Does God have rhythm?

"I got rhythm, I got music, I got my man who could ask for anything more..."
These words, the first of the refrain in a song by George and Ira Gershwin seem to be referring to a state of  great contentment, that much is clear, but what does 'rhythm' have to do with it? 
The Oxford Dictionary tells us that rhythm, when applied to music is: 'the pattern produced by various relations of emphasis and duration of notes in music or by long and short accented syllables'.Oxford Reference Dictionary, (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1992), p.707

Other sources talk of the 'pattern of musical movement through time'thefreedictionary .com/rhythm, or more specifically divide rhythm into its individual components, using terms like 'backbeat', 'downbeat', 'upbeat' and 'syncopation'. 
None of these definitions seem to describe accurately, what the word 'rhythm' means in this song. So what were the Gershwin brothers trying to tell us?

By the time the song was written in 1930, the music of the black population of America had begun to exert a major influence on the mainstream of western popular music. Blues and Jazz had arrived, and with them musical rhythms hitherto not experienced by western audiences. Western classical music had for a long time been concerned with polyphony, the art of constructing complex soundscapes by creating intricate relationships between musical notes. Rhythm, as 'the pattern produced by various relations of emphasis and duration of notes' certainly formed an element of the music, but it seems that it was perceived as a servant to the sovereign power of the harmonic structure. The black population of America on the other hand had brought with them a kind of music not so much based on complex harmonic structures, but melodies, accompanied by highly syncopated rhythms. These rhythms not only defied contemporary definitions, but also precise musical notation.  
. 
George and Ira Gershwin had been immersed in this new culture, whilst at the same time having been brought up within the classical western music tradition and their music clearly reflects aspects of both.
In the song they seem to equate 'rhythm' with a kind of  essential 'state of being'. Rhythm is something desirable, its presence capable of filling the life of the person who 'has' it. In another of their tunes, 'Fascinating rhythm', the lyrics state: 
'Got a little rhythm, a rhythm that pit pats through my brain
so darn insistent, the day isn't distant 
when it'll drive me insane..' 
Here the 'rhythm' in question would seem to be possessing the protagonist, causing him no little concern. What makes this rhythm so powerful that is should able to destabilize someone to such an extent?
Alas, rhythm as a 'quality of being' or its potential ability to affect the emotional or physical well being of a person, does not enter the 'encyclopedial' discourse, so we will have to resort to other sources in order to shed more light onto the 'Gershwinian' point of view.
As it happens, there have been attempts in recent years to widen our concept of rhythm and to study the effect it has on our body and our senses. 
In Germany, for example, the 'Junge Akademie' has comminssioned a group of academics and scientists from wide range of  fields, including physics, medicine, philosophy, cognitive neurology and literature to discuss questions concerning:

'Rhythms in time and space: To which phenomenon does parallellility of rhythms in time and space lead?'
Rhythms and sensory perception: How do we perceive rhythms with our senses?
Rhythms and emotions: When do we perceive rhythms as sad, as happy, as beautiful? Why do rhythms act upon feelings? How are representations of rhythm, dance, speech, prosody, breathing and emotions connected in the brain? Is there a connection between the emotional perception of rhythms and the rhythmical perception of emotions? 
If satisfactory answers to these questions can be found they might begin to explain in scientific, academic and hopefully poetic terms what Gershwin meant with his words, but since the meeting to discuss them has been scheduled for the 14th January 2006, we will have to wait for the answers, if indeed they have been found. 
But they are fascinating questions, and equally as fascinating is the fact that they are being approached and discussed from so many points of view. The concept of rhythm itself  is the link here, 'rhythm' as a force that is being acknowledged as being able to act profoundly on our state of being. 
Knowledge from several branches of science and art is being called upon in this context and it looks almost as if we are returning to a method of thinking which, rather than separating knowledge and information into a myriad of  independent categories, each pursuing its own aims, has scholars looking at a problem together and at the same time. 
This approach forms part of the foundation upon which the sciences and philosophy first rested, it is therefore not an entirely new way of thinking. Socrates, Ptolemy, Plato, Pythagoras and Aristotle amongst many others, the founding fathers of western science and philosophy, had created systems that would explain the workings of the entire universe as they perceived it at the time. Whilst on the one hand being instrumental in defining the various branches of science, mathematics, medicine, philosophy, physics and astronomy, they still used all the knowledge they had collected to achieve this aim. 
'Those beliefs led to an elaborate cosmic system imagined in which there existed a spiritual relationship between the entire universe. In that scheme of things, motion - and its twin daughters tone and rhythm played an important part.'H.G. Farmer, The Science of Music in Islam, Volume I, (Strauss Offsetdruck, 1997) p.421
 
Pythagoras and Aristotle in particular, and later many Arab scholars like Al-Kindi and Al Farabi wrote much on the nature of rhythm, explained it in mathematical terms and discussed its influence on many aspects of human life. 
We have not yet been able to bring ourselves to re-introduce large amounts of spirituality into our scientific discourses, but some of the questions posed by the 'Junge Akademie' are directly related to the way rhythm was discussed in many treatises of the Greek and Islamic writers. 
Al Kindi for example, (d.874), divides rhythm into three categories  based on his concept of' ethos';
'1 The iqa'at al-thaqilat al-muntaddat al azman, ie. the slowest of the slow (thaqi) species, which produce "grief and sadness" '
 2 The iqa'at al-khafifat al-mutaqarriba, i.e. the quickest of the quick (khafif) species, which produce "mirth, great agitation, and contentment"
 3 The iqa'atal-mu'tadila, i.e., the medium species, which produce "temperate moods"ibid, Al Kindi on rhythm and its influence, p.608 
There were in effect many more rhythms, Al Kindi says, they 'presented genres for the rest of the rhythms', but it is clear that he was aware of the effect rhythm could have on the physical and psychological state of a human being.  
He also recommended that certain rhythms should be played at certain times of the day:
"And the most essential thing for the musician is that he should employ in every period of day what resembles that of rhythm. For example, his using at the beginning (i.e. in the morning) the glorious, generous and gracious rhythms, and they are al thaqil al-awwal, and al-thani. And in the middle of them (i.e.midday), the venturesome and glorious rhythms, and they are al-makhuri and what resembles it. And at the end of them (i.e. in the evening), at the time of the gladness of the soul, the joyful and merry rhtythms, and they are al-hazaj, al-ramal, and al-khafif. And as for the time of sleep and the depression of the soul, the plainitve rhythms, and they are al-thaqil al-mumtad and what resembles it."ibid.
Rhythms and melodies, according to Al-Kindi acted upon the 'four humours', blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile, thereby producing different moods and  enhancing or subduing human qualities and conditions; joy, generosity, sympathy but also sorrow, abjectness or cowardice.
 Arabic music until today uses the rhythms described and discussed by Al-Kindi. It is mainly monophonic or heterophonic, and as Issam El-Mallah writes: 'The nenunciation of vertical harmonic columns allows the monophonic melodic line to remain in the foreground of an event. In connection with this, the preference for iqa', rhythm, continues to intensify in the Arab world - in contrast to the Western world - because rhythm, rather than harmonic structure, forms the basis of the free self-developing melody.' Issam El-Mallah, Arab Music and Musical Notation (Hans Schneider Verlag, Tutzing, 1997) p.22
 
This statement is relevant not only in the case of Arabic music but also in that of  much of the music of the rest of the Middle East, North Africa, Africa and India, in short almost anywhere that had not been swept up in the wake of the European development of polyphony. Since we in the Western world have been exposed to this concept and application of 'rhythm', beginning with the emergence of Blues and Jazz in America, we have discovered or re-discovered something that in our culture had somewhat fallen by the wayside. 
Most scholars agree that polyphony grew out of the plainsong practised in Medieval Europe, when singers around the end of the ninth century began to experiment by 'adding another part to the chant, generally a voice in parallel motion, singing in mostly perfect fourths, or fifths, with the original tune.'encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/medieval music
Plainsong does not seem to have had much call for rhythmical accompaniment, the acoustics and and the hallowed air of the churches might not have been too sympathetically inclined to the beating of drums. Besides, the 'body' had become a vessel filled with potential for sin, 'rhythm' might only have unnecessarily stirred it and its senses and led the believer into hellish excesses of forbidden carnal pleasures. Instead music took on an almost ethereal quality, the unearthly beauty of  much of J.S. Bach's work bears witness to this. 
And as 'polyphony' became more complex, and a notational system was developed to cope with this complexity, 'rhythm' as an independant form of musical expression, as described by writers like Al-Kindi simply did not constitute part of the musical experience. 
So when Gershwin talked about 'rhythm', he most probably was not thinking of the steady pulse of a Bach Fugue, it is more likely that he was referring to an idea much more akin to what the old scholars were talking about, and what is being rediscovered now.  

Some years ago I attended a lecture given by a Black African choreographer and percussionist.  He began his discourse by pointing out to us how many expressions in the English language were connected with lines. 'Lines', he thought seemed to play an important part in how we described our world. "Online, offline dead line, bottom line, in line, outline..."Western thinking", he said,  "seems to be greatly concerned with lines" "In Africa", he continued, "lines aren't that important. We think a lot in circles." He smiled. 
"And now", he continued, "I would like to conduct a little experiment with all of you. 
I will give you a tempo, clap your hands in the same tempo, but between each clap I want you to imagine a straight line." We did, clapping our hands for about two minutes, during which we all tried to imagine a line from one clap to the next. After that he told us: "Now please clap your hands again, in the same tempo, but this time imagine a circle, like the petal of a flower, between each clap. We did, again, for about two minutes, after which he invited us to comment on what we had experienced. 
All the people who spoke said that they had somehow felt more comfortable whilst imagining a circle. What had been very noticeable to me and others was the fact that whilst clapping and imagining a line we had been gradually speeding up. The whole experience had been somewhat rigid and tense. Imagining a circle on the other hand had, despite it being the same tempo, allowed us more space in between each clap, and as a result, we had felt more comfortable. Some of us had even begun to move our bodies, accenting each beat. Changing our way of thinking about the rhythm had  altered the effect it had had on us, the main difference being, that the circle had  allowed us to move with the beat rather being 'on top' of it', trying to  take control of it by going the shortest distance.  Our bodies could relax, and as we loosened, we could allow ourselves to be fractionally behind or in front of the beat without losing the pulse and the tempo. We could even let ourselves add our own offbeats on the perimeter of the circle, creating our own rhythm. Time itself became a 'circular' experience, our lecturer called it 'the return beat'. 
To my mind this experiment illustrates not only a different approach to music, but also a difference in the way of thinking on a very basic level. 
Logic, scientific thought, technological progress, the very need for progress itself, the credo of western culture, take on different, slightly disconcerting dimensions when considering the implications of this affinity with lines, but this is a subject matter too vast to discuss in this essay.

Andrzej Szczeklik, a cardiologist, has written beautifully on the 'rhythm of the heart' in his book: 'On the Art of Medicine'. He says that "when we measure the gaps between consecutive heartbeats over a period of several minutes, we notice that in many of us there are tiny differences between them, and that they deviate from the average by hundredths of a second.' Andrzej Szczeklik, Rhythm of the heart, www.press.uchicago.edu. p.5 He goes on to say that these kind of  hearts  "'when struck by a dangerous illness... are less likely to stop suddenly, as if a lack of stiffness, a sort of flexibility, or a tendency toward a free and easy beat had prepared them better for the onset of malevolent, morbid rhythms."'ibid.
It would seem that our hearts prefer the 'circular'approach. 

There are two conclusion that can be derived from the previous discussion. Firstly, , having denied 'rhythm' a prominent position in our music and in our life, we in the West are now rediscovering its importance and secondly, assuming that rhythm does have an effect on our mental and physical state of being it would seem that we are able to appreciate it more fully, when we are in a state of 'looseness' and flexibility. 
Since the arrival of the rhythms of Africa, Asia, South America and the Middle East, we have come increasingly under their spell. There is hardly anyone left in London today, for example, who has not been told they should attend a 'Samba' class, or if not Samba, then Belly Dancing (for the women), Capoeira, Street Dance, Jazz or Flamenco, to name but a few. We are desperate it would appear, to experience rhythms, and what's more, to experience it through our bodies. 

Andrzej Szczeklik begins his chapter on the rhythms of the heart by telling a story: 
"among primitive peoples rhythm is associated with the beginning of life. On the Polynesian islands a god moulded a figurine of woman-as-the-mother out of clay and then danced before her for three days and three nights. Drums accelerated the rhythm, while with every movement of his dancing body he implored and incited her. Until finally ..... matter could no longer maintain its own inertia. The first shudder of rhythm ran through the figurine, waking her from an ageless sleep...."ibid.

Here is a God who was no stranger to rhythm, he certainly needed a great amount of  it, but he chose what seems to me to have been a very pleasurable method of creation.
The God of  Monotheism on the other hand has, according to what some human traditions will have us believe, not always looked too kindly on what rhythm can do to our bodies in particular, but nowadays it looks like we are largely ignoring these concerns.
So did George and Ira Gershwin,  like the God of the Polynesian Islands, they celebrated rhythm as an essential part of life, and it seems they were in good company.
"He who possesses rhythm, possesses the Universe"Charles Olson ' The Human Universe and other essays (New York, Grove Press, 1967) 
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