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The human being often strives for a system to facilitate existence by rendering the effort of questioning futile.  There is undoubtedly an effort in formulating a question about one’s existence and then the fear of not being able to answer it or, even worse, the anguish of the answer being displeasing.  The mere idea of search requires the will to learn in stages without the guarantee of knowledge at the end of the process.  The search for a system, however, is nothing other than the basis for ideology or fundamentalism.  The systematization of an idea deprives it of its very essence, because a system is a set of rules of appliance without the necessity of further thought, whereas an idea is in constant development.  

This is not only an intellectual problem, but also a problem of character—that is to say, a human being who has an idea and has observed the way that this idea has functioned in the world, wants to believe that it can be applied in other situations without further search—what Spinoza calls empirical knowledge that is acquired merely as a result of habit or observation but not of the understanding of the essence.  Even the most intelligent and humane of all ideas need to be constantly subjected to further scrutiny because of the relation between content and time—our understanding of content in permanent transformation as time moves on.  The principles of the French Revolution, for instance—liberty, equality and fraternity—cannot simply be engraved in stone.  They need to be reevaluated in their meaning and adapted to new realities.  Bach’s music can be expressed in the language of more than one age.  The great advances in technology and media communication in our time have brought with them a tendency for us to be satisfied with slogans.  But slogans are nothing other than an aberration of the idea that they claim to represent, because each idea needs the space and the time to express itself.  

Let us examine the question of interpretation in music.  The studying and restudying of a score is demanded not because of any incoherence in it, but precisely because of its inexhaustible expressions of coherence.  A piece of music allows for an indefinite range of interpretations, each of which may illuminate yet none of which exhaust the meaning of the text.  Therefore, there is a need for perpetual interpretations and reinterpretations, any of which may be competent or correct, but none of which can be final.  Any performance presents aspects of the music, but never its totality.  

This is part of an understanding of the human being’s capacity to surpass himself and go further.  The leitmotif of the Ethics of Spinoza is that we base our finitude in the infinite.  Therefore, we must base the finitude of any interpretation in the infinite possibilities at our disposal, because interpretation is a finite, temporary expression of a final substance.  A search for the grasp of the substance of the music itself is thus never ending. The need for the performing musician is not to express or interpret the music as such, but to aim to become part of it.  It is almost as if the interpretation of a text creates a subtext for itself that develops, substantiates, varies and contrasts the actual text.  This will lead us to search for and understand each part of the music in terms of the ultimate nature of the whole.  

Although Spinoza did not write about music, his Ethics have taught me to think about music—in other words, to reflect on what is otherwise taken for granted, whether in music or in life.  Goethe said that he did not know how much he had derived from Spinoza’s Ethics or how much he had put into them.  The moment you absorb something, it becomes part of you, but then you must adapt it to your needs.  One of Spinoza’s most important conclusions is the necessity for the human being to overcome the contradiction between the finite and the infinite.  Spinoza was able to express the very nature of the Judeo-Christian way of thought, and at the same time, to remain outside it and even negate it.  The purely Christian philosophical thought, as exemplified by Kierkegaard, speaks of the recognition by the finite creature, the human being, of his debt to the infinite creator, whereas Spinoza believed in the need to overcome the contradiction between the finite and the infinite.  

This, in fact, is the key to the interpretation of music.  We must accept the printed score as the infinite, or final, and not forget that as performers we are finite or temporary.  Therefore we stand in relation to the score as finite to infinite, not only recognizing our debt to it, but by trying to overcome precisely this contradiction.  Our own finite essence is precisely—or paradoxically—our striving to exist forever, to become infinite.  No human being, unless at the edge of despair, has the free will to cease existing.  The score is final, but gives us infinite possibilities of realization.  Therefore, no performance can be final.  It is never once and for all—on the contrary, performances have to have the quality of all for once.  We have at our disposal an infinite range of expression under infinite attributes.  

When I said earlier that the systematization of an idea is not only an intellectual problem but also a problem of character, I meant on the one hand the necessity to constantly go further—if not always forward—but also the need to continually reexamine our own positions.  With experience or through repetition, we tend to yield to the validity of empirical knowledge—knowledge acquired only through observation or experience.  It is the line of least resistance.  Instead, a strong character, to paraphrase Spinoza, will strive for the transformation of observation into understanding—from empirical knowledge to the knowledge of the essence.  This means the understanding of each part of the music, or the physical manifestations of it, in terms of the whole.   

The minute any aspect of music making becomes a thing in itself, not related to the whole, it turns from a positive to a potentially negative element.  When Pablo Casals realized early on in his life that the short notes needed greater articulation than they were getting, he understood the issue in the proper relation to the overall performance.  Yet as soon as this became a demonstration of the conclusion at which he had arrived, it became an end in itself.  Arturo Toscanini conducted the Beethoven symphonies in the 1930s with what was a strong element of a powerful, unyielding nature in the music making.  Later on, this very quality that grew out of a necessary sense of discipline with rigor developed into being an end in itself, with the result that the music was not allowed to breathe and unfold.  Both these examples show the transformation of very positive conclusions or ideas into systematic appliance.  It is one thing to feel that no single aspect of the music or of the music making should be unimportant enough not to be dealt with—and the genius of great talent defines itself by the ability and willingness to attach more importance to the smallest detail than is actually necessary.  But it must never be an end in itself—it must never become an ideology.  

An ideology in any form or manifestation is not the expression of an idea, but only a vehicle for its implementation.  No idea can be implemented in all its aspects at one time, just as a performer can only present certain aspects of the music in one performance, but never the totality. The distilled essence of an idea, which is infinite, must be kept independent of its implementation, which is finite.  

It is important to consider why the music of the past is of continuing relevance to us today—after all, two hundred years ago, when Beethoven composed, we rode in carriages and now we have jet airplanes.  It is necessary for the performer to establish that although a piece of music may have been written two centuries ago, it is still modern—it continues to be of value and necessity to our world.  This is why Beethoven is not contemporary, but modern. At the same time, it is evident that the music of our time could not have been created without the music of the past.  It is essential to be able to play the music of today with a feeling of familiarity, which comes to us more naturally when we play music of the past, just as it is necessary to perform the music of the past with a sense of discovery, as if it were being written today. 

As I have said, Beethoven is not contemporary but modern, and of relevance to us today as a manifestation of musical and human expression.  Pierre Boulez, on the other hand, is contemporary, but is rooted in the collective knowledge and culture of the past—a legacy that he has made his own.  A true revolutionary, in the best sense of the word, does not negate what came before, but puts it in perspective from his own time, transforming it to suit his needs.  
A willful search for modernism—the conscious search for the new at all costs—becomes an ideology.  It alters the balance between the importance of the content and its first appearance—in other words, its novelty becomes more relevant than its quality.  Modernism, which is by definition a revolutionary attitude, is strongest when it sees itself as a continuation of evolution.
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