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Quiet New Age music

finds respectability

By Steve Morse
The Boston Globe

When psychic Edgar Cayce theo-
rized that the future of medicine
would involve sound, he could have
been talking about New Age music,
a supremely mellow movement

that has mushroomed in recent
years as more Americans have
sought a balance with nature and a
sarctuary from stressful lifestyles.

Entertainment critics often scoff
at it as the Muzak of the '80s, but
the movement’s emphasis on quiet

(provisations on piano, acoustic
guitar, flute, harp and synthesizer
(but no electric guitar or drums)
has caught on with a varied assort-
ment of aging hippies, yuppies, dis-
affected rock 'm’ rollers, holistic
health watchers and idealistic
spiritualists.

“What the New Age movement
has shown is that there is an alter-
native to ‘thumpus non-interruptus’
music,” says Steven Halpern, a for-
mer Buffalo, N.Y., jazz musician
who helped to pioneer New Age
music in the late 1970s, along with
flutist Paul Horn, harpist Georgia
Kelly and the Paul Winter Consort.

It was then that Halpern moved
to California and began his “Anti-
Frantic Alternative” series of cas-
sette tapes he now markets by mail
and through New Age bookstores,
health expos, yoga retreats and
stress reduction seminars.

“You can take a $50 biofeedback
course once a week, which gets
very expensive,” Halpern says. “Or
you can listen to music.”

The record industry, too, is dis-
covering that there’s a market for
this music. Halpern, for example,
has sold 200,000 tapes without big-
money distribution — sales that
have opened eyes in executive
suites in New York and Los
Angeles.

Major labels are actively court-
ing New Age musicians — CBS has
helped Swiss harpist Andreas
Vollenweider to sell 2 million
records worldwide; A&M has
signed to distribute California’s
Windham Hill label, whose pianist,
George Winston, has sold close to
500,000 copies of his impressionis-
tic album Autumm, A&M in Caixada
has agreed to distribute the solo

piano records Pianoscapes and Se:a-
scapes, by Toronto’s Michael Jone:s;
and Polygram has a worldwide cor:-
tract to distribute the work of Japa-
nese synthesist Kitaro, who lives in
a dormant volcano and who has
made one of the New Age’s most
graceful albums, Si/k Road.

To top'it off, the National Acad-
emy of Recording Arts and Sci-
ences, which oversees the Grammy
Awards, has recently opted to study

~a proposal to award a New Age

Grammy.

“New Age music is being noticed
because it’s bringing back a large
group of record buyers into the
stores,” says Wesley Van Linda,
who helps direct the Milwaukee-
based Narada, the country’s biggest
independent distributor of New Age
music. Narada opened six years
ago and has 600 titles. |

“People in their mid-30s, espe-
cially, are getting excited by this
music, because many don’t relate
to pop music anymore,” Van Linda
says. ‘“Pop music is primarily about
romance and sexuality, but when
you get married and have a family,
you want something a little bit
more refined.”

Halpern, who uses only piano,
Fender Rhodes electric piano,
strings and flutes in his music
(“These are the tones the body re-
sponds best to”), goes even further
in denigrating some forms of pop
music. “It’s hard to find anything
positive about heavy metal and
punk,” he said during an interview
in Allston, Mass., where he recently
gave a workshop for the New En-
gland Sound Healers, a Lexington,
Mass.,-based organization intent on
creating music for health and
relaxation.

‘“Heavy metal and punk are
really addictive,” Halpern adds.
“The drumbeat manipulates your
heart and gets it to beat the oppo-
site of a natural heartbeat. I hear
about kids saying they need their
‘fix’ of rock 'm’ roll. They think
they’re jiving, but they’re more ac-
curate than they think.”



