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Unit One
LTrson

What to Listen for in Music
Aaron Copland*

We all listen to music according to our separate capabilities. But, for the sake
of analysis, the whole listening process may become clearer if we break it up into its
component parts, so to speak. In a certain sense we all listen to music on three
separate planes. For lack of a better terminology, one might name these: (1) the
sensuous plane, (2) the expressive plane, (3) the sheerly musical plane. The only
advantage to be gained from mechanically splitting up the listening process into
these hypothetical planes is the clearer view to be had of the way in which we listen.

The simplest way of listening to music is to listen for the sheer pleasure of the
musical sound itself. That is the sensuous plane. It is the plane on which we hear
music without thinking, without considering it in any way. One turns on the radio
while doing something else and absentmindedly bathes in the sound. A kind of
brainless but attractive state of mind is
engendered by the mere sound appeal of the
music.

terminology / t3:mi'nolod3/ n. a system of
words used to name things in a particular disci-
pline

sensuous /'senfuas / a. giving pleasure to the
mind or body through the senses

sheerly /[isl// adv. entirely, completely, utterly
engender /in'dzends/ v. a. call forth; produce;
create b. make children

You may be sitting in a room, reading this
(essay). Imagine one note struck on the piano.

Immediately that one note is enough to change
the room proving that the sound element in
music is a powerful and mysterious agent,
which it would be foolish to deride or belittle.

The surprising thing is that many people
who consider
lovers abuse that plane of listening. They go to
concerts in order to loose themselves. They use
music as a consolation or an escape. They enter
an ideal world where one doesn’t have to think
of the realities of everyday life. Of course they

themselves qualified music

)

E

appeal /5'pi:l/ n. attractiveness that interests or
pleases or stimulates sb.

agent /'erdzont/ n. a. an active and efficient
cause; capable of producing a certain effect b. a
substance that exerts some force or effect

deride /di'raid/ v. treat or speak of with contempt
belittle /br'lital/ v. a. express a negative opinion
of b. lessen the authority, dignity, or reputation
of

abuse /5'bju:z, a'bju:s/ v. a. change the inherent
purpose or function of something b. use wrong-
ly or improperly or excessively

loose /lu:s/ v. a. grant freedom to; free from con-
finement b. turn loose or free from restraint
consolation / konsa'letfon/ n. a. the comfort you
feel when consoled in times of disappointment b.
the act of consoling; giving relief in affliction
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aren’ t thinking about the music either.
Music allows them to leave it, and they go
off to a place to dream, dreaming because
of and apropos of the music yet never
quite listening to it.

Yes, the sound appeal of music is a
potent and primitive force, but you must
not allow it to use up a disproportionate
share of your interest. The sensuous plane
is an important one in music, a very
important one, but it does not constitute
the whole story.

There is no need to digress further on
the sensuous plane. Its appeal to every
normal human being is self-evident. There
is, however, such a thing as becoming

apropos of / &pra'pav/ of an appropriate or pertinent
nature; concerning

disproportionate / dispra'po:fonit/ adj. out of propor-
tion, not proportionate

digress /dar'gres/ v. a. especially from the main subject
of attention or course of argument in writing, thinking,
or speaking b.wander from a direct or straight course
self-evident /'self evidont/ adj. so obvious that there is
no need for proof or explanation

commensurate /ko'menfor1t/ a. corresponding in size
or degree or extent

integral /'mtigral/ a. a. existing as an essential constituent
or characteristic b. constituting the undiminished entire-
ty; lacking nothing essential especially not damaged
tread /tred/ v. put down or press the foot, place the
foot

controversial / kontra'v3:fol/ adj. causing a lot of dis-
agreement, because many people have strong opinions
about the subject being discussed

shy away v. p. to avoid doing sth because you are not
confident enough or you are worried or nervous about it
proclaim /pro'kletm/ v. a. declare formally; declare
someone to be something; b. state or announce
intransigent /m'traensidzont/ adj. unwilling to change
your ideas or behaviour in a way that seems unreason-
able

more sensitive to the different kinds of

sound stuff as used by various composers. For all composers do not use that sound
stuff in the same way. Don’ t get the idea that the value of music is commensurate
with its sensuous appeal or that the loveliest sounding music is made by the greatest
composer. If that were so, Ravel* would be a greater composer than Beethoven*.
The point is that the sound element varies with each composer, that his usage of
sound forms an integral part of his style and must be taken into account when
listening. The reader can see, therefore, that a more conscious approach is valuable

even on this primary plane of music listening.

The second plane on which music exists is what I have called the expressive
one. Here, immediately, we tread on controversial ground. Composers have a way of
shying away from any discussion of music’ s expressive side. Did not Stravinsky*
himself proclaim that his music was an “object”, a “thing” with a life of its own and
with no other meaning than its own purely musical existence? This intransigent
attitude of Stravinsky’ s may be due to the fact that so many people have tried to
read different meanings into so many pieces. Heaven knows it is difficult enough to
say precisely what it is that a piece of music meahs, to say it definitely, to say it
finally so that everyone is satisfied with your explanation. But that should not lead
one to the other extreme of denying to music the right to be “expressive”’. My own
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belief is that all music has an expressive power, some more and some less, but that
all music has a certain meaning behind the notes and that meaning behind the notes
constitutes, after all, what the piece is saying, what the piece is about. This whole
problem can be stated quite simply by asking, “is there a meaning to music?” My
answer to that would be, “yes”. And “can you state in so many words what the
meaning is?” My answer to that would be, “no”. Therein lies the difficulty.

Simple-minded souls will never be satisfied with the answer to the second of
these questions. They always want to have a meaning, and the more concrete it is
the better they like it. The more the music reminds them of a train, a storm, a funeral
or any other familiar conception the more expressive it appears to be to them. This
popular idea of music’ s meaning — stimulated and abetted by the usual run of
musical commentator —should be discouraged wherever and whenever it is met.
One timid lady once confessed to me that she suspected something seriously lacking
in her appreciation of music because of her inability to connect it with anything
definite. This is getting the whole thing backward, of course.

Still, the question remains, how close should the intelligent music lover wish to
come to pinning a definite meaning to any particular work? No closer than a general
concept, I should say. Music expresses, at different moments, serenity or
exuberance, regret or triumph, fury or delight. It expresses each of these moods, and
many others, in a numberless variety of subtle shadings and differences. It may even
express a state of meaning for which there exists no adequate word in any language.
In that case, musicians often like to say it has only a purely musical meaning. What
they really mean to say is that no appropriate word can be found to express the music’ s
meaning and that, even if it could, they do not feel the need finding it.

But whatever the professional musician
may hold, most musical novices still search
for specific words with which to pin down
their musical reactions. That is why they
always find Tschaikovsky*

therein / dear'm/ adv. in that place, or in that piece of
writing

stimulate /stimju:leit/ v. to encourage someone by
making them excited about and interested in sth.; stir
feelings in

casier to abet /o'bet/ v. to help somebody do something wrong

“understand” than Beethoven. In the first
place, it is easier to pin a meaning-word on a
Tschaikovsky piece than on a Beethoven
Much easier. Moreover, with the
Russian composer, every time you come
back to a piece of his it almost always says

one.

or illegal; assist or encourage, usually in some wrong-
doing

pin /pm/ v. to understand something clearly or be able
to describe it exactly

serenity /s1'renatl/ n. peace or calmness

exuberance /1g'zju:borens / n. happiness and joyful en-
thusiasm

novice /'novis/ n. someone new to a field or activity
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the same thing to you, whereas with
Beethoven it is often quite difficult to put
your finger right on what he is saying. And
any musician will tell you that is why
Beethoven is the greater composer.

fugue /fju:g/ n. a piece of music that begins with a simple
tune which is then repeated by other voices or instrumental
parts with small variations

Clavichord /'klzviko:d/ n. an early stringed instrument
like a piano but with more delicate sound

resignedly /r1'zamidll/ adv. a. with resignation and accep-
tance; in a resigned manner b. in a hopeless resigned

manner ;

pessimistically /pest' mistikly/ adv. with pessimism; in a
pessimistic manner

vigor /'vigo/ n. a. active strength of body or mind b. an
imaginative lively style (especially that of writing)

Because music which always says the
same thing to you will necessarily soon
become dull music, but music whose
meaning is slightly different with each
hearing has a greater chance of remaining alive.

Listen, if you can, to the forty-eight fugue themes of Bach’ s* Well Tempered
Clavichord. Listen to each theme, right after another. You will soon realize that each
theme mirrors a different world of feeling. You will soon realize that the more
beautiful a theme seems to you the harder it is to find any word that will describe it
to your complete satisfaction. Yes, you certainly know whether it is a gay theme or a
sad one. You will be able, in other words, in your own mind to draw a frame of
emotional feeling around your theme. Now study the sad one a little closer. Try to
pin down the exact quality of its sadness. Is it pessimistically sad or resignedly sad,;
is it fatefully sad or smilingly sad?

Let us suppose that you are fortunate and can describe to your own satisfaction
in so many words the exact meaning of your chosen theme. There is still no
guarantee that anyone else will be satisfied. Nor need they be. The important thing is
that each one feel for [themselves] the specific expressive quality of a theme or,
similarly, an entire piece of music. And if it is a great work of art, don’t expect it to
mean exactly the same thing to you each time you return to it.

Themes or pieces need not only express one emotion, of course.

Tdke such a theme as the first main one of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, for
example. It is clearly made up of different elements. It does not say only one thing.
Yet anyone hearing it immediately gets a feeling of strength, a feeling of power. It
isn’ t a power that comes simply because the theme is played loudly. It is a power
inherent in the theme itself. The extraordinary strength and vigor of the theme
results in the listener’ s receiving an impression that a forceful statement has been
made.




But one should never try and boil i
down to the fateful hammer of life, etc.,
that is where the trouble begins. The
musician, in his says it
means nothing but the notes themselves,
whereas the nonprofessional is only too
to any explanation

exasperation

anxious to hang on
that gives [them] the illusion of getting

closer to the music’s meaning.

Now, perhaps the reader will know
better what I mean when I say that music

Unit One

hoil down to a. be the essential element of b. be cooked
until very little liquid is left

/1g,z&espa'rerfon/ n. 2. an exasperated feeling
of annoyance b. actions that cause great irritation (or even
anger)
1ang on Lo v. continue doing something in spite of diffi-

xasperatic

culties

manipulation /ma nipjs'lefon/ n. exerting shrewd or devi-
ous influence especially for one’s own advantage
engrossed /in'grovst/ giving or marked by complete atten-
tion to

wpeggio /a:'pedzien/ a chord whose notes are played in
rapid succession rather than simultaneously

staccato /sto’ka:tew/ n. (music) marked by or composed
of disconnected parts or sounds

layman /'leiman/ n. a person who is not trained, quali-
fied, or experienced in a particular subject or activity

does have an expressive meaning but that we cannot say in so many words what the
meaning is.

The third plane of which music exists is the sheerly musical plane.

Besides the pleasurable sound of music and the expressive feeling that it gives
off, music does exist in terms of the notes themselves and of their manipulation
Most listeners are not sufficiently conscious of this third plane.

Professional musicians, on the other hand, are, if anything, too conscious of the
mere notes themselves. They often fall into the error of becoming so cngrossed with
their arpeggoios and staccatos that they forget the deeper aspects of the music they
are performing. But from the ~« standpoint, it is not so much a matter of
getting over bad habits on the sheerly musical plane as of increasing one’ s

awareness of what is going on, as far as the notes are concerned.

When the person in the street listens to the “notes themselves” with any degree
of concentration, he is most likely to make some mention of the melody. Either they
hears a pretty melody or they do not, and they generally let it go at that. Rhythm is
likely to gain their attention next, particularly if it seems exciting. But harmony and
tone color are generally taken for granted, if they are thought of consciously at all.
As for music’ s having a definite form of some kind, that idea seems never to have
occurred to them.

It is very important for all of us to become more alive to the music on its
sheerly musical plane. After all, an actual musical material is being used.



