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Tuesday, September 26, 2006
Saint John said ‘In the beginning there was the Word.’  Goethe said ‘In the beginning there was the Deed.’  And I would modestly like to amplify this by saying, ‘In the beginning there was Sound’.  We have already examined the beginning of sound out of silence.  Today, I would like to examine the simple fact that sound is perceived by the ear, and the particularities of the ear in relation to the other organs of the body.  It is not a coincidence that Aristotle said that the eyes are the organs of temptation, and the ears are the organs of instruction, because not only does the ear take sound in, but by sending it directly to the brain, it sets in motion an entire creative process of thought.  

The ear detects physical vibrations and converts them into signals which then become sound sensations in the brain; the eye detects patterns of light and converts them into signals which become visual images in the brain.  The space occupied by the auditory system in the brain is smaller than the space occupied by the visual system.  But the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio says that the auditory system is physically much closer to the parts of the brain which regulate life, and are the basis for the sense of pain, pleasure, motivation, and the basic emotions.  Furthermore, the physical vibrations which result in sound sensations are a variation on touching—they change our own body directly and deeply, more so than the patterns of light that lead to vision.  The human being has the capacity to close his eyes when he so desires.  Furthermore, he needs outside help in order to see: light.  He is, however, unable to close his ears.  Sound penetrates our body, and is therefore more directly connected to it—physical penetration, uncontrollable by the receiver.  

The ear comes to life in the fetus of a pregnant woman on the forty-fifth day of pregnancy, which gives it a seven-and-a-half month advance over the eye.  But in our society, after the birth of the baby, the ear is often neglected, and the attention is centered on the eye.  We live in a primarily visual society.  Already in infancy the child is made more and more aware of what he sees, and not of what he hears.  When a small child is taught to cross the street, he is told: Look to the right, look to the left, see that no cars are coming.  In other words, we depend on the eye as a means of survival.
The importance of the ear cannot be overestimated.  One of its functions is to help us remember and recollect, which means that it is not only an essential link to memory, but it forces us to do so with thought, since recollection is memory with thought.  A young man remembers, an old man recollects.  Memory is something that immediately comes to our aid whereas recollection can only come through reflection and individual effort.  The fact that the auditory system is physically close to the parts of the brain that regulate life gives the ear its intelligence.  There are, of course, different types of memory: visual memory or motoric memory.  Auditory memory, however, inevitably requires the participation of the brain, turning remembrance into recollection.

Repetition, for the ear, is a form of accumulation, thus becoming an essential ingredient to music itself.  Music moves in time—therefore forward—but parallel and simultaneously to that, our ear remembers what it has already perceived—therefore, backward.  We cannot have memory of sound at the first note, but already by the second note we are aware of its relation to the first note, because of the fact that the ear remembers the first note.

This is the physical dimension of sound that leads to the metaphysical understanding that no exact repetition is possible, because time has advanced and therefore places the context in a different perspective.  The ear is therefore the link between the present and the past, and sends signals to the brain as to what to expect of the future.  In a musical sequence, the ear remembers the first statement and leads us to expect to hear the same again.

PLAY Pathetique Sonata, Allegro

In the first movement of a sonata or a symphony that is written in sonata form, the exposition—the beginning of the movement—has no memory.  But when it comes to the recapitulation, it is in a different situation because of what it has lived through: it now has recollection—it re-lives something already known, and yet it is different.  The exposition has only present and future.  The recapitulation has a past as well.

Wagner understood the phenomenology of sound and the importance of the ear so well that he designed a theatre, the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, where the orchestra pit is covered.  He did not devise this, as people often claim, only so that the singers could be heard over the exceptionally large orchestra that he used.  I believe he also wanted to separate the ear from the eye, not letting the eye know when the music is about to begin, since neither the orchestra nor the conductor is seen.  The magic of the Bayreuth Festspeilhaus is most evident when the opera starts softly, as in Das Rheingold, Tristan und Isolde, or Parsifal, because there is no way of knowing when the sound is going to start, nor where it is coming from. Therefore the ear is doubly alert: the eye has to wait until the curtain goes up, whereas the ear has already perceived the nature of the drama.  

This of course is linked to Wagner’s conception of opera.  Opera overtures before Wagner very often were simply brilliant pieces that were meant to make the public sit up and be ready. The Marriage of Figaro overture actually has nothing to do with the opera that follows—one could almost play the overture to Così fan tutte instead.  Wagner, who was highly systematic—highly Teutonic, shall we say—in his thinking, believed that the overture not only puts the listener in the proper mood but also already involves him in the drama.  Therefore, the audience is inextricably linked to the very essence of the drama from the start.  This is why, in most cases, I think it is absolutely wrong to open the curtain earlier than Wagner indicates in the score.  Many stage directors raise the curtain at the very beginning of the music, because they want to fight against the separation of ear and eye, whereas this separation is actually an intentional part of the process—first the understanding through the ear; only then the perception through the eye.  

In this way, listening to music is different from reading.  When reading a book, one reads the text and creates one’s own associations.  One has only the text and one’s own being to take into consideration.  In listening to music, there are physical laws of sound, time, and space that have to be taken into account at every note.  It is, of course, possible to listen and not hear, as it is possible to look and not see.  Reading a book requires not only looking at the words but also seeing them in order to understand the narrative.  Listening to music requires hearing it as well, in order to understand the musical narrative.  Hearing, therefore, is listening with thought, much in the same way as feeling is emotion with thought. 

Recorded sound, which artificially preserves the un-preservable, heightens the possibility of listening without hearing, since it can be listened to at home, in cars, or on airplanes, thus allowing us to reduce music to background activity, and eliminate the possibility of total concentration—i.e., thought.  The moral responsibility for this rests entirely with the human being, who can determine whether a recording is a means of instruction, rendering the music more familiar through repetition, or a means of distraction.  The human being, unfortunately, has a tendency to imbue objects with moral authority, so as not to take the responsibility himself.  Is a knife an instrument with which one can commit murder—therefore an immoral instrument—or is it an instrument with which bread can be cut and a fellow human being fed—therefore an instrument of human generosity?  It is the human being’s application of it that determines its moral qualities.

In close observation, we notice the power of the ear, even when music is intentionally designed as background accompaniment, as in film.  The famous shower scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho is driven by the music.  We need only imagine it with another type of music—maybe the New Year’s Day concert of the Vienna Philharmonic—to realize that it would be far from frightening, even though the eye is telling us what to expect.  In fact, Hitchcock had not planned to have music accompany the murder scene until he realized how much more powerful it was with the soundtrack Bernard Hermann had written.  In this case, when the eye and the ear work together, we see that the ear is stronger than the eye.  (Bravo, Richard Wagner!)

I am afraid that we have become increasingly insensitive to information that we receive through the ear.  The lack of sensitivity that is evident so often in uncontrolled coughing in concert halls leads to far worse manifestations.  The visual equivalent of these offenses—as the most despicable aspects of pornography—are perceived as so terrible that the people who commit them are accused of disturbing society.   Yet many atrocities which are just as upsetting to the ear are routinely ignored.  Not only do we neglect the ear but we often repress it as well.  More and more in our society—not only in the United States, although this country was certainly active in starting this process—we create opportunities to hear music without listening to it—what is commonly known as Muzak.  Is it reasonable to expect somebody to listen to the Brahms Violin Concerto in the elevator, and then have to play or listen to it in the concert hall?  This misuse of music is not going to bring one more advocate to classical music.  It is not only counter-productive, but if we are to view it in terms of musical ethics, it is absolutely offensive.  Muzak cannot possibly give the full experience of music because music requires silence and total concentration from the listener.  

Today, particularly in the United States, there is a fixation with descriptive marketing, which not only often forcefully reduces music to background noise, but also creates false associations.  Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony was certainly not meant to make us think of chocolates.  As a result, the public is made to forget the necessity to listen and concentrate.  It is therefore natural to think that it is sufficient to be present at the musical performance without actively listening to it.  The listener, then, expects associations to awaken within himself that are in fact unrelated to the music, and inevitably render him unable to have a musical experience. 

This, I’m afraid, is not the answer to the crisis in classical music.  Accessibility does not come through populism; accessibility comes through greater interest, curiosity and knowledge.  Music in itself has nothing to do with a society that rejects what I would call publicly accepted standards of intelligence, as was the case in ancient Greece, and takes the easy way out with a kind of political correctness, which is, in fact, not different in essence from fundamentalism in its various manifestations.  Political correctness not only means hiding one’s dislikes, but it also means suppressing individual judgment and responsibility, and substituting it with an automatic acceptance of the collective Zeitgeist.  The most damaging quality of political correctness is that it requires the individual to forfeit any sense of responsibility.  Both political correctness and fundamentalism give answers not in order to further understanding, but in order to avoid questions.  The advantage is obvious: There are so many rules and regulations that situations of conflict are more easily avoided.  The disadvantage is that political correctness can easily bring one to the point where conflict is avoidable, but so is human contact.  The equivalent of fundamentalist thought in music is the creation of systems that rely exclusively on given rules and information of past traditions, thus removing the need for individual search, which is the basis of all progress.

There is no formula that can give correct answers to all the musical questions.  It is absolutely necessary to inform ourselves about traditions, habits, or conceptions of others, but it is indispensable for each musician to learn to ask his own questions in the hope of finding answers.  This, in my view, is also the only way to allow the intuitive and emotional qualities to come to the fore.  Intuition is not the opposite of knowledge—quite the contrary.  It has freer reign when based on the understanding of the essence of things.  Otherwise, we fall into routine, which is the arch-enemy of music-making, because it does not take into consideration the ephemeral quality of sound, which makes it necessary to start anew each time.  Let us not forget that when we return to a piece of music, the music is the same but we are not.  Therefore, it is imperative not to try to repeat how we were, but to understand and recreate anew the sameness in the music—not in ourselves.  This requires great courage, because it means not relying on what has already been there.  I shall endeavor to discuss in the next lectures how personal courage is a condition sine qua non for a musician.
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