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The Music of Theology

This book reconceives theology as a musical endeavour in critical tension with language, space, and silence. An Overture first moves us from music to religion, and then from theology back to music – a circularity that, drawing upon history, sociology, phenomenology, and philosophy, disclaims any theology of music and instead pursues the music in theology. The chapters that follow explore the three central themes by way of theory, music, and myth: Adorno, Benjamin, and Deleuze (language); Derrida, Rosa, and Nancy (space); Schelling/Hegel, Homer, and Cage (silence). In overdubbing each other, these chapters work towards theology as a sonorous rhythm between loss and freedom. A Coda provides three brief musical examples – Thomas Tallis, György Ligeti, and Evan Parker – as manifestations of this rhythm, to show in summary how music becomes the very pulse of theology, and theology the very intuition of music. The authors offer an interdisciplinary engagement addressing fundamental questions of the self and the other, of humanity and the divine, in a deconstruction of modern culture and of its bias towards the eye over the ear. The book harmonizes three scholarly voices in an attempt to find where the resonance of our Western conceptions and practice, musically and theologically, might resound anew as a more expansive music of theology.
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Note from the authors

This book is the result of inspiring joint work between three authors. The project leading to the following pages has been in progress over a lengthy period, with many interruptions. Most of the collaborative work has been carried out in ten workshops across northern Europe – Glasgow, Stirling, Cambridge, Chester, Utrecht, and Uppsala – but over the pandemic and in the last phases also by means of digital gatherings.

This is not an edited volume with independent texts by separate authors; it should rather be considered a monographic piece in three voices. Each main chapter has been the responsibility of one of the respective authors, although all three have been highly involved in the completion of all three chapters. Mattias Martinson has had the responsibility for Chapter 1, Laurens ten Kate for Chapter 2, and Andrew W. Hass for Chapter 3. The Overture and the Coda are the result of drafts and notes from all three authors that have been moulded into complete texts, introducing and concluding the main chapters.

Andrew W. Hass, Laurens ten Kate, and

Mattias Martinson

Glasgow, Utrecht and Uppsala

30 June 2023
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Figure 1 Juan Gris (1887–1927), Guitare sur une table (Guitar on a Table), 1915, Oil on Canvas, 73 × 92 cm.

Source: © Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, the Netherlands. Photo by Rik Klein Gotink.





Overture
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Overture means opening. Musical opening, musical introduction. This text is obviously not music, but by labelling these introductory reflections “overture” we want to underline the experimental nature of the project at hand, which the title of the book, The Music of Theology, tries to capture. What is a music of theology, what can it be or become? Our opening here, like themes in an overture, sets out by way of compositional exploration a range of possibilities for variation that we will develop further in the subsequent chapters.

We begin with a definition in sforzando: theology is here understood as a discourse that, in speaking about God, is intended to free us from ourselves. In this sense theology does not prescribe any revelatory foundations or dogmatics, but it does indeed reverberate with the question of what it means to be human and what it means to hope in the open space of our ineffable whole. How does such a theology sound in that space? This question is by no means conventional, and neither very precise at this initial stage of our étude, but it is indeed a central question that drives this project, insofar as it seems attentive to aspects of theology that are often forgotten within more conventional, discursive registers of theological thinking. If we expect theology to have a sonorous register, to have a sound, and if we expect it to sound different from what we experience when we read theology, then we must call for a new kind of attention. To be attentive in this way challenges us to develop a musical critique of theology. By musical critique we mean a critical approach to theology from the measures of music itself, capable of bringing forth a new sonority.

The intersection between theology and music is not unexplored. On the contrary, it has established a research field of its own. As we will show both in this Overture and in the chapters that follow, the history of music and the history of theology are necessarily interlaced, both in view of religious practice and in view of various speculative approaches to questions of truth and salvation. What mostly characterizes these attempts, however, is that even if they intend a musical deterritorialization of theology (to use an expression from Gilles Deleuze), they almost always end up in a reterritorialized “theology of music”.

Let us develop this theme: theology is a territory well-known and well-trodden. Historically, it is tied to certain faith traditions with familiar lines of argument or clusters of ideas that are repeated, annotated, challenged, and re-established in new situations. Of course, the history of theology offers numerous attempts to escape the centre and move out to the margins of this territory. The possible lines of flight are probably as many as the attempts to draw everything into the centre. The theology of music might be seen as one such line of flight, but as soon as new territory is in sight, it is as if the logos of theology establishes itself anew as a well-known centre, rendering the music in “theology of music” marginal, stripping it of its potential to keep theology open for a different kind of experience at the margins.

The sonorous margin challenges the claims of theological discourse, and at the same time opens it up for the music of theology. This reversal, from the theology of music to the music of theology, is at the heart of what follows: music as the margin of language, as a liminality of space, and as the limit of silence. By means of this three-fold structure, we want to explore an idea of musical critique of theology that begins in what might be called – as a first variation – a musicology of theology. This means we will try, with the aid of certain philosophical instruments, to decipher theology as a multifaceted tradition that gives way to a musical understanding of the questions that drive theological pursuit.

In this Overture, we move from music to religion in the first section, and then from theology to music in the second section. A more expected movement might have been a return from religion to music to complete the circle in symmetry; however, the circle is disrupted by means of a sustained modulation in which religion and theology become overtones of each other, a re-pitching that results in music, that is, in the music of theology. This is a discontinuous movement insofar as there is no circle left to lead us back to religion and music as theological meaning. The music of theology we intend to compose and play here locates itself in the paradox of this sustained ruptured movement, or in the play of overtones that leads away from the established frequencies of theological meaning. What we aim at in this Overture is therefore not an introduction in the normal scholarly programmatic sense, but an opening that presents those thematic elements that will be displaced further in the chapters that follow. This approach we see more in terms of composition or production: the production of a music of theology. But this is a production from impulse more than mechanics: the impulse, philosophically, to experiment with form, and the impulse, critically, to experiment with content.


1. From music to religion

The long history of theoretical contemplation about the nature of music is characterized by a pervading dualism. It was during the pre-Socratic age, when ideas of music and its relation to the world were first articulated, that this dualism came into its own. Two figures stood above the rest, Orpheus and Pythagoras, the one a master musician whose powers of versification and performance could move people against their will, the other a theoretician whose mathematical acumen laid down principles still used today. The one a creator and practitioner, operating in the realms of myth and art, the other a philosopher and theologian, influencing the realms of history and science. Both figures are connected to original theories of music, and indeed to origins per se: tradition associates each name with distinct cosmogonies and theogonies. Both put music at the centre of the cosmos, the one through persuasive effects, the other through theorems of numbers and causation. The senses predominate in the one, the mind in the other. But both believed the soul was housed within the confines of the body, its aim to release itself into a higher sphere, and thus these two sides of passion and thought come together (as they always do) in religion. We know that the cults of the Orphikoi had secrecy at their heart, so that music led straight to the mysteries beyond normal experience; while the disciples of Pythagoreanism taught a form of metempsychosis, or the transmigration of souls, whereby immortality was now possible to the human individual. In fact, writers as early as Herodotus offered their own version of this transmigration by passing the one figure into the other, with claims that the Pythagoreans drew directly from, or were even authors of, certain Orphic texts.1 The history of music is thus a history of a basic theological and philosophical dualism, and of attempts to overcome this dualism, beginning in early Greek antiquity.


Music in two registers

We might say Orpheus and Pythagoras – their opposition and their conflation – guide Western contemplation of music down to this day. The penetrating problem can be stated thus: do we start with music as an experience that meets the senses, and persuades us as a powerful melody, or do we start with music as an idea of higher composition that, through reason, integrates us with the cosmos as a complex harmony? Is music a horizontal, this-worldly phenomenon, or a vertical opening onto a higher plane of existence? Is music in the end something we must feel, or something we must contemplate? And if it is some combination of both, is it more that we should feel what we contemplate, or we should contemplate what we feel? Can a priority be established?

The question has become more acute since the middle of the nineteenth century, when an even greater polarization was established between “absolute” music and “programme” or “descriptive” music. Already in the eighteenth century, a shift in thinking around the fine arts – a shift in thinking of art as fine, or elevated beyond practical use and existing for its own sake – gave music a certain superiority by virtue of its non-representational nature: music gained an absolute status. According to this register, unaccompanied by words or images, music has no referent; it simply refers to itself. This absolute nature was seen to be a problem prior to the eighteenth century, in the religious music of early modernity (e.g. in Protestantism) and further back in the Middle Ages: the seductive nature of music challenged piety, leading one towards self-indulgence, and only when it redirected the hearer back to its source in God through accompanying text, especially that of the scriptures, could it enhance one's pious resolve. But in and, more radically, after the eighteenth century this absolute nature became its most vaunted feature.

For if art was to bring us closer to the Creator through imitated creation, it was no longer creation as created objects that art imitated but rather creation as the Creator's very act itself. This act was tied to freedom, and freedom to ineffability, so less a Hebrew understanding of the Creator God speaking creation into existence, as in the first creation story of Genesis (“And God said … ”), and more the grounding power that was thought to precede all language and allow creativity to burst forth as a beginning point. Music lent itself to this act most supremely because, lacking a referent, it brought us back to the creative “ground” most purely, without having to assign something represented in the world to its meaning, other than music's very own form, which has no inherent meaning.

Romantic aesthetic theory, which championed this emphasis on pure creation, gave credence to music's “absolute” nature as divine, but it was Richard Wagner in the middle of the nineteenth century who coined the term “absolute music”, not initially in support of the theory, but as its chief detractor. To the earlier Wagner, who composed works that entwined music and drama inextricably, such an absolute music, freed from any representational features, was anathema. It was only later, upon the discovery of Arthur Schopenhauer's theories on music, that Wagner came to see strength in “pure” music. But by then its counter-theory, “programme” music, was well established.

The idea of programmatic music, sometimes called descriptive music because of its intention to lead the hearer, without the aid of words or text, to something existent and representable in the world (whether it be natural, textual, individual, social, or even political), had been present for some time. Many previous composers of instrumental music had been ready to reveal their inspiration for their sonata or symphony by signalling their subject or “program” in their titles, as we see in a popular example like Vivaldi's The Four Seasons (1725), or any number of compositions from Wagner's own father-in-law, Franz Liszt (such as his Faust or Dante Symphonies of the mid-1800s). The belief that music not only could but must direct us to a reality outside itself drew its own inspiration from the mimetic theories of art that dominated earlier aesthetics, but also countered those who, as we’ll see below, pushed for a formalism in music as its “pure” form, and thus its truest nature. Music theory therefore developed along the opposing lines of a dualism: music either manifested in tonal form something we could point to as an experience in the world, even if that was an internal emotion, or it manifested something that exceeded our normal experience and took us outside this world, in an apotheosis of art. This apotheosis was of the kind that would go beyond even the theory of l’art pour l’art, and by the late nineteenth century to a more transcendent understanding of art as a substitute for religion.



Music's registers overdubbed

The twentieth century complicated this dualism, as it tended to complicate all dualisms, even the ones it inspired. The development of serialism, by Arnold Schoenberg and others, to many a formalism run rampant, might be said to have given absolute music a clear dominance, which sustained musical approaches in the classical world even beyond serialism, until the rise of postmodernism, when the idea of music as a social construct took over. And certainly, within theories of Western classical music, a musical absolute seems to accord well with other forms of abstraction dominant in the arts during the last century, abstract expressionism especially. But this characterization, as put forward recently by Mark Evan Bonds (2014), for example,2 overlooks several factors: I. the growth of popular music; II. the development of technology to record, play and market music; and III. the opening up of global “musics”. In order to capture the overdubbing tendency of the two registers we have outlined above, it is of value to look briefly at each of these factors in their turn.




I.

If Western classical music theory corresponded to much of twentieth-century theory around abstract art, visual art especially, giving the pursuit of musical purity a new vigour, then popular music, which largely stayed away from theory, and which almost exclusively promoted music with words (and eventually images), raised “descriptive” music to a whole new level, sociologically even if not philosophically. Popular music gained its popularity through representations of common human experience. As will be elaborated in Chapter 1, this experience was mediated through mass commercialization, what Theodor W. Adorno called the Culture Industry, and this brought a new level of standardization to music's creation and reception. But exaggerated standardization was precisely the point: representing common human experience involves, necessarily, the recognizable and the repeatable, which are fundamentally descriptive categories, and however much the repeating of recognition (redundantly) breeds banality and kitsch, it gains its popularity precisely because it describes with such ease our experience across a very broad spectrum. “Everyone can relate” is a standard explanation of a hit song's power.

That relation, widespread and cross-cultural, has over time become its own kind of absolute. It is no longer music as pure form alone that frees us, that ab-solves us, from the contingencies of nature and the impositions of our social conditions. It is a music descriptive of our basic human yearning and its common social responses, which in that very description transcends our individual situations, and puts us into a relation with all those who know what it is to love and lose love, to pine, to desire, to rebel, to be angry, to feel alienated – the standard thematic tropes of popular lyrics. The irony is that this kind of freedom, pertaining at first to something deeply subjective and individual, ties us through marketing and consumption all the more to our social conditions. This is what Adorno called pseudo-individualization, “endowing cultural mass production with the halo of free choice or open market on the basis of standardization itself”.3 When for the consumer the pop song succeeds “by doing the listening for them”, as Adorno had claimed,4 the listener becomes in a sense free of listening itself, and a new kind of absolute takes over. The music is still present to the listener, in all its descriptive power, but its standardization has been wholly internalized, or psychically appropriated in the Lacanian sense of a sublimation, to the point that it almost does not exist, or exists for the sake of a kind of descriptive non-existence. This is why popular music lends itself like no other form to background music. In places of retail especially, though operable in any public space, background music is recognized, perhaps even hummed along with, but the listening is for the most part free from any singular subjective engagement. The ears are not, as Jean-Luc Nancy describes it, “straining toward a possible meaning”.5 The background even loses its “back” ground. One chooses a head of lettuce or a pair of jeans in the absolute non-space of musical over-recognition, which is everywhere and nowhere at once. Popular music then becomes something other than a counter to absolute music in its earlier sense – it becomes a descriptive absolute, which, in its absolutization, loses the distinct nature of its description. What was once discernible as two distinct registers are now, in their lingering difference, overdubbed and conflated. This paradox will be studied further in Chapter 2, in dialogue with Nancy's work; there, music will be analysed as a space of listening in which both the absolute self-referentiality of music and its programmatic functionality meet.



II.

Technology has played an obvious and vital role in perpetuating this new descriptive absolute. Mass commercialization is possible only when music can get into the hands of the people readily and cheaply, only when technology can give the open market a pervasive reach. The early days of sound reproduction and recording were already on the side of popular music, since restrictions in the length of music that could be reproduced on any one device limited the kind of music to be recorded. Until the invention of the “LP” (long playing) record, the popular song, concise in its form and content, lent itself most happily and most lucratively to the format. In time, of course, it produced not just the hit song but the celebrity artist who performed it. The history of the record company, the gatekeepers of music's Culture Industry in the twentieth century, reveals just how controlling the Industry became in determining the limits and direction of standardization. But the record labels were dependent upon developing technology to maintain their control – and the technology not merely to record the music, but also to disseminate it. In the analogue world of musical technology, this was relatively straightforward: like the analogue waveform itself, they could anticipate, even manipulate, the ups and downs of musical trends and popularity; they could, in effect, do the listening for their consumers, as long as their consumers continued to buy their products and generate predictable revenue. This eventually extended to the classical tradition, and to the creation of classical “stars”, even if the translation from recording studio to living room stereo took a different path. Since the reputation of the classical artist was established first in the concert hall, the recording was made to extend the reputation, to widen the space of the concert hall, so to speak. In jazz, it was to capture the live nature of the improvised performance, upon which the reputation of the jazz artist relied, even if the performance was studio-bound and involved several takes. But in the case of popular music, when the recording companies were at their peak, they themselves established the reputation – popular artists were only successful if, having been signed, their records were promoted and sold.6

The digital revolution in technology has irrevocably altered these relations, and the economics that underlie them, creating yet another dualism in music's history – analogue vs. digital. Record companies no longer have a monopoly on talent discovery and its dissemination. Reputation is determined now by streaming, by number of user hits, by concert tours and festival appearances, by personal websites, by media exposure. The digital nature of the recording process mimics this atomization: the waveform is broken up, sliced into its component parts, and then reassembled at the technological outlet, now the personalized device. The corporate control of the label yields to the even more monolithic control of computer software and dominant streaming services, with their algorithmic manipulations. The listener's choice becomes more select and at the same time more random. This paradox is seen in the way music is increasingly categorized: less and less by genre and sub-genre, and more and more by playlists, by the concatenation of similarities – “those who downloaded this artist also downloaded these” – a relational matrix that displaces recognition from the singularity of a piece or the particularity of an artist and spreads it across a multiplicity of nodes and interconnections. Recognition – musically now an end, as Adorno says, rather than a means7 – begins to reside more in the relations than in the actual songs themselves (as many songs in a playlist reach beyond the familiar). Even in the most eclectic of playlists, the idiosyncrasy is made up of a syncretism, where recognition shifts from the familiarity of the individual songs to the selecting process that binds them together algorithmically. One's musical identity, which replaces subjective expressivity tied to a discrete piece of music or artist, is built more upon how the technological apparatus conveys and packages the choice of music as a download (“this is what sits on my iPlayer”) than with the specific content of the music itself. One is “into” baroque music, one is “into” reggae, one is “into” ambient; the specific songs become of less importance, even less the original albums from which they may have come. With popular music, this identity becomes the subjectivization of a relation based on mass appeal and approval. (“Demographic” playlists – as streaming categories or, in North America, as radio stations – are an amplification of this logic.)

The increasing use of ear pods and headphones in public spaces is a clear manifestation of this subjectivization and its internal contradictions at work. Listeners are audibly sealed off in their own world, their own playlist, as they go about their public intercourse. The space of listening thus becomes both fractured and distended. It is fractured by the multiple attentions required in this environment and distended by the ongoing movement and shifts in location. The listener likewise is both fractured and distended – fractured by the necessary splitting of conscious awareness, and distended by the doubling of worlds, that is, the world of what is around them visually and the world of what is in their ears sonically. The music so often chosen for this space, and increasingly written for this space, conforms to this dual or paradoxical nature: it is hyper-standardized in such a way as to simultaneously incite and dispense with recognition and engagement. A moment of overdubbing of our two registers shines forth here: music becomes both extreme foreground and extreme background, sometimes alternatively, like a rhythm, but more often simultaneously like a counterpoint, fusing, and perhaps thereby cancelling, the two extremes.



III.

These technological advances, making the digital world an analogue to our discontinuous, fractured sense of being in the world, have now globalized music. This process means two things: (1) the same music can be a global phenomenon, as in the most global of pop superstars (even if still predominantly from the West), or as in non-Western national orchestras cultivating an audience for standard classical repertoire from the West; and (2) different music is now accessible to all and sundry, so that the West, whose categories of music, and the very assumptions used to make and maintain their distinction, still dominate the way music is perceived and commercialized around the world, feels it necessary to develop a special category for those traditions outside its own – “world music”. The increasing access to this music on the one hand leads us away from a concept of absolute music, since different artistic principles render the distinction between “high” and “low” art irrelevant and promote in turn an understanding of “musics”. There is not a singular, unified language of music, a lingua franca, but many musics, not always compatible with the aesthetic values of the dominant West, and thus supporting the notion that music is fundamentally a socially constructed phenomenon. On the other hand, the increasing access to world music develops a syncretism, where composers and artists see the manifold traditions of world music as part of their musical palette, and create not only music that has been influenced by another tradition, but music that is a genuine and fully induced crossover between two or more traditions. In the West, world influence could already be detected in the late nineteenth-century classical tradition, as in Debussy and Ravel, for example (and earlier, if we include Turkish influences). And Stravinsky took his composing much further in this direction. But full-blown syncretism, beyond that with Western indigenous folk traditions (Mahler, Bartok, et al.), did not start appearing in classical music till the late twentieth century, as in the music of Philip Glass, for instance. In other forms like jazz, with its roots in blues and Africa, the crossover was already inherent, even if jazz's origin was still considered Western.

Technology has now opened the world to the listener in unbounded ways, thereby accelerating this syncretic impulse. Here the question of a universal language has become relevant once again, though the nature of this language has shifted. It is no longer that music acts as some kind of Ursprache, a primordial language that, as one theorist had claimed in the early nineteenth century, “disintegrated into languages” of the kind we verbally speak in communicating to one another on a daily basis.8 Music is not a pre-Babel language of purity; it is a post-Babel harmony of languages. The tower has been refashioned, as it were, into a transnational choir loft, and the multilingual properties of music can now be translated into any culture.

Here again the absolute nature of music assumes a distinctly linguistic, if not yet descriptive, capacity. Musicians from Peru or Mali communicate in the same language, it can be argued, as the Celtic band singing in Gaelic or the K-pop band in Korean. Sung lyrics become part of the form of the music's universal exposure, without needing linguistic translation of its content. In this respect globalized music comes closer to the young Walter Benjamin's understanding of language, which he describes as anything (not merely the linguistic) that communicates the mind or the mental being as expressed in language but not through language.9 The emphasis switches from what is communicated to communicability per se. In music this communicability no longer separates the musical form from the lyrical content. Benjamin's question “What does language communicate?”, to which he answered “All language communicates itself”, can then be converted to the question “What does music communicate?”, with the answer “All music communicates itself” – the “itself” now constituted by the communicability of the linguistic content rather than by what that content conveys through a specific language (whether Peruvian, Malian, Gaelic, Korean, or what have you).

In Chapter 1 we will deal extensively with Benjamin's understanding of language. In this present context we concede that the listener of “world music” no more needs linguistic translation than, to use Benjamin's example, a user of a lamp needs translation into the technical language of the photometer.10 What is being communicated in either case is both form and content together. The programmatic nature of the music is subsumed in this unity just as much as the pure absolute nature of music reduced to its sonically formal properties is subsumed. The musics of the world unite to communicate their communicability, and the two registers are no longer clearly distinguishable.


The rise and fall of musical absolutism

But there is yet another reason why we can no longer speak of music in the two competing registers of programmatic and absolute, or even of Orphic and Pythagorean: the Western decline of organized religion, and its theological discourses. Now it may seem at first glance like the globalizing shifts just described, with their sociological and phenomenological factors, have little to do with the retreat of religion from the centres of cultural production. But if, as many have contended, subscribers to the autonomy of musical formalism (as the absolute) have been diminishing over the last half century, this cannot be explained only by the mere fact that music has become more programmatic with the ubiquity of popular forms, more horizontally intentional in its commercial outreach. As we have just seen, the very widening of the horizons has enveloped a vertical space whereby hyper-programmatic music becomes, in its way, absolute. There is yet another reason for the decline: the inherent links of absolute music to the divine have become less tenable. To account for this factor we need to trace out a wider historical arc that well precedes more recent trends.




I.

If both Orpheus and Pythagoras understood music as a divine reality, it was not because of its formal properties alone (intervals, harmonic relations, etc.). Music, sung or played, had the power to move, and only divine power could properly move things, either within their station, as in the heavens, or without their station, as in humankind. Indeed, the Greek gods did not simply empower music and empower us through music; as Plato tells us, the gods themselves, and particularly the Muses (from whom music draws its name), along with Apollo the leader of those Muses, and Dionysus the god of the dithyramb, enjoin in the songs and dances of festivities themselves.11 Music was a divine cause, a divine effect, and a divine participation. If it moved us emotionally, it is because, as Aristotle argued, the emotions are themselves movements (this is retained in the etymology of “emotion” in Latinate languages), and music imitates the emotions by moving us deep within our character, ultimately, for Aristotle, towards the good.12 It is as if the gods took our hands and led us in the gestures of a dance, moving alongside us to the rhythm of a divine step, a choreography of godly embodiment inherent within the cosmos.

But with the development of a new scientific paradigm within early modernity, when movement became a result of external material and phenomenal factors – and the shift in the concept of gravity from Aristotle's internal teleology to Newton's universal force is crucial here – music lost its role as the eternal spring from which internal movement is initiated, and thus lost its divine participation. It is as if the gods let go their hands, and if we kept moving it was only because other mechanisms were already at work. The mathematical inheritance from Pythagorean thought took on new rigour, but no longer because we were part of an “isomorphic resonance”, as Bonds calls it, by which the structuring ratios of the cosmos operate from the heavens down through humans to the smallest pebbles on the beach.13 In Leibniz's famous definition of 1721, music was now “the hidden arithmetical exercise of a mind unconscious that it is calculating”,14 a shift that removes the source of music from an integrated cosmos and places it into the rational order of the individual mind unaware of its own operations, until it rationalizes them through the cogitating process, or through what Schelling called, in reference to Leibniz, “the real self-numbering of the soul”.15 If the divine was still present in these operations, it was only at a distance, as the Deists might have said. The self, consciously or unconsciously, had taken over the accounting.



II.

The idea (if not yet the name) of an absolute music arose in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries precisely in order to challenge this “self-numbering” of a purely individualized rational space, and to suggest once again that music's power to move us went well beyond ratiocination. A renewed fascination with Orpheus in Romanticism is indicative: numbering, the rationalization of the soul, Leibniz's proto-computer model, all give way to feeling, through which music can once again move the gods. This is not “feeling” in a loose, non-descript sense. Empfindung, or alternatively Gefühl, as the German thinkers of this period understood them, were pre-conceptual, but not merely affective like the pathos of Aristotle's emotions. In Kant's schematism we see a pre-conceptual intelligibility at work, a certain “intellectual intuition”, by which we sense something that takes us outside of our finite selves, an intuition that subsequent thinkers, from Fichte to Schleiermacher, will link directly with the infinite (Anschauung in Kantian terminology). Music, in expressing this feeling, thus expresses the infinite, and in a way philosophically rational thinking cannot. If there is a logic to music, it is, as Adorno phrased it (with Beethoven as the exemplar), “the logic of judgementless synthesis”, the forming of constellations without propositions, which leads us to a wholly different kind of truth than that which can be predicated by any judgement formation in rational language (philosophical or otherwise).16 For Schlegel, feeling is a longing for that very truth, even if it cannot be fully attained: “Feeling and wishing often go far beyond thinking; music as inspiration, as the language of feeling, which excites consciousness in its well-spring, is the only universal language”.17 Schleiermacher, in his speeches to the “cultured despisers”, saw in that language our desire as individuals, indeed our predilection, to reintegrate with the whole, and this desire or predilection, as intuited, he called “religion”, as we’ll explore further in the section to follow.

Thus by the middle of the nineteenth century, Eduard Hanslick, the paragon of champions for the absolute, would make his formalist case for music not by dispensing with logic or even ideality, but by claiming that musical beauty (Musikalisch-Schönen, as he called it) has its own logic and ideality, inherent only in its tonal forms, and known not through rational thought but, echoing Schleiermacher, “instinctively in every cultivated ear”.18 These forms are the very content of music itself: as he famously writes, “The content of music is tonally moving forms [Der Inhalt der Musik sind tönend bewegte Formen]”.19 He thus describes the unity of form/content as “mind giving shape to itself from within [sich von innen heraus gestaltender Geist]”,20 a description unmistakably echoing German Idealist notions (as taught to Hanslick by his father, a philosophy tutor). Thus we cannot, despite Hanslick's general avoidance of theology, see the mind/Geist reference here in any naïve way as purely a human reference.21 Indeed, in the final sentences of his entire argument Hanslick calls this content of music “a not inconsiderable spark of the divine flame [in nicht geringerer Funke des göttlichen Feuers]”. It is not “indefinite feeling” (here Gefühl rather than Empfindung) that can carry “spiritual [geistige]” meaning or significance, but the tonal forms “as the spontaneous creation of mind [des Geistes] out of material compatible with the mind [aus geistfähigem Material]”.22

If Hanslick refers to this material as a language, it is “a kind of language which we speak and understand yet cannot translate”.23 He reiterates this point at the end: “the tones themselves are the untranslatable, ultimate language [unübersetzbare Ursprache]”, recalling earlier modern theorists like Condillac, Rousseau, and Herder, and anticipating much later Benjamin.24 This primal language opens human spirit up to divine Spirit; or, it is the very Geist, as Hegel will famously argue, that brings human and divine together through language, even as language. The natural connection of an Ursprache with the divine world was possible, even logical, if, as was the case in modernity up until Nietzsche, language is kept metaphysically grounded, that is, is seen as inherent in the organizational structures of reality, structures which, in order to underpin physical reality, must lay beyond that reality (whether in reason, God, etc.). The idea of getting back to an originary language as a condition for the “physical” languages we know as linguistic systems requires a metaphysical framework predicated upon metaphor: if functional languages are necessarily descriptive, placing an equivalence between one thing and another (X = Y, which is to say we describe X by Y), the condition of that equivalence must be metaphorical, since there is nothing intrinsic within the one side that accounts for the other side unless something stands outside both to provide a unifying structure (both X and Y share in Z).25 This, of course, was Kant's synthetic a priori judgement. But if now music can act as this condition, it is because it has always and already dispensed with the descriptive. This is why Hanslick can write, “What in every other art is still description is in music already metaphor”.26 Though Hanslick will never acknowledge this directly, the implication of his Ursprache is that, ultimately, music is a metaphor for the divine. Music in its purest form, flushed of all descriptive intentions but one, becomes the most universal form to account for the unaccountable.

The historical irony of this absolute way of thinking is that embedded in its logic are the seeds of its own demise. We have seen this played out in the theories of language that have marked the twentieth century, whether from a Nietzschean or a Wittgensteinian starting point. We have seen this in the philosophy of metaphysics, especially in counter to Hegelianisms of various kinds since the middle of the nineteenth century, where the notion of Geist as an Absolute has been under sustained critique. And we have seen this theologically, where the absolute God of Abrahamic monotheism is seen as complicit in violent motivations or repressive tactics. Indeed, we have just seen it in music, as the process of globalization disperses different forms of music across a unifying structure of technology, making descriptive music (sung in foreign tongues) absolute, and absolute music (freed from cultural constraints) descriptive.



III.

But perhaps it is with Adorno's extensive writings on music that this ironic shift in logic can be seen in the twentieth century at its most musically acute. Adorno's monumental text co-written with Max Horkheimer, The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), had already shown us how embedded myth was in the logic of enlightenment, and enlightenment in the logic of myth. His theories on music play an indispensable role in reorienting our understanding of music's nature as a form of expression that carries an impetus towards its own dissolution. For Adorno, the essence of music lies in a freedom, but one that, if it is absolute, does not absolve us in Hanslick's sense, that is, from the reality of our lived conditions by means of a pure formalism. Such a freedom would be closer in spirit to the Right Hegelians, for whom Geist happily accedes to an infinite associated with the divine, or, if we can speak of a religious formalism, with those structures (Church, doctrine, etc.) designed specifically to accommodate Western monotheism. As will be shown in detail in Chapter 1, Adorno inherited the Left Hegelian legacy, and thus for him musical freedom (especially in composition) is necessarily expressed in material terms and conditions, as specific to any historical era. Like earlier advocates of absolute music, the high point in that freedom he sees in Beethoven, for whom freedom is, musically, “both theme and outcome”. And even if that freedom begins to ebb away throughout the nineteenth century, and into the beginning of the twentieth, music nevertheless strives towards it as a kind of utopia, which is also, paradoxically, a striving that in its freedom expresses alienation.

As prescient as he was in many different respects – musically, culturally, and philosophically – Adorno did not anticipate, and we might concede that he could not have anticipated, the extent of the technological and sociological shifts we have just laid out, even if they had already begun during the latter part of his life. His prescience was, however, powerful enough to see that a new emphasis on the material nature of music might yet be able to emancipate music. But this emancipation was not yet the phenomenological materiality of sonority that gained emphasis through the avant-garde of the late 1940s and early 1950s, starting with John Cage. Of this new approach to music and sound Adorno had very little favourable to say. Was this because Adorno was so beholden to the European history of musical development that nothing was properly conceivable after atonality had run its course? Could not a new expressivism, already aligned with an advanced expressionism in other art forms, be found in the aleatory and improvisational developments within both classical and jazz idioms, with music influenced by Eastern thought and mysticism, with music more distinctly attuned, phenomenologically, to the sonorous nature of the musical experience, with music willing to explore the new technological possibilities afforded by electronic innovations, with music drawing its rhythms, tonalities, and instrumentalization from other parts of the globe?

These questions can now be approached with the so-called secularization of the West more squarely in view. What if the very structures of religion itself, particularly in the form of Protestant Christianity, whose founder made freedom his watchword, prove to possess, by virtue of that very freedom, its own internal secularizing impulse? What if the absolute undermines its own ab-solving, if the theological history of “spirit” as it has come out of idealism already has the ground of its own overcoming? We recall here that it was Hegel who first announced the death of God in his Glauben and Wissen of 1802–1803. The proof is more than statistical or sociological, therefore; as the second half of the twentieth century unravels, it unravels the logocentricity at the very heart of the Christian language of the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment. Thinkers since the 1960s engaging with this Hegelian history of spirit, or a spirit of Christianity as language, whether from Catholic or Protestant sides – Foucault, Derrida, Agamben, Altizer, Nancy, Taylor, Caputo, Kearney, to name but some – have been working out the grammar of this reflexive dialectics, a force that first works internally upon itself, and thus can never really resolve itself (into a higher term), and certainly not resolve itself in language by means of its own grammar.

In the modulation of this philosophical shift, the experimentations of the musical avant-garde, led among others by John Cage, can now be construed anew as the opening bars of an emergent register. As we’ll explore at greater length in Chapter 3, Cage's musical sense – radical, aleatory, indeterminate, but also reinvested in spirit, the spirit of silence – offers its own negative impulse to the prevailing and hampering structures of society and culture, and indeed of music, as Cage himself saw it. Here there would be a new kind of deconstruction at work, but one imposing itself not against religion but within religion, and thus constituting neither demythology nor secularization. And it would operate not just within the classical tradition, but within jazz (whose roots, blues, is a negative impulse within a white, i.e. European, religious ordering). A new negation expresses itself here, but as a freedom that evades the easy commodification of the Culture Industry. This avant-garde, especially from the 1950s onwards, becomes “free” like no music has ever been free: free from structures, free from harmonics, free at times from notation, free even, and most infamously, from sound itself. In the developments of “free jazz”, it is even free from premeditation. In this expression of an “absolute” freedom, free even from music as aesthetics, we can detect, as we’ll see more clearly at the end of Chapter 3, the return of religion and its language of the inexpressible, one that takes us back to the expressivism that grew out of German Idealism and Romanticism, and with a spirit once again willing to embrace, however heterodoxically, the theological.


Music and religion overdubbed

In this heterodoxy we hear the overtones of religion and theology. The route of the theological, if it is dialectical, can only be of the kind that promotes, rather than sublates, its internal paradox. For instead of striving to work out the conceptual totality of form from which historical and musical truth might reveal itself, as is Adorno's concern, this avant-garde returns to the material features of sound, sonority, acoustics, and listening: a phenomenological interrogation of its own musical medium, to seek out how the very stuff of its “language” necessarily exceeds its language, and brings us closer to the origins of expression itself, or in Benjamin's sense, of communicability. In 1957, six years after Schoenberg's death, John Cage wrote: “New music: new listening. Not an attempt to understand something that is being said, for, if something were being said, the sounds would be given the shapes of words. Just an attention to the activity of sounds”.27 This approach drew from abstract expressionism, with which it was in regular dialogue, especially in America, and in which the label “abstract” was grossly misleading, since the focus was on just the opposite of abstraction – it was on the materiality of the art. But this materiality no longer precluded a religious sense of the spiritual; it in fact enhanced it. Cage especially, infused by Christian mysticism, Dada, and Buddhism, saw the relationship between art and the material from which it is made in a manner closer to Kandinsky's understanding, who decades before in 1910 had spoken of a deep spirituality inherent within materiality. This was not the materialism of the Left-Hegelian “spirit”, with its utopian impulses, but something closer to the formalism of absolute music that continued to be debated at the turn of the century, even if less polemically. The very material form of art possesses a spiritual “inner need” that bursts through the created composition and its sensory elements: “the internal truth which only art can divine, which only art can express by those means of expression which are hers alone”.28

In Cage's avant-garde material, Kandinsky's inner need felt itself in sound's relationship to silence. “Not one sound fears the silence that ex-tinguishes it”, wrote Cage, “And no silence exists that is not pregnant with sound”.29 It was also felt in the increasing immediacy of improvisation, where the fusion of form and content could be most palpably and forcefully experienced. In these shifts or reductions to “the music itself” – in radical forms of jazz that followed Cage, words were rare – musical expression was finding a renewed apophatic phase, where the unsayable was being “spoken” more emphatically than ever, and where spirit was succumbing most kenotically to its own freedom.

The resonance of this phenomenology of spiritual freedom, as a material absolute, has continued through to our current day. This is hardly because music has absolved itself from the language of commercial need and commodification. That language is more dominant, more controlling, than ever. The resonance of this freedom comes by way of another means, a sensibility to the multiple senses of sound and music, of the sensory and of sonority, which bring together both the obvious and the obscure. Nancy, who has written much about this multivalence of sense in general and in relation to the world,30 rewrites Adorno's basic concern this way: “What truly betrays music and diverts or perverts the moment of its modern history is the extent to which it is indexed to a mode of signification and not to a mode of sensibility”.31 This latter mode is as much existential as it is phenomenological. The resonance in question here is a being-in-the-world, but a being that, in returning to its very expressive origins in the world, through art, as art, which is to say, to the silence at the heart of any sound (and sounding), returns us to the inexpressible. A “pure resonance” in this sense becomes not just the condition but “the very beginning and opening up of sense that goes beyond signification”.32 Nancy is clear in his emphasis – this is always a coming back, a return, a re-sonance, to the place in which somehow we begin anew, as if a reprise of an overture, yet one newly composed.
OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
§ Routledge

ToyorFranis Group
RS 00 e





OEBPS/images/figfm_1.jpg
6at e
>

NP, Pe8cca

€Sqe






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Navigation




		Cover


		Half Title


		Series Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Contents


		Note from the authors


		Overture

		1. From music to religion

		Music in two registers


		Music's registers overdubbed







		I.


		II.


		III.

		The rise and fall of musical absolutism







		I.


		II.


		III.

		Music and religion overdubbed







		2. From theology to music

		Two registers of theology: Greek and Christian beginnings


		Greek recurrence


		Harmoniē, logos, and theology


		Harmoniē, music, and theology


		Towards a music of theology







		Notes


		Bibliography







		1 The language of music: Losing theology

		1 Musical immediacy

		Music as language


		Music and society: Speaking beyond language







		2 Adorno, music, and language

		Sprachähnlichkeit and truth


		Musical materialism







		3 Language, name, music

		Benjamin's theory of language


		Adorno's Benjaminian understanding of music


		Music as intention-less language


		Versprachlichung and entsprachlichung







		4 Variation I: The spaces of musical expression

		Inauthentic music


		Two musical spaces


		Deleuze and the spaces of music


		Adorno and the spaces of music


		Deterritorializing Adorno's space of music







		5 Variation II: Losing sight of theology

		Questioning the Western predicament


		The false whole and monadology


		Losing or reclaiming music?







		6 Musical naming: A music of theology

		Theological impossibilities


		Music and the loss of theology







		Notes


		Bibliography







		2 The space of music: The self between lost and found

		1. Prelude: Twenty bars of Mozart

		Short synopsis


		A very minimal scene, an untimely scene …


		A scene of embarrassment


		Music opening up an imaginary space … of music


		The space of loss: Beyond life







		2. The sonorous representation

		The sonorous and the visual


		Vibrating text columns


		Tympanic vibrations


		Conclusion







		3. The resonant self

		Resonance as a reciprocal relation to the world … and resonance as world


		Music as a praxis of the possible – leading nowhere …


		The hope for resonance


		Poetic variation: From Hölderlin to Dickinson


		Aesthetic resonance: From perfection to transgression, from Coltrane to Schubert


		Music making film resonate: Melancholia and Wagner


		The world outside, the world inside? Sloterdijk's question







		4. The space of music

		To be all ears: Philosophy and music


		The space of sense and sound: The subject's referrals in music


		Provoking subjectcentrism


		Feeling oneself feel … feeling oneself strain …


		Encountering oneself in wonder – through a key change


		The space of the syncope, or has the Word become Sound?


		Final variation: Bodies among one other … desire, dance







		Notes


		Bibliography







		3 Silence: Music as strained freedom

		1. Freedom of expression

		Freedom as expression, expression as music


		Freedom's impulse: Schelling


		Listening's impulse: Hegel







		2. Captivating freedom

		Straining to listen: Dialectic of intonement







		3. Heaven's musical silence

		Caged freedom


		Playing to silence







		Notes


		Bibliography







		Coda

		Thomas Tallis: Spem in Alium


		György Ligeti: Atmosphères, Requiem, Lux Aeterna


		Evan Parker: Lines Burnt in Light


		Finale


		Notes


		Bibliography







		Index








		Cover


		Half Title


		Series Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Contents


		Note from the authors


		Body Contents








List of Figures



		1 Juan Gris (1887–1927), Guitare sur une table (Guitar on a Table), 1915, Oil on Canvas, 73 × 92 cm.








		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16

















































































































































































OEBPS/images/9781003852247.jpg
Routledge New Critical Thinking in Religion, Theology and Biblical Studies

THE MUSIC OF THEOLOGY

LANGUAGE — SPACE — SILENCE

Andrew W. Hass, Laurens ten Kate,
and Mattias Martinson

3903UN0Y
P





