
































































































Music, spirituality and 
John Frohnmayer 

John Frohnmayer gave this keynote address on August 8,1998, 
at the 1998 Mu Phi Epsilon International Convention. 

The philosopher Claude Levi-Strauss said, "Since 
music is the only language with the contradictory 
attributes of being at once intelligible and untrans

latable ... [it is] the supreme mystery of the science of man." 
These semi-random thoughts seek not so much to define the 
undefinable with my own puny voice, but to identify some 
of the markers of the invisible—the indications of things 
heard but not fully understood that we both define and feel 
in doing music. 

Music is the voice of the human spirit. As Goethe said, 
"Music begins where words end." It expresses better than our 
mere words the passions and emotions that inexorably 
accompany human life. We see this in the famous requiems, 
solemn masses, oratorios and magnificats. Music expresses 
both our fear of death and our hope for something beyond 
death. It expresses the grief of loss, the thanksgiving for the 
life just departed and, in some religions, the belief that the 
soul survives the body. Of course, not everyone gets it. For 
example, Enrico Caruso was asked what he thought of his 
contemporary Babe Ruth. He replied, he didn't know, he had 
never heard her sing. 

Music is the spiritual glue that binds the human com
munity. Patriotic or martial music might seem a strange 
example for spirituality, but both, along with the ritual 
drumming in preparation for battle, have the effect of 
quickening the human spirit, rubbing bare the emotions 
and exciting our physical selves. Music within the context 
of a tribe, an organization or a nation announces a com
mon loyalty. 

The point here is that music demonstrates the connection 
between thought and emotion, physical and mental activity. 
It helps us understand that in the physicality of producing 
music we are unifying body and spirit, just as in the use 
of our bodies we are stimulating, assisting and creating a 
thought process. A sense of arousal, of quickening, or re
ceptivity is crucial to an experience of the spiritual. Com
munity arousal may be raucous and throbbing, but even the 
quiet and private playing of music produces a creative ten
sion that invites the spiritual. 

Music also expands the boundaries of our thinking by 
teaching us to anticipate. By knowing the rules of music, its 
discipline, its mathematical construction and its harmonic 
and rhythmic building blocks, we can often anticipate the 
composer's next gesture. Anticipation is the stock and trade 
of all great jazz players. But music doesn't always arouse gen
erous emotion. For example, Rossini was heard to say as he 
left the opera house, "You can't judge Wagner's Lohengrin after 
just one hearing, and I, for one, never intend to hear it again." 

Music enhances our ability to accommodate surprise, to 
feel fulfillment and to understand. Linguistic theorists sug
gest that a baby learns language by the tonal inflections of 
its mother's voice and it is that attunement that ultimately 
gives us language. Neurologist Oliver Sacks speaks about how 
robust music is neurologically by pointing out that humans 
can lose the power to speak and even the power to move their 
limbs and still be affected by music. He saw patients who stut-

the cultural philistines 

John Frohnmayer 

tered to an extent that they could not talk, but could sing. He 
had patients who could not walk, but could dance and were 
activated by the mere mention of music. He recounts one 
woman with Parkinson's disease who loved music. "You 
would just say Opus 49, Chopin, and the F Minor Fantasy 
would start playing in her mind and she could move." 

Sacks says that one listens to music with one's muscles. 
The arousal is in the brain stem and registers in the basil 
ganglia. Deeply demented people respond to music, babies 
respond to music, fetuses probably respond to music. And 
animals do too, says Sacks. All cats, for example, respond to 
Mozart. (I spoke to my cat about this and he had never heard 
of Sacks.) 

What Dr. Sacks is saying, and what is so remarkable, is the 
power of music to organize the disorganized, even if it is only 
momentary. Think, then, of music as a bridge over damaged 
paths in our brains and between our earthbound selves and 
our spiritual lives. 

Perhaps it is because from the womb on we are sensitive 
to tone that some music or even the tone of people's voices 
so assaults our ears. Mechanical devices, it seems, also 
rebel. The Syracuse Herald Journal reported that its telephone 
hotline, featuring excerpts of the Presidential debates of 1992, 
was successful except for one glitch: Ross Perot's voice 
sometimes hit a pitch that mimicked a certain telephone tone 
that automatically shut down the whole system. 

Music is the language of searching, of inquiry, of the 
pursuit of happiness. It is a means of expressing the inex
pressible, of communicating with the unresponsive, of 
overcoming terrible loneliness. Rabbi Abraham Heschel 
put it this way: 
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Day after day a question goes up desperately in our minds: Are 
we alone in the wilderness of the self, alone in this silent universe, 
of which we are a part, and in which we feel at the same time like 
strangers? It is a situation that makes us ready to search for the 
voice of God. 

That search, however, does not always leap from its human con
straints. Consider, for example, the comment of Tchaikovsky in 
his diary of October 9, 1886: "I played over the music of that 
scoundrel Brahms. What a giftless bastard!" 

Music is giving. It expresses the natural human characteristic 
of generosity. As Winston Churchill put it, "We make a living by 
what we get. We make a life by what we give." Music is meant 
to be shared, performed, repeated. It is a gift of one generation 
to the next—one millennium to the next. It is a way of com
municating the similarities of the human condition, and the con
stancy of the human dilemma from generation to generation. 
It is a part of our collective knowledge as human beings. 

Similarly, music connects us to the pulse of our natural world. 
Whether a heartbeat, the lunar cycle, seasons, wind or the earth 
turning in a constant spiral, our lives are governed by the pulses 
of our natural world. Plato said,"... Rhythm and harmony find 
their way into the inward places of the soul." Some societies, the 
Tiv of Nigeria, for example, are far more rhythmically literate than 
we. A Tiv dancer can dance simultaneously to four different 
drums, each producing a beat for a different part of the body. 
Rhythm also plays on our subconscious selves. It helps trigger 
collective memory, reminds us of sequential functions and con
nects us with our most elemental selves which is a foundational 
condition for exploring our spirituality. This condition does not, 
alas, transfer to our driving. I saw today a bumper sticker that 
said, "Horn broken, watch for finger." 

As- Winston Churchill put it, 'We 
make a living by what we get. We 

make a life by what we give.' Music 
is meant to be shared, performed, 

repeated It is a part of our collec
tive knowledge as human beings. 

Music has a spiritual dimension because it can be the most 
intensive use of our time. To perform it and even to listen seri
ously requires utter concentration and absorption. It is what 
Mihaly Csikzentmihaly in his book Flow describes as the ulti
mate in human satisfaction. Because music is so totally engag
ing it makes one susceptible to transportation to a spiritual state, 
where we lose track of time and become one with the process 
of making music. When it is over, it is almost like a dream where 
we retain only an essence, not the details. 

Finally, music helps us recognize our human insignificance 
which is, indeed, a byproduct of spirituality. Composer John Cage 
spoke to the point: "The very practice of music is a celebration 
that we own nothing." The great paradox of music, like love, is 
that the more we share it, the more we receive back. The 
greater pleasure music gives us, the more able we are to give 
pleasure to others. The doing and creating of music holds within 
itself a universality, a gentility and a respect for the human spirit 
that has the potential to transcend political boundaries and 
reunite us in a renewed appreciation of human frailty and 
human achievement. 

If all of this is true, or even part of it, then why are the cultural 
philistines at the gate? Here I am thinking of the perennial Chris
tian Coalition calls for abolishment of the National Endowment 
for the Arts, our nation's under-funded and under-appreciated 
effort at cultural enhancement. I am thinking of Reverend 
James Dobson's call for abolishment of the Endowment. I'm 
thinking of the calls for its abolition in the Republican Platforms 
of 1992 and 1996. I'm thinking of the pronouncements of that 
great 14th-century man, Jesse Helms of North Carolina. I'm 
thinking about the lack of political downside for arts bashing 
regardless of whether one's facts are even remotely correct. I'm 
thinking about local school boards that are more than willing 
to cut music because, "We can't afford it." It is reminiscent of the 
sign in a hotel lobby in Moscow across from a Russian Ortho
dox cemetery: "You are welcome to visit the cemetery where 
famous Russian and Soviet composers, artists and writers are 
buried daily except Thursday." 

The offense to "values" that critics of the Arts Endowment 
belabor are three or four—or let's be generous and say ten 
grants—out of the more than 100,000 the Endowment has given 
in the last 30 years. They forget that this is America where our 
birthright is the right to be—the privilege to be—offended. The 
First Amendment, after all, protects all speech, both that 
which is popular and that which is not. If we never encounter 
offensive speech, the First Amendment is not working because 
minority voices are not being heard. 

Music education, 1 believe, is the most important thing we 
do. Any child who has honestly sung a song before an audience 
has been forever changed because there has been a covenant 
between that child and the audience to honestly perform and 
honestly respond. That child has, in short, become a participant, 
and in the most noble sense, a citizen. 

Music education helps us with entraining thought patterns. 
I will not repeat to you the numerous studies that have been 
done at the University of California, Irvine, and other places, but 
the evidence is compelling that music enhances all learning. 

Music is a discipline, and that discipline, likewise, translates 
into lifelong habits. 

Music celebrates beauty. The values that are so often 
attacked by those attacking the Arts Endowment seem to dis
count beauty as a fundamental human need. 

Music enhances the value of silence—the art of listening. 
These are critical traits, not just for music, but for human under
standing and a successful democracy. 

And finally, music promotes the most talented, the most moti
vated, and the most inspired of our citizens. Public support here 
reflects the wisdom of the Russian proverb: "We must help the 
talented; the untalented will make it on their own." 

And now in the words of Henry VIII to his many wives, "I 
shan't keep you long." 

It is time to show our maturity as a nation by supporting the 
arts with generosity and purpose, knowing that every penny 
spent will return itself manyfold in weaving a stronger fabric of 
our society and a fuller life for our citizens. 

Music is a gift, and like all gifts, it multiplies in value each time 
it is given. It rewards the giver and the hearer, just as you have 
so graciously rewarded me here tonight. 

Thank you for your dedication, singularly and together, in fill
ing this world with beautiful sound. 

John Frohnmayer served as chair of the National Endowment for the Arts 
from 1989 until 1992. He is author of Leaving Town Alive: Confessions 
of an Arts Warrior (Houghton Mifflin, 1993) and Out of Tune: Listening 
to the First Amendment (North American Press, 1995). In 1998 he was 
a recipient of the Mu Phi Epsilon Citation of Merit. 
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Music was a vital part of the "Global Experience," especially at the 
Gala Opening Session. Shown clockwise from top left: Tulsa Alumni 
members Soohyun lin (Gamma Epsilon, mezzo soprano) and loyce 
Bridgman (Alpha Rho, piano) performed music from Korea; Joyce 
Jones (Mu Theta) gave an awe-inspiring performance on the new 
Lagerquist organ; Nasrin Hekmat-Farrokh (Epsilon Omicron, 
soprano) and Angela Robertson (Gamma Zeta, flute) offered a 
rendition of a Mamasani folk song; local bagpipers William 
Micenko and Dan Bradley led the processional into Lagerquist 
Hall; Emily Lu (PhiMu, San Jose Alumni, piano) dazzled the 
audience with Debussy. 

Musical highlights from 
the 1998 Mu Phi Epsilon 
International Convention 
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Above: The convention music delegates. (Left to right) Ann Grennan 
(Gamma Sigma, Palos Verdes Peninsula Alumni, soprano), Jason 
Ellison (Alpha Chi, tenor saxophone), Jonathan Sturm (Gamma 
Omega, Des Moines Alumni, violin), Elizabeth Birger (Phi Pi, 
soprano), Angela Cholakian (Gamma Sigma, Palos Verdes 
Peninsula Alumni, piano), Kurt-Alexander Zeller (MM Chi,Portland 
Alumni, Dist. Dir. PNW-3, tenor), Ronna Binn (PhiNu, San 
Fernando Valley Alumni, piano), Joyce Geeting (Tau, San Fernando 
Valley Alumni, cello), Lenita McCallum (Phi Iota, Palos Verdes 
Peninsula Alumni, Dist. Dir. PSW-I, mezzo soprano), Eunee Yee 
(Gamma Sigma, Palos Verdes Peninsula Alumni, piano). 

Above: Handbell ringers Elizabeth Schmitt (Fpsilon Xi), Dagny 
Vaswig (Epsilon Sigma, Tacoma Alumni) and Vicki Melton 
(Epsilon Sigma, Tacoma Alumni) performed with the 
convention chorus. Upper right: Rebecca Blaha (Delta Delta, 
flute) and Amy Christine Johnson (Beta Omega, soprano) 
performed at the Foundation luncheon, accompanied by 
Andrew Cooperstock (MM Kappa, Foundation vice president). 
Right: Foundation Board members Jeanine Wagner (Epsilon 
Kappa, soprano), and Martha MacDonald (PhiXi, clarinet), 
along with Margaret Simmons (Omega Omega, piano), offered 
a musical interlude before a business session. Below: The "IEB 
Chorus" serenaded alumni members at the Honors Luncheon. 

Watch for more memorable convention moments in the next issue of the TRIANGLE 
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