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The Other Tiger1 
 

Chaya Czernowin 
 

Before I start... For the RŽseau Var•se Konferenz 2007 in Berlin, I was asked to write a 
personal account about the relationship between the poetic and political in my work and 
about the various effects that having lived in many places have had on my thinking and 
music. This paper is a response to this request.  
 
Picture 1: Forest 
 
"Why does this forest seems so familiar?" England, 1978. I am 19 and staring at a distant 
forest, such as I have never seen in Israel. The atmosphere, the colors, the smells...it 
should have all been new. Nothing like this grows where I come from, but it is not new. I 
reconnect with a past, which my body seems to recall, perhaps through my parents, both 
born in Eastern Europe. In some ways, these dark trees are a home to me more than the 
sand and sun of my birthplace: this is the site of melancholy, nostalgia, and dreamsÉ  
 
Picture 2: Nitzan 
 
The Israeli Army. We are all girls, about thirty of us, sleeping in a large tent. My bed is 
next to NitzanÕs. She is extremely smart, viciously articulate, and she comes from a 
kibbutz. We argue for the whole duration of boot camp. She claims that being a composer 
is self-indulgent and gives nothing back to the country. I claim that when every 
individual is fulfilled, the country is doing better. She wins the argument. I realize that I 
have no choice but to betray my nation by becoming an anti-nationalist composer. 
 
Picture 3: Ramat Hasharon, 1980-83 
 
This is not a house. It is more like a barn in which we are living. It is in the field, and my 
room has no floor, just a concrete slab on the earth. My room has no door, just a large 
transparent plastic sheet, so the sunlight can always enter even when we are not there. 
This is because the room is full of plants. There are around 150 potted plants everywhere: 
on the floor, hanging from the ceiling, from the furniture. It is my private jungle. This is 
where I work, on this large table. It is very still here: the only sounds are the drops of 
water from the hanging pots after I water the plants. Nothing disturbs me writing here, 
not the news, no neighbors.  
 
Picture 4: Maim 
 
2001-02. Sitting in my room in Encinitas, Southern California, a place of endless sun and 
"Have a nice day," I am composing Maim (Hebrew for water), I am submerged in the 
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magic, transparent fluidity and energy of the phenomenon "water." In my breaks, I go to 
my computer and logon the internet to read the Israeli newspaper.  

The Intifada, then 9-11, and the mood in America is growing dark and patrioticÑ
the internet news has so much weight that I take even more frequent breaks. The news 
spills into Maim and my precious intangible pool is contaminated. Soon enough it 
solidifies and is subverted into a march. I look at my destroyed designs and realize that 
Maim is a documentation of a process: where a rarified, protected, poetic world is 
inundated and made incapable of sustaining itself as reality barges in. While this sounds 
like an act of destruction, it is actually not. Rather, it is a beginning of a more intriguing 
process that turns the piece from an insular discourse in an enclosed framework into a 
more vital, bolder, more open and unpredictable dialogue. At that point, I decide that the 
piece is not yet closed, and must be completed. I know it will be a very long piece. Such a 
dialogue between opposing partners takes its time.  
 
First Comment:  
 
Growing up in Israel, in the time when the country was establishing its statehood, an 
artist was either drafted to the cause or had to rebel and maintain a strong resistance to 
the whole political arena. The simple act of shutting one's door in order to be alone and 
free in one's room, to create an abstract independent musicÉs elfishly, this looked like 
rebellion. When all are so fully engaged in the collective task of building a state, it 
created conflict. When I was composing in my room with plants, I thought that political 
music was cheap and weak, and that ideology grew on the account of the sounds. The 
resistance to the political was a proud position, affirming autonomy for the work.  
 
The question of identity became pertinent and urgent after I left Israel. During my first 
stay in the U.S. and in Japan, my music almost obsessively tried to stretch the idea of 
identity: from the inside, I was exploring separate and contrasting voices (or identities) 
within one larger identity. I was investigating how much dissent and difference can exist 
before the seams start to tear apart and all of a sudden we have more than one identity. 
From the outside, in contrast, very diverse instruments attempt to "melt chemically" into 
a new composite identity, and to see if within this one piece of music, this new identity 
can hold. How can an ū (Japanese mouth organ), a saxophone, and a double bass become 
one new instrument? In the piece Die Kreuzung, the three instruments attempt to melt 
into one, but it is a fragile unity. The three attempt to hold their new identity together, but 
keep falling back into their old separated musical personalities. The whole piece is a 
struggle between the force that pushes the three to become one and the force that pushes 
each back, to be itself, true to its origin, alone. 

If asked at that time, I would never have said that I was dealing with the question 
of identity. This realization, which today seems to me so clear and elementary, came 
much later.  
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Picture 5: A Talk 
 
1985, Tokyo: a talk with young Japanese composers. They ask how do I feel about 
traditional Japanese music. I ask them how THEY feel about it. They do not know very 
much about it. They spend all their time learning the Western classical music tradition.  
 
Picture 6: Corridors 
 
Walking in the long building of the Vienna University of Music and Performing Arts: in 
the corridorsÑ large groups of Korean students. A thought: are Asian musicians the chief 
disseminators of the European musical tradition? 
 
Picture 7: A List 
 
The list of young composers applying to the Akademie Schloss Solitude Summer Course 
this year includes a Chinese-American, a Mexican-American, a Taiwanese-American, a 
Canadian studying in Germany, a Slovakian studying in the US, an Israeli studying in 
Germany, a few Americans living in Barcelona or Paris, a Greek living in Austria, an 
Italian studying in the US, three Koreans studying in Frankfurt, a Chinese and a Korean 
studying in Austria, and so on and so on.  

 
Second Comment: 
 
A part of composition studies today may need to include relocation, travelling to a 
different place for a substantial time. It involves experiencing first hand a change of 
perspective: a relocation of a point of reference.  
 
Theory: An Excerpt from an Imaginary Composition Book of Changes 
Accompanied by Secret Translations 
 
1) Instead of tonality and its fixed forms, every composer in every piece must 
determine the framework of the work. Every piece has to teach the listener how to listen 
to it: what matters, what does not matter, what is at work. A pattern in a Feldman piece is 
heard very differently from a pattern in a Bernhard Lang piece. We listen to it listening 
for different things. Why? Because the overall context is different and such difference is 
communicated in the details of the composition. This is done absolutely with no words. 
This means that each composer has to learn to create a context for each piece, and to 
make this context apparent through the minute details of the work and its unfolding. 
Thus, no words attached. 
 
Secret translation: when one lives in different cultures, one has to infer the different 
cultural contexts by observing the details of behavior and the behavior of details. The 
need to make an immediate deciphering between the momentary particulars of behavior 
in regard to the larger cultural context (the point of reference) is crucial. End of 
translation.  
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2) Instead of counterpoint, a dialogue between partners/strangers who exist far apart 
from one another, or a dialogue between dissenting or opposing sides existing within one 
body. Or, even in a more differentiated manner, to form a dialogue between two different 
pieces by the same composer or even a dialogue between two composers comprising one 
singular piece: discourse between two different identities within one piece, whereby the 
idea that a piece has its own unified singular identity is broken. 
 
Secret translation: if identity, even national identity, for example, is not to be taken as a 
permanent thing, and is, in some degree, developing and heterogeneous, then one must 
develop the capacity to recognize and live with multiple identities. These identities have 
to be contained somehow. The only means by which to contain them is to create internal 
dialogue among them. End of translation. 
 
3) Instead of harmony and harmonic progression, invented noises, everyday noises, 
theatrical elements, language, and "pure" musical sound unite into clumps of sonic 
events, where through the different media, the context is highlighted and made clear. If 
the harmonic material is diverse and does not carry its own "harmonic codex" within 
itself, then its progression and unfolding in time could be discovered rather then 
prescribed. 
 
Secret translation: In this world of changing identities and contexts, the prescribed 
behavioral patterns are never sufficient. Surprises and unpredictable moments always 
appear as everything unfolds in time. Working with diverse elements carrying different 
energy potentials, varying degrees of tension, weight, connectivity and dynamics, enables 
one to study the emergence of the various possibilities of unfolding. End of translation. 
 
4) Instead of a melody or a motive, a naked musical atom or "dust particle." Instead of 
the masks of musical styles, an exposed discourse, raw energy. The more material 
becomes pulverized into its own "dust" or "atoms," the more it is liberated from past uses, 
constructs; in that state, the material unloads its past baggage, but gains more physicality 
as sound (as opposed to "melody" for example). 
 
Secret translation: Underneath the dress of tradition, culture, habits, etc., people are 
people. When one is able to go beyond the cultural, national and historical differences, 
and get rid of the masks, which differentiate us, there is a level where a person relates to 
his fellow human as a human, going beyond nationality, culture and history. This way of 
relating cuts through the various "styles" to reach a core that simply seeks connection, 
and reveal the national or historical in a new light. End of translation. 
 
Every composer of contemporary music is asked: "Why is this music so ugly, ambiguous, 
hard to comprehend?" and so on. Contemplating the role that this music has in the world, 
many composers answer that we are the emissaries, the couriers. We report subjectively 
on the state of the world at this point in time.  

I would like to go further and suggest that perhaps we are not only emissaries, 
gazing at the present in relation to a past, but perhaps we also serve as a mental digestive 
tract, a type of an enlarged subconscious, where difficulties or contradictory material are 



 5 

worked out by way of dreams, deliberated upon, as a preparation for the future. Of 
course, the appearance of this digestive tract is not the most attractive, and it is located on 
the fringe of our consciousness. Nevertheless, its role is essential. Eyeless, we can 
continue to survive, but we cannot without our digestion. 
 
From Jorge Luis Borges' book Dreamtigers, a quote from the poem "The Other Tiger:" 

 
We shall seek a third tiger. This 
Will be like those others a shape  
Of my dreaming, a system of words 
A man makes and not the vertebrate tiger 
That, beyond the mythologies,  
Is treading the earth. I know well enough  
That something lays on me this quest  
Undefined, senseless and ancient, and I go on  
Seeking through the afternoon time 
The other tiger, that which is not in verse.2 
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