A Profound Story

by James Kearney

James Kearney started playing the piano when he was six, despite being born profoundly deaf, with a hearing loss of 90 decibels. His hearing loss causes a considerable amount of distortion. Despite his hearing loss, James graduated from the Australian National University’s Institute of the Arts with a Bachelor of Music degree. He currently works as a music therapist in Melbourne.

This is the story of a dream that could not lie still until it had been achieved. It is the dream of reaching for the musical ether, by graduating with a bachelor of music. This has been achieved in spite of my profound bilateral sensori-neural hearing loss.  

I was born several weeks premature, and was an Rh affected baby. As a result of being severely affected by the toxic effects of high bilirubin levels in my blood stream I underwent an exchange transfusion within 48 hours. My father, who is a consultant Paediatrician, noticed that speech was not developing as it ought to. Several tests were done to determine if I was a ‘normal’ baby. As hearing tests were quite unreliable for the very young in the seventies, the results were inconclusive. After several tests, over several months, a profound hearing loss was correctly diagnosed. 

Around 18 months of age I was fitted with hearing aids. For those of you who know about these things, they were not the lovely sleek almost invisible items that we wear today. I had those really large bulky numbers (about the size of a pack of a cards for each ear), with wires and a home-made harness. The harness was almost as bad as the hearing aids. I took to wearing my hearing aids very quickly. The wearing of aids was something I accepted readily, and never really had any problems with.

I remember very clearly that there were times when I would fly into these huge rages, and actively blame my hearing aids for my problems. I would get so worked up about the fact that I didn’t like my hearing aids (rather than being annoyed with my deafness) and tear them out of my ears and throw them down onto the ground. As much as I wanted to, I never did succeed in getting rid of the aids. I did once or twice get so angry, that instead of throwing them onto the ground, I threw them as hard as I could into the backyard garden, without looking where. Inevitably, the reality that I did function better with aids in my ears, led me to put them back in, or spend about half an hour searching in the back yard for them. 

The outward appearance that I gave about being accepting of my hearing aids was not entirely true. Whilst I had accepted that I was deaf, I didn’t necessarily want others to know about my hearing loss, unless absolutely necessary. To get around this problem, I decided that I would have long hair around the ears. I eventually had a decent haircut when I was about 12 or13. The aesthetic difference was immediately noticeable. What wasn’t noticeable was that I had decided that I was going to live my life without worrying about someone else’s narrow ideas of what it meant to be deaf. 

Deciding to do things my way was already apparent by the time that I was six. I decided that I wanted to learn the piano. I can’t really remember how my interest in piano started. There were two main influences; my school, and my father. At school we had weekly assemblies. At the beginning and end of the assembly some music would be played by children learning. I can remember thinking so clearly that I really wanted to be up there playing the piano. I didn’t want to listen to someone else play piano. My father’s passion for classical and jazz music had some effect on me. We used to play musical guessing games in the car. We used to listen to ABC radio, and my father would tell me about what was playing, and who wrote the piece. As I grew older I acquired a store of musical knowledge about the aural characteristics of different instruments, and how they were used in various styles of music. Eventually, I was in a position to be able to guess fairly accurately what instrument was playing, and who had written the work. This process was very important to my learning. This process taught me that in order to listen, I had to pay attention; I had to notice the details. In this way, music became an unconscious tool for helping me to hear better. So I developed an interest in music from a very early age. I pestered mum and dad to let me learn piano. At the time I wasn’t aware how much my parents and teacher disliked the idea. For very practical reasons, they thought that I would end up being frustrated and demoralized by attempting to do what hearing people found difficult. It is a credit to my parents, and my piano teacher in deciding to take the risk of letting me learn piano. 

As time progressed I began to do piano exams. After doing the first few exams I began to realize that this was not at all easy. However, I enjoyed the challenge of trying to work out what the piece of music really ought to sound like, and how to make it sound the way I thought that it ought to. Around 1985 I went to one of my fist piano recitals. It was at the Sydney International piano competition. It was there that I began to imagine myself on the centre of the stage playing for a really large audience. I kept on practicing, with this little dream in my heart that one day I would be a concert pianist. 

My life took a very different direction to the one I imagined. I went to Sydney University after school having completed my 7th grade exam in piano. My studies in veterinary science allowed me no time for practicing so I dropped out. I reconsidered my path, and decided to keep going along a science based path. The path I had chosen did nothing for me. So I decided to apply to do a music degree in piano performance. In order to do this I had to improve my piano skills. I did this by sitting for my 8th grade piano and 5th grade theory exams. I was accepted into the Bachelor of Music course at the Australian National University.

Going to do studies at the ANU in music was a real eye opener for me. I was daunted by the obvious talent that so many of my class mates had. After two years of doing this music degree, I had only passed the first year. It was at this point that the head of the school advised me that he didn’t think that I had what it took to graduate with a major in piano performance. I was so devastated, that cried my heart out all night. My options were to move on, or let a set back defeat me. I chose to move on, and continue studying a different course. I moved into a teaching degree, with majors in science and music. After two years of this, I was in the same place that I had been with my science based studies in Sydney. I decided to leave university until I really knew what I wanted. I worked for three years in various jobs, looking for something that would fill this missing part of me. In 1999 I decided that I really did want to get this music degree. I gave a recital for about 40 people, in preparation for the auditions I knew that I would have to go through to get back into the music degree. 

Given what had happened before, with the staff advising me not to do a performance based degree, I knew that I would have to do a degree in Musicology. This course is designed to look at the academic side of music. This course is a much more project and essay based way doing studies in music. This suited me fine, as I knew that I desperately wanted a music degree. The type of music degree it was didn’t really matter. Having spent several years searching for what it was a really wanted, and finally reconnecting with my desire, made going back to university much easier this time around. My first priority was university. Everything else: work, relationships, family, socializing took a back seat. 

My time at university, particularly music, taught me how to listen, and use what hearing I have in a unique way. I am profoundly grateful that I have a passion for music, because so much of my life has been positively shaped by musical influences. The listening skills music has given me can be applied to tone, pitch, and rhythm of speech. This is invaluable in understanding people. Much of verbal communication is about the way in which words are used, not the actual words themselves. 

Having reached the point, ten years after starting, where I now have a degree, I have done a considerable amount of reflection. Life is only something that one can go through on your own terms. I have learnt that if I really, really want something, then I can have it. If I am prepared to defy set-backs, and distractions, then I can achieve what I set out to achieve. Crucially though, goals can only be achieved with the appropriate support mechanisms in place. All my life I have had the blessing of being surrounded by extraordinarily nurturing and supportive family and friends.

No one really knows what it is like to be someone else. Another person’s opinions of your own capabilities are not the yardsticks by which our own lives ought to be measured. If I persevere, have tenacity, and dedication to my desires, then my dreams will be realized. I hope that in doing what many people, including friends and family thought was impossible, that this is a lesson in what I and others can achieve.
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