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A tribute to Arthur C. Clarke’s “Ultimate Melody” (1957)
and Douglas R. Hofstadter’s “Godel, Escher, Bach” (1979)

I remember a story | heard as a little kid, a sort of science fiction story. It's about a certain
inquisitive philosopher, probably to be known posthumously as a mad scientist, who spent
many a day of his youth pondering what music really was. How does music swell the
emotions so, to bring about bliss, or sadness, excitement, or patriotic fervor? As the years
went by, he began to understand, little by little.

Nearing the end of his graduate studies, he fell in love with a beautiful woman, who, to his
dismay, did not reciprocate the emotion. In the pangs of desperation, he decided to win her
heart with a song, a love song. Yes! He, of all people, knew best how music could —and
would! -- excite the emotions; his song would be a carefully tailored aphrodisiac, and upon
hearing it she must inevitably fall in love with him. It was almost mathematical. So
inspired, he set to work, and within a few passionate weeks he was crunching out the
score. To his delight, it worked! Upon hearing the tape he made for her, his love looked at
him with glowing eyes, and for the next few months his heart was full of romance and his
nights were wild.

Butitdidn't last. One night an inconsequential argument about when he should shave his
beard blew up into a stormy fight, and she left, never to return. “What went wrong?” he
pondered, sinking again into depression. He must have done something wrong; he must
have made a mistake in his reasoning. Perhaps it was not really quite love which he had
worked into his score, but just atemporary lust? Or maybe he had simply accidentally put
in a note where there shouldn't have been one? After all, he was just human, and humans
have limitations. Or perhaps, he admitted, perhaps he didn't understand the theory yet,
perhaps he was thinking too informally, too much from intuition.

But he recognized he didn't know how to do better yet, so through great force of will he put
it all out of his head, and single-mindedly plowed through his PhD, promptly earned a post
as a research professor, and through patient effort his reputation as a scholar of great
brilliance spread round the world. And, though he never married, soon he had grad
students of his own and was at the center of a busy confluence of intellectual activities.

But the ghosts of one's youth can never be utterly banished, and soon his ghost came back
to haunt him in a dream. That morning his colleagues noted that he looked weak and pale,



but inspiration drove him and he forcedly wrote out the axioms and conclusions of his new
theory of music and the mind. This time there was no ambiguity. It was mathematical. He
dotted the last dot on his manuscript, breaking the lead in his pencil, and then fell into a
deep, exhausted, and satisfied sleep.

When he awoke, he felt a new man, with an incredible lightness. He was no longer
oppressed by his doubts and confusion. He had given birth to a theory. And now all his
disjoint thoughts and connections and realizations and deductions had congealed into one
entity; they now took on external reality, they took on their own life, and his body and
psyche no longer had to support them. But as they say, a baby born in a haunted house
looks out on the world with the ghost's eyes.

Naturally, the fame of his manuscript spread far and fast. Musicians of less talent and
daring understood its rudiments and applied them to write songs evoking (moderate)
respect for the deceased, (moderate) amazement at the glories of nature, (moderate) love
for one's family, and on and on. No one wrote a song of absolute love, for, as it turned out,
absolute love was rather tricky and cumbersome to formulate in the theory -- in fact no one
was quite sure it could really be done. Nonetheless, the world was awash in powerful
music. Well, to be honest, composers of the past had, somehow, drawing on stores of
intuition, written music quite on a par with the (moderate) evocations produced by the
theory -- and in many cases actually better. (In fact, out of the theory came nothing quite so
powerful as our young philosopher's own love song, defective though he deemed it.)

This state of affairs began to trouble him. He could see no improvement to his theory, but
what was a theory that could not even conceive of absolute love? He turned and tossed in
his sleep at night, his stormy mind roiling with possibilities and impossibilities. He came to
his grisly realization: perhaps love could not be formulated, but death could. It was tricky
and convoluted, but it could be done. This conclusion was so totally against his
expectations that a morbid fascination set in; he would make the music.

He slipped out of bed in his nightshirt and pattered over to his silently glowing terminal.
Tap-tap-tap went the keys as he typed in his definitions into the musical compiler his
students had programmed. The pale blue light of pre-dawn began to stream in through the
window, and he was done. He looked it over, pondered, placed a semicolon here and
there. He pressed PLAY.

Music of the gods began to pour over him. He slipped from his chair and stumbled against
the wall, then collapsed on the floor; the music was overpowering. Was it pain he was
experiencing, pleasure or beauty, a horrible ugliness, unearthly divinity? We'll never know.
His eyes rolled back in his head, his brain went comatose, and in a few minutes his heart



stopped beating. He experienced death. A fly buzzed across the room, a small bird
chirped outside the window, and the music continued to pour over him, then stopped.

The next day when he failed to show up to teach his lecture course, rumors of his ill health
resurfaced, and one of his graduate students volunteered to drop by to check up on him.
The student found him on the floor of the study, lifeless -- above him the terminal blinked,
“Press PLAY to play again...” After hard calls to the police and to the Dean, the student felt
a burning curiosity: What were the last notes the Master heard, before his untimely heart
attack? He pressed PLAY.

No one answered the door when the police knocked. An hour later, having found no clues,
they cordoned off the study and the two bodies, and called in the private investigator.
“Poison is one hypothesis,” he was saying to the police, when, with gloved hands, he
absently pressed PLAY.

The sergeant, who was availing himself of the restroom downstairs, heard a few faint
trickles of harmony from above, and then four ominous thuds that shook the house. “What
in God's name are they doing?” he wondered. After flushing, he went back to the strangely
silent study. What he saw there turned his nerves on end. He was still running when he
reached the squad car. Slightly calmed as he drove back to the station, he kept thinking,
“Like insects piled up under an electric lamp.”

Discovering the unsuspected cause of these six people's deaths was not easily achieved;
three further souls succumbed to the sounds before the music was indicted. What a
commotion was caused worldwide! Some said the music was the work of the Devil; others
merely said it was the work of a deranged mind. (But of course none listened to it to judge
for themselves!) The professor's musical theories quickly fell into disrepute, and even a
few reactionary conservatories went so far as to burn his books. The CIA confiscated his
final composition, and tried to suppress its distribution. The saddest story, perhaps, is of
his remaining graduate students. Most of them were unable to finish their PhDs, because
their method of study fell so rapidly out of favor. They became garbagemen and
photographers and bureaucrats. The one who did graduate, a dogged, intense fellow, was
unable to find any job -- in academia or out. Driven to despair, he ended his life by playing
the deathly composition through huge speakers in a crowded city square, killing hundreds.
The newspapers heralded him as New Jersey's latest mass murderer.

Then it was all quickly and resolutely forgotten by most; composers kept on composing in
accord to their faulty human hearts, dancers danced, and everyone listened. They said, if
they said anything about it at all, “Ludwig Ledeog's theories don't affect us. That's just the
sort of mess you get into when you probe too deeply into what it all means. But as



practicing musicians, anchored firmly to realities and human limitations, we can keep on
keeping on.”

Now what could the moral of this tragic and ridiculous parable be, for you and me? Only
now do | realize its significant connection. It seems to me to be a parable -- loose, certainly
-- of the effect of Kurt Goedel's incompleteness theorems in metamathematics. You may
have heard, as have |, that when Goedel's results became popularized and understood in
the mathematical community in the late 1930's, there were many mathematicians for
whom this meant that there was no real meaning for truth, and mathematics lost its
beauty. Several such mathematicians were so affected by this idea that they committed
suicide. Goedel himself wentinsane. Goedel's theorems can be compelling -- and
devastating. But today's working mathematician keeps on keeping on.



