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Lessons

A terrible indifference toward
classical music has developed in
our society in recent years. As a

teacher of music appreciation in both
high school and college, I see my main
objective as helping students discover for
themselves the rich and varied world of
musical thought: complex and at the
same time simple, familiar yet ever new.
Classical music puts us in touch with the
past and helps us understand the present
and the future. By examining the devel-
opment of the musical arts, we can
follow the course of history. By contem-
plating a musical composition, we can
discover a whole world for ourselves, and
define our relationship to that world.

When we listen to music, we do not
merely experience sounds (from the point
of view of physics), we experience our-
selves. Learning to listen means learning
to hear. If we translate music into words,
to answer the question, “What is this
music saying?” we are only trying to
guess, rather than actually listening. Yet
in order to experience something new, we
must hear something new. Then we can
come to our own understanding, rather
than repeating someone else’s interpreta-
tion. I listen to music, and it tells me
something about myself. This fact is more
important than knowing the name of the
composer or the title of the piece. Because
certain teachers distrust a child’s interpre-
tation of a musical work, they have to
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impose a certain interpretation, to chan-
nel the children’s perceptions in accord-
ance with certain ideas or viewpoints. This
sort of attitude toward musical interpreta-
tion causes the children to follow the
musical content as outlined by the
teacher, and search for confirmation of
the structural-expressive scenario that has
been laid out for them. Such an approach
contradicts the very essence of musical
art. The interpretation of music always
depends on the individual, on his per-
sonal qualities and distinctive characteris-
tics. Therefore it is impossible to set exact
limits on how students should interpret a
piece, and for all practical purposes it is
impossible to establish exact criteria for
evaluating musical interpretation. And is
it even really necessary? The primary task
here is to teach the students to follow their
own interpretation-feeling-understanding
of a musical composition. What is impor-
tant is that the student comes to relate the
musical field (where the composer has
established a structural-expressive sce-
nario and a certain spectrum of moods
and emotions) with his own emotional
and intellectual reactions evoked by the
music. That is why people often say that
appreciating music means enjoying the
opportunity to perceive its most profound
meanings—to hear and understand the
tonal and structural composition of the
musical field.

Listening to music can be a dynamic
form of musical activity, and in order for
this occur the listening should include the
three components of forward motion:
motivation, development, and conclusion.

Thus active listening should include
these three phases, which can be also
expressed from the point of view of the
RWCT model:

Music puts the process of
interpretation into the

foreground, front and center
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Unfortunately, the idea of explicit
musical interpretation is often reduced
to recounting the contents of the music,
memorizing the title and composer,
and listing the expressive devices used.
Under these circumstances the words
actually become the subject of the
interpretation, imperceptibly taking the
place of the music itself. In this situa-
tion we must remind ourselves that
language cannot express the full range
of thought and meaning embodied in a
work of art. Language only provides
direction for the creative interpretation
of a musical work.

Currently I offer a course in “Musi-
cal Culture” at a teacher’s college and
also teach music in a school. Observ-
ing my students, and reflecting on my
observations, I am always asking
myself: How can I set up an encounter
with a piece of music so that the
listener is enabled to work out a
thoughtful interpretation for himself,
to discover his own meaning in the
music? In such a situation, the impor-
tant thing for the teacher to do is not
to instruct the students, but rather to
create conditions in which students
can discover and observe things for
themselves, in connection with the
music and the world around them.
Focusing on the musical development
of children necessitates rejecting many
stereotypes of pedagogical thinking.
For example, the teacher must ap-
proach the music along with the child,
in accordance with the nature of the
child and the nature of art.

As a preliminary result of my reflec-
tion on these matters, I would like to
propose a possible model for working
with musical texts.
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Anticipation of connecting with a
certain time period or setting. A mood of
readiness to listen and perceive. Shifting
our attention away from ourselves to
focus on the sounds, in preparation for
hearing something new.
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• The language of others (work with
source documents: letters, diaries,
music theory writings)

• Dialogues (interviews): “How did you
spend your day today? What did you
experience?”

• Reading poetic texts (with very
personal content, requiring careful
listening).
Commentary: Music puts the process of

interpretation into the foreground,
front and center. The world of the lis-
tener enters into the world of the com-
poser, and becomes an essential part of
it. The interpretation of serious music is
a demanding and complex creative
endeavor. Our response to musical art
involves not simply a broadening of our
perspective, but a renewal of our souls—
a transformation of our views, our way
of life, our behavior. The process of
interpretation is connected with the
ability to perceive the surrounding
world, and mankind, in the richly varied
spectrum of musical sound. No other art
form demands—or serves to develop—
this ability to listen in such a focused
and attentive way.
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Listening in order to perceive some-
thing new involves working with the
artistic text on three levels: physical
(factual), emotional, and aesthetic.
1. Under the heading of “musical facts”

we can include information about
instrumentation, tempo, dynamics,
and tone color (cool, warm, dense
timbres).

2. The emotional level includes descrip-
tion of the character of a musical
work, perceived moods and emo-
tions.

3. The spontaneous interpretation of
music is connected with experiences.
When the experiences “come to-
gether,” an idea is formed, and then
we set off on an active search for
ideas.

Motivation preparation-precommunication (focusing) Evocation
Development listening-communication (active interpretation) Realization of Meaning
Conclusion Reflection-postcommuication (output) Reflection
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1. Having listened to an initial musical

excerpt, we collect facts by brainstorm-
ing (so we need not be distracted by
them as we proceed). The teacher
makes sure that everyone who wants
to has a chance to participate, and
that all the facts of the music (or more
specifically, its superficial characteris-
tics) have been noted.

2. Having listened to a second excerpt,
we describe the emotional tone of the
music by means of keywords. At this
point the students write a five-minute
essay: “Hearing this music, I feel
that…” “The mood this music con-
veyed to me was…” The teacher may
also suggest that they write a cinquain
(the following example was written by
sixth grader Olga Zhichkina):

A melody
Simple and profound

Arrives, enters, and lives.
Like a solitary bird,
It sings in my soul.

3. For the third, longest musical excerpt,
we make use of a dual-entry diary,
filling in the left-hand side:

Ideas I heard in the music

Fierce struggle and Man’s downfall

Victory of Light over Darkness

Inevitability of Fate

Other methods may also be used for
working with meaning at this stage.

Commentary: The listener will not be
capable of interpreting entirely new
material unless he or she has reached a
particular stage of development and
acquired a set of essential skills. Working
with music, we must keep in mind that it
is possible to proceed by specific steps
through the various levels of interpreta-
tion. The listener cannot stop at the
factual stage, as the simple collection of
facts will not lead to actual knowledge.
The question is, how quickly can one
make the transition to the next level of
interpretation, and on what does this
transition depend? There is no single
recipe for this process. Each of the stages
is one step along a continuous path,
leading toward the aesthetic idea. The
path cannot be traversed in a single
lesson, or even in a single year. My
proposed activities for each stage are
based on the presumption that the
listeners are adequately prepared, and
capable of moving fairly quickly through
the stages of interpretation. Timing must
always be taken into account, which is to
say that students will not hear and feel
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everything, but only what they are ready
for. The rest will just go past them,
without leaving a trace. Therefore it is
useless to try to “drag” a student prema-
turely to a higher level of musical con-
sciousness.

At this stage it is less important to get
answers from the students than to notice
what questions they find intriguing and
exciting.
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The desired conclusion is reflection on
the music we have heard and understood.
New content, in the form of ideas and
feelings, is assimilated, made one’s own.
We interpret the music as we have felt,
understood, and received it. “The composer
wants to speak to me through this music.
What is there here, so meaningful for him,
that can also become meaningful for me?
Can it have meaning for everyone?”
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Here we return to the dual-entry diary,

and complete the right-hand side. The
reader can probably easily guess that the
subject of this lesson was Beethoven’s
Fifth Symphony.

Commentary: It is very difficult to
elaborate on a specific conceptual form
with aesthetic feelings and impressions,
to transform these feelings into knowl-
edge and fix them in the students’
consciousness using analogies and ideas
that are already familiar to them. But
acquiring and comprehending new
information in music classes can never
be allowed to turn into a narrowly
didactic process of immersion in music

theory. We are now seeking new paths,
connected with the ways in which
children come to comprehend the
world, and are introduced to human
values, through Art. The philosophical
underpinnings of the RWCT program
make us cognizant of the ideas behind
instructional activities, of the actual
teaching and learning process. RWCT
methods allow us to create the condi-
tions for profound personal interpreta-
tion of a musical work, the world sur-
rounding it, and Man’s place in that
world. This approach to the problems of
listening to music allows us to broaden
the very concept of interpreting musical
ideas, and by comprehending a musical
composition as a work of art we come to
a better understanding of what is
significant and valued in the culture.
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Ideas I heard in the music Interpretation

Fierce struggle and Man’s downfall Struggle always entails loss. It is not limited to war—
Man may also engage in struggle during peacetime,
to defend his point of view, for example.

Victory of Light over Darkness Beethoven describes the victory of Light. I felt this very
clearly in the music. But the composer lived long ago.
Nowadays Light doesn’t always win. The forces of
Darkness are very strong. A great deal of Light is
required to defeat them.

Inevitability of Fate I don’t think that Man must submit to his Fate.
He has a great deal of strength that he can use to live
as he chooses, to strive toward his goals.
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