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AFTER DEAD SOULS


 


Where O America are you


going in your glorious


automobile, careening


down the highway


toward what crash


in the deep canyon


of the Western Rockies,


or racing the sunset


over Golden Gate


toward what wild city


jumping with jazz


on the Pacific Ocean!


—ALLEN GINSBERG

























PREFACE





Composing an American Life would not be the same were it not for the enormous influence that British music and musicians have had on me over the years. Several close London friends who read early drafts of this book commented on my oversight in not acknowledging my debt to the British music world, from its widely knowledgeable and endlessly adventurous audiences to its great orchestras, conductors and composers. In truth, I couldn’t imagine my American life without British music and musicians.


The very first notes of a live symphony orchestra I heard as a child were those of the Boston Symphony playing the Vaughan Williams Tallis Fantasia, an experience that imprinted me for life. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones framed my college years. In the early 1970s Gavin Bryars opened up for me the eccentric world of British experimental music (a debt I was later able to repay by giving the US premieres of Jesus Blood and The Sinking of the Titanic). And Brian Eno produced my very first appearance on LP—on the appropriately named Obscure label.


Simon Rattle, later to become a close family friend, first introduced my orchestral music to England in the late 1980s with his performance of Harmonium at the Proms and in Barrie Gavin’s film Adams in Eden. The fact that Simon has gone from strength to strength throughout his estimable career, demonstrating a depth of understanding and skills that range from the early Baroque through to the most recent and complex of contemporary scores is a perfect illustration of what makes British musical life so unique. It is a culture based on the enthusiastic embrace of a huge diversity of styles, but grounded in an educational philosophy that produces artists of singular flexibility and astonishingly quick learning curves. Indeed—unlike in the United States, where an aspiring classical musician must fight just to be heard above the general din—in England, when a young Rattle, or a Knussen or an Adès appears on the horizon, there is already waiting for that artist a well-developed support system ready to nurture the talent and help it blossom.


While the British may argue about and even lament their much-maligned BBC, we Americans are in awe of an institution that continues to treat its audience as grown-up, literate and educated human beings. The “Beeb” has been for this American composer a source of support and dissemination of new music that makes our dismal US “culture” channels pale in comparison.


Even a short list of the friends and supporters with whom I’ve had unforgettable experiences would be all too long. Suffice it to mention just a few: Tony Fell and Janis Susskind of my London-based publisher Boosey & Hawkes, who have happily made serious music thrive in a business climate presumably only interested in pop; Nicholas Kenyon, Paul Hughes and Rosemary Gent, who saw to it that virtually my entire catalog of orchestral music was heard at the Royal Albert Hall; Paul Crossley, who first invited me to conduct my own and other American music at the Queen Elizabeth Hall; the players of the London Sinfonietta, the London Symphony Orchestra and the BBC Symphony Orchestra, all of whom shared with me memorable concerts and recording sessions over a period of nearly twenty-five years; Jane Brown, my longtime conducting agent and consultant on Lake District hiking; Colin Matthews and Ollie Knussen, both composers and teachers (and in the case of Ollie a conductor) of enormous sophistication and enviable accomplishment; and Penny Woolcock and Jan Younghusband, the women who brought Klinghoffer to the screen. Last but possibly most critical for the project at hand, I should acknowledge Belinda Matthews, my publisher at Faber, who with her enthusiasm and good humor was among the very first to spur me on in the writing of this book.
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WINNIPESAUKEE GARDENS





Weirs Beach, New Hampshire, lies on the southwestern corner of Lake Winnipesaukee in the central part of the state, just south of the White Mountains. For much of the earlier part of the last century it was a summer resort, receiving vacationers, many of whom arrived via the Boston and Maine Railroad as it passed through on its way to destinations farther north. A modest New England resort in the 1930s, Weirs Beach was no Coney Island, but it nevertheless featured a boardwalk, several small hotels, a boat marina, and—its prized possession—a dance hall built on pilings that extended out over the waters of the lake. It was here in this dance hall, Irwin’s Winnipesaukee Gardens, that my father and mother met in the summer of 1935.


I have undated pictures of them from that period: Carl Adams, born Carl John Vincent Adams in Shrewsbury, Massachusetts, in 1911; and Elinore Mary Coolidge, born in 1914 in Roxbury, Massachusetts. In the photo of my father you see him seated, straddling his clarinet between his legs, one of ten members of a band identified on the  picture as Ed Murphy and His Orchestra. The players are dressed nattily in dark blazers with handkerchiefs in the breast pockets, brilliant white slacks, and white wing-tip shoes. Standing to the side is the only female, the vocalist who my father later identified to me as Fredda Gibbons, at the time no more than seventeen, but later to become a hugely successful pop singer in the 1950s better known as Miss Georgia Gibbs, a regular on the Jimmy Durante Camel Caravan, and whose hits included “Kiss of Fire” and “Seven Lonely Days.”


The band is posing for its picture on what looks like a lazy summer afternoon or early evening. It is the deep middle of the Great Depression, and big band jazz is one of the few sources of solace for a population ground down by a dysfunctional economy and massive unemployment. Everyone in the photo looks tanned and youthful and in good humor, a testament to the summer employment of a jazz musician with its leisurely unoccupied days and long nights of music, dancing, gin, and cigarettes. Three of the band members are holding clarinets. It is the era of the clarinet in American music: Artie Shaw and Benny Goodman play the instrument for its raunchy, high-register sassiness and coax out of it a provocative and licentious squeal. In these days before the advent of amplification, the sound of the clarinet carries over the clamor of a fully crowded dance floor. My father’s instrument, it will also become mine, taught to me by him. By the time I am twenty-one the clarinet will have vanished from popular music. The Beatles will bring it back for a moment in 1968 in Sgt Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band to summon up a sentimental, doddering oldster singing “When I’m Sixty-four.”


The picture of my mother may be from the same summer of 1935, or possibly even earlier. She too is seated with a jazz band, a quintet identified only by the name Russ Cole. She wears a cotton summer dress with diagonal stripes, and her dark blond hair is pulled gently back from her bright, expressive face. She looks at the camera intently, self-conscious and a bit stagy, far more self-aware than the men in the band. Of my mother’s forays into professional jazz singing I know next to nothing. She may have sung on occasion for the sheer fun of it, but it’s unlikely that Russ Cole was a paying gig for her. Nevertheless, it’s a pity that no recording survives of her singing from around the time this picture was taken. She couldn’t have been more than nineteen, and despite a complete lack of formal training, she had a commanding stage presence and a rich, powerful voice. I suspect she was attractive and sexy. Even in her sixties, she could stop a noisy party of celebrators in its tracks with a gutsy rendition of “Won’t You Come Home, Bill Bailey?”


The Irwin of Irwin’s Winnipesaukee Gardens was my mother’s stepfather, James Irwin, born sometime in the early 1890s in South Boston of Irish Catholic and English immigrant parents, an energetic and self-congratulatory entrepreneur who over a forty-year period became the Lakes Region’s most successful businessman. Jim Irwin first visited central New Hampshire in the summer of 1914, playing cornet in a small band. Of his eventual acquisition of the choice properties of Weirs Beach much is left to rumor and legend. In his old age he liked to say, “The first time I visited I played in the band. Then I came back as a leader of the band. And finally I owned the place.” The neat progression of status and ownership fits perfectly the model of self-esteem and self-initiative that he cultivated throughout his life. In fact his first purchase was a small boat marina at Weirs Beach where summer visitors could dock their pleasure crafts. As a businessman he appears to have been endlessly creative in his ideas about developing the lakefront. He was instrumental in introducing the first motorized speedboats to the area, initiated the annual Miss Winnipesaukee beauty contest, and even brought in the region’s first seaplanes, offering pleasure rides over the beautiful, pine-studded lake.


By 1924 my grandfather had made enough money to build a dance hall over his very successful boat marina, modeling it after a similar one he’d seen while on a tour of Florida. It opened on Memorial Day 1925, and by the middle of the 1930s, Irwin’s Winnipesaukee Gardens had become a major stop on the line for touring big bands, and throughout the Swing Era all but the most famous appeared there regularly. Even in the 1960s, when I was a teenager, bands continued to pass through, including on several occasions Duke Ellington and His Orchestra. A photo supposedly existed of one of my uncles, then a four-year-old, seated on the lap of the great stride pianist Fats Waller while both float in the waters of the lake on an inner tube.


My mother grew up with a station in life somewhere between a stepchild and an orphan. Her mother, born Ella Henry, had deep brunette hair, a commanding physical presence, and a personality that was both engaging and at times violent and tormented. Although born near Boston, she spoke with a slight Irish lilt. Pictures of her from the 1920s confirm her great physical beauty. Her first marriage was to a man named Thomas Coolidge. I know nothing about him other than he lived into his mid-nineties and that my grandmother Ella divorced him sometime around 1920 to marry Jim Irwin.


In order to accomplish this divorce, no small thing for an Irish Catholic in the Boston of 1920, my grandmother took my mother out of school—she must have been between six and eight at the time—and placed her temporarily in a Catholic convent. My mother was kept in the dark as to the reason for this sudden forced removal from her friends and teachers. All she recalls of the terrible six-month period of virtual incarceration was the strictness and prudery of the nuns and the fact that she was told to wear a T-shirt when bathing so as not to shame the Virgin Mary. Her memories of the convent as a dark, foreboding labyrinth of corridors and candles, statues of suffering saints, and the regimen of strictly observed rituals never left my mother’s unconscious, and as an adult her natural sensuality and openness of character fought constant dark battles with a recurring sense of guilt and remorse.


Then one day, after six months of convent life had passed, her mother suddenly reappeared with an unknown man. “This is your new father,” she informed my mother. Not long after, they all moved into a large house in Lakeport, New Hampshire, not far from Weirs Beach. Within a few short years my mother found herself caring for a new family of three half brothers and a half sister. James Irwin had meanwhile become a stunning business success. He traveled on the Boston and Maine Railroad to Boston during the workweek to do business and was rumored to have partaken in the surreal financial killings that abounded in the stock market euphoria of the 1920s. After establishing Irwin’s Winnipesaukee Gardens, he concurrently worked the real estate market of the area while continuing his successful business of selling pleasure boats. His crowning achievement was the establishment of Irwin Marine, a boathouse and marina, at the time the largest of its kind in the country, that stretched nearly a quarter of a mile along Paugus Bay on the south shore of Lake Winnipesaukee. One of my first memories is of riding in a sleek, elegant Chris-Craft, one of many speedboats that my grandfather sold to his wealthy customers. On these outings the Chris-Crafts were from time to time piloted by one of my uncles. My grandfather, who never seemed to do anything other than talk business, could sell a pleasure boat, but I never saw him pilot one.


While Jim Irwin ascended in the small world of New Hampshire business, his wife began a long descent into alcoholism and depression. She gave birth to a sixth child, a Down syndrome baby who died as an infant. She suffered painful spine and back problems and was prescribed drugs. Her drinking, combined with fits of temper and physical violence, left her at times unable to care for her new children, and my mother, by then a teenager, was forced to pick up the pieces. Still bearing her original name, Elinore Coolidge—her new stepfather would not let her change it to become more officially a part of his family—she found herself bringing up her own half siblings. If there had been even the glimmer of hope in her mind that she might study acting or learn from a professional how to exploit her generous and beautiful voice, that hope would surely have been doused by the hard realities of her family duties. Elinore Coolidge never took a singing lesson at any point in her childhood, nor was there ever a mention of her attending college. Even so, her talents as a singing actress managed to survive to the point where, in her late thirties and forties, she stunned local audiences in Concord, New Hampshire, with her performances in Carousel, Oklahoma!, The King and I, and other Broadway classics. In South Pacific she stole the show with her salty portrayal of Bloody Mary. The sailors surrounded her, singing, “Bloody Mary is the girl I love … now ain’t that too damn bad!”


My father and mother met in the summer of 1935 and soon eloped and were married in Hanover, New Hampshire. Certainly neither had the money for even a modest honeymoon. Not long after that the couple resurfaced in Worcester, Massachusetts. My sister, Carol—now Carol Dunning—was born in 1936, my only sibling. The new family spent the remainder of the Depression years and the years of World War II living mostly in the Worcester area, near where my father had been born and where his Swedish immigrant parents still lived. His father, born John Adamson in Ryd, Sweden, had come to America around the end of the previous century, the first of a large family who left the southern province of Smäland during a period of especially severe agricultural hardships in the 1890s. He anglicized his name after his arrival, but I don’t know if when he made that change he was aware of the famous political predecessors in Massachusetts who had already given it a good road testing. John Adams worked as a baker and eventually had his own restaurant in Shrewsbury, a town on the shore of a small lake not far from Worcester. I remember this jovial, sturdy Swede with the build of a peasant when he was in his eighties and still spoke with a thick Smäland accent and called me Yannie. John Adams made a reputation for his restaurant by offering homemade bread and carrot-flavored ice cream.


Thus my name, John Coolidge Adams, so blue-bloodedly Yankee in its import, was in fact a conjunction of a Swedish paternal grandfather and a maternal grandfather I never knew.


My father had grown up in Shrewsbury and had attended Clark University in Worcester for two years before the Depression forced him to leave school. The fact that neither of my parents graduated from college may have fed the longing for knowledge and endless bibliophilia that characterized their adult lives. Neither of them had been blessed with family situations in which culture or the cultivation of the arts or higher learning of any kind was even a remote reality. Less sympathetic offspring might refer to my parents’ parents as petit bourgeois or philistines. But I understand the circumstances of my grandparents’ upbringing. The lives of first-generation immigrants in the early part of the twentieth century were harsh and offered few opportunities.


I was born in Worcester in 1947, which makes me a baby boomer. My father, due to a childhood bout with polio, had failed his draft physical and did not enter the armed forces. Instead he spent the war scrounging for work in Worcester. It is impossible to imagine him a soldier, so gentle and retiring was his outward persona. He was not effeminate in the least. Irresistibly handsome in his youth (as the danceband picture corroborates), he soon became bald and carried himself in a quiet, unassuming manner. Women were instantly charmed by his self-deprecating manner and by the gentle irony of his wit. For virtually all of his adult life he held a variety of jobs in small, local businesses, never quite breaking through into any kind of palpable “success.” His heart was never in it. He was more artistic than entrepreneurial, but like my mother, he lacked adequate training in both his music and his painting to attain any kind of professional mastery.


For a brief period in the early 1950s, when I was not yet three years old, he decided to take the plunge and try to survive as an artist. He and my mother moved the family from Worcester to the small Vermont town of Woodstock. It was pure inspiration. They had discovered Woodstock on a seductive autumn afternoon drive, and a fantasy of transplanting themselves became a bold reality when they made the move around 1950. On the surface Woodstock was the archetype of a New England town. With its idyllic central green surrounded by colonial-style brick and clapboard houses it could easily have doubled for the fictional Grover’s Corners of the Thornton Wilder play. In fact it was somewhat of a Bohemian community, with a subculture of affluent intellectuals, aristocratic black sheep, and even a few hangover Communists from the thirties. There were brilliant and eccentric writers and artists living among the typically flinty Vermont natives.


For five years my parents lived on economic tenterhooks while becoming adopted by the arty, intellectual, heavy-drinking community of wealthy New York and Boston émigrés. My mother briefly modeled in the nude for a local painter. The Woodstock Players produced a Jean Cocteau play, La Tour Eiffel, a dadaist entertainment in which my mother acted and my father played in the pit orchestra. Crazy, eccentric people with extravagant personalities and, more often than not, serious drinking problems invited us to parties in their converted country farmhouses, and it was by these friends of my parents, most of them politically liberal, intellectual Jews living in rural Vermont, that I was first introduced to classical music.


But life in Woodstock was punishing for my parents. For two winter seasons they managed a bed-and-breakfast for skiers, something that at least provided a house in which to live. In the summers, however, they were forced to vacate, and at one point they found themselves with no choice but to move in with an irascible couple who ran a chicken farm many miles from the town center. I remember being four or five years old and hearing violent arguments between my parents, usually incited by one crisis or another involving money. On a roll, my mother’s temper could be a thing to behold. Once, out of uncontrollable frustration, she put a hammer through a flush door that was serving as an improvised dining table. On another occasion, exasperated and overcome by the heat of an especially humid New England August day, she threw a raw steak at my father with such force that it crashed through a kitchen window and ended up on the brick patio outside.


Carl Adams’s attempt to make a career as a silk-screen artist in Woodstock never bore fruit, and just to keep the family from being evicted from the houses we rented, he was forced to make long driving trips around northern New England, doing a variety of miserable traveling-salesman jobs. My sister, Carol, a teenager at the time, surely felt the brunt of these family crises much more than I. Her personality, closer in kind to our father’s, was the opposite of Elinore’s. I can only imagine that life for her in the presence of my mother’s extroverted, dynamic flair for the theatrical must have been at times intolerable. Fortunately, soon after our arrival in Woodstock, Carol was accepted as a scholarship student into a nearby boarding school, and she soon moved out of the house. Eleven years separate us. When I was growing up she had already left home. She eventually graduated from college, married a West Point graduate, brought up four children, and devoted herself to a long and fruitful career teaching elementary school.


I first listened to music on a simple LP turntable that my father had connected to the speaker of a wood-enclosed radio receiver. A Leopold Stokowski recording of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture and an album called Bozo the Clown Conducts Favorite Circus Marches had my undivided attention for several months. I played these recordings over and over, conducting them, following the example of the picture of Bozo the Clown on the cover, with a knitting needle for a baton. My father, when he wasn’t stupefied from his exhausting drives around New England, would relax by setting up his easel or playing the clarinet in the living room. He was not as naturally talented as my mother, but he had a logical mind, could read music, and had a secure sense of rhythm. He had taken classical lessons on the instrument when he was a teenager from a high-school classmate, one Rosario Mazzeo, a polymath of a man who eventually became a member of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, invented and unsuccessfully tried to market a new “Mazzeo system” for the clarinet keys, and was a brilliant amateur photographer and friend of Ansel Adams.


In 1954, just after I had completed the first grade in the Woodstock elementary school, we moved from Vermont to the neighboring state of New Hampshire. On the map the two central New England states fit into each other almost like a yin-yang symbol. The dichotomy was not fanciful either. Vermont has always had a reputation for being more politically liberal and a welcoming home to artists and intellectuals. New Hampshire, with its “Live Free or Die” motto emblazoned on every car license plate, was decidedly more conservative, less mystically flavored in the public imagination than its neighbor to the west. But it was home to genuine and modest people, proud of their scenic lakes and craggy granite mountains.


The move to New Hampshire was prompted by my father receiving a job offer from a company that distributed industrial hardware items—“nuts and bolts,” as he would say in his typically minimalist description. He and my mother had taken a map of northern New England, traced out the companies he would have to visit on a monthly basis, and found the center of that geographic circle: Concord, New Hampshire. They drove there on an exploratory expedition and found a house they could rent in the village of East Concord, several miles north on the east side of the Merrimack River.


Number 5 Mountain Road (later renumbered as 47) was owned by a ninety-year-old native who had been born in the house during the Civil War. He was half Iroquois, and to me he looked fully an “Indian” with his jet-black hair, coarse like a horse’s mane, a hazel-eyed penetrating gaze, and a hooked downward curving nose in the shape of a bird of prey. He leased the house to us while he himself lived two doors away on the other side of a white Congregationalist church whose organ music I could hear on Sunday mornings. Our house had enjoyed not the slightest upgrading in the preceding forty or fifty years. Indeed, it had not even made it into the twentieth century. It lacked central heating altogether and was drafty and nasty cold from October through May. The first winter we spent in extreme discomfort, huddled around a single coal-burning cast-iron stove situated maladroitly in the middle of the dining room. There was only one tiny bathroom for the entire house, but even this appeared to be a recent, reluctant caving in to modernity, barely a historical step forward past the dual-seater privy in the adjacent barn. This bathroom was as poorly located as the coal stove, being only a few feet from the kitchen table. It was a constant embarrassment for my mother, who would try to mask the sound of a dinner guest’s tinkle by breaking out into magnanimous song and rattling whatever pots or pans were within reach.


The old Indian, Scott French, lived in the basement of his own rambling house. Some forty years earlier he had had an argument with his wife, and since that day they hadn’t exchanged a word, although they continued to occupy the same house. He moved to the basement, with its dirt floor and ancient coal stove, living among his sacks of potatoes and squash and reading Reader’s Digest and the Farm Journal via the illumination of a neighboring streetlamp. I know that the story of this couple not speaking to each other was true because when it came time to sell the house at 5 Mountain Road to my parents, a lawyer had to be found to communicate the proposals and transactions between Scott French and his wife, even though they lived under the same roof.


But Scott French took a liking to my parents, and he honored them by sharing his seeds and spuds during planting season and by agreeing to sell the property to them—a house, a barn, and half an acre of land with a vegetable garden—for $5,000. My mother even managed to persuade him to stop using his own night soil on his potatoes in the nearby garden.


On warm summer evenings he would come to the back of our house and, standing outside, talk to us for hours through the screen door, his low, steady voice evoking events from the distant past. Having sold it to us, the house in which he’d been born was no longer his to set foot in. He always carried ninety dollars in cash in his pants pocket because, he said, he’d once lost out on a great bargain because he didn’t have exactly that amount. He told stories about his youth and his job as a gravedigger in the local cemetery. The validity of these stories was certified in graphic manner one day when a man whom my father had hired to clean our chimney broke through a long-blocked-off area in the eaves to find a human skeleton in a heap on the attic floor. The condition of the bones was old, and they were lying next to a colorized map of the United States rolled up in a scroll. The map was dated 1880.


My mother, who was alone at the time of the discovery, gathered the bones and the skull into a box and took them to Mr. French’s basement abode, where she found him sitting next to his stove. He told her the bones were from an old grave that he and his brother had disinterred many years ago. How the skeleton ended up in our attic he couldn’t explain, although he muttered something about medical school and his long-deceased brother. My mother left the bones with him while she tried to make an arrangement with the local city hall to get them off her hands. After receiving several incredulous responses, she managed to find a town official who told her to bring them to the city hall. But when she returned to Scott French’s to retrieve the bones they were gone. “I burnt ’em … don’t worry about ’em,” he told her. And she didn’t. She just went home and let the bones be bones.


Shortly after, an excited German shepherd puppy knocked Mr. French over onto the sidewalk and he died, at nearly ninety-six years old, from the consequences of the fall.




* * *





In 1954 East Concord was still a small New England village and not just another suburban appendage to a metropolis. No interstate freeway connected it to the outside world. The only road to the state capital of Concord, a city of only 26,000, followed the railroad track for several miles and crossed a narrow steel bridge over the Merrimack River. The river was polluted, having suffered for decades from the waste dumped into it by several mills and tanneries farther north. It has since become clean enough to swim in.


East Concord had one small market that doubled as a post office. I would go there during the summer to buy baseball cards, gum, and sodas. A brook passed underneath the entrance to the store, and in the spring I learned from my friends the dubious art of spearing suckers, an ugly carp-like fish that annually swam up from the river to spawn. During the summer the local park in the village center became the site of Little League baseball games and swimming meets. On special evenings a band played concerts on a movable bandstand that was dragged around by a city truck from park to park.


It was a rural community, surrounded on all sides by woods. Hunting was popular in the autumn. Even elementary-school kids would shoot deer with.30-30 rifles. My parents would not allow a gun in the house, so I had to satisfy my atavistic curiosity by hanging around the older boys and following them on hunts. I never witnessed a deer kill, but I saw pheasants and rabbits dispatched with rifles and shotguns and I watched them be gutted, dressed, and prepared for the table.


Shortly after moving from Vermont I was enrolled in an elementary school located at the top of a small hill across the street from a Revolutionary War cemetery. Another cemetery, only a short distance up the road from our house, featured a large gravestone with the name “Pecker” on it. It commemorated the family of Jeremy Pecker, a local from the nineteenth century, whose name would surely have delighted Charles Dickens. The Pecker pedigree had died out by the time I arrived on the scene, but the gravestone continued to provide inexhaustible fodder for jokes. My school chums avowed that East Concord had originally been known as Peckerville, and that it even had played host to a baseball team, the Peckerville Moles.




*





About a year after moving to East Concord, while in the third grade, I began to have my first serious experiences with music. I asked to be allowed to learn the violin in the school music program, but I was too young to qualify and reluctantly had to settle for learning the clarinet from my father instead. Although this seemed to me a poor substitute, I made very fast progress. My first clarinet was not even an ebony instrument, but rather a metal version that looked somewhat like a soprano saxophone. I don’t know where my father found it, because for sure the one he’d played in his jazz-band days was an ebony instrument. The only other example I ever saw of such a metal clarinet was on the cover of Jefferson Airplane’s Surrealistic Pillow album. In that photo, an instrument very similar to my original one is being held by Marty Balin, a band member who stands next to the then-young and provocatively beautiful Grace Slick.


My father proved a methodical and patient teacher. Instructing me must have been like riding a bucking bronco. I was impatient, restless, argumentative, and precocious. Our weekly lessons in the front room remain in my mind as the only time I ever heard my father yell. But he knew exactly what to concentrate on. Somehow he impressed upon me the profound ethic, the moral imperative of playing scales and arpeggios in all keys. Mastering the remote keys and learning to play them ever faster became a kind of boy’s game, and it was not long before  I outstripped my father’s ability to keep up with me. We played duets arranged from forgotten nineteenth-century operas: Norma, Robert le Diable, and Zar und Zimmermann. Somewhere I found a copy of three early duos for clarinet and bassoon by Beethoven and I transposed and copied out the bassoon part so my father could play it on the bass clarinet. I took every available opportunity to carry my clarinet to school and play it in front of the class, even if it was just a fingering etude.


In 1956, when I was nine years old, our third-grade teacher read aloud a child’s biography of Mozart. This teacher, a delicate and cultivated woman in her fifties with the graceful name of Greta Swanson, loved classical music. She brought in recordings of Gieseking and Casals, but I suspect I was the only student who showed interest and appreciation and could share her passion. The story of Mozart mesmerized me. I listened to each chapter in a state of total absorption. I thought the idea of a young boy composing music not only was enchanting but was worthy of emulating. I went home one afternoon and took a pad of blank notebook paper, a ruler, and a pencil out onto the hill behind our house. I drew a staff and started to write notes. It only took a minute to realize that what Mozart had done was far more complicated and evolved than what I could do. I was bitterly let down and didn’t confess my disappointment to my parents for a long time. But eventually they located a teacher of theory at Saint Paul’s School, a wealthy prep school on the outskirts of the city, and I began a more-or-less orderly course in composition, harmony, and theory that went on in fits and starts for about four years.


A Magnavox cabinet-version “high fidelity” 33-rpm record player had been our family’s Christmas present to itself in December 1957. No other event in my childhood changed my life as abruptly as the arrival of this piece of audio equipment. Although I was already well advanced in my clarinet playing even by the age of ten, the sudden availability of recorded music crowded out almost every other activity for most of the following two years. The old turntable-and-radio affair from Vermont had been lost in the move to New Hampshire, and in the intervening period my parents had simply never had the time or money to buy a new record player. But now the new Magnavox in the front living room quickly became Grand Central for my every uncommitted moment. We did not own a piano, so my musical experience up to then was largely melody-driven. Once we acquired the Magnavox, a new LP appeared in the house on a weekly basis, many bought at my insistent pleading: Brandenburg Concertos, Beethoven symphonies, Mozart string quintets, Rhapsody in Blue, and big band recordings by my parents’ favorites, Benny Goodman and Duke Ellington. I had several recordings of the serene and perfect late clarinet music of Mozart, both the Concerto and the A-Major Quintet. I soon began learning both of these pieces, and I eventually performed them with local orchestras and chamber groups.


I preferred listening to music while lying on the floor directly in front of the speaker, head in hands, or, if no one was around, I would continue with my conductorial fantasies, learning much of the standard orchestral repertoire this way, by ear, without scores, purely by listening over and over. At that age the experience was akin to language acquisition, so naturally and so automatically did I absorb pieces by listening and moving my arms, giving cues and raising crescendos. Many years later, when my own son and daughter were taking their first music lessons, I read Nurtured by Love by the Japanese pedagogue Shinichi Suzuki. Suzuki’s success in teaching very young children rested on his belief that musical skill can be acquired by everyone, regardless of supposed “talent,” if music is treated in the same way that language is—as a natural, almost unconsciously acquired skill. Suzuki reasoned that since virtually every human in the world speaks his or her own language fluently there is no reason that he or she cannot play an instrument with equal fluency, given the proper environment. I find his premise believable, and although I could never quite become an unqualified fan of Suzuki’s detailed curriculum, I think the way I acquired music as a child very much bears out his central thesis.


My ability with the clarinet brought both pleasure and pain. I learned it almost too quickly, and I rapidly outgrew whatever musical programs the local public schools had to offer. School bands and orchestras were simply too slow and not challenging enough for me, and I became bratty and impatient when made to sit through a slow rehearsal. This offended the music teachers and placed my parents in the delicate position of having to appease the teachers while not forcing me to waste long hours in rudimentary situations. Fortunately I was invited to join two adult ensembles at a very young age, one an orchestra and the other a concert band. These groups became my laboratories as both a performer and a composer. Without them I would never have advanced as quickly as I did.


The orchestra, my first orchestra, performed under the august name of the New Hampshire State Hospital Auxiliary Orchestra. It was a community ensemble sponsored by the main mental hospital in the state. The performers were local amateurs—businessmen, school-teachers, a car mechanic, our family doctor (on trombone), several lawyers, and others—who enjoyed a weekly confrontation with the instruments they had learned in their youth. The repertoire was “light classics.” The first rehearsal I ever played included the Schubert “Unfinished” Symphony and Grieg’s Peer Gynt Suite. But we also played show tunes and Sousa marches. Occasionally a patient would be allowed to join the orchestra with predictably unpredictable results. Concerts were given three or four times a season for the assembled patients. These concerts were intense affairs. Nurses and guards would lead hundreds of patients in single file into the gymnasium where we in the orchestra sat, ready to play our concert. The first thing that I would notice would be the dank, suffocating odor of unwashed clothes and perspiring bodies. A constant, low-level din of talk and chaotic movement prevailed throughout the show. Patients shouted and waved. When I, the only young person in the orchestra, walked onto the stage the audience would inevitably break out into loud, wildly approving applause, and my face would go crimson with embarrassment. Intermissions were accompanied by punch and cookies, and the orchestra members were encouraged to mingle with the patients. A scarecrow of a woman in a long, faded taffeta dress would never fail to seek me out and clasp me to her bony bosom. Half of her nose was missing, sliced off in some awful event of her past. I found it impossible to extricate myself from her desperate grip until the attendants came and gently untangled us.


Another patient walked around with a harmonica stuffed into his mouth. When he smiled his face became the front grille of an automobile. He serenaded us by moving the harmonica with his lips while conducting with his free hands.


My fame among the patients peaked in my fifteenth year when I composed a suite for string orchestra with the help of my composition teacher. He conducted the premiere while I stood anxiously behind the audience, wincing at every wrong note or false entrance, of which there were many. When the conductor summoned me for a bow, the audience of patients, by then already die-hard Adams fans, went berserk.


Even more critical in my development were the summers playing in Nevers’ 2nd Regiment Band. This band dated back to the Civil War and continues to exist today as a semiprofessional ensemble that gives weekly concerts in the various city parks of the Concord area and marches during all the appropriate summer holidays, from Memorial Day to Labor Day. I played in the clarinet section along with my father. Again, although playing in a group mostly comprised of adults, I quickly advanced to the position of principal clarinet, which in a band is akin to concertmaster. For me the musicianship training was excellent, as each concert usually featured some transcription of a nineteenth-century opera overture. The lead clarinet parts were in most cases simply transposed versions of the original violin parts and at times could be ferociously difficult. I ate up the Oberon overture, Leonore No. 3, Rienzi, and Poet and Peasant while the baritone horns and mellophones and bass drum struggled to stay on the beat. Every concert began and ended with a march. Although Sousa was the favorite, I learned dozens of others, many with the same florid clarinet obbligati that gave a shrill color to the final choruses of “The Washington Post March,” “On the Mall,” and “Thunder and Blazes.” We wore absurd bright-blue uniforms with gold epaulets. Seeing my father dressed thus, I realized how ill adept a soldier he would have been had he not been granted a medical deferment and instead had been drafted into the service.




*





Living far enough outside the city of Concord, I got used to a solitary existence. When not in school I took to making trails of my own in the surrounding woods. I had special locations I would visit. I find it astonishing now to realize how much time I spent alone, and not unhappily so.


Bruce Craigmore is a composer not at all known to the wider public. A “New Hampshire composer,” he wrote and conducted his own music and enjoyed an international career similar to Leonard Bernstein’s. Among his major works were the ballet The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, a tone poem based on the astral constellations in the manner of Gustav Holst’s The Planets, twelve symphonies (including a “Tragic” symphony followed by a “Spring” symphony), and numerous concertos. Bruce Craigmore did not like the operatic voice and composed no vocal music, so we will never know what an opera from him might have been like. When not guest-conducting major orchestras in his works he lived alone, Thoreau-style, in a cabin on a remote lake some sixty miles to the north of East Concord.


He was, of course, my alter ego during the more hectic period of my early adolescence. I cultivated this imagined personality with minute care for the details of his life, keeping data sheets of his opus numbers and schedules of his performances with the world’s great orchestras. Apparently he was serenely celibate, for his only attachment to another being was to his dog. Why I felt constrained to create a completely alternate personality for myself, right down to the bland WASP-sounding name, is a puzzle to me. I drew pictures of him conducting and kept a list of favored pieces taped to the wall next to my bed. This all happened around the time of puberty. My bedroom had by then become the scene of feverish fantasies spurred on by the clandestinely obtained novels I had found in my parents’ collection of old paperbacks. Peyton Place by Grace Metalious, a scurrilous best seller, featuring small-town adultery in a genuine New Hampshire setting, was the most assiduously thumbed over of my hidden collection. I later upped my literary cachet when I discovered that the likes of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and The Kama Sutra could also bring on the desired rush. On the wall facing my bed I taped a page from Life magazine with the famous Yousuf Karsh photograph of Sibelius. I remember the caption: “With a gaze mighty enough to summon up a symphony, the Finnish master contemplates the brooding Nordic landscape.” Or something like that. Between the hard-won climaxes of Sibelius and the trash-talking characters of Peyton Place, Portnoy would have had little to complain about.




*





Ientered my adolescence already determined to become a composer, a strange thing, it seems to me, for a boy of thirteen. No one had prodded me to imagine a life of writing music. Normal models for young boys are the standard ones of being an athlete, a soldier, or some adventurous profession like an explorer or mountain climber. I was largely a solitary child, but I still kept a few close friends, some of whom I played baseball with or did overnight hikes in the wooded areas that surround the town. Although Thoreau was a hero for me, I was not a true outsider, no Adrian Leverkühn. I wanted to be on the local Little League team, the Concord Auto-Dealers (named after their sponsors), but I didn’t make the first cut. That was my only brush with team sports. Between the clarinet and my fantasy composer’s life, by now crowded with international engagements and commissions to fulfill, I was comfortable spending most of my time alone. I wasn’t viewed as a sissy by the other children; more likely they thought of me as remote and unapproachable. In Hermann Hesse’s novel Demian, the young narrator tells of a bully, Franz Kromer, who terrorizes him, extorts money, and generally casts a veil over his days until he is saved by his friend, Demian. I didn’t have a Franz Kromer to fear, but for a period I frequently had to cope with a rough, heavy boy who lived in a shack-like house deep in the backwoods outskirts of our village. He would lie in wait for me when I got off the school bus carrying under one arm my schoolbooks and under the other my clarinet case. I would have to submit to a routine interrogation, verbal abuse topped off by a ritual beating that, because of his size and ferocity, I was unable to protect myself against. I took to seeking out different paths home, but he always seemed to find me. Eventually he lost interest. Several years later I heard that his mother had hanged herself in the family’s shack.


My father’s talents as a clarinet teacher were exceptional. He discovered that he got such pleasure from teaching that he eventually had other students, all of whom loved him for his humor and his patience. But he knew when he’d given me everything he had to offer, and when I was thirteen we began to make a biweekly ninety-minute drive to the Boston area for clarinet lessons. My new teacher was Felix Viscuglia, a relaxed and affable man who had a background in jazz as well as classical clarinet. He was the bass clarinet player in the Boston Symphony. Besides gaining from him a secure technique and a general, all-around confidence, I also came to know and understand, if only intuitively, the personality and worldview of a professional orchestra player. I know this aided me immensely in later life when I began to conduct orchestras. I learned early that orchestra players hate more than anything to have their time wasted, that they appreciate a modicum of humility in a conductor, and that they know immediately, almost instantaneously, if the conductor is prepared or merely faking knowledge of the score.


The clarinet is quite possibly the easiest of all orchestral instruments to master. The improvements on the key system made in the late nineteenth century by Theobald Boehm allowed virtually effortless movement between registers. Chromatic passages, fiendishly treacherous on the oboe and bassoon, can be easily dispatched on the Boehm-system clarinet by even a mediocre player. The main issue with the clarinet quickly becomes the sound, whether the player can produce a beautiful tone. My tone was bright and clear, but it was a bit tight, possibly because at the age of ten I had caught a baseball on my front lip, requiring surgical stitches. I never achieved the kind of liquid round tone of the best classical players. Even so, my technical abilities advanced rapidly. I devoured the standard literature for the instrument, which admittedly is not extensive. To remind me of what a proper embouchure looked like, my father placed the LP of Benny Goodman’s 1938 Carnegie Hall Jazz Concert on my music stand for me to stare at while I played through my scales and arpeggios.


A clarinetist hungry for great classical works is left with only a handful by Mozart and Brahms. In the twentieth century several of the memorable works for the instrument were the result of commissions by Benny Goodman, particularly Bartók’s Contrasts for clarinet, violin, and piano, and the wonderful, jazzy concerto by Aaron Copland. Of lesser works, concertos by von Weber, Hindemith, Nielsen, and others, there are many, and clarinetists fight for the rare opportunities to perform them. But in no way is the literature as rich and extensive as it is for piano, violin, or cello. I mastered most of the clarinet literature and began performing some of the concertos with local orchestras. I found opportunities to play chamber music in summer camps and in seminars and workshops. Unfortunately neither my parents nor I realized until too late how important piano lessons could have been. By the time my mother arranged to have a used piano moved into the house my interests were so scattered that I had neither the time nor the inclination to start from scratch to learn a new instrument. As a result, for the rest of my life I have had to live with only the most rudimentary, self-taught mode of hunt-and-peck. But who knows what direction things might have taken had I been as good on the piano as I was on the clarinet? Sometimes creativity in the arts is born of a deep-seated sense of frustration, even of inferiority. Many composers became composers because they could not express themselves in a quicker, more easily attainable medium. I suspect my lifelong frustrations with the piano go hand in hand with the birth of many of my best musical ideas. The great Japanese composer Toru Takemitsu described a solemn ritual that he followed before beginning every new piece. He would take out the Bach St. Matthew Passion and play through it at the piano. “Since I was a very bad pianist, playing through the Passion would take a very long time, and by then I would already have a good idea of what to do in my next piece.”


I continued to compose real, written pieces in addition to the “imagined” ones by Bruce Craigmore. Eventually my alter ego vanished into the mist with his dog and his cabin on the lake. I wrote fully notated pieces and heard some of them performed, including the suite for strings first heard at the State Hospital, several small pieces for winds, a great deal of solo clarinet pieces, and an Overture in F, which I wrote, Rilke-style, by holing up in my room for an entire weekend without coming out except for meals and to go to the bathroom. Overture in F was a decisive experience because I soon discovered that composing was only the first step in the creative process. What had to follow was the tedium of extracting parts, proofreading, and reproduction of the performance materials. All of this seemed so dreary and earthbound that I doubted the great composers ever submitted to its humbling necessity.


In the summer of 1962 I attended a summer music camp on the shore of an idyllic lake in western Maine. Many things happened in the short six weeks I was there. I was nearly electrocuted paddling a canoe across the lake during a sudden thunderstorm. The weather had changed dramatically during a picnic on the far shore, and the counselors asked for volunteers to take the canoes back across the lake while the rest of the campers waited for a bus to arrive. Several of us took off in aluminum canoes, frantically thrashing the water while the sky grew purple and violent. I could smell the ozone, and as anxiety changed to true terror, I knocked off my glasses with a stroke of the paddle and had to navigate with my eyes squinting and my heart pounding.


At the camp I was allowed to conduct, not just once but many times. I conducted the Schumann Piano Concerto with the camp orchestra, and I led several pieces with the wind band. I had my first tentative sexual experiences with a pretty and sympathetic blond bassoonist, and with her, on a camp outing to a nearby town, I saw the recently released film West Side Story. This was not my first exposure to the overwhelming talent of Leonard Bernstein—I had already watched many of his Young People’s Concerts on television—but it was the moment when I felt most aroused to the potential of becoming an artist who might forge a language, Whitman-like, out of the compost of American life.


At the end of that summer session I attempted to foment a rebellion among the student population, a rash act of political agitprop that resulted in my being kicked out of the camp a week before the final concert. The motives for the rebellion were not unfounded. The camp director, a tall, silver-haired martinet in his fifties with an eye for the coed counselors, had repeatedly made outlandishly false promises to both the faculty and the students. He was a pretentious and mendacious man who on the first week of the season had broken his leg frolicking in the sand with the camp’s cute twenty-year-old swimming coach. By the time he made his long-awaited return from the hospital, sporting an imposing white cast from his toe to his hip and accompanied by the triumphal march from Verdi’s Aida, the camp’s activities had become a chaotic mess into which I had opportunistically inserted both myself and my conductorial aspirations. I was fifteen, but I imagined that the student population would support me in my plan to conduct the final concert of the season before the assembled parents. I couldn’t conceive that “Doc,” as the director preferred to be called, would shunt me aside and conduct the concert from his wheelchair with his big toe sticking out of that long plaster cast.


Rumor, nevertheless, made the wind her post-horse. The plans for my camp coup were discovered, and at dawn on a cool August morning I was awakened by the camp’s embarrassed athletic director, who, on orders from Doc, frantically stuffed all my clothes and toilet articles into bags and suitcases, drove me forty miles to the nearest bus station, and bought me a one-way ticket—not to my home (which was not possible via a direct route) but to the Greyhound terminal in Boston. Upon arriving in Boston, I sat there alone, clutching my clarinet case amid the usual unsavory characters of a bus waiting room, until a family friend summoned by my alarmed and concerned parents came to my aid.


It was not my first attempt at confrontational politics but only the most disastrous to date. Two years earlier, during the presidential campaign between Nixon and Kennedy, I had insisted upon holding a debate in our eighth-grade class over the issues in the forthcoming election. The teacher, Miss Fanning, an old-school spinster much set in her ways after decades of imparting to her students the traditional versions of American history, adamantly refused. In frustration I wrote a scathing, demeaning letter to the editor of the Concord Monitor. The editor, for reasons known only to himself, allowed the letter to be printed under the title “Debate Denied.” I suddenly found myself author of the following days’ most hotly discussed news item in the entire central New Hampshire region. I no longer have a copy of the scandalous letter, but I recall a phrase of my screed: “She may think life is just a bowl of cherries, but …” The situation was made all the more complicated by the fact that my mother was by then working part-time as a proofreader at the Monitor, and she surely saw the letter and must have approved its publication. In the end, everyone regretted the affair. I was summarily yanked from Miss Fanning’s class, put in a different class, and kept on a tight leash for the remainder of the school year.




*





Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, is fifty miles to the northwest of Concord and is situated just east of the Connecticut  River, which forms the border between Vermont and New Hampshire. For several summers in the 1960s a well-funded and adventurous music festival, the Congregation of the Arts, took over the campus. An orchestra of instrumentalists from around the country performed weekly concerts with a focus on living composers. Aaron Copland, Carlos Chávez, Henry Cowell, Vincent Persichetti, Zoltán Kodály, Elliott Carter, and many others visited the quiet college town to hear their works performed and to give master classes. I spent the last two summers of my high-school years at this festival, playing in the orchestra and studying theory and conducting. There were many prized young pupils from the Juilliard School there, but I found that, with the exception of my miserable lack of keyboard experience, I had no trouble matching them for knowledge and skills. I began rounding up students and conducting them in ensemble pieces. This time I wisely did not attempt a coup but instead rather bluntly demanded of the music director, Mario di Bonaventura, that he take me on as a conducting student and let me be his protégé. He had been trained in the severe French style of musicianship and, I suspect, enjoyed terrifying me with stories of classes with Nadia Boulanger and Igor Markevitch. But he did give me the only conducting lessons I ever took, and what I learned from him served me well in the years to come.


More important, I met two members of the Harvard music faculty who proved instrumental in getting me accepted into the undergraduate class. One was Walter Piston, by then already retired from his professorship. A droll, soft-spoken Yankee composer of genteel neoclassical works, he reminded me much of my father. He had a summerhouse near my former town of Woodstock, Vermont, and he took a liking to me with my overflowing enthusiasm for his music and my New England background.


A small, compact woman named Luise Vosgerchian, a firecracker of a personality with inexhaustible energy and an abrupt, occasionally devastating wit, taught keyboard harmony and analysis with the same devout sense of mission she had received from her own teacher, Boulanger. Luise had just begun as an instructor at Harvard, and she had come to Dartmouth to teach during the summer festival. She was able to see through the blight of my pianistic incompetence and find a way to tailor a curriculum that gave me a good grounding in harmonic practice. She remained a teacher and guiding spirit for the next four years, including the first two years of my Harvard career. I spent an unknowable number of hours at the piano, struggling over figured bass exercises, memorizing harmonic cadences and coaxing them through all keys. Because my hands, unlike those of a pianist, didn’t fall naturally into position, I had to examine my fingers visually with every new chord, a tedious extra bit of work that left me deeply humbled about the complexities of harmonic practice.


One critical insight that Luise had inherited from Boulanger was that brilliant musical skills don’t necessarily translate into original creative talent. The kind of gift that allows one to sight-read full scores at the piano, to transpose effortlessly into any key, or to identify the pitch of any note—all of these are enviable and endlessly useful for a musician. But for every composer such as Brahms or Mozart or Shostakovich who could do almost everything, playing on the piano anything put before them, there is a Berlioz, a Schoenberg, a Varèse, or a Cage for whom the musical imagination was not a function of vast technical facility. Luise Vosgerchian understood that. She used to distinguish between a “keen ear,” one that could accurately pick pitches out of a dense chromatic cluster, and a “composer’s ear,” by which I think she meant an ear for new sounds, for unthought-of sonorities. Nevertheless, keen ear or composer’s ear, she was hard on me, and I had to work like an ox to earn her approval.


My poison-pen letter writing and summer-camp bolshevism behind me, I spent the remainder of my high-school life more or less uneventfully. I began to teach clarinet students on school-day afternoons, and with the money I earned I paid for a weekly Saturday train trip to Boston. I would leave Concord at 6:45 a.m. and ride the Boston and Maine train along the banks of the Merrimack, the same waterway traversed by Thoreau and his brother and documented in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. Upon arrival at North Station, I would take the streetcar to Boston University for morning rehearsals of the Greater Boston Youth Symphony. In the afternoons I would take a clarinet lesson with Felix Viscuglia and/or theory lessons with a graduate student in Cambridge. This routine went on for about three years, during which time I discovered that I had also inherited from my parents an addiction to reading and to loitering in bookstores. Harvard Square provided the ideal pusher for my jones. I rarely returned from a Saturday trip without some new book, and I remember many of them:A Farewell to Arms, Crime and Punishment, A Mencken Chrestomathy, The Portable Aristotle, The Writings of Sigmund Freud (not as good as Peyton Place, I thought), William Faulkner’s Sanctuary, Will Durant’s The Story of Philosophy, Edith Hamilton’s The Greek Way, and countless biographies, not only of composers but of writers, philosophers, and historical figures. When I graduated from Concord High School I was asked the usual questions to go with my yearbook picture. Under “prize possession” I wrote “my libido.” The student editors printed this without looking up “libido” in the dictionary. “We thought it was a musical instrument,” one of them said when she eventually found out its meaning.
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FROM HELP! TO “LET IT BE”





On the Friday night of my first week as a Harvard freshman—in September 1965—I went to see the Beatles in their congenially madcap movie Help! at the Harvard Square Theater. By the time I left Harvard five and a half years later, “Let It Be,” their terminal anthem of resignation and valediction, was in the stores. My college years were bracketed not only by the Beatles and all that happened to them but by the vast sea change of consciousness and political activity that erupted within a brief few years in the late 1960s. One always walks on thin ice in writing about the past. To write about the “Sixties” is all the more perilous, and one has to skirt the temptation to mythologize and to idealize. That T-shirt with the motto on the back “If you remember the Sixties you weren’t there” is not without a grain of truth.


Within a span of four or five years, a cluster of signal historical and cultural events all coalesced as if in a centrifuge. Of the spasms that rocked the country at the time, the hugely unpopular and divisive Vietnam War was undoubtedly the principal catalyst. But other radical fruits of social and philosophical thought were ripening as well: feminism, African American identity, the birth control pill, the advent of ecological consciousness, and the pervasiveness of recreational drugs. And then of course there was the music: rock music—something utterly new, Dionysian, and magnificently provocative. For several years one needed only to switch on the AM radio to find an endless sequence of pop songs, the inventiveness and inspiration of which seemed inexhaustible.


While I was driving north from Cambridge to “Live Free or Die” New Hampshire in late 1968, a beefy-looking man in a Ford Galaxy overtook me in the passing lane, made a quick evaluation, and, for no other reason than pure animosity, showed me the middle finger. My John Lennon granny glasses, and my mustache, sideburns, and long hair, not to mention the Volkswagen I was driving, were enough for him to define me as being “on the other side.” The person attached to that finger was only one of many who saw in the younger generation an insult and a threat to their way of life, to democracy, freedom, and the American Way. Two years later feelings had degenerated even more. Standing along the side of Massachusetts Avenue, watching a large antiwar march go by, I suddenly found myself part of panicking crowd being attacked by club-swinging Boston police in riot gear. The helmeted cop who lunged at me with a billy club seemed genuinely delighted to have been given carte blanche to thrash away at a member of the college-educated elite. It was as if American society had been left on spin cycle with no one capable of calming the nation’s anxieties. In the phrase of William Burroughs, we’d bought the ticket that exploded.


Despite graduating magna cum laude, I was far from an ideal student, ignoring or simply sleeping through many of my classes. I favored my own contrarian route through the curriculum, staying up late to listen to music or to carouse with friends and then forgoing the following morning’s classes in favor of sitting alone at a piano, improvising on pop songs or lurching bar by laborious bar through The Well-Tempered Clavier.


I failed a course in ancient Greek in the first semester of freshman year. I had arrived with the preposterous aspiration of reading all the great works of Western literature in their original languages. But a month into a take-no-prisoners Introduction to Greek Grammar had me already on the ropes, and I avoided classical literature from then on. Nor did I excel in the classroom courses in tonal harmony, a throwback to the old days, when harmony was taught in lectures with tedious written exercises. I needed to go at my own pace and in my own peculiar manner. I found another music student, by a strange coincidence also named John Adams, and the two of us met on early mornings in a room above the Freshman Union to give each other eartraining drills. The music community at Harvard quickly dubbed us “John C” and “F John.” My first-year harmony teacher was the venerable Elliot Forbes, a kind, gentle Boston blue blood, a Beethoven scholar whose Cambridge pedigree reached all the way back to Revolutionary War times. He directed the Harvard Glee Club, and my morning ear-training partner, F. John Adams, eventually became his successor.


Around that time Pierre Boulez guest-conducted the Boston Symphony Orchestra and made waves in the American classical music world with his punchy, polemical interviews and his evident mastery of his chosen repertoire (Berg, Debussy, Stravinsky, etc.). Not only the young composers but also the older professors in the Harvard Music Department were enchanted and doubtless a bit intimidated by the calm air of authority and self-control he radiated. Boulez seemed like the ideal hero to take us forth into the brutal, pitiless, unconquered landscape of contemporary music. I went to the library and sought out his book of lectures on contemporary music, published under the title Penser la musique aujourd’hui. Even in an English translation—titled Boulez on Music Today—the book was pretty much impenetrable. Couched in a dense thicket of procedural dicta, it was the work of a technocrat bristling with all the gleaming armaments of his specialized field. I cannot imagine how these lectures must have fallen on an audience of the kind of genuinely curious intellectual generalists, the proverbial “gentle readers,” who, after hearing his Boston Symphony concerts, might have tried reading this book. Nevertheless I resigned myself to accepting Boulez’s machine-gun prose and his equally aggressive works like the Second Piano Sonata and Le marteau sans maître as the social contract of a new millennium in music. I began to carry his scores with me everywhere, hoping that somehow, perhaps by osmosis, they would reveal themselves to me and make me love them as I loved Mozart and Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue.


Sometime later I read the famous 1958 article by the American serialist composer Milton Babbitt, who compared his relationship with the listener to that of one scientist reading a paper to another:




The time has passed when the normally well-educated man without special preparation could understand the most advanced work in, for example, mathematics, philosophy, and physics. Advanced music, to the extent that it reflects the knowledge and originality of the informed composer, scarcely can be expected to appear more intelligible than these arts and sciences to the person whose musical education usually has been even less extensive than his background in other fields.





Babbitt’s image of himself as a member of an elite laboratory of like-minded specialists scandalized and offended the larger classical musical community, which I suspect was his puckish intention. He was far and away better known for his essay published in High Fidelity magazine under the title “Who Cares if You Listen?” than he was for his original compositions. He may not have been responsible for the controversial phrase—an editor had apparently changed it without Babbitt’s permission from its original title, “The Composer as Specialist”—but the fact that “Who Cares if You Listen?” lodged in people’s minds like an advertising jingle confirmed a general malignant feeling about the arrogance of contemporary composers.
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In the fifties and sixties composers began to adopt a posture of dispassionate scientific investigation as their operative model. The earliest photos of Karlheinz Stockhausen had him looking like a wonkish NASA engineer surrounded by oscillators and cathode tubes, clean-cut down to the white business shirt and tie (although by the time I went to hear him lecture in 1971 at the New England Conservatory of Music, Stockhausen had become a hippie with a vengeance, complete with an extraterrestrial curriculum vitae).


Babbitt didn’t get me too worked up. Boulez, however, caused me endless cognitive dissonance because he was an indisputably expert musician, a gifted conductor, and an articulate apologist for serialist music, who possessed the intellectual powers to stake out and defend his positions. The language of his articles, published in a collection titled Relevés d’apprenti (Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship), was caustic, aggressive, and partisan in the classic tradition of the French polemicist. A typical volley was “Any composer who has not experienced the absolute necessity of the serial system of composition is USELESS.” I nearly broke out in hives, so uncertain was I of just how seriously I should take him. But even in my relative innocence I was able to detect the fatal cul-de-sac into which the Boulezian ideology was headed. He could only see music from a dialectical point of view. A new creative idea was “useless” unless it fit into his historical tunnel vision. That particular continuum I found ridiculously exclusive, being founded on a kind of Darwinian view of stylistic evolution. If a composition’s pedigree could not be traced back through the usual route of Stravinsky and/or Schoenberg it simply lacked merit. And if it didn’t in some way advance the evolution of the language, yielding progress either by a technological innovation or in the increasing complexity of the discourse, it was not even worth discussing.


Despite my hunch that Boulez’s was the wrong way to make art, I continued to try embracing the beast. Still in my freshman year, and by way of venting my frustration with the direction contemporary music was heading, I wrote a letter to Leonard Bernstein. I had never met him, but for some reason I felt the need to prick such a famous superstar to see if he might possibly bleed. I thought maybe that sharing my own frustration would perhaps sting him enough to elicit a response. Composed more in the negative spirit of a heckler at a baseball game than in any true seriousness, my letter to him was written on a sheet of embossed Harvard stationery so that I might better get his attention. It was prompted by my hearing his most recent piece, Chichester Psalms. I did not know at the time that Chichester Psalms was Bernstein’s own cri de coeur in the midst of the crisis of serialism and atonality, which he too, at the peak of his fame, was confronting. I was appalled by the swooning sentimentality and bland tonal language of his piece. In my letter I chided him, asking, “What about Boulez?”


A week later there in my mailbox at Wigglesworth Hall was a letter—from Leonard Bernstein. He said quite simply that he had to do what he had to do. What I could not have known was the deep struggle  that had preceded both the composing of Chichester Psalms and the writing of that letter.


I felt caught between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand was the hair shirt and bed of nails of the serialists, and on the other the gushy emotionalism of Bernstein’s “Kaddish” Symphony or Samuel Barber’s Violin Concerto. I watched how the works of Webern gained pride of place in composition and analysis seminars in music departments. Webern’s music, with its methodological arcana and hyper-compressed expressive world, fit the prerequisites of college analysis courses to a tee. To make matters worse, Stravinsky himself had taken the veil and followed reverently in the Austrian serialist’s path. Imagine me, if you will, an aspiring composer, sitting in a classroom diligently counting backward from twelve, tracing down combinatorial transformations, and trying to get a rush from a three-minute setting of a poem by Georg Trakl or Stefan George. Then imagine this same student emerging from his somber seminar, walking across the campus, and hearing from some dorm window the screaming, slashing, bending, soaring, lawless guitar of Jimi Hendrix.


The Harvard Music Department could at times be like a contentious family, but I was not unhappy there. I had too much to learn, and my teachers had much to offer. In addition to Luise Vosgerchian’s grueling drills in figured bass and keyboard harmony, I took a counterpoint course with the immensely gifted David Del Tredici, and in my last years there I was admitted to the courses in analysis and composition taught by the two senior composers on the faculty, Leon Kirchner and Earl Kim. Both Kirchner and Kim had studied in California in the early 1950s with Schoenberg, who had clearly made a profound, life-altering impression on them. For reasons I never could figure out, a rather unpleasant animosity had sprung up between the two composers, a lamentable situation that was well known among the students, who joined in the partisan feelings.


Kim was a painfully slow, excruciatingly self-critical, almost self-censoring composer. Over the four or five years that I knew him he wrote only a single work, a group of vocal and instrumental settings of a Samuel Beckett text called Exercises en Route. They were exquisitely wrought both in sound and in their appearance on the page, an elegance that for him was nearly an obsession. The only other large-scale work I knew of his, which he wrote after I left Cambridge, was a violin concerto, which Itzhak Perlman premiered. Earl Kim was always cordial, but music was for him a kind of private devotional ritual, and one got the feeling that few—least of all he himself—were allowed into the inner sanctum of his personal pantheon. Nevertheless when, at the beginning of my first graduate year, I brought in a wild, seat-of-the-pants assemblage of musique concrète I’d made in the electronic music lab, he enthusiastically encouraged me to continue working on it.


More critical for me were my classes with Leon Kirchner. Kirchner was a tall, imposing man who even in his fifties had movie-star charisma and a handsome, brooding face that to me looked like a cross between James Dean and Jack Kerouac. Unlike Kim, who rarely (if ever) performed and whose life seemed to be confined to his home and his classroom, Kirchner was a man of the music world, friend of many of the great classical performers such as Rudolf Serkin and Leon Fleischer, and himself a pianist and conductor of considerable gifts. He lived with his beautiful, generous wife, Gertrude (née Schoenberg!), in a large, rambling house just off Harvard Square that was full of art and sculpture. I was more or less intimidated by him from the start, and it took me decades to feel comfortable in his presence.


Kirchner was one of the most intuitive musicians I ever encountered. Although highly sophisticated, immensely well-read, and a close friend and verbal sparring partner of Harvard’s intellectual heavyweights, he approached music more like a jazz musician than a note-parsing analyst. Despite his studies with Schoenberg, he was entirely American educated, never having spent any formative time abroad. Although serialism, tone rows, magic squares, or other numerical processes were very à la mode at the time, Kirchner could never find a way to make his own musical instincts fit into the straitjacket of a rigorous method. He adored both Stravinsky and Schoenberg, but I never once recall him discussing their music from a methodological perspective. That made studying at Harvard substantially different from being at Columbia or Princeton, where Babbitt and his imitators ruled the roost.


Kirchner as a composer presented a problematic model for me as a student. In his love for the great masters—Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, Schubert, Brahms—he showed that his heart was in the right place. (Interestingly, I’d noticed that these names were conspicuously missing from the Boulezian canon.) But after being around him for a while I began to notice that the act of composing for him was something akin to self-immolation. I got the feeling that composing was meant to be a painful activity, a ferocious wrestling match with inner demons. Alas, this nearly constant feeling of pain is not uncommon among creative people. Of course for some the creative act is as natural as eating and sleeping. One gets the feeling with Brahms, for example, that he couldn’t make it through the day without writing at least a motet or an intermezzo, like a hen laying her morning egg. But then there are the Rilkes, the F. Scott Fitzgeralds, and the Schoenbergs, for whom making art comes in manic bursts only after long, painfully barren periods.


Kirchner did not have a neat, habitual way to compose, and it was his lifelong curse to be erroneously classified by careless music critics as a “twelve-tone composer.” His music was hyper-expressive, emotionally hot, and formally very much sui generis. It didn’t follow any of the controversial stylistic conceits of the time, but neither was it easily accessible to the average classical music listener. Like him, it was intensely serious, but not in a dry, academic way. I felt enormous respect for it, but there was something about its surrounding ambience that made me want to escape and find a less tortured way of being creative.


Despite my teenage fantasies of becoming the American Beethoven, I actually did very little composing throughout my first three years of college. My musical awareness was growing at the same time that a painful realization of my own inadequacies was dawning on me. I temporarily lost the courage and audacity to write my own music. In place of that I plunged headfirst into an intense life of performing. It was a good thing, too, because I gained enormous confidence as a conductor and in the art of relating to others, an art not universally shared among creative people.


Harvard was, and still is, exceptional in the way it affords invaluable opportunities to students who have the grit and temerity to assume positions of responsibility. I began conducting student productions during my second year. The first two undertakings were presented in the elegant dining hall of Leverett House, one of the undergraduate dorms. That particular space had the advantage of a raised dais at the end nearest the Charles River. With its chandeliers


and high ceiling, the dining hall suggested a small theater in some eighteenth-century duke’s or prince’s estate, and the invitation to present operas there was irresistible. In the fall of 1967 we came forth with a show called “Bach and the Beatles.” This was inspired by a clever album called The Baroque Beatles Book, the brainchild of a hip musicologist, Joshua Rifkin, who was later instrumental in the resurgence of the music of Scott Joplin. Rifkin’s recording presented early Beatles songs dressed up in pseudo-Handelian drag. Accompanied by harpsichord, piccolo trumpet, and a consort of viols, songs like “Help!,” “A Hard Day’s Night,” and “Ticket to Ride” were delivered as if they were outtakes from Handel’s Jephtha, complete with da capo arias, choruses, and recitatives. For undergraduate savants it was the ideal mix of the demotic and wink-of-the-eye sophisticated. The Leverett House production was wittily staged, with the appropriate raunchiness and embedded double entendres, by another sophomore, Kenny McBain. It was my first taste of the greasepaint of music theater, and I found I liked it more than I wanted to admit.


Later in the same academic year, I undertook a far grander plan, six performances, also in the Leverett House dining hall, of Mozart’s Le Nozze di Figaro. The stage director was a senior, majoring in English and well known already for his acting abilities: John Lithgow. I shudder to think how the young singers in the cast responded to my musical direction. I knew nothing about opera or about theatrical producing, nor did I have a clue about the extremely delicate instrument that is a classical singer’s voice. From my vantage point in front of the orchestra, the singers never seemed loud enough, and I urged them on with hectic gesticulations as if they were a brass band. Pulling it all together took more than two months. Between auditions, scaring up an orchestra, supervising musical and staging rehearsals, and even managing the publicity I nearly lost track of my other academic responsibilities.




*





My clarinet provided enough casual employment to keep me in pocket money. A weekend gig with some local orchestra would pay nearly a hundred dollars, much better than a whole week of working the usual college jobs. I was occasionally called to substitute with the Boston Symphony Orchestra. In 1966, in what must have been an extremely rare event, the BSO played in the pit of the musty, dilapidated Back Bay Theater in the American premiere of the Schoenberg opera Moses und Aron. I was in the clarinet section for those historic performances.


On another occasion an emergency call, again from the Boston Symphony, forced me out of my dorm bunk bed on a cold November morning in order to make a 10:00 a.m. rehearsal at Symphony Hall. I had no idea what was to be rehearsed, but a rash of illness in the clarinet section had required a last-minute substitute. I arrived to find the stage absolutely crammed with players. The rehearsal was to begin with a scene from the late Richard Strauss opera Daphne, which, needless to say, was unknown to me. At the time the music director of the BSO was Erich Leinsdorf, a knowledgeable and imaginative conductor whose talents were constantly overshadowed by his inability to rein in a withering sarcasm and showy arrogance. The orchestra members largely despised him. He began the rehearsal of Daphne by holding up a biography of Strauss and informing the players that, since they doubtless would not know much about this obscure opera and since they might possibly be keen to inform themselves about it, he was arranging to have the book placed for their perusal on a table in the musicians lounge. Shortly afterward, everyone heard a thud on the floor of the empty hall. A violinist in back of the section, unseen by Leinsdorf, had taken the book and tossed it high out into the empty hall where it crashed down amid the empty seats.


Leinsdorf, who had never seen me but obviously had been informed about my presence as a substitute, started the rehearsal with a sweeping downbeat. The orchestra launched into the typically noisy, confused first reading that often accompanies an encounter with an unfamiliar work. I realized in a minute that the principal clarinet player, a portly Neapolitan named Gino Cioffi who was still challenged by spoken English, had become seriously lost. I felt torn between staying in what I judged to be the right place or, out of stand-partner loyalty, going with him. It didn’t really matter in any case, because the orchestra was wailing on overdrive, percussion was flaying, brass blaring, and a sizable number of people were already lost. With a hundred people onstage generating an acoustical maelstrom, who would even notice what I chose to play? But then Leinsdorf lowered his arms, the music gradually petered out, and I heard words that made my entrails soften, spoken in a preening Austrian accent: “I think perhaps the second clarinet may … possibly … have … shall we say … perhaps … what? … a ‘misssssprint’ on his page?” I felt the klieg lights of a hundred pairs of eyes, including the soloist, Beverly Sills, staring at me. “Perhaps the young man from Haaaarvard would like to check with me the notes in his part.” The pronunciation of “Harvard” was drawn out with a caustic disdain. In front of the entire Boston Symphony Orchestra, not to mention “Bubbles” Sills, I was then taken through a public solfège exam, complete with transposition from A clarinet to concert pitch. Eventually Leinsdorf tired of playing the cat to my cornered mouse and went on to hunt bigger game. In the end, I was invited to go on tour with the orchestra, playing in the Strauss and other works, but fortunately my examination period was approaching and I had a good excuse for politely declining more encounters with the charms of an old-school autocrat.


A more satisfying experience, although an endlessly exhausting one, was the year and a half I spent conducting the undergraduate Bach Society Orchestra. This was, and continues to be, a unique institution, a chamber orchestra made up of talented players from Harvard and many other surrounding colleges and conducted by an undergraduate who is chosen yearly by audition. It provides on-the-job training in every sense of the word, and my college dorm room quickly was converted into a hub of nervous activity with a constantly ringing telephone, irritated roommates, and piles of orchestra rental materials, scores, tapes, and disks scattered over my desk and bed. The quality of the orchestra is largely the result of the campaigning that the conductor has to undertake at the beginning of the year to coax good players into the group. For a college junior I had better than average judgment about these matters, and my professional forays around Boston commanded some respect among the students, so I was able to put together an estimable group of players. I remember all of my programs and their performance with great clarity even now. I opened in the fall of 1967 with Haydn’s Symphony No. 99, Stravinsky’s Danses concertantes, Milhaud’s La Création du monde, and a Mozart piano concerto. By the end of the first season the Bach Society Orchestra had become dangerously high profile among campus activities, and the inevitable journalistic comeuppance was awaiting me. This came in the form of a review in The Harvard Crimson that marched me to the scaffold for my overreaching programming:




The Bach Society Orchestra concert was the major disappointment of last week’s musical offerings. Many heads could roll when a collective effort like this goes awry, but the conductor, John Adams, is the one who must stand in the dock.


The program Adams chose for the group demanded a far higher level of musical competence than one can reasonably expect of any undergraduate organization—even one as fine as BSO. The works, Mozart’s overture to “The Abduction from the Seraglio,” Beethoven’s Symphony No. 2, the Adagio from Mahler’s Symphony No. 5, and Debussy’s “L’Apres Midi d’une Faune,” would trip up even the most agile professionals.


But let this pass: set aside the slurred inner voices in the Mozart, the gaping holes in the Beethoven where one fully expects to hear second violins and violas, the cracking and blasting brass, the consistently out-of-tune winds. These are the agonized sounds (or silences) of musicians stretched beyond their capabilities …


The winds were always successful in outblasting the strings and often completely obliterated the fiddlers who seemed in particular to be their mortal enemies. The leather-lunged trumpets vandalized the two outer movements of the Beethoven, while percussionists ran roughshod over the Mozart overture …


A special citation for insubordination and vulgarity beyond the control of any conductor is in order. This to the tympanist who, juggling his sticks with the dexterity of a weightlifter, produced a sustained, and equally unwanted cannonade, the likes of which has not been heard since the retreat from Dunkirk.





The Crimson critic’s complaints were doubtless accurate, but they missed the palpable enthusiasm and unbuttoned pleasure that both the orchestra members and their conductor and possibly even the audience were experiencing. The Beethoven symphony’s exuberant aggressiveness shocked and delighted me. Listening to recordings or even a live performance could never have prepared me for the surge of energy that I felt from the podium. With its blindingly bright D major clanging against the plaster walls of Paine Hall, it introduced me firsthand to the sheer radicalism and manic drive of Beethoven’s early music.


Back in the dorm room and at all-night parties of pot, scotch whiskey, and unfiltered Lucky Strikes, we bored like weevils through the harmonic changes and textual minutiae of albums by the Paul Butterfield Blues Band, Rahsaan Roland Kirk, Bob Dylan, Cream, Jefferson Airplane, the Electric Flag, Country Joe and the Fish, the Beach Boys, the Doors, and of course, Jimi Hendrix. I would fall asleep on the hardwood floor of a friend’s room with my head wedged between a pair of stereo speakers as if they were headphones, and I would wake up in sweaty clothes, smelling gamey, my glasses bent out of shape, and find that I was already late for class. I made more progress in my command of harmonic practice by reproducing these pop songs from memory at the piano than I ever did by my forced marches through the figured bass treatises. More than any other social phenomenon of a socially phenomenal era, rock music was the fulcrum of a culture. Young people communicated to each other through the medium of its lyrics, especially those by Bob Dylan and John Lennon, and its intense emotionalism seemed to speak for our common experience and what we imagined to be our universally held beliefs.


What particularly enchanted me about the popular music of the time was its harmonic ingenuity, something that was fresh and inventive in the late sixties, although it would soon become routine and predictable within a short span of five or ten years. A song like Brian Wilson’s “Good Vibrations” took the standard pop song through a tonal hall of mirrors, moving into remote keys with an effortlessness that gave the music its feeling of endless delight. “Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” another Beach Boys song by Wilson, begins with an eight-beat introduction in A major played on the harp, which is then followed, after a single thwop on the drum, by the main tune in the remote flat submediant key of F. This kind of tonal surprise was nothing new in the classical or jazz world, but appearing here in the context of a standard rock-and-roll song it felt novel and fresh. More than any other songwriter of that era, Brian Wilson understood the value of harmonic surprise.
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