
The Song of the Universe

Everything is music; We don’t play Music, Music plays Us.


Several musicians at the 1964 Newport Folk Festival expressed in a ten second sound byte a perspective and a paradigm of understanding regarding the place of humans in in the world that expresses the philosophy of music found in much of Indigenous America.  


What does it mean or imply when one says “everything is music.”  We don’t play music;  music plays us.  It says that music is an inherent aspect of the universe.  It exists separate and apart from humans;  it pre-dates human existence.  Humans did not create music; music created in part created humans.   According to the Hopi, according to the vision of Black Elk and according the the meaning of the Navajo concept of H0zh= that permeates all of creation (to provide just a few Indigenous examples), the Song of the Universe is sung is imbedded in all that exists and is sung by all who allow it to play in them and sing through them.


To the Navajo, H0zh= is beauty, harmony, joy, peace, health and wellness in the broadest sense of the term.  H0zh= is infinite in form, but singular in nature.  The Song of the Fourth World for the Hopi, the Maya and many other Indigenous cultures is not a single tune or form.  It is singular in its fundamental characteristics, but it is infinitely diverse in form and pattern.  The natural characteristics of music are rhythm, melody, harmony, synchrony and complementarity.  These features are inherent characteristics of the universe, and that is why to most Indigenous Americans the world is a song, not a conquest;  it is a concert, not a contest.  The Song of the Universe is a cosmic symphony in which the voices of all creatures blend and bond together into a common yet diverse harmony, melody, and rhythm.  That is the cosmic bond that only music, art and dance can provide. 


Music is more than playing instruments and singing songs.  The fellow in the movie says “everything is music.”  This came about as a conversation with the camera crew doing the filming at the Festival.  They cut the filming of this group off when they thought their song was over, and that provoked a friendly discussion.  The cameraman asked if they were offended by them cutting off the song before it was done.  One guy says, “no, it just tells me where you are at” implying he did not fully understand their song and their music.  



This group played with some unconventional instruments, including a jug.  Then they tell the cameraman that the camera can also be a musical instrument, and that you can make music with the camera if you let it play you, if you let it capture the music of the universe.  And that is what then led to the statements “everything is music.  You do not choose to play music; music chooses to play you.”  I would add, and it is implied in these statements by these folk musicians, that everything is music if you are able to hear the music that is playing inside of you and playing all about you in the world you live in.  That music, that song of the universe, is trying to find voice and expression in your life and in the lives of every creature in the community of life on the earth.


People frequently say that much if not most of music is about love and expressions of love.  I say love, in its most sublime expression, is not a theme of music; it is music in its purest form.  When two beings bond together in deep and intense love, they reach an intensity of spiritual and physical oneness that is the deepest fulfillment of their nature, and they experience a synchrony of rhythm, emotion and motion that is musical in it most sublime expression.  A joint conjugal orgasm is one of the most powerful and beautiful ways in which we participate in the song of the universe.  And music in all of its diverse forms is analogous by extension to experiencing an orgasm with the all living creatures and with the cosmos.  It is singing in harmony and in synchrony with all of creation.


Art is also a form of music, as well as music being a form of art.  Art is part of the music of the universe, the Song of Creation in Hopi terms.  When the Inuit artist picks up a stone to carve, he or she does not think about what form can I impose on this stone.  They think about what form lies within the stone, and when they discover or discern that form, they release it through their carving.   Art is not imposing an alien form;  it is discovering and revealing an inherent form.


The ancestors of the Zuni migrated for over 800 years not in search of wealth, power or conquest, and not even in search of adventure;  they migrated in search of the center place where the energies of the universe swirl and a place where they could live in harmony and in synchrony with the song of the universe.  They did not seek a place to develop or exploit, but a place with which they could harmonize.  Singing, dancing and living in harmony with a place in the universe is for them the greatest ecstasy of life, the highest achievement in life and the most sublime way to live in the world.


The Zuni sunrise song is not an artifact human construction.  It is the music of the sunrise finding voice and expression through humans.  It is not humans imposing an external composition on the sunrise; it is humans listening to the sunrise with all of their sensibilities, discovering its music and character, and then being a conduit for the expression of the music (aesthetic character) of the sunrise.  The music of the sunrise is playing in humans; humans are not playing it.  Humans are conduits for the music of the sunrise.  The music of the sunrise, however, does not just play itself through humans.  If you have ever been in nature during the sunrise, birds sing the song of the sunrise in a loud and diverse chorus.  It is really one of the closest things one can daily experience to that grand cosmic concert when all of creation and sang and danced to the song of the great Black Stallion in the vision of Black Elk.


Humans and birds and other living creatures did not create the music of the sunrise; they can only provide a conduit through which the music of the sunrise can be played, experienced and sung.  That is what these folk musicians discovered, and its a discovery that Indigenous peoples of the Americas made many thousands of years ago.  There is a song inherent in every place and in every dimension of this world, in every species and in every person in this world, and that song can play us, play in us, play through us, if we only have the sensibilities to hear it and to allow it to play us.  We do not play the music;  the music plays us when we allow it to guide, direct and compose our lives in synchrony and in harmony with all of creation.  That is the First nations philosophy of music as best I can tell in the 45 years to which I have been exposed to it and been a part of it.


All musicians and all music in some way or in some manner partially captures, expresses and/or responds to the Song of the Universe.  The Song of the Universe is singular in nature (synchronized rhythm, harmony and melody), but infinite in form.  The Song of the Universe does not play in its entirety in any single human being or in any single community or in any single species, and no music and no musician expresses it without flaws or limitations.  But all of us, to one degree or another, sing the Song of Universe and live in its midst.  It composes our lives, orders our experience and enhances our awareness of the world about us to the degree we allow it to play us.


