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This book is dedicated to the memory of


HUW WHELDON (1916–1986)


my mentor and friend at BBC Television for twenty years.


It was in his ebullient company that


I first met Leonard Bernstein.





NEW INTRODUCTION BY HUMPHREY BURTON



What a head start I had on any conventional biographer! I was discreet about my closeness to Leonard Bernstein, restricting myself to footnotes such as ‘The author was present on this occasion’, but as his regular film director I was intimately involved with Bernstein and his worlds for twenty-five years. I sat in on his rehearsals and filmed his performances – some cameras concentrating on intense close-ups, others on his expressive, almost balletic body language as he gave his all to great orchestras and student players alike. Starting in Chichester Cathedral in 1965, I attended many of his premieres, including his last musical, his second opera and his Concerto for Orchestra, one of whose movements – a set of variations – he dedicated to my daughter Helena and myself: ‘to H.B. and H.B.’ I watched his children grow up and played the mad intricate word games that were an essential element of Bernstein family parties. Through our long years of collaboration, my life was irrevocably changed: the least I could do by way of repayment after his death was to write his biography.


Leonard Bernstein (henceforward ‘Bernstein’, never ‘Lenny’) died on 14 October 1990. When this book was being written, I was given exclusive access to the Bernstein Archive, which in those days was mostly stored in a warehouse in Chelsea, near the Hudson river, on the same floor, curiously enough, as the archive of another American icon, Andy Warhol. Other documents were piled on the shelves of a tiny room in the Osborne building, opposite Carnegie Hall, in the former office of the late Helen Coates, Bernstein’s devoted secretary (and chief hoarder), for close on half a century. They were in the process of being catalogued. But there was already a significant deposit of musical manuscripts and other Bernstein material at the Library of Congress in Washington, and today that noble institution houses the Leonard Bernstein Collection. Consisting of over 400,000 items, it is among the library’s largest and most frequently consulted archives, and substantial sections are now available online for anyone to read. YouTube is also helpful for the general reader: performances of several Bernstein compositions (and clips from many more) can be accessed in seconds. Archive sound recordings of his music going back to 1943 can be retrieved from cyberspace via such inexpensive platforms as Spotify and Apple Music, and his principal record companies, Deutsche Grammophon and Sony, continue to repackage CDs of his innumerable orchestral recordings – of his own works, those of his American contemporaries, and the core classical repertoire down to Mahler and twentieth-century masters such as Bartók and Stravinsky. Another visual tool that can be used in conjunction with this biography is the extensive corpus of Bernstein’s concert films, available as commercial videos. A recent development has seen the mounting of ‘live’ orchestral performances to accompany screenings in large halls of the Bernstein film classics On the Waterfront and West Side Story.


Now for a survey of the twenty-first-century research. To begin at the beginning with Bernstein’s childhood: no subsequent account can match for authenticity Family Matters, his brother Burton’s masterly 1982 memoir, but a great deal of detail has since been unearthed concerning such topics as the music-making at his Boston synagogue and the entertainments the teenage Bernstein mounted at the family summer home in Sharon, Massachusetts. The fruits of this study are in Leonard Bernstein’s Jewish Boston, by Sarah Adams and other Harvard students, in the Journal of the Society for American Music, issued in 2009. Other researchers concentrate on his life at Harvard and in particular the production of The Birds, for which he wrote his first substantial music-theatre score. Claudia Swan was the editor of Leonard Bernstein: The Harvard Years (New York, The Eos Orchestra, 1999).


Our knowledge of Bernstein’s first years in New York received a jolt in 2011, when his estate released more than two thousand letters that had been sealed in a bank vault (by his manager, Harry Kraut) for two decades. Mark Horowitz, one of the senior music specialists and effectively the curator of the Leonard Bernstein Collection, recently informed me that ‘a significant portion relates to Bernstein’s homosexuality – including letters from over 40 male “romantic encounters”; many of these are extraordinary, revealing so many aspects of gay history.’ In my experience they can be shocking, too: Harold Lang, one of the dancers in Fancy Free, writes to Bernstein regretting he has no photograph but adds, ‘I still have the bite-marks.’ Maybe it was a joke.


Moving swiftly on to Bernstein’s composing life, there is still no general study devoted to his orchestral works – we have to rely on the individual LP and CD sleeve notes written by Jack Gottlieb and approved by the composer. But the Broadway shows and the two operas have been explored in detail by the English writer Helen Smith in There’s a Place for Us (Ashgate, 2011). The origins of Bernstein’s first two ballets, Fancy Free and Facsimile, form part of a forthcoming book entitled Bernstein and Robbins by Sophie Redfern. She reveals the midwife role played by the designer Oliver Smith, who bullied young Bernstein into composing – in double-quick time – the Facsimile score for which another composer had already been hired and had to be paid off.


Bernstein’s annus mirabilis, 1943–44, has been lovingly opened up by the Harvard music professor Carol J. Oja, who has devoted an entire book to just one musical, On the Town. Ms Oja’s self-explanatory title is Bernstein Meets Broadway (Oxford University Press, 2014) and, as well as analysing what George Abbott teasingly called ‘that Prokofiev stuff, the study adds greatly to our knowledge of how Bernstein and his good companions broke into New York’s show-business world in 1944, and broke many conventions while doing so. Thus On the Town frequently challenged the colour bar, and was the first show to employ an African American musician, Everett Lee, to conduct a white orchestra on Broadway. Oja’s subtitle, Collaborative Art in a Time of War, indicates the fascinating details her research has revealed. She reports, for example, on how the FBI was sniffing around the heels of Bernstein’s left-leaning colleague Jerome Robbins and their Japanese star dancer, Sono Osato.


The extent of Bernstein’s decades-long surveillance by the Federal Bureau of Investigation is the most explosive topic in recent biographies. When writing this book, just after Bernstein’s death, my goal was to provide a rounded portrait of his creative and personal life. Inevitably politics came into the narrative many times, although, mysteriously, the FBI and Senator Joseph McCarthy were omitted from the book’s American-compiled index. For the record, there is mention of Senator McCarthy here and of the FBI here. The FBI’s vast dossier of Bernstein documents (over nine hundred items) was released for public scrutiny soon after this book went to press, but it was not until 2009 that Barry Seldes, a political and cultural historian from Rider University, New Jersey, published his study of Bernstein subtitled The Political Life of an American Musician (University of California Press). His vivid account of twentieth-century American politics reinforces the deeply unattractive spectacle of the FBI’s obsession, to which I had already alluded in these pages. Arguably Dr Seldes overstates the part politics played in Bernstein’s daily life, but he catches the ghastliness of the McCarthy witch-hunt and he is spot-on in reminding us that Bernstein remained a left-wing progressive throughout his life – ‘liberal and proud of it’, as he told the New York Times.


The 1950s – Bernstein’s composing decade – culminated in West Side Story. Several television documentaries made soon after his death – notably Reaching for the Note in the American Masters series, and The Gift of Music, narrated by Lauren Bacall – provide 1950s film clips and personal anecdotes from the show’s authors and performers that amplify my own account. For readers keen to know more about how West Side Story was assembled, and wishing to grasp the symphonic nature of this enduring Broadway masterpiece, the English music historian Nigel Simeone has dedicated a complete book to the subject, published by Ashgate in 2009. Other substantial books dealing with the cultural impact of West Side Story are by Elizabeth A. Wells (Scarecrow Press, 2010); Julia L. Foulkes, A Place for Us (University of Chicago Press, 2016); and Misha Berson, Something’s Coming, Something Good (Applause Books, 2011). We are also in debt to Mr Simeone for his scrupulously edited The Leonard Bernstein Letters (Yale University Press, 2013). Many of the important letters were already in the archive when I wrote this biography and I quote from them frequently; they are on a par with Mozart’s and the selection deserves to be on every music lover’s bedside table.


Bernstein’s decade as music director of the New York Philharmonic, 1958–69, inspired a devoted piece of research on the part of the orchestra’s archivist, Barbara Haws, and the music director’s brother, Burton Bernstein. Their lovingly illustrated Leonard Bernstein: American Original was published by HarperCollins in 2008 to mark what would have been the maestro’s ninetieth birthday. Of coffee-table proportions, the book has serious ambitions: the eight stimulating essayists include the composer John Adams, the cultural commentator Joseph Horowitz and the writer Alan Rich, a harsh critic back in the 1960s. It was Bernstein’s burning dedication to teaching that prompted him to insist on hosting and conducting four educational concerts per season with the New York Philharmonic. He kept this up for thirteen years, fifty-two concerts in all. The writer Alicia Kopfstein-Penk examines them from many aspects for her 300-page book entitled Leonard Bernstein and His Young People’s Concerts (Rowman & Littlefield, 2015). The Young People’s Concerts are available as DVDs, and many can be viewed free on YouTube. Having sampled a couple for this introduction, I can testify they still make enjoyable and instructive viewing, as do the eleven music essays for adults delivered on US network television from 1954 to 1961. They, too, can be bought as a four DVD set and also sampled on YouTube; the clips are entertaining but too short to convey the grand sweep of these inspirational programmes.


Composing time was curtailed during his decade at the helm of the New York Philharmonic; nevertheless he wrote his most popular concert-hall work in the 1960s. Professor Paul Laird from the University of Kansas, who has also written a guide to Bernstein research (Routledge, 2002), devotes a book – The Chichester Psalms of Leonard Bernstein (Pendragon Press, 2010) – to the miraculous way in which the composer made expressive biblical use of music he had originally composed for West Side Story and for another Broadway musical, recently scrapped, The Skin of Our Teeth. How Bernstein put his compositions together was a subject his former assistant Jack Gottlieb tackled in a candid memoir entitled Working with Bernstein (Amadeus Press, 2010). Nobody outside the family got closer to Bernstein than Jack Gottlieb and he writes with a wry sense of humour, as well as a profound knowledge of Hebrew music, which – as he demonstrates – greatly influenced his boss. Another former staff member, Charlie Harmon, has collected his reminiscences in a volume marking Bernstein’s centenary, provocatively titled Leonard Bernstein On the Road and Off the Record: My Four Years with an Exasperating Genius (Charlesbridge Publishing, 2018). Harmon spent four years before the mast as Bernstein’s assistant in the early 1980s – troubled, self-indulgent times for the maestro. Later, Harmon switched to the more amenable task of editing Bernstein’s theatre music for publication. He writes touchingly about what he knew would be their last meeting, on 14 October 1990.


 


LB was in the upholstered chair by the bedroom door . . . I must have looked desolate, because LB commanded ‘No fond farewells!’ I was astonished by my calmness, but where should I begin? I said at least I had to thank him: he was only the second person I knew that I could fight with . . .


‘Fighting, it’s as good as fucking,’ LB said in his raspy growl.


Then he took my hand and said, ‘Please look after my music.’ I did not know what to say. He repeated, ‘Please look after my music.’ I said ‘yes’ and we simply looked at one another.


People came into the room and Harmon slipped away. Later that afternoon, Bernstein died. For eight years, Harmon writes, he worked to preserve Bernstein’s musical legacy, starting with the first publication of the full scores of Candide and West Side Story. (He says LB’s comments were ‘in his ear, in every bar’.) His editions of vocal scores for Candide, On the Town and Wonderful Town followed, prompting much gratitude from conductors and performers. In the past two decades his successor as Bernstein’s music editor, Garth Edwin Suntherland, has seen more Bernstein works published in performing editions. Sutherland also devised a 100-minute chamber version of A Quiet Place, which dispenses entirely with the Trouble in Tahiti prologue and gives Bernstein’s only full-length opera a welcome alternative life. Singers will particularly appreciate a new collection of forty-seven theatre songs by Bernstein, including a dozen never previously published.


Another eagerly awaited book for the centenary is Bernstein’s elder daughter Jamie’s autobiography (as yet untitled, HarperCollins, June 2018). Formerly a songwriter, Jamie has spent much of her life propagating her father’s educational work. Her latest film, Crescendo: The Power of Music (2014), shows Venezuela’s El Sistema method of music education being applied to disadvantaged children in the United States. Her sister, Nina Bernstein Simmons, has also made a film: her tender family portrait is entitled A Total Embrace (2005). Bernstein’s son, Alexander, is president of the Artful Learning organisation, a school improvement model that ‘stimulates and deepens academic learning through the arts’, one of his father’s passions in his later life. Readers in search of other ‘takes’ on Bernstein should note the succinct biography by the CBS record producer Paul Myers (Phaidon, 1998), and the broad-brush overview supplied by the American-born conductor who was Bernstein’s assistant in the 1950s, Robert Mandell (West Side Maestro, Pressit Publications, 2012).


The most recent biography, Leonard Bernstein: An American Musician (Yale University Press, 2014), appears in an ongoing series entitled Jewish Lives. The author, Allen Shawn, does not labour the religious element: he tackles every aspect of the Bernstein phenomenon in a graceful and even-handed way, bringing insight and illumination to every discussion. His feeling for the music is remarkable, and his grasp of Bernstein’s sharply differentiated styles of composing from one work to the next makes one envy his pupils at Bennington College. This is the most useful Bernstein study to have been published in the twenty-first century, but at less than a third of the length of the volume now in your hands, it can best be thought of as an adjunct to, rather than a replacement for, this full biography. The most thoughtful piece of Bernstein journalism has been Alex Ross’s survey in The New Yorker (15 December 2008) entitled ‘The Legend of Lenny’. Jonathan Cott’s Rolling Stone interview of 1989, an atmospheric impression of the lion in winter, was published as a book entitled Dinner with Lenny by Oxford University Press in 2003.


Finally, what is Bernstein’s place in music’s pantheon? Thanks in great measure to the foresight of his friend Harry Kraut (who died in 2007), there is now a flourishing Leonard Bernstein Office, which handles (I quote) ‘music licensing, editing and publishing and promotional activities’, and there is a tangible sense of a Bernstein ‘brand’ in the air. West Side Story remains way out in front as a royalties earner, but other Bernstein musicals and the satirical operetta Candide are often revived, and many of his ‘classical’ compositions are performed all over the world. Ten thousand copies are sold each year of the vocal score of Chichester Psalms: since his death there have been almost nine hundred professional performances of that joyful composition – and over seven hundred of the introspective and profoundly beautiful violin Serenade. The theatre work Mass, so derided at its birth for its unbridled eclecticism, has proved to be a popular work for entire communities, involving mixed forces of professionals and amateurs, choruses and dancers, a rock group, a marching band, symphonic and ‘pop’ musicians. His act of faith in devoting his extraordinarily ambitious 1973 Harvard lectures, The Unanswered Question, to a defence of tonality has been vindicated by the relaxed attitudes towards tonal boundaries observed by today’s influential composers.


Nowadays Bernstein is perceived as a central figure in twentieth-century American music, some way behind Aaron Copland as a composer, no doubt, but with a wider constituency because of his Broadway musicals and his towering reputation (which shows no sign of diminishing) as conductor and teacher. In his final two decades, having relinquished his New York orchestra, he travelled widely and incessantly, building close emotional ties with orchestras and audiences in the great cities of London, Munich, New York, Paris, Rome, Tel Aviv and Vienna. Leonard Bernstein became truly a musician for the world, ‘musician’ being how he described himself in his passport. I count myself deeply blessed to have known him and to be able to share with you in these pages the love for music he inspired wherever he went.


Humphrey Burton    
Aldeburgh, 2017    





FOREWORD



As I write it is three years to the day since Leonard Bernstein died. He was a man for whom music was a permanent, obsessional necessity, whether as composer, conductor, teacher, pianist or writer. On his passport under the heading “profession” he described himself in one word: “musician.” His was a rich, full-blooded and sometimes tortured personal life, with music always at its heart. But a book for the general public cannot supply the music. I can only urge you to take time out to listen to the appropriate recordings or videos.


This biography, commenced in September of 1991, could easily have been twice the length of the present volume. I know, because my first draft ran even longer, to eighteen hundred and fifty typescript pages. To my incisive editors I make the appropriate acknowledgments at the end of the story, together with a chronology, a list of Bernstein’s principal compositions and the names of several hundred people and organizations who have helped me with their recollections and researches. The source of each anecdote, letter, newspaper quotation, program note, magazine interview and television script is provided at the end of the book, together with a Selected Bibliography.


While I have had a great deal of help from members of Leonard Bernstein’s family and former colleagues, I would like to emphasize that this is not an “authorized” biography. Nobody has told me what to say or prevented me from saying what I wanted. I must add that I am personally responsible for any error that may have passed through undetected.


My special thanks to the Leonard Bernstein Estate, who afforded me exclusive access to the Bernstein Archive, and permission to quote extensively from Bernstein’s correspondence and other musical writings of which they are the copyright owners.


HUMPHREY BURTON            


New York, October 14, 1993





PROLOGUE
THE FUNERAL



THE funeral was announced for 11 A.M., Tuesday, October 16, 1990, and when my wife and I arrived, ten minutes early, the room was already full.


The Bernstein apartment, Number 23, occupies the second floor of the northeast corner of the Dakota, the historic building on Central Park West where Leonard Bernstein had lived for nearly twenty years. For the occasion, the living room and the library had been transformed into a funeral parlor, and there was an overwhelming sense of heaviness in the air, for it was less than two days since Bernstein had died at the age of seventy-two. On the drinks bar in the hall, I saw a bowl full of yarmulkes. I put one on, feeling a bit of an impostor since I am not Jewish, and glanced nervously at the impassive looking Puritan housemaid, a painted, life-sized cutout which had been part of the entrance hall furniture since Felicia Bernstein, Lenny’s wife, had bought it in a London shop. I could still remember transporting it back to America for her, wrapped up in brown paper, on a jumbo jet nearly twenty years ago.


In the living room the two grand pianos with their crowd of silver-framed photographs had been pushed against the wall and a huge coffin stood in state under the window looking out onto Seventy-third Street, with forty or fifty chairs laid out in a shallow curve around it. This was the room where in 1984 Bernstein had held the first piano rehearsal for his new recording of West Side Story—when I closed my eyes I remembered Kiri Te Kanawa and Tatiana Troyanos singing “I feel pretty” and “America,” with Bernstein applauding them madly. Now he was gone, “cut down in the prime of his youth,” as he had joked with his friend Mendy Wager the day before his death. Wager, who had known Bernstein since the forties, was seated near us, still reeling from the shock of having his friend die in his arms.


The lyricist and writer Adolph Green sat close by with his wife, Phyllis Newman. Green and his writing partner, Betty Comden, who was also present, had not written much together with Leonard since their hit musical Wonderful Town back in the fifties, but they had remained very close friends and lived only a few blocks apart. Leonard, Betty said, remembered the words of their lyrics better than they did themselves. Another mourner, Sid Ramin, one of the orchestrators of West Side Story, had known Bernstein even longer—they had gone to the same school together in Roxbury, Massachusetts. Among other West Side Story collaborators present were Arthur Laurents, who wrote the book; Stephen Sondheim, who wrote the lyrics; Oliver Smith, the designer; Harold Prince and Roger Stevens, two of its producers; and Jerome Robbins, the choreographer who conceived and directed the show. They had all been through the fire with Bernstein.


Another strand in Bernstein’s life was represented by Dan Gustin, the manager of the Berkshire Music Center at Tanglewood, the summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Tanglewood had been founded by the most important of Bernstein’s mentors, the Russian-born conductor Serge Koussevitzky, and had always been an inspirational place for Bernstein. He’d conducted his very first concert there, in 1940, and the last, less than two months before his death. Gustin had watched him struggle through Beethoven’s Seventh so short of breath that he could hardly make it off the stage.


Another of Bernstein’s mentors, the composer Aaron Copland, almost ninety, was too old and frail to attend the funeral, but several composer friends were in attendance, among them Lukas Foss, who had shared the same professors with Bernstein at the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia. Both had risen from the ranks at Tanglewood to become associates to Koussevitzky and both had become professional conductors, pianists and composers. Foss had even been mentioned twenty years earlier as a possible successor to Bernstein as music director of the New York Philharmonic.


Hurrying from a rehearsal the violinist Isaac Stern squeezed in at the last moment. He had premiered Bernstein’s Serenade half a lifetime previously, and they had fought many fights together on behalf of their beloved Israel. Other musical figures included Michael Tilson Thomas—of all Bernstein’s conducting protégés perhaps the closest in spirit to Bernstein himself; John Mauceri, who had labored long to reestablish Candide; and the opera director and librettist Stephen Wadsworth, with whom Bernstein had written A Quiet Place, his only full-length opera. The room was crowded with other significant players in the drama of Bernstein’s life: his lawyers and agents, orchestra managers and record producers, publishers and administrators—all friends who had devoted much of their professional lives to him.


Standing at the back were his last companion, a tall thirty-year-old Southerner named Mark Adams Taylor, and Aaron Stern, the educational theorist who had read mystic Persian poetry to Bernstein over dinner the night before his death.


Finally there were the members of Bernstein’s family. Jennie, his mother, had flown from Boston, where she had lived for over seventy years. She was ninety-two, and in a wheelchair; her husband, Sam, like her a Russian immigrant, died in 1969. She was taking her son’s death very hard. Her daughter Shirley was with her. Five years younger than Leonard, she had shared many of his successes in the 1940s. Burton Bernstein, Leonard’s younger brother, and a staff writer at The New Yorker, was there, too, greeting well-wishers and murmuring to members of the family; his second wife, Jane, and his two grown-up children, Karen and Michael, were joined by Bernstein’s three children: Nina, twenty-eight; Alexander, thirty-five; and Jamie, thirty-eight, supported by her husband, David Thomas, with their three-year-old daughter, Frankie, beside them.


Everything was orderly and quiet. It made a startling contrast with the jagged tensions of the funeral parlor scene Bernstein had imagined for the opening of his opera A Quiet Place. Rabbi Marshall Meyer led the prayers, his rich baritone voice throbbing with emotion. “Eicha yashva vadad ha’ir . . .” he began—“How desolate lay the city”—the opening lines of the Lamentations of Jeremiah, which Bernstein set for female voice in his first symphony.


After the prayers the family took turns testifying. Bernstein’s mother and sister were too overwrought to speak before the gathering. In the end it was Burton who spoke first, describing how hard it was to accept that his brother, who had “always been larger than life, turned out to be smaller than death. Amazingly—just like that—he is no more.” His sense of pained surprise seemed to put into words the sentiment so many had been groping for since the shocking news had been announced.


“Daddy swore to me once that he would never get cancer, and I believed him,” Jamie said when it was her turn to speak. “It made sense; look at the guy’s luck over the years. This is the luckiest man on the planet. Look at the way he drove. Did he ever have an accident? No. Look at the way he caroused, stayed up all night. Sure he got sick sometimes, and sometimes he got very, very depressed. But nothing a little Viennese adulation couldn’t turn around. Nothing a little celestial Brahms couldn’t patch up. What do you mean he’s not going to snap out of it this time? Impossible!”


Alexander read a short poem by a Czech poet that his father, in his enthusiasm, had translated from the German version. Then Nina tried in vain to say something cogent. Michael Wager spoke briefly. After final prayers and a last “Amen” there followed the murmuring of condolences over coffee and cake. In the empty library the burnished mahogany coffin acted like a magnet, pulling back the mourners one by one to make silent farewells.


Twenty black stretch limousines were parked in the sunlit street waiting to take the mourners across the Brooklyn Bridge to the Green Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn. When the coffin emerged from the Dakota, the crowd that had gathered on the sidewalk opposite the apartment applauded it all the way to the waiting hearse. Even in death Bernstein was crowned with ovations. As it made its way across town, the funeral procession was given the kind of police escort—blaring sirens, blocked traffic, processional motorcade—that is normally accorded to heads of state: New York City was keenly aware that one of its princes had passed on. At a highway construction site in Brooklyn some of the workers looking down on the somber motorcade took off their yellow hard hats and called out, “Good-bye, Lenny.”


From the cemetery one could see the Statue of Liberty through the trees and across the blue water. It was a brilliant autumn day. The mourners, adherents of different faiths and of none, united in the reciting of the Kaddish and in the symbolic shoveling of earth onto the coffin. Leonard Bernstein had been laid to his final rest deep on a green hillside next to his wife, Felicia, who had died twelve years before. And so ended the last chapter in the life of one of the most remarkable and flamboyant artists and towering musical presences of the twentieth century. In his music he had expressed the spirit of a restless, yearning, anxious age. Through his teaching, conducting and cultural leadership he had given inspiration to entire generations of musicians and music lovers. Early in his life he became America’s best-known classical musician: by the time of his death, he truly belonged to the world.
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The Little Old Man–aged two.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN


1918–1943
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THE EDUCATION OF AN AMERICAN MUSICIAN






1.



BEGINNINGS
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Sam Bernstein and Jennie Resnick.
Engagement photograph, 1917.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN




How could I know my son was going to grow up to be Leonard Bernstein?


–SAMUEL BERNSTEIN





HE was almost born on the kitchen floor. Jennie Bernstein, age twenty, had gone back to her parents’ house in Lawrence, Massachusetts, for the final days of her pregnancy so that her mother could look after her. When she awoke with her labor pains at three in the morning on August 25, 1918, her mother telephoned the family doctor; before he could arrive, her water broke. Her mother slipped old newspapers under Jennie’s straining body to help soak up the birthing fluids. Shortly afterward the doctor arrived and drove Jennie in the throes of labor to the Lawrence General Hospital, where around one in the afternoon (she remembered the clock on the delivery ward wall) she gave birth to a rather sickly baby boy.


He was registered as Louis Bernstein. The name Louis was a potentially confusing choice, since Jennie’s recently deceased zayde—or grandfather—had been named Louis, as was her twelve-year-old brother. But Louis was the name Pearl and Samuel Resnick, Jennie’s parents, wanted, and so Louis he became, at least on the register. Jennie and her husband, Sam, preferred the name Leonard for a boy, and to avoid confusion with Jennie’s brother they called him Leonard from the beginning—Leonard, Len, or Lenny. (It was not until sixteen years later that Bernstein, upon obtaining his driver’s license, borrowed his mother’s car and drove back to Lawrence from Boston to have his name officially changed to Leonard in the town registry.)


The origins of the name “Bernstein” are sometimes linked with the German noun Bernstein, which means “amber”—a translucent yellowish fossilized resin, used for ornaments and thought to possess magical properties. Leonard Bernstein would later call himself “Lenny Amber” when he needed a pseudonym for the popular piano transcriptions he published in his mid-twenties, and his business affairs would be organized within a company called Amberson Enterprises. There are several towns and villages named Bernstein in Germany and Austria (where the pronunciation is BernSTINE), but Bernstein’s parents came from Jewish ghettos in northwestern Ukraine, where the last syllable is usually pronounced BernSHTAYN or STEEN. Sam insisted, however, on the mid-European style employed by the earlier immigrants: BernSTINE.


Leonard Bernstein’s mother was the first of his parents to immigrate to America. Born in 1898, she was only seven when her mother, Pearl Resnick, took her (with a brother, a sister, and a cousin) on the terrifying month-long journey from the town of Shepetovka through Poland and on to join her husband, Samuel, in America, to which he had immigrated three years before, saving money for his family to join him from his five-dollar-a-week wages. Traveling steerage in rough seas, Charna, as she was then known, broke her wrist on the nightmare voyage from Riga to New York. The immigration officer at Ellis Island gave her the name Jennie.


The Resnicks set up house in Lawrence, Massachusetts. A bright student, Jennie was quick at English, and impressed her teachers. Her father worked for the American Woolen Company, whose huge mills dominated a stretch of the Merrimack River. He was experienced in the craft of dyeing wool, but it was his wife who was the more skillful in business; when Jennie was a teenager her mother set up a provisions store in the first-floor front room of the Pine Street house to which the family moved. Money was short, however, and Jennie’s schoolgirl hopes of studying to become a teacher were dashed; instead she was sent out to earn money at the mills, lying about her age by a couple of years to obtain employment. Working conditions were dreadful and poverty was endemic—and yet the Resnick household was in many ways a happy one. There were always good things to eat at the Passover seders, when Jennie’s father would read from the Haggadah, and her sisters would dance and sing, and the house was filled with laughter. Although there were no professional musicians in the family, Jennie loved the sound of music. “There was always music in my mind, my ears. I used to wake up in the night and hear music.”


Jennie’s future husband, Samuel, born Shmuel Yosef in 1892, arrived in America five years later. Like Jennie a firstborn child, he had grown up in an Orthodox (Hasidic) family in the village of Beresdiv, near Korets, a market town on the banks of the river Kovihyk halfway between Kiev and Rovno and only a few miles north of Shepetovka. The Bernstein family may well have been known to the Resnicks as a result of the exploits of Samuel’s grandfather, Bezalel. Bezalel was a blacksmith of considerable renown among both Jews and Gentiles in that part of Russia. His strength was such that he could lift a carriage or droshhy off the ground unaided, and remove one of its wheels before setting it down again. He was famed far and wide as a God-fearing, vodka-swigging craftsman. The father of four children, his tragic early death created a legend. He was awakened one night when his blacksmith’s shop caught fire. Clothed only in a blanket, according to Burton Bernstein’s account in Family Matters, he “raced out into the winter night, doused himself with a pail of water, and walked into the flaming shop.” The crazed blacksmith emerged several minutes later “dragging his most prized possession—an iron tool chest, glowing red from the fire.” Moments later he collapsed over the chest, dead from his efforts.


Perhaps in reaction to this gesture of recklessness, Samuel’s father, Yudel, chose the narrow contemplative religious life of a scholar-rabbi, spending his days reading, praying and discussing the Talmud. Samuel’s mother, Dinah, born a Malamud, became an industrious small farmer, working the fields while her devout husband stayed at home or worshiped in the synagogue. Life in the Jewish pale of the Ukraine was hard and monotonous, and was taken up chiefly with plowing and cooking, milking and Sabbath candle-making, baking bread, collecting chickens’ eggs, and raising a large family. Soon after his Bar Mitzvah, young Sam resolved to emigrate. The shtetl life was oppressive, anti-Semitism was rife, and there was a real danger that he would be conscripted into the Czar’s army. In 1908, when he was sixteen, he walked out one night, dodging frontier guards as he hiked all the way across Poland to Danzig, where he took a ship first to Liverpool, and then to New York. He left against his parents’ wishes, but with the active help of his recently emigrated uncle Herschel Malamud, who sent him cash from his new home in Hartford, Connecticut.


At the turn of the century fifty thousand Jews came to America from Russia each year. Samuel Bernstein began life in America at the bottom of the Jewish immigrant ladder, earning five dollars a week cleaning fish in New York’s Fulton Street Market. After three years, in which he studied English (with less than complete success) and dreamed of a job as a post office worker, his uncle, who had changed his name to Harry Levy, rescued him from the squalor and the stench with the offer of a job in what was by now a full-fledged barbershop. Samuel did well, eventually accepting a position with better prospects at Frankel & Smith, suppliers of hair and beauty products to hairdressers in the Boston area.


By 1916, at the age of twenty-four, Samuel had enough put aside to think of starting a family. He had become an American citizen and the conventional stiff white collar he wore, as well as his three-piece suits and slicked down curly black hair, gave him the air of a young man on the way up: he was soon made assistant manager. When Samuel first met Jennie, a distant cousin of his Boston roommate, she was a good-looking young woman of eighteen and her mother was eager to get her married; marriage, in Pearl’s eyes, was the duty of every good Jewish girl and would be an escape from the mill and the overcrowded living quarters at home. Sam had never entirely lost his thick accent, and that, combined with a dismally unfashionable sense of dress and his cheap dimestore glasses, made him a somewhat comical figure in Jennie’s eyes. When he took the Sunday train out to Lawrence to court her he brought her gifts, which for months she steadfastly ignored. But the earnest Samuel persisted in his courtship; what won Jennie over, she remembered, was his sense of humor. “He always had a good story to tell and he always knew a joke.”


How romantic their meetings were is a matter of some debate in the Bernstein family. When Sam visited the Resnicks in their new house on Juniper Street (bought for a hundred dollars down, following an astute property sale by Pearl), Jennie’s sister Dorothy would spy on the young couple by peeping down through the fire grate of the upstairs sitting room. She later intimated that Sam and Jennie were caught in a compromising position and hustled into marriage. A different family legend has it that another of Jennie’s sisters agreed to slip a diamond engagement ring supplied by Sam onto Jennie’s finger while she slept. Supposedly Jennie awoke believing she was officially engaged, and was impressed by Sam’s stratagem. In any case, the couple were engaged to be married.


In the spring of 1917 America went to war and Sam Bernstein was drafted into the Army. The expected interruption to his wedding plans was forestalled when his nearsightedness led to an honorable discharge. A few months later, on Sunday October 28, Sam and Jennie were married. Jennie later claimed that her mother had organized an engagement party and set the wedding date before she herself knew what was happening. A small synagogue service was followed by a lavish feast at home.


Their honeymoon consisted of a single restless night at the Essex Hotel in downtown Boston. The noise of the trains at the nearby South Street Station kept them awake, and Jennie’s mother had made her promise not to consummate the marriage because in the rush of preparations for the wedding, Pearl had forgotten to take her to the mikvah, the monthly ritual cleaning bath observed by Orthodox Jewish women. Next day the newlyweds moved into a tiny apartment in the Jewish working class district of Mattapan, where the marriage was consummated; ten months later, the first child was born.


Only just twenty, Jennie Bernstein was by her own account a nervous and inexperienced mother. She was frequently on the phone to the doctor for advice because Leonard as a baby was troubled, like his father, by asthma and a weak chest. He also inherited a vulnerable stomach and frequently suffered from colic. When the baby was strong enough to travel, Sam took his family back from Lawrence to Mattapan. In 1920 Sam was promoted to manager, permitting the young family to move to a more spacious apartment in Allston, near Cambridge. It was to be the first in a series of relocations, each testifying to Sam’s swift upward mobility, even as the moves created an extra strain in their marriage. As Samuel Bernstein prospered, he deliberately separated himself, and his family, from his less successful in-laws. They were not invited to the Bernstein home, nor did they share Friday evenings together, even when the Resnicks moved to nearby Dorchester. Visits were discouraged. Perhaps it was the less rigorous orthodoxy of the easygoing Resnicks’ faith that riled Sam Bernstein. Perhaps he was impatient with their passive acceptance of their relative poverty, in contrast to his own fierce determination to pull himself up to middle-class prosperity. In addition, he may have resented their relaxed lifestyle, in which food and song and dance played such an important role. When attending Hasidic celebrations, Sam would occasionally let himself go after a few glasses of schnapps, but he had inherited from his father a bookish frame of mind. In later years, his humor often became malapropian: he referred to “psychosemitic” illnesses, and insisted on cleaning out “cowwebs.” His favorite line for wishing good luck was the injunction “keep your finger crossed.”


As a relatively affluent young Jewish wife, Jennie, despite her schooling, did not work outside the home. Her life was centered on her family. As a consequence she did not meet many people or have many friends, and her innate high spirits were sadly dampened by her circumstances. Twice in Leonard’s infancy Jennie left Sam to return to her mother in Lawrence. The causes remain obscure; they were possibly connected with the household budget—Sam was tight-fisted—or, just as possibly, with Sam’s black moods and his growing dislike of the Resnicks. But Jennie’s mother eventually persuaded her to return to the marriage fold, the first time bearing a new set of bed linens as a peace offering. Perhaps the craving to be loved that Leonard exhibited throughout his life had its origins in his separation from his father as an infant. Yet Leonard was “spoiled rotten”; according to Jennie everybody loved him. When the Bernsteins spent time in the house of friends at Revere Beach, two daughters of the family enjoyed pushing Leonard’s baby carriage around on Sundays. They called him the Little Old Man, because he was able to talk so fluently when he was only a year and a half old.


Even as a toddler Leonard was tremendously drawn to music. The friends in Revere had a piano in the living room, and Leonard is still remembered for banging away on the door outside, shouting “Moynik, moynik”—music, music. The Bernstein household was without a piano, but the Victrola inherited from Jennie’s father was a regular source of delight for Leonard. “He was too short to reach for the wind-up,” Jennie recalled. “He’d cry a lot, the tears streaming down his face. Then he’d say ‘moynik, moynik!’ and I’d turn on the Victrola and play him a record and he would stop crying, like on a dime.” Their seventy-eights included recordings of Jewish cantors and pop songs like “Oh by Jingo” (adored by Bernstein), as well as a much-requested record featuring Galli-Curci, one of the great lyric coloratura voices of the 1920s and 1930s. Jennie called her son her “windowsill pianist” because he would sit in the front room listening to the Victrola and rhythmically tapping music as he watched the passers-by. But neither the family nor his kindergarten teachers noticed any special talent in him, and nothing was done to introduce him to the world of serious music. It remained an exciting mystery unconnected with daily life. Nor did the teachers in his first school, the William Lloyd Garrison School in Roxbury, which he attended from age six to eleven, spot the potential genius in him. Bernstein would later remember only that he was taught—“by a glorious teacher named Miss Donnelly, with whom I was deeply in love”—a simple way to read music, using a rudimentary system of movable “doh” known as solfège, at which he was the “best in the class.” Bernstein recalled his teachers at the William Lloyd Garrison School with great affection. “Everything they taught me was fun to learn, whether history or spelling, whether such fun things as drawing with crayons or such boring things as penmanship. They simply loved to teach and we responded in kind. For me, of course, the most shining hours were the singing hours; Mrs. Fitzgerald, my fifth-grade home room teacher, taught us many dozens of songs . . . God bless those lovely ladies; there was something special about them, maybe their being good old-fashioned Boston Catholics.”


Radio proved to be the prime instrument of young Bernstein’s awakening musicality. Bernstein’s childhood coincided with the rise of the age of broadcasting. Even in old age he could fondly describe the tuning of the three dials of an Atwater Kent heterodyne receiver for an afternoon of listening. “With any luck you finally got the broadcast. There was a lot of static and a lot of dirty noise, but you could sort of hear Rudy Vallee (in the late twenties) and Jack Benny (in the early thirties).” With the quality of radio reception improving year by year, Leonard spent countless hours polishing his renditions of popular songs. All his life he could rattle off the names and sing the commercial jingles of a dozen radio musical programs he had followed in his childhood.


Bernstein grew up on a rich diet of popular music, seasoned on the weekends by music heard at the synagogue. He later cited religious music as the biggest influence on him in childhood. The family attended Temple Mishkan Tefila (the Dwelling of Prayer) for Friday evening Sabbath services where the rabbi was H. H. Rubenovitz. Like many other aspiring middle-class Jewish families, Samuel Bernstein had decided that the Orthodox form of worship was too confining. “We were of the Conservative persuasion,” Leonard would later remember, “which allowed for an organ and a choir in a hidden choir loft, and when they let rip I used to go mad! We had a fabulous cantor [Isadore Glickstein] who was a great musician and a beautiful man, very tall, very majestic. He would begin to sing the ancient tunes—they are not exactly melodies, because they are not really written down; they’re traditional, handed down orally—and he had a tenor voice of such sweetness and such richness—with a dark baritonal quality, I now realize; I didn’t know a tenor from a baritone in those days—and then the organ would start and then the choir would begin with its colors, and I just began to get crazed with the sound of choral music.”


The man responsible for the music at Temple Mishkan Tefila was Solomon G. Braslavsky, who was both organist and choirmaster. Born in Russia and trained in Vienna, he was much beloved by his Boston congregation. He was a composer himself, but the music performed was mostly that of classical composers such as Schubert, Mendelssohn and Verdi, to which Braslavsky fitted appropriate Hebrew texts. Braslavsky also created a festive arrangement of the hymn “Adon Olom” (“Lord of the World”), which was sung on important Jewish occasions such as the Day of Atonement. According to Bernstein, it was of a complexity “not to be believed. Each stanza was a setting with organ interlude and great introductions. The basses would enter alone and then the sopranos—this is when I discovered that there was such a thing as counterpoint: great obbligatos floating from on high. ‘Arrangement’ is too small a word. It was a great composition. I knew every note of it because I heard it every year: it was like an opera.”


As Sam’s career flourished at Frankel & Smith’s, he moved his family from Allston to Revere, a suburb farther north of Boston. It was here that arguments led to the family’s second separation. Eventually a reconciliation was effected, and shortly afterward the family moved to Mattapan, where, on October 3, 1923, Jennie gave birth to a baby girl, whom the couple named Shirley Anne (after the heroine of Jennie’s favorite book, Anne of Green Gables). Shirley’s birth coincided with what proved to be the major career decision in Sam Bernstein’s professional life. He gave in his notice and set up his own beauty supply business. At the age of thirty, with a wife and two children to support, his decision required both courage and vision, but he was lucky with his timing: the popularity of the silent film star Irene Castle had inspired women all over America to bob their hair in imitation. In the beginning, much of his business came from the making and selling of wigs to Orthodox Jewish women, who were required to wear a shaytl—a wig endowed with religious significance. (Jennie’s youngest sister, Dorothy, was said to have been an exceptionally skilled wig-maker. Another sister, Bertha, also worked for the company; it was a way for Sam to help the Resnicks.) But Sam’s subsequent success—his firm became the largest supplier of beauty parlor goods in New England—was largely due to his astute acquisition, in 1927, of the franchise for the Frederics permanent wave machine, which proved exceptionally popular.


As the Samuel Bernstein Hair Company expanded, the pace at which the family rented homes grew faster. From Mattapan they moved to the pleasant suburb of Roxbury, where they changed residences five times in as many years. One Roxbury apartment, in Crawford Street, was never actually slept in by the Bernsteins. The move had taken place during the day; when Sam came home from his office he saw a cockroach on the wall and promptly walked out, never to return. Sam’s pathological dislike of dirt can be traced back to the squalor of his Atlantic crossing in steerage. He was not an easy man to live with. Nor, Jennie claimed, would he lift a finger to do anything around the house himself. “It all had to be ticketyboo, 100 percent.”


There is little information on Leonard’s early childhood. In a photograph of him in an attractive sailor suit at age four or five, he looks handsome and demure in a Buster Brown haircut, with a center parting and a fringe. But he was chronically wheezy from asthma. “Every time he had an attack we thought he was going to die. I would be up all night with steam kettles and hot towels helping him to breathe,” his mother recalled. He developed a lifelong allergy to dust, too. Shirley traces it back to an incident that occurred when Leonard was about nine. “He wanted to see how you do things, genitally. So who better to try it out on than me? And evidently I went screaming to my mother that ‘Lenny tried to put his jibbick in my wo-wo’ and my mother went after him with a broom and he scuttled under a bed—a high kind of iron bed—way into a corner where she couldn’t get at him with the broom. And he sat under that bed for hours having all these dust whorls roll around him and he always said that’s where he got his dust allergy: it was so traumatic inhaling all that dust.” Nonetheless, it is as likely that Bernstein’s allergy was congenital, given his asthma and chronic illness.


Among the personalities in the Bernstein family, none was more eccentric than Sam’s younger sister Clara—“Crazy Clara” as the family called her—who followed Sam to America in 1911. In later years she would descend on the family’s summer house loaded down with all the apparatus of a vegetarian food faddist. She was also a nudist sun-worshiper, a fervent believer in exercise, and—most importantly—a great music lover. She had a piercing voice; with proper training, Bernstein later claimed, she might have become a Wagnerian soprano. Clara owned a bridal shop in Brooklyn. Her first husband died in the flu epidemic of 1918. Her second husband, who ran a chicken farm outside Boston, literally drove her mad. For a while she became virtually blind, consumptive, and diabetic—hence the preoccupation with nutrition after her miraculous recovery. She divorced her husband and returned to Brooklyn, where she eventually married a third time and reestablished her bridal business. When she moved, Clara gave a sofa and an upright piano to Leonard’s parents. “The piano, a handsome mahogany affair, with a third pedal for the mandoline effect, was in the hall for ages because no one knew where to put it and we had to make room for the sofa, which my parents believed they needed more desperately than an upright piano. I remember touching this thing the day it arrived, just stroking it and going mad. I knew, from that moment to this, that music was ‘it.’ There was no question in my mind that my life was to be about music.”


With the arrival of Aunt Clara’s piano, ten-year-old Leonard’s general health improved, he became self-confident, and almost overnight he shot up to become the tallest boy on the block. His first step in learning to play the piano was to imitate the sounds he had been hearing on the radio. The first tune he played was “Goodnight Sweetheart.” “I picked it out on the piano—that was easy. I knew it had to have a fox-trot accompaniment. But I didn’t know what notes to play in the left hand so I would just play anything . . . loudly and triumphantly, to the point where my father would scream from the bedroom, ‘Stop that noise, I can’t sleep.’ But I was in heaven!”


Leonard quickly asked for piano lessons. His first teacher, a local girl, was “the dark, unbelievably beautiful and exotic-looking Frieda Karp,” who came to the house once a week and gave him a lesson for a dollar. “After a couple of weeks,” Bernstein remembered, “I had learned to read so quickly—I was very fast—that Frieda Karp had to bring me harder stuff. The first memorable piece I played with her was ‘Mountain Belle Schottische.’ . . . After less than a year she was forced to bring Chopin and Bach preludes and Chopin nocturnes. . . . With the E flat Nocturne I went mad and my mother used to stand there crying.” One of the books from which Leonard studied was a green-covered miscellany entitled 100 Pieces the Whole World Loves, which included piano works by Bach, Chopin and Tchaikovsky, as well as arrangements of the grand march from Norma, the triumphal march from Aida, the “Ave Maria” of Schubert, Mendelssohn’s “Spring Song” and Elgar’s “Salut d’Amour.” It also introduced Bernstein to the joys of Spanish music, through the “Aragonaise” from Le Cid. The “green book” would always remain a part of his musical life. In his final years a much-thumbed copy stood on his piano wherever he traveled.


Bernstein was swift to grasp how harmony worked so that he could supply the correct chords for Rudy Vallee’s “Goodnight Sweetheart,” “Blue Skies” and the other favorites he had learned from the radio. From a piece called “Phantasie Orientale” he discovered how to bend notes and add grace note embellishments. The Chopin mazurkas he began to explore inspired him to improvise in ever more imaginative ways. By the age of eleven he had learned the rudiments of form, melody and harmony, “but I hadn’t yet discovered the wonders of counterpoint because Miss Karp brought me Bach preludes, but not the fugues; they were considered too difficult.”


Among the happiest events of Leonard’s childhood were the visits the family made to his great-uncle Harry and great-aunt Polly in Hartford, Connecticut. By the late twenties Sam had bought his first motor car, a Ford. His driving skills were mediocre—a trait his son inherited—and when he was lost he developed a disconcerting inability to make turns in any direction except right. But the visits to Hartford were well worth the day-long drive because of the warm reception the family was given. “They’d always have a big table of food,” Jennie remembered, “and they’d invite all the family cousins by the dozens, nieces and nephews, too.” The family get-togethers provided Leonard with a vision of what home life could be like, echoing the intimate Jewish life of his maternal grandparents in Russia. They became a model for the family parties he would organize at Thanksgiving and Passover once he became a father. His Hartford relatives seemed to him to be the healthiest, least neurotic people he knew; the tensions of home life in Roxbury were replaced by warmth and laughter, food, music and affection. Thanks to Harry Levy’s expensive wind-up Victrola phonograph, Leonard fell in love with the voice of Rosa Ponselle singing the “Suicidio” aria from La Gioconda, as well as Billy Rose’s comedy song—” ‘Barney Google’ with the Goo, Goo, Googly Eyes,” as Bernstein called it. He made no distinction between serious classical and low-brow popular music: “I loved all music,” he said, “and I liked to dance.” This was the era of novelty numbers like “Kitten on the Keys” by Zez Confrey. “Dancing Tambourine” was another. “I heard it on a record and I went crazy. All the way home in the car back to Boston I remember being obsessed by this number, and I went over and over it in my mind and I couldn’t wait until we got back to run to the piano to try it out. But it was in the car that I figured it out; I realized that ‘Dancing Tambourine’ was nothing more or less than a Sousa march made into a novelty piece.” His understanding of the mechanics of musical composition already marked him out from other talented child performers.


Soon Bernstein needed a better teacher. “This boy is gifted,” Frieda Karp told Jennie. “I can’t keep up with him anymore.”


“I was reading a Chopin ballade which she could barely play herself,” Bernstein recalled. “I not only read it and played it—badly, with the pedal down the whole time and really banging on the keys—but I was having the best time of my life.” Frieda Karp recommended to Leonard’s parents that they find a replacement at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. There, Leonard himself chose as his instructor a teacher named Susan Williams. “I was now thirteen, I recall, and I began to study Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies. I had no idea one could play things like that—beyond my wildest dreams of complexity! It came to me like drinking water.” There was only one snag. Miss Williams charged three dollars an hour. “All hell broke loose between Sam and me. He saw that things were getting serious and he was not going to spend three dollars a lesson. So the fights began.”
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FAMILY LIFE
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The young Leonard Bernstein and his sister Shirley with their parents, 1933.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN




Every happy family is alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.


—LEO TOLSTOY, Anna Karenina





IN 1929, at the end of his sixth-grade year, Leonard won admission to the prestigious three-hundred-year-old Boston Latin School. Entrance was based strictly on merit, and was open to students from all backgrounds. Bernstein recalled vividly how he and his friend Sammy Kostic learned of their acceptance to the school. “It was the biggest trip I had ever taken by myself. . . . We stood in a long, long line of applicants with our hearts pounding and finally showed our report cards to the person at the desk, who stamped them ‘exempt.’ We didn’t know what to make of that word: we thought it meant ‘out’ because exempt has a sort of ‘ex’-out quality about it (and as I was to learn shortly thereafter the ‘ex’ prefix in Latin means outward-going) but what it actually did mean was ‘exempt from further testing.’ In other words it meant admitted, and when we found that out we just jumped up and down and danced.”


Boston Latin was founded in 1635, a year before Harvard University. Distinguished pupils over the centuries have included Samuel Adams, Ralph Waldo Emerson, George Santayana, Bernard Berenson and Theodore H. White. The school was to have a profound influence on Bernstein, introducing him to a broad range of subjects. In addition to six years of Latin, the school required four years of French, as well as either Greek or German. Bernstein chose German and ever afterward lamented his lack of Greek; he was also introduced to physics and history. One of his teachers, Philip Marson, became the first of several father figures whom Bernstein adopted as counterweights to his influential but much-feared real father. Marson awakened in him a love for the English language, and more. “He taught me something unique, incomparable, invaluable in education, far beyond the teaching of tetrameter or dangling participles or even the glories of English verse: he taught me how to learn.” Marson remembered Bernstein “lapping up everything I could dish out in drama and poetry as [he] sat, all attention, in the first seat of the second row of Room 235.”


The Bernsteins’ Roxbury home was located many miles from the school. “I had to get up very early in the morning and take a series of elevated trains and street cars that went ‘clang, clang, clang’ on tracks in the street.” In the evenings of his first two years at Boston Latin he hurried back to Roxbury to attend the Hebrew school associated with his synagogue; he “graduated” as an honor student after five years of study in 1931. Around 5 P.M., Bernstein recalled, “one could play a game of baseball on the back lot.” He was considered a good first baseman. “But at five-thirty I would say, ‘I’m sorry, kids, I have to go!’ I would be assailed by cries, derisive hoots, taunting ‘fruit, fruit, sissy!’—unbelievable torture—and I would go home and sit at the piano. I had my homework, and my Hebrew homework. . . .”


At the age of twelve, Bernstein met Sid Ramin, a boy from the neighborhood who would become a lifelong friend. Five months younger than Leonard, Sid had been a grade behind at the Garrison Grammar School and they experienced some of the peculiar rites of passage of adolescence together: Ramin remembers roaming around Franklin Park, across the road from the Mishkan Tefila Temple, on the lookout for discarded contraceptives. The boys had first met at the Schuyler Street house of Eddie Ryack, a mutual friend. Leonard was in the Ryack parlor one afternoon vainly trying to teach Eddie to play “Goodnight Sweetheart” on the piano. After watching for a few minutes Sid interrupted. “Mind if I try?” He proceeded to play the piece perfectly. “Well, you’re the fellow I should be teaching!” exclaimed Leonard. Bernstein had invented his own method for the teaching of harmony and Ramin was prepared to pay a dollar an hour to take lessons from him. He became Bernstein’s first music student.


It was not only music that Sid and Lenny explored: they also conducted perilous chemical experiments in the loft of the Bernstein apartment on Pleasanton Street. Bernstein’s restless curiosity manifested itself in many ways. All his life he loved taking things apart—clocks, cigarette lighters, fountain pens, and gramophones—trying to figure out how they worked and fitted together. It was not unlike his fascination with the structure of “Dancing Tambourine.” With mechanical objects, however, he had more success taking them apart than in reassembling them.


*


LEONARD’S vivid imagination and love of words led him to invent, with Eddie Ryack, an imaginary language called “Rybernian,” named after the imaginary state called Rybernia (a composite of the two boys’ last names). The language itself was originally based on a cruel mimicry of the speech defects of Sonny, a neighborhood kid, who had a harelip. Rybernian depended for its vocabulary on “anybody who talked funny.” One source was the Polish-born wife of Sam Bernstein’s cousin Abraham Miller. She referred to her husband, Abe, as “Ape.” “Ape” became an important Rybernianism, whether used as proper, common or adjectival noun, and “Dear Ape” can be found throughout the family correspondence. The very approximate English of East European immigrants was often incorporated. When telling the time, “almost half-past seven” might come out as “smose snapas seven” and the prefix “smose snapas” was used to indicate RST, or Rybernian Standard Time. Another problem for newcomers to English was the past tense. “How you gonna did it?” was a familiar Rybernian question. Yiddish influences abound, together with odd, German-looking umlauts such as “Laudü” for Lenny. Laudü degenerated into the more obvious “Lennuhtt,” which is “Leonard” as it might be spoken by someone with a harelip or a major sinus problem. Shirley Bernstein, a Rybernian mascot from the age of five onward, was originally known as “Mascodü,” which evolved into the incomprehensible “Suyanmü” before settling down, again more obviously, as “Hilee.” Burton Bernstein’s name, “Baudümü,” was never altered. A reflection of the unusual closeness of the three Bernstein children, this private language flourished long past childhood and is spoken at family gatherings to this day by Shirley and Burton, as well as by Leonard’s and Burton’s children and their close friends.


*


SAM Bernstein’s income reached its peak in the early 1930s. Since he owned no stocks, he was one of the few businessmen who did not suffer from the Wall Street crash of 1929 and, fortunately for him, New England women continued to demand permanent waves despite the Depression. He eventually ran a staff of fifty at the Samuel Bernstein Hair Company: his sales representatives covered all of New England. He was generous to less fortunate business customers, extending credit in hard times, but he had enough cash to buy a new car, and in 1931 he hired an architect to design a big new family house.


Despite their financial security, anger and bitter arguments often poisoned the family atmosphere, leaving a permanent scar on Leonard’s psyche. One dramatic incident occurred in the late fall of 1931, on a Tuesday morning—banking day at Shirley’s school. “We were all having breakfast around the breakfast table,” Shirley remembered, “and I asked my mother for a quarter for banking day. . . . She was in her dressing gown and she turned to my father and said, ‘Sam, give her a quarter.’ A perfectly normal thing to say. He was in his business suit ready to go. God knows what went on the night before, but he flew into a rage for no apparent reason. She was asking for money again; I guess that was at the base of it. . . . [Jennie regularly remitted Sam’s dollars to her less fortunate family.] On the surface it was nothing. And he flew into such a rage, the only time I saw him get almost physical. In those days we had bottles of milk, not cartons . . . and he picked up the bottle as if to hit her. . . . She was very pregnant [with her son Burton, born in January 1932] . . . and she flew into what was to be Burtie’s room and slammed the door and Lenny ran and spread-eagled himself against the door, against his father, and I ran screaming to the other end of the house, with my hands over my ears. It was horrible . . . the worst scene I remember.


“My mother and father were mismated, mismatched, both interesting and good people who should never have been married. . . . They were never in love with each other, unfortunately. And my father was a basically melancholic man who needed a lot of love and wasn’t getting it from his marriage. If he was feeling loved he was the most generous, good-hearted, sweetest man in the world. If he was feeling unloved, he got very mean—to my mother, not to the kids. . . . He was a manic-depressive type, so when he was with his rabbis celebrating the Sabbath, dancing and singing, he was an ecstatic Hasid. But he could also be pacing the floor for no apparent reason in a terrible melancholy. And Lenny caught that, and so did I, in our personalities.” Meanwhile, Jennie poured all her frustrated love into her feelings for her eldest child.


Concerts, excursions to the theater or the movies rarely played a part in the everyday life of the Bernsteins. Sam’s idea of an evening’s entertainment after the family supper, which coincided with Lowell Thomas hosting the radio news from 6:45 to 7 P.M., was to spend a couple of hours reading in his favorite chair in the living room. Although he had shelves of books, his scholarship was confined to the Talmud, the learned commentary on the five books of Moses known as the Torah. For Jews this can be a lifetime study. In later years Leonard paid graceful homage to his father, publicly calling him a lovely man and a great Hebrew scholar with an incredible respect for the love of learning. “He has one fault only: whenever he has to make a speech . . . he always resorts for his text to the Bible or the Talmud. At his knee I learned my lesson well—I’m a chip off the old Tanach.” But at age twelve and thirteen, Bernstein had a darker view of his father. He confessed to Sid Ramin how much he envied the happy family atmosphere at Sid’s home and claimed to hate his father, both because he treated his mother so badly (an accusation that Jennie herself stoutly denied) and because for a time he actively tried to stop Leonard from pursuing his musical training.


The trouble between Leonard and his father came to a head when Leonard switched music teachers to Miss Susan Williams. Since Sam was making a handsome income, his objection to paying three dollars a lesson was a matter of principle rather than cash flow: he did not want his son to take music seriously. Later in life Bernstein recognized that his father had been trying to protect him, but it was difficult to see the love behind his father’s attitude when at the time his very happiness seemed to be at stake. “His concept of a professional musician, which he’d brought with him from the Russian ghetto, was of a klezmer, which is little better than a beggar, a guy with a clarinet or a violin going from town to town to play for a few kopecks at weddings and bar mitzvahs. He saw my future playing piano in a palm court trio.”


Leonard, stubborn as his father and crazy about music, was determined to raise the money he needed on his own initiative. He had no time to deliver newspapers, so he turned to the piano as a source of income instead. “I began giving lessons to the kids, tiny tots, seven or eight years old, children of friends and neighbors. I charged them a dollar a lesson.” He made more money on the weekends. “Some friends of mine, a saxophonist and a drummer, had some stock arrangements and we formed a little jazz band. We would play at weddings and I would come home with two bucks—bleeding fingers and two bucks. . . . The piano really had to make up for the lack of clarinets, trumpets, and trombones—we didn’t have any of that kind of stuff.—Sometimes I played pianos you wouldn’t believe, without ivories on the keys, where your fingers would just get stuck and bleed and get very painful. . . . I played tremolos to imitate strings and blue notes to imitate trumpets or whatever. . . . Playing in jazz bands filled me with a new kind of knowledge of popular music and black music that was far beyond anything I knew from the radio . . . and it became part of my musical bloodstream as had Chopin and Tchaikovsky. It was a big hardship but such fun because it made me independent of my father.”


During his two years of study with Susan Williams, Leonard gave his first public performance, playing at one of her pupils’ concerts on March 30, 1932. He was something of a star already, playing last in the program of eleven students; he performed “Cracovienne Fantastique” by Paderewski, “Tendre Aveu” by Schuett and the Brahms G Minor Rhapsody. But the piano technique instilled by Miss Williams was a mixed blessing. Her “method” involved curling the fingers into a ball so that the knuckles nearest the fingertips were invisible from above—a recipe for long-term technical disaster. Neither did she do anything to open up the larger world of music to Leonard—even though her studio was across the road from Symphony Hall. After three years of piano study Bernstein had developed plenty of musical panache but he had still never heard a live symphony orchestra performance. He had already begun to compose, however. His studies of Beethoven’s Tempest Sonata, op. 31, No. 2, and of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies influenced the style of his first effort, a fullblown piano concerto in C minor which had the subtitle “The War of the Gypsies and the Russians.” “I guess I had fallen in love with gypsy music,” Bernstein recalled. (The concerto was never finished.)


Leonard also played four-hand duets with Sid Ramin, with Sid playing the secondo part. Together they discovered and fell in love with Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. “We bought the sheet music of the piano solo arrangement,” Bernstein remembered, “and we went home and played it with tears till dawn. The excitement! We made our own sort of arrangement so we could do it four hands and try to sound like an orchestra.” Their best piece, Sid remembers, was “St. Louis Blues”; their repertoire also included a flashy arrangement of “The Carioca” and various numbers by Jerome Kern, including “Music in the Air” and “I Hear Music When I Look at You.” “I had a lot of energy,” Bernstein said fondly of this period. And because he could play the piano, he became the life and soul of the various parties to which he was invited, with girls constantly flocking round him.


Leonard’s Bar Mitzvah ceremony provided yet another opportunity for taking center stage, a role he willingly embraced, delivering a speech he had written himself in both English and Hebrew. Samuel Bernstein was so proud of his son that he presented him with a baby grand piano to replace Aunt Clara’s by now battered upright. At the age of thirteen, on the verge of manhood, Leonard was already an impressive figure, cocky, dashing and glamorous. He was also a good athlete. At summer camp that year he won the high-jump prize. When he also won the award for best all-around camper he was, he remembered, proud to a degree he had so far never experienced in music.
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THE PROVINCIAL BOY GROWS UP 1932–1935
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On the waterfront with his father, 1935.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN




1932 was the year I began to smoke in secret, the year the conflicting torments of the flesh and the spirit awakened me to the problems and challenges of life.


—Speech in honor of his father (1962)





MUSIC became a means of rapprochement between Bernstein and his father in May 1932 when they attended a symphony concert together, a first for both father and son. Arthur Fiedler was conducting the Boston Pops for the benefit of Histadrut, the Palestine trade union movement, and Temple Mishkan Tefila had taken a number of tables. For the Pops season the downstairs audience seating in Symphony Hall is removed and the area is transformed into a vast arena of cocktail tables where people drink and nibble on appetizers before settling into an evening of listening to well-known classics. Fiedler’s programs generally contained popular overtures interspersed with movements from a Beethoven symphony or a short concerto such as the Rhapsody in Blue. On the night Sam and Leonard attended, the final work was a novelty piece whose popularity was sweeping the world—Ravel’s Boléro. “I had never experienced anything like this in my life! That piece of orchestration is like the bible of orchestrators. And it was important for another reason: my father liked it! He thought it was the most wonderful thing he had ever heard. The tune reminded him of Hebrew chants and Arabic melisma. That shed a ray of light into my otherwise dark, despairing life because I was in a state of rebellion against him. . . . He once said to me ‘Why don’t you become a rabbi if you won’t go into my business?’ He was convinced that I would never be able to support myself or a family as a musician. He didn’t know about composers, he had never heard of Beethoven. How did you hear of Beethoven in the Ukraine, where he came from?”


Soon Sam got tickets for another concert at Symphony Hall, this time for a piano recital by Serge Rachmaninov. Sam’s new interest in classical music prompted an invitation to Leonard to give a recital at a meeting of the Brotherhood of the temple, where Sam was an active member. As an expression of his gratitude, Leonard included in his program a set of variations, improvised in the style of Bach, Chopin and Gershwin, based on a Hasidic meditation he had heard his father sing while taking a shower. Whatever his reservations about his career prospects as a musician, Sam was proud of his son’s abilities. That winter he took him down to Miami for a Caribbean cruise and after dinner Leonard would perform the same trick at the ballroom piano, adding other composers upon popular request. Sam never offered to take Jennie on these cruises; it was an occasion for father and son to be together on their own.


When he was fourteen Bernstein met a sixteen-year-old piano student named Mildred Spiegel. Sixty years later she could recall the occasion with cinematic precision. “He came after school hours from Boy’s Latin to my school, Roxbury Memorial High School for Girls. I found him playing the ‘Malagueña’ by Lecuona on the Steinway grand in a large empty auditorium surrounded by a small group of admiring students. I was astonished at his sense of drama, verve, authority, [and] stupendous enthusiasm. . . . He sounded like an orchestra. It was love at first sight. We fast became musical friends, playing lots of duets and two pianos almost every Tuesday afternoon, alternating between the Harvard Musical Society and the New England Conservatory of Music, where we would meet under the heroic bronze statue of Beethoven. . . .”


Bernstein took to visiting Mildred at home, usually without advance notice. He would bounce up the stairs, give her mother a bear hug in the kitchen, and lift up the pot covers to see what was cooking. He made himself at home wherever he went. He often practiced on the Spiegels’ new Baldwin grand piano; a few times he played so hard that he broke a string. Leonard and Mildred became a popular couple in Roxbury and were often invited to perform at parties. Their musical partnership coincided with the flowering of his sister’s musical talents at home. Shirley Bernstein had begun learning five-finger exercises on Aunt Clara’s piano when she was eight or nine, but she was very conscious of the fact that she did not play as well as her brother, who was often upstairs at the same time practicing on his new grand. Eventually Shirley informed her mother she wanted to stop. Jennie, surprisingly, was delighted: “There’s enough noise in this house,” she told her. But neither had reckoned on Leonard’s enthusiasm for teaching, or his passion for playing four-hand music and singing. He would borrow duet versions of symphonies and tone poems from the public library and urge his sister on in her playing, slapping her hand if she did something wrong. Shirley persevered, and eventually they moved on to operas such as Aida, La Traviata and Carmen. “He’d be all the guys, I’d be all the girls, and we’d both be all the chorus. I was a pretty little soprano voice then. That’s how my voice got so low, from screaming. I got nodes on my vocal cords. I didn’t know what I was doing: I had no training and I was screaming high Cs! But oh it was fun! . . . And that really began our bonding.” These impromptu opera sessions at home eventually inspired Leonard to put on an opera with his friends at the lakeside community of Sharon, where the Bernstein family began spending their summers.


Twenty miles south of Boston, Sharon served as second home for some two dozen affluent Jewish families. After renting a house there in 1931, Sam liked the community so much that he decided to put down roots: he became treasurer of the Congregation Adath Sharon and built a pleasant summer cottage just across the road from Lake Massapoag at 17 Lake Avenue. Sharon became the center of the Bernstein family life from June through September. Many Boston parents packed their children off to summer camps but having a summer house was infinitely preferable, particularly when you could go swimming in the Sharon lake every day. While Sam commuted into the city, the rest of the family enjoyed the country air, which was especially beneficial for Leonard’s asthma. Helped by a succession of maids, Jennie spent much of her time fussing over her youngest child, Burton.


On the weekends in Sharon, Burton recalls, the entire family went to a temple service and afterward to the tasty feast—the Kiddush—which was prepared by a different resident in the community each weekend of the summer. The rest of the week the kids were on their own. Leonard’s letters to Sid Ramin in the summer of 1933 give a sense of his teenage enthusiasms, and his continuing passion for music:


“I bought Bolero!!! Well, well! You see, I didn’t know it was arranged for one piano. . . . Of course, dad gave me the necessary eighty cents as he is so enthused about the piece. So for the past week it’s been nothing but Bolero. My mother says I’m boleroing her head off. But I am in heaven! It’s all written in French and it’s all repeats. In the original orchestral score they repeat four times but I repeat only once—which is enough because it gets boresome on the same instrument all the time. . . . And the ending! Speaking of cacophony!! Boom! Crash! Discord! Sock! Brr-rrr!! P.S. I’m starting to teach my mother jazz. Heh! heh!”


A month later he wrote: “Little Lenny has turned chauffeur! In the past week I have driven (in my mother’s old Chrysler) some 90 miles [at] 60 an hour to and from Newton on the new road. What a life! My mother calls me ‘a good driver but a little reckless.’ ”


A few days later he informed Ramin that he was earning a dollar a day from his father. He worked in the company shipping room for two weeks and found he couldn’t bear it. He was also, at the age of fourteen, a confirmed cigarette smoker, a habit he would try to break all his life. “I’m on a ‘no cigarette’ campaign. I’m trying my darndest not to smoke. But you know the old psychology, ‘If you want to break one habit you must substitute something else for it.’ So I’m trying the old pipe. And it seems to be working OK. You know, a pipe is a much healthier smoke than a cigarette.


“. . . You’re not the only one who’s met a nice girl. . . . Last night a crowd of us went for a moonlight swim (it was wonderful till it began to thunder and lightning) and I met her—and—well, we’re kinda interested in each other.”


Ramin has no memory of the fourteen-year-old Bernstein having a regular girlfriend. Girls liked his debonair and studiedly gracious ways: he would always kiss hands and bow deferentially to them. But it went no further, it seems. He taught Sid Ramin about the mysteries of sex as well as the rules of harmonic progression, but he held back from committing himself physically with either sex.


In June 1933 Leonard acquired an “inexpensive but rather satisfying” upright piano on which he studied the Grieg concerto at Sharon. But by September he was bemoaning the fact that the instrument had become unbearable: “Now even the pedal fails to give results,” he wrote to his teacher. “It is completely gone, as is the action. At the slightest hint of damp weather (of which we have had an unusual frequency this year at Sharon) the keys stick and are silent.” Nevertheless the presence of a piano, presumably replaced or restored by the following summer, encouraged Leonard to mount a spoof production of Carmen in 1934. The fifteen-year-old director joined forces with a Boston Latin schoolmate named Dana Schnittken, a “thick-set, dark, heavy-bearded boy, very intense, with a brilliant literary mind. Together we wrote a highly localized joke version of a highly abbreviated Carmen in drag, using just the hit tunes. Dana played Micaela in a wig supplied by my father’s Hair Company—I’ll never forget his blonde tresses—and I sang Carmen in a red wig and a black mantilla and in a series of chiffon dresses borrowed from various neighbors on Lake Avenue, through which my underwear was showing. Don José was played by the love of my life, Beatrice Gordon. The bullfighter [a prizefighter in this version, which predates Carmen Jones by a decade] was played by a lady called Rose Schwartz. For my little sister, I wrote a prologue in verse in which she explained the story because otherwise nobody would have gotten it.”


The sex changes might have given a darker subtext to the seduction of Don José, but the Bernstein-Schnittken dialogue was surely written more for laughter than for sexual significance. “It all took place at the local hotel called Singer’s Inn,” Bernstein recalled. “They had made the dining room available to us after dinner for this presentation.” [Actually it was an annex in the beer garden.] “We hung up enormous white sheets to make a curtain and charged twenty-five cents.” Shirley, with two front teeth missing, spoke her prologue with a lisp. Another young musician from Boston, Victor Alpert (later to be the librarian of the Boston Symphony), played the referee at the prizefight. The chorus consisted of girls dressed like old Jewish men, complete with long black beards and yarmulkes. The accompanist was another neighbor, Ruth Potash; reportedly Bernstein took over at the keyboard whenever he was not performing on stage. Many of the Jewish families vacationing in Sharon had somebody working on the show, and according to Alpert they collected about fifty dollars for charity that evening, which suggests an audience of at least two hundred people.


Leonard was in charge of staging and choreography as well as the music. That he could cope without help from an experienced guiding hand, such as a drama teacher or music teacher, illustrates an early ability to organize and lead a large group of performers. His innate sense of theater was already beginning to assert itself.


In July 1935 Bernstein began to think of mounting a second opera. “My summer has so far been so full I haven’t had time to waste. . . . I’m in perfect health, have gained weight, and grown bodily and mentally. But there’s more than that. I intend to offer the public another Bernstein operatic production such as Carmen last year. We intend to use Rigoletto or possibly Faust.” But ambition had to be tempered by practicality: in the end he chose The Mikado.


Bernstein produced it in only four weeks. He had studied the music during the winter, teaching the part of Yum-Yum to his sister Shirley. At Sharon he simplified the story, cast it, organized the props and scenery, directed the staging and sang Nanki-Poo, one of the leading roles. Victor Alpert remembered Bernstein as “always center of the crowd. [His] personality was so strong that there was no question who was the leader of the gang.” Rehearsals took place at 17 Lake Avenue. “Strewn around our living room were thirty-odd young performers,” Shirley recollected in her biography, “draped carelessly over the furniture and sprawled on the floor, singing away at the top of their voices to Lenny’s direction . . .” Eleven years old, Shirley was young to sing a lead role, but she was as precocious as her brother. For the role of Yum-Yum she wore big red knitting needles in her hair, borrowed an embroidered jacket from neighbors, and made up her eyes to give them an oriental look.


“They all laughed and had fun,” his mother remembered. “When Lenny was around they all followed him. . . . They were practicing and along came the Good Humor man with the ice cream. . . . Everybody ran out en masse. . . . My husband didn’t like it. It was in his way, he couldn’t read the Talmud. . . . There was too much noise and excitement. The doors were slamming, in and out, in and out. Sam liked quiet, relaxing. ‘This is Shabbas, he used to say; get to the shul.’ ”


The Sharon Players were sufficiently confident to switch venues for The Mikado to the more prestigious Town Hall. Admission was again twenty-five cents, and each performer received a seventy-five-cent honorarium. “For that seventy-five cents,” Shirley remembers, “you could buy a hotdog, a royal banana split, a double-thick frosted and a big bag of popcorn.”


The Sharon productions continued the next year, 1936, with Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore. Leonard once again divided his time between performing and producing. The cast was larger than ever with a chorus of forty, made up of fifteen sailors and twenty-five of Sir Joseph Porter’s sisters cousins and aunts. Bernstein requisitioned the family’s maid, who had a strong soprano voice, for the female lead in the production, driving her off to rehearsals every morning in his mother’s Plymouth roadster. In doing so he risked antagonizing both his mother and his sister: Jennie was left at home without a car and with dirty dishes in the kitchen, while Shirley, despite her evident singing ability, was unceremoniously dropped in favor of an outsider with a better voice. Burton Bernstein describes the episode hilariously in The Grove, his lightly fictionalized account of summer days in Sharon.


Shirley was mollified by the offer of a star dancing role, which saved her from the humiliation of being relegated to the chorus. “He had to find something to make me feel better . . . so he interpolated a dance, when Sir Joseph Porter KCB comes aboard HMS Pinafore, to the cry of ‘Bring on the dancing girls’—which is not in it at all. And out I came with my girlfriends, the twins Kaplan, in cheese cloth, to the tune of the Aida ballet. We could do that choreography till the day he died. Somewhere we saw a production of Aida together and when it came [to the ballet] we turned to each other and said, ‘You did it better.’ ”


Bernstein would reminisce affectionately about his Sharon operatic days ever after. The experience of writing and directing stage shows proved invaluable when he began composing and directing at Harvard. He seemed destined for a career in the musical theater, not unlike Cole Porter twenty-five years earlier. His piano playing, too, was largely popular in its repertoire—at Sharon he was often called upon to entertain his father’s friends at weekend gatherings. “Play the Hungarian,” they would call out from their game of pinochle, and Leonard would happily oblige with the “Hora Staccato,” which in fact was not Hungarian at all but a novelty number by the Romanian composer Grigoras Dinicu.


*


MUSIC at Boston Latin was much less fun. Bernstein played the piano in the school orchestra for three years, substituting for the harp and other missing instruments, and he gave brief recitals at school assemblies. But although the head of the music staff, Joseph Wagner, had studied conducting with Felix Weingartner and composition with Nadia Boulanger, Bernstein’s abilities were not noticeably encouraged. It was his new piano teacher who did the most to develop Bernstein’s innate musical talent.


In the fall of 1932 Mildred Spiegel suggested that Leonard audition with Boston’s best-known piano teacher, Heinrich Gebhard. Gebhard was encouraging and promised to give him occasional lessons; for regular sessions, however, he referred Bernstein to his associate, Helen Coates, who charged a relatively modest six dollars an hour, compared with Gebhard’s fee of fifteen. Shamed by gossip among the neighbors, Sam agreed to resume paying for Leonard’s piano tuition. Bernstein wrote to Helen Coates on October 15, 1932: “Having talked the matter over at home, I have decided to study with you, taking one lesson every two weeks. Would you please let me know by mail or ’phone when it would be convenient for you to give me my first lesson?”


He took that first lesson the following Saturday, and thus began a relationship that would span more than fifty years. In Miss Coates, Bernstein found someone who would help to refine his piano technique and broaden his musical horizons. Before long she began scheduling Leonard’s lessons for the end of the day, in order to allow them to stretch beyond the allotted hour to something closer to three. They would sit side by side at two keyboards, working through technical studies as well as a wide-ranging sweep of the piano repertoire, as she instilled the discipline and the polish that was missing from his playing. “She taught me how not to ‘bang,’ how to use the pedal discreetly, how to discipline my crazed and raging fingers.” She described Bernstein as the “quickest learner” she ever had: each year he was one of the top performers in her annual pupils’ concerts. He later described his lessons with her as an “experiential learning process,” a complement to the stringent teaching approach at Boston Latin.


Only a year younger than Bernstein’s mother, Helen Coates was the first person fully to comprehend Leonard’s talent. Miss Coates (the formal address was part of her personality) had spent ten years teaching at a girls’ school before she launched her own teaching practice in Boston, where she lived with her mother in a small apartment on The Fenway. A tall, and in later life rather gaunt woman, she never married. Well educated, if somewhat prim and prissy, she developed a strong maternal devotion for her gifted young pupil. For his part, Leonard reveled in her attention. His affection toward her may have been the attraction of opposites, since her straitlaced reticence was diametrically opposed to Bernstein’s flamboyance. Perhaps he himself intuitively recognized his need for her disciplined approach.


After a year studying with Helen Coates, Leonard appeared to have won over his father to his musical ambitions. “I certainly do appreciate the faith and confidence you feel in my son, Leonard, and I am quite sure that a great deal is to be attributed to the excellent co-operation which you, as well as Mr. Gebhard, have given him,” Sam wrote to her.


“While I must confess that my hopes of Leonard’s becoming a business man are rapidly vanishing, I do realize that there are even greater achievements to be made in the musical field, and I trust that Leonard will eventually become one of the talented pianists.”


Leonard wrote that summer to his teacher to describe his response to learning the Grieg concerto: “I can’t seem to practice it enough. It is truly the most fascinating study I have ever entertained. Of course, having made my usual ‘first readings’ in impromptu style, I have settled down to work vigorously at it. It is falling to my fingers surprisingly easily. I am confident that I shall have probably mastered it by the coming fall. . . . At times, my impatience for our two-piano rehearsals next fall drives me to such desperation that I endeavor to teach my younger sister the second-piano part in the bass. A hopeless failure, of course. My father cheers me with hopes of playing over the radio next fall, however. So, as you see, I have a great deal to look forward to.” (Samuel Bernstein eventually kept his word about the radio. In 1935 he paid three hundred dollars to Station WBZ in Boston to broadcast a series of fifteen-minute piano recitals sponsored by AVOL Laboratories beauty products—Sam’s own-brand cosmetics. These were Leonard Bernstein’s first broadcasts.)


When the Bernsteins returned from Sharon in the fall of 1933, the family moved into their spacious new red brick home in Newton. Jennie called it an ark of a house. It was, as Bernstein himself put it nearly sixty years later, “very upper class indeed.” For Sam, the move underscored his enhanced social status, but it also meant additional expenses for Leonard’s school fees, since students who did not reside in Boston proper had to pay one hundred dollars a term. (Sam would later balk at paying the equivalent amount for his daughter Shirley to attend the Boston Latin Girls School; although she passed the entrance exams she was enrolled instead in nearby Newton High School.)


Newton in the thirties, with its meadows and unpaved roads, has been characterized by Burton Bernstein as both genteel and Gentile, and the older parts of the town boasted gaslit streets lined with old and gracious mansions. The Bernstein house at 85 Park Avenue was built on a plot of land adjacent to a house owned by the Marcus family, who also worshiped at Mishkan Tefila synagogue. The properties shared a driveway, which became the cause of endless disputes concerning rights of way, felled trees, shifting gravel and snowdrifts. The parents of the two families were at each others’ throats for a decade. For the children it was another story—Burton remembers admiring young Sumner Marcus for his skill at constructing crystal radio sets and battery-operated intercoms, while his brother was infatuated with Grace, the eldest Marcus daughter, who was a poet, painter and Oscar Wilde-loving intellectual.


Leonard started attending Boston Symphony Orchestra concerts in the fall of 1933. He and Mildred Spiegel bought Saturday night subscriptions which entitled them to attend twenty-four concerts for twenty-five dollars. They sat, she remembers, in the second balcony “under one of the male Greek nude statues.” One evening, during a standing ovation for the orchestra’s music director, Serge Koussevitzky, Lenny “just sat there” clapping very softly. “‘What’s the matter,’ I asked, ‘didn’t you like it?’ ‘Not like it? I loved it! That’s the trouble. I’m just jealous of any man who can make music like that.’ ” But Bernstein expressed no ambition to conduct or direct anything grander than the amateur opera productions at Sharon. He told interviewers later in life that as a boy he felt conducting to be something rare and exotic, done exclusively by foreigners like Toscanini, Stokowski or Koussevitzky. From the second balcony of Symphony Hall, the conductor was an unreal miniature figure on the platform; it was the music itself that made the most impact on Bernstein. Mildred Spiegel remembers him being so exuberant after a piano recital given by Jan Smeterlin that “we left Jordan Hall dancing mazurkas on Huntington Avenue in front of the Claw Restaurant.”


Bernstein’s mother encouraged him constantly. “The neighbors used to call me on the phone,” she recalled. “‘Will you tell your son to stop banging on the piano. We can’t sleep.’ . . . So you know what I said to them? ‘Some day you’re going to pay to hear him!’ And they did.”


Leonard, who could be perfectly bourgeois when he wanted to, enjoyed acting the artist and enraging his father with his Bohemian conduct. But the relationship was rarely strained to the degree he later claimed. On the contrary, Samuel took Leonard with him to Miami again a few days after Leonard won second prize in a 1933 Boston Traveler musical quiz, and had his photograph published in the paper. (He sent a not noticeably modest postcard of the Florida Everglades swamp back to Miss Coates with the report, “This place is beyond description. It has fulfilled all my expectations. I have created quite a stir with the piano and am even giving musicales.”)


In May 1934 Sam failed to attend Leonard’s performance of the first movement of Grieg’s piano concerto with the Boston Public School Orchestra—his debut as a soloist and therefore a landmark occasion for a promising concert pianist. Miss Coates must have sensed her pupil’s disappointment: she wrote to Samuel regretting his absence. Sam’s reply revealed renewed opposition to a musical career: “Your letter of July 16th affords me this opportunity of expressing my gratitude for your kind efforts exercised in the interests of Leonard’s musical career.


“I, too, deeply regret that I was unable to attend the concert to which you refer; you can believe me that I was unavoidably detained that evening from making an appearance. . . . While I am confident of his progress in his musical education, I shall want him to continue to treasure his accomplishments in this connection solely from an idealistic viewpoint. Notwithstanding my respect for a professional career in the musical world, from a practical standpoint, I prefer that he does not regard his music as a future means of maintenance.”


Leonard took stock of his position in a school essay he wrote for Philip Marson in the fall of 1934, his final year at Boston Latin. “There stands ready for my claiming a fairly stable business, over a decade old and offering excellent means for development and improvement. On the other hand, I care nothing for it, but am exceedingly interested in music. In fact there is never a time when I do not prefer playing my piano to any other sort of work or recreation. It is inexplicably true that because of rather than in spite of home discouragement, I am filled all the more with the desire for a musical life.” The essay went on to argue that whether he opted for a business career or a musical one, his next step should be a college education. “I would probably attempt a Harvard training because of the superb musical department there. Several German professors, such as [Dr. Hugo] Leichtentritt, who have left their native land for obvious reasons, are now giving instruction there. At the same time I would not omit the liberal arts training, as a general knowledge is essential to success in any field.” Leonard was one of the brightest students in his class, but even with grants and scholarships (and Bernstein was later awarded them every year) attending Harvard as an undergraduate would be expensive. To Leonard’s relief, his father accepted the plan.


In his conversations looking back on his days at Boston Latin, Bernstein constantly used the word “fun.” It was fun to him to discover the beauty of Ovid and Keats, to untangle the connections between Shakespeare’s history plays and the real-life history of Plantagenet and Tudor England. A scribbled list of titles on the opposite page of his 1934–35 exercise book gives a hint of the breadth of Leonard’s required reading in his final year: The Story of Philosophy, The Mind in the Making, Why Men Fight, Roads to Freedom, The Arts and The Meaning of Liberal Education. This is not the conventional reading of a conductor or a composer. But Bernstein was fortunate, first in having a father who was a scholar himself, and second in the choice of his school. Boston Latin School was passionately dedicated to learning, and to amassing a body of knowledge, with a rigor that was possibly French-derived in its classical severity, yet decidedly English in its reverence for language and literature. Both elements found a place in Bernstein’s makeup.


In another of the essays Bernstein wrote in his last year at Boston Latin he discussed a subject with which he was fascinated all his life: friendship and love between members of the same sex. The essay was to be based on the theme of “Friends and Freud” coupled with a quotation from Proverbs 17.17, “A friend loveth at all times.” It read in part:




Most people have experienced, at some time during their adolescence, the psychological sublimation of consuming friendship. Those who have read Rolland’s “Jean-Christophe” and have sympathy with the relations of the hero and Otto will readily understand the type of friendship to which I am referring. It is that companionship which has been so exaggeratively theorized by the doctrinaire Freud as love between two members of one sex.


. . . It seems to me that Freud has unnecessarily placed the subject in a decidedly unclear light which tends to affect destructively the relations of youth. Friendship, on the contrary, can be constructive. “G,” for example, has had a veritable course in music in my company, and I one of philosophy in his. “A” has helped me to keep my feet on the ground when they were on the verge of carrying me into the clouds. So I could enumerate a list of friends who have formed an integral part of my life, and I, to some extent, of theirs. Why should beautiful relationships like these be smutted with talk of abnormality?


The tragedy of these intimate friendships is that they rarely last any mentionable length of time. I can cite three cases of this type that, to my knowledge, have failed in the past few years. Unfortunately the law of compatibility in most cases is “Give and take—and give!” One party will eventually cause the eruption.


It seems to me that Fate is distinctly Machiavellian to allow these most holy bonds to be broken by mere differences; much more so by intervention in the name of Freud. Was it Walter Winchell who said recently “If the bandage were removed from Justice’s eyes, she would be found winking?”





Philip Marson scribbled over the opening of the essay: “You quote and allude and consequently give too little of yourself.” But Bernstein was revealing more of his doubts concerning his sexual orientation than his teacher allowed. Among his peers, however, Bernstein kept his feelings to himself. Any young man concerned with artistic matters risked the label “sissy” in those unforgiving, uncomprehending days. Robert Lubell, who was in the same class at Boston Latin, remembers nothing unusual about the sexual preferences of his friend Leonard: “There were a couple of people that he was friendly with whom I suspected might be homosexuals, but they were all in the closet in those days. I was awfully close to Lenny and I saw no evidence of it.”


Whether he slept with a girl in his school days is unknown but Leonard certainly had girlfriends, as well as girls who were friends. His attachment to Beatrice Gordon, who sang Don José in matador pants at Sharon, went well beyond music. They were both romantics, enamored of poetry and words. He called her “Tiger on Brocade” (an early example of his obsession with anagrams) and “Rosebeam.” In the weeks leading up to Carmen, Bernstein scribbled four nocturnal poems for her in the space of eight days. The first, called “Thoughts on People Like Myself,” included the lines:




I wondered if their souls were escapading;


While in their hearts, their passion ne’er abating,


They scorned to tell the secret of their fire. . . .





There is probably more genuine Bernstein in his translation of the Carmen lyrics. Leonard’s handwritten sketch for the “Habanera” was found among Beatrice’s papers when she died in 1983.




Oh my lover—my big strong hero—


Oh my lover, where have you been?


Come on up and pay me a visit,


I’ll be dancing at Singer’s Inn.





In 1935, Leonard’s favorite girlfriend was the petite and high-spirited Elaine Newman, whom his sister Shirley remembers as “a dream of a girl, dark hair and glorious dark blue eyes. She looked like Loretta Young. . . . Lenny was crazy about her.” He called Elaine his first love, a “little girl in a top hat gown,” and years later could remember her eau de cologne and the violet notepaper upon which she wrote to him. One of the routines they did together at parties was a parody of Noël Coward and Gertrude Lawrence playing a scene from Private Lives. He introduced her to Bob Lubell, and Elaine began dating Bob, too, when Leonard was away in Sharon for the summer. (She eventually married Bob in 1942.)


Yet for all the high spirits of his friendships with girls, one feels Bernstein to be writing closer to his heart in the following passage from a letter to Miss Coates dispatched from Sharon in 1935. “I know how interested you are in my friends and associations; and so I must tell you what a wonderful friend I have just made. . . . His name is Laurie Bearson, and he is the epitome of intelligence and artistic sympathy. We became very close friends in this past week. It is as though we were soul-mates; there is a perfect understanding between us. He is intensely interested in dramatic work and has been doing Sunday night broadcasts for some time. He is four years older than I, but that seems such an insignificant factor when we talk together. Of course there is always an interference, and in this case it is that he is going to New York to work. He left this morning and it feels as though a mountain has collapsed. But we shall correspond regularly.”


Another letter from Sharon, this time to Mildred Spiegel, suggests that what mattered most to Bernstein was friendship, friendship from either sex. When he found himself alone, as he was on this occasion, he became desperately depressed. “Great God, do I have to be sick to expect a visit?”


Bernstein’s school days concluded in June 1935 in a burst of glory. Boston Latin produced an especially handsome yearbook for its tercentenary celebrations. Bernstein’s list of school achievements shows how his memory played tricks when in later years he claimed that “musical life was practically nil” at Boston Latin and that there was no glee club at the school: “Modern Prize, 1929–30; Special Reading Prize, 1929–30; Classical Prize, 1932–33; French Club, 1934–35; Physics Club, 1934–35; Glee Club, 1929–30–31–33–34–35; School Orchestra, 1931–32–33; Soloist with the School Orchestra, 1933–34–35; co-author of the 1935 Class Song, 1935.” The class song, according to Bernstein, “was the first completed work that I ever wrote down and drew a double bar. . . . It was a valedictory song for the graduating class to sing . . . called ‘All for one and one for all.’ How’s that for an original title? . . . The song indicates a great talent for mimicry—in this case to absorb the feeling and style of Sir Arthur Sullivan.”


At the Class Day Exercise, Leonard performed a piano duet with Edward Goldman (who had recently beaten him in a piano competition) and accompanied the violist Jerome Lipson (later a member of the Boston Symphony Orchestra). The visiting dignitary for the graduation ceremony was Joseph P. Kennedy.


Six weeks later he received his examination results. He was top of the school in English. A poor mark in history, 60 percent, pulled him down a little, but his overall average was 82 percent. “With the fine recommendations I have received,” he told Helen Coates, “I should be accepted into Harvard.”





4.



HARVARD


[image: Illustration]


Practicing on the grand piano given to him by his father.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN




In his late teens he said that some day he wanted love, marriage and children. Also that he was going to try everything in his lifetime.


—MILDRED SPIEGEL ZUCKER, childhood friend of Leonard Bernstein





ON the brink of manhood, Leonard Bernstein knew he wanted to be a musician, yet paradoxically he was not an obvious candidate for the music profession. Playing the piano was a passion and a concert pianist’s career remained a possibility, but he was well below the level which most successful performers have achieved by the time they are seventeen: he had only two concerto movements in his repertoire and a handful of romantic recital warhorses. He played no other instrument, nor was he any kind of youthful prodigy as a composer in the manner of Mozart or Mendelssohn; indeed he was a surprisingly late starter. He never completed his teenage piano concerto, and a modest four-minute setting of Psalm 148 for voice and piano, composed in 1935, is his only surviving schoolboy composition which possesses a hint of poetic imagination buried within its Gounod-esque harmonies.


Teaching and music criticism were other musical avenues to explore, but Samuel Bernstein was right to be concerned about his son’s career prospects as a musician. In the long run, becoming a music major at Harvard was the best way forward. The specialized conservatories dedicated to the training of musical performers, such as Juilliard in New York and the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia, could never have provided the intellectual stimulus he received when he took up residence at Wigglesworth, one of the freshmen residence halls, in the fall of 1935. Yet for prospective musicians the syllabus was astonishingly restricted. “You could not study composition at Harvard,” Bernstein recalled, “and you could not study applied music of any sort, although there was an orchestra named the Pierian Sodality of 1808 and the famous Harvard Glee Club, which sang Gilbert and Sullivan and everything in the choral tradition. . . . One could walk through the Music Building for two hours and never hear a note because it was all on a blackboard or being discussed in hushed whispers. We tried to rectify that by organizing a music club under the tutelage of a wonderful freshman adviser named Edward Ballantine. . . . We met in his attic. Mrs. Ballantine brought us tea. We could exchange views and our own music and hear new music—we played Stravinsky’s Sacre du Printemps arranged for four hands. . . . Somebody came with a record of Alban Berg’s Lyric Suite and we all listened to this amazing new thing like a cabalistic society. All of a sudden, new worlds were open to me.”


Higher education was a privilege in 1935. Despite President Roosevelt’s New Deal, unemployment was still endemic. A mere 20 percent of America’s families could afford to send their children to college, and of those families many had a hard time paying their way. Bernstein was intellectually privileged, too. His Boston Latin education had prepared him well for Harvard, giving him a sense of history and the ability to interpret facts intelligently. At Harvard, which was celebrating its tercentenary, he became active in politics, attending meetings, signing manifestos and playing the piano at fund-raising concerts for good causes in China, Spain and Czechoslovakia, sometimes defying the expressed wishes of the college authorities.


Boston Latin had been a racial melting pot, its pupils selected strictly on academic merit. The sons of affluent white Anglo-Saxon Protestant families in the Eastern states were educated elsewhere, at expensive private schools. At Harvard, Bernstein encountered for the first time the power and prejudices of these privileged classes. In the 1930s Harvard had a racial quota—Jews were restricted to 10 percent of the student population. And prejudice at Harvard went further than mere numbers. Because he was Jewish, Bernstein was not elected to the Signet Society, a campus group for those interested in the arts. And despite his gifts as an entertainer he was never invited to perform with the Hasty Pudding Show, a Harvard revue that put on amusing musicals, akin to the Footlights Club in Cambridge, England. But if Bernstein was angered by the anti-Semitic attitudes he encountered, he did not dwell on them. In later years he preferred to rhapsodize about Harvard’s special pleasures: the joys of rowing a one-man skiff on the Charles River, of playing squash, of singing at the piano after supper in the Junior Dining Room, and of accompanying Gilbert and Sullivan with the Glee Club, a post from which he was eventually banished for arriving late to rehearsals.


Bernstein also continued a busy musical and social life in Boston. He often went home to attend synagogue with his family, to practice on his own piano, to get his laundry done, to give piano lessons, and of course to see his beloved mother, his sister Shirley and his younger brother Burton. He continued his friendships with several of his friends from high school days. Mildred Spiegel remembers visiting his dormitory at Wigglesworth and playing duets of Fingal’s Cave and a Schubert symphony, while Sid Ramin went to Bernstein for lessons in jazz. (Bernstein confided to him that he intended to develop a Harvard accent.)


In their first year, students could select courses from a variety of disciplines; already fluent in French, Bernstein took courses in English literature and Italian, as well as single semester half courses in Fine Arts and German. “I wanted to read Faust in German and I wanted to read Dante in Italian.” In music he took only a general course, but outside the university he was heavily involved in his piano studies, having been promoted to the regular piano classes of Heinrich Gebhard, the doyen of Boston’s teachers. He studied with him for the next four years. Gebhard had made his debut with the Boston Symphony in 1899: German-born, he had been a pupil of Leschetizky. Each lesson in his studio, Bernstein wrote many years later, felt like a major event. “We would sit at two fine old Mason and Hamlins, abreast: I would play, he would play: he would leap up, with that light, deer-like energy, and over my shoulder coax my piano to sing like his. Anything that I did that pleased him was magnified into a miracle by his enthusiasms: my failures were minimized and lovingly corrected. All was bathed in the glow of wonder, of constant astonishment at the golden streams of Chopin, the subtle might of Beethoven, the fevered imaginings of Schumann, and the cooler images of Debussy. But nothing ever became really cool. Sound, in itself, was passion; the disposition of sound into constellations for the piano was life itself. I never once left that studio on my own two feet: I floated out.”


At Harvard, his musical education was guided by Professor Arthur Tillman Merritt, who introduced him to the music of Monteverdi, then being championed by Nadia Boulanger. “We would sit and play and sing and cry with joy. . . . My God, I will never forget the first time we sang Orfeo and played it four hands together!”


The seventeen-year-old Leonard Bernstein was a good-looking, debonair young man, five feet eight and slim, with a thick shock of wavy dark hair; he dressed smartly, usually sporting a bow tie and a cigarette in an elegant holder. “Lenny had a natural inclination for the spotlight; he never hid his light under a bushel,” recalled Mildred Spiegel. “He was magnetic, outgoing, fun-loving, surrounded himself with many friends and had an abundance of acquaintances from all walks of life.” Perhaps because of a subconscious feeling of inadequacy, he was also endlessly energetic, and exuded a kind of contagious enthusiasm to which both friends and teachers responded. He also needed constant variety. “He became bored if made to have a regimental existence. He had a fascination with unique people and artistic projects, and needed to have many projects going on at once.”


The summer of 1936 saw Bernstein supervising H.M.S. Pinafore, the last of his hilarious Sharon productions. In September as Mildred Spiegel noted in her diary, he took a short vacation at Elm Tap Farm in Alfred, Maine. “He borrowed the farmer’s truck and drove to the Emerson House at York Harbor where I was playing with my trio. I was delightfully surprised.” Bernstein must have been impressed, since he later wrote a piano trio for Mildred and her friends; it was performed at Harvard in 1937.


Bernstein chose to spend his remaining Harvard years in Eliot House, a handsome building, in Georgian style, accommodating some three hundred students; it had opened only five years before, in 1931. Professor Tillman Merritt remembers it as an “artistic house.” Every Christmas a Shakespeare play was put on in the dining hall. Bernstein shared a small suite, consisting of a sitting room, two bedroom cubicles and a bathroom, with Norman Brisson, who had been a fellow pupil at Boston Latin School. The roommates did not get along. Bernstein admired Brisson’s practical nature, describing him as somebody who “does everything by system and budget. . . . [In his company] I shall perhaps prosper,” but Brisson complained later that Bernstein had called him a reactionary and a fascist.


His sophomore classes included the study of Socrates and Plato. “This is where the relationship with my father comes in, because his Talmudic study had all been philosophically oriented,” he remarked. He also studied English literature, and claimed to have read all the plays of Shakespeare, as well as hearing the Shakespeare scholar George Lyman Kittredge giving his last lectures. Bernstein’s marks—an A and two Bs—reflected his interest in philosophy and literature; he did equally well in his two music courses, studying advanced harmony and fugue under the composer Walter Piston, then Harvard’s senior music professor. Piston had been a pupil of Nadia Boulanger and wrote standard textbooks on harmony and orchestration. But Bernstein’s favorite course was the aesthetics class taught by David Prall, one of Harvard’s star lecturers and the author of two books on the subject. A committed music lover, Prall became a strong supporter of Bernstein.


Another important friendship, one that would endure for nearly a quarter of a century, began in January 1937. “It’s the most fascinating, occult, hair-raising fairy story you could conceive of,” Bernstein wrote to his friend Beatrice Gordon, investing his meeting with Dimitri Mitropoulos with almost mythical significance. The famous Greek conductor had just turned forty. He was a tall, commanding figure, with piercing blue eyes. His huge head was totally bald. His American debut with the Boston Symphony Orchestra the previous season had caused a big stir and he was one of the few distinguished conductors to have been invited back; Koussevitzky conducted nearly all the concerts himself. Bernstein attended his Saturday night concert and, in his own phrase, “had gone bananas” with excitement.


Next day the Greek students of Harvard’s Helicon Society had arranged a reception for Mitropoulos. By what he termed “great celestial luck” Bernstein had been invited to attend and play for the maestro, who was so impressed by Bernstein’s passion and compositional gifts (Bernstein included the sonata he had just written for Heinrich Gebhard in his impromptu recital) that he urged him to attend the orchestral rehearsals he was to commence the next morning. “If they will not allow you in, ask for to see me,” he added, in what Bernstein described in a thinly disguised fictional account of the meeting, titled The Occult, as a “strange, cosmopolitan language.”


Although mid-year exams were upon him, Bernstein virtually abandoned Harvard for a week, in order to attend Mitropoulos’s rehearsals and performances. The first of the conductor’s two programs—each was repeated several times—had consisted of Ravel’s Rapsodie Espagnole, the Toccata for piano and orchestra by Resphigi, in which Mitropoulos was the soloist as well as the conductor, and Mitropoulos’s arrangement of Beethoven’s C sharp minor String Quartet, op. 131. The second program included the Second Symphony of Robert Schumann, a work with which Bernstein was to feel a passionate identification for the remainder of his life.


Dimitri Mitropoulos was born on February 18, 1896. Fluent in five languages, he had been educated to become a priest before choosing music as a career. He was an excellent pianist, having studied with Ferruccio Busoni in Berlin in the early 1920s, and he sometimes conducted piano concertos from the keyboard. Bernstein was to emulate him, notably in performances of Rhapsody in Blue and the Beethoven C major Piano Concerto. After serving as an assistant to the great Erich Kleiber, Mitropoulos had become one of the most mesmeric of the world’s conductors. He had appeared throughout Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, often donating his fees to his own Greek orchestra to help purchase musical instruments. His 1936 Boston concerts had been the talk of the town; his subsequent visits to Minneapolis—a German-populated city—were so successful that in 1938 he was invited to become that orchestra’s chief conductor.


On the podium Mitropoulos was a flamboyant personality. He achieved his musical effects without a baton but with immensely expressive body language. Like Koussevitzky, he was a passionate advocate of contemporary music, favoring Central European composers rather than the Americans whom Koussevitzky was championing alongside Stravinsky and Prokofiev. He was a man of great magnetism and physical power—he was an enthusiastic mountain climber—who lived his life with intense dedication to his art. Bernstein was overwhelmed by the experience of meeting him. “I learned for the first time what a conductor does and how he has to study. His memory was incredible: he even rehearsed without a score. . . . He had a passion that at times in rehearsal made him rush into the viola section and grab them by the shoulders and shake them to make them play the way he wanted.”


In The Occult, Bernstein called himself Carl and described the rehearsals as the most memorable and confused in his life: “Monday morning [Carl] was . . . awaiting with the orchestra the arrival of Eros Mavro [Mitro-poulos]. When he came upon the stage, on the dot of ten o’clock, there was much applause from the members of the orchestra. . . . The music was glorious. Mavro, in his never-ceasing excitement, broke two chairs by dropping down on them with all the force of his wiry body, in order to signify a sudden diminuendo to the orchestra. The first time, he went right through the cane seat. The concertmaster rushed to the rescue. The second time, the orchestra tittered. Mavro pulled himself up still conducting, too full of the music to stop even for an instant. Carl began to feel a great and awful love for the man.”


Mildred Spiegel attended one of the rehearsals with Bernstein and remembers that Mitropoulos afterward treated them to lunch at the nearby Café Amalfi. Mitropoulos, in a seductive gesture, put an oyster on the end of his fork and gave it to Leonard to eat. Bernstein’s own choice of food was more prosaic: spaghetti with tomato sauce. Mildred recalls Mitropoulos sprinkling Parmesan cheese on it.


In his short story Bernstein wrote that at the concert he was overwhelmed “with a strange mixture of pride and despondency”—evidently experiencing some of the same jealousy he once expressed to Mildred Spiegel at the end of a Koussevitzky concert. But the emotional importance of his meeting with Mitropoulos was not so much the revelation of the conductor’s métier as the fact that for the first time in Bernstein’s life, as renowned a figure as Mitropoulos had recognized him as a creative spirit. “‘The moment I set eyes on this boy [Mavro says in The Occult], I felt a—something’—he struggled for expression—‘a feeling of the presence of—of greatness; of something—genius.’ ”


Mitropoulos was probably responding to Bernstein’s personality rather than to his compositional gifts. But if Bernstein’s fictional account is accurate, Mitropoulos took Bernstein to one side in his crowded dressing room and told him he had the talent and ability to be a successful composer. “You are sensitive in an ideal way—I know, do not say a word. You must work, work very hard. You must devote all your time to your art. You must keep yourself pure. Do not let friends spoil you with flattery. You have everything to make you great; it is up to you only to fulfill your mission.”


Two and a half years later, in September 1939, Mitropoulos would repeat that advice, with the crucial difference that he now suggested that it was as a conductor rather than as a composer that Bernstein should dedicate his life. Even as a boy, Bernstein was eager for fame. But it may have been Mitropoulos who inspired him to believe that he had the potential for greatness.


*


IN previous summers Leonard had stayed with his family in Sharon, relaxing and producing his Gilbert and Sullivan operettas. In 1937 he took a summer job for the first time, working as the music counselor at Camp Onota, just outside Pittsfield in northwest Massachusetts. Among his duties were teaching campfire songs, performing two- and three-part rounds before meals, recruiting and rehearsing a swing band (using washtub lids for percussion), and putting on modest entertainments for the camp once a week. By his own account his bunkhouse was filled with the New York Jewish kids who were his special care.


On July 11, the Sunday of a Parents’ Weekend, Bernstein was informed by the camp director that he would have to entertain at the piano during lunch. He refused at first, knowing how difficult it would be to be heard in the mess hall, but then news came through on the radio of the sudden death in Los Angeles of George Gershwin. In the midst of the meal, Bernstein struck a loud chord to get his audience’s attention: when the clatter of cutlery and crockery had ceased, he announced that America’s greatest Jewish composer had passed away. He then played Gershwin’s Prelude No. 2, requesting in advance that there should be no applause afterward. When it was over there was a heavy silence in the hall. “As I walked off I felt I was Gershwin.”


When he had a night off, Bernstein used to visit Camp Allegro for girls, across the lake from Camp Onota. There, too, he would entertain at the keyboard. When the director of Camp Allegro asked Bernstein to recommend a music counselor, he sent a telegram to Mildred, who got the job. “We had a great time visiting at each other’s camps,” she remembers, adding that Leonard told her he was “in the clutches of a million women.”


The highlight of the summer was Camp Onota’s production of The Pirates of Penzance. Bernstein was the music director and the role of the Pirate King was assigned to a young man named Adolph Green. Born of Hungarian parents, Green had grown up in the Bronx. He left De Witt Clinton High School at seventeen and did not have the grades to get into college. But he was clever with words and had a phenomenal musical memory; he sang complete symphonies and Frank Crumit songs with equal skill. He had been good at amateur dramatics as a boy and he loved the theater; as a teenage camper he had done recitations of “Gunga Din” and imitations of Al Jolson, but he had not yet broken into the professional entertainment business. Green described his meeting with Bernstein as a lifetime landmark. “A sallow, bloated (185 lb.) unemployed Hungarian-American Pirate-King-to-be disembarked on the steps of the Mess Hall of Camp Onota to be greeted by my mentor—Monitor R. Weil, counselor of Dramatics, who had . . . self-effacingly plotted my engagement extraordinaire at Uncle Len’s Heavenly Haven for healthily well-fed young Hebrews.” Green had already heard about the prowess of Leonard Bernstein, and was convinced he was too good to be true; he must be a faker. Similarly suspicious about Green, Bernstein bounded down the steps to greet him and whisked him indoors for a music quiz. He sat down at the mess hall piano and asked Green to give the title of a piece by Shostakovich he was playing. Green said he’d never heard it, at which point Bernstein jumped up and threw his arms around him: the music was actually Bernstein’s latest composition, the Music for the Dance, which he had just dedicated to Mildred Spiegel on her twenty-first birthday. Then it was Green’s turn to ask a question; he requested a piece by Debussy, Puck. Bernstein, who had claimed he could play anything, admitted he didn’t know it. Nor had he heard one of Green’s symphonic favorites, Sibelius’s Fifth. Bernstein had met his match and he loved it. His exuberant reaction prompted an equally vivid response in Green: “I felt the fresh air of 1,000,000 windows opening simultaneously and a sense that my life had been building towards a turning point and that it had happened, now. . . . We tramped the Onota Hills that night, for hours and hours up and down, to the clock and back to the camp gate and up and around the bunks and back and forth and every moment was a new miracle. I knew I had been listening to music all these years and making my funny and odd full-orchestra phonographic sounds, with soloists thrown in simultaneously, in preparation for this meeting, and I had been carefully rehearsing Sibelius 5th Symphony to give you its definitive performance that night.”


Evoking their meeting thirty years later, Green listed some of their shared joys: “Borneo,” as sung by Frank Crumit, T. S. Eliot, Alice in Wonderland, L’Histoire du Soldat, W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender (as early as 1937!), Gilbert and Sullivan, old, old movies—“I knew as we walked and sang and talked, that you, the boy LB, were nothing less than a genius, but this knowledge was only another comfortable fact to me by now—part of the magic of our continuing dialogue.”


That same summer Camp Onota put on Gershwin’s Of Thee I Sing, the zany musical about a presidential election; it was a topical choice since Roosevelt had won a landslide second term the previous fall. Then Bernstein took Adolph home to meet his family. “When Lenny invited Green to Sharon,” Burton Bernstein wrote later, “they would sit around the house for hours, quizzing each other on, say, Beethoven scherzi and inventing brilliant musical parodies while Sam stewed and paced. ‘Who is that nut?’ he’d say to the equally bemused Jennie. ‘I want him out of my house!’ ”


Bernstein’s friendship with Green was high-octane fun. There had been no laughs in his coup de foudre encounter with Mitropoulos, indeed his two new friends could hardly have been more different, but they had one thing in common: both made it clear they felt Bernstein was a genius, and that was something he very much needed to hear.
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The Harvard undergraduate.
COURTESY OF THE ESTATE OF LEONARD BERNSTEIN




I envisaged the composer as patriarch, perhaps bearded like Whitman, certainly Mosaic. Some time later I met the patriarch, cleanly shaven, broadly smiling, a young thirty-seven.


—Bernstein on Copland, after hearing the Piano Variations





WHEN Bernstein began his junior year at Harvard in the fall of 1937, his life was dominated by what for all practical purposes was his professional debut. On October 31 he performed Ravel’s piano concerto with the federally funded State Symphony Orchestra at the Sanders Theatre in Cambridge. Although as a freshman he had played a few recital pieces with the quaintly named Pierian Sodality of 1808—the organizer of the Harvard-Radcliffe Orchestra—and performed music by Joseph Wagner at concerts in Boston, nothing thus far could compare in importance with the Ravel concerto.


First heard in 1932, Ravel’s concerto was commissioned for the Boston Symphony’s fiftieth birthday. Bernstein’s performance was billed as only the second in the Boston area, and it attracted several newspaper critics. The Christian Science Monitor wrote that although Bernstein was still in his teens, he played “with an authority and ease which betoken an unusual talent. His tone is crisp and his fingerwork clean and clear-cut. . . .” The Boston Herald wrote that he possessed “assurance and a considerable technique to clothe his genuine talent.” At the end of the concert he was accorded an ovation. Such positive reactions must have convinced Bernstein that a pianist’s career was not closed to him, despite his late start, and it was as a pianist that he continued to make his musical mark at Harvard. He entertained in the Common Room at Eliot House and at the end-of-semester entertainments, and was a stalwart of the Music Club. Although he was dropped from the Glee Club, he was in demand to accompany ad hoc choral groups. On occasion he also played the piano for the Harvard Film Society’s screenings of great silent movies. “Battleship Potemkin rode at anchor,” the composer Irving Fine remembered, “to the accompaniment of Copland’s Piano Variations, extracts from Petrouchka, and Bernstein’s own paraphrases of Russian folk songs.”


Aaron Copland’s Piano Variations, a tough, sinewy composition lasting less than a quarter of an hour, became a key work for Bernstein. David Prall gave Bernstein the sheet music of Variations—“because I couldn’t afford it,” Bernstein recalled—and Bernstein wrote a paper about them for the aesthetics course given by Prall. “A new world of music had opened to me in this work—extreme, prophetic, clangorous, fiercely dissonant, intoxicating.” Once he had learned it, Bernstein spoiled many a Harvard party, he remembered, by playing it when people asked him to perform. “I could empty a room, guaranteed, in two minutes.”


Later in the fall of 1937 Bernstein actually met Aaron Copland. In the company of a graduate student friend named I. Bernard Cohen, who later became head of Harvard’s History of Science Department, Bernstein had attended the Boston debut of Anna Sokolow, a member of Martha Graham’s company who was branching out on her own. When the two dance buffs went backstage for autographs, Sokolow invited them to her November 14 debut in New York. Cohen called his poet friend, Muriel Rukeyser, to get them tickets. “We found ourselves sitting in the first row of the first balcony at the Guild Theater,” remembered Bernstein. “We were old hands, we had seen this in Boston. . . . For everybody else in the front row it was news, and so I guess we were looked at with some sort of bemused interest because we seemed to know so much about Anna’s repertoire. . . . On my right sat this unknown person . . . an odd-looking man in his thirties, a pair of glasses resting on his great hooked nose and a mouth filled with teeth flashing a wide grin at Muriel. She leaned across to greet him, then introduced us: ‘Aaron Copland. . . . Leonard Bernstein.’ I almost fell out of the balcony.” Prompted by the music he knew, Bernstein had pictured Copland as a bearded Old Testament prophet. “I was shocked to meet this young-looking, smiling, giggling fellow whose birthday it happened to be.”


After the recital Copland invited everyone in the front row to a birthday party at his New York loft on West Sixty-third Street (where the State Theater at Lincoln Center now stands). The provincial Jewish boy was entering one of the salons of the New York intellectual elite, in the company of poets, photographers, filmmakers, writers and composers, among them Virgil Thomson and Paul Bowles. Bernstein’s talents did not remain undiscovered for long that evening. When he informed Copland that he was a great fan and that he knew the Piano Variations, Copland dared him to play it. Bernstein replied, “‘Well, it’ll ruin your party. . . .’


“He said, ‘Not this party.’


“So I played it, and they were all—he particularly—drop-jawed. And it did not empty the room.” Then he played part of the Ravel concerto. “I remember distinctly Paul Bowles, spread out on some sort of studio bed that everybody was sitting on, saying, in that rather perfumed drawl of his, ‘Oh, Lenny, ne Ravelons plus!’ [Let’s not Ravel any more!] He was very witty.”


It is impossible to exaggerate the culture shock this party gave the nineteen-year-old Harvard undergraduate. Bernstein was meeting some of the giants of American music. The composer Virgil Thomson, for example, had lived for years in Paris and was not just a former student but also a firm friend of the legendary teacher Nadia Boulanger. He had collaborated with Gertrude Stein on the opera Four Saints in Three Acts; at the time of the party he had worked with John Houseman and Orson Welles on several Theater Guild projects, and he had recently written a ballet score and two movie sound tracks.


Paul Bowles was another deeply intriguing personality. Then known only as a composer, he had studied with both Thomson and Copland and had met Christopher Isherwood, W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender in Berlin, where he had traveled with Copland in 1930. (Isherwood’s Cabaret heroine, Sally Bowles, is named after him.) His chief source of composing income was as a writer of incidental music for the theater—among his commissions were Lillian Hellman’s Watch on the Rhine and Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie and Sweet Bird of Youth.


Bowles liked Bernstein immediately and a few days later sent him a postcard at Eliot House promising to send some of his songs. Bernstein always admired Bowles’s cool, understated music and his eccentricity, but it was his host, Aaron Copland, who attracted Bernstein the most powerfully, as teacher, father-figure, and friend. Outwardly, Copland was the antithesis of the already flamboyant Bernstein: he was sober in demeanor, considerate, direct and at the same time tactful. According to Virgil Thomson, Copland’s physical appearance did not radically change after 1921, and neither did his loose-hung suits and unpressed neckties, nor his abstemious habits and seemly ways—which, concluded Thomson in a splendid phrase, “by their very simplicity add up to a princely grace.”


Copland studied from 1921 to 1924 with Nadia Boulanger and through her met Serge Koussevitzky in 1924. When the great Russian conductor took over the Boston Symphony Orchestra, his self-appointed task was to develop an American school of composers and Copland was given regular encouragement starting with his 1925 Organ Symphony. He had just completed a children’s opera, The Second Hurricane, and his first major ballet, Billy the Kid, was on the way. At the age of thirty-seven Copland was already talked of as America’s leading composer. He was active as an organizer of composers’ leagues and contemporary music concerts, and his generosity and practical help to colleagues were well known.


Yet Aaron Copland’s personality remains something of an enigma. He never flaunted his homosexuality in the way certain of his friends did. (So many of the leading musical figures in the New York left-leaning musical intelligentsia were homosexual that the American Composers League was once dubbed the Homintern.) He managed his emotional affairs with discretion, enjoying throughout his life a sometimes bewildering series of personal relationships with younger men; the longest was with Victor Kraft, whom he described in 1932 as “a young violinist who is a pupil, companion, secretary and friend.”


Did Bernstein temporarily displace Kraft in Copland’s affections? Nobody can say for certain whether they were lovers but Copland certainly recognized a kindred spirit in Bernstein from the tremendous conviction with which he performed the Piano Variations at their first meeting. For the next six years they would see each other frequently and write to each other regularly. Bernstein derived enormous support from his friendship with Copland and learned much from him about the practicalities of professional musical life. Copland became Bernstein’s composition adviser and critic. “I remember I was writing a violin sonata during those Harvard days [actually in 1940] and a two-piano piece, and a four-hand piece and a string quartet. I even completed a trio. I would show Aaron the bits and pieces and he would say, ‘All that has got to go. . . . This is just pure Scriabin. You’ve got to get that out of your head and start fresh. . . . These two bars are good. Take these two bars and start from there. . . .’ He taught me a tremendous amount about taste, style and consistency in music.”


*


A few weeks after meeting Copland, Bernstein encountered another American composer of distinction, William Schuman. At Copland’s prompting, Koussevitzky had decided to conduct Schuman’s Second Symphony and the composer, then twenty-seven, was invited to stay in the Alumni Suite at Eliot House for the rehearsal period. “I.B.” Cohen and Bernstein were appointed to meet him at the station and look after him. “I remember we went back and had some beer at Eliot House,” recalled Schuman in 1992, “and we talked about music and the Bible and baseball, everything you can imagine.” Bernstein asked if he might study the score of the new symphony overnight. Schuman woke early, his score nowhere to be found and a ten o’clock rehearsal imminent. Bernstein was asleep in his room, dead to the world. When Schuman entered to retrieve his manuscript Bernstein opened his eyes, said, “You like Sibelius,” and promptly went back to sleep. At the concert the symphony was roundly hissed by many in the audience, while Bernstein and a handful of friends loyally shouted “Bravo” from the second balcony. Notwithstanding the Sibelius remark, the two men became firm friends and remained so for half a century.


In 1938 Bernstein became music editor for the Harvard Advocate and was informally appointed the Boston correspondent for the New York magazine Modern Music, edited by Minna Lederman. His writing style, like his personality, was energetic, his criticism refreshingly direct. A Prokofiev concert, conducted by the composer “opened brilliantly” he wrote, “with a suite from his ballet Chout which strains the word ‘cleverness’ to a snapping point . . . One is very thankful these days for a concert piece that has a finale one can whistle while leaving the hall.” Prokofiev’s First Piano Concerto made a less favorable impression. “Truthfully it is not a good piece. . . . its one real tune is worked to death . . . it lacks continuity, and it sounded like the student work that it is”—cheeky stuff coming from a Harvard student whose own concerto lay unfinished in his bottom drawer. But Bernstein was already well known for his chutzpah.


His attention was not focused exclusively on music, however, as a letter he dashed off to Aaron Copland in a white fury on March 22 attests. Hitler had just marched into Vienna, welcomed by cheering crowds celebrating the Anschluss of greater Germany. “The week has made me so sick, Aaron, that I can’t breathe any more. The whole superfluousness of art shows up at a time like this, and the whole futility of spending your life in it. I take it seriously—seriously enough to want to be with it constantly till the day I die. But why? With millions of people going mad—madder every day because of a most mad man strutting across borders—with every element that we thought had refined human living and made what we called civilization being actively forgotten, deliberately thrown back, like railroad tracks when you look hard enough at them—what chance is there?”


This outburst had been prompted by a recital in Boston at which a pianist named Cara Verson had attempted, among other works, the Copland Variations. “I don’t know whether you knew it was going to be played here, but if you did, how did you allow it? In short, she gave really no performance at all: I can stand a bad performance, but not no performance. She began the thing wrong, played about two measures, skipped some variations, got lost again, skipped about 5 pages, played a few measures out of tempo—entirely without any discernment, without any idea of rhythm—and kept this up (playing little measures from choice variations) until she reached the coda. Then she played about half of it and called it a day. I was purple—I wish I could let you know how incredibly bad it was: it was the work of an imbecile. I left then and broke dishes in the Georgian cafeteria. . . . Excuse this outburst, Aaron, but the whole concatenation of rotten, destructive things has made me very angry and disappointed. At Harvard the situation is aggravated by these horrible musical dolls who infest the place. I find it almost impossible to stand. Thank God for you. Our last hope is in the work you are doing.”


From his little bedroom at the Empire Hotel, Copland replied immediately with sympathy and encouragement:




Dear Leonard,


What a letter! What an “outburst”! Hwat [sic] a boy! . . . I had reports of [Cara Verson] at a time when she played the Variations here, which I studiously avoided attending. I see that did no good, since she continues to “play” them. But what can a poor composer do? I know of no way of stopping her once the piece is published, do you? Think what people do to the three B’s etc. and nothing can be done about that. As for your general “disappointment” in Art, Man and Life I can only advise perspective, perspective and yet more perspective. This is only 1938. Man has a long time to go. Art is quite young. Life has its own dialectic. Aren’t you always curious to see what tomorrow will bring?





Bernstein wrote to Dimitri Mitropoulos again soon after the anniversary of their first encounter. In The Occult, he described the experience with melodramatic fever: “He recalled sadly that Mavro had promised to write him and even to send him some of his compositions. Yet he had had no word from him. He had made sufficient excuses for this to himself, but he could not help feeling that perhaps his relationship . . . had been only the result of the great man’s need to give his love to every human . . . [but] when he began to write, the whole experience was magnificently re-created in him, and his letter proved to be, after the fourth draft, a series of declarations of faith.”


The facts are more interesting than the fiction of Bernstein’s undergraduate prose. Dimitri Mitropoulos’s actual response from Minneapolis to his young Harvard disciple was heartfelt but less passionate and less overtly sexual than Bernstein made it out to seem: “My dear, dear boy, believe me your letter touched me very deeply. I never forgot you. I was only really very busy this past year and now just the same. But now I feel you more near and that gives me more courage to write you.


“Then, dear friend, is that so, is that true, that you believe so much in me? Have I really failed you, have I really left you a void after our last meeting? This thought makes me crazy, and so happy that I dare not believe it. Nobody else has ever written such a thing!”


Mitropoulos suffered alarming bouts of loneliness. Whether he was in love with Bernstein is open to question. Six months later he would write to his fellow Greek Katy Katsoyanis: “I’ve always felt this abyss isolating me from the whole world, so that I am and will remain always always alone, even when I am near those who love me.” His loneliness and desire for a partner is a theme in most of his letters to Bernstein. “All my life is a devotion to my art. Beyond this I am living like an ascetic. There are many people who love me and are my friends but it fails me [i.e., I cannot find] this unique one to whom I can believe with the necessity to give my love. I am so full of love, that I am always spending it to every human being. Your letter was really a great gift to me. . . .” That he could have elicited this kind of response from one of the world’s greatest conductors, only a few weeks after he had taken Aaron Copland and his friends by storm, must have given Bernstein an enormous sense of power.


Mitropoulos urged Bernstein to join him in late April when he would be conducting an all-Wagner program with soloists from the Metropolitan Opera. Mitropoulos dispatched a telegram ten days later, announcing that a free ticket was waiting for him for pick up at a Boston train station. Soon Bernstein was headed west to Minneapolis. It was the farthest he had traveled from home—in more senses than the merely geographical.


The week the two spent together provided Mitropoulos with an opportunity to assess his protégé’s musical abilities during long sessions in the conductor’s greenroom at which Bernstein sight-read orchestral scores such as Le Sacre du Printemps, and played the Ravel piano concerto. There are no clues regarding the nature of their friendship other than the letter Bernstein received when he got back to Harvard: “Yes, you are right to be worried about me. I couldn’t answer your first letter; you were asking me too much. If you remember, you wished to know more about me, but I think it is better that you look at me as you wish to. . . . Who knows?—otherwise you would be disappointed. And, dear boy, I need your appreciation, your respect, your love!” The developing relationship was based on mutual affection. Mitropoulos was a homosexual, but Bernstein was not his type: theirs was essentially a spiritual friendship.


Mitropoulos asked Bernstein for a small photograph to carry with him on his forthcoming European tour. “Your picture is so good,” he wrote when he received the portrait; “can you imagine, for a moment I thought I lost your love and then I was asking myself perhaps I am not right to expect anything from anybody, that my destiny is to be alone with myself and my art. But you, my dear friend, tell me it is not so, I am something for you, yes, . . . don’t forget me.”


Mitropoulos’s letters helped to instill in Bernstein a sense of the performing artist’s spiritual mission. On the subject of the artistic temperament he wrote: “There is, behind the soul and the whole life of the artist, perhaps a suffering soul. . . . The moment one day will come in which perhaps yourself—if you possess a soul as I wish to believe—you will be able to see through feeling without any explanation.” From his earliest days as a conductor Bernstein’s interpretations were as remarkable for their depth of feeling as for their technical prowess.


By the following year, however, there seemed to be a certain cooling off on the part of Mitropoulos in his feelings for the “boy genius.” “I am very happy to hear that you are working hard,” Mitropoulos wrote in February of 1939, “but I am sorry to see that you neglect your piano, that could be a great help to your career. I see you too come to the position now to have problems: musical, artistic, social and spiritual—and the worst of all, sexual. Unfortunately I am too far away to help—to give you good advice. But I hope you are a clever boy and that you realize the great responsibility to yourself, its importance. . . . I look forward to have some moments again in your inspiring and friendly company.”


The reference to Bernstein’s sexual problems underscored the confusion he felt about his sexuality, a confusion which he would continue to confront in his final year at Harvard.


*


BERNSTEIN’S friendships with Mitropoulos and Copland, and his exposure to the latest ideas in composition and performance, had a more profound effect on him than anything learned in the lecture halls and tutorials of the university. In later life he paid lip service to the spirit of cross-disciplines he imbibed at Harvard. But in going through his carelessly scribbled university exercise books, one is struck by the ordinariness of Bernstein’s writing. His tutors were not impressed either. “You use the personal pronoun too freely . . . verbosity and laziness . . . you have talents that are shamed by this kind of thing.” Bernstein’s intellectual gifts were undisciplined until they were applied to music. The music criticisms he published in the Advocate are infinitely livelier than his labored essays on aesthetics and Shakespeare, which prompted one examiner to note that while he admired Bernstein’s forceful language he couldn’t understand the point he was trying to make.


Overall, his academic record in his junior year was not impressive—he earned a solitary A, in English, and a B in comparative literature. He received a B in one music course and a disappointing C in the other, awarded by Arthur Tillman Merritt. “I never graded students on their talent,” Professor Merritt recalled much later. “If he didn’t do the work why should I give him an ‘A’? That was my theory and I did it with all my students. So I did give him a ‘C’ and he became famous. It was even in Time magazine.”


The composer Harold Shapero, who lived a few doors away from Bernstein in Newton and was a year behind him at Harvard, also noted Bernstein’s cavalier approach to counterpoint studies. “Lenny didn’t come to class at all. I was a dutiful little student. I did my Palestrina stuff and I got an ‘A’. . . . Lenny showed up around the end of the first term and put a piece up on the piano. It was some kind of wild chorus, rather ugly and painful. . . . It had nothing to do with sixteenth-century counterpoint. In typical stentorian Harvard style, Merritt said, ‘Well, Leonard, this is not exactly what we’re doing in this class,’ and Lenny took his fist and smashed it down and said, ‘I like it!’ I was astonished. . . . It showed the power of conviction that he had about his own music.”


Bernstein’s inner time clock was already gravitating toward the night hours. Attendance at 9 A.M. lectures grew ever more onerous; long talks into the small hours of the night became the norm. A new friendship had encouraged Bernstein’s nocturnal trend. Early in 1938 Leonard and his roommate Norman Brisson moved to another suite in Eliot House, which would accommodate a third roommate and thus cut costs. Although Bernstein claimed he needed to make economies because his father was in financial difficulties, he was probably being tactful about his need for a more sympathetic companion. The new man was Alfred Eisner, the editor of the Harvard Advocate. A New York-born intellectual and an active member of Harvard’s Communist party cell, he and Bernstein would sit up late endlessly discussing T. S. Eliot, proletarian literature, and the relative merits of music and language as expressive tools. Brisson meanwhile had discovered “a morose but willing widow in a street near Harvard Square.”


In the summer of 1938 Bernstein concentrated on his piano playing. His brother remembers as a six-year-old being forced to go to the swanky Scituate Yacht Club between Boston and Plymouth for Leonard’s first full-length piano recital on August 1. The program included Hindemith’s Second Piano Sonata (played twice) and Bernstein’s own Music for the Dance No. 1, which had been inspired by Anna Sokolow, as well as some familiar nineteenth-century fare: a Schumann novelette, two of Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies and a handful of mazurkas by Chopin.


Bernstein also joined forces with the New England String Quartet for three concerts at the Scituate Yacht Club and played Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue with the State Symphony in Lynn and Brookline. He made $150, most of which he spent on a trip to California to visit Ken Ehrman, a friend from Eliot House who graduated in 1938. Ehrman lived in Atherton near San Francisco, and Bernstein fell in love with the area and its food. Ehrman sent him artichokes for Christmas for many years after that. “California is all and more than the most ardent western patriot could boast,” he wrote to Helen Coates. “I am completely in love with it—the gorgeous brown hills—the mighty fog—the particular blue of the sky—the rows of eucalyptus with their dramatic bark—the friendly people—the earnest atmosphere. I am reborn with each crossing of the Bay Bridge.”


Ehrman and Bernstein toured California for several weeks, including a visit to David Prall, who was staying in Berkeley with his sister, a music professor at Mills College, Oakland. At one friend’s home a younger brother was discovered weeping tears of frustration over his forthcoming music lesson. “Lenny told the kid to slide over on the piano bench, and within five minutes had him convinced that piano was more fun than Little League,” Ehrman remembers. The one thing Bernstein did not do that summer was compose, despite encouragement from Aaron Copland, who tried unsuccessfully to get him a cottage at the creative haven of the MacDowell Colony. He could have concentrated on composition for a few weeks, but old Mrs. MacDowell (Edward’s widow) was suspicious of teenage composers.


When Bernstein got back to the East to commence his senior year at Harvard he faced many challenges connected with his future, not the least being his own sexuality. In the past year the world of New York homosexual society had been revealed to him. For the first time he discovered that it was possible for emancipated spirits to lead a gay life without a constant feeling of guilt. But his was not an emancipated spirit. Neither had he committed himself, at least exclusively, to being gay. In April 1939 he told Kenneth Ehrman that he had “met a wonderful girl. I’m about to have a sex life again. That’s encouraging.” To Mildred Spiegel he admitted that he didn’t know what sex he would choose—“the pendulum was swinging back and forth.”


At heart Bernstein was still a good Jewish boy, anxious to do well by the family, by his piano teachers, by David Prall, whom according to Kenneth Ehrman he idolized, and by his music professors. Undoubtedly the thought of declaring himself gay must have terrified him, and so he shied away from confronting his inclinations. He felt uncomfortable giving up on school, as well, despite his divided interests. To Copland he described Harvard as a “great waste,” but he was not prepared to abandon respectability and drop out, however “prim” and “high schoolish” the university now seemed to him. He still did not have the necessary technical facility or motivation to become a concert pianist and neither did he have the inspiration (nor the application) to stay at home and compose a substantial concert work. At least Harvard provided the stimulus to compose something: he had been asked by the Harvard Greek Society to write music for a production of Aristophanes’s The Birds, and then to conduct the score at the end of the school year.


In October of 1938 Aaron Copland visited Boston to supervise the American public premiere of El Salón México, which was being performed by Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Copland and Bernstein spent a delightful evening at Harvard, and Bernstein fell in love with Copland’s new piece, which his publisher described as an American Boléro. “It’s getting to be hard to keep this from being a fan letter,” he wrote after the performance. “I still don’t sleep much from the pounding of [the opening theme] in my head. In any event, it’s a secure feeling to know we have a master in America. I mean that too (don’t pooh-pooh). I sat aghast at the solid sureness of that construction of yours. Timed to perfection. Not an extra beat. Just long enough for its material. Orchestral handling plus. Invention superb. And yet, with all that technique, it was a perfect rollercoaster ride. And it’s not the exhaustible kind of cleverness (like [Jean] Françaix, or his ilk).


“I want seriously to have the chance to study with you soon. My heart’s in it. Never have I come across anyone capable of such immediate absorption of musical material, possessing at the same time a fine critical sense with the ability to put that criticism into words—successfully. This is not rot. The little demonstration you gave with those early things of mine proved it for me conclusively. . . . I tremble when I think of producing something like the Saloon.”


Bernstein’s enthusiastic appraisal has to be kept in perspective: El Salón México is only twelve minutes long. Copland responded with enthusiasm to his friend’s critical fervor. “Of course come to N.Y. and of course I’ll be delighted to tell you all I know. But be sure to learn a lot about counterpoint first. No-one can beat Piston at that. . . . I had such a nice time in Boston. Partly your fault.” Bernstein was no longer studying with Professor Piston, but his senior year courses included a class on orchestration given by another of Nadia Boulanger’s pupils, Edward Burlingame Hill, “not a first-rate genius but a master of orchestration, a salty New Englander who loved Debussy.”


With all his extracurricular activities, Bernstein neglected some of his other studies. His sister Shirley remembered a final in political science for which he had to cram madly the night before, having skipped most of the classes. Flunking a course at the end of his senior year would put his graduation in jeopardy. The major question on the two-hour test was “Compare Europe before and after 1848.” “Faced with the impossibility of answering the question in any expected style,” wrote Shirley with sisterly pride, “he was able to fill several blue books with poetry quotations, drawings, snatches of music, and other thoroughly unorthodox material. Somehow all of it turned out to be pertinent and impressive. The result was a grade of A-plus on the examination, with a comment from the professor that Lenny’s was one of the most brilliant examination papers he had ever read.”


Much more significant, however, was Bernstein’s senior thesis, more than thirty thousand words long, on “The Absorption of Race Elements into American Music,” a lively account of the way American composers, notably two of his favorites, Gershwin and Copland, had responded creatively to jazz and Latin-American influences to create a national musical style. The thesis occupied him from December 1938 through March 1939. Early on he wrote to Aaron Copland for advice:




The thesis tries to show how the stuff that the old boys turned out (Chadwick—Converse—Shepherd—Gilbert—MacDowell—Cadman (!) etc.) failed utterly to develop an American style or school or music at all, because their material (Negro, American Indian, etc.) was not common—the old problem of America the melting pot. Having ruthlessly revealed the invalidity of an Indian tune surrounded by Teutonic development, etc., I will try to show that there is something American in the newer music, which relies not on folk material but on a native spirit, (like your music, and maybe Harris’ and Sessions’—I don’t know), or which relies on a new American form, like Blitzstein’s. Whether this is tenable or not, it is my thesis, and I’m sticking to it.


Now how to go about it? It means going through recent American things, finding those that sound, for some reason, American, and translate that American sound into musical terms. I feel convinced that there is such a thing, or else why is it that the Variations [Copland’s Piano Variations] sound fresh and vital and not stale and European and dry?


This is where you can help, if you would—what music of what other composers in America would support my point, and where can I get hold of it? Would the music of Harris? or Ives? or Schuman? or Piston? or Berezowsky? You see, I know and hear so little American stuff. This is my great opportunity to get to know it well, and find out something about it. I feel more and more that there’s something to all this, and that it can be told in terms. I’ll be infinitely thankful for any suggestions.





Copland replied with his customary wisdom:




You sound as if you were very much on the right track . . . both as to ideas and composers’ names. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that just because a Gilbert used Negro material, there was therefore nothing American about it. There’s always the chance it might have an “American” quality despite its material. Also, don’t try to prove too much. Composing in this country is still pretty young no matter how you look at it.





In the introduction to the finished thesis, Bernstein thanked Professors Prall and Merritt for “invaluable assistance” and acknowledged stylistic suggestions from his friend “I.B.” Cohen. He made no reference to Aaron Copland, perhaps because Copland’s music features extensively in the examples quoted in the thesis. Bernstein wrote with vigor, supplying copious handwritten music examples to illustrate his argument that a specifically and genuinely American music style emerged in the 1920s and 1930s. It was brilliantly insightful (if somewhat disparaging about the composers of the generation preceding Copland). Apart from the Norton Lectures of 1973, it is the most substantial essay he ever wrote.


Surprisingly, Bernstein graduated cum laude rather than magna cum laude. It was a respectable, better-than-average grade point and considering all his other Harvard activities it must have given him and his family a tolerable sense of achievement. One reason he did not do better is the dissenting opinion Dr. Hugo Leichtentritt, one of Harvard’s émigré German musicologists, attached to the thesis. “I thoroughly disapprove of Mr. Bernstein’s arrogant attitude and the air of superiority assumed by him. His otherwise interesting analysis of the modernistic idiom would have gained much without this display of immature, juvenile and unjust criticism. With this reservation I accept his thesis for honors, but would like to see that my objections are made known to him.”


Despite his success at Harvard, Bernstein was in a black mood when he reviewed his future prospects a few weeks before graduation. There was, he reported to Ken Ehrman, no chance of a fellowship for graduate studies. A summer job at Mills College fell through. “Maybe a job with a dancer next year. May be a [writing] job on Modern Music. Maybe Sharon (God forbid!) . . . It’s a dull and wretched state I’m in. No money, no practicing, no ideas.”


The Greek Society production of The Birds helped to buoy his spirits. Performances took place on April 21 and April 22 at the Sanders Theatre, and tickets were at a premium. Bernstein sent a couple to Helen Coates with the apologetic request that she bring Heinrich Gebhard as her guest because there was no way he could lay his hands on any more. The president of Harvard headed the list of patrons, supported by Dean Chase and thirteen professors.


In the Aristophanes satire the birds have turned themselves into gods and are seeking to starve the real gods into submission. They have built a city between heaven and earth called Nephelococcygia (Cloudcuckootown). There are twenty speaking parts (it was performed in Greek) and a chorus of thirteen. Bernstein composed for a small orchestra consisting of a string quartet (two violins, viola and cello), a wind quartet (flute, oboe, clarinet and bassoon), a harp and percussion (three players). The music—about forty minutes in all—consists of eighteen numbers, ranging from brief flourishes and fanfares to substantial movements such as the “Prelude” and “Hoopoe’s Serenade,” marked romanticissimente, which incorporates the song “Me and My Shadow,” later whistled by the entire cast.


Helen Coates and Aaron Copland were among those who witnessed Bernstein’s impressive conducting debut. But his success with The Birds was to be overshadowed—at least in terms of public attention—by his final Harvard venture: a student production a month later of Marc Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock-Bernstein later referred to Blitzstein, who was thirty-four when they met, as the man who “seduced my soul.”


*


AFTER Aaron Copland, Blitzstein was the American composer who had the greatest influence on Bernstein’s development as a composer and personality. The Cradle Will Rock is set in the mythical Steeltown, U.S.A., and tells of a bitter fight between the bosses and the workers struggling to form a union. Produced by John Houseman and directed by Orson Welles, the show ran in New York for 108 performances, with Blitzstein himself playing the piano. The story of how on opening night in June 1937 the entire company, led by Houseman, Welles and Blitzstein, had outwitted a U.S. Government ban, imposed for political reasons, by marching twenty blocks from their padlocked theater to a different venue, had passed into theatrical history. Instead of being muzzled, Cradle had become front-page news and Blitzstein a national figure, America’s leading exponent of music theater.
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