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1) The idea of nineteenth-century music, that Nature or Music speaks through the genius composer, seems about as remote as it
could be from musical culture at the turn of the twenty-first century. But the ways of thinking about music that Beethoven entertained
persist today, and they are still the source of the features of contemporary musical culture: the emphasis on authenticity and
self-expression that underlies much popular music criticism, for instance. And it was only a year ago, as | write, that Harrison Birtwistle
(perhaps Britain’s leading modernist composer) condensed the Beethovenian concept of the composer into a dozen words when he
announced, ‘I can’t be responsible for the audience: I’'m not running a restaurant.’

2) In fact, if the nineteenth-century idea of ‘pure music’ meant understanding it in its own terms, independent of any external
meaning or social context, then you could argue that twentieth-century sound reproduction technology has given a massive boost to this
kind of thinking. The music of practically all times and places lies no further away than the nearest record store; if that’s too far, then
internet sites like ROCK AROUND THE WORLD will bring it into your living-room. Chronological and geographical differences
evaporate as we increasingly think of music as an almost infinite pool of resources to be pulled off the shelf or downloaded from the
Web. And this might be seen as the ultimate realization of the idea of music that evolved during the early years of the Beethoven cult,
the years when the canon of classical masterworks came into being, with major works being laid down as cultural capital instead of
going out of fashion a generation after they were composed.

3) If the availability of music within today’s society represents the culmination of nineteenth-century thinking in some ways,
however, in others it could hardly be more different. In Beethoven’s time, and right through the century, the only music you could hear
was live music, whether in a public concert hall or a domestic parlour. (The manufacture of upright pianos, small enough to fit into
middle-class homes, was one of the biggest growth industries from the middle of the nineteenth century up to the First World War-as
was the publication of sheet music to go with them.) But nowadays it is as if the imaginary museum of music is all around us. We can




watch grand opera (or the Balinese ‘monkey dance’, based on the Ramayana*) from the comfort of an armchair. We can listen to David
Bowie** (or a Beethoven symphony) while driving into work. Through personal stereo we can integrate bebop or heavy metal into our
experience of the cityscape. And brought like this into the midst of everyday life, music becomes an element in the definition of
personal lifestyle, alongside the choice of a new car, clothes, or perfume. Deciding whether to listen to Beethoven, or Bowie, or Balinese
music becomes the same kind of choice as deciding whether to eat Italian, Thai, or Cajun tonight. However unpalatable to Birtwistle, the
truth is that in today’s consumer society we do behave rather as if composers were high-class restaurateurs.

4) We have a paradox. On the one hand, modern technology has given music the autonomy which nineteenth-century musicians and
aestheticians claimed for it (but in a sense fraudulently, because in reality ‘pure music’ was confined to the middle-class ambience of
concert hall and home). On the other hand, it has turned many of the basic assumptions of nineteenth-century musical culture upside
down. The more we behave as musical consumers, treating music as some kind of electronically mediated commodity or lifestyle
accessory, the less compatible our behaviour becomes with nineteenth-century conceptions of the composer’s authority. Indeed, as |
suggested, the very idea of authorship has become parlous in relation to contemporary studio production, where techniques of recording
and digital sound transformation place as much creative scope in the sound engineer’s and producer’s hands as the so-called artist’s.
(Many writers on music badly underestimate the contribution to the final product of sound engineers and producers.)

5) And the immediate availability of music from all over the world means that it has become as easy and unproblematic to talk
about different ‘musics’ as about different ‘cuisines’. For someone like Schenker®***, talking about ‘musics’ would have been
preposterous: given that it is the voice of Music or Nature that we hear through the genius composers, he might have said, it makes no
more sense to talk of ‘musics’ than it would of ‘natures’. What is at issue here is the difference between a nineteenth- or early
twentieth-century European mindset, according to which the achievements of Western art and science represented a kind of gold
standard against which those of other times and places must be measured, and the circumstances of today’s post-colonial, multicultural
society. It is like the difference between believing in the advance of Civilization, and accepting that across the world there have been
(and will continue to be) any number of different civilizations, each with its own system of values.

(834 words)
*Ramayana : The Sanskrit epic poem attributed to the legendary poet-sage Valmiki
**David Bowie (1947-) : English rock singer, songwriter, and producer
***Heinrich Schenker (1868-1935) : Austrian music theorist, composer, and pianist
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1) The idea of nineteenth-century music, that Nature or Music speaks through the genius composer, seems
about as remote as it could be from musical culture at the turn of the twenty-first century. But the ways of
thinking about music that Beethoven entertained persist today, and they are still the source of the features of

contemporary musical culture: the emphasis on authenticity and self-expression that underlies much popular

music criticism, for instance. And it was only a year ago, as | write, that [Harrison Birtwistle (perhaps Britain’s

leading modernist composer) condensed the Beethovenian concept of the composer into a dozen words when he

announced, ‘I can’t be responsible for the audience: I’m not running a restaurant.’

*Nature: the phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, the landscape, and other features and
products of the earth, as opposed to humans or human creations

*authenticity: The quality of being authentic or of established authority for truth and correctness

*self-expression: the expression of one’s feelings, thoughts, or ideas, especially in writing, art, music, or dance
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http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/phenomenon#phenomenon__3
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/human#human__8
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/creation#creation__2
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/writing#writing__14

2) In fact, if the nineteenth-century idea of ‘pure music’ meant understanding it in its own terms,
independent of any external meaning or social context, then you could argue that twentieth-century sound
reproduction technology has given a massive boost to this kind of thinking. The music of practically all times and
places lies no further away than the nearest record store; if that’s too far, then internet sites like ROCK
AROUND THE WORLD will bring it into your living-room. Chronological and geographical differences
evaporate as we increasingly think of music as an almost infinite pool of resources to be pulled off the shelf or
downloaded from the Web. And this might be seen as the ultimate realization of the idea of music that evolved
during the early years of the Beethoven cult, the years when the canon of classical masterworks came into being,

with major works being laid down as cultural capital instead of going out of fashion a generation after they were

composed.
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3-1) If the availability of music within today’s society represents the culmination of nineteenth-century
thinking in some ways, however, in others it could hardly be more different. In Beethoven’s time, and right
through the century, the only music you could hear was live music, whether in a public concert hall or a
domestic parlour. (The manufacture of upright pianos, small enough to fit into middle-class homes, was one of
the biggest growth industries from the middle of the nineteenth century up to the First World War—— as was
the publication of sheet music to go with them.) But nowadays it is as if the imaginary museum of music is all
around us. We can watch grand opera (or the Balinese ‘monkey dance’, based on the Ramayana*) from the
comfort of an armchair. We can listen to David Bowie** (or a Beethoven symphony) while driving into work.

Through personal stereo we can integrate bebop or heavy metal into our experience of the cityscape.

*culmination:#&TH *domestic parlour:inH#E=E *the publication of sheet music : 2%3 D HAR
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3-2) And brought like this into the midst of everyday life, music becomes an element in the definition of
personal lifestyle, alongside the choice of a new car, clothes, or perfume. Deciding whether to listen to Beethoven,
or Bowie, or Balinese music becomes the same kind of choice as deciding whether to eat Italian, Thai, or Cajun
tonight. However unpalatable to Birtwistle, the truth is that in today’s consumer society we do behave rather as

if composers were high-class restaurateurs.
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4)  We have a paradox. On the one hand, modern technology has given music the autonomy which
nineteenth-century musicians and aestheticians claimed for it (but in a sense fraudulently, because in reality
‘pure music’ was confined to the middle-class ambience of concert hall and home). On the other hand, it has
turned many of the basic assumptions of nineteenth-century musical culture upside down. The more we behave
as musical consumers, treating music as some kind of electronically mediated commodity or lifestyle accessory,
the less compatible our behaviour becomes with nineteenth-century conceptions of the composer’s authority.
Indeed, as | suggested, the very idea of authorship has become parlous in relation to contemporary studio
production, where techniques of recording and digital sound transformation place as much creative scope in the
sound engineer’s and producer’s hands as the so-called artist’s. (Many writers on music badly underestimate the
contribution to the final product of sound engineers and producers.)
*autonomy: BE freedom from external control or influence; independence * fraudulently: ¥xf%

*ambience:ZRIE *mediated:be a means of conveying

*compatible: able to exist or occur together without conflict *parlous: full of dangers or difficulties
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5)  And the immediate availability of music from all over the world means that it has become as easy and

unproblematic to talk about different ‘musics’ as about different ‘cuisines’. For someone like Schenker***,

talking about ‘musics’ would have been preposterous: given that it is the voice of Music or Nature that we hear
through the genius composers, he might have said, it makes no more sense to talk of ‘musics’ than it would of
‘natures’. What is at issue here is the difference between a nineteenth- or early twentieth-century European
mindset, according to which the achievements of Western art and science represented a kind of gold standard
against which those of other times and places must be measured, and the circumstances of today’s post-colonial,
multicultural society. It is like the difference between believing in the advance of Civilization, and accepting that
across the world there have been (and will continue to be) any number of different civilizations, each with its

own system of values.
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5)  And the immediate availability of music from all over the world means that it has become as

easy and unproblematic to talk about different ‘musics’ as about different ‘cuisines’.
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Spara) the achievements of Western art and science represented a kind of gold standard against which those of other
times and places must be measured
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across the world there have been (and will continue to be) any number of different civilizations, each with its

own system of values
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