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Music, to create harmony, must investigate discord.

PLUTARCH



I accept chaos. I’m not sure whether it accepts me.

BOB DYLAN








Introduction

I’ll admit it. I cringe when I hear the term music history. The phrase summons up images of long-dead composers, smug men in wigs and waistcoats. I hear the refrain of a stately dance in waltz meter performed for some decrepit king and his court. People are dancing without touching, merely making stiff bows and curtsies in each other’s direction. Even the musicians struggle to stifle their yawns.

You may have similar notions about music history. But why? In all fairness, the institutions that preserve and propagate the inherited traditions of our musical culture don’t intend to be boring. But they do crave respectability, and this zeal to present an image of stiff decorum imparts a palpable sense of tedium to almost everything they touch. Music is drained of its vitality, and at times even becomes a chore. Just as you go to the dentist to take care of your teeth, you show up dutifully at the symphony to burnish your cultural street cred. But look around you at your next visit to the concert hall, and count how many people appear to be sleeping in their high-priced seats.

This pervasive ennui is a symptom of a deeper problem with music history. Boredom, in itself, is no crime. Many subjects are inherently boring, and their exponents even pride themselves on their monotonous routines. I once took a class in cost accounting, and Shakespeare himself, brought back to life and given a CPA certificate, couldn’t have made that textbook enjoyable. My statistics class was worse, situating itself more than two standard deviations outside the realm of the mildly interesting. Even in the arts and humanities—spheres of human endeavor whose very destiny is to delight and astonish—many academic journals will kill any submission in peer review if it fails to achieve a mandated level of obstinate dreariness. These fields cultivate boredom the same way a farmer grows tobacco—who cares if the crop is deadening, so long as it sells? No one expects otherwise.

So I don’t object to the boredom of conventional music history because I demand excitement. I object, rather, to the false notions that undergird the tedium. When we celebrate the songs of previous eras, the respectable music of cultural elites gets almost all the attention, while the subversive efforts of outsiders and rebels fall from view. The history books downplay or hide essential elements of music that are considered disreputable or irrational—for example, its deep connections to sexuality, magic, trance and alternative mind states, healing, social control, generational conflict, political unrest, even violence and murder. They whitewash key elements of a four-thousand-year history of disruptors and insurgents creating musical revolutions, instead celebrating assimilators within the mainstream power structure who borrowed these innovations while diluting their impact and disguising their sources. More than historical accuracy is lost in the process. The very sources from which creativity and new techniques arise are distorted and misrepresented. A key theme of this book is that the shameful elements of songs—their links to sex, violence, magic, ecstatic trance, and other disreputable matters—are actually sources of power, serving as the engines of innovation in human music-making. When we cleanse the historical record of their presence, we lose our grasp on how our most cherished songs arose in the first place.

The real history of music is not respectable. Far from it. Neither is it boring. Breakthroughs almost always come from provocateurs and insurgents, and they don’t just change the songs we sing, but often shake up the foundations of society. When something genuinely new and different arrives on the music scene, those in positions of authority fear it and work to repress it. We all know this because it has happened in our own lifetimes. We have seen firsthand how music can challenge social norms and alarm upholders of the status quo, whether political bosses, religious leaders, or just anxious parents fretting about some song bellowing ominously from behind a teenager’s bedroom door. Yet this same thing has been happening since the dawn of human history, and maybe even longer—although you won’t get told that side of the story in Music 101, or from the numerous well-funded music institutions devoted to protecting their respectability and the highbrow pretensions of their mission statements.

Those fretting parents are delighted with this kind of sanitized approach to music appreciation, as are those within the cultural ecosystem who see their own status rising in tandem with the prestige and authority of the traditions they uphold. They gain a kind of secondhand luster from the cleansed, purified vision of music-making they promote. Even rude and vulgar songs are made dignified as part of this process. But the whole endeavor is a distortion, no less a lie for the pleasing patina of respectability it imparts to the dangerous soundtracks of the past. At every stage in human history, music has been a catalyst for change, challenging conventions and conveying coded messages—or, not infrequently, delivering blunt, unambiguous ones. It has given voice to individuals and groups denied access to other platforms for expression, so much so that, in many times and places, freedom of song has been as important as freedom of speech, and far more controversial.

Yet there’s a second stage to this process, and it is just as interesting and deserving of study. This is the mechanism by which these disruptive musical intrusions into the social order enter the mainstream. The dangerous rebel gets turned, after a few years or decades, into a respected tribal elder. We have lived through this process, too, but even those of us who have seen it firsthand may struggle to explain how it happened. When Elvis Presley appeared on TV in 1956, CBS was reluctant to show what he was doing with his hips—those gyrating movements were too dangerous for mainstream audiences to see. Yet just a few years later, in 1970, Elvis not only got invited to the White House, but even received a badge from the hand of President Richard Nixon making him an unofficial agent for the Federal Bureau of Narcotics. (Adding to the bizarre tenor of the event, Presley may have been stoned when he received this dubious honor.) Parents were shocked by their first encounters with the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, but those bad boys would eventually get knighted and turn into Sir Paul McCartney and Sir Mick Jagger. Bob Dylan was a leader of the counterculture in 1966, but honored as the Nobel laureate in literature in 2016. Straight Outta Compton, by hip-hoppers N.W.A., got banned by many retailers and radio stations in 1988, and was even denounced by the FBI, but that same album was chosen by the Library of Congress for preservation in the National Recording Registry for its cultural merit in 2017. What strange social evolution allows a radical outsider to turn into an official hero of the mainstream? Yet this process has been repeated throughout history. In fact, this very insistence on mainstreaming and assimilating radical music is the single biggest reason why the historical accounts are so misleading. The officially ‘cleansed’ public image is promulgated—whether we are dealing with the Beatles, or back in a previous day, Sappho or the troubadours or Bach—while the disreputable past is shuffled offstage and out of view.

Musical innovation happens from the bottom up and the outside in, rather than vice versa; those with power and authority usually oppose these musical innovations, but with time, whether through co-optation or transformation, the innovations become mainstream, and then the cycle begins again. The authority figures who impose their preferred meanings on our messy music have changed over the centuries. In the past, they might have been kings or prophets or esteemed philosophers. In the current day, they can often seem nameless and faceless, at least from the perspective of most music fans—for example, the marketing department for the local symphony, designers of school curricula, or judges at music competitions. But in every case, the tools they employ to prevent the incursion of disruptive new ways of music-making follow a predictable path, starting with exclusion, if not outright censorship, and when that fails—as it so often does—shifting to more devious methods of containment and repurposing. Upholders of the status quo really have no choice except to push back. The songs of outsiders and the underclass have always posed a threat, and thus must be purified or reinterpreted. The power of music, whether to put listeners into a trance or rouse them to action, has always been feared, and thus must be controlled. The close connection of songs to sex and violence has always shocked, and thus must be regulated. And the narratives that chronicle and define our musical lives are inevitably written and rewritten in recognition of these imperatives.

The scope of this book is the full history of music, even beginning in the pre-human natural soundscapes, whose danger and power prefigure so much to come, all the way to the reality show singing contests and viral videos of the current day. In this kind of history, there’s room for both Mozart and Sid Vicious, and everything in between—along with minstrels, rappers, holy rollers, shamans, troubadours, courtesans, singing cowboys, Homeric bards, chanting street vendors, and many others outside the concert hall tradition. I’m not trying to be flashy or fashionably eclectic: we need to cast our net wide in order to grasp the forces at work. My approach is roughly chronological, but the connections across eras will become increasingly clear as we proceed. The early chapters will provide opportunities for me to share conceptual tools and insights that will be pressure-tested in subsequent sections of the book, and will, I hope, prove their value in resolving long-standing debates about key figures in music history as different as Ludwig van Beethoven and Robert Johnson. If I am correct, these methodologies can also assist us in the present day, both in predicting how songs might evolve in the future and in creating a healthy musical ecosystem in a digital age that often seems intent on devaluing artists and their works.

As these comments might suggest, the subversive forces remain largely the same over time, despite shifting tastes and technologies. They are both shameful and powerful, as well as ever present in human society, if sometimes unspoken or pushed out to the fringes. They can’t be halted, nor can they really be exiled permanently from the mainstream. Yet misleading narratives can be constructed around them, and again and again those deceptions enter into the official accounts. In this book I attempt to cut through these sanctioned interpretations and recover the fractious reality too often excluded from our view.

These inquiries will bring us into the heart of a profound mystery: Where do these changes in music come from? Why are the sources of innovation so closely linked to shame and secrecy? Why do power brokers need to turn, again and again, to outsiders and excluded groups for the songs that eventually define norms and behavior for the broader society? What is it about music that makes its historical evolution and pedigree so different from what we find in other modes of cultural expression? And why does the cycle repeat with such brutal persistence over such broad expanses of time and geography? These are vital questions, and I hope to answer them before bringing this expansive study to a conclusion.

What we learn will also force us to revise our notions of the aesthetics of music, its capacities and consequences. Old-fashioned concepts of the role of song in our lives, emphasizing its transcendence or purposeless beauty, will be tested and found wanting. In fact, we will learn that many of the most influential philosophical systems about music came about as part of persistent attempts by elites to halt the spread of innovation and enervate the inherent power of song. As we uncover the actual course of causes and effects, our grasp of what music really does and means will be permanently altered.

More than ever, we need a subversive history of music. We need it both to subvert the staid accounts that misrepresent the past as well as to grasp the subversive quality inherent in these catalytic sounds in our own time. This book aims to provide that alternative narrative. But the goal isn’t to be iconoclastic or controversial. I have no interest in adopting a provocative revisionist pose so I can stand out from the crowd. I simply want to do justice to the subject. I want to tell the real story of music as a change agent, as a source of disruption and enchantment in human life.

I started work on an alternative approach to music history more than twenty-five years ago, but back then I didn’t realize the scope of what I would uncover. My starting point was much simpler than where I ended up. My core belief back then—unchanged today, so many years later—was that music is a force of transformation and empowerment, a catalyst in human life. My curiosity was piqued by the many ways songs had enhanced and altered the lives of individuals throughout history, and especially the great masses of people who don’t get much visibility in surviving accounts. I didn’t exclude kings and lords, or popes and patrons, from my purview. But I was perhaps even more interested in peasants and plebeians, slaves and bohemians, renegades and outcasts. What did their music sound like? Even better, what did it do?

To answer these questions, I had to uncover a whole range of different sources outside the realm of academic music history. During the first decade of my research, I floundered in my attempts to circumscribe these issues. To answer even simple questions, I found I had to immerse myself, at a surprisingly deep level, in primary documents and academic literature from folklore, mythology, classics, philosophy, theology and scriptural exegesis, social history, anthropology, archaeology, sociology, psychology, neuroscience, Egyptology, Sinology, Assyriology, medieval studies, travel literature, and various other fields and topics, as well as a formidable amount of literature produced by music historians and musicologists. As a result, more than fifteen years elapsed from the start of my research until I published the first fruits—my two books Work Songs and Healing Songs, both released in 2006. Another decade elapsed before I completed the third book in my trilogy on the music of everyday life, Love Songs.

But by this time I saw that a general history of music needed to be written that encompassed the full range of surprising findings I had uncovered during this twenty-five-year endeavor. I won’t try to summarize here the unexpected and sometimes disturbing things I learned on my long, strange trip. But my goals are simple ones and ought to be shared here at the outset. My aim is to celebrate music as a source of creation, destruction, and transformation. I affirm songs as a source of artistry, but will also insist on taking them seriously as a social force and conduit of power, even as a kind of technology for societies that lack microchips and spaceships. I want to cast light on the neglected spheres of music that survive outside the realms of power brokers, religious institutions, and social elites, and explore how songs enrich the day-to-day lives of small communities, families, and individuals. Above all, I hope to show how music can topple established hierarchies and rules, subverting tired old conventions and asserting bold new ones.

Put another way, music is not just a soundtrack in the background of life, but has repeatedly entered the foreground, even altering social and cultural currents that would seem resistant to something as elusive and intangible as a song. It almost seems like magic, and maybe it really is.

All these things have happened repeatedly in the past, as well as in our own lifetimes, and will recur again in the future. This is their story.







1

The Origin of Music as a Force of Creative Destruction

I’m not surprised the whole thing started with a huge bang, not just a big downbeat in bar one, but the biggest one of them all. How fitting that this initial pulse of rhythm came as part of an explosion both destructive and creative. That’s a symbol for all the later musical outbursts charted in these pages, those unruly sounds that shatter the existing order, cause turbulence and even chaos, only gradually coalescing into a new stability.

Our original downbeat took place some 13.7 billion years ago, the proverbial Big Bang in a still unfolding composition. But if matter explodes in the universe and no one is around to hear it—maybe couldn’t hear it, if it took place in a surrounding vacuum—is it really a bang? Do our histories even falsify this first beat, which really possessed no bang at all, not even an intergalactic whimper? Perhaps we should consider this opening galaxy-forming gambit as akin to the silent wave of the conductor’s baton before the concert begins. A look, a nod, a quick movement, and we are off…

That universal symphony continues even today, but as cosmic background microwave radiation, an almost silent echo, barely detectable even with the most finely tuned instruments. Yet it still makes music, even in a vacuum. I note that the scientists who discovered the faint reverberations of the Big Bang first heard it over the radio. A lot of strange things happened on the radio in 1964—from the British Invasion to Louis Armstrong topping the chart with “Hello Dolly”—but this was the strangest of them all: Tune in to the right station and you can hear the origin of the universe! These late-arriving listeners for the longest-running live musical broadcast wisely realized that a hit song needs a suitable title, and their new—but very old—discovery finally received one when they published their findings the following year: “A Measurement of Excess Antenna Temperature at 4080 Megacycles per Second.” That title, announcing the strange fact that somebody finally heard the bang a few billion years after it banged, was too long to fit on a jukebox label, but sufficient to earn a Nobel Prize for Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson.

But what modern science tells us simply repeats the Nada Brahma—that affirmation that the world is sound—of ancient Indian spirituality. In Hindu iconography, Shiva is even depicted as holding a damaru, or hourglass-shaped drum, in the moment of creation, a little bang doing the work of the big one surmised by physicists. This same vision of musical genesis is supported by countless creation myths around the world, with their tracing of ultimate origins back to cosmological compositions. More than one thousand references to music can be found in the Bible—in Judeo-Christian tradition, no physical icon or relic can come close to matching the potency of sound as a pathway to the divine and a source of transformative energy. Sometimes the power of music is brutally destructive—for example, the trumpet blasts of the Israelites sending the walls of Jericho tumbling to the ground—but more often, sound, in the Bible and in other traditions, is associated with creation and transformation. “In the Hebrew ‘Genesis’ the creating word is spoken,” explains Natalie Curtis, one of the first scholars to write about Native American songs. “In nearly every Indian myth the creator sings things into life.” In Australia, writes Bruce Chatwin in The Songlines, “Aboriginal creation myths tell of the legendary totemic beings who had wandered over the continent in the Dreamtime, singing out the name of everything that crossed their path—birds, animals, plants, rocks, waterfalls—and so singing the world into existence.” Pythagoras turned this almost universal mythology into philosophy when, holding up a stone, he told his students: “This is frozen music.”1

It’s worth noting how rarely myths describe music originating as entertainment or works of artistic expression. Those categories may describe how we view songs in the current day, but our oldest ancestors knew something we ought to remember and which should be the starting point for all histories of song: music is power. Sound is the ultimate source of genesis, broadly defined, as well as metamorphosis and annihilation. A song can contain a cataclysm.

Science tells the same story, whether we peer into the depths of the universe or study the world at hand. From the start, waves of sound came not just from a primal explosion, but from the smallest particles of matter. In the heart of the atom we find vibrations of extraordinary speed—up to one hundred trillion times per second—creating a tone some twenty octaves above the range of our hearing. Over the years, a host of serious researchers and borderline crackpots—Ernst Chladni, Fabre d’Olivet, Charles Kellogg, Hans Jenny, Robert Monroe, Alfred Tomatis, and others—have demonstrated surprising and sometimes enchanting relations between our intangible music and the surrounding physical world. And in 1934, scientists at the University of Cologne discovered that sound waves sent through fluid can create flashes of light inside bubbles, visible to the naked eye and bearing an uncanny resemblance to the stars in the heavens. This property of sound—now known as sonoluminescence—is accompanied by intense pressure and high temperature coinciding with bubble collapse and the release of energy. Here is the littlest bang of all, if you will. As with the creation myths, sound has become visible.

As matter coalesced and cooled following that inaugural Big Bang, larger sounds and rhythms were superimposed on this microscopic chorus. Just as the cosmos offers its astral soundscape, the earth below supplies a terrestrial rhythm section. This is the ultimate ground beat: the movements of terra firma are not haphazard rumblings, but follow set rhythms—even today our seismographs can detect ongoing and consistent periods of vibration lasting between 53.1 and 54.7 minutes, producing a tone twenty octaves below the capacity of the human ear to hear. Indeed, each of the four ancient elements—earth, air, fire, water—conveys its own particular musical personality, made manifest in the crack of thunder, the roar of waves, the steady drone of the waterfall, the sporadic crash of a falling boulder or tree, and other natural events large and small.

These inanimate sounds were matched by their earliest organic counterpoints, a living orchestra constructed from the rich vocalizations of animals, birds, and insects. “Each creature appears to have its own sonic niche (channel, or space) in the frequency spectrum… occupied by no others at that particular moment,” writes musical ecologist Bernie Krause, who sees this aural territoriality as the foundation for the earliest human musical compositions. The first hunting and gathering societies must have paid close attention to this ever-changing aural tapestry—shifting every few meters, every few minutes. Long before aesthetic considerations came to the fore, the Darwinian struggle for survival ensured that our progenitors were careful listeners of their ambient soundscape.2

Krause describes a memorable encounter with an elder of the Nez Perce tribe named Angus Wilson, who chided him one day: “You white people know nothing about music. But I’ll teach you something about it if you want.” The next morning, Krause found himself led to the bank of a stream in northeastern Oregon, where he was motioned to sit quietly on the ground. After a chilly wait, a breeze picked up, and suddenly his surroundings were filled with the sound of a pipe organ chord—a remarkable occurrence, since no instrument was in sight. Wilson brought him over to the water’s edge and pointed to a group of reeds, broken at different lengths by wind and ice. “He took out his knife,” Krause later recalled, “and cut one at the base, whittled some holes, brought the instrument to his lips and began to play a melody. When he stopped, he said, ‘This is how we learned our music.’”3

Lynne Kelly, an Australian researcher, encountered a similar surprise when her friend Nungarrayi of the Warlpiri tribe explained that even trees, bushes, and grasses can be identified by their songs. “I found this hard to believe,” Kelly later explained, “but was assured that if I gave it a try I would discover that it is possible.” That afternoon, when she began listening to vegetation, she found that the passing breeze imparted a distinctive aural soundscape to the trees around her. “The eucalypt to my left, the acacias in front, and the grasses to the right all made distinctly different sounds. I could not accurately convey these sounds in writing. In subsequent sessions, I’ve been able to distinguish between different species of eucalypt.… The experience convinced me that the sound of plants, animals, moving water, rock types when struck and many other aspects of the environment can be taught through song in a way that is impossible in writing.”4

Biologist David George Haskell has trained students how to hear this tree music, and as an entry point he advises them to wait until a rainstorm, when the melodies are easiest to discern. Some present the listener with “a splatter of metallic sparks,” others “a low, clean, woody thump,” or “a speed-typist’s clatter.” When teaching ornithology, he issues a challenge to the class: “Okay, now that you’ve learned the songs of 100 birds, your task is to learn the sounds of 20 trees. Can you tell an oak from a maple by ear?” Their homework is to “go out, pour their attention into their ears, and harvest sounds.” For him, “it’s an almost meditative experience. And from that, you realize that trees sound different, and they have amazing sounds coming from them.” Moreover, the music of nature guides us through life cycles and seasonal patterns. “Our unaided ears can hear how a maple tree changes its voice,” Haskell explains, especially when the soft spring leaves grow stiff and brittle with the approach of winter.5 As we shall soon see, this same cyclical process from life to death (and back again) has shaped human music-making for thousands of years.

These stories make clear that a natural history of sound preceded its social or aesthetic history. You simply can’t understand the latter without paying close attention to the former. For our earliest ancestors, this was a matter of survival, plain and simple. If they paid attention to the wrong soundscape, they might not survive another day.

I emphasize these facts because to grasp the developments ahead of us in this chronicle it is essential to understand how different music is from other art forms. Movies, novels, figurative art, comic books, dramas, and most other forms of cultural expression were invented by human beings, and they possess only the power invested in them by individuals and social institutions. But humans evolved in an ecosystem that already contained formidable sounds, melodies, and rhythms. As part of that evolution, they seized this power for themselves—at least as much of it as they could. The birth of song can almost be viewed as akin to Prometheus stealing fire from the gods in the famous Greek myth. It was a matter of usurping quasi-divine energy, an exemplary moment of empowerment. Natural sounds may have inspired the first strains of human music, as early societies imitated what they experienced in their various habitats. Or, perhaps more likely, the organization of sound into music was intended to subdue the natural world, reduce its ever-present dangers, bring it within the span of social control. In either case, sounds were weaponized.

The songs and dances of hunting societies, for example, often mimic the sounds and movements of the animals they hunt—an example of what is known as sympathetic magic, where people imitate what they hope to influence. To conquer the beast, one borrows its music. We find this in the turtle-hunting song of the Andaman Islanders, the buffalo dance of the Mandan tribe of the Dakotas, the elephant-hunting music of the Hehe people of Tanzania, the opossum dance of the Aboriginal settlers of southeastern Australia, and a host of other settings. In far-flung spots on the globe, wherever human communities lived in symbiotic relationship with their prey, hunters emulated the soundspaces of the hunted.

Experts have offered dozens of theories about the origins of music among our hunting ancestors, many of them fanciful or absurd, but the most persuasive hypotheses usually boil down to matters of sex or violence. That should hardly surprise us, if only because songs always seem to gravitate to those two subjects. Listen to the most highbrow music genre, grand opera, and you discover that sex and violence are the two dominant themes of the most popular works. Consider the populist folk ballad, and you find the same obsession. And you will also encounter a fixation with sex and violence in hip-hop and punk rock, ballads and blues, country and metal. You can feel those forces in the air, propelling the dance music at the disco and the electronic grooves at the rave. Even religious music, seemingly hostile to these fierce imperatives, cannot resist them. The oldest song in the Bible, found in the Book of Exodus, taunts the defeated Egyptian army after God has drowned the Israelites’ enemies in the Red Sea. On the other hand, the most famous song in the Bible—it’s called the Song of Songs, if you had any doubts—couches praise of God in the erotic language of a love poem. Perhaps some extraterrestrials in another galaxy possess songs that have nothing to do with these primal forces, but no human society has been able to make music without their guidance.

Charles Darwin, in fact, saw sex as the source of all music-making, claiming that the songs of human societies grew out of the mating calls of birds and other creatures. “Musical tones and rhythms,” he declared, “were used by our half-human ancestors, during the season of courtship, when animals of all kinds are excited not only by love, but by the strong passions of jealousy, rivalry, and triumph.” Darwin asserted in 1871 that “love is still the commonest theme of our songs,” and little has changed in that regard since his day. Not just our performances of music as participants, but also our preferences as consumers of recordings, reveal a linkage with procreation. In 2006, researcher Geoffrey Miller surveyed six thousand recent recordings and found that 90 percent of them were made by males, most of them during their peak years of sexual activity. That gender discrepancy may surprise current-day listeners, given the chart-topping successes of female pop singers in recent years, but the voices of men dominated airplay during most of the second half of the twentieth century—a period when rock, punk, and early hip-hop set a macho tone for commercial music. And even after the balancing out of the last decade, the ages of the most popular singers, regardless of gender, still coincide with heightened biological fertility.6

If you still have doubts about the linkage between songs and procreation, just pay attention to the lyrics. A recent study of songs that made the top ten on the Billboard chart found that 92 percent refer to sex—“with a mention [on average] of 10.49 reproductive phrases per song.” Almost every playlist tells the same story: music is not only life-changing, but actually life-creating. Just consider, many of us might not be here today if our parents had not heard one of these songs with “reproductive phrases” at the right time and place.7

But there’s just as much reason to believe that music arose (reversing the hippie dictum) to make war, not love. Strange to say, some of the most persuasive evidence for this view comes from the same songbirds that Darwin studied, but drawing on findings unavailable to him. We now know that birdsong plays a key role in asserting territorial claims. A mere recording of avian melodies, played over a loudspeaker, is sufficient to deter other birds from entering an area. In contrast, a male bird surgically deprived of his singing ability soon finds rivals intruding on his turf, but he will sometimes still mate even without the benefit of his courtship songs. In some instances, birds will even cooperate in using songs to defend their territory, providing an uncanny counterpart to human military alliances.

Our own musical traditions, many of them shaped by violence, reinforce this alternative theory of the birth of song. Sometimes these origins survive in symbolic form—for example, in the fight songs of sports teams, or the countless singing competitions on television—but in other cases they show up in actual confrontations. I am told that Inuit culture preserves a tradition of song duels to settle disputes. But you only need to observe schoolchildren for confirmation of this process at work in the modern day. Their bullying and fights are often accompanied by semi-musical chants filled with taunts, boasts, and ridicule. I’m sure it happened in Darwin’s day too.

Yet violent music isn’t always accompanied by violent behavior. A 2018 study showed that death metal fans, a mix of both men and women, extract feelings of joy and peace from listening to “Hammer Smashed Face” (by Cannibal Corpse) and “Waiting for Screams” (by Autopsy), among other songs selected by the researchers. Perhaps these aficionados have been desensitized by repeated exposure to such music, or maybe some kind of Aristotelian catharsis takes place in the listening process. There are millions of people who listen to songs of this sort without descending into the barbarism implied by the lyrics. We need to take seriously at least the possibility that violent tendencies get channeled and transformed in constructive, or at least neutral, directions through music.8

So which of these is the main impetus behind music: sex or violence? Are songs aligned with creation or destruction? In fact, we don’t need to choose, because both aspects of music seem to arise from the same biological foundations. A large and growing body of research confirms that singing in groups—or even just listening to music—causes the release of the hormone oxytocin. This change in our body chemistry makes us more trusting of those around us, more willing to cooperate with them in pairs or teams. This obviously explains why songs can lead both to sexual unions and the formation of military units. They are flip sides of the same coin. Music creates group cohesion for both creative and destructive purposes. In other words, hypotheses about both of the proposed sources for our earliest songs—sex and violence—find validation here.

The same findings lend support to other conjectures about early music, some of them so far-fetched as to defy belief. The eighteenth-century social philosopher Giambattista Vico claimed that the first legal codes were sung before they were spoken or written down. Many have laughed at this notion, but if singing actually brings about cooperation and helps settle disputes, Vico may have been onto something. Back in 1896, economist Karl Bücher theorized that music originated when communities turned to song and rhythm as a way of organizing the labor necessary for social survival and advancement—in essence, early music was a kind of management tool. Few scholars today give much credence to Bücher’s views, but he may also have captured part of the truth. The same can be said of philosopher Carl Stumpf, who argued that music was invented for the purpose of communication, since songs can be heard over greater distances than the spoken word. Songs thus served as invaluable signaling tools for early human societies. I also call attention to the work of current-day scientists Edward Hagen and Gregory Bryant, who have focused on the role of song in forming coalitions in human society. Each of these thinkers has expanded our notions of the wide-ranging power of song. Although sex and violence may be the most awe-inspiring forces it channels, they are merely at the top of a long list. Songs are repositories for many kinds of power.

Yet theory can only take us so far. Researchers have also learned a considerable amount by digging into the remains of prehistoric communities. In 1995, paleontologist Dr. Ivan Turk excavated a bear’s thighbone from a site in Slovenia. This femur was perforated with four holes in a straight alignment, which suggests conscious design rather than arbitrary markings. In appearance, the object resembles the bone flutes found at other European and Asian excavations. But there is one important difference: whereas other bone flutes had been dated as far back as thirty-five thousand years, and were remnants of human culture, the specimen retrieved by Dr. Turk came from hunting areas occupied by Neanderthals. Radiocarbon dating indicates that this artifact, allegedly the oldest known musical instrument, is between forty-three thousand and eighty-two thousand years old. Although some have tried to explain away the apparent finger holes as random teeth marks, their placement suggests an intention to create the notes of a diatonic scale. The implications are surprising, but clear: Neanderthals, who many researchers doubt even had language or any kind of articulate speech, may have soothed the anxieties and celebrated the modest successes of their arduous lives with the dulcet tones of a flute. But how fitting, given our speculations above, that the creator of the oldest surviving musical instrument had to kill a bear first before relaxing with a song.9

Popular science has intruded into these matters with enthusiasm. Many recent best-selling books have explored music as something that takes place inside the brain. Who could have imagined, back in the days of Lester Bangs and the rise of Rolling Stone, that a time would come when so many leading music writers would be neurologists and neuroscientists? Yet Dr. Daniel Levitin has given us This Is Your Brain on Music (more than one million copies sold), the late Dr. Oliver Sacks followed up with Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain, another best-seller still going strong more than a decade after publication, and hardly a week passes without some team of scientists gaining mainstream press coverage for their latest research findings on music. I have some sympathy for the agendas pursued by these experts, and often learn from them, but remain troubled at the reductionist perspectives they have occasionally fostered. Biology lays the foundation for music, but it cannot comprehend the superstructure. Even the most complete mapping of brain functions or body chemistry, with every neuron and synapse found and tracked, will never fully encompass the Jupiter Symphony, a Bach fugue, or the call-and-response antiphony of a work song.

In other words, biology deals the cards, but social conditions dictate how the game is played. This is the starting point for our history of music, as it should be for all histories of music. There may be an organic imperative to music-making that is hardwired into our DNA—and we will need to grapple with biological issues many times during the course of this work. Yet the way this universal impulse gets turned into actual songs is shaped by countless other factors every bit as complex as the human genome. Technological innovations, political structures, economic conditions, cultural institutions, belief systems, and a host of other intersecting variables play their parts, helping to shape the ever-shifting soundscapes of human history. No, it’s not just sex and violence, but what we make of them. On the other hand, ignoring these powerful forces, and their recurring role as constituent elements of our songs, is hardly an option. The pages ahead are filled with case studies of those who underestimated their sway and were swept aside in the aftermath.
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Carnivores at the Philharmonic

We cannot begin to grasp the first stirrings of human music without placing it within its ecosystem. The instruments themselves began as part of the food chain. Wind instruments—such as the aforementioned Neanderthal flute, constructed from a bear’s femur—came from the bones of prey. Hides got made into drums. And the first ‘horns’ were literally animal horns, an ancient tradition mentioned in the Psalms of David and preserved even today in the blowing of the shofar, or ram’s horn, on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The power of the animal now resided in the music, but only because of this physical appropriation of its subdued body.

And when the instruments didn’t come from the dead animal, they evolved from the weapons used to kill it. Our earliest stringed instrument was the hunter’s bow: only gradually did its structure change to make it more suitable for music-making than slaughter. Even a simple visual inspection of harps from traditional hunting societies reveals the connection with weaponry—“as if someone had straightened the bow,” writes ethnomusicologist Eric Charry, “and added a few more strings.” The same sticks and stones that dealt death in the chase could also serve as sources of percussion. Everywhere bloodshed and music showed their intimate connections.1

“In the Iliad, the kithara is not a cithara [a lyre, and the forerunner of our guitar]: it is still a bow,” French writer Pascal Quignard reminds us in his provocative book The Hatred of Music. When Apollo shows up with his bow, you may be treated to a musical performance—or you might be killed. By the same token, when Odysseus tightens his bow in preparation for murdering the suitors at the conclusion of the Odyssey, Homer explicitly compares him to a musician tuning an instrument. For the modern listener, these two spheres—musical performance and killing—seem to have nothing in common, but for our ancestors, they frequently overlapped.2

That moment of bending the bow is ambiguous at first glance. It stores potential energy for later use—but how will it be applied, for beauty or for massacre? I note that Homer shows no mercy in killing off the suitors in the most dramatic scene in the Odyssey, but Odysseus does allow one person to leave the premises unscathed: the musician who had performed songs for the victims. I can’t help thinking that Homer saw something of himself in that singing bard who survives the carnage.

At a certain point in human history, weapons of mass destruction became primarily instruments of mass entertainment—perhaps the striking sex-role shift in fifth century BC Greek art, when women replaced men as the primary performers of stringed instruments, gives us an approximate time frame for this transition. This overlap between the hunting bow and the musical bow has been traced in Africa, South America, and Oceania. Eventually the instrument evolves in ways to facilitate music-making, and becomes worthless as a weapon. The Book of Isaiah offers an oft-cited description of peaceful times: the sword is beaten into the new shape of a ploughshare and the spear turned into a pruning hook. But let’s give full credit to the equally poetic transformation of the killing bow into the thrilling guitar.

Yet this association of musical performance with weaponry never completely disappears. A surviving list of requirements for minstrels in medieval Germany includes the peculiar demand that the musician know how “to acquit himself well as a swordsman,” along with other odd skills (the minstrel must also “know how to throw up little apples and to catch them on the point of a knife; to imitate the songs of birds, perform tricks with cards and jump through hoops”). Even today, I find it odd how often I read articles in the news about someone getting assaulted by a musical instrument. My favorite story relates to blues musician John Lee Hooker, whose longtime companion Maude Mathis drove all the way from Detroit to Toledo to confront her fickle lover onstage. She grabbed the guitar from his hands and slammed it on his head. Hooker later said he was glad he was playing a hollow-body acoustic and not his solid-body Les Paul at the gig. In modern times, as in antiquity, choice of the wrong instrument could be a matter of life or death.3

Even the most respectable of all musical institutions, the symphony orchestra, carries inside its DNA this legacy of the hunt. The various instruments in the orchestra can be traced back to these primitive origins—their earliest predecessors were made either from the animal (horn, hide, gut, bone) or the weapons employed in subduing the animal (stick, bow). Are we wrong to hear this history in the music itself, in the formidable aggression and awe-inspiring assertiveness of those monumental symphonies that remain the core repertoire of the world’s leading orchestras? Listening to Beethoven, Brahms, Mahler, Bruckner, Berlioz, Tchaikovsky, Shostakovich, and other canonic composers, I can easily summon up images of bands of men embarking on the hunt, using sound as a source and symbol of dominance, an expression of the will to predatory power (although, with Shostakovich, it is sometimes hard to tell whether he is extending that tradition or merely satirizing it).

I’m not referring merely to the specific use of hunting themes in the Western classical music repertory, although it’s worth considering how often these come to the forefront—for example, in Mahler’s First Symphony, or Bruckner’s Fourth, or at various places in Haydn, or Mozart’s prolific orchestral output. Brahms, for his part, actually learned how to play the valveless hunting horn as a youngster—his father taught him—and he retained such fondness for its sound that he later composed music for it. But even more striking than these sounds and motifs is the pervasive declamatory tribalism that seems to propel these works forward. I sometimes wonder whether the ease with which the symphony embraced the impulses of nationalism during its period of ascendancy wasn’t made all the easier by this long lineage going back to the musical lives of our prey-seeking ancestors. After all, wasn’t the symphony the most nationalistic of all the Romanticist art forms? Could painting, poetry, or fiction ever match its tribal fervor?

If you only judged matters from the musical instruments, you might conclude that orchestras were built out of the remnants of the primitive dinner table or the leftovers of a sacrificial killing. Only the reed instruments might have appeared in a vegetarian community. Most other instruments—of horn, bone, gut, and hide—should remind us that our songs, like the musicians themselves, are descended from carnivores. Such is the bloody history behind our stately evenings at the philharmonic.

Even today, classical music enjoys a widespread reputation as a tool of territorial assertion, not just for nations but for far lesser domains as well. Back in 1985, after a 7-Eleven manager discovered the value of Mozart and Beethoven in dispersing vagrants and panhandlers from the parking lot, around 150 other franchisees started blasting classical music through loudspeakers. Today, this practice is widespread. Law enforcement agencies, transit authorities, and business owners use it to repel unwanted parties, ranging from criminal gangs to the homeless, from public spaces. When West Palm Beach police tested this technique in a neighborhood infested by drug dealers, “the officers were amazed when at 10 o’clock at night there was not a soul on the corner,” according to detective Dena Kimberlin. “We talked to people on the street, and they said, ‘We don’t like that kind of music.’” Soon they were fielding requests from other police departments on how to implement a similar program, and which classical works had proven most effective. In perhaps the strangest example of all, Tesla CEO Elon Musk announced in early 2019 his company’s test of a car security system that plays Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor at high volume when a robber tries to break into an automobile. The various case studies suggest that Bach, Mozart, and Beethoven possess a special efficacy in establishing territorial dominance, but in the world of criminology, the avant-garde also finds a place, most notably in a 2018 experiment to dispel drug dealers from a Berlin train station with modern atonal music. Many in the music community complain about these measures—the Berlin program was even canceled in response to criticisms from arts organizations about the weaponization of culture—but few go so far as to claim that they don’t work.4

Musicologists rarely dwell on the connection between music and war, or on the tribal elements of an orchestral performance. They are aware, of course, that military organizations always seem to have bands, although the scope of this investment might surprise them. The United States supports 130 military bands, spending three times as much on military music as on the National Endowment for the Arts. This makes military music the single largest commitment to artistic performance in the entire government. That may seem like a curio to most observers, or perhaps a prime example of government waste. Yet music throughout its long history, as we shall see in the pages ahead, has always had a close relationship with aggressive tribal behavior, whether the hunt, warfare, labor strikes, political protests, or just athletic contests. (It’s hardly a coincidence that the only other place one finds large institutional investment in live band music is at sporting events.)

And here’s the strangest part of the story: even when music doesn’t express a tribal allegiance, the fans create it. Just watch how devotees of heavy metal, country, hip-hop, punk, or any other genre employ their musical tastes as a source of group identity, expressed with the most intense demonstrations of solidarity and loyalty. This simply doesn’t happen in other cultural arenas. You never see aficionados of, say, mystery stories or crossword puzzles bonding together with the fervor of attendees at a musical event. The music itself serves as sufficient cause for tribal loyalty.

There are good reasons for this. As we saw in Chapter 1, when we perform or listen to music, our bodies release the hormone oxytocin, which makes us more trusting of the people around us. That’s why music often plays such an important role in a romantic evening with a loved one. Songs can actually serve as a kind of glue bonding a couple together. Even our body rhythms become synchronized with those around us during a musical performance. Brainwaves adjust to the rhythm of the music, as does respiration and pulse—“the hearts of the singers accelerate and decelerate simultaneously,” researchers have determined. Our hearts may literally beat as one, as in the old cliché. But there must be other evolutionary factors at play here as well. Not only does our DNA seem hardwired with a tendency to use song as a tool in protecting our turf, just as birds and other creatures do, but music may also play a role in solving the so-called free-rider problem, which occurs when individuals decide to let others in the group do the hard work (whether fighting, farming, or some other task essential for group survival), while they sit on the sidelines and avoid the struggle. By synchronizing the bodies and spirits of the participants, songs bind individuals to the task at hand. Yet a final, and purely pragmatic, consideration explains why music so often serves as a tool in group formation and cohesion, namely, its universality. When the first US labor unions brought workers together to sing songs, the tactic had little to do with music appreciation or entertainment, but came from a realization that the working class at the time contained immigrants from many nations where English was not the native language. Many of these workers had limited education and even less knowledge of the American vernacular. For this reason, a speech or pamphlet might not influence them, but a song could stir their emotions and inspire their allegiance to the larger cause.5

We even have a word for a song that creates loyalty and bonding: it is an anthem. But perhaps all songs are anthems, to some degree, each tying us to the larger tribe, even if that tribe is nothing more than other people at a rock concert or dance partners at a disco.

Each of these factors played a key role in the musical lives of early hunting societies, but another element was also involved in these settings, one that is largely forgotten nowadays, or perhaps considered too embarrassing to mention. I am referring to the powerful and persistent belief in traditional societies—some might call it a superstition—that music possesses a kind of magic. Those who played the first musical instruments understood that they continued to channel the power of the natural forces and organisms that had served as their raw materials. The animal still resided in the drum and horn and flute.

In the current day, many (perhaps most) listeners have little grasp of the connection between music and its organic origins. I often flummox students by asking them to identify what is creating the sound they hear on a record—is it a saxophone? a trumpet? a synthesizer? a sample? They simply shrug their shoulders, unable to answer. Most of us have lost the ability to listen to songs in this way. Music has become an abstract art, consumed as though it existed as pure sound, disconnected from the realm of physical objects and the process of living-in-the-world. The performance has evolved into a track, a file, created not by flesh-and-blood humans but by compressed data. Yet even in a digital age, cultivating a deeper way of hearing is more than a pedagogical exercise in ear training; it opens up an entry point into the inner life of music. If we can’t even identify the instrument, how can we hope to comprehend the natural forces that these objects once possessed for their users, or—an even more elusive goal—recapture those powers for ourselves?

Can they be recaptured? Grateful Dead drummer Mickey Hart forced his students at a summer camp into a queasy understanding of the hidden power of the drum in an unconventional way. He decided they would construct their own musical instruments—a process that was much more fraught with anxiety and difficulty than any of them expected. And how do you make your own drum? Here’s the opening step: Obtain the hide of two-year-old steer. “That’s a simple sentence to read,” Hart later observed, “but it doesn’t even begin to convey the reality of a sixty-pound hunk of steerhide, dripping with blood, with big gobs of fat still clinging to it.” In a world of digital music, this was the ultimate analog truth—one those students would never forget. The flute may soothe and the drum may enliven, but blood and guts are inextricably linked to their origins, perhaps even to their efficacy.6

The very word “instrument” is revealing, signifying not just a sound-making device, but a tool for adaptation and survival. Music in early human societies not only drew on the surrounding habitat, but attempted to tame and transform it. Both song and instrument were sources of power and authority, means for tilting the balance in the battle for survival. For our forebears, music may well have been a source of pleasure and delight, but it was equally a form of mastery, a force for subduing nature.

Can we identify a moment of intersection where this sonic tool of survival first took on a resonance of artistry and expression, a starting point for music as a platform for human culture? It’s worth noting that cultural historian Arnold Hauser begins his magisterial multivolume study of the social history of visual art with the remarkable Paleolithic cave paintings in the south of France, where the vivid realism of the animal images—almost one thousand creatures are depicted in just the Lascaux cave complex—has startled onlookers since their discovery. Oddly enough, our search for the origins of human music takes us to this same locale, where we find intriguing connections between the early history of music and painting.

Here researchers in the 1980s were startled to learn that these prehistoric images were located in the parts of these caves with the greatest resonance. Iegor Reznikoff, an expert in the acoustics of European churches of the late Middle Ages, had developed a habit of humming when he entered enclosed spaces in order to gauge the aural properties of his surroundings. He was startled during his 1983 visit to the caves in Le Portel in France to find the sound grew markedly clearer and louder when he came into the vicinity of the animal paintings. Subsequent research at ten different caves in the region confirmed his hypothesis: that the placement of these images must have been determined, at least in part, by acoustical considerations. Again and again, he and other researchers encountered this unexpected correlation. In the caves of Niaux in Ariège, Arcy-sur-Cure in Burgundy, and elsewhere, the same linkage between sound properties and visual images was eventually documented. Not only were the most sonorous parts of the caves preferred for illustrations, but the density of painted images was directly proportional to the level of resonance. In some narrow tunnels, so small that one must crawl to move through them, no paintings were found, but red marks were placed on the cave walls at precisely the points of maximum resonance—suggesting that the primitive inhabitants were mapping the acoustics of their shelter. In other instances, paintings appeared at locations where the acoustical properties made it easy for onlookers to mimic with their voices the sounds of the animals depicted.7

Our conclusion is inescapable: the early inhabitants of these caves must have gathered around the images for chanting or singing. Steven Errede has called these imagined Paleolithic performances “the world’s first ‘rock’ concerts.” My own research into the music of hunting societies persuades me that the singers hoped to secure some supernatural advantage over the animals depicted, taking on the beasts’ totemic power for themselves and thus ensuring success in capturing prey. Some of the paintings depict strange creatures—part animal and part human—and thus reinforce this view of a mystical merging or usurpation of powers. The fact that many of the animals are portrayed as wounded or killed further confirms the hypothesis that the cave paintings and the music made in their presence served to empower the hunters in their bloody pursuits.8

How many songs about animals do you have in your music collection or on your playlists? What’s that you’re saying? You don’t have any? You probably think the very notion of a music ‘genre’ devoted to animals is bizarre. What about stories? Have you read any novels lately with animals as the main protagonist? None, you say? But if I were asking a young child, I’d get a very different response. You might be puzzled by the strange cave paintings that mix human and animal figures, or by songs celebrating this fusion, but a child would grasp their significance immediately.

Look at the best-known fairy tales, nursery rhymes, and children’s songs, and you will find that the ‘animal genre’ is the most popular of all. In fact, these songs and rhymes are often attributed to a mysterious woman called Mother Goose—one of the most puzzling figures in cultural history. Even today, scholars can’t quite agree on the origins of this personage, whose very name suggests a merging of animal and human qualities, just like those creatures depicted in the cave paintings. Later in this book, I will look at the primitive sources of fairy tales and explore what they might tell us about the early history of music. But you don’t need to be a folklorist to comprehend that the songs and stories we tell children today re-create the rituals of shamans and hunter-gatherers in the prehistoric age.

The shaman could talk with animals. If you were looking today for people who communicated in the language of animals, you would turn to children’s stories. And the more popular the author—Dr. Seuss, Lewis Carroll, A. A. Milne, Beatrix Potter, C. S. Lewis—the more likely you are to find cross-species dialogue. Look at the most popular animated films among the preteen demographic, and count how many involve talking animals. And the songs—“Itsy Bitsy Spider,” “Baa Baa Black Sheep,” “Old McDonald’s Farm,” “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” and others—present a veritable menagerie of animal spirits. You can’t help concluding that we are all born shamans, although society expects us to grow out of it. But something is lost in this process of growing up. “We human beings have made a world reduced to ourselves and our artifacts,” author Ursula K. Le Guin reminded us. “But we weren’t made for it, and we have to teach our children to live in it.” Songs and stories are a reaction against this narrowing of experience. “Our children must learn poverty and exile: to live on concrete among endless human beings, seeing a beast now and then through bars.”9

Yet if you want to grasp the origins of music, you must change and become like little children, as the evangelist tells us. The relations between primitive man and animals, writes scholar Mircea Eliade, “are spiritual in nature and of a mystical intensity that a modern, desacralized mentality finds it difficult to imagine.” At Lascaux, for example, around one hundred intact paintings of animals have survived, but only one of a human figure—and that person is depicted with a bird’s head. Another famous cave painting, at Les Trois Frères, shows a man jumping, perhaps in a trance state, with antlers on his head and a tail hanging behind. “We have seen that even today,” Eliade remarks, “shamans believe that they can change themselves into animals.… We have reason to believe that this magical transformation resulted in a ‘going out of the self’ that very often found expression in ecstatic experience.”10

And wherever we find ecstatic experience, we also find music. In every part of the world, at every stage of history (and prehistory), the two come together synergistically, the music heightening the ecstasy, and the ecstasy shaping the music. Those suspicious of transcendental experiences have tried to debunk and ridicule the causative chain between sound and spirit, applying a hardheaded empiricism that, they believe, leaves no wiggle room for shamans and seers. “Music has often been thought of as endowed with the mysterious power of triggering possession,” ethnomusicologist Gilbert Rouget explains in his flawed but influential book Music and Trance—then adds, in a sweeping statement of remarkable audacity: “There is no truth whatsoever in this assumption.” Rouget prefers to see these incidents as theatrical performances or nervous fits, and certainly not as demarcating a musical pathway to “altered states of consciousness” (a phrase he derides as “not a concept at all”).11

Could this be true? Are these altered states bogus, and the musical pathways to them a fraud? The biggest obstacle for those trying to dismiss the transformational power of music on the basis of hardheaded empirical evidence is, strange to say, a growing body of empirical evidence drawn from our hard heads proving the exact opposite. Researcher Andrew Neher changed the rules of music theory with a pathbreaking 1961 article on rhythms and brainwaves published in Electroencephalography and Clinical Neurophysiology—not previously considered a must-read periodical by music scholars. But soon they would need to pay close attention to medical journals, which now became surprising sources of learning on music-making. Neher’s paper, “Auditory Driving Observed with Scalp Electrodes in Normal Subjects,” shared the results of his study of the brain activity of test subjects exposed to repetitive rhythms. He followed it up the
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advance praise for music

“In this meticulously researched yet thoroughly page-turning book, Gioia argues for the universality of music from all cultures and eras. Subversives from Sappho to Mozart and Charlie Parker are given new perspective—as is the role of the church and other arts-shaping institutions. Music of emotion is looked at alongside the music of political power in a fascinating way by a master writer and critical thinker. This is a must-read for those of us for whom music has a central role in our daily lives.”

—FRED HERSCH, pianist and composer and author of Good Things Happen Slowly: A Life in and Out of Jazz
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