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Edward Said said that music is a little bit subversive.  Like so many things in music, this speaks about how we perceive it, and not about the music itself. But he was unquestionably right.  In music, different notes and voices meet and are linked to each other, either in joint expression or in counterpoint, which means exactly that—one point against another—and yet the two fit together. 

The slow movement of Beethoven's Pathétique sonata opens with a relatively simple melody.  When we examine it closely, we see that there is a main voice that weaves its way through the whole passage, and there is also a bass line that accompanies it, in the best sense of the word—not merely following, but having its own to say, going up when the melody goes down, and vice versa—thereby conversing and influencing each other.  And, at the same time there is also the middle voice that gives a sense of continuity, of fluidity.  In the last prelude from Book One of Bach's Well Tempered Clavier, there are three different voices, each of them vying for our attention at different times. 

PLAY

Schoenberg went so far in making the distinction in importance between the voices obvious by marking the principal line Hauptstimme—leading voice, and marking the secondary part Nebenstimme—subsidiary voice, or commentary.


In all music there is hierarchy—a hierarchy with equality. This, of course, is much easier in music than in life: How difficult it is in the world to achieve equality and yet to find hierarchy.  In times of totalitarian or autocratic rule, music, indeed culture in general, is often the only avenue of independent thought.  It is the only way people can meet as equals, and exchange ideas freely.  Culture then becomes primarily the voice of the oppressed, and it takes over from politics as a driving force for change.  Often, in societies suffering from political oppression, or from a vacuum in leadership, culture takes a dynamic lead. We have many extraordinary examples of this phenomenon: samizdat writings in the former Eastern Bloc, South African poetry and drama under apartheid, Palestinian literature amidst so much conflict. 

Culture encourages contact between people, or it can bring people closer, fostering understanding.  This is why Edward Said and I founded the West-Eastern Divan project, as a way to bring together musicians from Israel, Palestine, and the other Arab countries to make music together, and ultimately, when we realized how much interest there was for the idea, to form an orchestra. 

We took the name of our project, the West-Eastern Divan, from a collection of poems by Goethe, who was one of the first Europeans to be genuinely interested in other cultures.  He originally discovered Islam when a German soldier who had been fighting in one of the Spanish campaigns brought back a page of the Koran to show to him.  His enthusiasm was so great that he started to learn Arabic at the age of sixty.  Later he discovered the great Persian poet Hafiz, and that was the inspiration for his set of poems that deal with the idea of the other, the West-Eastern Divan, which was first published nearly two hundred years ago, in 1819, at the same time, interestingly enough, that Beethoven was writing the Ninth Symphony, his celebrated testament to fraternity—to the brotherhood of mankind. 

Goethe's poems, then, became a symbol for the idea behind our experiment in bringing Arab and Israeli musicians together.  This orchestra consists of musicians from Palestine, from the occupied territories and Palestinians from Israel, Syrians, Lebanese, Jordanians, and Egyptians, and of course Israelis.  Whenever one plays music, whether in chamber music or in an orchestra, one has to do two very important things and do them simultaneously—express yourself, otherwise you are not contributing to the musical experience, but at the same time it is imperative that you listen to the other.  The other person may be doing the same as you—if you’re a string player, he may even be sitting next to you—or he may be playing a different instrument and be in counterpoint with the music you are playing. 

In any case, it is impossible to play intelligently in an orchestra and concentrate only on one of these two things.  If you concentrate only on what you are doing, you may play very well but you might also play so loud that you cover the others, or so softly that you are not heard.  And of course you cannot limit yourselves to listening—the art of playing music is the art of simultaneous playing and listening: one enhances the other. And this is the main reason we started this workshop.  Edward Said made it clear that separation between people is not a solution for any of the problems that divide people, and certainly ignorance of the other provides no help whatsoever. 

In this workshop we were trying to start a dialogue, to take a single step forward, and to find common ground.  And we saw what happened when an Arab musician shared a music stand with an Israeli musician - both trying to play the same note with the same dynamic, with the same stroke of the bow, if they were string players, with the same sound, with the same expression.  They were trying to do something together about which they were both passionate, because after all, indifference and music-making cannot coexist.  Music demands a passionate attitude regardless of the level of aptitude.  The idea was quite simple because once the young musicians agreed on how to play only one note together they would not be able to look at each other in the same way again.  If, in music they were able to dialogue playing simultaneously, then the dialogue with words, where one waits until the other has finished, would be considerably easier.  That was our starting point, and from the beginning Edward and I were filled with optimism, despite the darkening sky, as he called it, with what has turned out, to be, sadly, all too accurate foresight.  I have come to believe that morality and strategy are not exclusive of each other, but rather go hand in hand in this conflict, in the same way that it is impossible to separate rational understanding from emotional involvement in music.

In the West-Eastern Divan the universal metaphysical language of music becomes the link, it is the language of the continuous dialogue that these young people have with each other.  Music is the common framework, their abstract language of harmony.  As we know, nothing in music is independent.  It requires a perfect balance between intellect, emotion and temperament.  And I would argue that if this equilibrium is reached, human beings and even nations can look outward with greater ease.  Therefore through music we can imagine an alternative social model, where utopia and practicality join forces, thus allowing us to express ourselves freely and hear each other’s preoccupations.  

In this way, one gains an insight into the way the world can, should, and sometimes does in fact function. In any case, from the beginning it was our belief that the destinies of our two people, the Palestinians and the Israelis, are inextricably linked, and therefore the welfare, the dignity and the happiness of one has to eventually inevitably be that of the other, which is certainly not the case today.

 
Of course the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra is unable to bring about peace.  What it can do however is to create the conditions for understanding.  It can awaken the curiosity, and then perhaps the courage, for each to listen to the narrative of the other, and at the very least to accept its legitimacy.  People have often called this a wonderful example of tolerance; I take issue with their terminology, because to tolerate something or somebody implies an underlying negativity—one is tolerant in spite of certain negative qualities.  The meaning of the word tolerance is misused when seen only as a quality of generosity.  There is an element of presumptuousness—I better than thou—that is inherent in it.  Goethe expressed this succinctly when he said: “To merely tolerate is to insult; true liberalism means acceptance.”  Acceptance means acknowledging the difference and dignity of the other.  In music, it is counterpoint or polyphony.  Acceptance of the freedom and individuality of the other is one of music’s most important lessons.  

The French Revolution gave us three lofty and truthful concepts - liberty, equality and fraternity. These ideals not only express the aspirations of the human being, but are articulated in a logical order.  It is impossible to have equality without liberty, and it certainly is impossible to have fraternity without equality.  Since music evolves in time, it teaches us that the order of the appearance of the material inevitably determines the content.  The young musicians from the Middle East have the freedom of choice to come or not to the West-Eastern Divan.  However, they know that by coming they will achieve the equality that is denied to them at home, because music does not distinguish between race, sex, religion or place of origin.  In front of a Beethoven symphony we are all equal.  We will learn from it or be inspired by it only in relationship to our capacity and willingness to do so.  As far as fraternity is concerned, it does not have to follow but at least has the possibility of existing, whereas now in the Middle East it does not. 


As Edward Said wrote, “My friend Daniel Barenboim and I have chosen this course for humanistic rather than political reasons, on the assumption that ignorance is not a strategy for sustainable survival.”  When Palestinians and other Arabs meet Israelis in music making, the primary quality that is missing in the political life, namely equality, is already a given.  Therefore, this may be precisely the starting point for the reflection as to the conditions that are necessary for coexistence, the first one being understanding the other’s history, preoccupations and needs for existence and development.  Music, in this case, is not an alternative solution, but rather a model.  Multiple identities not only coexist side by side—but quite the opposite, free themselves of their own preconceptions.  This is one reason why it was possible for the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra to play the Prelude and Liebestod from Tristan und Isolde by Wagner.  It would have been unthinkable for the Israeli members of the orchestra to do so in an exclusively Israeli orchestra, since the taboo on Wagner’s music weighs heavily on their shoulders.  This shows very clearly the humanistic rather than the political character of the project.  Music is not being used to bring people together so that they forget their differences, but rather to encourage reflection and understanding—again an example of music’s capacity to be far more than an instrument to distract us from and forget the world, but rather to understand it.
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