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            This book is dedicated to my wife Pamela and to my parents, Carmela Maria and Pasquale.

            They have believed in me and guided me through this life.vi
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	1959
            
                        
                        	Born in Epping, Essex, England, on 30 December.



	1965
            
                        
                        	Lives with grandparents in Castelfranco, Italy, for a year.



	1970
            
                        
                        	Begins accompanying his father’s singing students on  the piano.



	1973
            
                        
                        	Moves with his parents and brother to Bridgeport,  Connecticut, USA.



	1979
            
                        
                        	Répétiteur and rehearsal pianist with Connecticut  Grand Opera.



	1981
            
                        
                        	Répétiteur and rehearsal pianist with New York City  Opera.



	1982
            
                        
                        	Conducts part of a concert with the Kankakee Valley  Symphony Orchestra, Illinois.



	1982
            
                        
                        	Conducts first full concert, with the South Jutland  Symphony Orchestra, Denmark.



	1984
            
                        
                        	Rehearsal pianist and musical assistant, Gran Teatre  del Liceu, Barcelona.



	1985
            
                        
                        	Rehearsal pianist and musical assistant, Frankfurt  Opera and Lyric Opera of Chicago.



	1985
            
                        
                        	Makes first recording, with Helsingborg Symphony  Orchestra, Sweden.



	1986
            
                        
                        	Assistant to Daniel Barenboim at Israel and  Bayreuth festivals.



	1987
            
                        
                        	Conducts first opera: Puccini’s La bohème, with  Den Norske Opera, Oslo. x




	1990
            
                        
                        	Appointed Music Director, Den Norske Opera.



	1990
            
                        
                        	Conducts Puccini’s La bohème at the Royal Opera  House, Covent Garden, London.



	1992
            
                        
                        	Appointed Music Director, Théâtre Royal de la  Monnaie, Brussels.



	1993
            
                        
                        	Conducts Wagner’s Siegfried at the Vienna State Opera.



	1995
            
                        
                        	Marries Pamela Bullock.



	1995
            
                        
                        	Begins continuing recording contract with EMI  Classics, now Warner Classics.



	1996
            
                        
                        	Conducts Verdi’s Don Carlos at the Théâtre du  Châtelet, Paris.



	1996
            
                        
                        	Conducts the London Symphony Orchestra in a  recording of Puccini’s La rondine.



	1997
            
                        
                        	Conducts Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin at the  Metropolitan Opera, New York.



	1999
            
                        
                        	Appointed Music Director of the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden.



	2002
            
                        
                        	Conducts the Orchestra dell’Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia, Rome.



	2002
            
                        
                        	Begins tenure at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden.



	2005
            
                        
                        	Appointed Music Director of the Orchestra  dell’Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia.



	2008
            
                        
                        	Conducts the world premiere of Harrison Birtwistle’s  The Minotaur.



	2010
            
                        
                        	Presents Opera Italia for BBC Television.



	2011
            
                        
                        	Conducts the world premiere of Mark-Anthony  Turnage’s Anna Nicole.



	2012
            
                        
                        	Receives knighthood in the New Year Honours List.



	2014
            
                        
                        	Conducts the world premiere of Sir Peter Maxwell Davies’s Symphony No. 10. xi




	2015
            
                        
                        	Presents Pappano’s Classical Voices for BBC Television.



	2021
            
                        
                        	Appointed Chief Conductor of the London Symphony Orchestra.



	2023   
            
                        
                        	Conducts for the Coronation of King Charles III,  Westminster Abbey, London.



	 
            
                        
                        	Named International Opera Awards Conductor of the Year.



	 
            
                        
                        	Named Musical America Conductor of the Year.



	2024
            
                        
                        	Receives Commander of the Royal Victorian Order.



	 
            
                        
                        	Begins tenure with the London Symphony Orchestra. xii
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            1

            Beginnings

         

         I’ve not been one for looking backwards so much, nor for explorative contemplation. I’m more the locomotive type, but I’m in my mid-sixties now and it’s perhaps inevitable to gaze back at my life and its achievements, successes, disappointments, friendships, opportunities taken and those missed, and try to piece together the puzzle that helps me figure out how I got to this point. It feels as if I have been living in a whirlwind these last thirty years. So I am thankful that the enforced stop that Covid-19 imposed on us (certainly those of us in the music business) gave me the rare opportunity to think about things calmly: the past, the future, and of course the fraught present.

         I’ve thought a lot about my unusual childhood. I was born to Italian immigrant parents on 30 December 1959 at the Epping Forest Hospital in Essex. My parents, having made their way to London, were working as domestics for a well-to-do family in the area. They had been childhood sweethearts and were engaged for ten years before marrying in London at the age of twenty-four. They came from a tiny farming village called Castelfranco in Miscano in the province of Benevento in the Campania region, a relatively remote community surrounded by astounding natural beauty – not the Tuscan kind of perfectly manicured beauty, but something rougher, more primitive, burned yellows and browns rather than lush green. The village is 760 metres above sea level, the air fresh and invigorating, the 2views heart-stopping. Today the population hovers around 800, way down from the 3,000 or so in the past.

         My mother, Carmela Maria Scinto, was born on 5 January 1934 to Fedele Scinto and Incoronata Pomarico, two of the strongest characters I have ever met. They were carved out of stone. Impossibly hard-working; she quite stern in demeanour, suffering ill health for much of her life; he a chain-smoker with very strong opinions and a mischievous look in his eyes. They lived only a few metres from Antonio and Antonietta Pappano, both families owning and working pitifully small plots of land. Antonio was an intelligent and gentle man. He could read and write and often helped the villagers when they needed to fill out documents, especially when asking for disaster relief following the earthquakes that would occur every so often. Interestingly enough, he never submitted an application for himself. Antonietta was a force of nature, proud, ferocious even, in the way she was protective of her two sons. To this day, the memory of her scares the living daylights out of me, yet I admired her greatly. She worked herself to the bone to nurture her family as best she could in a very poor environment. Antonio and Antonietta made for an incongruous but fiercely united couple.

         Antonietta had made it quite plain that Carmela Maria was not good enough for her handsome older son Pasqualino, her golden boy with the gorgeous tenor voice, especially after my mother had to have surgery for a stomach ailment, rendering her damaged goods in Antonietta’s eyes. My mother, though desperately in love with him, felt compelled to escape the heartache and torment while Pasqualino was away doing the compulsory military duty that was the norm back then. Her enterprising younger sister, Luisa, had already decided she wanted more from life than the village had to offer. Through 3the sponsorship of friends, some distantly related, she made her way to England, taking trains and finally a boat across the Channel. London in the late 1950s was one of many immigrant destinations, but the place most favoured by many of the young people from Castelfranco making their inevitable escape from the hardships of cruel winters, poverty and a crushing feeling of stasis. My mother followed – escaped – not long after and received the welcoming embrace of the Castelfranco contingent already established in London.

         You will have worked out that my father, after finishing his military service, rushed to London to try to salvage the relationship, which now seemed doomed. He was dumbfounded to find a newly independent young Carmela Maria. At their first encounter, he found her smoking – a cardinal sin in his eyes. It took a while but love finally won out and they were married at St Anne’s Swiss Church on Old Pye Street in Westminster on 3 August 1958.

         My late arrival caused another familial car crash. After a few months of marriage my father received a letter from his father asking where the fruits of matrimony were. (Those were the words used; many years later I saw this letter.) Naturally the letter was instigated by his mother. Carmela Maria was understandably devastated and became worryingly insecure. I did finally arrive, and my parents decided that they needed to move back to London from Epping, fortuitously having been informed there was a chance of a council flat being available for us. In this they were aided by my future godparents, Paul and Anne Schembri, a Maltese couple who with their son Joey befriended my parents early on and who were determined to help them in any way they could. This gesture will never be forgotten by my family. May future immigrants find such 4compassionate people as we did to aid them in their quest to survive. My father was restless to be in the big city and both my parents missed their Italian friends, so this opportunity was a godsend. We moved into what would be the first of three different flats in the Peabody Estate Buildings on Old Pye Street, just off Victoria Street in Westminster, but not before I had mastoid surgery in Epping for a chronic ear infection – another shock for my mother.

         The concept of work was something sacred to people like my parents: the grit they possessed was somehow from the earth itself. Castelfranco is situated in a region called the Sannio, its people the Sanniti. Very different in character from the vivacious Neapolitans, these people are austere, proud, and will break their backs to scrape a living. I knew nothing of this until about fifteen years ago, when Paolo Baratta, the then capo of the Venice Biennale, instructed me on my people’s history, telling me that they even fought back against the Roman onslaught on two different occasions before finally succumbing. Everyone I have known from that village has been imprinted with the idea that through blood, sweat and tears anything can be achieved, or at least a dignified existence. It is written on their faces. This life weapon was most definitely passed on to my younger brother Patrick and to me. He was due to be born around St Patrick’s Day, so he was baptised Patrizio, but that handle didn’t last long in London town.

         By the time I was eight years old and my brother six, both of us were working with my mother from six in the morning, helping her clean offices. She held down several of these jobs, and on the side moonlighted as a receptionist for a homeopathic doctor specialising in the treatment of rheumatoid arthritis. My mother had only a third-grade education and very little 5English. However, with her winning personality, she quickly learned how to deal with people and make herself invaluable. My brother and I accepted that we had to be little work horses and follow her example. Of course, we didn’t love it, but we got on with it and then went to school. Front and centre was our mother’s determination to fight for a better life, no matter the hardships, and in this the united front of Pasqualino and Carmela Maria was awesome to behold.

         St Vincent’s Primary School in Victoria, next door to Westminster Cathedral, was run by the Sisters of Charity of St Vincent de Paul. I remember being very happy there. I liked all subjects, but football and music appealed to me the most. Ann Walsh, one of the teachers, played the piano beautifully, and she would occasionally put together a small choir of children’s voices to sing in the cathedral next door. I would sing my heart out for her, even going off piste one time, singing the wrong verse of the hymn, more loudly and more emotionally than everyone else, ruining everything. At least music was in the air at school; the rudiments of notation were taught, a little keyboard work was expected from each of us, and we sang!

         Let’s go back to Castelfranco …

         When I was five years old, Patrick and I spent an entire year in Castelfranco. I lived with our paternal grandparents, my brother with our maternal grandparents, who had moved to another part of the village, still only a stone’s throw away. At the time my parents were simply overwhelmed with so much work that they couldn’t take care of us properly. One might ask why they didn’t take life a little more easily. I’ve been asked that question myself hundreds of times over the years, but one must take into consideration that they came from nothing, and something like that marks you for life. This attitude was certainly 6genetically and psychologically transmitted to my brother and me, becoming close to an obsession: the need not only to survive but also, for my parents in particular, the need to acquire material possessions, the smallest luxury a sense of achievement.

         I have memories of running around the village with my school chums (yes, my brother and I had to enrol in something called an asilo), getting into all kinds of scrapes – one time leading to a bad fall that left a serious dent in my forehead. As there was no doctor in the village, I was carried, bleeding profusely, to the barber, who filled the cut with wax, stopping the horror show. I have the strange crevice to prove it, front and centre.

         During our first years in London my father’s ambition to become a professional singer became more pronounced. He would travel back and forth to Italy to study with the illustrious vocal coach Ettore Campogalliani, but he needed to work in a restaurant at night as a cook to earn survival money. My mother meanwhile kept up the punishing routine of holding down several jobs at once, helping to support him, my brother and me.

         After some time, my father finally settled down with his family, friends and the many cousins who had also immigrated. He brought with him a newly discovered talent for the teaching of singing. It fascinated him to observe Campogalliani working with other singers, and he must have picked up much crucial information about the mysterious workings of the human voice. His own voice was of the lirico spinto variety of tenor, suited to the core Italian repertoire, predominantly Verdi and Puccini, a masculine, robust but plangent sound that I still have in my ear to this day.

         I’ve often asked myself why my father didn’t have the solo career he had dreamed of. I remember his getting quite nervous before performing, but I’ve also learned in the last forty 7or so years, surrounded by professional singers, what a complex mixture of elements in one’s voice and personality it takes to succeed fully in this endeavour. Teaching was my father’s true calling. He loved imparting his passion for melody and for singing freely and unencumbered, but of course his dream of becoming an opera singer was not fulfilled.

         My parents bought an upright piano for the council flat; all I remember about it was that it was brown. From the age of about six I was made to take piano lessons. My debut as a performer was at school playing Beethoven’s Romance in G in front of the class. Not earth-shattering stuff, but I got through it.

         My father owned a collection of LPs of the great tenors, living and deceased. Names that I was exposed to as a youngster included Caruso (of course), Gigli, Pertile, Lauri-Volpi, Corelli, Bergonzi and Del Monaco. Even then, I realised how different they were from each other. Caruso made the biggest impression: the recording was made in the last years of his life and the voice was as if made of bronze. The dark hue and the penetrating high notes shot through me. Later I would get to know the sounds of each of these tenors intimately.

         My piano playing improved steadily. I was no prodigy, probably due to a practising regime that was at best inconsistent. I was, however, fortunate to receive the kind of life-changing signal that can define one’s path in life. It doesn’t happen to everyone, but it happened to me. In the UK, the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music offers national examinations from Grade 1 (rudimentary) to Grade 8 (advanced). It is a useful way to plot your progress and so, urged by my teachers, I took Grades 1–4 in Performance and Music Theory and Ear Training, and did well. The ‘moment’ came when I passed Grade 5 with distinction. I remember opening the envelope 8with nervous anticipation, reading the marks and feeling something powerful come over me. I said to myself then and there, ‘Music is what I have to follow.’ With Grade 5, one is not playing very difficult material, no Chopin études, so I look back with bemusement that I would make such an enormous life decision solely on this result.

         My life has always somehow been driven by those early memories and the wish – the need! – to match my parents’ courage, passion and grit. To come to London from their tiny Italian village with just a few pounds in their pockets took real guts. That kind of daring I have never had. I have had another kind of courage, such as jumping in with a couple of days’ notice to conduct a new production of Wagner’s Siegfried in Vienna almost thirty years ago. But pulling up stakes and going all in, risking everything, throwing oneself into the unknown with almost nothing in your pocket – that takes real bravery. I feel, therefore, that this book is being written from the perspective of someone wanting to emulate my parents, maintaining through perseverance, curiosity and plain hard work their vision of what progress and achievement could be, no matter how humble the beginnings.

         When I reached the age of ten, my father decided that I should become part of the family business and accompany his students on the piano. He himself was proficient enough to play the notes on the piano with one hand, but he couldn’t provide a full accompaniment with chords and pedal. Having a pianist was obviously a boon for his students, but I was benefiting from being exposed to a very wide range of vocal music: Italian art songs, opera, German lieder, pop songs of the day, songs from American musicals. Most importantly, I was having contact with people, grown-up people. I wasn’t shut in a room on my own practising for six hours each day; rather, I was 9collaborating from the start, and as time went on and I started to become familiar with these new musical surroundings, I was given the opportunity to communicate my knowledge and feelings about the music, transmitting at the same time what I had absorbed from my father about vocal technique.

         At the end of my time at St Vincent’s, I remember having a rather tetchy conversation with the formidable Sister Claire. She wanted to know what I had in mind in terms of schools for the next stage in my education. She was adamant that Brompton Oratory was the right place for me. I had other ideas. A new comprehensive school had opened in Pimlico, and after an interview there, I was quite taken with the idea of being in this flashy new glass building as part of an educational experiment. Besides, it was much closer to home. Though I was there only a short time and not really involved with things musical, I realise now, looking back, just how advanced the place was with regard to the arts. The school had a symphony orchestra, no less. Wow!

         A routine was established. After classes finished, I would get on the 88 bus that took me to Dinely Studios in Blandford Street and I would work with my father and his singing students there for several hours – an obligation that continued when our family made an unexpected move to the United States.

         One of the most powerful experiences of my young life was seeing my father sing the role of Canio in Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci. It was with a small company that had no orchestra, so although the production was performed in full costume, the orchestral part was played on the piano. A small glimpse of my future! The pianist was the inimitable Robert Keys, for many years a senior opera coach and the assistant head of music staff at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Later I was lucky enough to study with him and his wife, Elaine Korman. 10

         In the opera Canio kills his unfaithful wife Nedda in a fit of jealousy, and my father became so violent that the plastic prop knife that we had gone out to buy together was totally crushed at the end of the performance. That frightening amount of intensity and passion, the sense of danger I witnessed that day, has never left my memory and I have ever since felt the necessity to be in the midst of that kind of theatrical hysteria. An intensity that is almost narcotic in its power. That bloody dagger and the incredible music that accompanies that intensely emotional situation made an indelible impression on me.

         Something else that was passed onto me by my parents was a not too well-hidden restlessness. With my parents, it manifested itself in their insatiable need to achieve, to move on. People have described it in me as boundless energy; sometimes I don’t know where the energy ends and the restlessness begins. Focusing can be a lifelong preoccupation. It is so easy to waste time and energy. Ask any performer.

         I recall, when I was young, watching my father struggle with his singing. I’ve described his beautiful voice, full of sunshine and depth, but I realise that, despite being a good teacher, his own vocal technique was somehow not completely in order. How strange. Actually, not so strange, as I believe that a person who has struggled with technique, nerves perhaps, asking so many questions along the way, seeking solutions, is probably better suited to helping others find ways to conquer whatever their individual problems may be. My father was extremely emotional and this made him wonderfully expressive, but I realise now that it was very difficult for him to focus his mental energy, to pinpoint in himself the faults he may have had. 11

         Only after several years of distance did I learn to accept that as a teenager I couldn’t possibly have had the necessary expertise or wisdom to help my father work through these vocal issues. It is something that I have done successfully again and again for so many singers, but that skill came quite a bit later. I am not a voice teacher and will never be one, but I have ears for the correct vocal production, the Italian bel canto school. I have to admit that when I hear a singer who doesn’t abide by these sacred vocal precepts, I almost can’t listen.

         The tremendous gift that I received from my father was our regular routine of going through the key works of the Italian repertoire together, with him singing the tenor roles and me playing the piano and, crucially, singing all the other parts. Yes, as a soprano, mezzo-soprano and baritone! The in-depth knowledge that I gained playing and singing, in operas including La bohème, Madama Butterfly, Tosca, Turandot, Un ballo in maschera, Otello, Aida, Il trovatore, La forza del destino, Rigoletto, La traviata, Lucia di Lammermoor, Norma and L’elisir d’amore, has proved invaluable over the years and I thank my lucky stars that I gained such familiarity with many pieces that would become important to me later on.

         When I play the piano now in my alone time, I’m always brought back to my early lessons, the Romance in G, the myriad songs I played, the Match of the Day theme, which I learned by ear, and the never-ending list of tenor arias.

         In 1972, when I was twelve and Patrick was ten, my mother gave birth to a baby girl, Incoronata. She was named after my grandmother and we called her Tina. Tragically, she died at the age of eight months, and it was shattering for my mother and the rest of the family. After having two boys, she and my father had so hoped for a girl – and now this awful shock. Following a 12very difficult year, my parents somehow came out from under a considerable dark cloud with a plan for an adventure, a change. My mother’s sister Luisa, followed later by their parents, had emigrated from England to America, and now my mother and father said, ‘Let’s give that a go ourselves for six months.’
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            2

            Moving to the USA

         

         London was not the easiest place to live during the late 1960s and early 1970s. A general bleakness pervaded the city, and the weather and pollution was such that my father always seemed to have a cold. Though my parents were somehow making ends meet, albeit working themselves to death (at least that’s how it seemed to my brother and me), there was still a thought in those days that the streets of America, the land of infinite possibilities, were paved with gold. So, in 1973, on 30 June, we boarded a flight and moved to the United States. I was thirteen and my brother was eleven. It was supposed to be a try-out, but astonishingly quickly my parents made the decision that we would settle there.

         This complete change came a year after they had bought their very first house in London. It was on Abbeville Road, in Clapham, and they had paid £7,500 for it. A huge and surprising step after so many years of council-flat living. I wonder what that house is worth now. We left behind my father’s brother Mario, his wife Maria, their two children, and many cousins and close friends with whom my parents had grown up in the old country. Though I also left behind several schoolfriends, the fact that I hadn’t been interacting with them outside school hours meant that the relationships were not cemented to the point that when I left London it was in a state of total devastation. Quite the opposite really. There was, rather, a feeling of restless curiosity. 14

         Silly though it might be, my first indelible image of the United States to this day remains the colour of the Cadillac (ice blue, gorgeous) that picked us up at the airport to take us to Bridgeport, Connecticut, where my mother’s family lived. The car belonged to a neighbour who generously drove to John F. Kennedy Airport in New York to fetch us. The look on his face when he saw the monstrous amount of luggage still makes me chuckle. Riding in that car made me think I’d died and gone to heaven. I still remember the revelation that was air-conditioning.

         Six months later my parents took a flight back to London and sold the house. They returned, with the money sewn into their clothes, to park themselves, my brother and me permanently in the USA. After a summer spent mainly being invited for meals by a whole slew of relatives I didn’t even know we had (barbecue became the new staple), I was enrolled into Central High School. My brother went into seventh grade in a different school, and our own new adventure began. Yes, everyone made fun of my British accent, which I never completely lost. As a journalist called Anna Picard commented in the Independent in 2006, ‘One lasting effect of his childhood is an accent Rory Bremner might have difficulty reproducing. Pappano’s voice combines the clipped consonants of the Eastern Seaboard with the tangy vowels of working-class Westminster and the shadow of a Southern Italian drawl.’ My brother lost his accent in what seemed like two days.

         The big question mark that hung over the family was what to do about my musical studies. The only place my aunt Luisa knew that had anything to do with music was a piano-and-organ store run by an Italian family, a hundred metres down the road from her house, where we were then staying. (Full-on 15family living, two households plus the maternal grandparents. The Italian din was deafening.) Verrilli’s Piano and Organ Showroom was for me a momentous entry into a world of discovery. After I had first played for Mrs Anna Verrilli, the matriarch, she told me and my parents to wait for her daughter Norma, who was to arrive shortly. Was this a good sign, or was I being turned down? Aside from selling pianos and organs, mother and daughter both taught piano.

         Norma made a huge impression on me. So confident, so tall. After she had listened to me play Liszt’s Consolation No. 3 in D flat, a lovely dreamy piece, which I probably exaggerated to the limit of indulgence, she frostily uttered the words, ‘Have you played any Bach?’ I began a programme of study with her over several years with an intense diet of Bach (inventions, sinfonias, preludes and fugues, the Italian Concerto, later the partitas, the French and English suites, and much later the Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue), practising every day on a huge ancient upright piano in her basement. The heat in the summer I will never forget; no air-conditioning there. I must have stunk out the place! I made rapid progress. Hours of Hanon finger exercises, Cramer études, Mozart, Haydn and Beethoven sonatas, Chopin pieces of all descriptions, Brahms’s Scherzo in E flat minor, rhapsodies, and Sonata No. 3 in F minor, as well as, curiously enough, pieces by Paul Hindemith – his Second Piano Sonata and excerpts from Ludus Tonalis – and Bartók’s Mikrokosmos. It was all Greek to me at the time but I dug in.

         Sight-reading was a must: playing the four-hand and two-piano repertoire together with Norma, I was experiencing instrumental chamber music for the first time, rather than collaboration with singers – a very important distinction. The glories of Schubert were revealed to me, and we played 16transcriptions of every sort and, yes, more Bach, in particular The Art of Fugue, but also the Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms symphonies. Soon my fingers were flying across the keyboard and, more importantly, I was slowly becoming a musician, and not just a piano player.

         This process was probably quite normal for any talented piano student in his teens, but I was in for several surprises. Norma was part of a duo with her then husband, Joseph Iadone. He, for many years a double-bass player, was urged by none other than Paul Hindemith to turn his attention to early music, and so, incredibly, he ditched the bass and became a lutenist. Norma played the clavichord, and together they performed music written before Bach. I heard the music of Monteverdi, Gesualdo, Senfl, Isaac, Josquin, Sweelinck, Dowland, Campion, Gibbons and Byrd for the first time, and it opened my ears and my heart. Often the shortest of pieces said so much through dazzling harmonies, unexpected turns of phrase, and genuine pathos or playfulness. This music to this day stops me in my tracks.

         Norma, whose father was also from Castelfranco, grew up at a time when most of the jewels of the American songbook were written and she fervently believed that I needed to know more about this repertoire. She had a fantastic ear and could play most of the great tunes by heart in an elegant and stylish way, replete with juicy chords. I didn’t know what had hit me, but it hit me hard. As with the early music, a two-minute song could say everything there was to say. How ironic that I spend most of my life now conducting extremely long operas and symphonies.

         After years of this kind of exposure, Norma introduced me to her former composition and harmony teacher, Arnold 17Franchetti. In his early seventies when I met him, he had been a student of Richard Strauss in Munich and had sat on Puccini’s lap as a boy when the illustrious composer was visiting Alberto Franchetti (Arnold’s father), an opera composer himself and a bigwig at the La Scala opera house. I would drive early in the morning once a week to Lyme, Connecticut, for Arnold to peruse my meagre attempts at composition. Just being in his presence, I felt as if I were somehow connected to those masters of the past. His knowledge of harmony was prodigious and he shared with me the same modulation exercises he had worked on with Strauss. I got to know his own music and came to adore it. Difficult to pinpoint stylistically, it had an Italian lyricism, using folksong with often advanced modern harmonies and timbres. I premiered his Tenth Piano Sonata for his class at the Hartt College of Music. He dedicated his Eleventh Sonata to me, and composed a two-piano sonata for Norma and myself.

         I was not the best student. I had so much going on, and composing needs opportunities for peace and quiet that were in woefully short supply in my everyday life. I hugely regret this and it must have been disappointing for Franchetti, though he obviously appreciated my performing his works. He asked me to accompany him on a visit to Aaron Copland. I played Franchetti’s works for Mr Copland, and he was very generous with his praise. I have to say that he was in and out of lucidity as the dementia with which he was plagued was quite in evidence. I do remember him bringing up the names of certain important American composers to Arnold, but Arnold wasn’t at all in agreement as to their worth. He was impossibly opinionated and not at all politically savvy in certain situations. This greatly damaged him professionally. 18

         Meanwhile I was encouraged by Norma and my parents to take whatever work came my way that would fit in with the family business. So that’s exactly what I did through my teens and early twenties. Most definitely there were pluses and minuses. From the very start, I had effectively a ‘seat-of-the-pants’ life as a real working musician – playing for my father’s teaching, playing the organ in church, playing for choirs, many instrumentalists and singers, playing in a cocktail lounge, and so on. I was running around like a maniac, borderline chaotic but very energised, and I was making a little money, which was important to the family at the time. Growing up like that, I certainly missed out on many opportunities to develop relationships with my classmates and do the normal things a teenager does. I made a choice and it governed my life.

         It’s strange that someone with the career that I have today had no conservatory education or university training. I did study English and music for eighteen months at Housatonic Community College, which allowed me to stay at home with my father and keep the family business going. I didn’t have the experience of hearing the symphonic repertoire live in the concert hall or of playing copious amounts of chamber music in a music conservatory – and although I had such a strong foundation for what I would eventually do in my life through working with singers, in later years I unquestionably felt a void, in particular concerning the non-vocal and non-pianistic repertoire. In a way, I have been playing catch-up all these years. At the time, Norma, my parents and indeed I myself felt that with all the practical experience I was getting in the real world, a conservatory setting was not necessary. I am often asked these days if this is a good way for a musician to build a career, forgoing music college. It worked for me in the end, but I have lingering questions. 19

         During this period I made the acquaintance of Gustav Meier, a Swiss-born conductor who was the music director of the Bridgeport Symphony Orchestra, a conducting professor at the University of Michigan and a professor at the Tanglewood Festival, the summer residence of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Norma admired him a lot and she encouraged me to talk to him. When I finally met him, he shared his ethos of the art of conducting, which I remind myself of very frequently these days. For him the paramount issue was being close to your centre; the arms always returning to the area around your diaphragm, bringing about or maintaining an undeniable focus and grounding. The orchestra was to come to you, not the reverse. I so wish I could have had some lessons with him in front of an actual orchestra. His sense of rhythm was flawless and there was joy in his music-making. Later, as I took on more opera, his ideas, which I truly espoused, became irritatingly more difficult to achieve as I found my arms wanting to reach out for the stage all the time. An occupational hazard.

         He encouraged me to sit in on the conducting class at Tanglewood as an observer, and there I not only got to see the young conductors being put through their paces by Gustav, but also visiting teachers such as Leonard Bernstein and André Previn. I remember Bernstein spending forty-five minutes with a student on the first bars of Beethoven’s Second Symphony, which was being played on two pianos. He insisted on getting the about-turn from the initial call to attention in the first bar to the totally contrasting woodwind answer just right. He was like a dog with a bone, but not once was he speaking technically. What he wanted to see and hear was the seismic shift of expression in the body language and the face of the undeniably 20talented young conductor, all to produce that particular kind of unexpected lyricism. He got it in the end.

         Watching Bernstein rehearse Copland’s Third Symphony with the Festival Youth Orchestra was the climax of this short visit. He was in his element, explaining, coaxing, inspiring, driving music he was born to conduct. One of the key things I took away from this rehearsal was his guidance on how to achieve the loose-limbed rhythm that is a feature of most American music. He pointed out that the notes in between the accented ones had to be considerably lighter, creating an immediately recognisable seductive nonchalance. Not a detail escaped him and to observe his teaching skills left one in awe.

         I managed to get Gustav to come and watch me rehearse a couple of times when I was starting to conduct in the United States. At the time I was back and forth: baton, no baton. He didn’t think it was such an important issue, as long as I stayed centred. By the way, most orchestral musicians don’t seem to care. I’ve asked them.

         As I gained more and more experience working with my father’s students, I realised I could communicate with authority. It took several years for me to acquire an in-depth knowledge of vocal technique (a famously elusive and controversial subject), but I was teaching rhythm, intonation and interpretation – all that I do now. I tried to pass on my conviction that music is the most natural vehicle for conveying the scope, the power, of words. I dedicated the first half of my career almost exclusively to this union of words and music.

         I tried desperately to keep up with studying the standard piano repertoire, though it was becoming more and more difficult with my peripatetic life. The time I did have, however, helped me observe close up the brilliant storytelling of the 21great composers. It was all under my fingers, but I sensed that I needed to have the structures more clearly in my head.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In the opening chapter, I mentioned the effect conflict in music had on me. My observations led me to realise just how important the inherent need of music to find resolution actually is, as with any worthwhile story. Let me explain. The predominant structure for most sonatas and symphonies is sonata form. I believe this framework to be naturally theatrical. A theme having certain characteristics is introduced, followed by a second theme, usually contrasting. This is where things get interesting. As these two themes start to converse, their innate differences will lead to conflict. However, the differences of their characters and the individual ways in which they behave (they can be quite extreme, and this section is not necessarily limited to just two themes) are worked out extensively in what we call the development, usually a tumultuous period of creativity on the composer’s part, in which they have to resolve the ‘issues’ by the time of the recapitulation. Ah, but the recapitulation will have gone through a transformation, because a conflict, a discussion of such intensity forces a change in the way the themes behave from now on, and the way in which they are heard by the listener, creating a new reality – a beautiful definition of what I think music drama is all about. Sonatas are in truth mini-operas; the themes are the different characters onstage. Listen to what Mozart does with this form, miracles of theatrical storytelling.

         Now, in an opera rehearsal room over a period of weeks, I slowly build up the intensity of the experience to come. If you are a good opera conductor, you find yourself actually becoming 22the production, embodying through the music exactly what is going on onstage.

         Although I can occasionally be operatic in temperament myself, I certainly am no character from an opera – not even close – but I am endlessly fascinated by the need to express something that is on another level of theatricality over and above speech, and that of course has to be singing. How can one define the expression of singing? I think of it as speech so intense that it has to become melody, it has to enter a new sphere of expression. It is a thing of wonder that has been with us, has been a necessity, over millennia in every known culture.

         It would certainly not be a surprise to hear that I believe that even in orchestral or instrumental music that does not have a specific programme or storyline, there can be the possibility of a rich narrative, something that is so convincing and personal that strong feelings are conjured up in the listener, who imagines perhaps something private and specific to him or her. The listener might not even know or understand specifically what the performer is trying to express. There may be no words, no background story, but if the expression is strong enough, a narrative is nonetheless communicated. I find it magical that people can tell a story in music with inflection, accent, colour, speed, space and atmosphere. The possibilities are endless – the suddenness of an accent, the warmth of expression, the coldness of expression – elements making up a world that is descriptive, poetic and subjective. How beautiful it is to watch and listen to music being interpreted by people coming together, perhaps just a singer or instrumentalist with a pianist, or many singers and a large orchestra with a conductor in an opera house. To observe how intricate the human relationships are that give birth to performances that command attention is truly fascinating (to me). 23

         When I make music with an orchestra of young people, this process is for me at its most moving level. Teaching about collaboration, listening, adjusting, understanding musical hierarchy – who is most important at any given moment and who is accompanying – becomes a fantastic life lesson, and guess who is learning the most from these experiences? Yes, me, the conductor. In fact, conducting is a never-ending learning curve, or it should be.

         In order to communicate music, you have to be able to listen well. Even if you are making music alone, you have to listen intently to the sound you are producing, where it’s coming from, where it’s going. You have to listen particularly acutely when you are performing, perhaps even more than when you are rehearsing, ready for any new element that might make itself known, a wonderful interpretive inflection you hadn’t thought of before, or difficulties of ensemble that need immediate attention. This is especially hard for a conductor, and in particular when a conductor is at the beginning of their career, because it is very difficult to listen when you are concentrating on what your arms are doing! Learning to focus on what is actually happening when you are conducting takes years of experience. The hope, of course, is that you learn how to shape and manipulate the sound and the phrases with gestures and not by talking too much in rehearsal. (Young conductors talk far too much when they start out; I haven’t quite got out of this phase myself …) Different gestures paint different sounds, and performers have to learn to understand your gestures if everyone is to play together and in the same manner.

         The subject of conducting technique makes me nervous, as I have struggled so much over the years trying to find a way of using the traditional fundamentals to fit my body and 24temperament. There is something pugilistic about my physicality – though, believe me, I have never stepped into the ring. A certain muscular tension pervades, despite me trying my level best almost to dance with my movements and achieve a fluid elegance. I hate watching myself on camera, but in the end I do know that communication, honesty, preparedness, concentration, give and take and generosity of spirit and energy make for the ideal collaboration between conductor and orchestra. The list above has driven me all through my life in music – from those formative days working with my father’s students right through to my conducting and television broadcasting today.

         The intensive and wide-ranging demands of playing for my father’s lessons stood me in the best possible stead for taking on my very first experience of being a répétiteur and rehearsal pianist with an opera company. This was in 1979, when I was nineteen, at the Connecticut Grand Opera, which had fortuitously opened the previous year in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where our family was living. The artistic director was Giuseppe Campora, a well-known Italian tenor who had sung with the likes of Maria Callas and Renata Tebaldi, and in these, his twilight years, was still singing. After jumping in at the last minute for rehearsals of Cavalleria rusticana and Pagliacci, I was engaged not only as the company’s répétiteur and rehearsal pianist, but also as a musical assistant, which included conducting backstage choruses and musicians; the following season I became the chorus master as well. Everything was on a tight budget, so rehearsal for each production was only a week, no matter how complex the opera was. That happened in a lot of small opera companies in the United States at that time. Many times the sets would arrive in boxes and be hung at once, often impossibly creased. We referred to this process as ‘instant opera’. 25

         I especially remember playing Andrea Chénier, La forza del destino, and a wonderful Norma, in which the soprano was Gilda Cruz-Romo. Working on these operas was an awakening for me. Despite those short and limited rehearsals, I knew that this world was where I wanted to be. The musical and theatrical experience was far beyond what I thought working with singers could be. It was deeply serious, the characters were compelling, and the singers themselves were marvellous, singing their hearts out and yet projecting specific intentions pertaining to the characters’ states of mind; everything they were doing felt real and lifelike to me. One of the highlights of this period was playing Andrea Chénier for Maestro Carlo Moresco, or ‘old man Moresco’ as he was known to some. He was imbued with the undeniably old-school approach to this music, his music; full of flare but noble to the last. It was plain to see and hear the school of Toscanini, de Sabata and Serafin. I will never forget the smile on his permanently grouchy face while he conducted me in the Act I introduction. Another conductor was the Hungarian-born Imre Palló, who conducted regularly at the New York City Opera. After I worked with him on L’elisir d’amore and La forza del destino, he recommended me for an audition to join the New York City Opera as a répétiteur. By then I had become so intoxicated with this new world that I knew I had to go for this opportunity.

         It was 1981, I was not yet twenty-two years old, and I was playing an audition for an international opera company. Beverly Sills was the general manager and Christopher Keene was the music director. I was really put through my paces at that audition. Not only did I have to play the beginning of Der Rosenkavalier and other pianistic fireworks, I had to sight-read and even to translate text from Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande 26from French into English. Well, I was offered the job, and now I had to make one of the most difficult decisions of my life: accepting the position meant leaving my father’s teaching practice. I commuted to New York from Bridgeport six days a week, ninety minutes by train each way, often travelling back home very late at night. On my free day my father would take students so that I could play for them. It was a painful decision I felt I had to make. Even though my mother was adamant that I should accept, it took me years to begin to come to terms with the guilt I felt, because I left my father high and dry without anyone who could be his partner for his lessons. It was only many years later that he managed to find someone appropriate to accompany his singers.

         Working at the New York City Opera was a wonderful opportunity: just being in a prestigious opera house and with the amazing colleagues who were there at the time – Diane Richardson, John Beeson, Joel Fried, Robert Deckeunynk, répétiteurs with tremendous experience – was an education in itself. It was a den of brilliance, and each one took me under their wing. What was especially rewarding, and for me most unexpected, was that although I was playing the regular repertoire, operas such as Carmen and La bohème, from the start I was put on many pieces that were outside my familiar territory. One of the most memorable productions I played, although further down the line in 1983, was Massenet’s Cendrillon. It was the very first occasion when surtitles were being used in New York. I had to learn it from scratch. The opera bewitched me – Faith Esham was beguiling in the title role, the conductor was Mario Bernardi, and the production by Brian MacDonald was gorgeous. In this score, magical effects, pastiche and the most sensual romantic music meld to form an irresistible entertainment. 27I was discovering a new kind of music in my life; ever since then I have had a deep love of Massenet’s music. Werther and Manon would become two of my all-time favourites.

         It was John Beeson who encouraged me to enhance the piano scores that I was using with more detailed information that came from the orchestral score. This changed my playing overnight, creating a more orchestral sound and including notes that weren’t in the piano scores but that the singers would hear from the stage. Unbeknownst to me at the time was that this new relationship with the orchestral scores was silently preparing me for the future.

         Another seminal experience was playing Carlisle Floyd’s Susannah. It is based on the biblical story of Susannah and the Elders, very American in its musical language: open, big-hearted, folksy at times, but such great theatre. Yes, it’s a bit melodramatic, and the orchestration is often overblown, but I was completely hooked. Once again, Faith Esham was singing the title role, a role she was born to sing, and Samuel Ramey sang the role of the alluring but malevolent preacher Olin Blitch.

         The most unusual and one of the most thrilling of all my new experiences actually preceded Cendrillon and Susannah: a new production by Hal Prince of Bernstein’s Candide, billed as ‘The Opera House Version’. John Mauceri conducted, the cast was outstanding (Erie Mills as Cunegonde, David Eisler as Candide, John Lankston as Voltaire and Dr Pangloss), and this turned out to be another transformational moment for me. I already loved the American musical repertoire, and here I was working on a famous show that this time included many additions of hitherto unperformed music that had been unearthed by Mauceri (Bernstein had deleted them before publishing his original score). Not only were the new librettists there at the rehearsals; Bernstein 28himself also came. Such heady stuff! I had to play the Overture over and over for the staging rehearsals before the orchestra came into the picture, and I remember the ovations I received from the chorus and soloists – back then I had really good fingers! It almost felt as though I were in a movie, but most important of all is that I was learning: Hal Prince’s manipulations of the stage, his intricate knowledge of timing, how he directed the singers and what constituted the right delivery.

         Two years later and in a similar vein came another illuminating lesson when Paul Gemignani came to conduct Sweeney Todd. What I learned in that production working closely not only with him and Hal Prince but also the composer Stephen Sondheim was, I realise now, something that was to shape my way of thinking in the future. They were all concerned with landing the jokes, timing the text to maximum effect, and having the accents only in the most appropriate places. Everything had to look how it sounded, and sound how it looked. They were maniacally insistent.

         All through this time, any idea of becoming a conductor never entered my mind. Really. From my earliest days I had never had a shred of desire to conduct, and when some of the singers at the City Opera began to suggest that I should take up conducting because they felt I had the right qualities for it (whatever those were), I never imagined I would have the authority it takes to stand up on a podium in front of a large group of people and dictate. I finally gave in after two of the singers repeatedly kept cajoling me to take up the baton – the Danish soprano Inga Nielsen and her husband the American bass-baritone Robert Hale. Although they were both enjoying formidable careers in Europe, particularly Robert, who was making a huge name for himself in Wagner roles, they still 29sang at the City Opera. Robert finally persuaded me to take my first ever conducting engagement by introducing me to a frequent collaborator of his who was the music director of a symphony orchestra in Kankakee, Illinois. He arranged for me to direct one item on the programme with just a single rehearsal: Haydn’s ‘Clock’ Symphony (No. 101). This is an intricate work, and I was to rehearse and perform it with people I had never seen before. Experienced conductors can put together a difficult piece like this in one rehearsal; a conductor with no experience, not so much. As well as conducting for the first time, I was playing the Mendelssohn G minor Piano Concerto for the first time in the first half of the concert while the music director conducted. A baptism of fire. I vividly remember that at the rehearsal I started telling everyone what to do, even though I couldn’t conduct my way out of a paper bag. However, I did know exactly what I wanted from the players.

         Separately, Inga Nielsen remained very insistent that this was the way forward: ‘You play the piano like an orchestra, you have to conduct.’ She said she was going to propose that I lead her in some concerts she would be giving in Denmark. The concerts comprised several operatic arias and overtures, and then lighter music in the second half. She arranged for me to be invited first of all to the South Jutland Symphony Orchestra. Even when one is an experienced conductor, that type of concert is very tricky to manage because of the many items on the programme and the vast array of styles. I wasn’t great, but I wasn’t terrible either, and I made a positive impression on the orchestra. I was immediately re-engaged.

         One memorable programme included my playing and conducting Mozart’s Piano Concerto in C (k. 467) and conducting Strauss’s Four Last Songs with Inga. Being in the centre of the 30orchestra for the Strauss changed my life. We often use the word ‘lush’ to describe rich romantic harmonies, but this was something more. I could feel the composer was revealing his soul in those sounds, in those words.

         Relatively soon, I was conducting in other Danish towns, even in Copenhagen, and also in Sweden. These were occasional engagements – perhaps three times a year at most I would be in Scandinavia. Conducting was most definitely a sideline. I was happy with that because the life I was enjoying as a répétiteur and musical assistant was hugely fulfilling. And it was about to bring me an experience that was revelatory.

         In the spring of 1983, while I was still working at the New York City Opera, I was asked to be an assistant and translator for Romano Gandolfi, who was coming to conduct a performance of Verdi’s Requiem that the Connecticut Grand Opera was presenting. Gandolfi was the legendary chorus master at La Scala in Milan, and this was a major event. The Opera Orchestra was enlarged for the occasion, there was a line-up of fine soloists including two from the New York City Opera (RoseMarie Freni and Irwin Densen), and there were the hundred voices of the St Cecilia Chorus of New York. I looked after Romano, whose English was non-existent, including bringing him to dine regularly at my parents’ house, and we began to form a close relationship.

         It was a very valuable experience to be with him because I absorbed from him the possibilities of what an operatic chorus could achieve. At the rehearsals he insisted that the chorus learned how to sing sul fiato (‘on the breath’), creating a mysterious pianissimo. The effect is built from the bass upwards, creating a kind of veiled, dark, cupo sonority similar to the sound of Russian choruses. He achieved an incredible homogeneity 31that came from this hushed pianissimo. It wasn’t just a technical feat; it was the fervour of his spiritual conviction that was so gripping in all that he did with this music. At the same time, his technical knowledge of how to obtain that fervour in practical terms, achieving hair-raising effects, was formidable: having the altos sometimes singing the second soprano part, having the sopranos sometimes going up to the high C that the solo soprano was singing (frowned on by purists, but what a sound!), sometimes lifting the tenors up to the altos’ part in the big fortissimo climaxes, creating a torrent of sound, doubling the sopranos with the altos in the Tuba mirum section, doubling the basses with the tenors in the Rex tremendae section – and so on. It was a hugely influential musical experience, yet it was also an enormously important practical lesson. He knew how to manipulate or interpret the music to make it as compelling as possible, communicating the essence of the piece. I’ve conducted the Verdi Requiem often since, always grateful for the secrets Gandolfi revealed.

         Nothing much had changed at home, but with all that was going on with me, the relationship with my brother unfortunately but understandably became more distant. Though he had a very nice voice and sang in tune, he was more interested in sports, being with his friends and generally having a fun time as teenagers do. He loves to tell the story of when he was out shovelling the snow in front of our house and I was practising the piano and occasionally sticking my head out to laugh because I was inside where it was warm. Not very nice of me perhaps, but we laugh about it now. He went on to become a manager of an automotive parts store and his knowledge is encyclopedic. He also now has four wonderful children and five beautiful grandchildren. A normal life. 32

         That same year, 1983, I received a call to do something completely different: to go to San Diego and do some prompting – for the first time in my life. Nowadays, in many of the big international houses such as the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, there is rarely a prompter, but at that time most opera companies needed them. The prompter sat in a small, covered box beneath the front of the stage and above the orchestra pit, and their function was to cue the singers just before they started a phrase by mouthing or very quietly saying their words. Sometimes they also helped to prepare the singers for their roles in a production before the rehearsals started – so a prompter could also be a répétiteur. I was engaged as a guest prompter for an opera that I didn’t know, Adriana Lecouvreur by Cilea, and this was for none other than Joan Sutherland, who was singing the role for the first time – so she needed a prompter desperately. Her husband Richard Bonynge was conducting and Tito Capobianco was the stage director.

         This was a special experience on two counts. First, the process of prompting, giving the cue – not only the word but also the entrance – was excellent conducting training, though I didn’t know it at the time. Second, I was in very close proximity to Joan Sutherland, who never distanced herself from me for very long. I truly never saw her breathe, and yet she took titanic breaths, but because her face was always communicating directly to the audience, and because she was always in the moment, one never noticed the working mechanism; one never saw the diaphragm, the entire vocal support system that keeps the voice afloat, which with her was like an incredible steam engine. That was such a lesson, and I tell singers all the time that if the face is not fully engaged, the audience starts looking at the motor, at what is not interesting. The eyes are everything! 33Another remarkable phenomenon – and this is not voodoo – was that every time Joan Sutherland opened her mouth the orchestra played better. The sound of her voice was so inspiring that each time she sang, all of a sudden the orchestra went to another dimension, wrapping their sound around hers. Truly, I was not imagining it, and this was also a big lesson: that a voice can enrapture musicians and affect their sound so that they play more beautifully or more characterfully.

         The close relationship that I formed with Romano Gandolfi when he came to conduct Verdi’s Requiem in Connecticut was the catalyst for a vital new development in my life a year afterwards. It was through an invitation from Gandolfi that I was to take another courageous step and return to Europe, saying farewell to New York and to my family in Bridgeport, at least for part of the year. I wasn’t going back to London. I was going to be working closely alongside Gandolfi in one of the major European opera houses – and another chapter for me was about to unfold.
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