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Today I would like to start by examining the attributes of courage and ambiguity in relation to music.  A crescendo in Beethoven followed by a subito piano does not only require the ability to increase the volume and then abruptly reduce it.  It also requires the ability to make the increase in volume in such a way that the ear expects to arrive at a high point in volume.  Therefore, unexpectability is a necessary ingredient for the subito piano.  But subito, in Italian, means sudden, a deviation from the expected.  The increase in volume requires strategic, gradual preparation during the duration of the crescendo.  The difficulty lies to a great degree in the inter-dependence of the quantity of the increase and the control of its speed.  If the sound increases disproportionately too soon, it will be impossible to carry the increase further at the later stages of the crescendo.  If the sound does not increase sufficiently, it will lead to either insufficient increase at the later stages or a suddenness in the increase that will disrupt the gradualness.  Therefore, it is essential to know in advance the level of volume one wants to achieve at the end of the crescendo.  It is also essential to know the level of volume at the subito piano. Furthermore, it is necessary to be able to abruptly move from the loudest point of the crescendo to the softest point of the subito piano.  

It is at this point that courage is required, because the line of least resistance both musically and physically would dictate an adaptation consisting of an imperceptible lessening of the increase in order to facilitate the passage from the end of the crescendo to the subito piano.  Courage, in this instance, means choosing the line of most resistance, by increasing the volume without taking into account the consequences of the abruptness into the subito piano—not unlike walking to the edge of a precipice and stopping at the very last possible moment.  Courage, in relation to sound, means the willingness and ability to defy the expected.  As Schoenberg said, “The middle way is the only way that does not lead to Rome.”  It is then up to the individual not only to have the will required for this process but to draw the conclusion for adopting the line of most resistance also outside the world of sound—i.e., in life outside music.

Music making inevitably requires a point of view—not unlike the positioning of the camera’s point of view in film.  Not a willful, purely subjective point of view, but one that is based on the total respect for the information received from the printed page, the understanding of the physical manifestations of sound, and an understanding of the interdependence of all the elements in the music: harmony, melody, rhythm, volume, and speed.

Total respect for the printed page means obeying what it says—playing “piano” where it says so and not capriciously changing it to forte.  But how soft is piano?  This simple question shows us that it is imperative to have a point of view in understanding the quantity and the quality of the piano.  Simply playing piano only because it says so in the printed page may be a sign of modesty, but it is also sinning by omission.  The three permanent questions that a musicians needs to ask himself are: why, how, and for what purpose.  The inability or unwillingness to ask these questions is therefore a thoughtless faithfulness to the letter and an inevitable unfaithfulness to the spirit.

The understanding of the physical manifestations of sound, as was discussed in the last lecture, means the permanent awareness of the fact that sound is drawn by silence.  The understanding of the interdependence of the different elements in music means an understanding of the relationship between space and time—or, in other words, the content and its relation to speed.  No element in music is totally independent nor is it totally dependent on another element.  Speed, or tempo, which may seem to be outside the music itself is also not independent.  It is the relationship between the thickness and the volume of the sound on the one hand, with the audibility of the transparency of the music on the other, that is the last determining factor of the correctness of the speed.  In tonal music, it is necessary to understand that rhythm, melody and harmony may move at different speeds.  It is possible to conceive of infinite variations of rhythm without a change of harmony, but it is inconceivable for the harmony to move without affecting a change in both the melody and rhythm.  This trinity of rhythm, melody and harmony makes clear the necessity for an individual point of view—not unlike a film director positioning the camera so that it has a point that views the situation as he sees fit.

I much prefer the term point of view to interpretation, because, although Nietzsche said, “There are no truths, but only interpretations,” music does not need interpretation.  It needs observation of the text, control of the physical realization, and a musician’s capacity to become one with the work of another. 

When Wagner begins the prelude of Tristan und Isolde, he starts the music out of nothing, on one note.  If we listen carefully and intelligently, we can imagine that this note belongs to many tonalities.  This creates a feeling of ambiguity and expectation that is absolutely essential in setting up the famous “Tristan chord” that arrives at the beginning of the second measure.  If the previous measure had been fully written out and harmonically based, the dissonance of the Tristan chord would not have the same dramatic effect.  But instead, Wagner first creates a situation of being in no man's land, harmonically and melodically.  This is followed by a chord whose dissonance does not completely resolve, but is left suspended in mid-air.  A composer with less genius and with a poorer understanding of the mystery of music would assume that because he has created tension, he has to resolve it. 
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But it is precisely the sensation of only partial resolution that allows Wagner to create more and more ambiguity and more and more tension as this process continues; each unresolved chord is a new beginning.  

In life outside music, ambiguity is not necessarily a positive attribute—it is often a sign of indecision, and in the political sense, a lack of firm direction.  But in the magical world of sound, ambiguity becomes a virtue, by offering many different possibilities to proceed.  Sound has the ability to make a link between all elements, so that no element is exclusively negative or positive.  Through music, in fact, even suffering can be pleasurable.  Musicians, after all, experience also the feeling of pleasure when playing the funeral march of the Eroica Symphony.  Feeling is an expression of the struggle for balance, and it cannot be allowed independence from thought.  As Spinoza taught us, joy and its variants lead to a greater functional perfection; sorrow and its related affects are unhealthy and should therefore be avoided.  But in music, joy and sorrow exist simultaneously and therefore allow us to feel a sense of harmony, because it includes both these attributes.  Music is always contrapuntal in the philosophical sense of the word.  Even when it is linear, there are always opposing elements coexisting, occasionally even in conflict with each other.  Music accepts at all times comments from one voice to the other, and tolerates subversive accompaniments as a necessary antipode to leading voices.  Therefore in music, conflict, denial and commitment coexist at all times. 

From this it will be seen that music is not separated from the world—it can help us forget and understand ourselves simultaneously.  In a spoken dialogue between two human beings, one waits until the other has finished what he has to say before replying or commenting on it.  In music, two voices dialogue simultaneously, each one expressing itself to the fullest, while at the same time listening to the other.  We see from this the possibility of learning not only about music but from music.

Learning from music is a lifelong process.  Children can be taught order and discipline through rhythm.  Young adults who experience passion for the first time and lose all sense of discipline, can see through music how the two must coexist—even the most passionate phrase has to have an underlying sense of order.  What is, ultimately, perhaps the most difficult lesson for the human being—learning to live with discipline yet with passion, with freedom and order—is evident in any single phrase of music.  

Through music one understands the permanent inter-dependence between content and time—how time influences the content by allowing events to develop in a certain way, and how content in turn influences our subjective sense of time.  Pleasure will render the passing of time subjectively faster.  Suffering or sadness will make it subjectively slower.  Tempo rubato is precisely the ability to give objective time a subjective quality.  The slight modification required for tempo rubato gives both the musician and the listener the ability to ignore objective time—albeit for the duration of the tempo rubato.  After all, it is the ear that determines audibility and transparency in music.  It is the ear that must guide us in tempo rubato to have the moral strength to give back what was inadvertently stolen.

The art of rubato is being free to make imperceptible modification of the tempo while maintaining a link with it.  The link consists in the modification being an exaggeration of the existing rhythm, but not its alteration.  Furthermore, it should be used for a limited amount of time, so as not to lose touch with the objective time that keeps ticking all along.  Rubato in Italian means stolen, and therefore, morally speaking, requires it to be returned at some point.  The broadening of a certain passage or a certain group of notes must inevitably be followed by a passage or group of notes executed in a more flowing manner, so that the modification of tempo is only temporary, and the metronome running throughout the passage will be together with the music at the beginning and at the end, but not necessarily while it lasts—much in the same way that a clock will show us the objective time.

Music demonstrates how modulation affects our perception of the already known.  In the Eroica Symphony, Beethoven introduces his main theme in the key of E-flat, but in the development section, when the theme reappears in a new key, F major, the new tonality gives the same music a different perspective.  It is the same pattern but from a different point of view.  Modulation is also related to the concept of time: in order to achieve the different perspective in a foreign key, it is first necessary to spend a sufficient amount of time establishing the home key as such. 

Because history, like music, moves in time, a single event can change not only how we approach the future but how we view the past.  In music, this occurs when a sudden vertical pressure is placed on the horizontal discourse of the music, making it impossible for the music to continue as before.  In the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the music comes to a complete stop on a sustained, fortissimo chord at the text, “Und der Cherub steht vor Gott.”  The music modulates from A major to F major on the last repetition of the words “vor Gott,” which are repeated independently of the rest of the sentence.  What happens next could never have been predicted: when the music picks up again, it is in a new key, a new tempo, a new meter, and a new vein, leading the movement in an entirely different direction—in a sense, much as the world was not the same after the 9th of November, 1989, or the 11th of September, 2001.  Music teaches us that we have to accept the inevitability of an event that changes the course of events irrevocably.  Although one can have either an irrational sense of optimism or an irrational sense of pessimism following a great catastrophe, the ebb and flow of life, like the ebb and flow of music, is undeniable. 

From all this, we will see that music education is not only necessary for the appreciation of music in itself, but a very important element of instruction for life.  In the next lecture, I will discuss the fact that the lack of music education, as we see today, also means that there will be no systematic framework which will allow future listeners to experience the spirituality of music, its humanistic content.
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