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ELIOT FISK INTERVIEW

By JULIA CROWE

Eliot Fisk.

AT THE lime of this intcrview Eliot Fisk was
packing for six separale concerts, one television
profile and one NPR radio segmenl in three dif-
ferent citics and time zones within a len day
period. Included in (he concert performances
was the premiere of a complex new quintet for
guitar and sirings by American composer Van
Stiefel enlilled The Juniper.

T like to start packing at least two days belore
a trip so as to forget as little as possible,” Mr.
Fisk says. ‘These days you really have Lo be
prepared especially since airline travel has
become so awtul. Nowadays they really pesier
you to death. The one thing Al Qaeda has suc-
ceeded in doing is making air travel a thorough-
ly miserable expcrience. In addition to the tra-
ditional discomfort and difficully of finding
something decent to eal, there is now a new
authoritarian atmospherc caused by the
response to the unforlunately very real securily
threat.

‘My wife and I had our own little airline slory
recently. She was trying to talk her way into
carrying her guitar on board. At one point her
Latin temperament got the better of her aud she
losl patience with the airline official to say, 'l
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cannol believe that you are s0 ignorant as not to
realize that this is a very valuable inslrument!’

‘You're ignorant,” the airline employee told her,
You don't know our rule.’

I yelled back, ‘Wait a minute, this country is not
about obeying rules!

‘The airline olficial at the gatc ordered us off the
flighl, telling us they had a zero tolerance rule. At
this point my four-year-old daughter, who was
traveling with us, started (o cry and unbelievably,
this same airline official blamed my wife [or our
daughter's distress, telling us, ‘See what your've
made her do.’

‘We managed to beg our way back onto the
flight but il was certainly not a nice slart to our
trip. These days, by the time you finally squeeze
yoursell into your tiny seat, you feel like you've
been violated many limes over. 1 don't mind say-
ing thal Lhis incident happened Lo us flying Delta-
Song out of Boston's Logan airport to Florida. I'tu
sure lols of travelers have similar stories.’

I ask Eliot if he has had any luck with the musi-
cian’'s memo for getting an instrurnent on board
international flights.

‘In facl, before we started our relurn trip on
that same journey I was given a copy of the leller
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negotiated by the Musicians' Union with the TSA
[United  States  Transportation Security
Administration] supposedly allowing musicians
lo take their instrniments on board as carry-on
baggage but 1 was informed by Delta-Song that
that agreemenl had been scrapped three months
before. So we had to check in both guitars once
again.’

Eliot Fisk’s peripatelic cxistence, which has
made him an authority on jel travel, has him tra-
versing the globe from Salzburg lo Granada to
Boston where he is primnarily based, teaching at
the New England Conservatory. Since 1989, he
has also been on the faculty of the Universitlaet
Mozarteum in Salzburg, Austria, where he teach-
es an international class in five different lan-
guages. Whenever he can, he retreats lo his
house in the Albayzin, in the ancient part of the
southern Spanish city of Granada, which
enchanted him from the first time he laid cyes on
it in the late 80's.

‘My enlire life is a pendulum swinging between
America and Europe,” he says. ‘I sometimes fecl
like an Amecrican in Europe and a European in
America. [ am fascinated by the contrast and in
the possibilities that each way of life suggests to
the other. 1 love America becausc in spile of
cverything 1 still feel [reer here. Yel Western
Europe has. withoul question, a more just soci-
ety. The distribution of wealth is more equitable.
There is still a national health service, and a safe-
ty nct of basic social services. They are being
forced by economic reality to roll some of that
back but there is still nothing quite like the great
endemic American poverty that, with all our well
being, we seem incapable of eradicating. Yel the
atmospherc in America is often so wondertul. We
still have our optimism and our boundless
naivelé. We still believe that anything is possible.

1 am constanlly being confronted with these
fascinating cullural differences as a result of my
two slable classes in Boston and Salzburg.
People entering my class in Salzburg often come
in at a higher technical level, but in America the
growth curve can bec even more dramatic. In
Boston, 1 have a student who finished his high
school career as the starting center on his high
school Iootball teamm. We are talking about
American tootball! For his entrance cxam at the
New England Conservatory he played, among
other things, a twelve tone piece he had com-
posed himself. He has demonstrated incredible
growtlh as a guitar player. Teaching him has also
taught me so much about the way guitar tech-
nique works. I use many sports analogics to
tecach himi, although it's nol necessary as he is
jusl as sensitive as any of my other more typical
students.

‘On the other hand, in Europe, if I'n teaching,
say, the Sor Mozart Variations. Op. 9 and | start
to lell them aboul the opera, Die Zauberflite,
upon which it is based. there is good chance that
I won'lt have io translate any texts of the relevant
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arias. It is a lolally differenl thing to attend a
Johannes Passion and find that the lext printed
in the program is just given in thc original
German withoul any accompanying translation.
However, if you go to a concert performance of
this work in Germany, you will most likely need
to purchase your program booklet. I will not be
handed out for free! So there are countless, fas-
cinating lillle nuances of difference belween the
conlinents that 1 find infinitely instructive,

Throughout his career Eliot Fisk has dedicated
himself toe playing in atypical venues doing what
has been termed ‘outreach performances’ in such
places as senior citizen homes, public schools,
religious institulions, logging camps and even
occasionally prisons. He once performed the
mammoth Sequenza XI by Luciano Berio, com-
posed for and dedicated Lo him, in a prison in
London.

‘The success of outreach programs,” he says, ‘is
contingent on the quality of the preparation done
by the people administering the program. For
instance, I once played a concert at a juvenile
detention cenler outside of St. Louis, Missouri.
This was a great place because the people who
worked there really cared about the kids and
tried their all to get them structured into a more
productive lifestyle. When [ walked into the per-
formance space, the kids werc bustling about,
making last minute adjustiments (o the seating
arrangements.  During the performance they
were packed in together like sardines, yct they
were a totally enthusiastic and attentive audi-
ence.

TNl never forget one kid in the front row who
peppered me with questions. 1 could see the dif-
ficulties of his young life etched into his face yet
he had an insatiably inquiring mind. He simply
couldnn't let anylhing rest until he had explored
every angle of anything (hat interested him.
Deprivalion and abuse had not killed his soul. 1
ofien wonder what happened to him and to those
other boys who were trying so hard to make it.

‘But outreach can be downright tough. 1
remember another outreach concert 1 tried to
play in Boston. On this outing 1 was accomnpa-
nied by folk icon and legendary story teller,
Brother Blue. Blue is an eminent, yct infinitely
gentle Pied-Piper, fearless and full of stories
which he will pause and declaim to anyone any-
where. He has degrees from Harvard and Yale
but goes through life dressed only in what he
calls his "blue rags.” From the very start, Lhe
gods were against us. Il was pouring with rain.
We could not even get a cab Lo take us into Lhe
neighbourhood where we were supposed to go.
When we finally arrived, it was as if no one had
cven been expecting us. 1 tried to talk to the
kids and play them some music but the silua-
tion was impossible. 1 learned laler that the
kids were only therc for shorl periods of lime.
They were taken out of abusive siluations but
then returned orice a social worker decmed thal
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things had quictenced down. There was no espir-
it du corps among the young people in the
halfway house which Blue and I had stumbled
into.

"At one point, lhe audience was making more
noise than I was. All of sudden Blue jumped to
his feet and said: ‘This is Lhe bestl guilarist in the
world, in the woooorrid! T want you to show some
respect!” But even his generous intlervenlion
couldn't save that sitnation. So outreach is a
great thing but il takes a (remendous amount of
time, cnergy and endurance.

‘T aun a greal believer in i, nol just as a gesture
to the non-musical world, but also as a mcans of
developing performance skills among young
musicians. 1L is hard enough to go into a pre-
pared concert setting and play well. But if you
have to go into somne place you've never been
belore and under difficualt and challenging condi-
tions create a concert hall and an audience. that
is a whole different kind of challenge. Yet the
kinds of skills that outreach develops are also
useful in the morc traditional concert setting,
Above all it teaches you (o play like your life
depends on it! In some outreach situations it
almost literally does.

‘There can be pleasant surprises as well. In
1981 I played in a California State Prison. Al the
end ol Lhe performance an inmate came up to me
and said, 'I saw in your bio that you studied with
Ralph Kirkpatrick.” 1le was referring lo the great
harpsichordist, who was my mentor at Yale.
‘Would you please lell him Lhalt there is a
reformed art thief in the California state prison
systemn who thinks he's absolulely fantastic?” A
fcw weeks later, when 1 told Ralph about this
exchange, he was absolulely delighted.

Fisk has made it his mission to convince all
schools ol higher education with music depart-
ments to make outrcach activity part of their syl-
labus because it helps to prepare emerging musi-
cians for the realilies ol a performing career.

‘At The New England Conscrvatory of Music, we
now have one person whose (ull lime job is lo
scout out and creale outreach venues for the stu-
dents,” he says. ‘The great parl aboul music
schools is that we have a commmunity of musi-
cians gathered togelher in one place who are pas-
sionatc about what they do. The danger is that
we can fall inlo a kind of incestuous siluation
where musicians are playing only for other musi-
cians.

"The greal musicians of the past understood
that there are many kinds of audiences. Bach
wrole some music for his own children like the
Preludes and Fugues of the WTC ‘fuer Liebhaber
unid Kenner,” [or amaleurs and professionals. lit-
crally ‘those in the know’ and some music, per-
haps like lhe Kunst der Fuge (Arl of the Fugue),
only for himsell and God. Paganini also recog-
nized diflerent types of audiences. He dedicated
the Capricci, Op. 1, alli artisti, ‘to the artists.” He
dedicated Lhe [ilteen guilar quartets alle amatrici
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di Niccolo Pagarnini ‘lo the [emale admirers of
Niccolo Paganini’ and of course he had other
pieces for the big stage and general public. There
is nothing wrong wilh (he music schools of the
world rediscovering these categories of audience
and giving students the skills needed Lo flourish
in all of them.’

Fisk also makes a few salient points aboul the
value of diversifying performance programmes
and exploring new approaches (o presenting
miisic within the educational system.

‘Unfortunately, too much of music school edu-
cation aims to prepare students only for orches-
tral auditions or for competitions. Botl of these
antlique structures, while perhaps to some extent
incviiable parts of musical life down the cen-
turies, do a lot of harm lo Lthe prolession. Today
we have orchestral auditions where three hun-
dred musicians may show up to try out for one
flule posilion, somelimes not even a position with
decent benefits.

‘These days there is a great etfort on the part
of orchestra administrations to remove polilics
from the selection proccss. But how can anyone
hope to make an artistic decision involving the
[ate of so many young people? And what hap-
pens to the two hundred and ninety-nine peo-
ple who don’t get the job? Do they go home
newly energized, excited about music, and full
of new ideas aboul how lo widen their careers.
| don’t think so.

‘The same can be said of compelilions.
Typically the competition winncer is the one who
simply manages to offend the fewesl people on
the jury. Young pcople are typically atraid to
show individuality. lo presenl daring. new
ideas, even to display exciting new repertoire in
a competition. Essentially they feel, they will
most likely lose points becanse most competi-
tions are judged like gymnnastics events at the
Olympics, by poinls [or showing new ideas.
What an regressive system! Imagine this
approach in the business world. Iinagine a
business Lrade fair where companics arc penal-
ized for new ideas!

‘We should also work towards solving the
actual problems facing the profession and
invite suggestions and proposals from the
members of our great international communily
of musicians instcad of holding fast to old
structures that have to a large exlenl ceased Lo
[ulfill their purported function. It’s not that I
expect us to immediately find solutions for all of
the problemns facing us. Bul we need (o con-
front these problems honestly, and we certainly
need to find a way ilo encourage lhe many
young people who continue to show up at
orchestral auditions and compelilions inslead
of just sending them home puzzled, sad and
embittered. We ought lo make il our goal to
rally these people into a community of what
Martin Lulher King would have called ‘drum
majors tor rightcousncss!’
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‘When working with my own students I have
made it a principle not to graduate anyone
without giving that person the foundation of a
personal economic plan. I'm constantly trying
to identify the unique talents of each individual
and te match these talents 1o the realities of the
contemporary markeliplace. This is good [or
artistic development, and it's good for career
development. These days we all have to be
extremely versatile if we want 1o make a living
in music. We guilarists have to move beyond
the traditional solo guitar repertoirc into the
world of chamber music and to use the
omnipresence ol the guitar within popular and
commercial cultures to attracl more people to
the music that we love.’

Offering an example, Fisk says, ‘A wonderful
thing about the guitar is that it has an immedi-
ate connection to many other world music
slyles. There are plucked instruments in the
folk cultures of almost every sociely, such as
the Turkish oud, the tambour and, my personal
favorite, the saz. In Japan there is the koto and
in China, the pipa, a lule played with the back
of the nail. Not only can we learn new tech-
niques from the ancient cultures that created
and developed these instruments, we can also
find new audiences by melding our music with
theirs. While the global cconomy is scaring
everyone else, it is actually an advantage for
musicians.

‘Nonetheless, we need to pay attenlion to the
lessons being learned by businesses contending
with entirely new concepts of the idea of market
competition. The old model of someone going Lo
work [or a company and then retiring fifty ycars
later with a gold walch is now pretty much
passé. Macroeconomics professors are now
telling undergraduaie siudents to be prepared
to change jobs every five years. Likewise we
musicians need to seek ways of constantly re-
inventing ourselves. This is something we need
to be actively seeking in schools and universi-
ties.’

If you spend any time conversing wilh Eliot
Fisk it becomes clear thatl he has a penchant for
moving seemlessly between different languages.
His conversation is salled with a variety of quo-
tations, even within a single sentence. I'd spec-
ulated that this mightl be like Joseph Conrad
leaving behind his native Polish to discover his
wriling voice in the English language,
Flaubert’s obsession with the ot juste or even
an echo of the scmiotic acrobatics favored by
my former professors, Richard Stern and
Uinberlo Eco. Mr. Fisk traverses an ocean of
syntax and erudite references mayhe for the
samne reason any guitarist picks up an instru-
ment and starts to nooedle around: to find a
means ol articulating himself in the most
expressive and universal way possible.

When asked about his love of language and its
conncction to music, Fisk says, ‘The guitar
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resists uniformity. Ii comes very close to ihe
human voice in that the prineiple sound pro-
ducing agents, the fingertip and [ingernails, are
as unique as the person doing the playing. The
guitar can not only steal ideas [rom other
instruments, it also develops a little bit with
cach person who picks it up. Even one person
over ithe course of a lifetimne is diffcrent at dif-
fercnt points of development.

‘Andreés Segovia was a greal example of this. |
still remember attending a concerl of his in
Koeln in the mid-80s when he was already over
ninety years old. I remember he told me afler-
wards thal he had played the enlire concert
wilh a slight fever. Nonelheless, he was still
introducing changes into pieces he had played
for over half a century. After that concert in
Koeln T went home and wrote down at leasl a
dozen slighl changes he had made in the
Sonatina of Moreno-Torroba. He told me these
changes were madc in part because the partic-
ular guitar he was playing that night was not
good enough in the upper register.

‘We see the impossibility of a fixed textiual
meaning even in so hallowed a book as the
Bible. It was first wrilten in Hebrew, then
translated inio Greek and Latin and only cen-
turies later into the various vernaculars. Even
the first important English version, the so-
called King James version, was written in an
English that is no longer ours. In the popular
culture ol our own time we also observe the
continual evolution. The language of today's
rappers is not identical to that of their prede-
cessors. Language is not something fixed in
stone, it’s in continmous evolution. If we really
want to get technical about it, we cannot even
be sure whal it means at any given moment in
lime, let alone over the course of centuries of
human development. As Plato reminded us
hundreds of years ago, we can only know that
we know nothing. This should be our humble
point of depariure, particularly when presum-
ing Lo pass judgment on young people.

‘As the renowned critic of English literature,
IHarold Bloom suggests, we will always misread.
The best we can hope for is to be guilly ol what
he calls a ‘strong misreading.” We humans tend
to look for cerlainly and tor predictabilily. This
is particularly the case wilh an instrument as
finicky and unpredictable as the classical gui-
tar. So at the same time as we try to find
dependable technical solulions that will with-
stand the pressures of the concerl slage. the
recording studio, the live broadcast, the disori-
entation of jellag and travel fatigue elcelera, we
need to accept that there is no such thing as
objective truth in music.

‘There are rules of counlerpoint and voice
leading of course and it's imporianl to know
them and understand them. Still, we musi
recall Beelthoven’'s famous multiple working out
ol a counterpoint exercise in which he proved
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that the best solution to a certain passage was
to employ the normally forbidden parallel fifths.
At the bottom of this same exercise he wrote to
an imaginary pedant of counterpoint with typi-
cally Beethovenian panache, ‘Du Esell’ (‘You
jackass!)

‘So we have to be careful of dogmatism. The
cognitive [aculty is a great thing. We can learn
a lot through analysis. Bul in the moment of
truth it is intuition that really works. We have
to practice like crazy in order for intuilion to be
able to [unction, bul in the moment of truth il
is intuition that saves us. 1 have always fclt
that it is beller to try Lo do what is beautiful
than what is ‘right’.

‘Thanks to the work of generations of scholars
and musicologists we now have a better idea of
whal Bach may have intended than when
Segovia was starting oul almost a century ago.
But this does nol negate or even supplant the
great work donc by Segovia. 1 love Segovia's
Bach, Casal's’ Bach and Kreisler's Bach! 1 find
it humbling and inspiralional to listen to these
greal, thinking, [eeling musicians as they pour
Lheir love inlo this music.

‘Our modern emphasis on so-called authen-
licity has brought many wonderful new possi-
hilities into the world of music. 5till I often
wish more classical musicians would recognize
that as Duke Ellington so eloquently and unfor-
gettably reminds us, ‘Tt don’t mean a thing if it
ain’t got thal swing!” Rationality is a great
thing. It is a wonderful mechanism for posing
qucstions. But ultimaltely it is the solar plexus
thal has to give the answers. Whal Jung
decmed as the collective unconscious' is com-
plete, ancient and lruthful,

“The guitar as an instrument is also complete,
ancient and devaslating truthlul. It rejects
supertficiality utterly. It (orces you to stay cre-
ative, and il keeps you very humble. It's both
the most ancient and the most contemporary
folk instrument. But it is also an instrument
with a noble and aristocratic lineage. Among
Lthe first books of published instruniental music
were books of guitar and lute music and I am
fascinated by Lthesc dicholomies and their many
possibilities.

T've studied carcfully the many wrilings, most
especially the greal speeches of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr..” Fisk discloses. ‘I consider Dr.
Martin Luther King Lo be one of the greatest
and most importanl Americans of the 20th cen-
lury. He was essentially a middle class intel-
lectual, yet he was the lightning-rod for a great
mass movemeni whose Lime had finally come.
He used his intellect to organize a crusade to
redeem the American soul. 1 find his mix of
cerebral, analytical and heart and soul to be the
very crux ol what I, in my own small way, aspire
to be as an American artisl. And in spite of
everything I am still proud to think of my self as
a quintessentially American artist.
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