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  OPENING  





“IF YOU GO TO NEW YORK CITY TO STUDY MUSIC, YOU’LL END UP LIKE your uncle Henry, spending your life traveling from city to city and living in hotels.”


That was my mother, Ida Glass, when she heard of my plans. I was sitting with her at the kitchen table in my parent’s house, in Baltimore, having come back home after graduating from the University of Chicago.


Uncle Henry, a cigar-smoking bantamweight with a heavy Brooklyn accent, was married to Aunt Marcela, my mother’s sister, who herself had escaped from Baltimore a full generation before me. Uncle Henry was, in fact, a drummer. He had dropped out of dental school shortly after the end of World War I to become an itinerant musician, playing for the next fifty years mainly in vaudeville houses and holiday hotels, and with dance bands all over the country. In his later years he played in the hotels of the Catskills, known then and actually still now as the Borscht Belt. He was probably playing in one of those hotels—Grossinger’s, I’d bet—at that time in the spring of 1957 when I was planning my future.


In any case, I liked Uncle Henry and thought he was a pretty good guy. Truth be told, I was far from horrified by the prospect of “traveling from city to city and living in hotels.” I was rather looking forward eagerly to that—a life filled with music and travel—and completely thrilled with the whole idea. And as it turned out many decades later, my mother’s description was completely accurate. As I begin this book, that is precisely what I am doing—traveling from Sydney on my way to Paris by way of L.A. and New York, and playing concerts all along the way. Of course that’s not the whole story, but it is a significant part of it.


Ida Glass was always a pretty smart woman.


As a young man, incautious and curious, my head full of plans, I was already doing what I would always do. I had started playing the violin at six, the flute and piano at eight, begun composing at fifteen, and now, having finished college, I was impatient to start my “real life,” which I had known all along would be in music. Since I was very young I had been drawn to music, felt connected to it, and I knew that it was my path.


There had been musicians in the Glass family before, but the general view in my family was that musicians were somehow living on the fringes of respectability, that the life of music was not the life an educated person would pursue. People didn’t make a lot of money playing music back then, and to spend your life singing songs in a bar was not considered a serious undertaking. In my parents’ minds, there was nothing in what I was proposing to do to indicate that I wouldn’t end up singing in some bar. They weren’t thinking about me turning into Van Cliburn, they were thinking of me turning into Uncle Henry. Furthermore, I don’t think they had any idea what people actually did in music school.


“I’ve been thinking about this for years,” I said, “and this is what I really want to do.”


The fact was, my mother knew me. I was a very determined young fellow. When I said I was going to do something, I simply did it. She knew I would not take her objections seriously, but she felt like she had to say it, in a dutiful way. Neither of us thought what she said was going to change anything.


The next day I took the bus to New York, which already for decades had been the country’s capital of culture, finance, and ingenuity, to try to enroll as a student at the Juilliard School. But … not so fast. I had a handful of compositions and I could play the flute decently, but I wasn’t sufficiently accomplished in either to merit admission to the school.


Nonetheless, I auditioned for the woodwind faculty at Juilliard, this being three professors who taught the flute, clarinet, and bassoon. After I played, one of them, in an astute moment, kindly asked, “Mr. Glass, do you really want to be a flutist?”


Because I wasn’t that good. I could play the flute, but I didn’t seem to show the enthusiasm that I would need to succeed.


“Well, actually,” I said, “I want to be a composer.”


“Well, then! You should take the composition exam.”


“I don’t think I’m ready for that,” I said.


I admitted to having a few compositions but declined to show them. I knew there was nothing of interest in that early work.


“Why don’t you come back in the fall and register in the Extension Division of the school,” he said. “They have courses in theory and composition. Spend some time writing music and then on the basis of that you’ll have an audition for the composition department.”


The Extension Division was run as an “adult education” program by an excellent teacher, Stanley Wolfe, himself an accomplished composer. The plan was to spend a year preparing for a proper audition as a composer where my work would be evaluated and my application considered. Of course, this was exactly the opportunity I was looking for. I agreed to their suggestion and followed it to the letter.


But first there was the “material” question. I would need cash to get started, though I fully expected to get a part-time job after settling in at the school. I took the Greyhound bus back home and applied for the best job close to Baltimore, which was thirty miles away at a Bethlehem Steel plant in Sparrows Point, Maryland, an already aging and tired relic of early-twentieth-century industry. Because I could read, write, and knew arithmetic (not common in those days at Bethlehem Steel), I was given a job as a weigh-master—meaning I operated a crane and weighed huge bins of nails, keeping a good tally of everything produced in that part of the plant. By September, I had saved more than $1200, which in 1957 was a fairly good sum. I returned to New York and registered for Stanley Wolfe’s composition class.


But before going into those first years in New York in the late 1950s, I need to fill in a few missing pieces of my story.
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IDA GLASS WITH SHEPPIE, PHILIP, AND MARTY.


BALTIMORE, MARYLAND, 1941.

















  BALTIMORE  





I WAS THE YOUNGEST OF THE THREE CHILDREN OF BEN AND IDA GLASS. My sister, Sheppie, was the oldest, then my brother, Marty, then me.


My mother was a dark-haired, attractive woman who always had a certain clarity to the way she looked. She began her life as an English teacher and then became the librarian of the school that I later attended, beginning in 1950, Baltimore’s City College, which was actually a public high school.


Ida was not an ordinary mother. Born in 1905, you could argue, and reasonably so, that she was an early member of the feminist movement, though she would never have described herself that way. Her understanding of the issue of gender in our society came through her own intelligence and the depth of her thinking. As she came to know the world, she was not content with the conventional role of the woman in America, the old German “Küche, Kirche, Kinder”—kitchen, church, children. Ida knew the value of education and she applied those values to herself, and as a result she was far more educated than anyone else in the family. She used some of the money she earned as a teacher to continue her studies, going on to get her master’s degree and working at the doctoral level. From the time I was six, and Marty and Sheppie were seven and eight, we were shipped off to summer camp for two full months while Ida took courses. I remember she even went to Switzerland to study after the war and came back with Swiss watches for all of us. They probably didn’t cost very much money, and mine didn’t last very long, but we were delighted to get them. My brother and I used to compare our watches endlessly.


While my mother was away studying, our dad, Ben, was left alone to look after his record store, General Radio, at 3 S. Howard Street in downtown Baltimore. He liked my mother’s sense of independence, and he supported her efforts.


Ben was born in 1906. His first job, when he was in his late teens, was working for the Pep Boys automotive company, going up into New England and opening up their stores. He became a self-taught mechanic and was good at fixing cars. Later, when he came back to Baltimore, he opened up his own auto repair shop. When they started putting radios in cars, the radios naturally began breaking, so he began fixing them, too. After a while he got tired of working on cars and just did radios. Then, as a sideline, he began selling records. Gradually the records took over the shop. There used to be just a six- or eight-foot space for records in the front of the store but eventually there would be thirty feet of records, deep into the store, as more and more people were buying them. His little repair shop ended up being just a bench in the back with him and one other man, named John.


My father was very physical and muscular: about five foot ten and 180 pounds. A dark-haired, rough-cut handsome man, he had several different sides to him: a gentle side, a tough side, a self-made businessman side. His gentle side showed in the way he looked after children—not just his own, but other people’s children, too. If the fathers were absent, he would go over and spend time with the kids in the family, so much so that for a long time my cousin Ira Glass thought that Ben was his grandfather, because when Ira’s grandfather wasn’t around Ben would go over and play grandfather. To many of the children in our extended family, he was Uncle Bennie.


His tough side came out in the way he could run a record store in a low-rent area of downtown Baltimore, a part of the city near the waterfront that was home to both Jewish delicatessens and burlesque joints. Even though this was a rough area, he did not have any problems. He could take care of anybody who threatened him or the store, and he could pulverize them. And he would.


Ben had been in the Marines twice, once in Santo Domingo in the 1920s (U.S. troops were in the Dominican Republic for eight years, in a military occupation now mostly forgotten), and then in the Second World War, when, at the age of thirty-six—almost at the upper age limit for service, thirty-nine—he reenlisted and went off again to boot camp. He had had tough Marine training and he wanted to teach Marty and me how to take care of ourselves in extreme situations. Once he told us about the time muggers had set up a trip wire on South Howard Street near the store.


“I’ll tell you what happened,” Ben began. “I was coming out of the store one night after closing, about nine thirty. I hit this trip wire and fell on the ground, and I knew exactly what it was.”


“What did you do?” we asked.


“I waited for them.”


When they got close enough, he grabbed hold of them and beat the crap out of them.


The way he said, “I waited for them,” we just thought, Yeah, he was ready.


Indeed, Ben was ready for anything. There are always shoplifters in bookstores and these kinds of record stores. You’d be amazed what kinds of things they can put into their pants and under their shirts. This was in the days of LPs, but even so they were still putting them under their shirts. Marty and I were supposed to tell him if we saw anybody doing that.


“If you see anybody shoplifting,” Ben instructed us, “picking up something and putting it under their clothes, just call me.”


Well, we didn’t call him, because of what would happen when he would catch one of the shoplifters. He would take the guy outside and beat him until he was senseless. Our dad had no interest in calling the cops. He wasn’t interested in teaching any kind of civic lessons. He just wanted to make sure they never came back to the store, and they didn’t. But once you, as his kid, had witnessed that, you didn’t want to see it again. I distinctly remember seeing one young fellow taking a record and putting it into his pants, and I just let him go. It would have been too upsetting to see what would have happened.


Ben the businessman would work from nine in the morning until nine at night. One time when I was still very young, I asked, “Daddy, what keeps you going here at the store?”


“All I have is this store,” he said. “And what I want to do is to use this one store to be as successful as I possibly can.”


“What does that mean?”


“I want to see how much money I can make. My satisfaction is in making this thing work.” He really meant it. He worked tirelessly and he ended up with a fairly good business.


Ben was typical of the generation that didn’t have a higher education. I don’t even know if he finished high school. He was one of those young men who just went to work at a certain point. His two older brothers became doctors, but he didn’t. When he was young, he and his brothers would stand on the street corners of Baltimore selling newspapers, I guess it would have been when they were twelve or thirteen. While they stood there, they played mental chess. They also played mental checkers, which is harder, by the way. At least with mental chess you know what the pieces are. With mental checkers, it’s harder to visualize the board because the pieces, apart from their red or black color, are all the same.


My father taught me to play mental chess, too. I would be with him in the car and he would say, “Pawn to King 4” and I’d say, “Pawn to King 4.” He’d say, “Knight to King’s Bishop 3” and I’d say, “Pawn to Queen 3.” We went through a game together and I learned to visualize chess. I was probably seven or eight years old and I could already do that. Years later when I was learning to do exercises in visualization, I discovered I had developed this aptitude when I was very young. In some of the esoteric traditions that I have engaged with, working with visualizations is a routine exercise. Part of the exercise is to develop a terrific clarity, so that you can actually see everything. I discovered that many people couldn’t see anything, but I could see right away, and that was a big help. For instance, if I were looking at a Tibetan Buddhist meditational figure, I could see the eyes, I could see the hands, I could see what the hands were holding, I could see the whole thing. I had a number of friends who said they were having trouble visualizing and I realized that I didn’t have any trouble. When I wondered why I didn’t, I remembered those chess games that Ben and I used to play.


During the Second World War, every eligible male member of our family was in the armed forces. I was about to turn five years old when America went to war, and there were no men in the family living in Baltimore at that time. My mother had to go off to work all day at school, so Maud, the woman who was helping raise us and to whom we were very close because she spent a long time with us, would dress us in the morning. My mother would come back in time to cook dinner, and then she would go downtown and work in the store until nine o’clock at night. Ida ran the store all the years my father was away. During the day there were employees, but she was there at night and on weekends to take the money out of the cash register, examine the accounts, and order new records. She didn’t know what Ben knew, but she knew what needed to be done. She wasn’t the only woman doing that. If you think back, the women’s liberation movement could well have come out of the Second World War, when women, given the labor shortage, took over many jobs formerly done by men. When the men came back from the war, their wives were working, and a lot of those women did not want to give up their jobs.


After the war, when the first televisions were made and sold, Ben sent away for a build-it-yourself television set. He built it and from that moment on he began repairing televisions. Marty and I were supposed to learn that, too, and to a degree we did, but I don’t think we ever got really good at it. We didn’t have the motivation that he had.


The only television signal we got in those early days was from Washington, D.C. It was a test pattern. There was a lot of snow, as we used to say. After a while, professional football games started being shown on Sunday afternoon. By 1947 or ’48, more programming was needed, so an early version of what came to be known as television producers would go into the schools and get the kids to play music. They would often do live broadcasts directly from the schools, so when I was ten and eleven years old, I was on television playing the flute.




*





SHEPPIE, MARTY, AND I ALL BEGAN with music when we were quite young. Shep and Marty had weekly piano lessons from a piano teacher, who traveled from home to home giving children lessons, but I had chosen to study the flute. Beginning at age six, I had taken some violin lessons given as group classes at the Park School, my first elementary school. For some reason the violin didn’t “take,” which is odd to imagine, given that I’ve written so much string music—solo, quartets, sonatas, symphonies—since then.


I do recall, though, that there was a boy a year older than me at my school who had a flute. I thought it was the most beautiful instrument I had ever seen or heard, and I wanted to do nothing more than to play the flute. I wound up playing it until I was thirty. In fact, even in my first professional concerts, I was playing the flute as well as keyboards.


I soon learned that when I took my flute with me to school, I would sometimes have to fight my way home. Back then the joke was “Hey, how would you like to play the skin flute?” That was considered very witty. The skin flute, haw-haw-haw. In the semidetached houses of northwest Baltimore, the young boys were experimenting with being macho. They were terrified of being considered gay. Anything that seemed effeminate to them was horrible, and the flute to them was a feminine instrument. Why? Because it was a long thing that you blew on? It’s a vulgarization of a stupid idea.


My brother would set up the fights. He said, “Okay, we’re going to meet over here and you’re going to fight this kid.”


In a funny way, I was supposed to be the sissy. When I think about it now, I think Marty was doing me a favor. He said, “Why don’t you just have a fight with this kid? Just show him who you are.”


So we went to the park, and that kid didn’t particularly want to fight with me, either. I was a little smaller than him, but I knew I was going to stomp him. I don’t know how I did it, because I didn’t know anything about fighting. I just put my fists up and beat the crap out of the kid. They finally pulled me away. I was maybe nine or ten. I wasn’t especially brave, and I didn’t like fights, but I felt that I had been corralled into it. The kid could have been six feet tall and I still would have beaten him, it didn’t matter. After that, no one bothered me about the flute.


When my dad came home from the Marines in 1945 the family moved from the center of town to a neighborhood of semidetached and duplex homes out on Liberty Road where the old #22 streetcar line ran. The #22 streetcar would play an important part in my life until I left for the University of Chicago in 1952. I had been permitted to have flute lessons but there was no teacher in the neighborhood. But the #22 streetcar ran all the way downtown to Mount Vernon Place, home to Baltimore’s Washington Monument, which faced the Peabody Conservatory. The streetcar had yellow wicker seats that were dirty most of the time. Its metal wheels ran on tracks, and it got its electricity from overhead cables. There was one man in the front who was the driver, and there was another man, a conductor, who took the money, ten or twelve cents. I don’t even know if I paid at all for the first few years, since I was under twelve years old.


The fourth floor of Peabody had a long corridor with practice rooms on either side, with benches where I waited for my teacher. There was no flute teacher in the Preparatory Division of the Peabody, so I was admitted to the conservatory and had my lessons from Britton Johnson, then first chair flutist with the Baltimore Symphony. He was a wonderful teacher and had been himself a student of William Kincaid, the first chair flutist at the Philadelphia Orchestra, who was widely considered one of the great flutists of all time. So I had blue-blood lineage when it came to flute playing.


Mr. Johnson, who now has a memorial prize named after him, was round, two hundred pounds for sure, but not tall, maybe forty or fifty years old, and still, when I began my studies, at the height of his playing. He liked me a lot. He complimented me, saying that I had a great embrasure—which meant my lips were built for the flute. But, at the same time, he knew that I wasn’t going to be a flutist. I don’t know how he knew that, but I think he figured I was a kid coming from a kind of struggling middle-class family that was never going to allow their son to become a musician, and that whatever talent I had was not going to come to fruition.


Mr. Johnson would look at me, and he would sigh and shake his head, at least a few times after my lessons. Not because I was a bad flutist, but because he believed I could become a really good one. And he was right, I had the potential but it was never fully realized. I don’t know if Mr. Johnson ever found out what happened to me. I doubt it. He might have known, but he would have been surprised. Mr. Johnson was quite right about the family pressure, in that everyone was constantly pushing me in quite a different direction. But ultimately he was wrong, because I was not going to let myself get pushed around that way.


In fact, I really wanted both piano and flute lessons. Though they were opposed to the idea of music as a profession, Ida and Ben both considered music education basic to a fully rounded educational program. But my parents were far from well off. On her schoolteacher’s salary, my mother actually earned more than my father. Still, with whatever money they earned, we were given music lessons. However, the economy of our family could allow for only one lesson per child, and the flute became my instrument.


Not to be deterred, I would sit quietly in the living room during my brother’s piano lessons and follow his lessons with absolute attention. The moment the lesson was over and the teacher out of the house, I would dash over to the piano, which had miraculously appeared in our new home shortly after we arrived there, and play my brother’s lesson. Of course this upset Marty no end. He was convinced I was “stealing” his lessons. At the very least I was pestering him by playing better. He was half right. Though I was a first-class pesky younger brother, I was simply there to “steal” the lesson—no more, no less. Marty would chase me off the piano and around the living room and give me a few good knocks along the way. For me, this price of admission was cheap and easy.


In retrospect, what was quite remarkable was that I would, at the age of eight, take an afternoon streetcar ride to downtown Baltimore alone, and, after my one-hour weekly lesson, take the same #22 streetcar back home. In the dark, I would alight from the streetcar at Hillsdale Road and run the six blocks to our house as fast as I could. I was truly terrified of the dark. Though ghosts and dead people were the images that pursued me, it never occurred to me, my parents, or my teachers that I had anything to fear from living, real-life monsters. But in 1945 Baltimore they wouldn’t be encountered anyway. Besides, all the streetcar conductors soon knew me, and I was made to sit near them at the front of the streetcar.


Eventually I was allowed to take additional music lessons, so on Saturday afternoon I studied with Mr. Hart, the head percussionist of the Baltimore Symphony. This was not solo instruction but a class for six to eight children, and it was a particular joy for me to play the timpani. I write today with great pleasure for all percussion instruments, but then there were also classical score reading and ear training classes, which I detested for no particular reason. As a grown-up and, now, even as a mature musician, I have noticed something odd about the way I hear music. I can’t put my finger on it. It must have been something about hearing that was not, well, common. Nadia Boulanger, the great teacher with whom I would spend more than two years studying in Paris, worked tirelessly on “hearing” exercises for me. I suppose the problem was solved, though I never really understood what it was in the first place. And now there is no one left to ask.




*





MY BROTHER, MARTY, AND I STARTED WORKING at the store when we were eleven and twelve years old. Our job was to break—actually break—78 rpm records so that Ben could collect the “return privilege” allowed for broken records in those days. In the late 1940s, the big record companies paid retail dealers about ten cents a record for goods damaged on the way to the stores, or really for any reason whatsoever. To collect the money, the broken records had to be segregated by company and have at least the label intact. Marty and I were given boxes and boxes of records that simply didn’t sell. And they were not all from General Radio, our dad’s store, either. He made a second business by buying up unwanted stock from other small stores all through Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia. I remember he bought them, still whole but unsold, for five cents a record. Marty and I broke them, repackaged them in boxes by company—RCA, Decca, Blue Note, Columbia—and Ben sold them back to the companies for ten cents, doubling his money and keeping us quite busy and reasonably happy. Marty and I were almost always in the basement of the store, either sorting records or breaking them or else working with John in the radio repair department testing tubes, trying to be some help in the repair of those old tube radios.


Ben also had clients who listened to what we called “hillbilly music.” He advertised his record store on Appalachian radio stations in West Virginia and people would write him and he would send them records. I don’t think he particularly liked that music, but he knew about it, and I knew about it, too.


One summer, when Marty and I were not much older, he opened up a storefront in the African-American part of town and my brother and I spent that summer selling R & B records to other kids not much older than we were. I listened to all of the popular music coming out at that time. I liked the vitality of it, I liked the inventiveness of it, I liked the humor of it. Later on, when musicians like Buddy Holly came along in the mid-1950s, early rock ’n’ roll sounded to me like versions of Appalachian music. I think that’s where it came from. Electric guitars replaced banjos and electric basses, along with off-beat drum playing, built up the bass lines. I loved the raw power of it.


At home my brother and I shared a room. We had a walk-in closet where we kept our clothes, we had two beds separated by a little night table, and we had a window that opened onto the steps that led to the second floor of our duplex house. It was very easy to go out at night and not be seen, so we would sneak out to buy Good Humor bars—we could hear the ice cream man with the little bell going down the street. When we got older we did more mischievous things. One of our gang had a BB gun and we’d shoot out lights going down the alley. Then we would sneak back into the house. I don’t think we were ever caught.


My sister, Sheppie, had older friends, and the difference between twelve and ten seemed very big at the point when she was in high school and we were still in junior high. Also, Sheppie was much more sheltered and supervised than Marty and me. She stayed in private schools and she had her own social life until she went away to Bryn Mawr for college.


I saw Sheppie more when we went to Quaker summer camp in Maine. The place wasn’t really a camp so much as it was a big old house with six or eight bedrooms in it. They would take kids from the age of twelve to eighteen, and I was among the youngest. There were no real counselors, but there were three or four older Quaker women who looked after us and it was like a big family. We played tennis, we went boating, and we went to the Grange dances every Thursday night.


The school we went to when we were very young had some Quaker teachers, and Ida liked them a lot, as her Quaker friends were involved in education. They were pacifists, of course, and very socially conscious. I don’t remember ever having attended a Quaker meeting, but I knew something about what the Quakers believed in, and I was always sympathetic—as Ida and Ben were—to those ideas. They were committed to social responsibility and being connected to the world.


The Quaker philosophy is consistent with ideas that developed in me later. I never wanted to be a Quaker, but I did send my first two children to a Quaker school in Manhattan, Friends Seminary on Fifteenth Street off Second Avenue. I liked their philosophy of life, work, and spirit. Bedrock ideas of social responsibility and change through nonviolence came to me through the Quakers. When people’s lives reflect ideas like that, their behavior becomes automatically part of a bigger picture.


Going to the movies every Saturday was part of growing up in Baltimore in the 1940s. We would see a double feature and previews and newsreels. This was how we learned about the war. After the Germans were beaten, when I was eight years old, I remember clearly seeing newsreels of American soldiers entering the concentration camps. The images the cameramen had filmed were shown in movie houses all over the United States. No one thought anything about it—there were no warnings that you might be upset if you watched it. In those films you actually saw skulls and piles of human bones. You saw what the soldiers saw when they walked in, because right behind the soldiers were the cameras.


The Jewish community had known that there were extermination camps in Germany and Poland. They knew because they were getting letters and messages from people who were getting out now and then, but it was not commonly known or believed by others in America, nor was it addressed by the government. After the war, refugees were arriving in America and my mother immediately began to help. By 1946 our house had become a halfway house, a place for the survivors who had no place to go. We had any number of people who would come and stay for a few weeks and then they would be resettled. As a young child, I was frightened. They did not look like anyone I knew. These were men who were skinny with numbers tattooed on their wrists. They couldn’t speak English, and they looked like they had come back from hell, which is literally what had happened. I knew they had survived something terrible. We had seen what the camps looked like in the newsreels, and then we met the survivors who came from those very places.


My mother had a vision of society, much more than almost any of the people that were near her. Others were not inviting these people into their homes, yet Ida became very involved with resettlement of refugees who were pouring out of Europe. She developed educational plans for them so they could learn English, develop skills, and make a place for themselves in America. Both of my parents embodied values of kindness and caring—values that were passed on to their children.


My sister, Sheppie, has spent most of her professional life doing the same work. For many years she was with the International Rescue Committee, which responds globally to humanitarian crises. More recently, she’s worked with KIND—Kids in Need of Defense, which is responding to the current immigration crisis on the southern border of the United States.


Like many other secular Jewish households, there was no religious instruction in our home, though we might occasionally go to a relative’s house at Passover. Our neighborhood was a Gentile one. At Christmastime, there were Christmas lights on the trees in front of the houses, as well as Santa Claus and his reindeer on the roofs. My classmates were not Jewish, and whenever I would visit their homes during the holidays, I envied them because they had Christmas trees and stockings.


There were parts of Baltimore where people had signs up in their yards that said, “No Dogs, No Jews.” As a kid, I didn’t know what it meant that people had such signs in front of their houses. But if I took the city bus that went from southeast Baltimore to where we lived in the northwest, going across a large swath of the city, I would pass through Roland Park. This upper-middle-class neighborhood not far from Johns Hopkins, with nice, big houses with nice, big lawns, was a place I saw such signs. It didn’t make any sense to me, but prejudice like that never did.


Thinking back, we did know a lot of Jewish people. In fact, not one person came into the house who wasn’t Jewish. It was a very close-knit community, not that we were observant or spoke Hebrew—no one did. But every Sunday morning my father would say, “C’mon, kid, we gotta go get some bagels,” and we would drive down to East Baltimore to some of the old delis and buy bagels, sauerkraut, and pickles out of the barrel to bring home. My mother’s brothers wanted us to go to Hebrew school, so Marty and I went a couple of days a week until we were thirteen. But instead of attending the classes, Marty and I—Marty being the ringleader—spent most of those afternoons at a pool hall a block from the temple, playing pool until a quarter till six, when it would be time to go home. My mother was in the school library, my father was in his record store, and nobody knew what we were doing.


The Yiddish or Hebrew words we did know we had learned from our grandparents. My mother’s family came from Russia and my father’s family came from Latvia. My mother’s family lived on Brookfield Avenue at number 2028, and we were at 2020, so they were very close by, and my mother would often visit her parents. As far as I remember, they weren’t observant either, but they spoke Yiddish to one another, and if we were in the room, that’s what we heard. In fact, I never heard them speak English. During the years when I knew them, and that would have been when I was very young, I understood everything they said.


My mother’s father had started as a ragpicker, which was very common in those days. They’d go out on the street and pick up anything of value. Later on, Ida’s father began making cinder blocks from a mold and selling them, and that turned into a building-supply shop. Then he began selling plywood. By the time he died, it had become a business. He started with a little store and by the time I was grown up, his sons, my mother’s brothers, owned property and had become businessmen.


Most of the musicians in the family were on my father’s side. My cousin Cevia studied classical music as a pianist, and there were other people who were in vaudeville. Some family members were classical musicians, and some were in the world of popular music. My father’s grandmother, Frieda Glass, was Al Jolson’s aunt, so there was a bloodline there. The Glasses and Jolsons were cousins. I discovered this when, years later, I was playing in Cincinnati and a well-dressed man gave me his card. His name was Jolson, and he was a dentist.


“I’m one of your cousins,” he said.


“Oh, you’re one of the Jolsons,” I said.


“Yes.”


“So the Jolsons and Glasses really are related?”


“Yes, we are.”


On my mother’s side, as I indicated, they really didn’t like musicians. To them, the fame of Al Jolson was no big deal. Baltimore wasn’t like New York, where the whole Lower East Side was filled with Italians and Jews, and one of the ways of getting out of the ghetto was the entertainment business. It reached all the way to Hollywood, where entertainers like Eddie Cantor, Red Skelton, and the Marx Brothers were symbolic of that generation.




*





When my father started to sell records, he didn’t know which were the good records and which were the bad. Whatever the salesmen gave him, he would buy. But he noticed that some records sold and some records didn’t, so as a businessman he wanted to know why some of the records didn’t sell. He would take them home and listen to them, thinking that if he could find out what was wrong with them, he wouldn’t buy the bad ones anymore.


In the late forties, the music that didn’t sell was by Bartók, Shostakovich, and Stravinsky, the modernists of that time. Ben listened to them over and over again, trying to understand what was wrong, but he ended up loving their music. He became a strong advocate of new music and began to sell it in his store. Eventually, anyone in Baltimore who wanted to buy new music would have to go to there. He would walk them through it. He would give people records and say “Look, Louie, take this home. Listen to it. If you don’t like it bring it back.” He was converting people. They came in to buy Beethoven and he was selling them Bartók.


My father was self-taught, but he ended up having a very refined and rich knowledge of classical, chamber, and contemporary music. Typically he would come home and have dinner, and then sit in his armchair and listen to music until almost midnight. I caught on to this very early, and I would go and listen with him. Of course, he had no idea I was there. At least, at that time, I didn’t think so. Until I was nine years old, we lived in one of the row houses with the marble steps that were the rule in the downtown Baltimore residential neighborhoods. The children’s bedrooms were only one floor above the living room where my father sat for his evening music listening. Somehow, I would find myself awake and would quietly sneak part way down the stairs behind him and, sitting there, join him in listening. My childhood nights were spent with him in this way from a very early age. For me, those years were filled with the music of the great Schubert string quartets, the Opus 59 quartets of Beethoven, piano music of all kinds, and quite a lot of “modern” music as well—mainly Shostakovich and Bartók. The sounds of chamber music entered my heart, becoming my basic musical vocabulary. I thought, simply, that was how music was supposed to sound. That was my base, and quite a lot of everything else eventually became layered around it.


Always concerned about our education, my mother put us into the best places she could. My brother and sister went to private schools, but I don’t think they could afford a third private school, so I went to a public high school, City College. Baltimore, in its day, was quite progressive in its ideas about public education, and I was registered in an “A” course, an enriched education program emphasizing math and language. City College is what today would be called a magnet school. Apart from the fact that it was racially segregated, as all public schools in Baltimore were, it was very forward-looking in its thinking. Graduates of the “A” course would often enter college or university as sophomores, not freshman. The point is that I was already in a high-quality educational program before the question of an early entrance to the University of Chicago ever came up.


Since my mother was the librarian in my high school, I would stay in the library after classes were over. If I had no other plans, I would wait for her to close it up for the day and get a ride home with her from school. While waiting, I passed the time browsing through college catalogues. I dreamed, of course, of escaping Baltimore and knew that my ticket out would be connected to a college. Eventually, I stumbled on to the University of Chicago catalogue and discovered, to my delight, that a high school diploma was not required, and one could be accepted by simply passing their entrance exam. This had been put into effect by the then-president, Robert Hutchins, who was regarded as one of the most progressive educators in the country. Besides this unusual entrance requirement, he had also initiated a “Great Books” program at the College of the University of Chicago. This idea came from Mortimer Adler, a philosopher and educator who had identified the one hundred great books that an educated person should have read to earn a university degree. It was a formidable list—Plato, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Newton, and so on. In fact, in those days, not surprisingly, a large part of the College curriculum was based on the list.


I suppose that this loophole in admission policies which allowed bright and ambitious young men to enter college without having completed high school may have had something to do the end of World War II and the fact that thousands of GIs returning from Europe and Japan were taking advantage of the GI Bill that helped them go to college. By the time I came along, it was already in place, offering a way to skip over the last two years of high school and begin the exciting years of education that a big university could offer.


My high school adviser thought taking the exam would be great practice. It never occurred to him that I might pass. The test was a comprehensive measure of education: math, essay writing, and history. I didn’t consider it very hard, which is partly a credit to the quality of the courses I was taking. I passed the exam and was accepted as an “early entrant” to the school, but passing the entrance exam was only the first hurdle. The real question was: Would my parents allow me to leave for a big university and live far away from home at such a young age?


One evening, shortly after I was accepted, two alumni from the Baltimore Alumni Association of the University of Chicago came to visit our home. I was sent to bed early that evening, and I have no idea what was discussed or what assurances were given, but at our usual breakfast of oatmeal and hot chocolate the next morning my mother said, “We had a meeting last evening and it was decided you can go to Chicago.”


I was completely surprised. It never occurred to me that a decision would be made so quickly, but I was elated. It was as if the top of my head exploded. I knew I had completely outgrown Baltimore and I was ready to pack a few bags and leave my childhood, family, and home behind to begin my “real life” (whatever that was).


As always, with Ida, she didn’t show a lot of emotion. It was there, but somewhat concealed. An odd coincidence is that my mother had herself graduated from Johns Hopkins at the age of nineteen. In fact, she was their first woman graduate, and this at such an early age, and she was made an honorary member of the faculty club. Did she, therefore, have some special insight about what a university education could mean for me?


Outwardly, both my parents’ reactions were guarded. They were hesitant to even talk about it. My sister, Sheppie, told me later on that my father was the one who was doubtful, and the one who was determined that I would go was my mother. This was the opposite of what I thought at the time.


“You went there because Ida wanted you to go there,” Sheppie said. “She wanted you to have the best education possible.”


If my mother was proud of me for having been accepted, she never showed it. Nor did she let me know of her anxiety and understandable apprehension. After all, in 1952, I was just fifteen years old.

















  CHICAGO  





THE OVERNIGHT TRAIN TO CHICAGO WAS RUN BY THE OLD B&O RAILROAD, which left every day in the early evening from downtown Baltimore and arrived in the Loop in Chicago early the next morning. That, or a long drive through western Maryland, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana, was the only way to get from Baltimore to Chicago. In 1952, very few people took planes, although commercial airlines were beginning to offer an alternative.


I was on my way to college with two friends from high school, Sydney Jacobs and Tom Steiner, both of whom I knew quite well. But our going out to the Midwest together was unplanned, sheer chance. They were part of a local, self-made club they called the Phalanx—a group of superbright, geeky teenagers who banded together for mutual company and entertainment. I knew them from the Maryland Chess Club, though, being several years younger, I was tolerated to a degree but had never been a part of their highly introverted and intellectual group. But I liked them all—they and their friends: Irv Zucker, Malcolm Pivar, and Bill Sullivan. Poets, mathematicians, and techno-visionaries of an order very early and remote from anything going on today.


The three of us were on the train together, bonding easily for the first time. I was extremely excited to be on my way and had barely noticed the lectures, warnings, and assurances from Ben and Ida that in the end came down to letting me know I could come home anytime I needed to if things at the University of Chicago didn’t work out.


“We can arrange with your school that if you come back from Chicago before Christmas, you can go back into your grade at the high school,” my mother said. Of course, I knew there was zero chance of that. They considered the three months until Christmas a trial run. For me, though, it was every kid’s dream—the Great Escape.


I didn’t sleep at all that night. Soon after leaving the station, the lights were out. It was just an old passenger train from Dixie to the Midwest, with no amenities of any kind. No lights, no reading, nothing to do but make friends with the sounds of the night train. The wheels on the track made endless patterns, and I was caught up in it almost at once. Years later, studying with Alla Rakha, Ravi Shankar’s great tabla player and music partner, I practiced the endless cycles of 2s and 3s that form the heart of the Indian tal system. From this I learned the tools by which apparent chaos could be heard as an unending array of shifting beats and patterns. But on this memorable night, I was innocent of all that. Oddly enough, it wasn’t until almost fourteen years later, when I was on my first voyage of discovery in India and trains were the only way to travel, that I did some serious train travel again, much as I had as a boy on my many journeys between Baltimore and Chicago. The facts of travel were similar, at times almost identical. But my way of hearing had been radically transformed in those years. One might think that the trains from Einstein on the Beach came from a similar place, but no, that wasn’t so. That train music came from quite a different place altogether, which I’ll get to later. The point was that the world of music—its language, beauty, and mystery—was already urging itself on me. Some shift had already begun. Music was no longer a metaphor for the real world somewhere out there. It was becoming the opposite. The “out there” stuff was the metaphor and the real part was, and is to this day, the music. Night trains can make those things happen. The sounds of daily life were entering me almost unnoticed. 
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RIGHT AWAY, CHICAGO HAD MUCH MORE of a big-city feel than Baltimore. It had modern architecture—not just Frank Lloyd Wright but the landmark Louis Sullivan buildings that were a bit older. It had a first-class orchestra—the Chicago Symphony conducted by Fritz Reiner; the Art Institute of Chicago, with its collection of Monets; and even art movie theaters. Chicago was a real city that catered to intellectuals and people with serious cultural interests in a way that Baltimore couldn’t. Chicago was also a place where you’d hear jazz that you wouldn’t hear in Baltimore (I didn’t even know where the jazz clubs were in my hometown). If you wanted to go to a good Chinese restaurant in Baltimore, you had to drive to Washington, but in Chicago we had everything.


The university stretched from Fifty-Fifth Street to Sixty-First Street on both sides of the Midway, which had been the center of amusements and sideshows at Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. Fifty-Seventh Street was built up with restaurants and bars, and the South Side jazz clubs, like the Beehive, were on Fifty-Fifth Street. Of course I was too young to get into some of the places I wanted to go, since I was fifteen and looked fifteen. By the time I was sixteen or seventeen, I had gotten a little bit bigger, so I was able to go to the Cotton Club, nearby on Cottage Grove, and also the clubs downtown. Eventually, the people at the door got to know me because I would stand there—just listening—looking through the window. Finally, they would say, “Hey, c’mon kid, you come on in.” I couldn’t buy a drink, but they would let me sit by the door and listen to the music.


The first day of freshman orientation, I walked into a room and the first thing I noticed was that there were black students. You have to look at it from the point of view of a kid who had grown up in the Dixie South—because that’s where Baltimore was. There hadn’t been any African-American students in any school I’d ever attended. I had lived in a world where segregation was taken for granted and not even discussed. This was my conversion from being a kid from a border state, a Dixie state, whatever you want to call it, which was segregated top to bottom—its restaurants, movie houses, swimming pools, and golf courses. I think it took me less than a minute to realize that I had lived my whole life in a place that was completely wrong. It was a revelation.


The College of the University of Chicago was quite small in those days—probably fewer than five hundred undergraduates, counting all four years of the usual program. However, it fit into the larger university of professional schools—business, law, medicine—and divisions devoted to science, humanities, social science, theology, and the arts, as well as the Oriental Institute. The relationship of the College to this large university was surprisingly intimate, and quite a number of the university faculty taught in the College. It was thought of then as a kind of European system, though I have no idea whether that was actually true. Classes were small, consisting of twelve or fewer students with one professor—we were never taught by graduate students. We sat together at a round table and talked through our reading lists—a classic seminar format. There were a few lecture classes, but not many, and in addition, there were lab classes for science.


Very often when the seminars were over in the classrooms, the debates that had begun initially with the teachers would be continued among ourselves in the coffee shop on the Quadrangles at the center of the campus. That actually was the idea. The seminar style was something that was easy to reproduce in a coffee shop, because it was practically the same thing.


There were some sports at the school, but at that time we didn’t have a football, basketball, or baseball team. I wanted to do something active so I went to the physical education bulletin board and found out they really needed some people for the wrestling team. I had wrestled in high school, so I volunteered, weighing in at about 116 pounds. I did pretty well with the team until my second or third year of competition with nearby schools. Then some farm boy from Iowa beat me so soundly and quickly that I gave up wrestling for life.


The University of Chicago was renowned for its faculty members. I remember vividly my freshman course in chemistry. The lecturer was Harold C. Urey, who had won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. He had chosen to teach the first-year chemistry class to seventy or eighty students, and he brought an enthusiasm for his subject that was electrifying. We met at eight a.m., but there were no sleepyheads in that class. Professor Urey looked exactly like Dr. Van Helsing from the Tod Browning 1931 movie Dracula—the doctor who examines one of Dracula’s victims and says, “And on the throat, the same two marks.” Now, when would a freshman or sophomore kid get to even be in the same room with a Nobel Prize winner, let alone being lectured on the periodic table? I think he must have thought, There must be young people out there who are going to become scientists.


Professor Urey lectured like an actor, striding back and forth in front of the big blackboard, making incomprehensible marks on the board (I couldn’t figure out what he was doing—I only knew it had to do with the periodic table). His teaching was like a performance. He was a man passionate about his subject, and he couldn’t wait until we could be there at eight in the morning. Scientists on that level are like artists in a way. They are intensely in love with their subject matter, and Urey was one of them. In fact, I don’t remember anything about chemistry. I just went to see his performances.


In my second year I had a small seminar class in sociology taught by David Riesman who, along with Reuel Denney and Nathan Glazer, was the author of The Lonely Crowd, a very famous book in those days. I suppose it might seem a little quaint today, but in the 1950s it was very new thinking. The thesis of the book was simple: there are three kinds of people, inner-directed, other-directed, and tradition-directed. These became personality types. The inner-directed is someone like Professor Urey, or like an artist—someone who doesn’t care about anything except the thing that he wants to do. The other-directed has no sense of his own identity other than that which came from the approval of the world around him. The tradition-directed are concerned with following the rules that have been handed down from the past. When you read these books, you immediately understand that the inner-directed people are the people that are the most interesting.


Dr. Riesman would have eight or ten students in the class—no more than that—and I liked him immediately. He was, like Urey, a brilliant man, part of a new generation of sociologists who, coming after anthropologists like Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, brought methods of anthropology to bear on an analysis of modern urban life. My connection to Dr. Riesman extended well beyond the classroom. Twenty-five years later, his son Michael Riesman, who was about five years old at the time I was taking his father’s course, became the music director of the Philip Glass Ensemble.


When the ensemble played at Harvard in the 1970s, Dr. Riesman was teaching there. Michael came to tell me, “My dad is here at the concert.”


“Oh, I’ve got to see Dr. Riesman,” I said.


“Dr. Riesman, do you remember me?” I asked when I met him.


“Of course I do,” my onetime professor said.


I didn’t really see any reason that he would have remembered me after all that time, though I had, in fact, caused a bit of a fuss with him once by challenging his ideas in the seminar. I had told him that I thought the three categories of people that he was suggesting were very much like the endomorph, ectomorph, and mesomorph types that had been proposed by an anthropologist who was studying the human body.


“Do you think so?” he had asked me.


“I think it’s absolutely the same,” I said.


He looked at me like I was nuts. It’s funny, whenever I got an idea, if I thought I was right, I could not be talked out of it, and maybe that’s why he remembered me. I was a sophomore in college, sixteen years old, and he was in his midforties at the time. Why wouldn’t I keep my mouth shut? In truth, I never did. The same sort of confrontation I had with David Riesman was repeated with Aaron Copland a number of years later, when he and I got into an argument about orchestration.


In the summer of 1960, four years after I had graduated from Chicago, Copland was a guest of the orchestra at the Aspen Music Festival and School, where I had come from Juilliard to take a summer course with Darius Milhaud, a wonderful composer and teacher. The orchestra was playing some of Copland’s pieces at the festival, and through Milhaud’s class, Copland invited students to meet with him one-on-one to show him their compositions. I took him one of my pieces, a violin concerto for solo violin, winds (flute, clarinet, bassoon), brass (trumpets, horns, trombones), and percussion.


Mr. Copland looked at the first page. What I had done was to pencil in a theme for the violin—it’s so similar to what I do today, I’m surprised that I had even thought of it then—and every low note of the theme, I had played on the French horn. So the violin went da-da, da-da, da-da, and the French horn outlined the bottom notes, which became the countermelody. I thought it was a very good idea.


Mr. Copland looked at it and said, “You’ll never hear the French horn.”


“Of course you will,” I said.


“Nope, you’ll never hear it.”


“I will hear it.”


“You’re not going to hear it.”


“I’m sorry, Mr. Copland. I’m going to hear it.”


Mr. Copland got extremely annoyed with me, and that was pretty much the end of my lesson. He’d only seen the opening page of the piece! We never got beyond the first eight or ten measures.


What’s wrong with me? I thought. Mr. Copland was much older than me. He was a real composer, a famous composer. He’d invited students to show him their compositions—a wonderful opportunity—and I had totally blown it. I had one lesson with Aaron Copland and we had a disagreement and he basically kicked me out.


As it turned out, I was right, at least that time. On a student recording the next year at Juilliard, sure enough, there was that French horn line, outlining the countermelody to the violin theme. You could hear it clear as a bell. I am sorry I didn’t keep in touch with Mr. Copland, for I would have sent him the recording.
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THE IMPACT OF SUCH ORIGINAL AND PROFESSIONAL researchers and academicians on our young minds was enormous. This level of leadership was everywhere—in philosophy, mathematics, classical studies. Oddly, though, the performing arts were not represented at all. No dance, theater, or music performance training was to be found. On the other hand, there were parts of the University of Chicago that were involved in studies so radical that we barely knew what they were up to at all. One of its graduate programs, the Committee on Social Thought was one such group. To graduate from the College and enter the Committee as a graduate student—to be accepted, as it were, by the Committee—would have been their greatest dream for some. Its faculty consisted of writers, scientists, and thinkers. These were men and women that some in the College—including myself—deeply, almost fiercely admired and attempted to emulate as best we could: in those years, Saul Bellow, Hannah Arendt, and Mircea Eliade, among others.


Bellow’s big novel at that time was The Adventures of Augie March, the story of a man’s life and search for identity from childhood to maturity. I was a big reader, and the two writers from Chicago who interested me were Bellow and Nelson Algren, author of The Man with the Golden Arm, about a heroin addict’s struggles to stay clean, and Walk on the Wild Side, in which Algren tells us, “Never play cards with a man called Doc. Never eat at a place called Mom’s. Never sleep with a woman whose troubles are worse than your own.”


What I admired about Bellow and Algren was that they took absolutely colloquial language—and not just colloquial language but vulgar language—and used it as a medium of expression. Until then, I had been very taken with writers like Joseph Conrad, who wrote in a very eloquent early-twentieth-century prose, but these new writers were using the vernacular of the street.


I never saw Bellow on campus, but we all knew about him. Both he and Algren were idolized by the young people in Chicago because they were Chicago. They were not New York, they were not San Francisco. When I went to Chicago, I picked up Chicago writers, I picked up Chicago jazz, I picked up Chicago folk music—people like Big Bill Broonzy and Charlie Parker and Stan Getz. All these people worked in Chicago.


As often happens around a great school or university, the University of Chicago projected its aura well beyond its Hyde Park neighborhood and, for that matter, the rest of the South Side. Writers, poets, and thinkers would come to live in the shadow of the university. This larger world included theater groups and cutting-edge bebop jazz clubs, like the Beehive or the Cotton Club on Cottage Grove. There was even a rumor, and perhaps a true one, that Alfred Korzybski, the scholar and author of Manhood of Humanity and Science and Sanity, had lived and worked in Hyde Park. He was an early proponent of the study of semantics and a radical thinker who, for some reason, appealed to me. Perhaps it was his ideas about history, time, and our human nature I was drawn to—he originated the concept of time-binding, that human culture is the result of the transmission of knowledge through time. I haven’t seen his books in years or even heard tell of him. Perhaps just another great soul, an American Mahatma, if you will, to be found somewhere in our libraries and collective memories.


As I learned early on, the academic arrangements made for the College were especially striking. We were assigned to courses (there were, famously, fourteen courses, each three quarters long—Fall, Winter, Spring). However, attendance was not required or even noted. There were quarterly exams that students could take. These exams were strictly optional, and the grades given were not counted toward failure or success in the course. The courses that were considered the core of the curriculum consisted of three levels each in science, sociology, and humanities. Five other courses made up the fourteen. Completion of these were the only requirements for graduation.


There would be, though, a “comprehensive” exam for whatever courses the student had registered for at the end of the year, in May. Each of these exams would take an entire day and include at least one essay to be written in the examination room. Needless to say, the subject of the essay would be unknown to the students before the exam, so of course this could be, and often was, a terrifying experience. However, the reading list for each course was available at the beginning of the academic year. The readings themselves were to be found at the U of C bookstore, either as individual books or as a collection of readings in a syllabus.


Now, the simplest and most straightforward way to prepare for the comprehensive was to buy the books and syllabus for each course and simply attend the seminars, lectures, or laboratory classes in the normal unfolding of a three-quarter course. To be truthful, I never once followed that path. Perhaps there were some who did, but in all my years there I never met them.


There were several problems that made the ideal plan difficult to follow. The biggest problem was embedded in the culture of the university itself. It was like this: though we were assigned to specific seminars, we were free to “audit” any course in the College we liked and even many courses in the university. To audit a class, you simply asked the professor for permission to attend. I never heard of a request being refused. Of course, we were encouraged to attend our registered courses, but it was not required, and in the end, the only grade earned and which actually counted was the comprehensive exam. So, in theory, one could skip all the classes and exams and just take the comprehensive. But almost no one did that, either. I think many of us took a middle road. We emphasized our regular course work, but freely “grazed” through much of the university curriculum.


Along around late March or April, when we discovered we had fallen behind in our reading lists, we started frantically reading the missing texts. It could be helpful, too, if you could find someone who had taken good notes of classes missed and was willing to share them, but this was not likely. Basically, I did a lockdown. I would go to the bookstore and buy the books, and I began reading them slowly. I read everything. The advantage was that when I went into the exams, everything was fresh in my mind. I hadn’t forgotten anything because I had barely learned it to begin with. So I never failed the exams. My very first year, I had four exams, and I got an A, B, C, and D. My mother was horrified, but I pointed out that actually that was a B-minus average


The next year everything resolved into As, Bs, and Cs. I got rid of the Ds, but I never got all As. I wasn’t that kind of student. I wasn’t concerned with having a good grade point average. I wasn’t going to medical school—what did I care? I didn’t think the grades mattered. They weren’t a systematic appraisal of what I knew. I was more interested in hanging out with someone like Aristotle Skalides, a wandering intellectual and would-be academic who wasn’t a student but who liked to engage young people in the coffee shop in discussions about philosophy. Spending an hour with him at the coffee shop was like going and spending an hour in the classroom. I was more interested in my general education than the courses. It almost didn’t matter to me whom I studied with, as long as I found the right teacher, and that was pretty much my attitude. In fact, I think that has persisted. I’ve found teachers all through my life, people I knew who were otherwise unknown.


Another distraction from the regular course work was that there were some professors who offered informal classes, usually in their homes, on specific books or subjects. For these classes, no registration was required, no exam was given, and no student was turned away. This practice was, I believe, understood and tolerated by the university itself.


Now, why would you spend your time as a student (or professor, for that matter) this way, when there were reading lists that needed to be completed? Well, the answer is that some of the classes were unique and otherwise not available. They were not offered officially, were known by word of mouth, but were quite well attended. I went to an evening class entirely on one book—Homer’s The Odyssey—once a week for at least two quarters, taught by a classics professor named Charles Bell. These kinds of “private” courses given within the university community, though not generally known, could be sought after and found. That in itself probably accounted for their appeal.


A third distraction, and perhaps the biggest one of all, was Chicago itself. For example, during its season the Chicago Symphony Orchestra offered Friday afternoon concerts to students for a fifty-cent admission price. From the South Side, it was a quick ride on the Illinois Central train to downtown Chicago. I had been a regular concertgoer to the Baltimore Symphony practically from childhood. The editor of the Baltimore Symphony concert program, Mr. Greenwald, taught at my mother’s high school, and he often gave us free tickets. The Baltimore Symphony was quite good, but the Chicago Symphony was in a class by itself.


Fritz Reiner, the famous Hungarian conductor, was fascinating to watch. He was somewhat stout, hunched over with round shoulders, and his arm and baton movements were tiny—you almost had to look at him with binoculars to see what he was doing. But those tiny movements forced the players to peer at him intently, and then he would suddenly raise his arms up over his head and the entire orchestra would go crazy. Reiner knew the classical repertoire, of course, but he was an outstanding interpreter of Bartók and Kodály, both countrymen of his. Of course, Bartók’s music was already familiar to me through my father. There was also the Art Institute of Chicago, the Opera House, which I only occasionally visited, and the downtown jazz clubs, which, for a time, were still off-limits to me because of my age.


I mentioned earlier the influence of the Great Books of the curriculum, but it extended far beyond that. Whenever possible, which turned out to be all the time, the books we studied would be firsthand, primary sources. We were never given summaries to read or even commentaries, unless they themselves rose to the level of a primary source. So, for example, we read Darwin’s The Origin of Species in the biological sciences, and we reperformed Mendel’s fruit fly experiments. In physics we reenacted the experiments with rolling balls and inclined planes of Galileo. We also read Newton and followed physics up to and including Schrödinger, while in chemistry we read Avogadro and Dalton.


So the study of science became the study of the history of science, and I began to understand what a scientific personality could be like. This early exposure would be reflected in Galileo Galilei, which I composed forty-five years later, in which his experiments become a dance piece—the balls and inclined planes are there. I found the biographical aspects of scientists intensely interesting, and the operas about Galileo, Kepler, and Einstein pay tribute to everything I learned about scientists and science that came out of those years.


The same primary-source method was carried out in social science, history, and philosophy. Learning American history meant reading the Federalist Papers and other late-eighteenth-century essays by the men who wrote the Constitution. Of course, humanities meant theater and literature from ancient to modern. Poetry, same thing. The effect on me was to cultivate and understand in a firsthand way the lineage of culture. The men and women who created the stepping-stones from earliest times became familiar to us—not something “handed down” but actually known in a most immediate and personal way.


At this time, I became comfortable with the university’s Harper Library, where I learned to research events and people. The work I later took up in opera and theater would not have been possible without that preparation and training. My first three full-scale operas—Einstein on the Beach, Satyagraha, and Akhnaten—were made with collaborators—Robert Wilson, Constance DeJong, and Shalom Goldman, respectively—but I fully participated in the writing and shaping of the librettos for all three. I could do this with complete confidence in my academic abilities. In fact, I now see clearly that a lot of the work I chose was inspired by men and women whom I first met in the pages of books. In this way, those early operas were, as I see it, an homage to the power, strength, and inspiration of the lineage of culture.




*





AFTER SPENDING THE SUMMER IN BALTIMORE, I returned for my second year at the University of Chicago in September 1953. It would be my last year living in the Burton-Judson dormitory, located on the south side of the Midway, formerly the southern boundary of the University, an area that included the prefab housing where young men with families stayed. These were families who were there thanks to the GI Bill, still very much part of the landscape.


So there I was, in the corridor outside my dorm room, when I saw a young man with a fencing mask and sword prancing around practicing his moves. The minute he saw me, he pressed a mask and sword on me. After quickly showing me some of the basics, we began fencing. His name was Jerry Temaner, and I would say that first encounter was emblematic of a friendship that has continued into the present.


He, like me, was sixteen, but was a native of the place, having grown up on Chicago’s Great West Side. He was skinny, with horn-rimmed glasses, the same size as me, five foot eight, with long dark hair.


The remarkable thing about Jerry Temaner was that his father was in the same business as mine. Jerry’s dad, who was called Little Al, used to run a number of record stores in Chicago. Since his father’s store was called Little Al, he and I would call my father’s store Big Ben. At our first meeting, we discovered not only that we had both grown up in record stores but that our experiences were, in many ways, identical—we learned music from the stores, we worked in the stores, and we knew the same records. It was through Jerry that I discovered Chicago and, actually, a lot about the university, for he also introduced me to the bebop jazz clubs on Fifty-Fifth Street, where I heard Bud Powell and saw Charlie Parker for the first time.


Charlie Parker was the great genius I had admired most in my youth. I saw him many times through the window of the Beehive before I was ever allowed to get in. To me, he was the J. S. Bach of bebop: no one could play like him. His alto playing was beyond superb.


The next person who, for me, came along and had that power in his music was John Coltrane, who could take a melody like “My Favorite Things” and pull out harmonies that one would never imagine were there. That gave him a freedom—both melodic and rhythmic—but also the harmonic freedom to explore implied harmonies. These he could outline in his playing to a point that was breathtaking. You almost never knew where he would go, because he could take it so far, and yet he was never really that far away. He was another great bebop player of our time.


In addition to Parker and Coltrane, there were other great players in Chicago: saxophonists like Jackie McLean and Sonny Rollins, as well as piano players like Thelonious Monk and Bud Powell—the great players of the forties and fifties. I came to know and love their music, and beyond that, I understood it. I heard it as a variant of baroque music. It is even organized in the same way. Jazz relies on a song’s chord changes and the melodic variations that the changes inspire. Furthermore, the song has a bridge—an ABA form—and jazz solos will follow the same pattern.


Singers like Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan, and Frank Sinatra were able to expand the performance of popular song by using techniques of the great jazz players. Louis Armstrong is an example of a singer who began as a trumpet player and “crossed over” to popular music from the jazz side. Years later, I came to appreciate the skills of these great musicians.


What I learned from that music became part of my own language. I’ve become very comfortable combining melodic material with harmonic material that does not at first seem to be supported. The melodies may not be part of the harmony, but the ear accepts them as alternate notes. They’re extensions of the harmony and can even sound as if the music is in two keys at once. That way of hearing melodies certainly comes out of listening to jazz, and I hear that in my music when I’m writing symphonies and especially operas.


What was interesting about the pianists Bud Powell, Monk, and Red Garland was that they had developed a playing technique that didn’t at all resemble the way classical music is performed. They punched out the tunes, almost the way a boxer would punch out and use his fists. I found that especially with Bud Powell. He would attack the piano. He was a fantastic player and he became my favorite because of his personal orientation toward the piano. He and the piano weren’t adversaries, but he was able to physically pull the music out of the instrument. He had a rough style of playing, which at the same time was extremely sophisticated. Art Tatum was a more accomplished pianist, however, Bud Powell was, for me, the more emotional player.


Jerry Temaner and I also visited the Modern Jazz Room in the Loop, where you could often hear Stan Getz, Chet Baker, and Lee Konitz. It was through Jerry that I was introduced to the finer points of modern jazz. Of course, I was already a musician, with at least the beginnings of a music education as a student at Peabody, but Jerry was coming to jazz from a different place. He was really a connoisseur and, after playing a record for me, he would test my knowledge of a full array of the jazz talents he expected me to be familiar with. After a year of his tutelage, one afternoon he gave me his usual “blindfold” test, playing a saxophonist who was new to me. I had to measure the degree of his talent and explain what I liked. In fact, I liked the music very much and made a strong case for it. My mentor was very pleased. We had been listening to the tenor saxophonist Jackie McLean, though until then I hadn’t heard his music.


Besides knowing music, Jerry was also very knowledgeable about film, and it was he who introduced me to the classics at the Hyde Park movie theater, which specialized in European films with subtitles. That’s where you could see the films of the French director René Clair, the stark, almost morbid work of the Swedish master Ingmar Bergman, or the neorealist movies of the Italian director Vittorio De Sica. Nothing like them had been shown in Baltimore. In fact, films with subtitles were then unknown in that city. For that you would have had to go to Washington, D.C. So all of this was a revelation to me. It was in Chicago that I saw À Nous la Liberté, The Seventh Seal, and The Bicycle Thief. When I moved to Paris a decade later, I found myself in the middle of the formidable 1960s cinema revolution, la Nouvelle Vague (the New Wave), championed by Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut. By that time I had a solid background in European art films and absolutely knew what I was seeing.


Of all these films, the ones dearest to my heart were those of Jean Cocteau—in particular, Orphée, La Belle et la Bête, and Les Enfants Terribles. During my years in Hyde Park these films appeared several times. They must have become lodged in my mind, safe and whole, because in the 1990s, when I undertook a five-year experiment to reinvent the synchronicity of image and music in film, I chose these three films of Cocteau that I knew so well.


Jerry introduced me to other aspects of Chicago life. Besides the bebop of the South Side, there were the “big bands” you could hear—Stan Kenton, Count Basie, Duke Ellington—as well as singers Billie Holiday (I heard her at the Cotton Club on Cottage Grove on a double bill with Ben Webster), Anita O’Day, and Sarah Vaughan. So many great musicians were then coming to Chicago. When I moved to New York City in the late fifties, I became familiar with the jazz world there in the same way. As a Juilliard student I would write music by day and by night hear John Coltrane at the Village Vanguard, Miles Davis and Art Blakey at the Café Bohemia, or Thelonious Monk trading sets with the young Ornette Coleman, who was just up from Louisiana playing his white plastic saxophone at the Five Spot at St. Marks Place and the Bowery.


Years later, I got to know Ornette. He had a place on Prince Street with a pool table in the front room. A good spot to hang out and talk about music. I met numerous musicians there of all kinds, including members of his ensemble, especially James “Blood” Ulmer, who had his own band as well. Ornette gave me a piece of advice that I have pondered ever since. He said, “Don’t forget, Philip, the music world and the music business are not the same.” 
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SO FAR I HAVE WRITTEN ABOUT TWO TRADITIONS that became sources of the music I was later to compose. The first was the “classical” chamber music, which I learned about through my father, both from listening to music and from working at his store Saturdays and, especially, holidays. Christmas was a peak season for record sales—Ben told me once that 70 percent of his income came between Thanksgiving and New Year’s. By age fifteen I had become the classical music buyer of the store, continuing to look over the stock whenever I was home from school. In those days the big companies would send lists of new releases and older catalogues, and I would check off the items and quantities that we needed. When Columbia released the complete string quartets of Arnold Schoenberg, performed brilliantly for the recording by the Juilliard String Quartet, I was thrilled. Now, buying records of classical or “art” music is a whole lot trickier than buying Sinatra, Streisand, or Presley. Often only one or two, maybe three copies at the most of the standard classical repertoire would be enough for a Baltimore record store and would easily be sufficient for a few months, or until the next buying period came up. However, carried away by my enthusiasm for the music, I ordered four sets of the Schoenbergs!


About two weeks later the box arrived from the distributor. That was always an exciting moment. Marty and I would be joined by Ben, who also enjoyed the moment. In those days we didn’t know what the covers looked like—the order books provided just lists of names. But these were the early days of LPs and artists and photographers had a field day with twelve-by-twelve-inch covers. With great anticipation we tore open the box, and there were the four Schoenbergs.


Ben’s jaw dropped in amazement.


“Hey, kid, what are you doing?” he roared. “Are you trying to put me out of business?”


I explained that these were the new masterpieces of modern music, and that we needed them in the store.


Ben looked at me for a long, silent moment. He was shocked by my naïveté. After all, I had been in the record business almost four years, and he couldn’t believe I had been that dumb.


“Okay,” he finally said, “tell you what I’ll do. Put them on the shelves with the regular classical stock and let me know when we’ve sold the last one.”


For the next seven years I would come home to Baltimore, stop by the store and check on them to see how we were doing. Finally, near the end of my Juilliard years, I came home and found they were all gone. I was elated and showed Ben the empty space where they had been.


“The Schoenbergs … they’re gone!”


Ben, always patient in moments like these, quietly said, “Okay, kid, did you learn the lesson?”


I said nothing. Just waited.


“I can sell anything if I have enough time.”


It was just as Ornette would tell me many years later—the music world and the music business are not the same.


And so we learn. Ben taught Marty and me many, many things, but, like this one, not every lesson was easily learned.


The actual sound of Central European art music, especially the chamber music, was a solid part of me from an early age but maybe not audible in my music until almost five decades later, when I began to compose sonatas and unaccompanied string pieces as well as quite a lot of piano music. Though I did write a few string quartets for the Kronos Quartet, and some symphonies besides, these works from my forties, fifties, and sixties didn’t owe that much to the past. Now that I’m in my seventies, my present music does. It’s funny how it happened this way, but there it is.


It was also a long time before I began to realize how jazz had entered my music. Because it is a form that is mainly improvisational, I didn’t connect it at all with my work. Only quite recently, while reflecting on my own history with jazz, I was surprised by what I found. In the last few years, Linda Brumbach and her Pomegranate Arts Company put together a new production of Einstein on the Beach. Since parts of the Einstein music have been part of my ensemble’s repertoire for years, I have mainly been involved with performing the music. Recently, though, I was listening to some early recordings of the “Train” music from Act 1, scene 1. Suddenly I was hearing something that I had failed to notice for almost forty years. A part of the music was almost screaming to be recognized. I began looking around in my record library and I came upon the music of Lennie Tristano. I knew this music very well. It was from my early listening years with Jerry. At that moment, in fact, I recalled that when I arrived in New York, I had somehow gotten Tristano’s phone number and called him up. I was in a phone booth on the Upper West Side near Juilliard, and to my total surprise he, Tristano himself, answered the phone.


“Mr. Tristano, my name is Philip Glass,” I managed to say. “I’m a young composer. I’ve come to New York to study, and I know your work. Is there any chance I can study with you?”


“Do you play jazz?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Do you play the piano?”


“A little. I came here, really, to study at Juilliard, but I love your music and I wanted to be in touch with you.”


“Well,” he said, “thank you for the call, but I don’t know that there’s anything I can do for you.”


He was very kind, almost gentle. He wished me luck.


Now fifty years later, listening to Tristano’s music again, I found what I was looking for. Two tracks: the first, “Line Up” and the second “East Thirty-Second Street.” I listened to them and there it was. No, the notes weren’t the same. Most listeners would probably not have heard what I did. But the energy, the feel, and, I would say, the intention of the music was completely and accurately captured in the “Train.” It doesn’t sound like him, but it shares the idea of propulsion, the self-confidence, and the drive. There’s an athleticism to it, a nonchalance, an “I don’t care if you listen to it or not—here it is.”


These were Tristano’s one-hand improvisations and were, for me, his most impressive achievements. He would record, slowly, a steady flow of sixteenth notes, then afterward speed up the tapes. That gave the music a tremendous buoyancy and an electric energy that was completely unique. Once you hear these driving piano lines, you know who is playing. I don’t know that Tristano ever became very well-known. He was well-known to me because I found his records and I admired him. I never heard him play live—I don’t think many people did. He might have been known as a teacher among some jazz players, and he certainly was a teacher to me. He died in 1978, but he remains an icon in the jazz world, though still largely unknown. However, he was without a doubt a master.


When I look back on it, I was also very influenced by the raw power of bebop music. Above all, I was interested in this kind of drive—a life force that was in the music itself. And that’s what I heard in the music of John Coltrane and Bud Powell as well as Tristano. That’s what I heard with Jackie McLean—it goes on and on. Charlie Parker, same thing. I’m talking about a flow of energy that seemed unstoppable, a force of nature.


And that’s where I knew I wanted to be. For the music I wrote in the late 1960s—in particular, “Music in Fifths,” “Music in Contrary Motion,” “Music in Similar Motion,” and Music in Twelve Parts—this flow of energy had to be an important source. Clearly, the inspiration for one of the major themes of Einstein came from that piano work of Tristano’s. I sometimes hear about work described in terms of “originality,” or “breakthrough,” but my personal experience is quite different. For me music has always been about lineage. The past is reinvented and becomes the future. But the lineage is everything.


In this vein, I recall something Moondog, the blind poet and street musician, told me. He was highly eccentric and very talented, and in the early 1970s he lived at my home on West Twenty-Third Street for a year.


“Philip,” he said, “I am following in the footsteps of Beethoven and Bach. But really, they were such giants, and their footsteps were so far apart, that it is as if I am leaping after them.” 
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IT WAS DURING MY FIRST YEAR IN CHICAGO that I seriously began my piano practice. I had befriended Marcus Raskin, a fellow student a few years older than myself who was very bright and had been a young pianist at Juilliard. He had given up the idea of a music career and was then at the College aiming for a career in law. (As it turned out, he was later a founding member of the Institute for Policy Studies in Washington.) When I met him he was still quite a good player and knew, besides the classical repertoire, modern music as well. He played the Alban Berg Piano Sonata, op. 1, and helped acquaint me with that part of the new music world, the school of Schoenberg, Webern, and Berg. In those days, we called it twelve-tone music. Later, it was called dodecaphonic music, but twelve-tone was probably more accurate because it followed the music theories of Schoenberg, where you had to repeat each of the twelve tones before using a particular tone again, the idea being to create a kind of equality of tonal center so that no melody could belong to one key.


I asked Marcus for help with the piano, and he became my piano teacher. With him I started on a real piano technique, and he was serious about my progress. As I mentioned, the university wasn’t much help in developing my music interests. There was a small music department run by a musicologist named Grosvenor Cooper, whom I met several times and who was encouraging to a point, but there was nothing there of interest for me. In those days, musicologists studied the baroque period and the romantic period, but they were neither equipped to teach nor interested in teaching composition.


My love of the piano began at an age so early I can’t even recall exactly when. As a child, I was often at the family baby grand when I wasn’t playing the flute. When I came home from school, I’d run straight to the piano. But my real piano technique began with Marcus, who instructed me on scales and exercises and urged me to play Bach. Later, when I was studying in Paris with Boulanger, Bach’s keyboard music was my syllabus, but in the years 1952 and 1953 Marcus gave me a good start, for which I will always be grateful.


The curriculum of the College was a great adventure, as were my classmates. Though most of them were a bit older, I didn’t notice the age difference much, nor was I treated very differently. It wasn’t long before I had learned to drink coffee and even smoked a bit. At the University of Chicago, social life didn’t revolve around fraternities. In fact, I barely noticed that they were there at all. The social hubs for me were Harper Library, the main coffee shop on the Quadrangles, various theaters (including the already mentioned Hyde Park movie theater), and some of the local restaurants.


The coffee shop was open from morning until early evening, and people were there constantly between classes. I always went to see if my friends were there. My dormitory was a few blocks away, but I didn’t go back to it, since you had to walk across the Midway to get there. The Midway was two blocks wide, with named streets running through it, and could be dangerous at night. You’d see students walking to school with baseball bats because they were afraid. Nothing ever happened to me, but I learned to be careful.


I didn’t study in my room that much—mostly I studied in the library because that’s where the girls were. Going out with girls maybe a bit older than me was quite informal. A “date” at the library was common. There were a handful of younger people my age—it was a policy of the school to admit “early entrants”: fifteen-year-olds, or even fourteen-year-olds who had passed the exam—and the older students, rather than ignore us, would take us out to eat and talk with us like older brothers and sisters.


Naturally, it was through the older kids that I was initiated into the mysteries of sex. It was very friendly and it was all arranged. When my friends discovered I had never had sex with a woman, a young woman I knew and whom I liked quite well miraculously missed her last bus home and had to spend the night on the South Side of Chicago. By this time, I had my own apartment with another student. She asked whether she could spend the night at my house and one thing led to another. I learned later that it was all completely orchestrated by other people—everybody knew it was going to happen. My older friends considered it important. Though I didn’t particularly look at it that way, I liked the fact that it had happened, and that it wasn’t with a person my own age who likely would have been just as ignorant. It was tender, and it was sweet, and there was no embarrassment. I can’t think of a better way it could have happened.


In Chicago in the early 1950s, the people I knew did not do drugs. In fact, there were scarcely any drugs around, not even marijuana. Maybe there was a little of what was called Benzedrine—there was one fellow who was supposed to be taking drugs, and it turned out that he was taking speed. But everyone I knew thought he was completely degenerate.


The people in my crowd were interested in politics, not drugs. In the fall of 1952, during my freshman year, we were inspired by Adlai Stevenson, who was running for president against Dwight Eisenhower. One must remember that these were the McCarthy years, and the University of Chicago was considered to be a hotbed of communism. It is true that we studied Marx and Engels, but it was in the same way that we studied any theory of economics. The very fact that it was taught at all would have made it seem to others that we were all Communists, but, in fact, very few people had radical politics of that kind. Our idea of radical politics was Stevenson, who lost the election to Eisenhower, which was considered, in my day at Chicago, a huge tragedy. We thought it was the end of the world.


In retrospect, those years, far from being all work and no play, seem to have been mostly play and very little work at all. Besides the classes, which I mainly found entertaining, there were all sorts of diversions, especially concerts at Mandel Hall, the small, cozy concert hall on the Quadrangles. There were regular chamber music concerts there—the Budapest String Quartet, for instance, but you could also hear Big Bill Broonzy, Odetta, and a whole raft of fifties folksingers. It must seem that I was just having a lot of fun and, truthfully, that’s just about the way it was. I would say that the rhythm of my life was then, as it is today, not just active but quite intense. I had acquired, in those Chicago years, the habit of a 24/7 schedule—meaning I didn’t recognize holidays or weekends—and I suppose it suited me well then, as it does now.


As an undergraduate, I made regular visits to Baltimore during Christmas and Easter. My parents and I also had a Sunday phone call scheduled every week. In those days we thought a five-minute phone call—long distance to Baltimore—very expensive, even though it was actually half price because it was Sunday. When I got home that first Christmas, my parents asked me if I had had trouble making friends, because the other students were older. “Absolutely not,” I told them. In fact, it seemed to be easy to make friends. The University of Chicago was a very gregarious place.


Besides our weekly phone call, Ida wrote me a letter every week. Often it would be barely a page long, with hardly any family news at all, just whatever she was doing that day. Some thirty-five years later, when my own daughter, Juliet, was away at Reed College, I did exactly the same thing. I had learned from Ida that the content of the letter really didn’t matter at all. It was the fact of the letter itself and its regularity that bound us together.
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WHEN I FIRST BEGAN COMPOSING MUSIC during my freshman year, I was hardly prepared for the task that would become the focus of my life. I had already been playing music for years and was well acquainted with practicing and performing, starting with my lessons at the Peabody Conservatory, where, at the age of eight, I was told I was the youngest student to have been enrolled there. In school I had played in amateur musicals and in bands and orchestras, as well as in a marching band, where I was also the leader of a fife and drum corps. When I was ten, I had played with a church orchestra that performed Bach masses and cantatas. Coming from a Jewish family, I remember that I was actually terrified to be playing in a church. I don’t know what I was afraid of—perhaps it was simply that the ambience of the church seemed so unfamiliar. It’s probably a good thing I got over my fears at that time, because in my years as a performer I’ve played in churches all over the world countless times, and even once was married in one.


My reason for beginning to compose at all was very simple. I had begun to ponder the question “Where does music come from?” I couldn’t find the answer in books or from musician friends, and perhaps it was an irrelevant question to begin with. However, that didn’t stop me looking for the answer. I thought then, in my freshman year, that if I began composing music myself, I would somehow find the answer. I never did find the answer, though over the next six decades I found that the question needed to be changed from time to time. Finally, many years later, I arrived at what seems now as a reasonable answer to a reformulated question. But, first, I need to go over “the beginning.”


From my days in the record store I knew something about modern music, but that was mainly about Schoenberg and his school. On reflection, even though Schoenberg’s music was no longer “new” (that music would have been new when my grandfather was still a young man), it was quite a good place to begin. The only person I knew who had hands-on experience with this music was my piano teacher, Marcus, and he was enthusiastic about it. So I went to Harper Library and, sitting at one of the long tables, plunged into the scores of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern.


At the time, there were only a handful of recordings to help me. The Webern Opus 21 orchestra music had been recorded on Dial Records, and I also was able to find a recording of Berg’s Lyrische Suite, a string quartet. I remember that I found some Schoenberg piano pieces, which I could manage on the piano, but at a very reduced tempo. If I could find a recording of the music as well as the score, I could compare the score to what I was hearing, so that helped a little bit. Just to add to my difficulties, I had been urged by one of my friends to listen to Charles Ives, the early-twentieth-century American composer. For that purpose I checked the Concord Sonata out of the library. I could barely play any part of the Ives, but I took an immediate liking to the music. Ives’s work was full of popular melodies. He didn’t mind if his pieces had tunes in them—that was not foreign to his practice at all. His music was polytonal and it could be dissonant and, at the same time, it could also be very beautiful. Dissonance and beauty are, of course, not actually very different from each other.


Berg, the Austrian composer who had been a student of Schoenberg’s, was my favorite. I became very familiar with his music, which had a more romantic feel and much more of an emotional sweep. It was beautiful music, and not as strict as Schoenberg (Webern was even more strict). Most of this music did not have a strong emotional effect on me. It was very easy for me to set it aside, but I was interested in it because there was a method of composition, which anyone can use if you can count to twelve.


These first encounters with “modern” music, none of which was written near my lifetime, were overwhelming. It took a huge effort just to visualize it, even with the help of a piano—which was in the common rooms of the Burton-Judson dormitory and pretty much ignored by the other residents—because it lacked a familiar tonality and the usual modulations. When you listened, it was hard to remember the melody because it was hard to remember the harmony. It didn’t mean that it wasn’t lovely music. It could be gorgeous. For example, composers like Karlheinz Stockhausen later on would create more modernist versions that were very beautiful.


Still, I was able to get the idea of how twelve-tone music was put together. I bought some blank music paper that found its way into the university bookstore and composed my first music—a string trio in one movement. I wrote it in my dormitory room. Since I didn’t have a piano with which to test the notes, I played it on the flute. I could play all the lines on the flute, and I could try to imagine how they sounded together, and over the course of two or three weeks I actually completed a composition seven or eight minutes long. I knew how to make it sound modern because I avoided triadic harmony. I avoided anything that sounded consonant. I wrote all the parts so that nothing sounded like it was connected to anything else. I think it sounded rather like any ordinary piece of twelve-tone music. No one ever played it, but I could play all the parts and I could hear them, without knowing what I was hearing. The ability to hear with clarity and judgment came only through real practice and study, and most of that was accomplished later, partly at Juilliard and then completed with Boulanger.


My string trio wasn’t particularly good or bad, but it was my first composed music and that was good enough. I have no idea where that music is today. I thought it might have been in a box of early compositions that had ended up in my brother’s house in Baltimore. But about ten years ago he delivered to me a box of music he found in his basement and this composition wasn’t there. What was there were Juilliard pieces that I had long ago forgotten.


In any event, that was where I began, in the library at the University of Chicago, studying the scores, and in my dormitory room, struggling to put together my first composed music. I had as yet no teacher of composition, but I found two sources of instruction. The first was a harmony book by Schoenberg. I had heard that there was such a book, but couldn’t find it in any bookstore. I finally sent away for it, and it arrived several weeks later by mail. It turned out to be a very clear, well thought-out book on traditional harmony. Not at all what I expected, but actually what I really needed. From that book I began learning music “theory,” as it is called.


Then, following my freshman year, I worked in Baltimore as a lifeguard at a summer camp for children and spent my entire pay, perhaps two hundred dollars, on my first real music composition lessons, which I took from a Baltimore composer, Louis Cheslock, whose name I had gotten from the Peabody Conservatory. He was a real, living composer and even had his symphonic music played, though only occasionally, by the Baltimore Symphony. At Mr. Cheslock’s home, he would give me harmony exercises and counterpoint exercises, and that was my introduction to real music training. He was quite a good teacher and easily answered questions that had arisen from my initial understanding of the Schoenberg book. With him I felt at last that there was solid ground under my feet.


In the early 1950s, the only door that appeared to me to be open for a composer was to carry on in a European tradition of modernism, which really came down to twelve-tone music. Now, I didn’t know about other modernists who were not using the twelve-tone system, among them Stravinsky, the French composer Francis Poulenc, and the Czech composer Leoš Janáček, not to mention the Americans Henry Cowell, Aaron Copland, and Virgil Thomson. These tonalists were related in one way or the other to the folkloric roots of classical music. For example, the first three ballets of Stravinsky—The Firebird, Petrushka, and The Rite of Spring—are all based on Russian folk music. I knew this because in my early years at Juilliard I used to exchange music with a pen pal in Russia. He sent me a collection of Russian folk music that was arranged by Rimsky-Korsakov, and in that book, I found all the melodies of The Firebird and Petrushka.


I had heard some of the music by these tonalist composers in Chicago—because Fritz Reiner played Bartók—so it wasn’t so much that I didn’t know their work, it was more that their work was not considered in academic circles to be important. Of course, it wasn’t long before I became acquainted with other kinds of alternate new music, including, among many others, Harry Partch, John Cage, Conlon Nancarrow, and Morton Feldman.




*





AN INFORMAL GROUP OF US SPENT SIGNIFICANT TIME just listening to music. This might have merely been casual listening, but it turned out to be surprisingly significant later on. My listening companions were, among others, Tom Steiner and Sydney Jacobs—my pals from Baltimore—as well as Carl Sagan, the future astrophysicist and cosmologist. This group undertook a superserious study of recordings of Bruckner and Mahler. It should be remembered that in the early 1950s, this school of music was virtually unknown outside of Europe. In the next decade conductors—especially Leonard Bernstein—would make their work widely popular in the States, but that was yet to come. In any event, we spent hours and hours together listening to recordings of Bruckner and Mahler symphonies, comparing recordings—often difficult to obtain even in Chicago—by Bruno Walter, Jascha Horenstein, and Wilhelm Furtwängler.


Of these three, Furtwängler, a tall, magisterial conductor, was the master of SLOW. He could find gaps between quarter notes that were almost unimaginable. He pushed dynamics and tempos and imposed his predilection for certain kinds of extremes in music. He forced it right onto the music, and you either liked it or you didn’t. His Beethoven was considered highly controversial, because it was so different from conventional interpretations. Toscanini, in contrast to Furtwängler, was very fast. In their readings of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, they could be twenty minutes apart in terms of the timing of the piece. It was astonishing how different they could be.


The other master of SLOW, whom I would know years later, was our own Bob Wilson, my collaborator on Einstein on the Beach. In many ways Furtwängler’s Bruckner and Beethoven prepared me for Wilson. With Bob it was a visual tempo that he played with, but in the end it comes down to the same thing. With both Furtwängler and Wilson, the metronome clicks plunge down well below the comfort level of the human heartbeat. And what these truly great and profound artists reveal to us is a world of immense, immeasurable beauty.


With Bruckner and Mahler, I was interested not only in the orchestration but also in the extreme length of the pieces. They could be two hours long, or an hour and a half long, easily. I liked the scale of it. It was extreme in a certain way, but it was a very big canvas that they painted on in terms of time. There were things that, in retrospect, I didn’t like so much: a lot of it was based on folkloric concert material, which I wasn’t very interested in. Mahler was especially like that. Bruckner, on the other hand, composed symphonies that were epic, almost baroquelike edifices of symphonic music. Huge granite objects, but in music. The music reminded me very much of the church and I learned later that he had been a church organist. In his symphonies it was as if he had made an orchestra sound like an organ. He had mastered the orchestra to that extent.


One major, and unforeseen, benefit of the Bruckner expertise I acquired came when my longtime colleague and friend, the conductor Dennis Russell Davies, who had been the conductor of the Vienna Radio Orchestra, became, in 2002, the music director and conductor of the Linz Opera and the Bruckner House Orchestra. Through Dennis, my symphonies were played in Austria. I went to Linz for the first time with the poorly conceived idea that my music would sound better played by an American orchestra, because they would understand the rhythms that I was composing.


To my surprise, the Bruckner Orchestra played these compositions better than American orchestras. Somehow, Bruckner’s sound had gotten lodged in my psyche. I had taken those pieces and digested them whole, and they had remained in my memory. When I was writing the opera Satyagraha, I found myself doing a similar kind of orchestration: all the strings played together in blocks, all the winds played together in blocks, and I took these blocks and managed to move them in new ways. I wasn’t consciously trying to emulate Bruckner, but it was only when I heard the live Bruckner Orchestra, an Austrian orchestra, playing my music—my Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Symphonies as well as other pieces—that I said, “Oh, this music sounds right.” Then I realized that the reason it did sound right was that there were remnants of the Bruckner symphonies I’d heard many years before still in my mind.


The Austrian players were amazed that I knew that literature and cared for it so passionately. It smoothed the way for us in our composer- player friendship. And I absolutely loved the way they made my symphonies sound—quite a few were composed for them. This became clear to me through Dennis’s interpretations and their beautiful performances. My connection to these musicians, their conductor, and the orchestra altogether formed for me an empathetic link to my own history—my present and, surely, my future. I doubt whether many other American composers would have had that experience. 
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MY MOTHER’S BROTHER, UNCLE WILLIE, had often talked to me about becoming a part of his business. He owned a company with my other uncle, David, which had been started by my grandfather, the ragpicker. They had taken over, and it became a very successful business called the Central Building Lumber and Supply Company.


Uncle Willie had no children. He hadn’t liked my idea of going away to college in Chicago and, like the rest of my family, he wasn’t in favor of my going to music school. He wanted me to come back to Baltimore and eventually take over his half of the business. When I told him I wasn’t interested, he said, “Do you think you could think about it?”


“I’ll think about it,” I said, “but I’m not interested. That’s not what I’m going to do.”


Uncle Willie didn’t want to give up the idea. “Why don’t you go to Paris this summer, take a course in French, have a look around, and think about what you really want to do.”


It was the summer of 1954, and I was seventeen.


“Okay,” I said. “I will.”


So, the summer after my sophomore year, I found myself on the Queen Mary on my way to France. In 1954, that’s how you traveled to Europe. No one took the plane. There was a French-language summer class given for Americans in Paris, and that was where I was headed. The Queen Mary docked in Le Havre in the morning. I got on the train, and by three in the afternoon, I was in Paris. After leaving my bags at the dormitory, I went to register at the school and then I was ready to go out to see something of the city. At registration, I met a girl my age named Karen Collins and I said, “Karen, let’s go get a drink,” so we went to a café. It was about nine in the evening.


While sitting at the café, we suddenly saw a mob of people in costumes walking down Boulevard Montparnasse.


“What is this?” I asked.


“This is the night of the Bal des Artistes,” someone sitting next to us said.


We were told that every year the École des Beaux Arts had an all-night party for graduates, current students, and, indeed, anyone who had been part of the École des Beaux Arts—a huge range of people: some artists, some kids, but also older graduates in their forties and fifties.


When this fantastically costumed group saw us—two kids really, a very nice young woman from Kansas and a nice young man from Baltimore—they must have seen something that said, “These are our children, and we need to take them with us.” It was all very high-spirited and good-natured. They were having fun playing around with us. They pretended to speak English but of course they couldn’t, not really. They just grabbed us and took us with them. I knew very little French at that time, but Karen and I were whisked away with these people and taken to a huge armory like the Grand Palais.


We arrived at ten or eleven o’clock, and basically we were with them until eight the next morning. The artists at the Beaux Arts were considered to be very rowdy, so at a certain point the gendarmes came and locked the doors and no one was allowed to leave. The reasoning was simple: they were afraid all these people would go running amok all over Paris. So the doors stayed closed until sometime after dawn, and once the celebration was over, there was a grand parade through the streets of Paris. This was my introduction to the bohemian life of Paris, and it was quite an introduction.


First of all, we had to have costumes. The armory had been set up in such a way that there was a big open space in the middle, and along the sides were large rooms, where each atelier had its own party with its own wine and food, mostly bread and cheese and fruit. At different times, the various groups would all come out from these rooms and congregate in the big open space in the center for all kinds of communal activities. But the first thing they did was take me to one of the studios where they took all my clothes off, painted my body completely red, and gave me a piece of gauze to put on around my waist. It was almost nothing to wear, but I wrapped it around my body as best I could. They did the same thing with Karen in a separate studio, and when we came out, both of us were red. We stayed painted and “dressed” like that for the rest of the night.


There were set events throughout the evening, contests for the best costumes for men, and a separate one for the women. They also had to elect a king of the ball and a queen of the ball. A jury made up of some of the older people made the selections, and the winners of each event were greeted with tremendous enthusiasm by the crowd.


In between these “public” events you could hang out with the crowds in the open hall, or, for a little rest and recuperation, retire to your own atelier. The ateliers corresponded to the classes and year of the École des Beaux Arts itself, and it was considered proper to remain mostly with your own atelier. For Karen and myself, though we had just been thrust among them, they had become our friends and companions for the evening.


It was a wild, wild party, with a lot of nudism, and the crowds flowed constantly between the ateliers and the main hall. The main events were always punctuated by a finale of sorts. The chosen winners, including the king and queen, were seated on a camel—a real live one!—and paraded around the circumference of the hall, waving and blowing kisses to the rest of us, their approximately eight hundred enthusiastic admirers.


A small, highly energized ensemble played music throughout the night, the main music (and in fact, I remember no other) being the “Triumphal March” from Verdi’s Aïda. I remember a clarinet, trumpet, trombone, violin, and a trap set for percussion. There must have been replacement players throughout the evening, for the music never stopped. I saw something similar years later when visiting south India in the town of Cheruthuruthy, when I was present for an all-night performance of the Kathakali—one of India’s dance-theater traditions. There, too, the music was uninterrupted from evening until dawn, with drummers and singers alternating throughout the night, thereby sustaining a continuous musical presence. That summer of 1954, in Paris, the music of Verdi was played in a stately manner—perhaps a shade slower than you would hear in an opera house. It filled the hall and never stopped until the doors were unlocked from the outside by the gendarmes in the morning. The celebration concluded with a parade through the streets. When we came near the corner of Boulevard Montparnasse and Boulevard Raspail, Karen and I recognized our dormitory and we quietly slipped away. When the concierge saw us walking in like this, she knew right away.


“So,” she smiled, “where did you come from?”


“We’ve been to the Beaux Arts Ball.”


“Of course, of course!”


My hair was red, and there were people at that time who thought I was a redhead because I couldn’t get it out of my hair. I don’t know what—paint of some kind—they put on us, but it didn’t come off very easily. For that summer, I remained a redhead.


That was my introduction to Paris. The rest of that summer was spent roaming around the city and studying very little. Paris is an easy city to walk around. I met artists, writers, and all manner of travelers. Ellie Childs, a student at my school, introduced me to Rudy Wurlitzer, another American who was also coasting around Paris. Rudy and I were to become lifelong friends, and when I arrived in New York City several years later, he was among the first people I knew. Later we bought property on Cape Breton in Nova Scotia together, and over the years we began working together as well, with Rudy writing librettos for two operas, In the Penal Colony and The Perfect American.


So many seeds were planted during that summer sixty years ago. In the mid-1970s, I met Ellie Childs’s younger sister, Lucinda Childs, whom Bob Wilson and I saw performing at Washington Square Church with her dance company and invited her to work with us on Einstein on the Beach.


On my way home from Paris, I stopped in London for a few days. While I was there, a new play by a then little-known Irish playwright was being presented at a London theater club. It was Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. I wasn’t able to get a ticket but I remembered the name and found the play in print not long after I returned. A decade later, when I had returned to live and study in Paris, I began to compose music for Beckett’s plays. Eventually, I contributed music to eight of his works.


One of the most important moments for me in Paris that summer was the realization that I would have to return to live there at least for a few years. That plan began to take shape in my mind at that time, and it was settled for me, even before I went to Juilliard.


I initially took the events of my first evening in Paris as an omen, but now I see it as something more definite, in fact as an actual marker—a line of demarcation that I had crossed. In retrospect, I think those people dressed in costumes walking up Montparnasse must have seen something before anybody else did. When they looked at me and said, “This guy comes with us,” I think it wasn’t just an accident, it was as clear a sign as I would ever get that I was going to enter the life of the artist. I was going to disrobe myself, I was going to put on a new identity, I was going to be somebody else. It took much longer for that transformation to take place, but in time it did happen. I returned home to the United States feeling for the first time the wind at my back. I suppose it had been there for quite some time. But this time I felt it for sure.


Back in Baltimore, I saw my Uncle Willie.


“Well, what’d you think?” he asked.


“Still going to music school,” I replied.
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