
ABSTRACT

Listening for New Music, A composer explores our most powerful musical experiences

Part One: Laying the groundwork for a new philosophy of music 

Why do you love a piece of music? You don’t love it because it sounds like some other piece. 
Rather, you love it because it sounds different, and you noticed this difference right from the 
start, from the first time you heard it. The difference is a moment in the music: a new rhythm, a 
new melody, a new chord, a new sound. What you love about the piece is this new sound. The 
piece resonates with the new sound. The piece is the new sound.

In the moment you hear it for the first time, the new sound becomes your own. Bachelard said, 
“It takes root in us. It has been given us by another, but we begin to have the impression that we 
could have created it, that we should have created it.” The way you feel about this piece is the 
way you would feel if you had composed it yourself.

And, in a way, you did. Hearing a new sound as a listener is no different from hearing a new 
sound as a composer. For both, the immediate experience is the same. It involves the physical 
encounter with a sound and the realization, the precise recognition, that it is a sound you have 
not heard before. Hearing a new sound is the point where listening and composing meet.

Part Two: Some questions about music that this new philosophy might answer

What does a composer do anyway? What is composition? Of course, for a composer, hearing a 
new sound is just the beginning. In the moment that a composer stumbles on a sound and 
recognizes that it is a new sound, she is just getting started.  Now she has a job to do: to sustain 
the sound, to create a space for the sound, to give this new sound a resonance that lasts 
through the entire piece up to the final bar. In her hands, this new sound becomes a full-blown 
piece of music. When this is achieved, we call it “form.”

Why do some sounds, for example notes and rhythms, turn up in music more than other 
sounds? Hearing a new sound involves both the physical encounter with a sound and the 
realization that is it a sound you have not heard before. With duration and pitch, to a much 
greater degree than with other components of sound, our human ears and brains enable us to 
discern differences with enough precision to recognize a particular as a new sound.

Why don’t people love all of the same music? Even people in the same family do not love all of 
the same music. That is because of the highly random process by which we each create our 
own musical worlds. You never know where or when you are going to hear a new sound. This 
new sound, say, a new melody, at first strange and surprising to you, over time becomes a more 
ordinary part of your musical world. It blends into the landscape. It becomes part of the 
background against which other melodies may be heard as new. Twinkle Twinkle Little Star 
sounds fresh and new to the young child, but, as years pass, it becomes more and more 
normal. Over time it becomes part of the background. It becomes the rule against which other 
melodies that come along will be heard as fresh and new.


