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Sound Beginnings 

An essay on 20th Century music 

John Mercer 

 

“Music is simple to understand but impossible to explain.” 

 —Schopenhauer 

 

 Almost any statement that can be made about contemporary music can be countered, 

disproved and counter-exampled, so we have reflected general trends and illustrated with specific 

instances. We beg forgiveness for over-generalising, grossly simplifying and missing out so many 

important composers.  

 

The Great Change 

 

 Great change came with the Futurists’ manifesto which was the blue touch paper to the 

detonations that were to follow: Question everything including taste, form, worth, and the meaning of 

everything. The 1910s seem to be a key moment when world forces acted on the arts more directly. 

We saw how writers such as Virginia Woolf, artists such as Giacomo Balla and Kandinsky and the 

musicians of the age reflect the restlessness in the world. Composers sought new techniques fearing 

that all possible melodies would be ‘used up’ if they did not expand their palette. There was a 

revaluation of authenticity and universality and what it meant to the arts in general. We note the 

coincident rise in works of spiritual philosophy, the introduction of psychoanalytic investigations and 

the freedom to examine dreams as sources of ideas. These elements constitute and cause what we 

have described as ‘detonations.’ 

 Our thesis has been that 20th- and 21st century- music is very unlike previous eras which 

might be seen as having developed naturally, gradually and safely; each new idea seemingly to flow 

logically from those of the previous generation. Our recent century of music has been built on a 

shifting foundation with revolutionary changes (detonations) arriving suddenly and without obvious 

cause. Though not a unique factor in the history of music, 20th century works became more 

responsive to external events, reflecting dramas and sounds new to the world. What we have explored 

in ‘Sound Beginnings’ is a combination of political, cultural and technological  factors that have 

influenced composers in new ways, with surprising outcomes. 

 Throughout the last century or so, there has also been a loosening grip on ‘The meaning of 

Music.’ A Victorian, full of the certainties of their time would simply ‘know’ what it meant. It was a 

source of refined pleasure and unless they were involved in the production of that pleasure, that was 
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largely how it was left. They had been brought up with and immersed in good, improving music. 

Eduard Hanslick’s 1854 treatise took us deeper, ‘On the Musically Beautiful’, was a landmark in the 

aesthetics of music and intellectuals began to examine why music worked in us and how.  

 Music had, until about this time, been available only to  people with money, access to a concert 

hall and probably the right social circle. Art music was not for all in spite of Longfellow’s observation 

that “Music is the universal language of mankind.” 

 Access to music was widened considerably by the invention of radio, recording processes and 

reproduction. It could be said that recording and reproduction is to music as the invention of movable 

type was to the spread of literature. 

 The ‘detonations’ referred to were wide ranging and, with a few exceptions, remained as forces 

to be used in music. They were permanent changes.  It is true that Schoenberg’s twelve tone system 

found its pinnacle over a single decade but the techniques he and his colleagues devised are still valid 

today. (Berg, Webern etc.) They also signalled a loosening of what was acceptable though not without 

the constant lag always evident in public taste.  

 It must also be said that these detonations and changes are very much from a European and 

Western music point of view. It is hard to trace similar changes in the cultures of Eastern countries and 

even Americans seemed to temper the degree of change they would accept. A selection of European art 

formed American culture for a long time and much of America’s art musics were created by dislocated 

(usually European) composers finding new lives in freer worlds.  The search for the ‘Authentic 

America Music’ is beyond our scope at the moment. 

 Twentieth Century music discovered the power to shock and to polarise opinion about both 

the aesthetics of the work: What is its content? and what is surface detail? (It’s style). In the plastic arts  

we can cite Art Nouveau as having no particular content other than latent romanticism verging on 

kitsch. Music has always been able to present similarly ‘empty’ entertainments, and continues to do so 

in ever dominating numbers.  We are back to music for pleasure.  We do not see music as an agent of 

change.  Perhaps it never has been.   

 We see, in the same period, the opening of the world.  People travelled more. Nations came 

under European dominion and  art objects and, eventually, musics were imported and exhibited in the 

great exhibitions of the age. 

 

Creating or Discovering the New 

  

“I was not influenced by composers so much as by natural objects  

and physical phenomena.”  

 

  So said Edgard Varèse, reflecting a new source of inspiration in music  — The world of objects 

and their characteristic sounds.  Varèse, by the way, offered a definition of music which many today 
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find helpful — “Organised Sound.” The expression immediately includes any possible stimulation of 

the air around us, and offers a framework in which we listen intelligently to the world around us 

responding to traces of organisation. Traditional instruments and natural sounds are given the same 

musical weight.  

 Opinions about the meanings of various musical gestures polarised opinions — even reviewers 

of Debussy found noise and nonsense in the new works. Syrinx a flute solo, superficially simple, not 

entangled in harmonic structures, was a departure from the acceptable. Its themes are classical and 

sylvan, its tempo changes unpredictably, and the logical structure stressed critics more than it did the 

public.  Walter Benjamin thought it all a curse (never one to prevaricate) and said that the recording 

process would expunge the ‘aura of authenticity’. We might know what he means. In an age of 

reproduction, we might feel cheated of authentic experience if a gallery mounted an exhibition of fakes 

or copies even if totally convincing. But with music, we might agree that without reproduction, music 

would have stalled, performing only to the same elite it had attracted for a century or more. More 

composers, more instrumentalists and an increase demand for more music made reproduction almost 

a necessity. Retrospectively we cannot say what might have happened if we had not developed radio 

and shellac discs. Perhaps music would still be stuck in concert halls.  We might argue that some of the 

‘aura’ of the music translated across the medium as reproduction moved from simple record making to 

hi-fidelity experience.  

 But it is not only the composer that must develop - it is the listener too. Without the wider 

public gaining experience of new works by these new means, the public ear would not become 

educated into the new sounds and compositional strategies. 

 The visual arts were subject to revolution at the same time as music, coinciding with the 

changes in literature such that forms became less about telling delightful stories and more about 

examining the methods of storytelling themselves. Modernist texts such as Ulysses and T.S. Eliot’s Four 

Quartets spring to mind, and find parallels in music composition. 

 

 

 Noise of the World 

  

Robert Stein chose the year 1910 as the starting-point in his talks for good reasons. This was a time 

that saw the birth of futurism in a world that sensed  oncoming war (armaments manufacture caused 

an intense spike in production and expenditure between 1910 and 1914). The very sound of the world 

around us  changed. In the street, the world got faster, leaving slow carriages to be overtaken by petrol 

engines, walking pace transformed into roaring urgency.  

 Visually too: The scenes outside the window changed from rural certitude and stability to the 

anxieties of a modern world where market forces took over from the slow osmosis of tradition and 

urged consumption onto the public, driving agent, publishers and performers to seek new works.  
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 There was still the niggling feeling that composers were running out of tunes, thinking there 

was a limited number of new things that could be said with a scale of eight notes plus accidentals. So 

too, rhythms were fixed in their two- or three- beat combinations and of course, composers were still 

working with approximately 20 instruments, timbres of which had not changed in a hundred years. 

New tunes - the single-threaded melodic line, that held music together - became more elusive as longer 

lines were spun out, moving from an almost mathematical two bar theme, which was repeated, 

inverted, shifted and so on, into the sinuous,  sensuous thread that we hear in Debussy’s Syrinx. 

 By the 1920s, thinkers had rummaged around and found what the ancient Greeks and Vedic 

civilisations had known - that our inner landscapes and conversations were rich seams to be mined for 

the new. An accompaniment to life that, once noticed and described, demanded further attention. 

Sights, thoughts and sounds were being experienced in more subtle ways than we had imagined. If 

music affects us, and music comprises ‘Organised Sounds’ then so must sounds themselves affect us. 

Obvious examples are to hand: such as how we jump out of the way at the sound of a car horn or at the 

other end of experience, succumb to the effect of a long electronic drone changing gradually in its 

sound and in its effect on the listener. 

 What we perceive and what we use art for, changed from the merely decorative and somewhat 

‘over there’ to being  intimate and personal and a component part of our lives. We consume stories, art 

and music in much the same way we breathe air. Art infuses our lives. By interiorising the minds of 

others we form a community and grow as people.  

 Critics (particularly on the left) argued that all this new art was not for the people but others 

were impressed by what mankind could produce and that socialisation would follow education. It is 

easy with hindsight to look back and tell our forebears that it is the art of the modern world that fills 

galleries today, and modern literature is in good hands. 

 

The Influence of the World  

 

 The composer’s world opened up on the discovery that there were many more ways of 

dividing the octave than Western music had established, and Indian Raga, microtonal Polynesian 

scales and even (when they cared to notice) folk scales in Europe inspired a new generation. Rhythms 

from Africa enriched the percussive language at the same time as ‘primitive’ art inspires painters to 

this day.  We are talking about the sources of abstraction - again, too big a topic for the moment. These 

influences become incorporated in our own musical language, as well as the instruments that embody 

them. Europeans are well versed in the art of appropriation. (It is a curiosity that the cultures from 

which we drew such deep inspiration are not similarly moved to import ours - notwithstanding the 

absorption of Western classical music into Chinese music practice.) 

 The Western eye is consumed by style and the East offered a new look, a source of decoration 

and we didn’t really seek to understand the historic motives. The inner content of the music was not 
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known and supposed in some areas not to exist.  For example, an understanding of the Ramayana and 

the Mahabharata and their role in daily life, would seem to be a minimum requirement in 

understanding  Hindu culture, literature, music, art and sculpture.   

 The 20th century introduced listeners to an almost ‘anything goes’ approach to harmony. 

Messiaen talked about  clusters and open and closed harmony. Many of the traditional ‘moves’ across 

harmonic progressions were also set to one side (not totally and not forever) .The score might specify 

the notes, but the intent was more of an effect. For example, using the forearm on the piano produces a 

dense cluster. A musicologist could discuss in depth, which forearm, and conservatoire trained players 

will practice the gesture endlessly,  but the composer’s intent is clear: A sound of this type is to be 

made.  

 Listeners however failed to respond to the music that seemed hard to follow and seemed 

lacking in ‘pleasure’. This is unfair of course: traditional listeners had had a whole life in which to 

absorb an ongoing culture and to expect instant change in their taste was not reasonable. The 20th 

Century offered few periods of ‘rest’ that would allow assimilation of new ideas. The detonation of one 

idea had reverberations that were still sounding whilst the next appeared and and it seems this 

process continues into the present day. 

 

 New Relationships and New Sounds 

 

 Today we have new relationships between composers , performers and listeners. Scores are 

more open, exhorting performers to ‘find their own way’ and use their own sensibilities to reflect the 

idea behind the piece rather than slavish reproduction of how it was ‘supposed’ to be done. Audiences 

are similarly liberated when performances take place in less formal places. At home, for example. We 

are free to listen, and to cease listening if we do not like what we hear. This is a new consideration for 

the composer, the feeling that he must keep the interest going sufficient to allow a full hearing. 

 Having liberated melody, harmony and rhythm it was the turn of timbre to come under 

scrutiny. In 1900 instruments were of a few distinct types: Strings - in an orchestra , generally bowed. 

Brass, woodwind and stuff to hit - either tuned or untuned, add to this the grand piano and you have 

the ability to realise the majority of works from the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, and even the 

majority of 20th century concert works. The incorporation of sonic textures from outside the closed 

circle of the conservatoire began with sounding objects that could maintain a sonic presence against 

the backdrop of the orchestra . That is to say; were loud enough not to need amplification (which was 

not available) or recording technology, which also did not arrive until later.  

 The percussion section was first to grow and still is the only section to have grown. There are 

no new strings, woods or brass or keyboard instruments other than the occasional novelty guest 

appearance of, say, Cembalo, organ, guitar etc. In 1920 Satie added typewriters, starting pistols and 

sirens to realise the riotous ballet Parade of Jean Cocteau. Earlier composers might have tried to use 



  6 

 

these transition forces to ‘represent’  events external to the composition, that is, the real world, but 

they were not musically integrated. These were early days. This was experimentation. Recall that even 

Wagner had to invent the right sounding horns and import anvils to make his big point in the Ring 

Cycle.  

 Innovation was probably only slowed by conservatism - a statement which is seldom false.  

 The Futurists began the cry for new sounds and created noise boxes (intonarumori) that would 

perform scrapes, scratches, rumbles and bangs. The effect was novel and demanding but ultimately 

without enough flexibility (each box did one thing and anybody could operate it - there was no 

performative subtlety) to be taken up by any serious performer - or even other composers.  

We can identify four aspects involved in the creation of new sounds: 

a) Inventing a new sound or means of production, such as synthesis  

b) Extending the sonic range of familiar instruments (for example, the prepared piano)  

c) Understanding the technologies available to composers  

d) Finding performers willing to dedicate themselves to mastering new instruments and 

techniques  

 

Clearly the interactions and dependencies between inventor, performer and composer are both 

complex and subtle. Performers and composers have to see a new ‘device’ settle into the culture before 

dedicating time and effort into mastery of the new sound. Which is why we don’t see many virtuosos of 

novel instruments.  

 By contrast, the ondes Martenot and the theremin have established themselves and are still 

manufactured. They both have composers and players around them. Many innovations got no further 

than the workshop and were limited to a single ‘guest’ appearance as a special effect. 

 In the early days of electronics (we are, even today, still in the formative years of these 

sounds), the engineers who created the means of producing the sounds were not the best qualified to 

compose. Indeed there is the whiff of the white coat about many of the early experiments coupled with 

a catalogue of ‘look what sounds this can make…’ leading to computer based works which sound more 

like a demonstration of capabilities. The instruments themselves had no content to impart. There was 

nothing that needed saying that wasn't better served by the use of composers, players and traditional 

sounds 

 

What Is Music Now? 

 

 The language of music itself had to develop. The expanding cultural scene was changed by a 

few thinkers who burrowed into the foundations of music profitably and freed music, firstly from 

structural manacles and then from the ‘stuffy’ traditional instrument, then from the needs of 

performance, each step leading the listener to ponder; What is music?  
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 We can separate in our minds the decorative thrills of popular music whose content is not 

normally the province of musicologists, from the intent of an artist for whom the range of sounds 

available is merely the palette from which a sonic image can be created.  John Cage,  Karlheinz 

Stockhausen and Steve Reich etc — names that appear frequently in lists of new techniques, had in 

common the ability to take new technology ‘out for a spin.’ Importantly they thought about what they 

were doing and what they were representing in these new sounds. 

 

 John Cage, usually known only for a handful of ideas, many found in his book Silence, a  

formative book and in realisations in ‘joke’ performances, we can look harder to see his creation of 

new sounds. Recording and composing for chance noises found in the world around us and his 

adoption of tape technique,  studio mixing. Cage thought hard about this forgotten side of the musical 

coin. All focus up till then had been on the transmitting of ideas embodied in sound. Cage considered 

not just the listener’s role in the process as receiver but also for the contribution that the listener 

makes to the creation process — a theme expanded by Pauline Oliveros in her deep listening texts. 

 Stockhausen incorporated new technology with fluidity, creativity and challenge. He opened 

new sonic worlds and was possibly the first Master of the Technology who considered mixing and 

control of the output of sound from the point of view of the listener. At the same time as the 

revolutionaries were creating new sonic worlds, hi-fi and stereo were becoming widely available to 

give a more satisfying sense of depth and space to the music and was enough to excite the listeners but 

such controls have seldom been wielded by composers. It is very rare indeed to see in a score any 

instructions for the recording engineers or the producers concerning the use of the studio.  

 

What Drives Contemporary Compositions 

 

 Composers are reticent on the whole business of what they are up to. Of course they have told 

their story in the works; to re-dig the same hole with verbal representation would be futile. (Susan 

Sontag’s Essay ‘Against Interpretation’ is particularly recommended here). The public asks; what does 

it mean? — by which they often require one thing to be described in alternative terms. Sontag points 

out the uselessness of words about music and indeed offering explanations of dance in terms derived 

from water-colouring would be similarly useless. Each art stands for itself. 

 The constant question over meaning seems to be part of our desire to collect, catalogue and 

store musical works at many levels. To another composer — Why didn’t I think of that?  

To the player — I couldn't have played that or,  To the listener —I don't understand this but I know it's 

a good work, all the way up to —The composer is a genius.  

 We might summarise our experience under the single idea that music means what it does. 

Everything else is just material resources.  
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A note on AI 

 

Many of us are worried about AI and that humanity itself is being threatened by removing our god-like 

power to create. I'm personally not worried. At best, it can regurgitate or  re-present ideas already 

used up in a sort of post modern recycling. Dependence on the past before very long will pollute it’s 

own input and the music itself will become ever more bland as people seek high rewards for its 

creation.  

 Art music has always been fringe and will always be fringe. The genuine creative gestures of 

artists will always be sourced in the human mind - because the human mind is the target of 

exploration.  AI might well be flavour of the month and we will endure some of its vacuous output for a 

while then people will revolt. Listeners will demand (and even fetishise) something more real and 

quite soon will be using AI for something more meaningful.  People make music because they are 

compelled to do so.  I don't think any composer is going to be happy to be instructing a computer and 

then having an output score which they could feel proud of. I think they might do it once maybe twice 

or maybe as a commercial cheat, but it's not going to satisfy that part of them that demands creative 

expression.  

 

 

Listening List  
 
Because of the nature of the talks, not everything that was played can be referenced easily. Many of my 
samples were turned up from obscure archives. I have focused this list on tracks that can be heard in 
the public domain.  
 
 
Talk One - The Music of sound  
 
Chris Watson - any of his nature recordings.  
Indian music and gamelan - Google will provide samples  
Erik Satie Parade 
Edgar Varèse  Ionisation 
Pierre Schaeffer Étude aux chemins de fer (trains) 
Karlheinz Stockhausen Gesang der Jünglinge 
Helmut Lachenmann Gran Torso and Scenario (electronic)  
John Cage ‘Water Walk’ video  
 
 
Talk Two - They all laughed at Edison 
 
Edison  ‘Mary had a little lamb’ - Google will also find other early recordings on the internet 
John Cage Fontana Mix 
Alvin Lucier I am sitting in a room 
The Beatles Tomorrow never knows  
Luciano Berio Omaggio a Joyce 
Steve Reich Different Trains 
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Talk Three - Any Sound You Like  
 
Karlheinz Stockhausen Studie 1 (1953) 
Olivier Messiaen Fête des belles eaux 
Paul Lansky  More Idle than Chatter 
Charles Wuorinen Time’s Encomium part 2  
Daphne Oram - any works, easy to find 
Delia Derbyshire ‘The Myths and the Legendary Tapes’ (BBC Arena documentary)  
Debussy/Tomita Golliwog’s Cakewalk 
Walter Carlos Switched on Bach 
Anna Meredith Stars  
Georg Friedrich Haas String Quartet No. 1 
Brian Eno Ascent 
Eliane Radigue Transmortem and Occam 
 
 
Talk Four - Where We are Now 
 
Delyth Field Cysgodion 
Missy Mazzoli Ecstatic Science 
Ruth Morley Reef 
Justė Janulytė Iridescence 
Alfred Schnittke Viola Concerto 
Rebecca Saunders Neither 
Sofia Gubaidulina Seven Words  
Liza Lim Bioluminescence for solo flute 
Iannis Xenakis Polytope 
Edgard Varèse Poème Electronique 
Denis Smalley Valley Flow 
Björk Selmasongs 
Rebekka Karijord ‘Fall’ from Songs of Earth  
 
 
 
I have not given specific recording details. In nearly all cases there is only one version anyway. Google 
will provide nearly all these sounds with ease. 
 
 
 
Recommended reading 
 
Alex Ross The Rest Is Noise - Hefty but comprehensive 
 
John Culshaw Ring Resounding: The Recording of Der Ring Des Nibelungen - Reveals much about how 
recording producers work 
 
Toby Young (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Composition - If you want to get into the detail of being a 
composer 
 


