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What an amazing phenomenon music is.
Apparently no human socicty has been
without it. And yet, music serves no
biological purpose to humanity. We don’t
need it to survive. But we do want it and the
study of history shows us that people in the
past wanted it too. Musical instruments and
sound-makers have been found among the
carliest of human artifacts, demonstrating
that music has always been as necessary as
food and shelter.

Then, is music good? That's a difficult
question because, in fact, music can be used
for many purposes. We often hear people
say that music unites humanity, that it
breaks across racial and nationalistic
boundaries, that it is “the universal
language.” That is true and our own small
Peace Education Project is a perfect
demonstration of that.

But it is equally true that music can be
employed (o intensify nationalistic and
cultural prejudices. Think of how music is
used in warfare to stimulate the courage of
warriors. Think of how the Americans are
playing Heavy Mectal Rock at volumes up to
130 decibels to demoralize insurgents in
Iraq even as we gather to celebrate peace.
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Hitler refused to allow any Jewish music to
be played in Germany during the Fascist
era; and Russia attempted to blockade
American jazz during the Communist era.
Even the Church has at times tried to
suppress certain forms of music. For
instance, we know almost nothing about
secular or folk music prior to the tenth
century in Europe because the Church
refused to allow it to be written down and
preserved. And there are many of us today
who regret that much of the great Church
music of the past, including Gregorian
Chant and the cantatas and masses of Bach,
are seldom, if ever, performed in
contemporary churches.

There are times when one is inclined to
think that the great days of religious music
are over. The Church was once the strongest
patron of music; it was powerful and could
afford the scrvices of the wvery best
musicians. The musical masterpieces of
Palestring,  Monteverdi, Mozart  and
Schubert testify to centuries of exceptional
musical sponsorship. But since the time of
Beethoven, religious music has been
brought into existence only rarcly by
churches, and most of the music performed
in churches today is not very interesting.
Has God’s taste for music deteriorated in
recent  years? Nevertheless, a lot of
comp are still 1 i in composing
spiritual music and [ am one of them.

1 am afraid, however, we must conclude that
the arts are neatral on the subject of morality.
They can serve many purposes, both moral
and immoral. It is important to realize that.
When people talk about the ethical power of
music to bring peace and harmony into the
world, they arc only partly correct. A lot of
the music we are forced to listen to today,
including music in shopping malls and
restaurants, can actually be a form of torture
to some listeners.
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Is there too much music in the world today?
Sometimes I ask this in classes where music
is taught, and the students look at me as if 1
were crazy. Well. | say, is there too much
food in the world, and they look puzzled.
Let me put it this way: is there too much
food in certain parts of the world and not
enough in other parts of the world? And
they begin to see my point. Perhaps, since
the invention of radios and record players,
there is too much music in the lives of the
rich while others are being deprived and
starved for music. These are questions we
should all think about as musicians.

But we all believe that music can help to

improve the world. It can elate and excite us.

It can help to fill lonely hours. It can help us
to share beautiful times together. And
sometimes, it can take up a moral position
on difficult contemporary problems, such as
war,  isolation,  discrimination  and
undignified behaviour of all kinds.

This is how I tried to use music in Threnody.
{The word Threnody, by the way, is ancient
Greek, and it means “a lamentation for the
dead.™)

Threnody is an eighteen-minute work for
youth orchestra, youth choir, five young
speakers and electronic sounds. Threnody is
an anti-war protest but it uses the sounds of
one of the most cruel events in
contemporary warfare in an attempt to
prevent us from ever repeating the same
mistake again. The texts spoken by the
speakers are from two documents: (1)
eye-witness accounts by children and young
people of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki
on 9 August 1945; (2) comments and
telegrams to and from the Potsdam
Conference in July 1945 following the first
successful test explosion by the United
States. The first text is spoken by children;
the second text by adult voices on tape. The
opposition this creates is violent.
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1 wrote Threnody for the Vancouver Junior
Symphony in 1967. 1 wanted to find
something that would engage the minds and
hearts of the young performers as well as
their cars and technical skills, their
conscience as well as their musicianship.

The work has been performed many times
by different groups, and I have been presen
during the preparations for 1
performances. The score contains a lot of
graphic ¢lements in addition to conventional
notation. | wanted the performers to find
their own means of accompanying spoken
words and 1 felt that if [ wrote all the music
myself, they would just be illustrating my
emotions rather than finding their own
responses to the tragedy the work describes.
I know they are asking themselves questions
as they rehearse Threnody together.
Sometimes the youngest participants never
realize the nature of the tragedy. Their
innocent portrayals of the terrible texts give
the whole a poignancy that is hard to
describe, but moving to experience.

1 recall clearly the premiére in 1967 in
Vancouver, given before an audience
consisting largely of teachers and parents,
people intimately involved with the destiny
of the performers. There were tears.
Afterwards there was no applause, just 2
strained silence, until one by onc the
listeners got up and lefi. T think it was only
at this moment that the performers
themselves realized the full impact of the
work.

The dropping of those first bombs was an
epochal cvent in history, a moment when
humanity sensed for the first time, perhaps
only dimly yet, that we now hold the power
of total annihilation in our own hands.
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When I was asked to write a work for young
people which would speak to them directly,
I thought first of this terrible bequest.
Significantly, neither the title of the work
nor most of the text fragments I chose to use
mention the Nagasaki bombing specifically
and the work therefore continues to apply to
any demonstration of aggressive stupidity,
to any holocaust.

So far as 1 know, this is the first
performance of Threnody in Japan. When
Carl Goulding mentioned to me that he
wanted to perform the work in Hiroshima, I
felt a little uneasy. How would the Japanese
people feel about foreigners commenting on
a monstrous tragedy that they will never be
able to forget? But is it your tragedy alone,
or is it a human tragedy? Of course it is
both.

When Professor Atsuko Gondo wrote to me
that Elisabeth University was founded by a
Jesuit missionary in the middle of
Hiroshima destroyed by the A-Bomb
because he aspired to ease people’s grief and
cncourage them by music, 1 felt that this
magnificent man had done something that
we would all like to do if we had his
courage and Jove. And I felt that when I
wrote Threnody such a long way off and in
another country, I was experiencing the
same grief and [ hoped that music could
help us all, wherever we live, to overcome
the tragedies of the past and learn to live
together as brothers and sisters in peace.

And one day perhaps, there will be no
further need to perform Threnody. Then [
will gladly destroy the score and concentrate
on writing music that celebrates harmony
and love, which is actually what [ am trying
to do now.
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