PERSPEGTIVES

ON EXPERIMENTAL MUSIC

17 Gloomy Sentences (and commentary)
at the turn of the millennium
(in the form of an editorial)

1 ) “Move forward,

move fast,” says Nick Didkovsky,
but most people disagree [1].

2) Herbert Brun's ‘self-appointed
morons’ develop convincing
rationales for not understanding,
and not wanting to understand,
the new [2]. 3) Many in our
saciety seem to resist all change
and exploration, and doggedly
negate what little musical and
social progress we have made,

4) Astounding: with less than 10
years left in this millennium, ideas
about ‘music’, ‘art’, ‘composers’
and ‘technology’ show little evolu-
tion {and prospects are dim}.

B} Things not fo do: justify the back-

ward, proclaim the status quo,

rationalize the oppression of the

. new and different; impede the
flow of ideas, discourage the ex-
perimental, ) Ideas to discard:
‘radition and culture’, ‘like and
distike’, ‘emotion and intellect’
{not to mention ‘man and

“woman’, ‘religion and belief’ and
“‘race’). 7T) Question: How can we
be so backward?

8) We are alldesperate to cate-
gorize, distinguish and identify
- ourselves, 9) What do we gain
from limiting ourselves and keep-
ing the others out—an ddentity?
10) Jim Tenney suggests simple
xenophobia as the root of all of
our problems [3]. 11) We develop
complicated algorithmms for stasis
and for backward motion, for not
evolving.
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Larry Polansky

Title: More precisely, 15 gloomy sentences, one more-or-less hopeful ane (#16), and one suggestion [#17).

1) Most of cur society, including, surprisingly, many of our fellow artists, seem to be saying, “Don't move,
stand still—what's wrong with what we've goi?”’

2) The self-appointed moron is increasingly in the ascendant, at least in the United States. I call this ‘the
new stupidity’. A pervasive and superficially well-argued antagonism to change, radical ideas and the experi-

- ‘mental frontier is becoming the predominant philosophy of our time. Not just conservatism, prejudice, or .

even fear of the new, but a proclaimed hostility to new ideas and new art. In music, this new stupidity
manifests the fundamental premise that the untrained ear knows best, and should immediately lke what it
hears. My brother used to say, “Don’t flaunt your ignorance.”

3) “Don't go to space, stay on earth and clean it up.” | wonder how.any member of my species can not
want to see what's up there. A long time ago | claimed that | wanted to be the first Martian composer i4];
now Fworry that my daughter, Anna, will be doomed to be an earthling all her life because of humanity’s col-
lective lack of vision.

A} We know so much, have so many great ideas and new things to try, yet we ¢oncentrate all our economic
resources on maintaining the status quo. An average big-budget Hollywood movie casts more than is spent
on the music program of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), and the budget for U, S, military
bands is larger than the funding of the entire NEA.

5 a) These acts do not constitute conservatism, nor even a respect for history. We composers can learn a
lot from the musics of Clara Schuman, Ruth Crawford Seeger, Joanna Beyer, Hildegard Von Bingen and so
many others. We don't need to ignore history to move forward, But history should not be a yoke, nor should it
be used to debunk experlment Meither should experiment be used ta deburik history. The two are the same.

bl If a composer wants to kaow semething about the music that preceded her, fine. If she doesr't, great.”
There is no correlation between this kind of historical knowledge and the value of the music she makes.

6} These words are st in common use, but we have no real idea of what they mean. The real motivation
for using them is to sfow the rate of sociely’s evolution towards the artistic and social weitbeing of this
pianet's inhabitants: Jtern: Words like ‘tradition’, 'culture and 'religion’ are used more often ta exchude than
to include.

7} Don't bother to answer, “We've atways been like this." [ know, just as there have always been those of us
who say, "How can we be so backward?

8) As {fill in your own affiliations): serialist composers, Caucasians, free improvisors, Westerners, Bay Area
experimental composers, Austrafians, Indonesian composers, leftists, art rockers, Baddhists, microtonal-
ists, feminists, live-electronic composers, Judeo-Christians, composers of the new harmony, mlxed -Tace
families, peoples-of-color, world-music composers, earthlings.

9) The distinction of being human seems more than specific enough for me. None of us have gills, photo-
synthesize, eat aur young, or asexually propagate—far more salient distinctions than obscure and barely
detectable chromatic differentiations in our protective cuter mesbrane. ]

10) He's prohably right—maybe it's in our genes, and in those of other species as well What would happen
if we reversed that cancept: if we were afraid of sameness (‘similophobia’?) and only felt comfortable with
differeniness (xenophifia), That would spell the end for McDonalds and, on a note of personal hope, usher in
a new era of small local breweries! .

11 a} Wilness the new attack against politically correct language (PC langurage), as if it cauld possibly be
wrong to try to develop cur language and ideas for the better, ta improve the situation of those who have

been oppressed for so many years. Daniel Goode points out that “the flag, mem and apple pie are the origl-

nal PC* [5]. b) Sorry to be so nalve—perhaps it's the composer's job. These algorithms for stasis consoli-
date power—economic, social, political, musical, It is no accident that sixteenth-century {1) counterpoint is
taught as a standard part of the college music theory curriculum, but 12-barblues, Chinese tuning theory,
Islamic mades, South Indian rhythmic theory, Javanese pathet and gending, and Peking opera (among
others) are not. We don't teach an historical musical period for any geographical area except a smaf part
of Furope-—we don't even teach Billings in New England [6]. We are ready to canonize the most obseure,
fong-gone parts of our ‘tradition’, while igroring equally rick (often richer} and.important other living tradi-
tions". The common justification is that “it's our culture.” But for most of us, it's not. In-academia, we often
wonder why most of the student composers are white males. Let's ask ourseives how an iroquois womnan
college-music student feels about spending two to three years studying the music of DEWM {Dead
European White Males) and being told how essential this study is to her musical skils. As a JAWAM[WA]
(Jemsh Aiive White American Male [With Attitude]}, | had trouble with this myself,
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12) Things to do: Trust the new,
and don’t bask in the old.
13) Something to consider: When the
greatest change is imminent, like
the turn of a millennium, the
greatest entrenchment takes
place. 14) Comment: If someone
gave you directions to your own
house, you would be insulted,

15) Music is in the worst shape

of all the arts, with no history of a
critical language and no agreement
that it is even worth talking about
atall. 16) LM/’s commitment to
globalism, to experimentation, to
stylistic nonboundaries, to allow-
ing musicians to articulate their

“own work, is a humble beginning.
17) To Didkovsky’s “Move forward,
move fast”, let's add, “and don’t

- Iook back”.
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12 a} Why are we thrilled and entertained by what we already know (and like}? This leads te strange assump-
tions in musical discourse: e.g. that to not understand is to not like—shouldn't the opposite be true?

by Even the cld is not enough: i¥'s hard to convince people that the Music of Changes is 40 years old, the
Concord Senata 80 years old. These pieces are about to become the music of the. pravious century.
Shostakovich and Barték are st considered too adventurcus by most performers. Recently, a music re-
viewer for the New York Times joyously proclaimed that it was now ‘ckay’ to not like Scheenberg. c) What
about the truly great) music being created today and tomorrow by artisis fike Brenda Hutchinson {*too
raw?), John Bischoff (“Where's the musicality?"), Barbara Benary (“too multicultural”}, 1 Wayan Sadra (“Indone-
sian contemporary music is a poor imitation of what is being done in the West”), Ken Atch!ey {“too ab-
scene”), Gayle Young (“too primitive"), Jerry Hunk ("too insane™? Forget it.

13) By the way, whose milennium is this anyway? We are not approaching the year. 2000 in the Jewish,
Javanese, Balinese or Quenchua calendars, to name a few relevant to my own family.”

14) Unless of course you didn't know.

15 a} Music has a long history of reviewing, but almest none of criticism. b} We are simply afraid to talk
about music critically, as if this somehow lessens the music: "Music is about sound after all; if you have o
explain if, it can't be very good.” c) Milton Babhitf's infamous “Who cares if you listen” is enly infamous in
the context of the general lack of serious thought about music by musicians [71. His (now-aimosthatf-a-cen
tury-old) ideas would not be at all surprising in literary theory, philosophy or mathematics. He was simply ar-
guing for the integrity of the artistic act and, in a very coflaquial sense, saying “Don't let the bastards get
you down.” Compose what you helieve inl How could anyorie be hostile to this idea?

16) It is almost unbelievable that in 1991 we stét have 1o think about these issues—they should be non-
issues by now.

1M And may"be. more practically, “watch your ass", '
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