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1. The West Eastern Divan Orchestra  

This research project focuses on shared heritage in classical music. This will be examined by the 

example of the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra (WEDO). The orchestra was founded by Daniel 

Barenboim (born 1942), Edward Said (1935-2003) and Bernd Kauffmann (born 1944) in 1999 in Weimar. 

Barenboim is an Argentinian-Israeli pianist and conductor. Said was a professor of literature and one 

of the most important theoreticians of postcolonial studies. He was born in mandatory Palestine and 

was a citizen of the United States where he also lived. Kauffmann is the former president of the 

Weimarer Klassik Stiftung; he was also responsible for Weimar 1999 – Cultural Capital of Europe 

GmbH in the city of Weimar where the orchestra initially was founded. The Daniel Barenboim 

Foundation manages the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra and is based in Berlin.  

The name of the orchestra refers to the collection of poems West Eastern Divan (1819) by Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe who was inspired by the Persian poet Hafis (1315-1319). It is composed of Israeli 

and Palestinian musicians, as well as of musicians from Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia and 

Andalusia who are between 14 and 25 years old. Their first rehearsals took place in Weimar and 

Chicago. Today, the orchestra meets every summer in Seville. The orchestra gives concerts all over the 

world, for example in Berlin, Istanbul, Moscow, New York, Salzburg and Seville. 

Besides playing classical music together, the orchestra and its founders are also committed to 

contributing to peaceful solutions to the Middle East conflict. Both, the shared experience of making 

music and the political discussions in workshops inspired by cultural theories such as post-colonialism 

contribute to a deeper reflection of ethnic hatred, stereotypes and war conflicts. The workshops were 

introduced by Edward Said und continued after his death as a kind of peace work, a mission addressed 

to all middle eastern countries. Also Barenboim sees his orchestra not only as an intercultural sounding 

body that enables encounters with the universal world heritage of classical western music, but also as 

an instrument of peace work – art as a political soft power. In this sense, Barenboim and his orchestra 

tie in with the idea of the UNESCO World Heritage Site which initially sought to protect the cultural 
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heritage from destruction in acts of war and later to use it for worldwide work of freedom and 

connectedness. With his orchestra, Barenboim just transfers the idea from the material to the 

immaterial heritage – from architecture to music. And with the name of the orchestra, he also shows 

that his idea of cultural heritage is based on a pre-national humanistic concept - the universalistic 

cultural concept of the classic Goethe. 

The orchestra as an intercultural institution, but with political enemies: Is it possible to share a universal 

cultural heritage even if the own roots are in an own musical tradition? And even if your orchestra 

partner is from the country of the enemy? Is it possible to build the collective identity of an orchestra 

under these conditions? And can artistical work help to contribute to a free dialogue, to discover a 

universal and ‘shared heritage’? 

 

2. Research and Methodology 

As I work on my research question in a tandem with Kinnereth Suissa, we will analyze secondary 

literature and other media about the orchestra in a first step. How is the orchestra represented in the 

public, and what are most focused topics in mass media and articles? In a second step, we want to 

take a closer look at the orchestra by doing interviews: What are the member’s shared narratives and 

through that, what is their shared heritage? What does it feel like to be part of such an outstanding, 

intercultural project? Do the musicians feel connected to the origin of this music? What makes it 

interesting to perform this music with this particular orchestra?  We also want to talk with the 

representatives of the West Eastern Divan Orchestra Management in Germany. 
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