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The Underlying Meanings of Music

Music is beautiful medium that has the unique ability to transverse cultural boundaries to convey messages and emotions to an audience. It knows no language, no race, and no political ties. Before television, families would gather to play music to pass the time. Without music, the world would be bland. Music adds suspense to movies and adds character and depth to on stage productions. It is often what makes the messages in these movies and plays so strong. Music can also portray messages on its own without a cinematic background. When composers write scores, they often have a specific story or theme in mind. It is their main priority to get their idea across to the listener. It is possible however that these messages are not the ones the composer had originally intended. This discrepancy may have been caused by interpretive choices or stylistic changes made during the performance. It is important for a composer to try to express their opinions through their music. These messages can be either lost or enhanced based on the artistic liberties taken by the musician or the instruments used. Even if the intended point is lost, the listener will take away a certain message that the composer can influence but cannot force upon the audience.  

Small changes alter music in great ways. By simply changing the dynamics of a piece, the effect can be seriously enhanced or diminished – imagine Haydn’s Surprise Symphony without the sforzando surprise. Changes in instrumentation can also affect the message of music. They alter not only the way a piece sounds, but also its interpretation. During Mark Kroll and Carol Lieberman’s demonstration, they often played the same piece twice. The first performance was played with the classical baroque instruments that were commonly used during the time of the piece’s composition. The second time the piece was played, they used the modern, familiar versions of the instruments they had previously used. The difference was dramatic. The sound quality of the modern instruments was clearly superior. They were able to project the music farther into the audience. This difference in sound projection was especially apparent with the baroque violin. In order to be heard, Lieberman had to choke up on her bow to decrease the length of the already short bow in order to increase the force that she could apply to the strings. Despite their inability to produce enough sound to fill a large room, the baroque instruments were much better equipped to play in the baroque style. The short, staccato notes created by the baroque piano emphasized the elaborate ornamentation frequently used during the 17th century. These ornamentations were often lost when played on the modern piano because of the longer tones the piano creates that tend to overlap. This modern piano is better equipped however for modern music however. Musicians and composers constantly require new instruments to better fit the needs of the music being created at the time. This means that the old instruments become phased out and the original ornamentation and musical directions used at the times are lost. This can weaken the message of the music due to the stylistic inefficiencies and instrumental inaccuracies.

Playing music is the best way to guess the original message a composer was trying to convey. The musical score has notes about tempo, dynamics, ornamentation, and mood, which combine to form a unique piece of music. Some composers are more specific about what they want done in their piece. On the contrary, others give free range to the musicians. This is seen in jazz music where the composer leaves room for jazz solos. These solos are improvised, that is, the musician plays whatever rhythms and notes they desire as long as they lie within the parameters of the piece. This guarantees that the song will be different each time it is played. Therefore, a different message and a separate set of emotions is created every time the piece is played. This creates controlled randomness in music. By intentionally adding chance to the music, the composer adds an element of interest and surprise. They cede their creative power to the musician and allow the message to be the musician’s own. The merging of the two opinions and messages, that is the point of the composer and the musician’s improvisational ideas, the audience is able to experience a unique experience. The probability that the same improvisation would happen twice is extremely unlikely resulting in a performance that the listener would only be able to experience once in their lifetime.

The changes made in music can be drastic. The same song can portray three different messages depending on the tempo and instruments used. There is one song called Such Great Heights originally played by The Postal Service. This version of the song is electropop with upbeat and synthetic beats. There is a cover of this song by a band called Iron & Wine. This version is played on acoustic guitars at a slower tempo and has a much mellower feel. An artist named Ben Folds plays a third version of this song. This version is played with a piano, forks, tin foil, and a glass. This change in instruments causes a radical change from either of the first two versions. The three versions are drastically different from each other and convey three separate messages and three different emotions. The Iron & Wine version of the song is the most popular out of the three and is often incorrectly referred to as the original although it diverges the most from the composer’s original message. This leads to the question of what is more important, what the composer was trying to convey, or what the individual takes away from a performance? It is impossible for an artist to convey a message that will affect everyone in the same manner. Even if the score is performed perfectly to the composer’s every request, each individual in the audience will have a different experience and as such will perceive different meanings from the music. Is it fair then for them to exercise totalitarian control over their piece? Their attempts are justified. Just as the individual has the right to hold their own opinion about the themes of a song, the composer has the right to try his or her hardest to get their point across to the listener. The fact is that they choose to write the music. On the other hand, it is also justified for the musician to take artistic liberty to a piece to try to convey his or her own personal message. Either way, the listener will take away a message that they will find meaningful. Just because the two messages are different, does not make one any more significant than the other.

Composers write music to convey their messages to the public. It is impossible to force a certain idea upon an audience but they can influence the strength of their message based on the instruments used. In classical baroque music for example, the instruments of the 17th century are best equipped for the ornamentation style of the times while modern instruments are better for projecting their sound across to audiences. They can also get their message across by allowing individuals to interpret their idea and in turn add their own opinions to the music. This is experienced in jazz music where the musicians perform improvisational solos. Despite their best efforts, however, their message may never get across to the audience. In fact, the meaning they are trying to convey might be turned around completely and misinterpreted like it can and has been in certain covers of songs. In the end, it is up for the listener to take away his or her own personal message from the music, which may or may not be the message the composer originally intended. Although composers must struggle with the idea that their point may never be understood by the listener, that is part of the allure of music. It best describes the tortured feeling that is often associated with musicians and artists; this is a feeling that eats at their soul, but at the same time, motivates them to continue with the work that they have devoted their lives to.
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