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It Starts Hear

Peter Broderick, 2012

You should start here, with a reading and listening guide to understand this book. Music and
philosophy are not an obvious match: philosophical work requires active thought and writing,
whereas music can simply be listened to. However, this listening experience is so fascinating that it
is well worth writing down your thoughts about it. The aim of this book is to offer a method to
think and talk about musical sounds. So let us embark on our journey with words, but also with
sounds, interactively and using different mediums.

I will use a lot of music to clarify my words. Each chapter starts with a list of the pieces of music
used, their composers and dates of composition. I chose these pieces because they strongly appeal
to me and illustrate my story. Forgive me for not feeding the reader and listener a kaleidoscope of
genres, though. The fact that I am predominantly referring to contemporary western music does
not detract from the message that [ want to convey. The title of each chapter also refers to a
particular piece of music. The chapters do not specifically discuss these songs, but the titles do
allude to their content. It Starts Hear, for example, is a somewhat simplistic reference to the
beginning of this book.

Although it may take some time, I recommend that you listen to the cited music while you are
reading this book, if only for a while. This will allow you to better understand the words that I use
to talk about sounds, it will enrich your reading experience and — who knows — you may discover
some new music. To help you, I created playlists for this book on my website. If you scan the QR
code on the cover or visit www.tomasserrien.com/klank, you will get access to the tracks. The
website also contains more information about this book, myself and my philosophical activities.

It starts here and it continues. This book is best read linearly, in the order of the chapters. I am
taking you on a journey to the essence of musical experiences, so this essence is not revealed until
the final chord, after a few intermediate stops. End notes and references can be found all the way at
the back. I will refer to various scientific studies, but the examples I discuss are mostly described
from a first-person perspective, which means that I will only paraphrase other authors to a limited
extent. As music philosophy is a relatively unexplored research area, I have also looked into my
own musical experiences. After all, each study starts with the realization that we can learn by
discussing our own and each other’s experiences with the world around us.

Thanks for grabbing this book from the shelf. Enjoy the read, and enjoy the music.

Scan the QR-code on the cover to access the accompanying playlists or visit
www.tomasserrien.com/klank to discover how you can make this book even more interactive




03

p 11-17

Prelude

I Still Haven’t Found What I’'m Looking For

U2, 1987

PLAYLIST
Symphony No. 9 in D minor, op. 125, Ludwig van Beethoven, 1823 -24
Das wohltemperierte Klavier, Johann Sebastian Bach, 1722

Psycho Killer, Talking Heads, 1977

‘We hear everything, but we rarely get the chance to focus and listen.”

- Chris Watson —

WHY PHILOSOPHIZE ABOUT MUSIC?

Natural sounds are heard every day: in birdsong, the flow of water, wind blowing, leaves rustling, the splash
of raindrops. Villages and cities produce a multitude of sounds: footsteps, crying children, laughing
youngsters, passing cars and trains, wailing sirens. Each house, each block has its own sounds: the buzz of
the refrigerator, the beeps of the radio or television set, meowing cats, barking dogs, creaking stairs.
People’s chatter can be heard almost everywhere, in public spaces as well as at home or at work, containing
both understandable and unintelligible words.

All across the globe, people want to connect with a variety of musical sounds, from pop music to African
gospel, folk music to jazz, classical music to obscure metal and noise. Music is endlessly multiplied on vinyl
records, magnetic tapes, cassettes, CDs, computers, MP3 players, iPods and, in the internet era, on
platforms such as YouTube, MySpace or Spotify.

There is an abundance of sounds and music, for everyone and at any time. Yet, really listening has become
more difficult. It is safe to say that we are currently facing an auditory crisis.

THE DOMINANCE OF THE IMAGE

The auditory crisis is taking place in a world that is confronted with a plethora of visual stimuli. Through
the mass consumption of visual media, we are constantly seduced by images. We are diverted from
attentively speaking and listening to endlessly looking at things that entertain us. Never before have people
been so glued to screens. The vast majority of the western population owns a smartphone that they
frequently use. Television programs have large audiences, series producers such as HBO and Netflix have
millions of regular viewers, and YouTube is watched for a billion hours every single day. Celebrities such as
PewDiePie have more than fifty million followers and the gaming industry today is more lucrative than the
film and music industry combined. There are a lot of people who look at the world through multiple screens
and therefore start to become spectators rather than active participants. This is not an inherently negative
evolution, but it does cause the auditory to be undervalued. After all, images are increasingly dominating
sounds, audio and the focused attention to music.

The Ancient Greeks were already focusing on the visual when they reflected on reality. Greek scientific
thinking was most strongly influenced by their faith in Apollo, the god who brought order and structure
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into the world. In the apollonian worldview, it was impossible for people to acquire knowledge of the world
without light. Light reveals the true nature of things. What is visually bright is more easily understood.

The sight and light of Greek thinking has fundamentally affected the course of western science. How things
actually appear before one’s eyes or mind became the most important way to understand the nature of
things. Being is determined by seeing. In his work on metaphysics, Aristotle stated that the eyes are the
most important sensory organ to obtain knowledge, because they best reveal the differences between
objects in the world. This statement profoundly affected the way in which knowledge was acquired in
antiquity. Plato too, with the allegory of the cave in his philosophy of knowledge, referred to the
importance of sight: seeing the illusory world as a shadow and discovering the real world through sunlight.

From then on, the faculty of sight became embedded in western thought and language use, in words such as
‘insight’ and 'enlightenment’. The philosophy of Aristotle and Plato permeated the premodern western
world. Similarly, Christianity was visually represented in premodern painting. Jeroen Bosch, Pieter Bruegel
and Sandro Botticelli worked the fate of mankind into impressive and frightening visualizations of hell.
Making evil visible was an effective strategy for the Catholic Church to convert people.

Later, the Enlightenment left its mark on the modern world and laid the foundations for our current
definition of good science. Building on Descartes, philosophers like Locke, Rousseau, Leibniz and Spinoza
each in their own way reflected on how we can acquire knowledge of the world. This led to a battle between
two ways of dealing with reality: rationalism and empiricism. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant
attempted to reconcile both. The use of reason or ratio took center stage. The source of all knowledge
would no longer be the God of the Bible but rational thought and people’s sensory perceptions.

Subsequent philosophical movements, such as idealism and materialism, did not detract from the
dominance of the visual. Wisdom and insight could be obtained by letting the light shine on one’s inner
spirit, like a lamp in the head, or by researching the structure of the outside world with one’s eyes. Today,
this ideal of visualization still prevails. Neurologists are even attempting to visualize human experiences in
the brain, while biologists are investigating the essence of life by depicting DNA structures as strands. Since
the discovery of the electron microscope in 1933 by Ernst Ruska, our belief in the visual observation of
atoms has also gained popularity. Through this discovery, the deepest structures of matter, invisible until
then, could now be visualized. A whole new visible world of electrons, neutrinos and quarks opened up.

THE VISUALIZATION OF MUSIC

The reduction to abstract visualization has also influenced the study of sounds and music. As musicology is
narrowed in scope by visual metaphors and abstract descriptions, the auditory aspects of our world have
become undervalued.

Musicology and acoustics, two essential sciences of sound, are imbued with visual analyses. Books on
classical music theory transform sounds into scores with dots and dashes. Of course, scores come in handy
and are without a doubt necessary, but they cannot capture the essence of music. Acoustics, in turn,
measures sound as a wave or a vibration to visualize it in frequencies. Convenient, but it does not tell us
anything about our experiences with sound itself.

In musicology, music history and music theory are the two main disciplines. They offer an interesting view
of music, but always from a historical perspective or at an abstract level. For example, the well-known The
New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians offers a very comprehensive overview of western classical
music. It is a highly documented reference work on music history, but it does not teach the reader the
essence of music. Some musicologists look for this essence in the detailed studies of harmony, counterpoint,
rhythm and melody. These musicologists are experts in their field, but the analysis of musical systems,
notations and compositional techniques does not lead to a complete understanding of music. Music is not
easy to measure. A music theory that seeks to grasp this mysterious phenomenon by means of endless
analyses is often bogged down in abstractions that the average listener does not understand. The analyses of
musical notations turn sounds into visual entities. They are certainly a tool to understand how complex
compositions are created, but perfectly explaining or reproducing Beethoven'’s music will not make you
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understand its essence. You can try to understand Bach’s masterful fugues by studying contrapuntal
techniques such as augmentation, stretto or retrograde, but that analysis teaches us little about what it is
like to listen to Bach. No matter how well trained you are in music analysis, music will always have an
immeasurable aspect that cannot be fully understood.

A profound way of objectifying and visualizing music can be found in studies with a neuroscientific
approach. Here, sounds are turned into brain areas that light up on MRI scans. Known authors such as
Oliver Sacks (Musicophilia), Erik Scherder (Singing in the Brain) and Daniel Levitin (This Is Your Brain on
Music) wrote interesting and accessible studies, but always from the perspective that the truth behind music
can be found in our brain. This ties in with our present-day tendency toward abstraction and visualization.
Brain processes may be able to explain why we experience emotions when we listen to music, but abstract
reasoning itself does not actually reveal what it is like to experience those emotions. Similarly, chemical
processes in our brain may explain why we like to eat chocolate, but they cannot describe what it is like to
eat chocolate. It is interesting to use brain scans to study listening to music, but the brain processes that are
rendered visible mainly tell us something about our brain. The neuroscientific perspective may visually
clarify the influence that music has on people, but it cannot really describe how music is experienced.

Equally interesting is sociological research on music, although it is equally unable to grasp its essence. The
book Een eeuw popmuziek (2015) by Belgian writer Gert Keunen gives an impressive overview of the musical
genres anyone can listen to today and is a must for any music lover who wants to know more about the
contemporary music scene. The book gives a good overview of the music industry and the different genres,
but does not examine the essence of music. The well-known book How Music Works by David Byrne
(Talking Heads) does deal with these fundamental questions. As such, Byrne has written a wonderful ode to
music by taking the reader on a musical journey full of tips, fun facts and discoveries that illustrate the
power of music. However, while his book is a masterpiece, it ultimately still answers mainly sociological
questions.

The Rest is Noise (2007) by The New Yorker’s music critic Alex Ross also takes the reader into the sound maze
that is modern music. He eloquently describes how the different genres in twentieth-century music came
into being, against the background of political and social developments that influenced the creation of
musical sounds. It is an exceptional book, but Alex Ross mainly explores the context in which music is
created, without offering any description of what music actually is.

While musicologists may be able to tell us interesting things about music, they do not reveal the gist of
listening to music. They succeed in abstracting and visualizing sound and music, but due to their one-sided
focus on the visual, they ignore the actual meaning of sounds in interaction with people. After all, this




