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1. Introduction

Murray Schafer's poetical lecture Music in the Cold projects two ways

of living in the North. One of them is the colonialist resourcism based on

the artificial economic construct called Canada. This modern vision is

shown in its various stages until its eventual breakdown. As a results an

alternative of living in the North is reemerging. This alternative is

rooted in the mythology of the North; it is not imposed on the North and

thus it is non-threatening to the region and truly post-colonial. All of

these changes and processes are reflected in the soundscape and in

society's attitudes toward soundmaking and listening.

While we can thus gain profound insights into our society's ways of

treating nature and while alternatives are pointed out, I propose to look

at Music in the Cold from still another angle. In my view, it also func-

tions as an introduction to Schafer's allegorical works in that it exposes
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his principal working method. As this analysis will emerge quite naturally

from a closer look at the contents of Music in the Cold. I am going to

start with a close reading of the text itself.

2. A Northern Constellation

Music In the Cold opens with a depiction of the North. The North is

here conceived in contrast to the South: "Northern geography is all form.

Southern geography is color and texture" (MIC, 9f.). With regard to life-

style and energy consumption, the North is associated with conservation,

while the South adheres to opulence. From these characteristics the

respective arts of the North and South also take their cues: in the North,

one finds the "art of restraint" and in the South the "art of excess" (MIC,

16f.). The former is composed of "tiny events," while the latter is ac-

customed to "fat events that don't matter, or to many events" (MIC, 31ff.).

This method of depiction thus consists of a number of dichotomies

positing North and South as the two poles of a continuum. Within this con-

tinuum, nothing occurs that is not subsumed under either the category of

the North or else that of the South:

Between [northern glacier and southern jungle], rolling land

masses become formal in winter and technicolor in summer as the

claw of the arctic stretches south then leaps back to escape the

flatulence of the tropics (MIC, 13ff.).

This method of depiction is reminiscent of the manichean dichotomies

which colonialism erects in order to deal with the Other it encounters on

alien territory. Commonly, these manichean dichotomies take on allegorical
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qualities and are extended into a moral and even metaphysical sphere as is

readily discernible with respect to racial difference in colonial dis-

courses.1 That Schafer in this first section of Music in the Cold uses

this method with similar reverberations into a moral sphere betrays the

fact that his discourse on the North is not yet a discourse of the North;

that is, the North is not yet freed of colonialist patterns of con-

ceptualizing the world.

On the other hand, the dichotomies are significantly reversed. The

North is assimilated into a morally spotless sphere of self-discipline and

necessary energy conservation, while the South emerges as a wasteful and

voluptuous presence:

Of necessity, conservation of energy begins in the North.

It begins with lean stomach and strong bow.

Prodigality is centred in the South,

and the waste of energy begins at the mouth (MIC, 19ff.).

Furthermore, out of the dichotomies grow a number of reflections that focus

on the North from the perspective of the North and thus hint at another way

of conceptualizing the world. These reflections entail a consideration of

the northern soundscape and its impact on content and form of northern art.

But the intent of these reflections is clearly also one of instruction to

"those accustomed to fat events that don't matter [because] to them the

1 cf. Abdul R. JanMohamed's article on "The Economy of Manichean Al-
legory: The Function of Racial Difference in Colonialist Literature" (1985).
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winter soundscape is "silent* as snow is merely 'white"1 (MIC, 32 &34). As

a matter of course, the text also addresses them directly: "The scene you

miss is the white hunter with the white bow stalking the white animal"

(MIC, 45, my emphasis).

As Paul Shepard has pointed out in his essay "A Post-Historic

Primitivism," the Inuit conceptualize reality in a non-linear Banner.

Alien to the Western way of thinking, their world is one "without tenses or

causality in language, where change is not a becoming but a new are-ness"

(41). The connection to Music in the Cold may seem arbitrary or over-

stated, but a concrete example emphasizes the parallels between the North

Schafer is depicting and the world of the Inuit. Shepard writes:

The Inuit does not depend on objects of orientation. One's

position in space is fundamentally relational and based upon ac-

tivity. . . . The relational manner of orienting is a profound-

ly different way of interpreting space. . . . The hunter moves

as a participant amidst other participants oriented by the ac-

tion (41, Shepard is quoting Bogert O'Brien).

This is precisely the scene Non-Northerners miss, namely "the white hunter

with the white bow stalking the white animal." There are no visual marks

to permit orientation; all that counts is the activity.

In the remainder of this first section and with the words "I am a

Northerner" (MIC, 47), Schafer asserts himself and directs attention to a

particularly northern triad of meaning—survival, soundscape, art:

With my axe I resist the environment, shape
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a log house, and cut firewood to warm it.

The strident clap of my axe rings against the forest by day,

and by night my fire plays tunes in the stove (MIC, 48ff.).

It is from this triad that northern artists draw their strength. Nothing

is wasted; everything is there for a purpose. Even the gesture of applause

must take a functional place in this triad and is not permitted to serve

merely the expression of pleasure:

I am the unpainted observer in a Group of Seven painting, squat-

ting / behind the painter in the snow. I know the physical

delights and / discomforts of holding my position before the

First Snow in Algoma or Above Lake Superior, and I know that

what makes Harris or Thomson / great painters is that they could

hack it in the bush. / I slap my hands together, partly in ap-

preciation, partly to keep warm (MIC, 66ff.).

This triad—survival, soundscape, art--is not dialectical, for dialectics

is another pattern of "universal" conceptualization that would be imposed

on the North. It is a constellation which emerges from locality. More-

over, none of the three terms dominates any of the others. As soon as this

constellation is transformed into a dialectic or, in other words, if one or

more of its components are violated, negated, elevated, or hidden by anoth-

er, the North becomes unbalanced and the result is an artificial construct

that cannot endure for long.
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3. A Critique of Modernity as Colonial Resourcism

In the ensuing section depicting colonialism and the emergence of

Canada on northern ground, Schafer describes acerbically but recognizably

the haughty colonial attitude:

'Culture,' they explained, 'You have none.

Where you have a log house we have palaces. Where you have an

axe / we have grand pianos. Where you have a bog we have heated

swimming / pools. . . .

Great art is not kept in a refrigerator.

You need to mediterraneanize your existence.

You also need people. Your cities are too small--too out of

touch' (MIC, 78ff.).

For the seemingly disinterested reasons of breeding culture thus, the

colonialist powers send people and "know-how." However, these reasons are

quickly unveiled as a sham, for the underlying reason for their friendli-

ness is that their resources are running out:

They had culture and empire.

Why were they speaking to me?

It seems their resources were running out.

They needed resources to carry forward their empires.

If I would send them the resources, they would send me 'da

people.'

They did not wait for an answer (MIC, 88ff.)
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Changes to the North are the increasing population ("I became we" [MIC,

96]) and the reliance on the world economy for a living. In this way, one

of the components of the northern triad is violated and the balance of the

constellation is disturbed. As becomes clear, the market economy which

replaces survival comes to dominate the other two components to such a

degree that soundscape and art of the North are threatened with extinction.

As a matter of course, the North is replaced by Canada. In following

Henry David Thoreau, one can say that the name "Canada" belongs to the

realm of conventional meaning which lost touch with the elemental grounds

of language. In this way, the origin of the name "Canada" is kept a

mystery (MIC, 112) which illustrates the rootlessness of the name as well

as the fact that it is imposed on the place by newcomers. It is in con-

trast to the strict purposiveness of every action depicted in the first

section; that is to say, every action, whether hunting, singing or applaud-

ing, grows naturally out of what the place necessitates. Furthermore, the

European name "Canada" is in opposition to aboriginal names that retain a

connection to the place. That is why Thoreau preferred aboriginal names to

European ones. His example is the Musketaquid (Grass-Ground River) or Con-

cord River:

It will be Grass-Ground River as long as grass grows and water

runs here; it will be Concord River only while men lead peace-

able lives on its banks (277, quoting Thoreau).

Thoreau considers "Musketaquid" as the true name of the river because it is

rooted in natural (therefore authentic) rather than cultural history: the
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Indian designation "had an organic relation to nature that the European

term lacked" (277). Schafer does not provide an aboriginal term for

"Canada" or "North." Yet he is just as rigorous to point out the deficien-

cies of "Canada" as Thoreau does with Concord. Indeed Schafer shows that

"Canada" is to be associated with an artificial economic construct that

does not belong and as a matter of course is doomed. What remains after

Canada and most of its immigrants are gone is the place which is North.

The soundscape of Canada becomes more and more mechanical, "Fierce,

noisy computers" control everything, and in the higher echelons of the ad-

ministration one can hear the "hissing air conditioners" (MIC, 185 & 224).

Although these interventions into the soundscape represent the final "tri-

umph" of modern "man" over nature, they only betray the nihilistic motive

of destroying the natural soundscape by putting something in its place or

overlayering the hifi sounds with the lofi rumblings of diverse machinery.

Furthermore, progress is associated with shutting out the natural

soundscape while still taking in the visual pleasures of the outside world:

"We lived in glass houses hundreds of feet in the air" (69). Recently,

Schafer has expanded his thoughts on this modern trend in living. In an

article entitled "The Glazed Soundscape," he describes how the increased

use of glass in our society causes a division between "here" and "there"

which equals a division between senses. "Some of the glass in which we

have sheathed our lives [must be] shattered" in order to heal the division

which prevents us from "inhabit[ing] a world in which all the senses inter-

act instead of being ranked in opposition" (Schafer 1992, 5). The call for
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a unified sensorium equals the call for an aural culture as opposed to the

visual culture of modernity.

Progress is one of the central concepts of modernity. It is intri-

cately linked to an economy based upon the expectation of unlimited growth.

As a matter of course then, the urge to look for ways of quantifying so-

called "achievements" is intrinsic to modernism. As Robert Frodeman notes,

this urge leads to a "belief in quantification as the defining character of

the real" (Frodeman 1992, 308).

Schafer takes this belief in progress to its logical extreme. But he

also points to a necessary side' effect of quantification, namely that in a

world where only numbers count, so to speak, humaneness absconds:

Everything was reckoned in billions.

"There is no difference between one and a billion,' said the

statisticians, / except the decimal point.'

A few individualists argued: 'If a man has a soul, then a bil-

lion men have .000 000 000 000 1 of a soul each. That was the

difference,' they said.

But the statisticians were counting, products and profits and

immigrants.

The soul went into hiding (MIC. 186-193).

In Music in the Cold, thus, quantifications of progress and growth are used

to compare oneself with others and ultimately with the entire world:

Stefan Haag

We began to prosper. . . .

We became richer. . . .
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We became one of the richest nations in the world. . . .

We became the most powerful nation in the world (MIC,

113,125,142,152).

Yet Canada is only "the most powerful nation" with respect to those

standards which colonialism mistakenly believes to be universal. All those

values that grow out of the place, or out of the North, are considered out

of sync with the modern age and hence need to be replaced. The result is a

hostile takeover, as it were.

With regard to the northern soundscape, the results are devastating.

Yet northern art is hit no less hard. The art world in Canada is restruc-

tured in analogy to that of the colonial powers. The results are at first

negligible, to say the least:

We published books and made films just like them. We / copied

them carefully and lifelessly. . . .

They did not read our books or look at our paintings.

We did not read our books or look at our paintings.

Our Culture products went into everybody's waste basket (MIC,

117ff.).

Eventually, however, as Canada becomes economically more powerful, its art

finds international recognition too: "Our novelists were translated into

forty languages and were read on Korean buses and in Bulgarian barber

shops" (MIC, 121f.). The era of high art had arrived and manifested

similar claims to universality as colonialism. But soon thereafter this
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modernist achievement is called into question by the life-style of Canada's

society:

Artists disputed over the importance of individuality.

Some still painted originals, but the successful ones did every-

thing / in multiple copies, and the really popular ones printed

everything / up in lots of a billion.

Artists who continued only to produce originals remained poor

after / poverty had been abolished.

It was a tricky situation.

They argued that true art was labour-intensive, demanding hours

of / work in production and appreciation.

It suddenly became clear that labour and art were correlatives

(MIC, 194ff.).

As a consequence, high modern art is replaced by popular postmodern cul-

ture. The latter has the additional advantage to fit into the market econ-

omy; in other words, art as entertainment can be treated like a business

and turn out a profit too.

Once Canada reaches this point of cultural development, Schafer men-

tions the credo of the modern world: "You can't turn back" (MIC, 243).

There are obvious connections between this dictum and modern progress.

Shepard describes them poignantly:

"You can't go back" shelters a number of corollaries. Most of

these are physical rationalizations—too many people in the

world, too much commitment to technology or its social and eco-

Stefan Haag
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nomic systems, ethical and moral ideas that make up civilized

sensibilities, and the unwillingness of people to surrender to a

less interesting, cruder, or more toilsome life, from which time

and progress delivered us. This progress is the work of tech-

nology. When technology's "side effects" are bad, progress be-

comes simply "change," which is, by the same rote, "inevitable"

(42).

While Schafer gives the dictum a somewhat more hesitant form—he says "You

can't turn back" instead of "You can't go back"—he avoids the "physical

rationalizations" of why we cannot turn back by thinking through the

eventual (and natural) decline of Canada. Hence we are forced to "turn

back."

The beginning of the end, as it were, is described in terms of another

"change" to the soundscape:

A loudspeaker dangled from every lamp-post providing a relaxed

background of 'moozie' through the streets (MIC, 230).

This degenerated soundscape symbolizes the ultimate decadence of the

leisure society. Thus when the North assaults Canada with cold, snow, and

wolves, this society cannot put up much resistance. The people can only

choose between either leaving (which millions do [MIC, 278]) or else "to

surrender to a less interesting, cruder, or more toilsome life." Tongue in

cheek, Schafer repeats the dictum of progress four times, as though probing

it for its truth content, until he adds the decisive and shattering tag

question:
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You can't turn back.

You can't turn back.

You can't turn back.

You can't turn back, can you? (MIC, 243ff.).

4. A New Beginning

The struggle for Canada ends significantly with the howling of wolves.

Their howling then is transformed into numbers--not into the quantifying

numbers of the "Canadian" age, but into the absence of quantity:

Wolves howled derisively at night—0000 0000 0000

Zero

Zero

Zero

Zero (MIC, 284-288).

Out of this absence of quantity also grows the absence of (mechanical)

noise: "All is still" (MIC, 289). This is the perfect stillness for the

few people left to contemplate what went wrong and how to start anew.

Those who are left also "turn back" in that they integrate into their lives

elements of older, perhaps even "primitive" societies, such as sitting

around a campfire and building their own instruments.

As the narrator contemplates the return of the thrush, he also

recovers the "I" which was replaced by the "we" earlier on. Music in the

Cold then ends in a promise and in an assurance:

The old technology of waste is gone.

What then remains?
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The old virtues: harmony; the universal soul; hard work.

I will live supersensitized, the antennae of a new race.

I will create a new mythology.

It will take time.

It will take time.

There will be time (MIC, 327-334).

5. Conclusion

To be sure, one can explain the breakdown of Canada on the level of

content as the eventual and natural breakdown of an artificial construct

that simply does not belong. However, I think there is yet another ex-

planation which goes beyond the level of content. This second explanation

will tell us something about Murray Schafer the artist and his methods of

composing his works.

When Music in the Cold was republished in 1984 in On Canadian Music.

Schafer included a prefatory paragraph giving some background information

on the text. He writes:

In 1974 I moved with my wife to an abandoned farm in south-

central Ontario near Algonquin Park. . . . The natural and so-

cial environment of my life changed completely. ... We shared

the fields and forest around the house with birds and wild

animals, often not seeing people for days. The soundscape was

ideal. The rhythms of this life were beginning to affect my mu-

sical thinking even though the influence was not yet precisely

evident in the works I was writing. Music in the Cold was writ-
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ten as a kind of manifesto in advance of the work I knew would

follow (Schafer 1984, 64).

Schafer's depiction of Music in the Cold as "a kind of manifesto" raises

several questions. On the one hand, it adequately pinpoints the enun-

ciatory qualities of the text. To the extent that it announces a "new

mythology," it is indeed a statement manifesting Schafer's position on art

and life in the North. Yet enunciatory qualities are not alone constitu-

tive of manifestoes. As Sherrill Grace notes in her article on Herman

Voaden's 1930 manifesto, manifestoes must properly be seen as topos and

practice. She states furthermore:

The manifesto has always had a strong link with an avant-garde.

both as explication and as empowering act of validation (Grace

1992, n.l).

Due to this "strong link" to an AG, the term manifesto may be seen as badly

chosen by Schafer. However, I contend that this strong link is questioned

in Music in the Cold. The manifesto thus gains new importance as a vehicle

of "explication and as empowering act of validation" not of an AG but of

another entity. This entity is not in any way linked to a certain modern

concept of progress as an AG unavoidably is. To the contrary, progress in

the modern sense is utterly discredited. As a result, it seems unfit to

serve as a concept to govern a culture, and we are urged to revaluate the

central position progress holds in our current view of the world. At the

same time, we are asked to validate an attitude which would bring us "back"

to nature.
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