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Tower landscaped its first new age bin, Halpern was literally knocking
on the doors of health food stores and building a distribution network
where none had previously existed. He wrote articles and books,
lectured at health and music conferences, played in cramped spaces
before projected mandalas and listeners pretzeled into lotus position.
He lugged his suitcase Rhodes to bookstores and basements, and
gradually won a subcultural following with a message of seductive
simplicity: Relax!

So maybe it’s understandable that Halpern, with more than 50
albums and a doctorate in music psychology under his belt and
a Crystal Award from the first International New Age Music Con-
ference on his shelf, seems a bit, well, crankier than one might expect.
While much of his music is filmy and floaty, Halpern himself talks
fast, to the point, and right in your face. You might catch a trace
of bitterness in his ruminations, spoken and written. Check out this
passage, for example, from an essay he wrote for a new age journal
in Chicago: “If you're new to the field of new age music, you might
fall for the misdirected articles that state that the field began with
George Winston in 1983, or with Brian Eno in 1978, when those
who have a sense of history and/or a better memory know that
[Halpern’s] Spectrum Suite was released in 1975, and Eno referred
to my work in interviews. So how could someone who came three
years later have ‘begun’ a field?”

One is tempted to suggest that Halpern take a breath or two, put
on something from his own Inner Peace catalog, and chill for a while.
But put yourself in his shoes: You are a pioneer. You knew you were
onto something from the moment it hit you. Yet others — Winston,
Eno, Kitaro — get the credit for finding the bliss groove. Not that
they don't deserve recognition, but hey, let’s get real. For a self-described
Type-A New Yorker, beatific obliviousness to the injustices of life
is more than you can ask for.

And so we invited Steven Halpern to join us one afternoon in
San Francisco. We, too, would like to set the record straight. Whether
you're into Ciani or Yanni, herbal tea or Kenny G, his importance
cannot be denied, and his insights can’t fail to enlighten.

hen did you begin looking into the style of music that even-
tually became known as new age?

My major breakthrough happened in 1969. | had been working
in a kind of jazz-rock band, doing high-energy Coltrane- or Hendrix-
type music, but I had also been researching for years whether there
is a form of music in the present day that would do what the healing
music of Orpheus or Pythagoras did two or three thousand years
ago. Then | came out West on a two-week sabbatical and found
myself meditating in the woods outside of Santa Cruz. There, under
the big redwood trees, | had an experience that turned my life around.
I started hearing a whole different kind of music that had a great
deal of space between the notes and didn’t have the driving beat
that was propelling everything else | was playing. It opened up
to the silence.

What happened after this revelation?

| wandered into a place that was a human potential growth center,
where | had been invited to audition for a job, and went into a
room that had a piano. | started playing, and that's where this music
started manifesting through my fingers. That really opened up a
window for me to explore something | hadn’t gotten to through
intellectual means.

Where that image of you meditating under the redwoods suggests
a certain kind of soundltrack these days, no such musical association
existed in the '60s. Was the music/spirit connection there at all in
your imagination?

I'd had some experiences with it. | recall one situation in high
school. | stepped out on a stage when no one else was there, picked

“'ve sold
three million
records, but

the In@ustry
still hasn't
validated
what | do.”

up my trumpet, and played. It was the first time I'd really experienced
reverb and echo, and | just tripped out with it. Now we have words
like “past-life recall” and “cellular memory.” Whatever it was, some-
thing very familiar was triggered in my brain. Whether it was ancient
caves or a great cathedral, neither of which | had ever been in, the
sound was alive. The trumpet suddenly became not just a little metallic
instrument, and | understood how a trumpet section could bring down
the walls of Jericho. Then, a couple of years later, | read something
by Edgar Cayce, talking about the power of sound. So | was aware
that there was an ancient shamanic tradition for music; I just had
no way of tying it directly to me. My cerebral soundtrack would have
been more like an Afro-Cuban percussion part married to some Mo-
town funk and/or some John Coltrane/Elvin Jones energy.

Wouldn't those kinds of rhythms clash with the idea of a healing
music?

Well, it was more an approach of music healing through catharsis,
where you would purge the energies and blow out the circuits. The
problem was that it was very hard to be on the receiving end as an
audience. That's one reason why this kind of music never reached
a large audience: It was painful! It was while | was going through
grad school in Santa Rosa and gigging with an R&B/soul band that
| started having some physical effects from playing this kind of music,
not just in my ears but in my knees, my stomach, and other areas
of the body. That started me looking for answers as to why there were
such physiological results. | went back into the literature and found
that some people had studied this. And, yeah, there were certain
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demonstrable physiological reactions from listening to certain chords,
tones, and rhythms that you didn’t learn about in school. Charlie
Watts developed a heart condition from listening to too many hours
of drum machines; that was verified in X-rays.

Of course, who knows what other factors may have contributed
to Watts’s alleged problems? And plenty of Keyboard readers use
drum machines without keeling over.

That's true. But it may be a matter of time.

How did you create a style of healing music in the sense that
music with other kinds of tuning and timbres attempts to heal in
other cultures?

I had been hearing a sound in my head for a couple of years.
Then, when | saw Herbie Hancock in a local jazz club playing a
Rhodes electric piano, | realized that was the sound | had been hearing.
I sold my second trumpet and my second guitar, and | got myself
a Rhodes, which was, after all, designed as a healing instrument for
war veterans. The tone was so pure that it was taken in by the body
very easily. It even seemed to bypass some of the critical faculties
of most everyone except certain journalists and reviewers. Eventually
I learned that | could do this music on grand pianos too, though |
would EQ it a bit and smooth out some of the treble so | wouldn’t
have the brittle sound that, for instance, George Winston had in his
early recordings. | would also focus very much on sustain through
working with the pedal and adding a degree of reverb. | wasn’t coming
at the instrument as a two-fisted player; | was coming in with my
left hand as my tamboura, providing the drone accompaniment, often
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with the tonic, the fifth, and the tonic.

Where did the idea of establishing a drone in the left hand
come from?

I've always been naturally attuned to drone-based music. It's in-
teresting that ambient and some techno music has a lot of drone
in it. In fact, just about all music throughout the world except for
European classical music is essentially drone-based. There’s something
that occupies the form of a drone, whether it’s a rattle in a rhythmic
drone or a bagpipe or an Indian tamboura. Part of that function is
to stimulate brain cells in a repetitive firing pattern that changes con-
sciousness and alters your brain waves. Cultures have known this
for centuries, so | opened up to this.

How did you conceive of your right hand?

The right hand would be, as a rule, like a shakuhachi flute. Then,
working with the sustain pedal, | would allow the sounds to blend.
Where one note would fade out, that's when | would begin my next
phrase. | did work with pentatonic scales and throw some passing
tones into the mix. But the absence of easily recognizable melodies
was based on the primacy of tone and the importance of treating
notes like living beings. That was something | got from ancient Chinese
and Indian philosophy. The importance of the individual tone leads
us to deal with, instead of a foot-tapping response or even a whole-
body response, almost a cellular response to music. To get into that
subtlety of response, | realized as far back as when | was living in
Buffalo that | had to eliminate the drums.

That seems like an obvious move now.

It wasn't at the time. But I'm surprised that some reviewers, who
I thought would have been more astute, missed the obvious pulse
in my music simply because there wasn’t a drumbeat. There's the
rhythm of the deep breath. There’s a regularity in when | start phrases.
You can hear it if you listen deeply. You change a whole range of
physiological, psychological, emotional, intellectual, and analytical
responses when you do away with the drums. It takes away their
reference point and puts you in the present, in the “hear” and now
in a different way than when you have the regularity of the drum
telling you where you are. It's kind of a free fall, but once you're
into it the body and brain establish their own integrity, their own
reference points. .

Was it hard for you to learn how to play slowly?

Sure, because all my training was to play the hippest, fastest runs
and make the most abstruse connections to different chord patterns.
1 came from a Type-A, organic but hyped-up New York nervous system.
On trumpet or guitar, it was all about “fastest” and “highest.” | took
a couple of lessons from Larry Coryell, and a couple of times | sat
in with him, as well as people like Pharoah Sanders and Frank Zappa.
We were memorizing Nicholas Slonimsky’s Thesaurus of Scales and
Modal Patterns, and we could quote them on guitar or trumpet. To
give all that up because the music was calling me in a different di-
rection, that was a major ego reduction. But | had taken jazz about
as far as | could take it. Around 1970 or '71, | knew that | was not
going to have a super career as a jazz trumpet player.

You were a chops player on trumpet and guitar. Maybe the fact
that you weren't so technically advanced on keyboard affected your
conception of the proto-new age style.

That's also true.

Still, you could probably play faster than you did on your records.

And | do in concert, although that breaks the train of thought
and then I'll hit a note I'm not thrilled about.

The idea of speed seems incompatible with the intention of new
age music.

Precisely. The body is not necessarily impressed by complexity.
Sometimes you have to slow down to allow for resonance. If a rhythm
moves faster than a relaxed heartbeat, your heartbeat is going to go
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faster than is characteristic of a natural
satient state. If your bass note is con-
stantly moving around, the part of the
body that resonates 1o a low note is
bouncing around too. The nice thing
about modal music is that it gives your
body a place to tune into and stay,
which is very centering.

With all that emphasis on speed, you
probably didn’t pay much attention to
the idea of tone.

I didn’t really do that early in my ca-
reer. With the Rhodes, though, there
was an immediacy to the tone that |
tried to recreate in the studio.

Do you still use that Rhodes?

Well, the problem now is that with
digital recording you can hear some of
the 60-cycle hum, Even though I've had
the Rhodes worked on at three different
locations, | haven't been able to get rid
of that hum. So | haven’t done any
recording with it since being in the stu-
dio with the CBS crew from 48 Hours
a couple of years ago. My later record-
ings are less involved with electric pi-
ano sounds. When | do want it, | go to
my Roland MK-80, but I'm not really
thrilled with it. Maybe I'll get the
Rhodes worked on one more time.

Once you were on your musical
path, how did you go about getting your
music on record?

I first had a product, a physical al-
bum, in May "75. | recorded it in Dave
Porter’s garage studio in one day; |
didn't know you weren’t allowed to do
an album that fast. Before then, | had
been making private tapes for individ-
uals. People would hear the music and
say, “Boy, Id like that on tape.” I'd make
up a reel-to-reel or cassette. Theyd say,
“Thank you very much,” and when I'd
ask for money, they'd say, “Oh, no! |
wouldn’t consider paying you! It's a
gift.” Pretty soon, | was running out of
money and time, which is why | record-
ed my first album. | figured Id go on
from there to something else, go back
to teaching, or whatever,

Didn’t you try to sell it to a major
label?

1 did call Columbia Special Products
and take a meeting with some of those
guys. They said, “There’s no commercial
potential here. Where’s the hook?
Where's the melody? Where’s the
rhythm? Establish a track record, then
come see us next year.” So | figured,
what else is there to do? You start a
company. | did it all by the seat of my
pants. We built Inner Peace as a new
age company, meaning that we wanted

it to be a win/win for the audience. We
were the first label to offer a money-
back guarantee: “If you don’t like it,
send it back.” Full-return privileges, be-
cause | didn’t want somebody to have
one of my albums that they didn’t like.
And we never got any back.

How did you handle distribution?

| asked myself where people like me
would go if they were looking for books
on philosophy, spirituality, and the heal-
ing powers of music. | went to those
bookstores and health food stores and
said, “This album has the kind of music
these books on your shelves are talking
about. If relaxation is important in
health, here's an album that will help
you get healthy.”

Sounds reasonable,

Well, it was a tough sell. The health
food stores were useful for getting the
music to the public for only a short
time. But in many bookstores around
the country, tape and CD sales even-
twally became the main profit center,
certainly in terms of per retail square
foot. In those days, with some distrib-
ution companies, you'd send in your al-
bums, you wouldn’t get paid. You'd say,
“Please pay me,” and they'd say, “Get
your corporate lawyer to sue our cor-
porate lawyer.” We lost a lot of money.
In retrospect, we lost out on certain
things because we didn’t operate
enough like a record company. We're
still very much in the alternative field,
but nowadays we‘re also doing things
that larger record companies do in terms
of working more with retailers and dis-
tributors, having independent people
call on radio chase, things like that,

Of course, people are more open to
this type of music than when you were
starting out.

That's true, but we could have had
that happening ten years ago. Back in
the mid-'80s | read in Time that Warner
Bros. and RCA had just started new age
divisions, so | made a cold call and
walked right in: “] want to talk to the
head of your new age department.” “We
don’t have a new age department.” “But
it says right here in Time that you do!”
It was complete fiction, and it showed
me something about how these labels
can manage the press, That was the be-
ginning of the end of new age. Everyone
who was playing light jazz or light pop
was being lumped into new age.

The corruption of new age seems to
coincide with the intrusion of pop
rhythms and soprano sax solos.

Pop sensibilities. Hook, structure,
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melody: everything that defines pop mu-
sic.

By building on familiar structures,
pseudo-new age artists make it hard to
experience music in the present. The
listener subconsciously counts ahead
to the end of the eight-bar phrase or an-
ticipates the bridge as it approaches.

That’s exactly why George Winston
and Will Ackerman, who do that, sold
a lot more than | did. | want to clarify,
though, that nobody who came along
after George Winston does it as well as
he does. But his functional aspect is dif-
ferent than mine.

He isn't, in other words, a true new
age artist,

He says he’s not, and | agree with
him. When we get into talking about the
whole new age genre, there’s a lot of
bad musicians out there, and | don’t
want to be considered the grandfather
of anyone who just tinkles around and
calls it new age. A couple of weeks ago
| was having dinner with Dannion
Brinkley, who wrote a best-selling book
called Saved by the Light. We were talk-
ing to the waitress, and she said, “Oh,
yeah. New age. That's like Enigma.” |
said, “No, it's not like Enigma.” “Well,”
she said, “Enigma is the most relaxing
music I've ever heard.” Holy Moses!
You've got a techno beat, you've got a
woman orgasming in the background,
saying, “Lust! Lust! Lust!" Yes, you do
have Gregorian chants. But if this wait-
ress finds that relaxing, what is the rest
of her life like? | have no way to relate
to people who find Enigma relaxing.

Where Enigma might shove its music
down the listener’s throat, your music,
like that of Brian Eno, seems to invite
people to enter it on their own.

That’s the intent. That's 2 major com-
ponent in my music. But as | read your
interview with Eno [Mar. 95| and lis-
tened to his music, it seems to me that
he has a very different feel from mine.
I hear him talk about how he tries to
compose without intent or conscious-
ness, and that comes through in his
work. So in some ways we're really dif-
ferent, and in other ways we obviously
much closer than . . .

... you and Yanni?

Definitely! But regardless of what
you think of him as a musician, | agree
with one thing that Yanni says: He in-
sists that he doesn’t play new age music,
and | say he’s right.

Do you find it frustrating that other
artists have gotten more media mileage
out of new age music than you have?



Well, I've sold three million records,
but the industry still hasn't validated
what | do. A couple of months ago |
spoke with the Billboard reporter who
writes the New Age Spotlight column,
and | found out that her concept of new
age only goes back to 1985. No wonder
I’'m being left out, because my big time
was the first ten years. My spiritual prac-
tice tells me that | can choose to look
at this as a lesson, but my New York
persona says, “Wait a minute. No more
Mr. Nice Guy. Something is wrong
here.” | mean, in a iot of the articles I've
seen that talk about the rise of ambient
music, there were virtually verbatim
quotes from my books and album jack-
ets, and I'm not mentioned! Then | go
into a Christian bookstore, and | find
a book called Straight Answers on the
New Age. In the chapter on music, I'm
quoted all over the place. They know
wholam. ...

The bad guy?

Oh, yeah! Because I'm helping people
relax. After all, relaxation might be the work
of the Devil! | never thought I'd find myself
on a list like that.

Despite your allegiance to the power of
individual tones, you've incorporated ele-
ments of blues, jazz, and other styles into
some of your more recent work.

It's called accessibility. My lesson on that
came around 1980, when George Winston
catapulted from his niche into mainstream
status, | came to understand why people said
we were doing the same kind of thing,
although obviously we weren’t, His music
sounds like something you might have heard
in a hotel lounge or a cocktail bar. It was
familiar. One of the reasons why my music
didn’t get across to as wide an audience was
that there was nothing like it. There was no
way to reference it. That was, of course, ex-
actly the point, but it rather quickly got me
to a point of diminishing retums. So | opened
up to meeting the audience halfway. In fact,
one album I did included covers of a theme
by Ralph Vaughan Williams, the Pachelbel
Canon, and one or two other classical pieces,
so that people could at least recognize some
aspect of what | was doing.

Did this compromise keep you from delv-
ing as deeply into your intentions as you
would have liked?

Certainly, but it's the old question: Would
you rather be a starving artist, sell out entirely,
or work out some kind of compromise? If
I only play for myself and go into deep
spaces, that’s masturbation on a certain level.
Even when | make music that's more what
| consider middle of the road, it’s still way
to the left of anything else. And it was still

serving people. | had to learn how not to im-
pose my belief system of what was best onto
the music and to allow the audience to let
me know what works for them.

Also, you probably don’t want to get
pigeonholed to the extent that you're expect-
ed to do nothing but spacey music.

That's true. Some people don't accept that
| can tap into my New York roots, play with
rhythm, and keep up with the rest of the
band. I'm working on an album now with
[guitarist] Ray Obiedo. We're putting some
rhythm tracks together that are kind of Afro-
Cuban funk. I'm told that combining my am-
bient music with this stuff has already been
done in European chill-out rooms, so | might
as well do it too and come up with rhythms
that are organic or at least not dysfunctional
in a stopped, anapestic mode.

Have changes in music technology had
a big impact on your work?

Absolutely. | remember when | got my
Sequential Prophet-5: | turned some of the
knobs to get that Gary Wright bass sound
with that great envelope, and a bass line just
erupted from the instrument. That was the
basis for an album called Here to Eternity.
It was like my fingers wouldn't leave the keys
until that six-minute song was finished. A
couple of years later, | had a major experience
with the Ensonig VFX. On my first day with
it in the studio, | hit a patch and played a
chord | had played many times before, a vari-
ant of a minor ninth. It sounded totally dif-
ferent from anything | had heard before. |
winked at my engineer, which is our sign if
I'm in a non-verbal state to throw it into
record and get this down. Then, for the next
20 minutes, | created the basis of my album
Higher Ground. Playing that chord with an-
other voice was not happening at all. 1 also
want to acknowledge the Kurzweil K250, 1've
tried choir sounds on all kinds of synths and
samplers, but a whole bunch of songs opened
up from that sound in that instrument. | met
the engineer who recorded those voices in
a cathedral in Boston; it's called Cathedral
Choir, so it's the real thing. I'd love to meet
the woman whose voice was sampled; it is
angelic.

Have you found a way 10 use sequencing?

I'm starting to. In working on those rhythm
tracks with Ray Obiedo and [bassist] Marc
van Wageningen, |'ve finally got my home
studio set up with 8-track and [Alesis] ADAT.
In the past, I've done everything in real time
and overdubbed, while relying on my en-
gineer to get down what I'm doing. Now I'm
learning to engineer myself.

What is your relationship with the words
“new age"? What do those words do to you
when you hear them?

It's mixed. | have no problem being

called a new age artist in the true sense, ex-
cept what most people think of nowadays
as new age is either that crystal-gazing slam
by the media, or it's Yanni, John Tesh,
and Ottmar Liebert. There should be an
umbreila category. Cl — contemporary
instrumental — would work, except it
doesn’t slide off the tongue. New age
would be a sub-category of contempo-
rary instrumental, the sub-category re-
lated to spiritual music. Who knows?
Maybe somebody out there in Keyboard
land can come up with another name.

You seem somewhat protective of the
“new age” label. Are you still interested
in keeping its integrity and reminding
people of what it really is?

Yes. Look, new age saved my life.
Coming out of the University of Buffalo,
| contracted just about every disease
known to man. | wouldn't have made
it to 30 or 40 if | hadn't learned about
relaxation, meditation, herbs, and nat-
ural foods. There is a spiritual and
health benefit in music, a therapeutic
aspect that isn’t locked into the Russian
or European perception of music ther-
apy. Dannion Brinkley credits Spectrum
Suite for bringing him back from the
dead. It's the basis of a lot of his healing
work over the past 20 years. There's a
lot of stuff, he says, that even I don’t
understand in this music. But I'm still
willing to learn. B
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