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Music has a power beyond mere words.  It has the power to move us, and it has the sheer physical power of sound.  I would like to explore the power that music has over us, the power of the association that music evokes—to distinguish between the substance of music and our perceptions of it—and ultimately to consider the difference between power and strength in music, as well as in life.

Music is conceived by and eventually delivered from the point of view of an individual.  As a result, subjectivity is an integral and inevitable part of music. Objectivity, however, is unavoidable and ever present.  Therefore the permanent relationship between subjectivity and objectivity is an essential aspect of music making, as it is of life.  As we have already seen, even the freedom of speed in music, tempo rubato, cannot be willfully conceived, but must be in contact with the objective sense of time, in other words, time that is not stolen.  Once again we are confronted with what I consider the moral responsibility of the ear.

Because music only expresses itself through sound, and takes place in a given time, it is, by its very nature, ephemeral.  What is essential in the performance of music and difficult in life is the ability to start from nil each time.  We must begin again as if for the first time, but with the added knowledge acquired from the previous time.  It is very difficult for the human being to have the courage and ability to start from nil, to collect experience from the past and then think it anew.  

It is crucial to distinguish between the nature of music on the one hand, and the associations that it evokes on the other.  Beethoven was used in German politics by Bismarck, Hitler, and the East German Republic.  Consider the irony of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony being played in the Nazi era: “Alle Menschen werden Bruder” –“All men will become brothers”—all that is, except a few.  In other words, the concept of fraternity is defined in advance in the sense that it does not have to include all of humanity.

There is a critical distinction to be taken into account. The link between music and the associations it evokes is not unlike the link between substance and perception.  Much too often, we alter the substance to suit its perception.  There is, of course, no way to determine the associations music evokes, because it is an individual’s prerogative.  When one plays a piece of music, one must uncover the content, regardless of any perception about it, whether it is self-inflicted or through others.  It can be done only from the point of view of the individual.  No matter how objective the individual tries to be, there is inevitably an element of subjectivity in it.  The difference between content and perception is provided by the printed page.  The use and abuse of Wagner’s ideas and music was an integral part of the last years of the Third Reich—in fact of the whole Third Reich.  This horrible regime was the master of control and manipulation of perception.  The Nazi regime using partly Wagner’s anti-Semitic prose writing transformed him retrospectively into the prophet of their ideology.  It is not only understandable, but self-evident, that somebody who was submitted to this manipulation will still today suffer from these associations, and is therefore not only unwilling but unable to hear this music.

Music is neither moral nor immoral.  It is our reaction to it that makes it one or the other in our minds.  Our society sees controversy as a negative attribute.  Yet, difference of opinion and the difference between content and the perception of it lie at the very essence of all creativity.  If content can be manipulated, perception can be doubly so.  The content in our subject says there is no reason in the world to force somebody who was submitted to the associations between Wagner’s music and the Nazi ideology to listen to his music.  The perception says by banning this music in Israel—the Jewish state created in 1948—we will show more sensitivity toward the victims of these associations.  In fact, there is no reason to justify denying people who fortunately do not suffer from these horrible associations the possibility to hear Wagner’s music.  It was performed at the very second concert of the Palestine Philharmonic Orchestra—today the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra—in Tel Aviv in 1936, when Wagner’s anti-Semitism was already well known. Therefore, the refusal to let his music be heard today is nothing but the acceptance of the associations created by the Nazis.

It is not my intention—it never was, and it never will be—to force this music or any music on anybody, and I certainly do not question the horrible associations that Holocaust survivors have with specific pieces by Wagner.  I can only hope that time will eventually help to liberate these human beings from previous negative connotations, so that ultimately they can hear the music for what it truly is, and not for what it has been perceived as.  It is not my place to tell those who suffered from terrible associations what to think of Wagner, but I believe it is my place to tell those who are willing to listen to Wagner that the music in itself is not the agent of the suffering.  In the meantime, however, it is equally important not to impose negative associations, albeit indirectly, on those who fortunately do not suffer from them.  In a democratic society, the decision whether it is permissible to hear Wagner’s music or not must be individual and not dictated by law or even worse, the result of a taboo.  True democracy can only exist totally exempt from taboos.  It is the individual’s prerogative to choose between seeing Siegfried’s Funeral March as an expression of nobility or as a remembrance of the association that Hitler wanted him to have.

This is the differentiation between content and perception.  We cannot avoid being influenced by content, but it is in our power not to be influenced by perceptions.  As Kant said, “If it were not for the distinction between appearances and things, we would all be Spinozists.”  It is critical that we not be just slaves to the associations created by listening to music, but that we understand its substance.  As we already know, although music may mean different things to different people, and very often different things to the same person at different times—poetical, mathematical, sensual, or philosophical—we must not forget that it only expresses itself through sound and therefore it indisputably has something to do with the human condition.  This is the humanity of music. 

The inevitable flow in music means constant movement—development, transformation or change.  Nothing stands still and when it is repeated, it is different because of the passage of time.  In life, however, the human being not only tends to attempt to dispose of the unpleasureable or the negative as soon as he can, but also to hold on as solidly as possible to the pleasureable or the positive.  Both these processes do not take into consideration the human being’s incapacity to control change or the speed at which it happens.  It wants to be in control, and therefore the disposal of the negative is never fast enough and we forget the fact that the positive is also subject to change.

The beginning of a political process, much the same way as the beginning of a musical phrase, sets something in motion that thrives to have a life and a speed of its own.  The Jewish people, living as dispersed minorities all over the world, aspired to nationhood, and thus the Zionist idea was created.  It was fraught with difficulties and unacceptance by the non-Jewish population in Palestine.  It persevered with the power of a leitmotif, and, aided by the subsidiary voice of the conscience of the Western world, the state of Israel was created in 1948.  The point came at which both voices should have joined forces in unison, but there was a lack of agreement on the tonality.  The Bach inventions for two voices teach us that each voice is not only undisturbed by the other, but enhanced by it.  

In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict there was and there still is, an inability to admit the inextricable link between the two voices and the inevitable change brought by time.  This would mean the recognition of Zionism as a Jewish-European idea, which, if it wants to continue the leitmotif in the future, has to accept the Palestinian identity as an equally valid leitmotif.  The Palestinians see Israel playing its leitmotif in the wrong tonality.  They have aspirations to determine their home key.  If the score of the conflict is in sonata form, we must hope that we are in the midst of the development section, and that there will be no recapitulation, going straight to the coda, where all the tonalities will be adjusted.  Even the most powerful leitmotif is dependent on the modulations that occur within it.  There are demographic changes, and the Palestinians need to be heard.

If Israel wants to have a permanent place in the Middle East, it must become an organic part of it—be aware of the culture that already existed there, and not pretend, as it has for too long, that it was a desert and an uncultured one at that.  To secure the future of Israel, it is necessary for Israelis to open their ears to Arab culture.  This is not an issue of Israel denying its European roots, but instead it is a question of Israel enriching and enhancing its European heritage by placing it side by side with its Middle Eastern heritage.  The occident’s will to organize should be enhanced by the orient’s will to seduce.  Otherwise, the State of Israel will remain forever a foreign body, and as such there is no possible perspective of future for its remaining there, because a foreign body can exist in a society, or in music, or in a human being, only for a limited amount of time.

In the performance of music it is not enough simply to play a statement of a phrase, it is essential that the statement of a musical phrase is determined not only by its own character, but by what precedes it. Music, in time, means a permanent state of transition.

The genuine and original idea of the renewal of Jewish settlements in Palestine has been totally overwhelmed and diverted by forces that believe that power, rather than what Martin Buber called the command of the spirit, rules the social and political destiny of humanity.  This celebration of power has led to an insensitivity and misunderstanding of the fact that the command of the spirit can mean nothing else but a true realization that this is a land for two people, with opposing narratives, but of equal rights.  As Buber said, “There can be no peace between Jews and Arabs that is only a cessation of war.  There can only be a peace of genuine cooperation.”  Therefore peace requires dialogue, which consists of sensitive talking and often painful listening.

It is essential in this regard to understand the difference between strength and power.  This is related to the distinction between volume and intensity in music: when a musician is told to play with greater intensity, his first reaction is to play louder.  In fact the opposite is required: the lower the volume, the greater the need for intensity; and the greater the volume, the greater the need for a calm force in the sound.  Power itself has only one kind of strength, which is the power of control.  But even the great outpouring of sound in Beethoven or Wagner does not have to create the association of power that works exclusively through control but instead through actual strength—the accumulative strength that comes from the build-up of tension.  Even the most powerful chord has to be played so that it allows the inner voices to be heard, otherwise it lacks tension and depends exclusively on brutal, aggressive force.  One must be able to hear the opposition, the notes that oppose the main idea.

In other words, the concepts of counterpoint and transparency are ever-present in music.  If a performance is not aurally transparent, the totality of the music is not heard, only one line of it.  In a perfectly harmonized ensemble in Mozart’s operas, every single voice is saying something completely different, and all of that simultaneously.  There is a definite sense of organization—main voices and subsidiary voices. Music would be totally uninteresting without this sense of distinct elements.  Even at a moment when they are all unified, when everything comes together in a single chord, one must be able to hear all the different voices. 

The powerful instruments in the orchestra, such as the trumpets and trombones, must be able to play within the orchestra and not outside it.  They have to play in such a way that there is a full sense of power, but let the other instruments which are less powerful be heard at the same time.  Otherwise, they will reduce the content of the music and as a result the sound will not be strong, only powerful.  Therefore, playing in an orchestra requires constant awareness of all the other voices, expressing your own while at the same time listening to the other. 

In my view this could be a model for society.  Leadership throughout history—and this is probably inherent in human nature—has been based on the effect it can produce because of the weakness of the people, not because of their strength.  How wonderful the world would be if it were ruled by people who understood this lesson from music, and understood the importance of combining transparency, power and strength.

But if music is so human, so all-inclusive, how is it possible that monsters such as Adolf Hitler had such love for music?  How can we explain the fact that Hitler was able to send millions of people to the gas chamber and yet could be moved to tears listening to music?  How was Wagner able to write music of such nobility but also write his despicable anti-Semitic pamphlet, Das Judentum der Musik.  I believe there is not enough thought about music, only visceral reactions almost on an animal level.  Spinoza believed rationality was the saving grace of the human being; we must learn to look at music in the same way as human existence.

The power of music is its ability to speak to all aspects of the human being—the animal, the emotional, the intellectual, and the spiritual.  How often we think that personal, social, and political issues are independent, without influencing each other.  From music we learn that this is an objective impossibility; there simply are no independent elements.  Logical thought and intuitive emotions must be permanently united.  Music teaches us, in short, that everything is connected.
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