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Pre-Meditations

I am an improviser and a musicosopher. An improviser whose only score 
is a well-tempered keyboard, one same soul in one same body, the same 
10 fingers, and a certain trust in the unique instants music creates when it 
manages to emerge from the world of sound and unite a performer with an 
audience in one same feeling of certainty. A musicosopher, because of my 
dissatisfaction with the “musico-logical” approaches to music. I therefore 
turned to the philosophical seizure of consciousness, and to Edmund 
Husserl in particular. I found my happiness in the texts, the teachings and 
the interpretations of a certain number of wanderers of musical meaning 
hailing from the Eastern and Western parts of the world. They taught 
particular instruments, musical analysis and improvization; some were 
also choir directors. Then came the writings and conferences of conductors 
such as Ernest Ansermet and Sergiu Celibidache. They knew how to place 
human consciousness at the operative center of music, in practice and 
in theory. Then also came composers, such as Giacinto Scelsi or Slamet 
Abdul Sjukur, who had found their inspiration at the very heart of sound.

Today, such people still sing Gregorian chants in monasteries, or 
Orthodox chants in their own hearts, or Hindu mantras throughout the 
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world, like Shyamji Bhatnagar. Street singers should not be forgotten 
either, as they proclaim the unhoped-for. The explorers of sound infinity 
must also be mentioned, for they know how to hear the world in which 
they live. The world that is here.

Through vocal inflexion, through the quality of touch, through the 
beauty of phrasing , many anonymous people also allow the Profound 
Chant, which we all have in common, to vibrate. I finally want to 
acknowledge the ones who succeeded in touching my Heart of Hearing, 
a place in which the Universal beats in each of us. All of these people 
made me understand the value of experiencing music in light of our full 
consciousness.

These are my forays in the world of music and with my peers, the 
instrumentalists, the composers, the improvisers and the entertainers. 
I am most of all referring to the common substance that connects us all, 
whether we are musicians or not, music lovers or not. This substance, it 
is the consciousness of music which I call “musical consciousness” and for 
which I try to understand the movement and the “work” it does in each  
of us.

I turned to a few composers whom I was lucky to meet, read or perform 
(Chapter 4, A Concertante Autobiography) and to others I 
have only heard recently (Chapter 7, A Few Steps Forward). I 
looked to a history that is already far away  (Chapter 1, Orpheus’ 
Odyssey) (Monteverdi, Bach and Ravel) to the worlds of Debussy 
and Bartók (Chapter 2, Elsewhere and Now). I considered the role 
of the voice in our lives, in opera and in cinema (Chapter 6, The Ear 
and the Voice). And, finally, I turned to the presence, all around us, 
of musical styles that have survived the twists and turns of history and 
the uncertainties of Evolution. I see in the young princess Kartini, the 
feminine icon of modern Indonesia, a predecessor of my own writing. I 
have dedicated a short study to her and her exceptional ability to grasp 
the unifying consciousness that music can awaken in us.
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I attempt, through my writings, to shed light on today’s interrogations 
and mutations in order to help open up incessantly expansive and more 
intensely conscious fields of experimentation.

I would, once again, like to mention the Indonesian composer 
Slamet Abdul Sjukur (1935–2015), whom I met in Paris in 1975 in 
circumstances that are recounted in the tribute presented here. I would 
also like to give my heartfelt thanks to his talented student, the composer 
and publisher Jenny Rompas, without whom this book would never have 
seen the light of day.

I

A beautiful Parisian evening, a concert with an attractive 
program by one of the capital’s most prestigious orchestras 
in one of the city’s most beautiful concert halls. I am happy 
to settle in my seat and applaud the arrival of a conductor I 
have never seen conduct before. But the full orchestra’s first 
chord gives me the impression of a misstep, as if someone had 
stumbled on a staircase. From there, the feeling does not leave 
me for a second. I did not hear much music that night. The 
prestige of a beautiful program, the instrumental virtuosity 
or sonorous comfort . . . none of that was enough for there 
to be music. A certain quality must exist in the connection 
between the notes. From phrase to phrase and until the finale, 
the conductor must sustain clear intentions by finding the 
right expression and tempo. Perhaps the conductor failed in 
convincing a recalcitrant orchestra that night. Or there were 
not enough rehearsals . . . or was he tired or incompetent 
despite his reputation? Anything is possible in the small world 
of symphonic music and in the programmed management of 
various people’s careers.
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Three days later, near a street market, a young woman laid 
a hat in front of her. The first guitar chord immediately caught 
my attention. She sang “inside” the chords in a deep voice 
with no lyrics, but from the deepest confines of her presence. 
I followed her vocalization, I wanted to add my voice to her 
unpredictable voice movements up to the last whisper. The 
latter was ushered by the profound silence of other passers-by 
who had stopped next to me. It was a musical event. Much 
more intensely felt than at the concert where so many music 
lovers and informed reviewers had gathered.

There is also the Romanian man who is sometimes heard 
on line 6 of the Parisian metro. He only sings one song 
and softly conveys it from the depths of the mountainous 
and ageless Balkans. It may come from even further away 
geographically, and surely very far away inside each of us, 
since music has the propensity of acting like a mirror. This 
man is obviously ill-equipped to navigate the economics 
of begging in the Parisian metro: People generally enter the 
subway car, they say a few words to command attention, 
they play a bit; they then walk down the aisle glancing at 
the passengers with an outstretched hand or an old pack of 
cigarettes. Two or three stations later, they switch to another 
car. That Romanian man goes to the end of his song. Ten or 
12 stations can pass by; only then does he sing one stanza 
slightly more slowly than the others. Many commuters have 
not looked away from their screens; some have pursued their 
conversations. Some have raised their heads and sit still. He 
sometimes forgets to walk past us and ask for coins. He then 
leaves the car without warning and disappears in the crowd 
on the platform.

The “Romanian man,” whose name is unknown to History, 
sings a song that dwells in a profound chamber, one that is 
never to be mentioned by newspapers or social networks. And 
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yet, the past and the future of music, the present of Tonality, 
all happen there.

II

The good news this season in Paris was that Passages by Philip 
Glass was planned from the May 17 to 19, 2019, at the Paris 
Philharmonic—a total of three programs. The first evening, 

Photo: Eric Antoni.
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nine pianists successively performed 20 piano studies by the 
composer. The latter performed the two first studies himself. 
It was a pleasure hearing him as he performed these works 
with a lot of pedal and lyricism—works which no one could 
view as mere exercises. While these pieces consist of fairly 
simple tonal cadences, the listener’s attention is sustained 
by the fact that these cadences are barely modified when 
repeated. They are spiraling movements which broaden and 
tighten, only to revert back to their initial point of stability 
at the end. This type of syntax is nothing new. But it all lies 
in the call created by the subtle progression of the arpeggios 
which often vary by a single note, and then by another, and 
yet another. The last 10 studies offer broader developments.

The pianists that evening were American, Japanese, 
Haitian, Russian, French, . . . What differentiated them was 
the quality of their touch. And great nuances existed between 
the slightly dry mechanics of certain performers and the 
velvety hugs of others.

Passages is a chamber music studio album which Ravi 
Shankar and Philip Glass composed in 1990. It was the theme 
of the third concert, in which Alissa Shankar, the daughter of 
Ravi Shankar, participated. These hybrid works, in which one 
composer alternates with the other, have left me somewhat 
unconvinced. I prefer Philip Glass’ operas and his orchestral 
pieces, and Ravi Shankar’s Sitar concerts. The “hybrid” nature 
of some of these works is due to many different instruments 
being played—classical Indian instruments, the sitar, tablas—
along with a European orchestra, which also ventures into 
hybrid territory. However, beyond the actual content, what 
seems important is the fact that such an encounter was made 
possible in the first place.
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West meets East, the prodigious album by Ravi Shankar and 
Yehudi Menuhin was released in 1967. The title suggests that 
the West encounters the East and not the other way around. 
The piece delights the listener because of its energy, its 
rhythmical creativity, its melodic inspirations. The encounter 
really took place on the turf of the Indian ragas, just as it did 
later with the flautist Jean-Pierre Rampal. Through his very 
Western phrasing, one could hear a distance but also a kind 
of porosity between the two worlds. It was unexpected and 
disconcerting at the time.

In those same years, composers from the Far East took 
the opposite route as they travelled to Europe to perfect their 
studies in music, among them, the Japanese Toru Takemitsu 
(1930–1996),1 the Indonesian Slamet Abdul Sjukur (1935–
2015) and many others.

III

Sri Shyamji Bhatnagar2 is an Ayurvedic doctor and a singer 
of Hindu mantras. I took part in several of his workshops. 
He sang mantras which we repeated after him, phrase after 
phrase, until we knew them by heart. What surprised me the 
most was that a few of us were able to locate the energetic 
centers, the “chakras” that were targeted by the chants, despite 
our approximations as we sang and reproduced the sounds we 

1See Burt, Peter (1998) “The music of Toru Takemitsu: influences, confluences 
and status”, Durham theses, Durham University. Available on Durham 
E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/984/

2Born and raised in India, Sri Shyamji Bhatnagar is a master of naada (sacred 
sound) and the founder of InnerTuning and Microchakra Psychology. He is 
renowned for the profound healing effects of his chanting, and he teaches 
throughout the world.
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“heard” with our Western way of hearing and our Western 
scales, and without using glissandos and quarter tones. This 
is probably why the master did not attempt to correct our 
intonation. He knew that the relationship with the notes on 
which the chants depended was most important. The way 
in which these notes were linked vocally, despite inevitable 
energetic losses, was secondary. These chants had seemed 
very strange to us when we first heard them but they became 
familiar quite quickly. As if they really were chants from “our” 
ancient times; chants that our ancestors, when celebrating a 
solstice around the fire, would not have considered strange. 
As if the chemistry of the senses and the alchemy of the vital 

Sri Shyamji Bhatnagar.
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and spiritual energies informing our chants had previously 
touched some of us and had come back to us, several centuries 
later, filled with memories. Strange journeys at the heart of 
our most embedded vibrations, of our most unsuspected 
filiations. In a Mantra, sound is operative immediately. It 
operates beyond religious and ethnic borders, even beyond 
spatial and temporal borders, as a prayer, an incantation or 
a magic spell. It only knows one active principle, the present 
instant.

One Sunday evening of 1997, I came back home after 
having been to one of these workshops. I noticed that my two 
young children were already in bed. This allowed me to start 
playing the piano without risking hearing their little hands 
tapping on the keyboard, joyfully accompanying their Dad.

For a good half an hour, I improvised based on the mantras 
I had just learned. And when I finally lifted my head, I saw the 
children next to me, sitting on the floor, very calm and silent, 
with dilated eyes, staring at me. I quickly concluded that, 
perhaps for the first time in my life, I had played the piano 
well; that which had arisen from my fingers was a sonorous 
event which truly earned the title of “Music.” For my children, 
I had probably reached what I call in this book the “Profound 
Chant,” or the “Heart of Hearing.” Without such vibrations, 
there can be no “Music.”

As soon as I played the first notes, I remember immediately 
“seizing,” realizing that I had reached a qualitative benchmark. 
The deep and relaxed touch, the sound quality and the 
ensuing legato, all were the perfect emanations of such a 
benchmark. And this all took place easily, without tension.

These types of experiences led me to reflect on the 
meaning of music, its scope, its utility, its function, its physical 
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and spiritual “concrete” modes of operation in my own life, in 
the lives of Humans and in the evolution of humanity.3

IV

I suggest we give the name “Synchronies”—or, as Schubert 
called them, “musical moments”—to the works that have 
resulted in a deep and instantaneous relationship between 
the body, the soul and the spirit; the past, the future and the 
present; the earth and the sky.

These moments succeed in communicating the sense 
of fulfillment they hold inside. The listeners also evolve in a 
space–time continuum shared by the notes and rhythms they 
hear without much effort, with little concern for their future. 
A space–time continuum that is immobile; immobilized by 
one same awakened consciousness.

The word “synchrony” comes from the phenomenon of 
synchronicity which Jung, psychologist of the depths, observed 
in his time, and which the “quantum” physicist, Pauli, defined 
as a referential world, that of “simultaneous interconnection” 
or of “instantaneous communication.” These two expressions 
describe a great paradox: “Communication” implies a distance 

3See the text “Metaphysics of Sound,” which can be found on Shyamji Bhatnagar’s 
website. I will quote the ending here: “Whatever is perceptible by the physical 
senses and the mind, can in its essence be known only by sound. Whatever 
is visible, audible or even inaudible, touchable, smellable, and whatever has a 
form or is formless, can be reached, understood, known, controlled, guided and 
realized by sound. Even thought is sound. All thoughts and mental processes 
are sound. Mind is a hard crystal of sound which acts as an echo reflector 
radiating memorized experiences and feelings, conscious and unconscious, 
remembered or forgotten. The phenomenal world is a reflection of sound and 
its many simple and complex combinations. The noumenon is soundlessness, 
which can be reached only through the infinite and intricate barriers of sound. 
All knowledge of the phenomenal world can be obtained in terms of sound.”
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that can be reached; “instantaneous” implies abolishing this 
distance and its related duration. But that is, indeed, what 
happens to the notes, this is the relationship I am trying to 
describe: The notes follow each other in time, but they also 
interact simultaneously through the ensemble they form 
and through the singularity of each one’s emergence. The 
paradox of music has always been that there is a synchronicity 
of events, there is a mutual sympathy, which can only be 
perceived by way of vibrant sonorous bodies whose resonance 
is deployed in successive waves through space and time. It is 
the paradox of life to which music initiates us.

This concept of synchronicity is difficult to understand. 
And yet, it leads us back to an intimate experience largely 
shared by many.

In these synchronies, all of the notes resound successively 
in the ears of their listeners, but they also give themselves 
together to tonal Consciousness. This is similar to paint 
strokes on a canvas, wherein the colors and shapes appear 
together to each viewer’s Consciousness, not to their eyes. 
In this sense, these synchronies are “Images.” Debussy had 
already started using this word in his time. Not only did 
he use the term “image” to give a generic title to his works, 
but it also allowed him to let listeners seize each piece in its 
internal instantaneity while also engaging in the space–time 
continuum of its development. Through his works, the 
Western world discovered, in its own way, what the Mandala, 
still unknown beyond its cultural space, had already revealed 
about the order of pictorial representations. In the elsewhere 
and the now of the Far East. So strange, but, ultimately, so 
intimate.

In the twelfth century, Hildegard von Bingen painted what 
we can call, for the purposes of this book, a “tonal image.” The 
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piece is very similar to the Mandalas of the Hindu tradition 
and of the Buddhist world. But the medieval artist probably 
knew nothing about the function, or even the very existence, 
of Mandalas. This is her third vision of the Liber Divinorum 
Operum:

The entire thing can be seen in one gaze. And yet, the 
whole, which gave itself instantaneously, is also intensified 
by the analytical pathway that leads to the various elements. 
Just as a musical piece’s melodic pathway can, note by 
note, enhance the tonal sentiment that the listener feels 
immediately upon hearing the first note.
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V

I am interested in discrete revolutions. The ones that have 
great effects but that do not make much noise. The ones that 
come from the deepest confines of consciousness and return 
to such depths after having made one’s consciousness evolve 
decisively and irreversibly. A smile, a voice, can have a deeper 
impact than a big burst of laughter or the noise of a crowd. 
Many of these small gestures made greater contributions 
to the history of music than esthetic debates and disputes 
between ideologues. Essence travelled from consciousness to 
consciousness without a word, as it has been forever since the 
dawn of time.

These small revolutions have forged the way towards new 
experiences. They imply new fields of perception which are 
only rarely described by philosophers, musicologists and by 
the musicians themselves. This book aims to give a voice to 
the palpable experience we have when we play or listen to 
music. Such an experience includes our auditory perception, 
but it also implies other channels of perception that need to be 
located and named. This is important for the contemporary 
musical consciousness. Nowadays, the protagonists of 
contemporary music, through their clear words and their 
consciousnesses, must support things that used to happen 
without saying a word. Fair attitudes depend on adequate 
words; fruitful orientations depend on the fairness of the 
attitudes.

VI

I use two main operating modes to conduct my enquiry in 
the subsequent texts. There is the concept of mediology, to 
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which I refer often when exploring the connection between 
content and message. I examine the elements that are said, 
written, sung or played, and the instruments or the technical 
media broadcasting them, as well as the time periods and 
the institutions that make them possible, and the schools of 
thought that go along with them. Chapter 3, Mediology, an 
Interpretative Art, is entirely dedicated to this, as I consider 
two contemporary artists, Béla Bartók and Charlie Chaplin, 
and the ways in which both played with the technological 
mutations of their time.

I use the term Tonality in a broad sense. To me, it is the 
activity of human consciousness in the world of sounds. 
Its evolution in the history of humanity coincides with the 
history of music. While often reduced to three centuries of 
Western music, it is not limited to such a time frame. The 
reason tonality has been associated with this historical period 
is because it was its last evolution: first through Monteverdi, 
and then, even more evidently, through Bach. But its present 
and its future now belong to humanity as a whole.

The word Tonality refers to the way in which musical 
pitches are organized around one pitch and how they relate 
to it, just as the points of circumference of a circle relate to its 
center. This center is known as the “tonic.”

However, as musical consciousness evolved, the tonic 
gradually became the start and end points of fully realized 
musical forms, of all works. It was the point of the circle 
wherein the movement loops back on itself. Books on 
harmony also tell us that it is the “functional center of 
attraction.” But these authors fail to fully understand the 
scope of their own words.

In the world of sounds, music appears through two 
simultaneous movements of consciousness in action. One 
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of them is peripheral, as a succession (the notes follow each 
other, as in a melody), the other is axial, in an integrational 
mode (by pertaining to only one note . . . it is the harmony).

VII

The small gestures are the ones I interrogate first, the ones 
that we overlook because they are prompted by reflexes that 
“succeed” without necessarily being conscious. They are 
primarily internal movements of consciousness; they can, 
for example, accompany the passage of one note to another 
in a scale’s simple journey. They are also composed of all the 
elements we hear and with which we engage throughout the 
day. And yet, we do not turn to our body, despite it being a 
receptacle and a form of memory. We do not turn to our 
consciousness, despite it being a channel and a center of 
connection.

C D E F G A B C

What do we do when we go through this scale, when we 
sing it? We leave C and we move from degree to degree, only 
to find C again an octave higher; we are left with the feeling 
of having travelled a perfect form. The reason this movement 
looped back onto itself is because we did not simply travel 
through it, we generated it. It is a fact of consciousness: 
When the circle closes, the process becomes more conscious. 
We journey in the direction that informs any potential 
musical event “from the inside,” from the most common 
melodic phrase to the most complex harmonic construction. 
“From the inside” means: from the center that is both 
energetic and perceptive, our tonal consciousness.
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From C to C, the first tetrachord (C D F G) is connected 
to its source, the initial C note: C-D, C-E, C-F. The second 
one (G A B C) is directed towards its goal, the higher C; the 
attraction to this note only becomes tangible with G: G-C, 
A-C, B-C. While the two tetrachords do follow each other, 
they are inversely directed to form a single unit, the scale.

  C
  C   D
  C        E
  C             F
  ----------------------------------
             G             C
            A          C
                    B      C 
            C

From F to G, the movement goes from being magnetized 
by its source (the first tetrachord) to becoming an intention 
directed towards its goal4 (the second tetrachord). From 
this directed intention, the desired position (the scale as 
a unit) is attained. These are, once more, small intimate 
revolutions: The engines of musical direction are these 
passages, these mutations. They form the very heart of the 
Tonic–Dominant–Tonic relationship and, therefore, of the 
direction of music.

I believe that composers, performers, and even music 
lovers must be aware of these mutations and take them into 
account when they are present with the music.

4Like an immanent telos.
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In order to listen more consciously to Western music, 
musicians who are already versed in analytical approaches 
have precious tools at their disposal such as Vivaldi, Bartók 
and Stravinsky, to only name a few.

Debussy’s music can be added to this group when one pays 
attention to the ways in which he incorporated “exogenous” 
modes (pentatonics, whole tone scales, etc.) in very Western 
tonal cadences.

In the early twentieth century, Schönberg elaborated a 
chart of tonal regions. In so doing, he effectively geared our 
listening to focus on the mutations of musical consciousness 
in action, otherwise known as modulations. Thanks to these 
modulations and their departure from the initial tonality, 
an ever more subtle form of musical expression could be 
explored, and it served an increasingly demanding and 
inclusive tonal feeling. This movement, both syntactic and 
expressive, is operated by a musical consciousness that is 
always more aware of itself. The history of Western music has 
been shaped by its evolution.

It is also the history of tonality. Bartók finalized this 
history through the axial dyads of the cadential functions of 
tonal music—Tonic (T), Dominant (D) and Subdominant 
(S)—and through his “tonal” use of the golden ratio when 
developing some of his major works, such as the Sonata 
for Two Pianos and Percussion or the Music for Strings, 
Percussion and Celesta. We owe the discovery, description 
and analysis of this to the Hungarian musicologist Ernö 
Lendvai.5 Diagrams can be found in the cited books:

5Lendvai, Ernő (1971). Béla Bartók: An Analysis of his Music. Introduction by Alan 
Bush. London: Kahn & Averill.
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VIII

Music delivers its meaning to us immediately. It is either 
obvious, or it does not exist. By interrogating it, we question 
it; we adjourn the obvious, we change that which was self-
evident into something that needs to be explained. And, as 
is always the case when a reflexive approach is placed on an 
activity based on reflex, a process of decomposition and re-
composition must take place. At first, music floated peacefully 
in a world filled with obviousness and certainty. Chaos then 
followed, and then appeared a form of music which was more 
intensely filled with a sense of direction, and supported by 
more inclusive laws. This is what happens to objects when a 
new theory emerges. They are transformed by the new law 



19Pre-Meditations

that connects them, and the world in the background is also 
transformed. This happened with the objects of the physical 
world before and after the laws of universal gravitation 
formulated by Newton.

For each one of us, movements in the world of sound are 
most evidently musical. When these movements are analyzed, 
we realize that they do not only consist of the orientation of 
sounds, they also steer our immediate consciousness. The 
most basic information regarding this deployed direction tells 
us that it is not composed of irreducible objects. It is instead 
a synthesis, which our consciousness has devised in the world 
of sound without our knowledge: In music, sound is a note 
and the note is of a relative pitch; the interval is a ratio and, 
as such, it is the emergence of a proportion. Not only is the 
scale an element of the acoustic world, it is also the journey of 
musical consciousness.

Nature is the expression of a generative consciousness, 
and human consciousness is called to collaborate with it: first 
by regarding it as an object, and then by relating to it through 
the discovery of their common origin.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832), seems to 
be a perfect example. The great German poet, author of 
the famous Faust, was also interested in life sciences. He 
authored a treatise on colors and a major scientific book, 
The Metamorphosis of Plants. The book’s major theme revolves 
around the structure of plants. According to Goethe, all of the 
plant’s organs are variations of one fundamental form, the leaf. 
He viewed the floral organs (sepal, petals, stamen and pistil) 
as modified leaves destined to ensure reproductive functions: 
This was why he talked about “the metamorphosis of plants.”

For Goethe, each thing is produced, it is never its own 
cause; but that does not mean that its principle is located 
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outside of itself. A given item flourishes by closing in on 
its principle, just like the plant, the flower and the fruit. At 
the end of the journey, the principle is always set free. The 
connection between the fruit and its seed is the perfect 
analogy for all cognitive and creative activities. The scale can 
be compared to the flower once we have understood that the 
scale also embarks on a journey where it closes back onto 
itself. Only then can it liberate its center, its tonic-seed, its 
driving principle, which is our very Consciousness.

This is what the musicians of the first Viennese school—
Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven—found intuitively, musically. 
They were Goethe’s contemporaries. They were as sensitive 
to the organic nature of music and to the unicity of tonality 
than Goethe was to the fundamental unicity of plant organs 
in nature. The most perfect form, which the musicians from 
the first Viennese school discovered and created, was the 
sonata form. It became the basis of all subsequent musical 
evolutions until Schönberg and Bartók, and, as we will see, 
until Ravel’s interrogations when he doubted whether his 
Boléro was truly music.

“Goethe’s idea had some success in the early nineteenth century. Later 
on, it was never completely forgotten, but it became, in some ways, 
spectacularly confirmed by findings in molecular genetics in the 1980s 
and 1990s wherein the homeotic genes of plants were discovered. It 
was found that these genes’ mutations triggered the transformation of 
sepals into pistil, petals into stamen, etc. Based on an initial identical 
structure, these genes steer the development of one organ or another.”6

This never occurs randomly, it is never dependent of the 
whims of a disorderly or directionless nature.

6Stephane Schmitt, in Goethe et la métamorphose des plantes, 2017. See also the very 
interesting writings of Rudolf Steiner and the Anthropo-sophers.
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IX

Tonality is to time what a compass is to space: It reveals the 
polarities that steer the relationship between consciousness 
and the world of sound, on the basis of the place and moment 
in which we find ourselves. Music is a discipline that teaches 
us to be where we are, to be present to the present in an ever 
more inclusive and conscious way.

Saint Augustine said that there were three time frames: 
“a past-present, a future-present and a present-present.” 
He probably meant to say that two intentions were at play 
in our awareness of passing time: As in the case of melody, 
time can unravel in three successive phases—past, present, 
future; the other intent is the power of actualization, the 
power of harmonic integration. The activity of music shows 

Gregory the Great, Sebastian Ricci (1659–1734), 
Yale University Art Gallery.
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us that the idea of our presence, even the lived experience of 
our presence, is generated by the interaction between these 
powers. Music allows us to reach and to touch the heart of 
this ongoing germination, the life of our consciousness.

When one recounts the beginnings of the Western world’s 
musical journey, a somewhat embarrassing historical fact 
crops up. It is hard to know what to do with this episode, 
which is hardly ever mentioned. And when it is told, it 
takes the form of a legend: Gregory the Great’s supernatural 
transmission in the sixth century AD. Through internal and 
mystical means, the Pope heard chants which he memorized 
and wrote down. These chants then became the huge corpus 
known as the “Gregorian Chants” and served as the main 
reference and basis for all of Western music.

This episode is not as far removed from the Bhagavad Gita 
and the adventures of Arjuna than what is generally perceived. 
It resembles the way in which the Hindu tradition depicts the 
mysterious internal transmission of the Mantras from master 
to disciple.

Buddhists, as well as some Native American and African 
tribes, are also familiar with similar types of transmission.

We know that messages are modified when they are passed 
on through word of mouth. Psychologists and sociologists 
have repeatedly examined this phenomenon. The risk of 
altering the core message is inevitable through audio-oral 
transmission but can be avoided through an internal form of 
transmission. Only the messages that come directly from their 
source can reach their target audience unaltered. Historical 
and mediological considerations are not enough to reflect 
successfully on the relationship between the medium and the 
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message in this context. Quantum physics would probably be 
more helpful.

X

The history sanctioned by cultural and academic institutions 
is based on a linear evolution and can, at best, seize the 
progress of a language and of an esthetic from one time period 
to another, from one composer to another. But linearity can 
only describe apparent movements determined by other 
developments, which are deeper and interdependent. These 
mutations are imperceptible at first. They then impose the 
urgency of their blooming to a contemporary doxa which 
had initially ignored them and had defended itself against 
them, only to finally end up bowing to these mutations as if 
they were self-evident, as if the unfolding of these events had 
always been prophesied as such. Louise Michel (1830–1905)7 
is a witness of this. She lived during the lifetime of Johannes 
Brahms, and she is famous for her anarchist and feminist 
activism, but much less, if not at all, as a pianist and an 
admirer of Wagner, as a composer of revolutionary songs and 
operettas. To her, music was the best tool to transform social 
relationships and to transform Mankind. Only members of 
the utopian movement and its contemporaries had dared to 
dream such a transformation. This tireless fighter shared traits 
with Hildegard von Bingen, and Joan of Arc.

The year 1867 marked the time of her foundational dream, 
“Le Clavier d’Outre-Rêve” [The Keyboard from Beyond-the-

7As is revealed in the beautiful book by Claude Rétat: ART VAINCRA! (ed. Bleu 
autour), 2019.
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Dream]. Let me copy, below, a few sentences from the text 
that she wrote and then went on to publish8:

A few days ago, I fell asleep to a charming dream. . . . I sat in front of 
an instrument whose keyboard went so far up and so far down that it 
must have contained many sounds unfathomable to the human ear. . . . 
My spirit united with the spirit that sang in the instrument. . . . This 
prodigious organ had semitones in the place of tones and quarter tones 
for semitones. . . . It was so beautiful it caught the heart, it thrilled the 
intelligence; what one played on this keyboard was one’s very soul. . . . 
Each musical phrase could translate into a blazing stanza and the 
stanza then became alive and flew away in a thousand forms that are 
unknown in our spheres. . . . Was it harmony’s final word? No, because 
there was another place beyond the one in which I found myself, a 

8In Le progrès musical, journal artistique et littéraire , November 1, 1867.
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place where instruments were not needed, where everything was a song , 
where everything vibrated like a lyre. . . . What a dream! I almost forgot 
everything when it all went away. . . . Alas, it was broad daylight! Our 
daytime is not the great light of dreams. Across my bed, the piano still 
open from last night, toward which I cast an indignant glance. What 
could it tell me after the divine keyboard?

This dream is not a simple dreamy idea; it details the 
experience of planes of consciousness—something that 
was, at the time, not yet available to daytime consciousness 
in Europe. Louise Michel heard this keyboard of which the 
internal circulations were in “instantaneous communication” 
before the birth of Scriabine and before the revelations 
made by Charles Ives, Julian Carillo, Aloïs Haba and Ivan 
Wyschnegradsky. A century later, Yehudi Menuhin and Ravi 
Shankar played together from that same keyboard, each 
from his own instrument. Based on the “butterfly effect,” as 
transposed to our interior cosmos, we are the heirs of this 
phenomenon whether we are aware of it or not, whether we 
want it or not. An interior cosmos in which the East and the 
West have never ceased to co-exist.

How can we not talk about Harry Partch (1901–1974) 
from California? He was also an outsider, the perfect 
Wayward9. He built organs such as the “chromelodeon” 
(1941) with his own hands. He also constructed instruments 
similar to harps and zithers, as well as several percussions 
featured in later works such as “Diamond marimba” and 
“Spoils of War.” All of these instruments have something 

9Harry Partch, Genesis of a Music: An Account of a Creative Work, Its Roots and Its 
Fulfillments, New York: Da Capo Press, 1974; Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1949. Harry Partch, Bitter Music, Thomas McGeary, Urbana and Chicago, 
University of Illinois Press, 1991.
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organic to them, both visually and acoustically: Their shapes 
remind us of some of Henry Moore’s sculptures and refer to 
the “corporeality” he asserted and which forms the basis of 
his creative endeavor. Partch undoubtedly influenced some 
major composers: Steve Reich, Gyorgy Ligeti and many 
others.

“Le Clavier d’Outre-Rêve” shows that the quarter tone 
never fully deserted the Western imagination and its musical 
practices. While it was no longer present in the Art Music 
of the cities, it was still alive in the very generous vibrato of 
certain soloists and singers. It was also present in the vocal 
inflexions of the chants and songs of peasants in many regions.

Louise Michel’s dream is impossible to include in the 
musicological history of music. When one thinks of it 
musicosophically, it is filled with meaning, since nothing 
ever appears ex nihilo. It is the expression of the continuous 
current of Consciousness. Thanks to a slow ripening process, 
consciousness finds paths of emergence through certain 



27Pre-Meditations

people and at time periods that render the emergence 
possible.

These people are often women. I would like to cite two of 
them: Viviane-Josée Restieau, a painter, and Eliane Radigue, 
a composer. They are both octogenarians now, and they 
have experienced planes of consciousness which most of our 
contemporaries have not explored. Viviane-Josée Restieau 
paints “with silence” with her eyes closed. Eliane Radigue 
works “from the inside of sound” with her eyes open.10 Their 
respective oeuvres are a part of the contemporary expressions 
of Tonality and are the most arresting and refined forms that I 
have come across.

XI

We often hear that artists are big children. I think that they 
have a particular relationship with their childhood, or even 
with the child they once were, and, more precisely, with their 
inner child who is still in them, active, vibrant and sensitive.

Our physical, psychological and intellectual experiences 
are greatly determined by the way in which we look at our 
inner child and at what remains of this child deep inside of 
us. Music is, probably, the most crucial of these experiences. 
First, because it is the experience of the ear, an organ 
stimulated very early on in our fetal life. Also, because music 
co-ordinates the fundamental movements and rhythms of 
the body. And, finally, because music connects that which is 

10See the website Lumière des mondes (https://lumieredesmondes.com/) by 
Viviane-Josée Restieau. Listen to the many electro-acoustic works of Eliane 
Radigue on YouTube, such as JETSUN MILA—which is inspired by the 
life of Milarepa, a great yogi and poet from Tibet who lived in the eleventh 
century—and her last creation for orchestra, OCCAM OCEAN (2015).
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successive—the notes that follow one another, the melody—
to that which is simultaneous, the project that takes shape, the 
harmony. Music allows us to experience time and to alter its 
grasp on our existence.

That is where the advice I received one day from Giacinto 
Scelsi became so valuable and profound. It was disappointing 
advice and I was disappointed. Following the heights of the 
conversations we had shared, I was in a position to expect 
more, or at least that is what I thought! I awaited a sentence 
worthy enough to be printed in a short book on twentieth-
century music history. But alas no, not at all! Perhaps it was 
mere jest, a joke? What was I to do with the object I received, 
with this curious conclusion to our brilliant interviews?

I had spent a week in his home in Rome during the 
beautiful summer of 1986. Two hours before my train was set 
to depart to bring me back to Paris, our conversation put a final 
stop to all of our exchanges on music, philosophy, Buddhism, 
love, The Mother of Pondicherry and many other topics. 
“If you are a musician,” he said suddenly, “this is what you 
should do: Close your eyes and wait for the music to come. 
If nothing comes, do something else: plumbing, architecture, 
running, . . . whatever you want, but not music!11”

This was from him to me, from his inner child to mine, 
two playful children who could stop despairing over the world 
and, instead, enter into a mysterious resonance with ancient 
times in a secret chamber deep inside of them, a resonance 
with the deep chant of humanity. They could make music out 
of this.

We must set this piece of advice in the context of its time, 
the latter of which was both restrictive and stimulating: In 

11See also A Concertante Autobiography.
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1986, serial music and some of its ramifications still dominated 
the European musical scene. One was serialist, post-serialist, 
or nothing at all. The “tonalism” of the American minimalists 
made people smile . . . with varying degrees of condescension.

There was the expectation that, if the music you made was 
not calculated to the millinote, you were nobody. And the 
opportunities for one’s work to be performed were rare. Being 
a serialist or being serialist-inclined meant that music had to 
be calculated, counted. It also meant that the spontaneous 
music that lives within all of us, like the lullabies and songs 
from early childhood, had to be distrusted like the devil. One 
had to suspect and even simply censor the implicit syntax, 
known as “tonality,” of all of those types of music. One had 
to replace this by laying out parameters, pitches, rhythms, 
timbers and intensities, and to subject them all to the same 
order, to graduated scales and scales of value. With the 
constant concern of not creating a hierarchy among notes, 
rhythmical values, timbre, etc.

Giacinto Scelsi had also been under the intellectual 
pressure of serialism and it had led him to the verge of 
madness during the Second World War. This goes to show 
that the advice he gave me was also a pledge by which he lived.

Yesterday’s Serialists were to the direction of music 
what the Marxists were to the direction of history. Serialists 
and Marxists had developed the most inclusive analytical 
and interpretative tools in their respective fields. But, 
because of their sense of allegiance, their fields steered 
towards increasingly radical discourses and ended as ghastly 
ideologies. It is important to remind ourselves of this today 
because the trends they embodied are still active. While 
the names of these schools of thought have changed, their 
orientations have remained and continue to exert the same 
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fascination on the minds of people. Serial music may no 
longer be relevant in the early twenty-first century, but all 
sorts of computer-assisted programs are. These programs and 
computers may be more and more powerful, but they cannot 
generate forms of consciousness in any way. While I believe 
that computers can, of course, be excellent and multifaceted 
musical instruments,12 they can never act as substitutes for the 
musical consciousness of the composers and the performers.

Music was never produced by that little outgrowth of 
Consciousness, the intellect. The music that composes us and 
resides in us knows none of the barriers built by our thoughts. 
Now, like before, it awaits an act of presence from our body-
spirit.

XII

Of all the different types, I favor music that leads back to the 
immobile center which first generated it and from which 
it emanates. Childhood songs, for example, have been 
transmitted from generation to generation for centuries, 
simply because they are true, because they are completely 
centered. The lyrics, the rhythms, the melodies and the 
cadential movements are all in complete agreement. I do not 
think that a civilization, or even a linguistic culture, can exist 
without the transmission of these profound types of messages. 
The small and great works of our “classical” repertoire are also 
deep and memorable, but only when they are performed as 
they were composed, in full tonal consciousness.

12In Chapter 7, A Few Steps Forward, see my comments on the recent works of 
the Canadian composers Jean-François Laporte, Pierre Michaud and Myriam 
Boucher.
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A window opened at a time when I did not listen to 
music “religiously.” I was a child, sitting in the backseat of a 
car, gazing at the horizon, asking to be distracted from my 
deep sense of boredom, finding the trip to be very long. And 
suddenly, something happened. The escape towards the 
elsewhere of the monotonous landscape became the seizing 
of the “here” which tore the veil of the “now,” lasting and 
renewing itself with each second. Such an experience creates 
a profound connection with the music. I do not think that this 
experience was exceptional at all. Many children and many 
adults perceive something similar at one stage of their lives. 
But they fail to have the right words to commit the moment 
to memory, to talk about it and to use it as an anchor. “The 
present moment” is one of those words. Beyond it being a 
debatable concept, this expression refers to a touch of the 
soul. It can be felt at will as long as we locate it on the scale 
of sensations hosted by our body, the place and memory of 
sensation. Already, Louise Michel in her dream: “What one 
played on this keyboard was one’s very soul.”

The playful-child within us is the one who feels this, who 
knows this.

Childhood is an inexhaustible resource, always available 
to us.

Let’s give our children the time to get bored without 
placing screens between them and the world.






