TUNES, TONES, AND
 TENSION
WHY WE THINK MUSIC HAS MEANING

BY JIM TEMPLETON

BA, BM, MM, LMP

2010
CONTENTS

INTRO

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS, AND HYPOTHESIS
CHAPTER 1
SOUNDS OF PITCH AND THEIR RELATIONSHIPS

CHAPTER 2
THE COMMON MUSICAL SCALE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
CHAPTER 3
MELODY: THE PRIME BEARER OF MEANING
CHAPTER 4
HARMONY: SEVERAL NOTES SIMULTANEOUSLY
CHAPTER 5
RHYTHM: TIME, IN MEASURED BITS AND PATTERNS
CHAPTER 6
PATTERNS: REPEATED SEGMENTS AND THEIR ROLE IN TENSION.

CHAPTER 7
MUSICAL DEVELOPMENT: SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW, SOMETHING BORROWED…
CHAPTER 8
TIMBRE: COLOR IN SOUND

CHAPTER 9
DYNAMICS: LOUDNESS AND SOFTNESS IN CHANGE
CHAPTER 10
THEMES AND THEIR GROWTH: MUSICAL DEVELOPMENT
CHAPTER 11
TONALITY, MODULATION: PLATEAUS OF TENSION

CHAPTER 12
THE BASS LINE: A LIFE OF ITS OWN

CHAPTER 13: 
THE MUSICAL PIE: CRUST, FILLING AND SWEET TOPPING

CHAPTER 14: 
THE MUSICAL JOURNEY: FORM 

CHAPTER 15: 
COMPLETE ANALYSIS OF A TUNE: INTERPLAY OF TENSION IN MELODY, HARMONY, RHYTHM, AND TONALITY.

CHAPTER 16:
WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?  AFTERTHOUGHTS
INTRODUCTION
GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

What constitutes meaning is easy to discuss if we are considering language(s) and words.  A sentence conveys meaning if it meets certain requirements—it expresses a complete thought, has a subject and a verb.  The words themselves we have assigned referents, from our early childhood training on.  These referents—whether in the form of objects, actions, commands, descriptions, emotions, questions, etc.—are, I contend, the meaning.  
If we consider poetry, we can likely still agree on what meaning is, although the rules of sentence structure and grammar often do not apply. 

Even the visual arts, it may be argued, can express meaning, since they can portray on paper representations of situations, emotions, and events from real life, and be understood in the same way by different people—often even people from different cultures.  
More thought-provoking, however, is the question of whether abstract art can express meaning.  Surely whatever meaning we can extract from blotches of color spread apparently randomly across a canvas, must not be of the same sort as what we experience in more representational art—where pictures clearly represent known objects or situations.  
When we come to consider the question of meaning in music, our previous understandings and rules seem of little help.  It is another matter to create music which clearly represents a thought, event, emotion, or situation.  And yet, ask almost anyone if music has meaning, and they will agree.  
For the sake of clarity and purity, we shall explore the question of meaning in non-vocal music, since music with both instruments and voices will normally involve language, and thus the question of meaning “in the music” becomes a more complex matter due to the presence of the language element.  
Before we consider my hypothesis, we should address another consideration: if we agree something is meaningful, does the meaning reside in the object or in the observer?  We routinely make statements implying that meaning lies outside of ourselves: “That was a drag,” “She was good-looking,” “It was a great day!”  I propose that we really intend to express is rather, “I felt bored at that time,” “I was feeling attraction while observing her,” “I really enjoyed myself that day.”  

What is important about meaning is that WE find significance, not that meaning is resident anywhere outside of ourselves…  
With these last thoughts as a background, our consideration of the possibility of there being “meaning in music” becomes more appropriately something like, “What do I find meaningful as I experience music?”  Or even, “Do I find something significant as I listen to music?”   Or perhaps, “What captures my attention as I listen to music?”
Finally, I propose that if the above considerations are accurate, then what I find meaningful may or may not be what another finds meaningful.  That is, “There IS no meaning IN music.”

HYPOTHESIS
My stance in our further exploration of this matter will be:

1. I will find a given piece of music “meaningful” if it captures and holds my attention.
2. Certain aspects of a musical piece will capture my attention in accordance with universal principles governing how we react to sounds. Such aspects include melodies (groups of single pitches), chords (2 or more sounds simultaneously), motives or themes, and the combination of these in a landscape, and more.
3. Another aspect or a musical piece has to do with process; our attention can be captured by the manner in which melodies, motives, themes  are repeated and then varied: a process we may call development.
4. Other aspects of a musical piece may instead capture my attention by virtue of my previous learning or experience.  Such aspects might be lullabies sung to us by our mother, tunes heard while growing up, songs sung around the campfire, national songs, songs sung in grade school, and many more.
I propose it will be useful to consider our experience of a musical song as analogous to a vacation journey, beginning at home, with its comfort and security, traveling across country with new sights and scenery, stopping occasionally for temporary repose and security, traveling again until reaching eventually a destination where we remain for a period of time.  There we experience fresh stimulation again, but in the safety of a temporary home base.  After some time we begin the retracing of our original steps until we arrive at our true home once again, with its boring but wonderful sense of groundedness.  (The inquisitive student may wish to create a parallel analogy, beginning in the womb and ending in the grave).
Such a journey is thus an experience in time, moving from points which are safe and familiar, through areas less known, perhaps stimulating or even threatening,  and finally to the safe and familiar again.
This, I contend, is the musical experience.
*******************************************************
  
Having lived only in western cultures, I will limit my considerations to the music most of us have grown up listening to, be it “classical” or “popular,” that is, music we most often hear on the radio, on CD’s we buy, or at concerts we attend.  Whether similar principles affect the experiences of people from Eastern, African, Aboriginal, and other cultures, I will leave for another to consider.
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