COMMENT |

lat pops into your noddle when
you sit in the dark for seven howrs.
Perhaps that explains why, halfway
throuph John Tavener's The Vel af
the Temple, | found myself pondeting the
numbing predictability of musical life in
medern Britain.
That train of thought, [ hasten o say, is
no reflection on Tavener’s epic. Aw comrarre,
Tt was because Mystic [ohn had concocred

sonething extraordinary even by his eccencric

standards — seven bours of continuous choral
music, mnhh]ng{;hrisrinn, Hindu and
buslion rexers into a kind of sacred Adidvimyie
Mighes Dveanswhich plaved from dusk vill
dawn in a London church — thae [ started 1o
feel these panps of dissatisfaction wich the
everyday musical world,

Tavener's own, racher nareow thesiz is that
music — indeed, all art - is meaningless
without religious purpose, He would like us
L6 FeLUrL Lo ;

imagined golden ape when all
compuositions were sacred. [ don't subscribe ro
that. The truth is that he who pays the piper
has always called the tune, and for composers
in the totalitarian medieval world the Church
was the only show in town, Bur | do apree
with Tavener about one thing; thae the
modern music warld has swung coo far the
other way, Too often music is treated merely
a5 a produce to be sold in safe little packages,
O course there are pragmatic reasons for
thar. Musicians have to ear, To allow them o
earn their daily cruse we set them o work i
Factories called concert halls or recording
studios which churn our performances
according to schedules usually fixed by
accountants. The function allocred o us, the
music-loving public, is ro buy their producrs
and consume them passively - just as ow
function as, sy, the banana-loving public is 1a
visit supermarkets and consume the fruir thar
will keep Caribbean farmers in business, That's
how consumerism, and capitalism, works,
The big question, though, is how far we
alleny music, preacest and mose mysterious of
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all art foeins, o become just another cop in
the consumerise merry-po-round that is
laughingly called Western civilisation, c2003.
| fear we have gone oo far already. Think
back 120 years or so. If vou wanred music
then; you made i yoursell, The planc m
the parlour, the chair in church, the choral
sociery in the town hall, the brass band at
t'pit head, the amateur orchestras in the shires
— these were the recks on which musical life
was built. Through them, millions made music,
with the emphasis on making, not listening,
Taday? Of course some people still make
music for themselves, But icis a tiny
percentape of the population. For the vas:
rajoriey, masic s soanething vou by or

That was why | enjoyed the Tavenc
marathon so much, I was a kind of blissful
madness, Ie acknowledged no unbridgealle
gulf berween amareurs and prafessionals
ithe 120 superl singers were a democraric
mixture of bothl, or received notions about
when concerts starc and finish. You knew char
you would never experience anything like ic
apain. And out of the 2,000-cdd musical
events | have arcended in the past ren years
1 don't think such a claim could be made for
more than halfa dozen others

Of course, ' Tavener’s derractors — | believe
he has a few - detect hypocrisy. How, they
aske, can soimeone who loftily claims o
disdain vile commercialism happily licence

Professional musicians are supposed
to be creative visionaries. Yet they so
rarely attempt to ambush us with their
talent. Concert and opera seasons
turn into so many tins of baked beans

switch on. Thars a terrible indicement of our
education syseen. Why aren’t more prople
eqquipped with the tools, or mfused with the
desire, eo make music in theiradule lives?

But to blame the school carriculum for che
narrowness of musical ife s coo simgelisoc,
Professional musicians — whether classical
of pap —are also at faule They are supposed
to be crearive visionaries. That is the mystique
they cultivate, Yer when was the last time
yo were startled by a concere formar?

When did you last encounter any professional
music-making thar came as a delighetul
sueprise? Professional musicians, it seems

to e, 50 tarely attempl 1 ambush uswith
their talent. Concert and opera seasons rurn
o s many oins of baked beans,

2003

the use of his own sacred music in TV ads
for mobile phones? But 1 find even that
incongruity stimulating, [wish muore serious
CONMCEMPOLTY COMIPOSEEs Wroke Husic
memorable cnough o be used in commercials.

[t seems odd, T agree, o hail as
n.-vuluL'u;u:ur}' 4 COETLHESET whose harmonies
would have sounded antigue o Palesirina,
Yer Dhe Veil of the Temple is, in s way, as
daringly iconoclastic as The Rite af Spring, Ir
remins us char music, musictans and music-
houses should know no convenrians, accept
no boundarizs, follow no routines, Fraom the
synthetic pap of Tap of vhe Pops to the stodgy
‘everything important happens in cails ac
F.30pm’ ethos of the orchestras, that sa
lesson that must quickly be learne. 6



