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				Before we start let’s get a few things straight:

				1 There is so much to know about music that a lifetime’s study couldn’t hope to tell you everything.

				2 There are so many hidden alleyways, nooks and crannies in music that it’s quite possible to get stuck in just one area and neglect all the other music. Expand your horizons and generally give your musical taste a spring clean.

				3 It’s fine to admit that you simply don’t ‘get’ a piece – sometimes music takes time to get to know, or sometimes you’ll just never be friends.
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				4 There is no one correct way to listen to classical music or any other kind of music because it’s an intensely personal business.

				The first step is building a positive relationship with the music. So sometimes, in order to appreciate music, a little homework is required …

				But …

				Don’t panic!
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				I understand that by some definitions, music that requires ‘work’ is an anathema – surely we should love a great piece of music at first listening? But think how often you meet someone and fall in love at first sight – once in a lifetime? Many pieces of music take time to get to know. Everybody experiences music differently. Several factors can affect this: the context, how much you know about the piece and how often you have heard it before.

				Try listening to a piece of classical music that you know well in a variety of contexts: 
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				You’ll find that the atmosphere of the piece changes and affects the activity as much as the activity affects the music.
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				What are you supposed to be hearing and how is it possible to change the way you listen? Why is it that classical musicians can talk endlessly about the merits of one violinist over another? Does it really affect how I listen if I know that Mozart was born in 1756 or any of the myriad of apparently pointless facts that seem to surround classical music? 

				As I’ve said, there is no one correct way to listen to classical music. That said, there are facets of the music that you may not have thought about that can direct your listening – and a little knowledge will not only give you a greater understanding but will make you sound like an expert at the bar afterwards. Most gratifying.

				In some ways our tolerance for classical music can be lessened by more immediately rewarding and popular forms. As Noël Coward, with typical acerbity, once remarked: ‘Extraordinary how potent cheap music is.’ If we overdose on facile forms it makes the complexities and subtleties of classical music seem laborious. The function of popular music is fundamentally different: it aims to be as immediately pleasing, as sonically gratifying and as exciting as possible, and to do all that in a very short space of time. In the time it takes to listen to a Beethoven string quartet you could have listened to well over ten different pop songs. This can make it difficult for people to approach classical music because it takes more time for the music to reward the listener.

				Here are some different ways in which we listen to music and I’m sure you, like me, will move between these modes during any piece of classical music.
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				Not listening is what you do when you are thinking about how long the concert will last or how long it will take to get home. It’s natural, normal and perfectly accept- able. Look around you at any concert. There will be at least one person asleep, and many of the rest of them will be doing a ‘this is moving me’ face. Adopt a comfortable position and know that it’s OK to let your mind wander.
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				This is the aural equivalent of ‘taking in the view’. It’s listening to the music but only hearing the surface. I find myself listening in this way when I’m engaged in another activity – typing this text, for example, with Bach’s English Suites playing merrily in the background. Surely I should be thinking a series of great and profound thoughts as I listen? No. I’m just enjoying the experience. When I eat chocolate I don’t always read the ingredients and analyse what makes them combine to such indulgent effect. 
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				This is when 100 per cent of your attention is taken up with the music. I usually achieve this at the beginning of the concert and can wane after about fifteen minutes. It can take something especially interesting (a loud bit) to jolt me back into the music. At this point I will quickly put on my ‘this is moving me’ face.
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				When I was a child music would constantly suggest images, as though the music played out a kaleidoscopic film in my mind. I suppose when I was a child I did not realise that these were part of my response to the music; I thought they were part of the music. This is creative listening because it’s your brain being stimulated by the music and coming up with a creative response. For many people this is part of the joy of classical music and as the repertoire is so varied you can be transported almost anywhere. 
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				This means that you’ve been to more than one concert and/or you’ve been listening to other pieces of classical music. It’s the basis of forming an opinion – from noticing that the lead violinist was playing particularly fervently on this occasion to appreciating aspects of the composition. 
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				Once you’ve heard a piece several times you may start to notice differences between your recording and the version being performed. It might vary in any number of ways and you may feel that you can comment on these subtleties: the tenor isn’t as good, the strings are more vibrant, the brass sounded louder, they played it much faster, it wasn’t as emotional, etc.
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				Music connects with us at a primal level. We have an atavistic response to rhythm because we are rhythmic creatures: our walking, our speech, our daily lives are determined by rhythm and are accompanied by the constant beat of our hearts. However, merely hearing rhythm is not always enough for us to be moved. My washing machine is rhythmical but I want to get far away from it when it’s on because it’s not musical. Composers keep us listening and interested by varying pitch and rhythm – but also the sound quality. If that doesn’t change enough then it’s like staring at a monochromatic picture – you want colour. In music we refer to colour as ‘timbre’.

				Timbre is a bit like the mix of flavours that makes up the individual taste of a wine or a particularly good cake. Our sensitivity to timbre is extremely developed. We can recognise the difference between relatively similar sounds: a champagne cork exploding and a gunshot, our own front door opening and that of our neighbour’s coming through the walls, and we can often recognise people on the telephone from the first ‘hello’.  
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				Listening to classical music is helped by knowing the context in which the piece was written. Knowing that Bach was a devoutly religious man explains the serious nature of his composition. Knowing that Beethoven had a fiery personality tells you so much about his music, especially the furious pieces written after he became deaf. 

				Where you first hear a piece of music can be just as important as what you know about it. Film is potent in combining powerful imagery and music, such that the two seem inseparable. Unforgettable moments for me include the use of the elegiac Barber Adagio in the film Platoon, the resolute Ride of the Valkyries in Apocalypse Now or the chilling juxtaposition of the sublimely civilised Aria from J.S. Bach’s Goldberg Variations as Hannibal Lecter casually murders his jailers.
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				For me, developing a ‘friendship’ with a piece has the following stages. It’s a bit like dating ...
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				Like meeting someone in a noisy bar when you can’t understand what they are saying, the first time you hear a piece of music it will be unfamiliar but may be reminiscent of other pieces in the same style or it might sound utterly meaningless.
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				On second hearing, even the most complex piece of music becomes marginally more familiar. There may well be one or two points that you remember hearing the first time. You’ve got their number and you’ve given them that all-important second chance.
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				By the third date something of the structure of the piece should become clearer. Familiarity has set in and you may be able to predict – even look forward to – changes in the music, how many sections it is in, when we are heading for a climax, and so on.
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				You’ve fallen hook, line and sinker. You’ll wake up humming it and put it on as soon as you can. Music that you know well becomes an old friend and even if you don’t listen to it for twenty years it can immediately be recognised like a long-lost brother returning from overseas.
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				Things are getting serious. Now you are booking tickets to see each other. When you see the piece live it will cement many aspects of the work. The added visual dimension can make sections more memorable; for instance, the use of offstage instruments (producing a very different aural experience than listening on a CD), perhaps the faces of the musicians as they play emotional music strike you as especially intense.
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				One of the joys of listening to music is in finding connections between pieces, sometimes overt quotations, sometimes the echo of a composer of the previous generation. You could start by buying an album of ‘Greatest Classical Hits’, and there are many of these available, but there is also a great satisfaction in discovering pieces for yourself. There are several ways to organise your listening, starting by date, by theme or by school.
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				Nerd alert: dates are actually more interesting than one might suspect. For instance: Handel, Bach and Scarlatti were born in the same year and Debussy, Mahler and Richard Strauss were born within four years of each other. These are very different composers: Debussy’s music is impressionistic and very French; Mahler wrote big, passionate symphonies and Richard Strauss wrote some of the most beautiful vocal music of the late nineteenth century. Despite working within the same historical period they moved the history of music in different directions. This makes for interesting comparisons.
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				Thematic links in music could mean the same text set to music by different composers, different attempts at describing a landscape, writing in response to war, or operas by the same librettist. You may have a particular interest in a historical period, or a particular part of the world, or churches, or mythology, or Impressionism. Chances are you can find a connection in the classical world that resonates.

				[image: isms.jpg]

				Here I am referring to the organisation of music into stylistic groups in the same way that art is organised; Impressionism, Dadaism, etc. Most composers can be wedged into a school of some sort ... even if it’s the school of mavericks who don’t fit into a school. 
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				There are ideas, places and events that composers from all periods of history have been inspired by. So you don’t need to stay in one particular spot in history. The sea, for instance, has washed up lots of music in its honour:

				Beethoven, Schubert and Mendelssohn: Calm Sea and Prosperous Voyage (Meeresstille und Glückliche Fahrt)

				Henry Wood: Fantasia on British Sea Songs

				Elgar: Sea Pictures

				Glazunov: The Sea

				Vaughan Williams: A Sea Symphony

				Debussy: La Mer

				Frank Bridge: The Sea

				Delius: Sea Drift

				Benjamin Britten: ‘Sea Interludes’ from Peter Grimes
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				Set yourself a target: ask yourself these questions:

				Is there an era of history that you are interested in that might offer a good starting point for musical exploration? 

				Is there a piece you like by a composer who you’d like to know more about? 

				Is there a composer you’ve heard of but have never listened to?

				Is there a piece of classical music used in a film or on television that you remember enjoying?

				Is there a particular instrument you love the sound of?
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				Whatever it takes for you to feel like you are finding new music is the right course of action. As long as you are prepared to give it a fair listen and as long as you let that inform your next choice then you can hardly go wrong. Just admitting that you like classical music can be a hurdle for some people, so come on, let yourself admit it – you like this stuff. Make your own discoveries, share your enthusiasms and get to as many concerts as you can; over time you’ll feel knowledgeable.  This music belongs to you.
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