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The Gentle Giant and I (I):
From the Inside of the Bell to
Spectral Profundity

Ching-Wen CHAO

Abstract

The article intends to initiate a series of discussion on the electronic/acoustic
compositions by Jonathan Harvey (1939-2012) and his thoughts on spectralism.
Based on the first-hand observations I made when I had the privilege to study
with him at Stanford, I attempt to comment on some critical analysis circulating
internationally, which, I think, may lead to certain misinterpretations on
Harvey’s works. More importantly, this article shares my own musical
discoveries from his.

The article begins from a moment in my class when the students and I had
a fruitful discussion on one of Beethoven’s Bagatelles, which may be viewed as
an early spectral thinking. The article then leads to Harvey’s earliest work for
tape, Mortuos Plango, Vivos Voco, composed with technical assistance at
IRCAM (Institut de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique). The two
sound sources — the voice of the tenor bell at Winchester Cathedral, England
and that of his son Dominic Harvey — are to be analyzed and synthesized with
softwares/techniques such as FFT (Fast Fourier Transform) Analysis, Music V
and CHANT and construct/deconstruct themselves based on eight central
pitches in relation to the eight sections, which establishes a poetic relationship
between frequency and time. The piece is concerned with recognizable sounds
and the paradox of their interchangeability, which Harvey believes can make
music reach out for profoundly spiritual messages.

Keywords: electronic music, tape music, Jonathan Harvey, spectralism,
spectral analysis
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