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My love affair with

the Far and the East
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My love affair with the Far and the East

- How an Israeli boy finds himself living in Seoul

About a year ago | moved here and | am often asked: How did you end up living in Seoul? Frankly, | often ask myself
that question.

To answer, | must go back to my youth.

My childhood was a happy one: soccer playing, goofing around with my friends and the occasional piano lesson.

| grew up in a loving family on the outskirts of Tel Aviv. It was my mother, of course,who encouraged me to study
the piano and supported me through the hardship of early years. My parents could hardly afford anything butan
old, half broken instrument. Expensive vacations abroad were out of the question. In fact,| did not leave the small
country of Israel before | turned 18. It was for a short music camp in Germany just before | joined the Israel Defense
Force. And so that is how my fascination with everything that is ‘Far’ began. Itis in fact very difficult to make a living
as amusicianin Israel. The pay, if there is any, is low and late, the competition is fierce and the opportunities few. It
is one more reason to be fascinated with the Far, where music is appreciated and cherished. Wherever Faris...
Atthe age of 19, while serving in the IDF, | was allowed to go abroad to participate in an International Piano
Competition in Taipei, Taiwan. There and then began my fascination with the East. There was some ‘out of this world’
essence to thatvisit. | was all alone, miles away from home, in the most strange and exotic city, competing in one
of themost difficult music events. Yet, regardless of the pressure | truly had a wonderful experience. | have fond
memoriesfrom that visit. Still engraved in my mind are images from the city, smells, sounds and that feeling of a
mass of people coexisting in small space. It was exhilarating. In the ensuing years my career took early shape in
Europe. | visited Germany, France and Italy rather frequently. Then, it was the U.S. and the Far East again-Japan and
Korea. The Far came closer. Eventually, | moved here to teach at Seoul National University.

So, thatis “How” | ended up here, but the real question is “Why?”

Most of this is by chance. But still, living here for almost a year, | came to appreciate the unique attitude of Koreans
towards education in general and teaching classical music in particular. In most Western countries the age of the
audience is growing older each year (now averaging 75 in the USA). Yet, in Korea toddlers are attending concerts
and soon we will have special baby seats in concerts hall... The appreciation and respect for knowledge is truly
remarkable in any field and especially in classical music. Here exceptional talent is admired, not feared, and | have
afeeling this is the place where the torch of old traditions is kept alive for future generations.

In many ways Koreans are very similar to Israeli people. Both are hot-blooded, direct, impulsive and patriotic
people. With a strong sense of justice and pride,both fledgling nations are hard-working and straggling to improve
on the incredible achievements of past generations. There is some optimism at heart and hope for a better future,
no matter how difficult the presentis. And of course the mutual taste for spicy food...a friend of mine told me that
Korean people to the Far East are what Italians to Europe. | personally think they are more like the Israelis of the
Middle East.

Watching the sea of people in the busy markets of Seoul brings back the memory from my first visit to the Far East.
Butwhat was before alien and exotic is now familiar and somewhat welcoming. It appears to me, Seoul is not much
different then Tel Aviv after all, apart from the scale of things, which is ten times larger. The essence of the city, its
human component, is quite similar. This makes me feel right back at home, away from home.

= | oH|E 2loIHEE

MEhste ZAhEE m|ofe ot 2

Aviram Reichert
Assistant Professor of Piano College of
Music Seoul National University
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