best example of this kind of relationship is doubtless the notorious riots of 1913, when Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring” deeply offended audiences with its jarring dissonance and treatment of harmony.  In later years, Stravinsky’s music was recognized for the separate category it had become, but at the time, the only definition that could be applied to it was “wrong.”  This brings up an important point – the definition of a particular piece of music may well change as it is discovered to fit into different categories as they arise.  Only time will tell if the piece eventually remains stable in a certain category, which means, of course, that a relatively stable group of people must enjoy the music and continue listening to it.

Good music, therefore, must have a healthy following of listeners who have a vested interest in keeping the music alive.  This vested interest is almost always enjoyment; even those proponents of atonal music without perfect audial recall will attest to the marked enjoyment that comes from understanding a particular piece after long periods of study.  Using this definition, one may easily distinguish the marathon-operas of Wagner from the variety operas of the early 18th century.  Certain audiences today keep Wagner alive because they like his music, whereas the 18th century variety operas were kept alive because audiences were growing bored with established conventions.  Wagner, of course, could easily grow boring if he were the only listening choice for a number of years, but he has survived when audiences have had many other choices, whereas the variety operas have fared worse.  Many people were and are interested in the music of Wagner; not as many were interested in the music of the variety opera as they were in the alternate entertainment it provided.

One might quickly point out that this definition allows for all sorts of what are usually considered musical perversions; the popularity of Eminem’s vulgarity, according to this definition, might make it good music.  Theoretically, this is quite true – the difference between good music, bad music, and perverse music becomes only a matter of degree, not of kind.  History suggests, however, that music that survives more than a few decades must have enough good elements to make it worthwhile for an audience to keep it alive, even if only for study.  Eminem’s music provides a good example, since it is usually his profanity-ridden lyrics that modern musical reformers refer to when decrying the decline of popular music.  There are several reasons for not listening to Eminem – the morality he espouses, his profanity, and his bleak and hateful and murderous outlook on life, but enough people are listening to him to suggest that something in his rap is attracting an audience.  And, as any Eminem fan will tell you, that “something” is his lyrical skill.  Say what you will about Eminem, but for all his other faults, and they are many and great, his lyrics are incredibly skillful within the conventions of rap.  Rap’s roots grow out of lyrical improvisation, much like the musical improvisation that gave rise to several musical genres that are firmly established today, and Eminem’s improvisation far outstrips much of his competition.

This, however, is not in and of itself a sufficiently good reason to listen to Eminem.  One might ask, in fact, whether any level of skill in offensive music is sufficient reason to try to understand it.  Thankfully, however, I don’t have to answer that question.  The single most important reason to listen to a particular kind of music is enjoyment, for enjoyment, in the end, is what determines the canon of good music.  The conflict between offensive yet skillful music only becomes serious when one suggests that music should be understood for its musical merits alone, regardless of its moral content.  It should not, and historically, it is not.  The music that survives is the music that gives pleasure to an audience because of particular aspects of its musicality.  Music that provides enjoyment because it is shocking, lewd, or forbidden dies out as new methods of shock and new kinds of forbidden pleasure arrive – and with such pleasures, since boredom is quick to set in, newer is generally better.

How, then, does one judge if music will stand the test of time?  Theoretically, it may be possible to determine Eminem’s audience, meet with them, determine what they listen to and enjoy about his music, and test their claims against his composition.  In the end, however, a far easier and healthier method is to simply wait – the desire for newer and stronger vulgarities in those listeners who seek out Eminem for his vulgarity will eventually find other sources, and he will be left with whoever regards him as musically gifted, if anyone regards him in that way at all.  In the meantime, one’s best bet for finding good music is to listen to what gives pleasure.  That is what determines musical conventions, that is what makes an understanding audience, and that is what makes music stand the test of time.
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