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I firmly believe that it is impossible to speak about music.  There have been many definitions of music which have, in fact, only described a subjective reaction to it.  The only really precise and objective definition for me is by Ferruccio Busoni, the great Italian pianist and composer, who said that music is sonorous air.  It says everything and nothing at the same time.  

Therefore, all we can do, then, is speak about our own reaction to music and life.  If I attempt to speak about music, it is because the impossible has always attracted me more than the difficult, because—if there is some sense behind it—the impossible has not only a feeling of adventure, but a feeling of activity which I find highly attractive.  It has the added advantage that failure is not only tolerated but expected.  I will therefore attempt the impossible and try to draw some connection between the inexpressible content of music and the inexpressible content of life. 

Isn’t music, after all, just a collection of beautiful sounds?  Is music really more than something very agreeable or exciting to listen to—something that, through its sheer power and eloquence, gives us formidable weapons to forget our existence and the chores of daily life?  Millions of people, of course, like to come home after a long day at the office, put their feet up, have a drink, put on a CD, and forget all the problems of the day.  But my contention is that music also offers another weapon, and that is one through which we can learn about ourselves, about our society, about politics—in short, about the human being.  
Let us first look at the physical phenomenon that is the only way through which music comes to us, and that is sound.  Here we encounter one of the great paradoxes: music is merely sound, but sound in itself is not yet music—it is merely the means by which the message of music or its content is transmitted. When we speak about sound, very often we speak in terms of colors: a bright sound or a dark sound.  This is very subjective – what is dark for one is light for the other and vice versa.  But there are other elements of sound which are not subjective. 

Sound is a physical reality that can and should be observed objectively.  The first thing to notice about sound is that it disappears as it stops.  It is ephemeral.  It is not an object, such as a chair, which you can leave in an empty room and return later to find it still there, just as you left it.  Sound does not remain in this world; it evaporates into silence.

Sound is not independent—it does not exist by itself, but has a permanent, constant and unavoidable relation with silence.  Therefore the first note is not the beginning—it comes out of the silence that precedes it.  If sound has a relation with silence, what kind of relation is it?  Does sound dominate silence, or does silence dominate sound?  And does silence stop the sound when it wants?  After careful observation, we will notice that the relationship between sound and silence is the equivalent of the relationship between a physical object and gravity.  An object that is lifted from the ground demands a certain amount of energy to keep it at the height to which it has been raised.  Unless one provides additional energy, the object will fall back to the ground, obeying the laws of gravitation.  In much the same way, unless sound is sustained, it is driven to silence.  When I produce a sound, I literally bring it into the physical world.  Unless I provide added energy, it will die.  This is the life span of a single note—it is finite.  The terminology is clear: the note dies.  And here we might have the first clear indication of content in music: the disappearance of sound by its transformation into silence is the definition of its being limited in time. 

In the same way, the last sound is not the end of the music.  If the first note is related to the silence that precedes it, then the last note must be related to the silence that follows it.  This is why it is so disruptive when an enthusiastic public applauds before the last sound has died away, because there is one last moment of expressivity, which is precisely the relationship between the end of the sound and the beginning of the silence that follows it.  In this respect, music is a mirror of life, because both start and end in nothing.

One way of preparing silence is to create a tremendous amount of tension preceding it, so that the silence arrives only after the absolute height of intensity and volume has been reached.  Another way of approaching silence entails a gradual dropping of sound, letting the music become so soft that the next possible step can only be silence.  Silence, in other words, can be louder than the maximum, and softer than the minimum. 

Total silence exists, of course, also within a composition.  It is temporary death, followed by the ability to revive, to start life again.  In this way, music is more than a mirror of life. This is the metaphysical dimension of sound. Therefore, music has the possibility to transcend the physical, human limitations.  In the world of sound, even death is not necessarily final.
It is obvious that if a sound has a beginning and a duration, then it also has an end, whether it dies or whether it gives way to the next note.  Notes that follow each other operate clearly within the inevitable passage of time.  Therefore, they can be linked with each other, legato in Italian, which means nothing other than bound.  Therefore, individual notes cannot be allowed to develop independently, but must always exist in relation to the notes that precede them and/or follow them, not unlike the ego of an individual in society.  It must be aware of itself but also of its own boundaries.  When one plays five notes that are bound, each note fights against the power of silence, and so each note is experienced in relation to the adjacent notes.  A musician must possess the capacity to group notes.  This is a necessary element of expression—the individual contribution to a group in the end makes the whole much larger than the sum of the parts. 
Some instruments, particularly percussion instruments, including the piano, have real-life duration.  With other instruments such as strings, there are ways to sustain the sound longer than that of a percussion instrument.  It is an act of defiance against the pull of silence which limits the length of the sound.  There are technological devices which allow us to not only defy silence, but that also allow us to preserve the un-preservable. 

Now, let us look at the different possibilities of the first sound.  If we achieve total silence before the beginning, we start a piece of music that either interrupts the silence or evolves out of it—not unlike the difference between being and becoming.  The opening of Beethoven’s Pathetique Sonata, Op. 13, is an obvious case of the interruption of silence.  The very definite chord interrupts the silence and the music begins.  

[PLAY] 

The prelude to Tristan und Isolde is an obvious example of the sound evolving out of silence. 

[PLAY]  

The music does not begin with the move from the initial A to the F, but from the silence to the A.  Or, in Beethoven’s piano sonata Opus 109, one has the feeling that the music has already begun—it is as if one steps on a train that is already in motion.  The music must exist in the mind of the pianist, so that when he plays, he creates an impression that he joins what has already been in existence, albeit not in the physical world.  In the Pathetique Sonata, the accent on the first note makes a very definite break with silence.  In Op. 109, it is imperative not to start with an accent on the first note, because the accent by definition would interrupt the silence.

The content of music can only be articulated through sound.  As we have already seen, any verbalization is nothing but a description of our subjective—maybe even haphazard—reaction to the music.   But the fact that the content of music cannot be articulated in words does not, of course, mean that it does not have any content.  Otherwise musical performances would be unnecessary, and it would be unthinkable for us to be interested in composers such as Bach who lived several centuries ago.  Nevertheless, we must ask ourselves: what is the content of music that is expressible only through sound.  It cannot be defined as having only a mathematical content, a poetic content, or a sensual one.  It is all those things and much more put together.  However, it must have something to do with the condition of being human, since the music was written and is performed by human beings, who express their inner-most thoughts, feelings and sensations—all of this despite the various times in which the composers lived and the obvious stylistic differences between them.  It simply means that Bach and Boulez, for example, who lived three hundred years apart, created a world which we, as performers and listeners, render contemporary.  The condition of being human can obviously be as large or as small as the human being chooses it to be.  But since we are dealing with human beings who possess an unusually high degree of creativity, we must assume that it is an expression of their own existence. 

Sergiu Celibidache said that music does not become something, but that something may become music.  He meant that the difference between sound—just pure sound or a collection of sounds—and music is that when one makes music, all the elements have to be integrated into an organic whole.  There are no independent elements in music—rhythm is not independent of melody, melody is obviously not independent of harmony, not even tempo is an independent phenomenon.  We tend to think that because some composers give us metronome markings, all we have to do is try to squeeze all the notes and their expression within a certain speed, forgetting that one does not actually hear tempo, one only hears the content.  If the tempo is too fast the content is incomprehensible because of the inability to grasp all the notes, and if the tempo is too slow, it is equally incomprehensible, because the ear cannot connect all the notes that it has grasped.  

This is a lesson for life.  I firmly believe that the Oslo peace process, for example, was fated to fail—regardless of whether one believed it was wrong or right—precisely because the relation between content and time was erroneous.  The preparation for the beginning of the Oslo discussions happened much too quickly, and was practically non-existent.  And the process itself, once the discussion actually started, was very slow and frequently interrupted.  As a result, it had no chance to succeed.  The parallel in music would be to play a slow introduction much too quickly, and then to perform the main fast movement much too slowly and with interruptions. 
In music, everything must be constantly and permanently inter-connected.  Therefore the act of making music is an act of integration of all the inherent elements.  Unless the correct relationship between speed and volume is established, there is no possibility for it to be called music.  All the elements must relate to each other.  There are, of course, stylistic differences between composers: some things, especially as regards volume and flexibility of tempo, are possible for Puccini but wrong for Bach.  But the necessity of organically linking the various aspects of the music is the same for Bach, Schoenberg, Puccini or Wagner. 

How do we define having a “feeling for music?”  It is an instinctive or intuitive affect for sound as a means of expression.  But a feeling for music is nothing unless it is also linked to thought.  It is impossible to be emotional without understanding in music, as it is impossible to be rational without feeling—again a very clear parallel with life.  How do we live with discipline and passion?  How do we make the connection between our brain and our heart?  How do we express emotion in music?  Either by broadening or accelerating the tempo, or by changing the volume and the quality of the sound.  But, if music is sound with thought, then none of these devices can be applied willfully.  There must be a constant connection that does not allow any element to be independent.  This is why talent alone is a very poor weapon for a musician to have at his disposal—it must be constantly linked to thought.  

I’ve found many answers to these questions not only in music but also in philosophy, especially from reading regularly and for many years the Ethics of Spinoza.  Spinoza was a religious scholar, a political architect, a philosopher who aspired to geometric demonstration of the universe and the human being in it, and a biological thinker who advanced the science of emotion.  Spinoza had no particular interest in music, yet nevertheless, his logic influenced my approach to music.  He expresses the indispensability of thought to deal with human emotions.  Anguish and fear cannot be fought only with emotional weapons.  Spinoza’s simple principle “Man thinks” has become an existential Leitmotiv.  His belief that reason and emotion cannot be separated became for me a primary approach to music.  I have learned through music so much about living, and not, as most musicians learn, about how to make a living out of music. 
END
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