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~ SOUE THOUGHTS ON MUSIC
/ have never had much patience with people who say: "I don't like classical music
don't understand it." This attitude
be a dodge to avoid making a
commitment to music; a commitment not so
very difficult to keep and one which will give
infinite pleasure as well as enrichment. I am
not at all sure that I "understand" music or
whether any human being can undersatand it.
Of course anyone who wants can learn music
theory or study sounds, vibrations, all the
theories found in physics, but even then he
will not necessarily understand music and
perhaps not at all. By the same token can we
understand painting or poetry? My feeling is
simple: anyone who loves music and would
like to love classical music can. The field is so
vast and varied.

music continued to grow and I have never
looked back, but rather in all directions for increased musical knowledge and experience.
So what happened to me could happen to
anyone, although the means might well be
very different. This is a time of widespread opportunities for contact with all kinds of music,
many more than when I was young.

I can hear someone ask: "Yes, but what is
classical music and how would you define it?"
It is not my intention here to write a definition; I leave that to other more qualified persons. Indeed, at the present time with so many"crossover artists”i and works a definition is
extremely difficult if not impossible to come
by. I propose to discuss several works which
have traditionally been considered as classical;
that is serious in content or intent.
I come from a musical family, I suppose.
My mother's side was especially musically inclined. An uncle sang in the opera, two aunts
played the piano, one the organ also, and my
mother too, played the piano, both with music
and by ear. When J was a child, family gatherings always included music making in which
all or almost all participated in some way.
Usually there was singing of some of those
songs from a corpus known as "old favorites".
There were popular songs and some classical
ones, hut the emphasis was on songs everyone
knew. I suppose that gave me an advantage,
but I'm not sure. Such activities were taken for
granted and the importance was in the
pleasure of participation.
An intense interest in classical musicopera, really-came about in rather an odd way.
When I was about thirteen years old and in
Grade 8, I was interested, though not very
talented, in drawing. It was really copying. In
the classroom cupboard were four books,
published by the Metropolitan Opera, part of a
series of twelve. Each one told the story of an
opera complete with drawings and musical illustrations. Verdi's Aida was the one which
captured my interest. But I think much of the
credit for my interest in music goes to my
teacher of that year, a woman of formidable
reputation, but a very wise one, who probably
realised the latent love of music was there,
stronger than the love of art. After all, we lived in a very small town where everyone knew
everyone else and the woman had had many
years of teaching experience there. So that
contact with opera was the start; the love of
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My love of musk has always been both
catholic and personal. Although I value and
appreciate the "Three B's of Music"^, I have
never given them constant and unswerving
devotion to the detriment of other composers.
In fact, if asked to name the "Three B's of
Music", I might very well answer quite
seriously: Berlioz, Borodin and Barber. Not
that my three are greater than the traditional
three, but I find meaning, beauty and pleasure
to a great degree in the latter three without
denying the importance or worth of the
former. And I consider Berlioz one of the
great composers (and a long ignored and
misunderstood one) in the history of Western
Music.

Building on what Beethoven and others
had developed,. Hector Berlioz created the
modem symphony orchestra with all its power
and colour. He was a supreme craftsman and
orchestrator, initiating many effects used by
later composers. Take as an example the
famous ^y**tphnnie ^ntyiftigue. first performed in 1830- that year of flamboyant Romanticism in France. Listen if possible to the recording conducted by Norrington and London
Classical Players using period
instruments.
Listen especially to the third movement: Seine
aux champs with its woodwind colour, the use
of space and distance for effect. Experience the
vague feeling of loneliness and the lowering
threat at the end. Or consider the last movement with the theme of the Dies Irae^ with a
witch's dance superimposed. Two very different musical expressions at the same time; an
effect to he often exploited by modem composers. Of course there is the fourth movement: March to the Scafold (Marche au supplice). Think of its influence on Richard
Strauss' tone poem JM Fulenspiegel or Ralph
Vaughan Williams' similar treatment in his
Morality JM
叉 Progresi where the
hero is led to prison in Vanity Fair. These two
examples come readily to mind; there are
others. Or consider Berlioz, melodies; how
long they are, how strange, unique, undulating,
surging and rolling like the ocean at times or
welling up with feeling. No one before had ever
written melodies like that. One of my favourite
effects in Berlioz is his use of pizzkatd^on the
double bass to express the throbbing of the
heart with passion or love; or both. The
supreme example perhaps comes from that
amazing Act IV of LesJhanetti (The Trojans)
in the love music for Dido and Aeneas. Many
other examples could be given to illustrate
Berlioz' skill, but that is not really necessary;
just listen.

Perhaps the most surprising thing about
my attitude toward Berlioz is that although I
consider him to be one of my favourite composers (I don't have just one), there are very
Jew works of his that I have liked on first hearing. This brings me to another aspect of music
listening that I would like to pass on, one
which of course can apply to poetry, novels,
painting-all works of art. Often the works
which I liked immediately I became tired of;
sometimes quite soon. But the works which I
did not like or was indifferent to I have come
to like very much and I have often wondered
why it was that it took me so long to come to
like them. If this phenomenon has happened to
you, I urge you to return periodically to your
neglected or despised works and see what
change may have taken place. After all, you
have changed, had more experience and are in
a different frame of mind from the last time
you listened to the work. With me it is the
feeling that if some work is considered important, beautiful, significant, it must have some
quality that I am missing; something that
other people have found. So I return to this

work at various times. Sometimes I come to
like or appreciate the piece, but not always.
There are of course other reasons, external
ones if you like, for coining to love a musical
work. Let me give another example from
Berlioz: Some years ago I sang in what I
believe was the first Mid-West (U.S.A.) performance of ihe Grande M&SSS Jsi MortS (Requiem). With the exception of the "Sanctus"
movement which has a tenor solo, the rest of
the work is entirely for chorus and orchestra.
We rehearsed from September to December
and perfomed it in a gymnasium, the only
place big enough. The work is big-enormous;
one of the largest works of music ever conceived. In addition to the large orchestral and
vocal forces, there are four brass bands which
are supposed to be placed in the four comers of
the church or performance hall to represent
the four comers of heaven. During the section
dealing with the Last Judgment, everything
goes off at once, including the brass bands and
eight pairs of tympany. I shall never forget the
feeling and the sound. It was not really loud,
not where I was standing, but I felt that I was
cut off from the audience by a wall of sound
which lasted as long as the tympany did. I have
never had that feeling in any other work, nor
do I think that it can be experienced from
recordings, even on CD with the best equipment; the work is just too large in conception.
Take as a contrast to Berlioz another
favourite composer of mine: George Friderick
Handel. Now I do not mean the Handel of
Messiah, fame. Granted M^^mb “ a great
work, but unfortunately most people know
only this choral work and are ignorant of the
some twenty-five other oratorios and about
forty operas he wrote, as well as a mass of
other vocal and instrumental music. In passing, let me say thatLlAUegUL iLPettserniQ ^
“Vd丄粉产is arguably my best-loved Handel
work, one J should never want to be without.
However, what I want to consider here is
Handel's dramatic skill, obviously on a more
limited scale than that of Berlioz, but no less
effective or dramatic. Of course part of the difficulty in listening to works of the past, and it
becomes more difficult the farther into the
past you go, is to listen to them with the same
ears and attitudes and musical experiences of
the people of the time the music was written.
Naturally it is impossible to do this completely,
but one should be aware of the composer's intent and try not to judge the results by modem
standards. It has become easier in the world of
today where so many performances and recordings strive for authenticity in performance,
voice production and instruments-all
with
varying degrees of success. Let us look at some
aspects of Handel opera.

"Opera Seria" was what Handel wrote,
and trying to describe it simply is very difficult. It was part aria, part recitative^, part instrumental and greatly virtuosity: great feats
of vocal acrobatics. The stories were often silly or almost non-existent, often with the
wrong people in love with one another for
three acts who had to be sorted out at the end,
or villains who had to be defeated at the final
curtain. Often these operas combined both
aspects. It was during the recitative that all the
action took place, while the arias were points
of rest and reflections on states of mind such as
love, jealousy or bravery. The usual form of
the aria was ABA; that is, a melody was sung
(A), then a contrasting second section (B), then
the first melody was sung again (A), but this
time sung with all kinds of ornamentation and
embellishment. It was for this display that people went to the opera in the London of
Handel's day and elsewhere in Europe, and it
was for this that singers were paid fantastic
salaries similar to those paid to pop or rock
stars of today. In this static framework of
"Opera Seria" Handel was able to create music
not only beautiful hut dramatically appropriate. Listen to A 飢 one of the "magic"

resistibly sensuous sound. If the aria is well
performed the listener can no more resist her
appeal than can Caesar; that is Handel's intent
and how well he achieves it. One last example
is taken from flerculeSr an opera in English;
"Opera Seria" was sung in Italian. Late in the
work Dejanira, the heroine, has caused the
death of Hercules and goes mad, a state common to many operatic heroines. What she
sings in her madness is called "Recitative accompagnato", really recitative with orchestral
accompaniment; but it is a strange mixture
which the critic Winton Dean calls "a throughcomposed compound of recitative and aria,
obeying no formal law except that of its unique context..." There is nothing else quite like
it in Handel or anywhere. Examples could be
multiplied, but the point, I think, has been
made. With limited musical means Handel
showed himself to be a composer of outstanding talent and ability. No matter how poor
the words and situations that he had to work
with, he in each situation came up with vocal
and instrumental gems of genius.
、
Certainly I could go on for a long time
discussing and analysing works I know and
love, but I am not sure of the value of doing
so. For most of us music must be heard to be
appreciated and enjoyed; very few of us can
read a musical score and hear the sounds in our
heads. There are so many kinds of music that
surely there is something for everyone's taste
and interest. My first and great love is opera, I
assume a minority interest considering the
many instrumental forms and their popularity,
but one which for me includes everything:
singing, instrumental playing, often dance,
scenery and acting: total theatre. What more
could I ask for? But everyone must find the
music which he likes. So when you find it,
listen to it, love it, study it and cherish it
forever. Your life will be infinitely enriched.
So oftgn Shakespeare says it best:

operas; listen to any of the thirty-three arias,
choruses or the one concerted number: a trio,
and you will find not one musically weak
piece; and you will find beautiful and dramatic
ones, including every one. Handel can do this
with quite simple means: often with just strings or just harpsichord and cello. Over and
over again you are struck by the sheer beauty
of the music and at the same time by the appositeness to the situation. Take as an example
from Alcina the famous "Verdi prati". The
hero sings of the beauty of the fields and woods
of Alcina's magic kingdom, but knows that
this perfection will not last. The simple but
wistful melody is repeated several times; so the
thoughts of the hero will return over and over
again in his mind to this beauty when it has
disappeared. Nothing simpler to imagine
perhaps; nothing more magical than Handel's
music.
Or take the example in CAulin Cp^ar^
(Julius Caesar) in which Cleopatra succeeds in
winning the Roman general to love. Handel
uses a small orchestra within the orchestra to
accompany her singing . The instruments are
strings with oboes added to create an ir-

The man that hath no music in himself.
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet
sounds,
Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils;
The motions of his spirit are dull as
night!
And his affections dark as Erebus.
Let no such man be trusted.
Footnotes
/.
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Artists known primarily

for popular

music who sing

classical music or ones known for classical who sing
popular

music. Linda Rondstadt

might be a good ex-

ample of the first and Kiri Te Kanawa
the second.

On example of
'.、二

2. Bach, Beethoven and Brahms. For many years
works were the foundation of any concert series.
the situation is somewhat changed. Many people
sidered these three men id be somehow a "holy
theon' of music; cf. Rodgers and Mart's song
On Ynuj Tne^- "Bach, Beethoven a^
Brahms".
3. Instruments

either dating from

or ones reconstructed
Perforrmnees

their
Now
conpanfrom

the time of the music

to sound

and look the same.

on these instruments

are very

popular

today,
4.

"Day

of Wrath ^： traditional

Requiem

melody taken from

the

Mass for thg dead.

5. v4 direction for string players to pluck, the strings instead of

bowing.

6. A rapid kind
many words
recitative was
(or both) and
recitative"or

of music, imitating speech, often with
on the same note. In Opera Seria
accompam^
by a harpsichord or organ
a cello. This is what is known as "secco
"dry"recitative.
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