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Inaradiointerview afew monthsbefore hisdeathin August, 1992,
composer John Cage aptly described the wonderful diversity of life at
the turn of the twenty-first century:

Today our experiences more and more are populated with
moreand more peopleand more and morethingsthat strike our
perceptions. Welivein atime| think not of mainstream but of
many streams or even, if you insist on ariver of time, that we
havecometo delta, maybe even beyond deltato an oceanwhich
is going back to the skies. (Cage interview)

Cage's “ocean” may be an accurate metaphor for our time as our
knowledge of the world and its histories expands exponentialy. Fiber
opticstechnol ogies have begun to revol utionize the way informationis
processed and disseminated. In the future, the entire world may be
linked by amassive global telecommunications network that will allow
usto transfer information at incredible speeds into every home. These
technol ogies havethe potential to break down theworld’ sgeo-political
boundaries. Marshall McL uhan’ svision of a“global village” may soon
become aredlity; or, more pessimistically, we might envisage a situa-
tion where everyone has accessto adiminishing fragment of thewhole.

Institutions of higher learning and their epistemological paradigms
are not exempt from these profound cultural changes. “Undergraduate
education,” writetheauthorsof Strong Foundations: TwelvePrinciples
For Effective General Education Programs, already “ strikesstudentsas
a bewildering introduction into diversity, different bodies of knowl-
edge, modesof inquiry, waysof knowing, voices, historical periodsand
cultures’ (Association of American Colleges 12). Infinding their way
through that plethora of material, viewed and interpreted from awide
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50 Language and Learning Across the Disciplines

array of cultural perspectives, today’s college students attempt an
incredibletask—atask that isexacerbated in asituation where teachers
find themsel vesbewil dered by what and how toteach. Therapid growth
of knowledge and the resultant emphasis on specialization has pro-
ceeded at afeverish pace, whiletheintroduction of diverse and hitherto
unheeded voicesinto the academy has placed in question the notion of
astable canon. Inliterary studies alone, Stephen Greenblatt and Giles
Gunnnote, “[a]stheparametersof individual historical fieldshavebeen
redrawnand new theoretical and methodol ogi cal orientationshavebeen
devised, the possibility of aunifying, totalizing grasp of our subject has,
for all but the very few, receded” (2). The very ideal of universa
knowledge is no longer fashionable, for scholars have questioned the
validity of meta-narratives in awide variety of disciplinary contexts.
The academy is fragmented—or better, “balkanized.” We seem, to
invert the optimism of Cage' smetaphor, to belost among the multiplic-
ity of streams of an ever-widening educational delta.

If we are not all to drown in something like what Allen Ginsberg
referredtoin Howl (1956) asa“total animal soup of time,” our college
curriculaand the epi stemol ogi cal assumptionsthat underpinthem must
risetothechallenge. Thefield of general educationiswheretheseissues
are being examined and most fruitfully engaged, partly because it
directly shapesaninstitution’ scurricular structure but more profoundly
becauseit tacklestheissue of epistemological coherence. The authors
of Strong Foundations, for instance, argue that although “exposure to
diversity is an essential component of general education,” an equally
essential component is the “counterbalancing centripetal pursuit of
coherence” (12). As the title of that booklet implies, the pursuit of
coherenceisitself far from anew idea. From the beginnings of higher
education in the United States, educators have valued what John Henry
Newman termed the “integrative habit of mind.” Newman viewed the
university as a place where students and teachers join together in the
pursuit of universal knowledge. He envisioned the college curriculum
asacoherent and organically unifiedwholeand described theuniversity
according toitsclassical designation asaStudium Generale or “ School
of Universal Learning” (1856, 6). Morerecently, asErnest L. Boyer and
Arthur Levinearguein A Quest for Common Learning, each successive
attempt to implement general education reformshasoccurred in an era
of “social drift and personal preoccupation,” necessitating anew focus
on “shared values, shared responsibilities, shared governance, ashared
heritage, and a shared world vision” (17).



Music and the Written Word 51

Those objectives are not easily achieved, and till less so because
the consensus today is that previous curricular models for genera
education—notably “cafeteria-style” distribution requirements—are
no longer satisfactory. Distribution requirements maximize students
exposure to materials from diverse disciplinary contexts and have the
potential to counterbalancethe pursuit of depth of knowledgegainedin
the major with the breadth resulting from studies in a broad range of
areas. But in practice this strategy commonly results in a series of
coursesthat areso narrow infocusthat breadth of knowledgeisscarcely
attained. Even moreimportantly, distribution requirements frequently
do not provide students with a coherent and unified understanding of
disciplinary relationships, let alone the world around them. As Ernest
L. Boyer hasexplained, “ Studentsmovefromonedepartmental require-
ment to another, rarely discovering connections, rarely seeing the
whole” (College 90).

M aking connections across disciplinesthus seems essential. Inter-
disciplinary courses, which seek toinvestigatecommonmaterial through
avariety of disciplinary lenses, offer a promising method of working
toward more holistic ways of knowing while respecting the specific
languages and protocols of each discipline. Potentialy, they provide
students with models and methodol ogies with which to decipher the
complexworldaroundthem. But not every interdisciplinary connection
is meaningful, as Hermann Hesse suggests in The Glass Bead Game
(1943), a prophetic novel that describes the ultimate exercise in
interdisciplinarity—a game based upon the sum total of all human
knowledge. Hesse writes about a period in the history of an imaginary
scholarly community called Castalia during which working across
disciplinary boundaries yielded laughable results. This era, which he
named the “Age of the Feuilleton,” was a time where intellectual
freedom and ardent individualism led to a superficial and narcissistic
academicism. Literary workssuchas* Friedrich Nietzscheand Women's
Fashions of the 1870s,” “The Composer Rossini’s Favorite Dishes,”
and “The Role of the Lapdog in the Lives of the Great Courtesans” are
some examples of Castalian interdisciplinarity run amok (18ff).

As we plan interdisciplinary courses for our general education
programs, it iscrucial to avoid the sorts of superficia interdisciplinary
connections mentioned above, even though few educatorstoday would
guestion the value of interdisciplinary curriculain the area of general
education. At Mills College, a small liberal arts college for women
located in Oakland, California, faculty have been workingtoreformthe
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College' s genera education program by instituting several interdisci-
plinary components, in part to address the problem noted by the AAC
in A New Vitality in General Education that “most of us who teach
undergraduates do not ourselves engage in the sort of integrative
learning across fields we expect of our students’ (48). At Mills,
interdisciplinary seminars are now required for all entering students.
Our own team-taught interdisciplinary seminar entitled “Music and the
Written Word” has been offered for four consecutiveyears. Our latter-
day Castalia, Mills has turned out to be a fruitful proving-ground for
contemporary educational and curricular practices.

This article summarizes the educational philosophy, content, and
pedagogica methods employed in thisseminar. Though asuccess, the
course hasalways posed for uschallenging questionsabout thetheoreti-
cal and pedagogical underpinningsof interdisciplinary study. Fromthe
beginning, wewereparticularly concerned with two problemsthat seem
to us endemic to interdisciplinary study today. First, this course
confronted us with the problem of how to bridge disciplinary bound-
aries. Should we attempt to negotiate acommon ground or find a new
and uncharted territory between the disciplines—akind of virtual space
that would change its form and function as the semester progressed?
Second, the course brought forcibly hometo usaproblematic relation-
ship between the aspirations of general education and the tenor of
postmodern thought, whichisin some of its aspects profoundly at odds
with the centering and integrative spirit of general education. Cage's
metaphor of what happens beyond the mainstream frames the problem
neatly, if ambiguously, for it makes a great difference whether one
conceives of the field of knowledge in terms of a single (though
limitless) ocean or in terms of the multiplying streams of a delta.

Addressing issues like the value of interdisciplinary work in a
postmodern age in a seminar intended for entering students may seem
atall order. Yet we found that these issues arose spontaneously as a
function of our pedagogical strategies, which ended by problematizing
the very principlesthat shaped them. From that point of view alonewe
felt this essay worth writing; and it is our hope that this discussion with
provide a useful model for others engaged in planning—or question-
ing—interdisciplinary general education curricula.

* *x *

From the outset, looking for interconnections between poetry,
narrative, and music seemsnatural, sincelanguageand music areeasily
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related forms of human expression. Oration and music were virtually
inseparablein classical antiquity; Homeric epic poetry was invariably
sung or chanted. Thereisarich history of literary/musical genres, such
asopera, Lieder, sound poetry, madrigal s, mel odrama, motets, oratorio,
and chant. Since ancient times the theory of music has incorporated
terminology from rhetoric and poetry, while poets have just as often
theorized about the musicality of their work—atraditional relationship
that has continued to the present day. A recent, much-acclaimed
monograph on musical structure and perception, for instance, has been
authored by amusic theorist working in collaboration with alinguist.

Such connections, however, still 1eft open the question of what kind
of interdisciplinary activities would serve as our goals, particularly in
light of the AAC’s warning that an “[i]nterdisciplinary synthesis is
achieved not by arraying disparate subjects sequentially before stu-
dents’ (Reports 66), or, as Steven S. Tigner has argued more recently,
“[c]onnecting disciplines to create interdisciplinary learning is more
thanaprocessof courseblending” (5-6). “MusicandtheWritten Word”
beganwith aprovisional assumption gleaned from Leonard Bernstein's
The Unanswered Question—which is the published version of the
Norton lectures he delivered at Harvard in 1973—that “the best way to
‘know’ athing isin the context of another discipline (3). This seemed
an ideal strategy for a course combining music, narrative, and poetry.
Students invariably come to a seminar like “Music and the Written
Word” with far more background in language and literary works than
they do in music, for linguistic competence devel ops amost from the
moment of birth while musical skills are acquired years later, and, in
most cases, develop at a markedly slower pace. The concepts and
vocabulary we develop supply us with a way to look at music that
transfers our students’ linguistic abilities to musical contexts.

Posing the rather monumental question “Whither music in our
century?’ (269), Bernstein's six lectures range provocatively from
music to poetry to the transformational grammar of Noam Chomsky,
whose account of linguistic deep and surface structures inspires
Bernstein’ sown attemptsto fashion asatisfying theory of musical deep
structure. Chomsky positsauniversal linguistic competencethat allows
all human beings to generate an infinite variety of linguistic perfor-
mances (the surface structure) from a limited number of grammatical
elementsand forms (deep structure). For Bernstein, the overtone series
comprisesamusical analogy to Chomsky’ sconcept of deep structurein
that it represents a universally acquired language—a “worldwide,
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inborn musical grammar” (7)—whose presence makes possible the
tonal system that structures and makes comprehensible all musica
performances. Bernstein claims, moreover, a connection between
transformational grammar and music (119). Using Chomsky’ sdescrip-
tions of the transformational rulescommon to all languages, Bernstein
seeks to identify some of the complex rules (such as processes of
transposition, deletion, conjoining) that govern the emergence of any
unique composition from universal materials and forms.

The concept of deep structure developed in The Unanswered
Question allowed us to solve several pressing pedagogical problems.
First, it grounded our discussions within a conceptua framework
capacious enough to include both disciplines. Although Bernstein's
technical vocabulary (derived from Chomsky) proved unnecessarily
complicated for our first-year students, his often witty demonstrations
of how both poetry and music might rel ate to the operations of transfor-
mational grammar prevented the course from having to rely on the
language and strategies of one discipline—or, just as problematically,
from having to rely on two separate hermeneutic languages. Using
Bernstein's book circumvented (though perhaps did not solve) the
problems faced by students as they become, in Lucille McCarthy’s
terms, strangersin strange lands: heir to multiple discourse communi-
tiesthat seem confusingly different in the strategies and languagesthey
privilege (McCarthy; see also Bartholomae).

We found, for example, Bernstein's discussion of metaphor in
music and poetry particularly helpful. In poetry, metaphor isawonder-
ful way of establishing connections between ideas, people and things,
that are, at least on the surface, differentiated. A metaphor like “Juliet
isthe sun,” to use Bernstein’s example out of Shakespeare, equates a
person with abstract properties like radiance or life-giving capacity.
Most importantly for Bernstein, ametaphor isconfigured language. A
metaphor like “Juliet is the sun” conforms to a structural relationship
whereby “thisequalsthat, where this and that bel ong to two compl etely
different and incompatible orders’ (123). In a deep structural sense,
“Juliet isthe sun” is precisely similar to “Henry isalion” or “Jeremy
trashed my car.”

Turning to music, Bernstein distinguishes usefully between two
kinds of musical “metaphor” which hetermsextrinsicand intrinsic. In
extrinsic metaphor, musical soundsbear arelationship to extra-musical
ideas and fedlings. A famous example is Beethoven's Pastorale Sym-
phony with its musical portrayals of birdsong, thunderstorms, and
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country dances. Our examination of this type of musical relationship
presentsan opportunity for studentsto sharetheir personal responsesin
bothwritten and verbal formto awidevariety of musical works, ranging
from the overtureto Wagner’ s opera“ The Flying Dutchman” to recent
works by composers at Mills, including Maggi Payne’ s “ Subterranean
Network” (an electronic work depicting the horrors of tunnel fighting
during the Vietnam War) and Alvin Curran’s “Notes from Under-
ground” (asound/installation work with music rising up from speakers
buried beneath the ground, portraying the outcries of horror and mourn-
ing by victimsof theholocaust.). Our studentsdiscusstheextra-musical
images invoked by these pieces in class—a chalenging form of
hermeneutic analysis requiring a creative response that trandlates ab-
stract musical information into metaphoric language.?

Intrinsic metaphor, according to Bernstein, resultsfrom the devel-
opment of amotive. Asaresult, certain musical configurations bear a
relationship to each other and thus yield a “metaphoric” (or “thisis
that”) correspondence. For example, consider the well-known opening
of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony (Ex. 1a):
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The theme consists of a four-note motive (x) whose repetition is
separated by arising step (y). Later oninthemovement, at thebeginning
of the second theme (Ex. 1b), the listener encounters new material. But
the new theme also contains the motivic building blocks from the
opening (X’ and y’). Thus, despite their surface dissimilarity, the two
themes are, on a deeper level, equivalent. We might say that Ex. 1a is
ametaphor for Ex. 1b. Thissort of equivalenceisnot trivial, foritisan
example of themusical organicism that liesbehind theformal structure
of many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century musical works. And
studentscanlearnto appreciate and recognizethese sortsof connections
when they are taught to extend their knowledge of more familiar
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materials (i.e. poetry and its use of metaphor) to more abstract musical
situations. The results of pedagogical strategies such asthis have been
startling. Our students have been able to understand and write about
music with alevel of sophistication that would not have been possible
without thisinterdisciplinary framework.

Thekind of common ground based on structural resemblancesthat
Bernstein hasin mind can alwaysbe disputed, and he himself hintsthat
histheory of metaphor, likemany of hisconnectionsbetween musicand
language, is meant to be understood metaphorically—as a provocative
analogy rather than asintimationsof auniversal aesthetic language. On
the other hand, one cannot see the point of or dismiss his analogies
without first beginning to think in interdisciplinary fashion. The
heuristic value of termslike extrinsic and intrinsic metaphor in musicis
apparent only whenthey areconceived of inrelationshipto adiscussion
of linguistic metaphor; they areuseful for our interdisciplinary purposes
because they are not self-explanatory nor terms commonly used in the
discipline of music appreciation. While we and our students often
critique Bernstein’ sarguments, therefore, his methodol ogy seemsto us
pedagogically sound.

The concept of deep structure proved to be still more productive
once we began to explore possibilities only latent in Bernstein's
lectures, such asaconsideration of meter, which createsanother kind of
deep structure in music and poetry. As one might expect, our comple-
mentary discussionsof musical and poetic metershel ped studentsgrasp
themechanicsinvolved. Moreimportantly, theinterpretiveframework
of deep structure hel ped them grasp theideathat metrical formspossess
profound historical and cultural significances. Westudied, for instance,
thewaysinwhich several major poetsin English haveemployedvarious
meters, particularly iambic pentameter, in order to enter and revise
centuries-long literary traditions. John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667)
exemplifies the elevated tone and epic qualities of a metrical form
associ ated with Shakespeare and Chaucer; Alexander Pope's The Rape
of the Lock (1714) calls upon the inherited meanings of the metrical
form in order to satirize the pretensions of his subjects, transforming
epic possibility into mock-epic actuality; and William Wordsworth’'s
The Prelude (1850) transforms the cultura significance of the form
again by placing its associations of grandeur at the service of an
individual’slife and aspirations. Caribbean poet Derek Walcott, who
chooses to write his contemporary epic Omeros (1990) in unconven-
tional hexameter, provides an intriguing fail, for his metrical form
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allows him to step outside an English tradition of epic in poetry while
reminding us of dtill older forms. the hexameter, for instance, of
Homeric epic.

Our discussion of metrical forms culminates in a more intensive
analysis of innovative works like Igor Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring
(1912-13) and T.S. Eliot’ sThe Waste Land (1922). Stravinsky’ srhyth-
mic innovations were perhaps his most important contributions to
twentieth-century music. Throughout the Rite hismusical settingworks
against the bar-line and strongly undermines the listener’s sense of
metricregularity. Inmany passagesmeter isnolonger anelement of this
work’s “deep structure”’—a feature that distinguishes the Rite from
worksstemming from previousmusical traditionsand showsone of the
ways that this work responded to fin-de-siecle political and socia
disintegration.

In The Waste Land the irregular meter of the first 18 lines of
becomes problematic at thevery moment when theemergence of anew,
prophetic voice suddenly returns us to iambic pentameter:

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow

Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,

Y ou cannot say, or guess, for you know only

A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,

And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket norelief (11. 19-22)

Inresponseto the poem’ sown rhetorical question about clutching
roots, two lines of iambic pentameter (11. 19-20) reflect what has been
lost: a tradition in which stable metrical patterns intimated order,
grandeur, and continuity both social and cosmic. Subsequent lines,
keyed by the post-war pessimism of “you know only/A heap of broken
images,” dlip back into increasing irregularity (11 syllables, then 12,
14). Asif further tomock thereturnto ametrical deep structure, thenext
occurrenceof iambic pentameter fallsironically on“Madame Sorostris,
famous clairvoyante” (1. 46), whose “wicked pack of cards’ providesa
bathetic modern counterpart to ancient wisdom.

The above mode of inquiry focuses upon structural or syntactic
similarities between the languages of these two disciplines and also
beginsto explore how worksfrom different disciplinesrelateto similar
social, political, and historical contexts. Our studies of nineteenth- and
twentieth-century music, poetry, and fiction have proved an extremely
productiveapproachtothislatter pursuit—the*business’ of intellectual
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history. In“Music and the Written Word,” works from the romantic,
modernist, and postmodernist periods compose the body of the course.
Several lectures on romanticism examine the basic tenets of transcen-
dental philosophiesand how they are reflected in paired workslike the
Prelude and Liebestod from Wagner's Tristan und Isolde (1865) and
Coleridge' s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, or Whitman’ s Out of the
Cradle Endlessly Rocking (1859) and Charles|ves Fourth Symphony
(1916). Our early discussions of the romantic predilection for cosmic
unitiesand universals allow usto explore the concept of deep structure
anew in a specific historical context.

In discussions of several works from the early twentieth century,
our students|earn about rel ati onshi psbetween moderni st aestheticsand
socia andintellectual upheavalsat theturn of thetwentieth century. Our
examination of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land accompanied by lectures
on Stravinsky’s The Rite of Soring introduces the class to modernist
techniques of fragmentation, discontinuity, and allusion, and demon-
strates how music and poetry composed with these methods reflect the
political, moral, and social climate during the years prior and immedi-
ately following World War 1. Virginia Woolf’'s experiments with
different types of fictional timein To the Lighthouse (1927) suppliesa
connection to composers whose experiments with musical time run
from thediscontinuitiesof Stravinsky to the more recent minimalism of
Reich, Riley, and Glass. Similarities in form and technique lead,
however, to questions about these artists’ social and political intent,
particularly in reference to the changing roles of women in early
twentieth-century society. Close readings of the female charactersin
Woolf’'s To the Lighthouse (Mrs. Ramsey and Lily Briscoe), Alban
Berg's 1922 opera Wozzeck (Marie), and Eliot’'s The Waste Land
provoked much thought among our students with regard to thewaysin
which experiments in form affected—or were affected by—the por-
trayal of women.® Building on these socio-political considerations, we
subsequently compare Allen Ginsberg's poem Howl with the “Free
Jazz" movement and explore some of the waysin which artists reacted
similarly tothesocial and political situation of theMcCarthy periodand
its aftermath.

The final section of the course investigates postmodernism with
therather ambiguousgoal of unifying our thinking about deep structure
while beginning to characterize a postmodernist aesthetic of
structurel essnessand decenteredness. Hereagain, Bernstein’ slectures,
which always invite readers to reflect on historical continuities and
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transformations, have proven extremely useful. The Unanswered
Questionisasmuch apolemic about the perceived demise of tonality in
music in the twentieth century asit is an interdisciplinary inquiry into
relationships between language and music, and in its former guise
Bernstein’ sargument unfoldshistorically. Accordingto Bernstein, the
nineteenth-century’s growing obsession with chromaticism in music
leads to a twentieth-century crisis—indeed, a“life-and-death crisisin
musical semantics’ (263)—whereby the rise of nontonal music threat-
enstheuniversality of the harmonic seriesand thusthe* deep structures
implied by, indeedinherentin, thesenotes’ (289). Bernsteinthusresists
what wemight be tempted now to call apostmodernist fascination with
the loss of the universals and deep structures that made powerful, in
Jean-FrancoisLyotard’ sterms, “lesgrandsrécits’ of Western culture.
Hislecturesactually tapinto someof themost contentiousphil osophical
issues of the last forty years.

These ideas are taken up as the seminar begins to move from
modernist to post-modernist musical and literary works. Early in the
semester, we compare tonality—an ordered system of tension and
relaxation based on the tonic/dominant relationship—to the effect of
orderly rhyme schemes and metersin poetry, and place such music and
poetry in the context of the philosophical and religious suppositions of
their age. Seen through Bernstein’ slens, the breaking of tonality inthe
twentieth century anticipates what we often call the postmodernist turn
in writing, an idea we introduce by looking briefly at the literary
experiments and aesthetic assumptions of Gertrude Stein. In her 1912
portraits of painters (“Cezanne,” “Picasso,” “Matisse”) and her till
more radical Tender Buttons (1914), Stein freed words from their
semantic obligations. By exploiting the aural and visual aspects of
language, Stein disruptstheword/thing (or signifier/signified) relation-
ship that underpins most peopl €’ slinguistic assumptions. The“A Box”
section of Tender Buttons, for instance, begins“ Out of kindness comes
redness,” a statement that seems nonsensical until it is read as a
statement about theaural play that pervades Stein’ swork: the piecegoes
on to discover the possibilities of the “ness’ motif as it modulates to
“rudeness’ (which itself becomes* rudimentary”), or splitsinto alliter-
ated pairs like “something suggesting” and “substance strangely.”
Stein’ swriting could thusbecalled nontonal inthe sensethat it eschews
theword/thing rel ationship that seemsto center and stabilizeall linguis-
tic systems.
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Inmusic, similarly, John Cage was concerned with “letting sounds
be themselves.” He wrote works employing chance operations so that
musical materials could exist independently within a given work
without forming the organic connections that were so highly valued in
themusic of earlier periods. Cagewasfascinated by therandomnessand
themusical potential of noise. Inan essay entitled“ The Futureof Music
Credo,” he rejected the distinction between “noise” and so-called
“musical sounds.”

Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we
ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen to it, we find it
fascinating. The sound of a truck going fifty miles per hour.
Static between the stations. Rain. We want to capture and
control these sounds, to use them not as sound effects but as
musical instruments. If theword*“ music” issacred andreserved
for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century instruments, we can
substitute a more meaningful term: organization of sound.

(Cage 3)

Ironically, Cage's compoasition without sound, a work entitled
4'33" (1952) did more than any other work to alter our definition of
music so that it could include noise aswell asany other possible sound.
During each of the work’ s three movements the performer simply sits
motionlessin front of the piano. As one might expect, there was quite
an uproar after thefirst performance. One irate audience member even
stood up and said “ Good peopl e of Woodstock, let’ sdrive these people
out of town.”

Our seminar includesalive performance of 4'33", and fortunately
we have not yet experienced asimilar reaction. After afew moments of
uneasy silence, the students begin to listen to the sounds around them,
from the croaking frogs in a nearby pond to the muffled drone of the
freeway outside of the campus. In fact, the description of 4'33" as a
composition without sound is misleading. According to Cage, any
combination of sounds, whether they are “musical” sounds, noises
produced by percussion instruments, or the ambient sounds of our
environment, can be aesthetically pleasing. In this way, the materials
available for amusical work are virtually unlimited and Cage rejoiced
in the existence of these infinite possibilities.

4'33" dlows us to explore forward-looking aspects of Cage's
musical aesthetics. Cage's position within the history of twentieth-
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century music is very much like Stein’ sin the way that he anticipated
the postmodernist aesthetic tradition. Herejected several basic musical
assumptions: the need for musical relations (i.e. syntax and organic
form) and the necessity for criteriaused to determinethe soundsthat are
appropriatefor musical works. Cagethusjoins Steininthe de-centered,
level “playing field” of the postmodernist aesthetic arena.

Our course and our discussions of postmodernism conclude simul-
taneously withthework of contemporary composer Robert Ashley, who
has recently completed an extraordinary trilogy of operas, Atalanta
(Acts of God), Perfect Lives, and Now Eleanor’'s Idea. Ashley, a
composer in the American experimentalist tradition, was a founder of
the legendary Once Group —an interdisciplinary arts collective that
flourished in Ann Arbor, Michigan in the 1960s. He is known for
pioneering anew form of operatic production based on a collaborative
multi-media presentation and a form of voca delivery somewhere
between speech and song.

In some ways, Ashley pays homage to his modernist antecedents.
Theintroductiontothelibretto of Improvement (Don LeavesLinda) (the
first part of Now Eleanor’s Idea), for instance, contains an elaborate
chart, strongly reminiscent of JamesJoyce' sfamousschemafor Ulysses
(1922), detailing categories like “ldea,” “Technique,” “Theme,” and
“Code” for all four parts of Now Eleanor’sldea. In Improvement, the
character of Linda supposedly represents “The Jews,” Don
“Spanishness,” and the Airline Ticket Counter “The Inquisition;” its
“Code” 151492, signifying the beginning of Americaand theexpulsion
of the Jewsfrom Spain. Such complex schemas do indeed remind us of
the desire of a Joyce, Pound, or Yeats to compose vast cosmic and
historical alegories. Onecritic, Charles Shere, likensAshley’ swork to
Joyce's Finnegan's Wake for the way his operas invoke a “universa
resonance” (Ashley xii) in each particular, aninterpretation that Ashley
himself supportswhen, inaninterview, herefersusto the Neo-Platonic
idea that “the whole thing is contained in the smallest detail” (Burch
118).

But Ashley’s operas—each one designed for that nontraditional
yet quintessentially postmodernist medium, the tel evision—constantly
force us to rethink these analogies to modernism. Consider, for
instance, the dialogue at the Airline Ticket Counter (the Inquisition),
featuring Carlaand Carlo (alias Don):
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Where was your wife when you left her?
Shewasin thetoilet at the turn-off.

She went into the toilet and you left her?
Yes.

Y ou took her baggage and the rented car?
Yes.

Y ou left urgently to meet another person?
Yes.

That person is awoman?
Yes.

Y our wife will be angry and jealous.
No.

How isthat possible? (Scenell, 30-36; Burch 124-5)

Ending on a neer-answered question, Scene Il puts in doubt the
very nature of our reading (and listening) experience. The echo of an
interrogation, we might argue, lends ominous overtonesto an amusing
situation. Or is it that what might have been an ominous allusion
surrendersto akind of tabloid narrative (wife abandoned at atoilet), so
that the whole piece becomes a kitsch version of James Joyce? The
guestion iswhether Ashley’ sown exegeses and sel f-conscious pontifi-
cating (“ For the sake of argument Donis Spainin 1492/and Lindaisthe
Jews,” [Actl, 35-36]) can betaken seriously, or whether theentire opera
becomesajokey parody of modernist techniques. Like Cageand Stein,
his work opens up discussion about the viability of the modernist
project—in particular, its quest for interconnectiveness and universal-

ity.
* % %

The foregoing discussions of music and poetry may seem too
sophisticated for many first-year students. But thishasnot beenthecase,
for our seminar has been well received by both our students and those
involved in assessing our efforts. The key to this successisthe kind of
interdisciplinarity achieved by our seminar, in which different disci-
plinary languages allow our students to approach complex issues and
ideas from several perspectives, but also in which the disciplinary
languages themselves are reframed (and revitalized) by each other.
Moreover, as we move back and forth from poetry to music (and
sometimes narrative) throughout the semester, our course consistently
maintains a common ground of inquiry established on the historical
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circumstances shared by writer and composer but also, crucially, on
Bernstein’ saccount of the historical fate of deep structureinthecontext
of the harmonic series.

Bernstein's lectures played multiple roles in our course. They
facilitated the acquisition of skillslike understanding metrical arrange-
mentsin poetry and music. Moreimportantly, they provided akind of
deep structure to our own course: a continuing interest in the fate of a
concept like deep structure, beginning with aRomantic predilection for
transcendental unities, moving to a modernist yearning for (in Eliot’s
phrase) “roots that clutch,” and concluding with a postmodernist cel-
ebration of decenteredness. Various concepts of deep structure loosely
organized and provided a subtext to the chronological format of the
greater part of our course, which thus allowed studentsto approach the
relationship between writer and composer sychronicaly (in terms of
common historical affiliations) and diachronically (in terms of their
affiliations to the way an important concept has unfolded over two
centuries).

But what made Bernstein’ swork so pertinent to our coursewasthe
way in which its narrative of a growing disenchantment with deep
structure embraced our own interdisciplinary aspirations. Our fina
discussions of a postmodern fascination with decenteredness and syn-
tactic ruptureforced us and our studentsto confront a series of produc-
tive ironies within the very construction of the course: that our ideas,
conceived withinthesyncretic and centering spirit of general education,
had also to entertain an aesthetic and a philosophy that questioned the
very premise of needing a core or center; that our final disagreement
with Bernstein’'s insistence on musical deep structure extended and
completed adiscussion of deep structurethat inimportant waysunified
thecourse; that anideal of integrated knowledge collided with our sense
(as Aronowitz and Giroux argue in their Postmodern Education) that
“postmodernism asserts no privileged place” (13) for the observer and
educator. A pedagogical strategy that encouraged students to think
beyond the disciplinary mainstream was therefore implicated in what
many have seen as the problematic, even the scandal, of the desire for
universal, “centered” knowledge.

Therelationship of our method of interdisciplinary investigation
to general education was therefore a vexed one, for our method raised
guestions about the ideal of integrated knowledge even as we collec-
tively provided the means of that questioning. But we found these
ironies stimulating rather than destructive. Our course did not achieve
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interdisciplinarity, if by that we mean the product of two disciplinary
perspectives or the discovery of an ur-language (in our case based on
Bernstein's reading of Chomsky). But it did foster a process of
interdisciplinary inquiry—akind of restive dial ogism—that was more
open-ended and less conclusive than we originally intended. In so
doing, we argue, interdisciplinary investigation was liberated as a tool
for probing rather than establishing connections between the disci-
plines.

In the end, the educational objectives behind general education
courses such as “Music and the Written Word” go beyond course
content and skill acquisition. They involve goals that look past the
syllabi of specific coursesand toward transforming the student popul a-
tions of today into the responsible citizenry of tomorrow. During the
final classes of the semester we focus upon the fact that today such
notions as deep-structure and universal truth are often viewed with
suspicion and that these epistemol ogical assumptions may bethe basis
for many of today’ s socia, political, and moral dilemmas. At the same
time, we explorethe question of—if aclasslike“ Music and the Written
Word" has any validity—what kind of common ground of inquiry and
what kind of (in E.D. Hirsch's term) cultural literacy might prove
valuablein our age. Our discussions of Eliot, Stravinsky, Stein, Cage,
Woolf, and Ashley therefore introduce our students to severa vital
issuesinlate-twentieth-century intellectual history andtry tocometoan
understanding of how thesecrucial issuesmay help usfind new waysto
adapt to a rapidly changing, complex, and diverse society. In this
respect, the fact that those discussions themselves refused to come to
closure seemslessto be lamented than asign of how far we have come
“beyond mainstream.”

Notes

1 See Jackendoff and Lerhdahl.

2 For a homework assignment, students write essays about the
extra-musical images invoked by several musical selections on tape.

¢ An accompanying “literary letters’ assignment, in which pairs
of studentswere asked to assumetheroleof Eliot/Woolf or Woolf/Berg
and correspond about their respective works, proved to be alively and
challenging way for studentsto articul ate their thoughts about modern-
ism.
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