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STAYING AMATEUR 

Michel Legrand was interviewed on Good 
Morning America recently. David Hartman 
was marveling at the world famous com
poser's numerous awards and the diver
sity of his accomplishments. Hartman 
pointed out that many composers would be 
satisfied to excel in one field such as 
popular music or movie sound tracks as 
Mr. Legrand does. But obviously Legrand 
is not satisfied. Michel Legrand has 
also written a ballet and a classical 
opera. He has recorded over 100 albums 
and performs in concerts as piano soloist 
or conductor. Now he is in New York to 
direct a movie. When Hartman inquired 
why the composer kept moving from one 
media or challenge to another, Legrand 
grinned and revealed a trait of all in
terpreters. 

The famous composer explained that a tru
ly creative person is constantly seeking 
new outlets for his creativity. His 
greatest fear is stagnation in one arena. 
He dreads the idea of becoming too good, 
too recognized, or too "professional," 
for then he may begin to relax on past 
accomplishments and cease being truly 
creative. Only by staying forever ama
teur, does creativity flourish. 

Do we, as interpreters, get so wrapped up 
in being professional that we forget to 
be amateurs in our interpretive efforts? 
Do we get complacent with the "way we 
did it last year" and so turn our torch 
of creativity down to a pilot light of 
self-satisfaction? Most of us have cre
ative slumps, a doldrum of the spirit. 
For some, such a situation is spurred by 
being in one area too long and growing 
too familiar with our resource. For 
others, a supervisor may deflate an in
terpreter's creative balloon by always 
pouring cold water on new ideas and re
warding those who maintain the status quo 
For still others, it may be the pressure 
of the bureaucracy or personal concerns. 

On the brighter side, some interpreters 
always seem to be riding a creative high. 
Everytime you see them, they have a new 
idea for a program, a new game for kids, 
a new insight to share. Their outlook 
is ever fresh, exciting and challenging. 
Many of us may indeed feel like amateurs 
around such "professional" interpreters 
whom we may even idolize. But if we 
ask these professionals, they may deny 
that they are the authorities. Rather, 
they are forever searching. They are 
truly amateurs like John Muir and Enos 
Mills. They find the question more fun 
than the answer, the wonderment more ex
citing than the knowledge, and the in
spiration more rewarding than the results, 
They are people of the spirit, never con
tent with past hurrahs. They seek only 
the pleasure of life's next revelation 
and the joy of sharing it with others. 
They are forever amateur interpreters, 
the most professional of all. 
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What is the distinction? We are hired 
to be professional interpreters, but many 
who we admire most in our field have ad
vised us to be amateurs. Perhaps the 
difference is one of applied knowledge 
versus spirit. A professional in any 
field studies, analyzes, acquires an 
acceptable level of knowledge, and then 
applies all this to his task. As pro
fessional interpreters, we study John 
Muir, Enos Mills, Freeman Til den, John 
Hanna, Grant Sharpe, and others. We can 
outline the basic principles of interpre
tation and are familiar with their appli
cation in talks, AV presentations, and 
Living History programs. Many excel in 
this deductive approach to interpreta
tion, just as others follow a parallel 
approach to becoming a doctor, a lawyer, 
or an engineer. 

But for an amateur, the greatest necessi
ties are less tangible factors like de
sire, curiousity, creativity, and the end
less search for adventure and truth. An 
amateur goes at his job out of love; a 
professional out of training. An ama
teur relies heavily on what he experi
ences, sees, feels, and discovers; the 
professional turns to his books for an
swers. The amateur seeks a new revela
tion while a professional concentrates 
on past revelations and their applica
tions. 

For most interpreters, both the amateur 
and professional sides of our art are 
present. Our career challenge is not to 
be overwhelmed by our professional side. 

Michel Legrand is an interpreter of mu
sic. He is admired as a professional 
composer, pianist, conductor, and direc
tor. And he has continued to excel be
cause he recognizes the need to balance 
his professional disciplines with his 
need for creative challenge. 

Our careers require us to be profession
als but our interpretive spirit seeks the 
amateur in us. A standard for measuring 
our success in balancing these two fac
tors might be our creativity. If new 
ideas, new interpretive insights just 
aren't emerging like they used to, per
haps we are leaning too heavily on the 
side of professionalism and cramping our 
spirit. 

To rekindle the "amateur" in us, is no 
easy job. Some may snap out of a slump 
without ever trying. For others, it may 
take one or several serious efforts to 
break the professional lock and let the 
amateur out. Perhaps, a new or even 
very old look at our area will retorch 
interest. Sometimes interviewing local 
oldtimers a burner never lit before. 
Maybe only a new supervisor or a transfer 
will help. 

Whatever it takes, we must get it back. 
Our amateurness is the heartbeat of our 
interpretive communications. Our visi
tors come to us as budding amateur in
terpreters. They look to us to share 
our secrets of interpretation with them 
so they can interpret for themselves. 
What we share are our insights into our 
own curiousity and the way we search for 
truth. We offer visitors a glimpse at 
the excitement we feel in a revelation 
of nature or a fresh historical insight. 
We share a loving adventure, the adven
ture of an amateur in the world of the 
unknown. But we cannot share, we cannot 
offer anything but facts, if we have per
mitted our amateur spirit to die. 

Thank you, Mr. Legrand, for reminding 
us that we must stay "amateurs" at heart 
in all our "professional" interpretive 
endeavors. 

Tom Danton 
Supervisory Park Ranger 
Lyndon B. Johnson NHS 
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