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			To Leopold Stokowski,

			and

			to the men and women of the Philadelphia Orchestra,

			then and now

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			After spending time with Leopold Stokowski, Mstislav Rostropovich, and other artists, I wanted to make my experiences permanent—tangible—so I’d jot down notes in a journal or on pieces of scrap paper. Over the years, after moving several times, I lost track of the notes. Long after I started to write this book, I found them. My memory had been startlingly accurate. This ability to vividly remember events—a phenomenon called hypervigilance—enables my mind to function like a movie camera. It’s the result of dealing with the emotional instability of one parent and the volatility of the other; I constantly had to be aware of what was happening so that I could prevent or cope with threatening situations. I’m able to recall many conversations verbatim and recollect details about performances I heard as a teenager—small things, as well as the major events of that time.

		

	
		
			Prelude

			On July 21, 1960, Leopold Stokowski was to conduct members of the Philadelphia Orchestra at the Robin Hood Dell, an outdoor amphitheater where they performed for eight weeks after the regular Academy of Music season. Stokowski, who brought the Philadelphia Orchestra to global prominence years earlier, had been away from the city for almost two decades. This would be his first appearance at the Dell in twenty-seven years, and although I was only fourteen, I was desperate to hear him conduct.

			That concert became a landmark in my memory. Five summers later, backstage in his dressing room at the Dell, Stokowski would ask me to work with him as his personal orchestra librarian and musical assistant. It would be the beginning of a close, complex relationship that would bring me not only into his home but into his musical mind.

			I was too young to travel alone in 1960. My mother probably wasn’t well, because my older neighbor, Eileen, went with me. Luckily, the tickets were free, available by clipping coupons from local papers.

			Eileen and I arrived early—more than an hour before concert time—but long lines had already formed at the entrance. Inside, green wooden seats lined the vast bowl-shaped venue. The extensive concrete paving was softened by a grove of trees to the left of the seats and an expansive grassy embankment to their right. A huge angular shell leaned protectively over the stage.

			That July evening, more than thirty thousand music lovers filled the seats and covered the immense sloping lawn. Some people even climbed into the trees. Two thousand more stood outside the facility, listening through loudspeakers. Eileen and I were lucky to have gotten in.

			As we waited for the concert to begin, I observed what is still one of my best-loved rituals—something most concertgoers don’t even notice: an orchestra tuning up. The musicians wander onstage, talking and laughing. They settle into their seats and begin fussing with their instruments. Wind players assemble and reassemble the various components of their instruments like pieces of puzzles to get just the right alignment, and the brass players press and pull valves and slides and squirt streams of valve oil from little plastic squeeze bottles. Oboists, clarinetists, and bassoonists suck on reeds, pulling them in and out of their mouths to keep them moist. String players twist the black pegs above their instruments’ fingerboards to adjust pitch, and rub the horsehair of their bows against cakes of rosin. Percussionists arrange bass drums and snares, timpani and triangles, ratchets, bells, chimes, gongs, and cymbals so that they can move swiftly from one instrument to another without colliding.

			The orchestra begins to warm up. The winds play through runs—rapid ascending and descending scales—and the brass play long sustained tones, octaves and arpeggios—the individual notes of a chord, upward or downward. String players produce soaring, virtuosic phrases, or work through intricate, tricky passages. It’s always a game for me to identify the threads of melodies and scraps of phrases that will soon become part of the full tapestry of sound.

			At a signal from the stage manager, the concertmaster—the principal violinist—walks onstage to the area near the podium, faces her colleagues, and pointedly looks at them, a demand for silence. I watch as she nods at the principal oboist to sound the note “A,” which orchestras tune to.1 After tuning her violin, the concertmaster turns in all directions to engage the full orchestra, listening intently to decide if the instruments are properly tuned or if the process should be repeated. She will also decide how the orchestra will tune: all sections at once, or separately.2 An orchestra member once told me that the concertmaster’s role is largely ceremonial; while the musicians could tune directly to the oboe, it’s in recognition of the concertmaster’s authority—and a nod to tradition—that he or she plays this important role. When she is satisfied that the instruments are correctly tuned, she takes her seat, the lights dim, and the conductor walks onstage to ascend the podium.

			For me, the best part of orchestral tuning is the wild improvisation of notes that fly around the “A,” leaving it and returning to it, like a flock of birds taking flight then landing. After the tuning, when the orchestra—and the audience—become silent, there is always a moment of intense anticipation.

			At the Dell, even though we were sitting almost a block away from the stage, I caught sight of Stokowski just before the concert began. He was dressed in white tie and tails as he stood at the open backstage doorway. More than half a century later, I can still feel the thrill of seeing him in person for the first time.

			Seconds later, to wild cheers and applause, the Maestro made his way onstage. Mounting the podium, he bowed several times in different directions, then—in one quick motion—pivoted to face the orchestra and launched a vibrant performance of Berlioz’s Roman Carnival Overture. Ravel’s Alborada del Gracioso followed, castanets clicking away, all color and seduction. Then came Debussy’s “Nuages” and “Fêtes” (“Clouds” and “Festivals”), two of the three sections of the Nocturnes.

			Atmospheric and mysterious—mostly soft winds and muted strings—“Nuages” gave way to the brisk and spirited “Fêtes,” with its swirling winds and scurrying strings. A few moments after “Fêtes” began, a train, chugging far off in the distance, tooted a rude counterpoint to the music and the performance abruptly stopped. People looked at each other questioningly, then at the stage. Facing the orchestra, Stokowski stood motionless, his hands at his sides. He held the pose for four interminable minutes. Then, once silence was restored, his hands moved, the music resumed, and the audience visibly relaxed. The peace, however, was short-lived. A loud diesel horn blew, the crowd laughed, and Stokowski flew offstage. Another four minutes elapsed before he returned. But back on the podium, before he resumed conducting, he turned to face the audience. “We must be patient with modern civilization,” he commented, and the crowd cheered.

			During the second half of the concert, which included a powerful performance of Shostakovich’s Symphony No. 1, he stopped the music two more times for train noise but didn’t leave the podium. The shouting, foot-stamping crowd brought him back for ten curtain calls.

			“I hear you asking for an encore,” he teased the audience. “We would be delighted to do it, but do not wish to disturb the Pennsylvania Railroad!” Everyone laughed but no one left. “If you will protect me,” he said into the microphone, “and you are sure we will not offend the Pennsylvania Railroad, we will play a little something.”3 He repeated the last movement of Amirov’s “Azerbaijan: Symphonic Suite,” which had already been performed in its entirety.

			On the way home I didn’t want to talk to Eileen. I only wanted to replay the music in my head and to picture Stokowski on the podium. He had been elegant and imposing, even when he was joking with the audience. He fascinated me, and I longed to know him.

			

			
				
					1	Because of the way it’s constructed, the oboe doesn’t have as much flexibility of intonation—the ability to alter a given pitch—as most other instruments possess, so everyone tunes to the oboe. Also, its stable, penetrating tone can easily cut through the sound of the full orchestra. The oboist’s tuning “A” will always be the most beautifully-shaped, focused note he or she is capable of playing. It is, in a way, the first note of the concert.

				

				
					2	In the 1960s, when the Philadelphia Orchestra concertmaster gave the “A,” all the players tuned simultaneously; today, many orchestras have the winds, then the brass, then the strings, then the entire ensemble tune. Anshel Brusilow, the former concertmaster of the orchestra, told me that it was rarely necessary for him to tune individual sections. Many European orchestras tune backstage; the players walk onstage together, ready to perform. I always feel cheated at those concerts!

				

				
					3	Back at the Dell a year later, he apologized to the Pennsylvania Railroad; it had been the Reading Company railroad.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I cannot picture the living room of my childhood home without thinking of the music that was constantly playing there. As a toddler, I often stood on tiptoe looking into the groove of a record as it spun on the turntable, watching the blurry disc rotate faster than I could follow. Some sort of magic had to be embedded in its shallow, winding ridge because, at the touch of the phonograph needle, the sound of a symphony orchestra would emerge from the flat black vinyl.

			Mom and I listened together, eating lunch on tray tables as we sat on the sofa in our row house in suburban Philadelphia. Because I was an only child, it was always just the two of us. Mom would make doll salads—hardboiled egg faces with raisin eyes, a pimento mouth, and grated-carrot hair—or elephant-shaped pancakes. Early in the evening, I’d wait for the smell of dinner cooking—a signal that Mom would soon shower and change her clothes and we’d be able to listen to another record. I knew we might not get through an entire piece. When my father’s car pulled into the driveway, we’d have to switch off the music, and by the time his keys jangled in the door lock, the house would be hushed and filled with tension as though it had been pumped in.

			We chose the records from a small collection stored in the bottom of our floor-model Farnsworth radio–record player. Mom had started saving for the player as soon as she learned she was pregnant and bought it when I was a few weeks old. It was a rare luxury for our family, purchased because Mom felt that great music was essential to a child’s life.

			A formidable piece of furniture that dominated our living room, the Farnsworth had a reddish-brown mahogany cabinet that Mom kept polished and dusted. But it wasn’t the Farnsworth’s appearance that Mom and I treasured, it was its sound—rich and resonant. I imagined that an orchestra would sound just like that if I heard it in person.

			We owned two or three dozen LPs—new technology in the early 1950s—and a dozen or so of their predecessors: shellac 78s, which played a few minutes of scratchy music that abruptly stopped just before the next disc dropped heavily onto the turntable. Even now, in live performances of works like the César Franck Symphony in D minor, which I first heard on 78s, I anticipate interruptions in the music and the slight hiss of a needle finding its way into the groove.

			“What images do you see?” Mom would ask, as Beethoven or Tchaikovsky or Rachmaninoff flowed from the speakers. I imagined clouds—billowing white masses moving across a brilliant blue sky during lyrical pieces, roiling gray-black swirls during turbulent works—or the angels and ogres that inhabit a child’s dreams and nightmares. Mom usually described landscapes—fields and forests and farmland—and told me about things that had happened when she was a little girl: knowing she was loved by her father but not by her cold, distant mother; being left on her grandparents’ farm when her parents were too busy to take care of her; looking after her baby brother, Stan, whom she adored. These moments were precious to me. From the time I was six months old, my mother had suffered from a severe form of obsessive-compulsive disorder, perhaps even paranoia. We spoke of it only as “emotional illness,” but I never knew if she’d be able to spend time with me, or if she’d be possessed by panic or be deep in depression.

			My father didn’t like “long-hair” music, as he called it, so he turned on the TV as soon as he got home. My mother and I never objected because we were both frightened of him. It’s still difficult for me to refer to him as my father, and impossible for me to call him “Dad.” I prefer calling him Leonard, as my mother and I did when he wasn’t around, or Len, as he was known to family and friends.

			At five-eleven, Len was almost a foot taller than Mom and he loomed over me like a giant. It’s hard for me to picture him without a sarcastic smile stretched across his lips and his head shaking with disapproval over something I’d said or done. We’d be together no more than twenty minutes before he’d start to tease and criticize me, so I tried to stay out of his sight when he was home. He was gone most of the day, working as a salesman, first for General Foods—their products included Jell-O and Maxwell House coffee—then for a company that manufactured locks and keys. I don’t remember ever having a conversation with Len. It was Mom who told me about his mother’s sadistic treatment of him and his two brothers. I was too young then to know that abused children often become abusive adults. As I matured, I would often draw on this information to understand my father’s behavior, but it never made his treatment of Mom and me easier to tolerate.
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			After my first evening at the Dell, I thought constantly about Stokowski. He seemed more like a god than a man—long white hair swept back behind his ears; a large, finely shaped nose; intense blue eyes; and full lips that may or may not have been smiling. He always tilted his head slightly upward, as if he were contemplating something important.

			I had seen Stokowski in the movie Fantasia when I was four. He stood high above the orchestra and moved his hands as the music filled the theater. He looked a little scary, but when Mickey Mouse climbed up on the podium and tugged at his coat tails, Stokowski bent down and shook his hand. I didn’t think anyone willing to do that could be very dangerous.

			My parents pronounced Stokowski’s name with a “V” sound, not a “W,” which seemed exotic, and they spoke about him with the same awe and respect they showed when talking about President Roosevelt, who had died the year before I was born. I overheard them say that “Stoki”—which was his widely-used nickname—had conducted orchestras all over the world and had been married to someone famous. I wasn’t sure what a conductor did, but I noticed that whenever a recording was especially intense or emotional, Stokowski was conducting. Something happened inside me when I listened to his music. My chest filled with a kind of warmth when melodies soared, and my stomach tightened when he ratcheted up the tension. I felt slightly dizzy when he made the music seethe with passion, although I couldn’t yet put a name to that feeling.

			At night, it wasn’t the sound of the Farnsworth or the TV that rose through the heating vent into my bedroom, but my parents’ fighting—strangled sounds of suppressed fury that crescendoed into my father’s screams and my mother’s anguished cries. I didn’t dare block out the sounds of their battles with blankets over my head or my hands over my ears; I had to be alert in case my mother needed my help. The fighting often continued for hours until there was sudden silence, shattered only by the sound of my father slamming doors throughout the house.

			My childhood memories are like photos that have never faded. In one, Mom is sitting on the kitchen floor, sobbing. Her back is against the cabinet doors, her legs are stretched out in front of her, and I’m walking toward her, about to cover her with a blanket from either my crib or my bed. I’m only three or four, but this was probably not the first time I had taken care of her. Terrified of being separated from her, I sobbed my way into kindergarten, not knowing that Mom had sneaked around to the back of the building to watch me through the windows. She, too, had been frightened. Throughout my childhood, I was terrified that Mom would die, particularly when I wasn’t there to protect her. That wasn’t just because I loved her; if she died, there’d be no one to take care of me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I longed to play a musical instrument, but had access only to the old upright piano my parents had bought—a scratched, battered object that hardly qualified as a real instrument. Not all the keys worked, and a few, mostly in the upper register, produced only a dull clunking sound. I never felt at one with the piano; its chipped, yellowed keys seemed like a wide mouth grinning menacingly up at me.

			I wanted to play the flute—to produce the shimmering, fluid tones that blended into the orchestra, and the high-pitched notes that pierced or soared above it, as I had heard on our records. When I got to middle school, however, where students could have free lessons and borrow instruments, there weren’t any flutes available. Mom greeted me at the door one day, startled to see a cello case almost as tall as I was.

			But at my first lesson, when the teacher handed me the cello, it seemed to fit. My knees anchored the lower part of its body; the fingers of my left hand pressed the strings; my right hand grasped the bow; and the top of the instrument’s back rested on my chest, near my heart. I learned to keep the horsehair of the bow flat against the strings, drawing it evenly from the frog of the bow, where it’s held, to the point, at the far tip. The initial screechy, strident sounds began to smooth into full-throated tones that, with the application of a bit of vibrato in the left hand, started to sing. My fingers found their correct place on the strings, cautiously navigating up the fingerboard toward the wooden bridge for higher-pitched notes. Tedious exercises paved the way for simple songs and my repertoire grew to include melodies like “Welcome, Sweet Springtime,” one of Mom’s favorites. She’d listen nearby, her smile turning into a grimace as I ventured up the fingerboard. It would take many months of hard work to sweeten the shrill and screechy sounds I first produced.

			[image: ]

			At dinner one evening, my uncle told my mother about an unusual new recording he had just obtained. “It’s a rehearsal, not a performance—Bruno Walter conducting the Columbia Symphony in Beethoven’s Ninth. Wait until you hear this!”

			Why would anyone want to hear a rehearsal? I wondered. Now almost fifteen, I’d recently joined the school orchestra and didn’t consider rehearsals very interesting. They were basically about playing the right notes at the right time. Curious, I followed Mom and my uncle Stan into the living room.

			Holding the edges of the LP between his palms, Stan carefully lowered the disk onto the turntable and placed the needle in the groove. The sound remains vivid in my memory: The opening crackles and hisses, then the string players tap their bows against their stands as a tribute to Walter. “Good morning, gentlemen, good morning,” he says in his pleasant, German-accented voice, and asks them to start with the second movement, the scherzo. He informs the double basses that he wants a “little accent” on the first note, and the orchestra begins. A pattern of three short, powerful notes, played twice by the strings, demands your attention. It’s then played by the timpani, then by the strings, winds, and brass. The orchestra sounds fine to me, but not to Walter. The rhythm, he says, is slightly off. To illustrate what he wants, he sings to them. The musicians understand, and they begin again. Now the emphasis is different: The accents are more pronounced; the theme is more assertive. A few moments later, Walter tells the musicians that a crescendo must be extended—the speed and volume should increase at a slower pace—“gradually, gradually, gradually,” he tells them—and you can feel him almost physically holding back the music.

			A bit farther along, he tells the players again that the rhythm is not quite right. This error, he says, is “an old crime in orchestras all over the world!” They heed his instructions and alter their approach. It takes five tries, each from the beginning of the movement, for the musicians to deliver the accents and pacing Walter wants. “You got it!” he finally tells his players.

			There was more to music than I had realized—small but critical details that musicians must consider: a slight shift in the way a note or phrase is shaped, or a subtle change in spirit or mood. Even a modest alteration in tone, rhythm, or phrasing can have a powerful effect on the listener.

			My uncle gave me the LP. I shared it with my friends—we were all learning to listen as well as play—as four or five of us sat on a living room floor or sprawled on a bed. It was a time of discoveries—the soaring melodies of Schumann, Mendelssohn, and Dvořák; the slippery chromaticism of Berlioz; the lush and harsh harmonies of Richard Strauss; the primitive rhythms of Stravinsky; the anguish of Mahler.

			“Did you hear the way that theme repeated?” we’d ask each other about a work new to us, trying to figure out how the piece was organized. “Now it’s in the flutes, but only the first few notes of it.… Now there’s just the theme’s rhythm, not the melody!”

			“Listen how slowly and gently he’s taking that section,” we’d comment about a new interpretation of a familiar work. We’d try to compare recordings of the same piece by different conductors: Stokowski and Toscanini, Walter and Mitropoulos, Bernstein and Koussevitzky. We’d beat out the rhythms of symphonies on tabletops and discuss the love lives of composers like Brahms, Schumann, and Wagner as if they were current hot gossip.

			We talked about Stokowski and Toscanini more than any other conductors.4 In the 1950s and ’60s, everyone knew their names. Toscanini (who had died in 1957, when I was eleven) had been the autocratic leader of the NBC Symphony; he seemed to adhere to performance rules and traditions. Stokowski, the glamorous iconoclast, broke them. The more I listened to Stokowski’s recordings, the more my fascination with him grew. And from what I read about him at the library, his life seemed as colorful as his music.

			“Stoki” championed radical works that some people didn’t consider music at all. He talked to audiences from the stage—which conductors rarely did—often scolding them for coughing or talking or booing a work he considered a masterpiece. He had front-page marriages and love affairs and played himself in the movies. In addition to Fantasia, he had appeared in The Big Broadcast of 1937 (1936), One Hundred Men and a Girl (1937), and Carnegie Hall (1947), always portraying himself. His movie career during Hollywood’s Golden Age—before television—expanded not only his fame but also classical music’s popularity. I thought that was impressive, but many music professionals did not. “How dare he take serious art to lowbrow Hollywood!” they were quoted as saying. It would take decades for them to forgive him. (Many still have not.)

			I read that he didn’t want to be photographed, but the photos I saw of him—several in profile—were dramatic: his head tilted back arrogantly, his nose (which writers described as “heroic”) extending beneath an illuminated mane of white hair. But most celebrated were his hands; unlike most conductors, he didn’t use a baton. Large and expressive, as if reaching into the air to sculpt sound, his hands became his trademark. They enhanced the aura of mystery that seemed to surround him.

			Stokowski became the model for the generic image of The Conductor. He was parodied in cartoons like Baton Bunny (1959), in which a coughing member of the audience incurs the wrath of the rabbit on the podium, and Long-Haired Hare (1949), a Warner Bros. Looney Tunes cartoon in which Bugs Bunny appears in white tie and tails, with long white hair and a haughty attitude. Orchestra players gasp, “It’s Leopold! It’s Leopold!” as the bunny mounts the podium, takes the baton, and snaps it in half.

			There were movies like Unfaithfully Yours, starring Rex Harrison (the film was said to have been based on Sir Thomas Beecham but carried obvious Stokowski influence) and Once More, with Feeling! starring Yul Brynner as the egocentric, glamorous, amorous maestro.5

			I wasn’t advanced enough to play in the All-Philadelphia Senior High School Orchestra, a group comprised of the city’s best young musicians. I was better suited to listening to music than to performing it. I hated practicing—the long, solitary hours, the constant repetition, and the almost imperceptible progress. So, my friends had the thrill of playing under Stokowski in January 1962 when he rehearsed the ensemble at Girls’ High. I was there as a guest.

			Because I arrived late, I had to sit several rows back from the orchestra pit where the players were seated. The regular conductor began by taking them through their paces in Stokowski’s transcription of Bach’s Passacaglia and Fugue in C minor, not easy music. He wanted the young musicians to play as well as possible. Then he turned to address members of the audience, who were mostly friends and parents of the players. He warned us not to make a sound when Stokowski arrived or while he was conducting.

			Through a side door of the auditorium, Stokowski entered, taller up close than anyone I’d ever seen. He wore a dark pinstriped suit, a black shirt and a white tie, and with an expression of great seriousness, he took his place on the audience level, above the pit, separated from the musicians by a low metal railing. The fact that he walked with a cane—the result of having broken his hip a year earlier—didn’t lessen his dignity, nor did it make him seem frail.

			The Maestro, as everyone called him, raised his hands toward the young musicians and the rich sonorities of the Bach swelled throughout the hall. My skin broke into goose bumps, but the sound wasn’t full enough for him.

			“Violins!” he shouted, banging his hand on the railing. “There is more music inside your instruments than that! Make the room vibrate!” The kids dug in and I saw him smile down at them. The cellos hadn’t had any such problem and he told them they were champions. “Your attacks are splendid!” he declared, and they grinned up at him. He worked through the entire piece, and when the session ended, he and the young musicians applauded each other.

			My friends began to pack up their instruments, but I told them to leave without me. At a discreet distance, I followed Stokowski through the auditorium exit and down the long hallway. Suddenly, he stopped and turned around to face me. “Hello,” he said quietly.

			“Hello,” I answered, and continued to follow him until he reached the exit.

			Someone at the rehearsal had mentioned that the Maestro was staying at the Barclay Hotel on Rittenhouse Square. The next day I stood for hours in the park, hoping in vain to catch a glimpse of him. That was the fantasy, nothing more. He was a god; I was a kid. In my sacred world of music, Stokowski had become a religious figure. It’s not a stretch to imagine a religious teenager’s reverence for the Pope.
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			Every week, the member of the school orchestra who had “made the most progress” was rewarded with a ticket to a Philadelphia Orchestra matinee. I think everyone eventually won, even if they hadn’t made great progress, but I was thrilled when my name was announced.

			The following Friday, I entered the red velvet, crystal and gold leaf auditorium of the Academy of Music. From a front-row center seat in the first balcony, I watched and listened as the one hundred-plus musicians warmed up. Then the concertmaster walked from the wings to his spot just left of the podium, the musicians tuned, and the lights dimmed. After a few seconds, as the audience applauded, the conductor crossed the stage and mounted the podium. Then I heard the Philadelphia Orchestra.

			This was not the amplified, slightly distorted sound of the Robin Hood Dell, which competed with birds and leaves and trains and planes. This was the acoustically renowned Academy. The sound filled the vastness of the hall and reverberated in my chest and stomach. More powerful than anything I had ever experienced, this music expressed joy, sadness, and longing.6

			In class the following week, I tried to concentrate on schoolwork but could think only of my escape plan for Friday. I wouldn’t have an excuse from school or a ticket to the concert, but I had no choice; I had to hear the orchestra again. When that afternoon came, I looked around to make sure no one was watching, then furtively exited the school building and hid inside the doorway of the dry cleaners across the street near the bus stop. The bus took me to the “El”—the subway line that started at the rooftops then made a screeching, grinding, metal-against-metal descent into the subterranean part of its route. Arriving in Center City, I walked a few blocks to the Academy at Broad and Locust Streets, ending the hour-long journey.

			At the box office, I asked the cost of the cheapest ticket and was stunned by the answer—$1.25—nearly all of my weekly allowance. I must have been a sad little figure because when I froze at hearing the price, the woman in the box office quickly—and gruffly—scribbled a seat number and her signature on a small white form.

			“All right,” she barked, as if I had protested the cost, “here’s a pass for the concert. It’s for the Amphitheater.” That’s where the cheapest seats were located, but I didn’t care.

			In the Academy’s European splendor,7 the Amphitheatre (known affectionately as “the peanut gallery”) was the only area that was unadorned, the bare wood of its seats rising above the gilt-encrusted, red plush of the two lower balconies. Sitting there, I was level with the crystal chandelier and the top of the grand proscenium arch that framed the stage. From this height, I could see the tops of the musicians’ heads, not their faces.

			Friday became my orchestra day. For several weeks after my first visit to the box office, “Mom Haley”—a nickname, I learned, that the orchestra and Academy staff used (her real name was Catherine)—handed me the coveted piece of paper that provided entry into the perfect world of the concert hall. But one day, her demeanor having softened, she kindly explained that she couldn’t continue to give me passes because she might get into trouble.

			“Go over there,” she instructed, pointing to a mirrored, white marble lobby down the hall from the box office where an older, mostly female, crowd was gathering. “These women usually buy two season subscriptions and the husbands don’t come. Some of them might like to have your company.”

			My everyday outfit in those days, before girls wore pants to school, consisted of a dark skirt, white blouse, black cardigan, and thick white socks and sneakers—not the dressy suits and substantial jewelry worn by the ladies who lunched then went to the orchestra. But the strategy worked. I stood in the lobby, a five-foot-two, fair-skinned, eager teenager, dark-blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, looking genuinely dejected. After ten or fifteen minutes, someone would ask if I needed a ticket and I was ushered into the Parquet, the most expensive location in the Academy, able to hear what I now thought of as “my” orchestra. But after a few weeks, I either ran out of luck or exhausted the novelty of being the only kid in a grown-up setting. Standing alone, after dimming lights signaled the start of the concert, I could hear only muffled applause, not music, emanating from the hall.

			I needed a new strategy. The Amphitheatre could be accessed through its own doorway around the corner, on Locust Street. Concertgoers always jammed that narrow space, presenting their tickets to an usher before hiking up the steps. My heart pounding, I mixed in with the mob then sneaked past the ticket-taker when his attention was diverted. Once upstairs, I saw only a single empty seat, in the back row. Afraid that someone would claim it, I waited until the lights lowered to sit down. But after all that effort, I couldn’t concentrate on the music; I kept thinking about the usher I had evaded. What if he had chased me or called the police? I’d have to find a less risky route into the concert hall.

			I thought about the stage door, just up Locust Street from the Amphitheatre entrance, where I paused every Friday to watch the musicians arrive. Carrying all kinds of instrument cases, they were always laughing and talking. Everyone going through that doorway seemed happy. Someone there might have an extra ticket.

			The following week, I arrived more than an hour before concert time but no one seemed to mind my standing, or occasionally sitting, on one of the shallow stage door steps. After two or three weeks, several orchestra members recognized me and smiled, and some even paused to say hello. Then one day, the short, limping figure of Eugene Ormandy, the music director and conductor of the orchestra, stopped in front of me. He had conducted several of the concerts I’d attended and usually passed me on the steps without a word.

			Ormandy, who had a Hungarian accent, sounded annoyed. “I always see you. Every week. What are you doing here?”

			“I love the orchestra.”

			“Do you have a ticket?”

			“No,” I replied, not telling him I couldn’t afford one. He hesitated, then nodded toward the doorway.

			“Come with me,” he ordered, and I followed him past the Green Room guard, through the cluttered, cavernous backstage area where musicians were warming up for the concert, and into his office. He picked up the receiver of the black rotary phone on his desk. “I’m sending a friend of mine. Please give her a ticket,” he stated matter-of-factly. He then directed me to the opposite side of the backstage area and told me to go through a doorway marked “NO EXIT.”

			Mom Haley had the pass ready. Her eyes widened when she saw whom Eugene Ormandy had sent. “You!” she exclaimed. “A few weeks ago you couldn’t afford a ticket, and now you’re Eugene Ormandy’s friend!”

			The pass to that concert was a treasure, but more importantly, I had learned the backstage layout. If I could get through the stage door unchallenged, I’d have access to the corridor that led directly into the concert hall, bypassing the ticket-takers.

			Coming in through the stage door was now easy. My entrance with Eugene Ormandy had given me credibility, so no one stopped me. The guard even smiled and waved when I walked in.

			The stage door led directly into the Green Room, where I’d chat with the musicians before the concert began. I regarded them as celebrities but they didn’t act that way. They always seemed happy to see me, and eagerly shared stories about conductors and soloists and their own predecessors in the orchestra. When it was time for them to go onstage through a door on the right, I’d slip through one on the left, into the concert hall. Ticketless.

			I knew my chances of finding a seat were best in the Amphitheatre, where the atmosphere was relaxed and informal. Up there, I wouldn’t be too conspicuous. An almost-sure bet was a second-row seat on the extreme right of the hall’s horseshoe curve, a few seats in from the aisle. Concertgoers bought tickets for this location only if no other seat was available, so it was rarely occupied. Classified as “partial view,” it was really “partial comfort,” sharing its space with a white column that rose in front of it, where one’s left leg should have gone. I didn’t feel the hardness of the chair’s wood or the narrowness of its width. To be able to see the stage far below, I had to sit forward on the edge of the seat, my left arm wrapped around the pillar, both legs jammed into half the normal floor space. But rather than being uncomfortable, there was something comforting about embracing part of the building. It was a way of making physical contact with the sounds that emanated from the stage. To this day, listening to certain works of music, I can sense the curves in the column and the rough texture of the flat white paint against my skin.

			I felt no guilt about sneaking into concerts. I wasn’t able to pay and the seats I sat in would have been empty anyway. I thought everyone benefitted: I got to hear the concert, and the audience was larger than it otherwise would have been. Even after I became a legitimate ticket holder, it took decades for me not to feel like a gatecrasher.8
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			Stokowski was back at the Academy on March 17, 1962. I didn’t sneak into that concert; I must have saved for the ticket or got it at school. My proof is a ticket stub—Amphitheatre Sec. A, Row B, Seat 3—stapled to the cover of the program booklet.9

			Walking down the Amphitheatre’s steep wooden steps that evening, I became aware of the uniqueness of a Stokowski audience. There was palpable anticipation—loud, excited chatter, not the usual subdued pre-concert conversation. Instead of looking at each other, audience members constantly glanced at the door at the back of the stage. They stopped talking only when the orchestra completed the ritual of tuning and the house lights dimmed. Then, as a unit, everyone turned to focus on the doorway, the sudden hush of the hall heightening the suspense. Finally, the door swung open and the imposing figure of Stokowski emerged. The audience was on its feet—rare in those days—before a note was played.

			I watched him stride onstage—his head raised, his back straight—with dignity that bordered on arrogance. His gait was stiff and stately—he no longer used a cane—but his long legs carried him quickly through the violins and toward the podium, the tails of his cutaway waving slightly behind him. He acknowledged the audience by raising his right hand into the air as he walked.

			The ovation peaked as Stokowski reached the front of the stage. He bowed to the audience directly in front of him, then to the immediate right and left. His right hand grasped the thick brass railing and he mounted the two steps to the top of the podium, turning to bow again, now to the far right and left of the hall, then up to the Amphitheatre. In one swift dramatic gesture, he turned to face the musicians, raised his hands, and the soft pizzicato pulses of the Webern Passacaglia began to throb.

			All the works on that program were new to me: the Webern, the Sibelius Symphony No. 4, Debussy’s La Soirée dans Grenade, and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition. The last two pieces were orchestrated by Stokowski.

			Russian composer Modest Mussorgsky had composed Pictures, originally for solo piano, to honor his late friend, artist/architect Viktor Hartmann. A number of Hartmann’s paintings, on exhibit in St. Petersburg in 1874, had fired Mussorgsky’s imagination. He used the paintings as points of departure, conveying his impressions through music. Stokowski’s version, expanding the set of piano pieces to the full forces of the symphony orchestra, seemed to portray the visual scenes even more vividly than the original, which I’d heard in recordings. This orchestration was, in the truest sense, theatrical. Elements of the orchestration came close to, but never actually employed, sound effects; these were produced strictly by conventional instruments.

			One of the ten movements found in Pictures, “The Gnome” is pure evil: shrieking brass; thunderous timpani; suspenseful strings; stealthy woodwinds and brass. In “The Ballet of Unhatched Chicks in Their Shells,” chirping flutes, biting strings, and fluttering trumpets depict the frenetic scurrying of the little creatures. Pictures builds in intensity to the grand finale: “The Great Gate of Kiev,” with fanfare-like brass so triumphant that my body seemed to levitate.10

			The music, I thought, described not only how the paintings looked but how seeing them might make you feel: terrified by the gnome; frantic at the plight of the unhatched chicks; scared at the idea of the catacombs; awed by the grandeur of the Great Gate.

			Emboldened by the power of the Pictures performance, I rushed to the Green Room after the concert, hoping to see Stokowski leave the building. About two dozen others also waited, and a larger group stood outside on Locust Street. After almost an hour, he came quickly through the crowd, waving regally.

			

			
				
					4	Leonard Bernstein, who had started televising his Young People’s Concerts a few years earlier, didn’t capture our imaginations as much as they did.

				

				
					5	Pianist, composer, and actor Oscar Levant, in his memoir The Unimportance of Being Oscar, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1968, took credit for the concept of the original play and the film. “There’s a play in that man,” he’d told their writer, Harry Kurnitz, referring to Stokowski. Kurnitz had lived in Philadelphia during Stokowski’s heyday with the orchestra and was, Levant said, “well-acquainted with the maestro’s idiosyncrasies.”

				

				
					6	The orchestra had long been one of “The Big Five,” as the top ensembles in the industry are known, the others being the Boston Symphony, Chicago Symphony, Cleveland Orchestra, and the New York Philharmonic. Cleveland was known for its precision, Chicago for its burnished brass, New York and Boston for general excellence. Philadelphia was, and is, famous for its rich sound—opulent, flowing, and seamless, adaptable to all styles and periods but best suited to works of the Romantic era: Wagner, Brahms, Mahler, and Rachmaninoff. This distinctive sound was cultivated and perfected by Stokowski.

				

				
					7	The Academy’s design was based on Milan’s magnificent opera house, La Scala.

				

				
					8	In 1965, the assistant conductor of the orchestra, William Smith, calculated that I had “crashed” $5,000 worth of concerts. In 2025, that would amount to nearly $50,000.

				

				
					9	Programs for almost every concert I have attended—numbering several thousand—are safely stored in boxes, ticket stubs fastened to the covers, newspaper reviews tucked inside. In marginal notes, my youthful handwriting details my impressions of the music and the musicians. Many programs contain signatures of the performers and composers.

				

				
					10	Maurice Ravel’s orchestration of Pictures, dating from 1922, is far better-known than Stokowski’s, from 1939. Stokowski’s is more Russian in feeling; Ravel’s is more French.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			In the summer of 1962, when I turned sixteen, my friend Jean and I applied for work as ushers at the Dell. We were a year too young but, by displaying my passion for the job, I was able to talk the officials into hiring us.

			The affluent Friends of the Dell, who sat in seats close to the stage and dressed in summer finery, funded the free admission for the general public by paying for season subscriptions. But even the Friends’ seats were not under cover—not protected from rain, dust and birds.

			From reading program notes and the backs of record albums, I’d learned a lot about the composers and their music. And, from speaking with orchestra members in the Green Room, I also knew something about the workings of an orchestra. As I walked with ticket holders from the gate to their seats, I delivered mini-lectures on the works to be played, the composers’ lives and the functioning of the orchestra, and ended by vigorously dusting the slatted wooden chairs. I was tipped well.

			One of the perks of the job was being allowed to sit in a reserved section of benches that bordered a grove of mimosa trees. I was often the only person there, and free to stand and move to the music. I will forever associate the perfume of the mimosa with the music I heard as an usher, much of it for the first time. During one concert, the orchestra played Dvořák’s Symphony No. 8 in G Major (known then as the Fourth), which I’d never heard. I adored its soaring cello lines like mountain ranges, French horn flourishes like hunting horns, and flute warbles like bird songs—a celebration of nature to which the real birds and rustling leaves of the Dell added their own soundtrack.

			After every concert, I’d run backstage to talk with the soloists, conductors, and orchestra players, often asking for autographs. I got signatures from pianist/conductor José Iturbi; cellist/conductor Pablo Casals; conductors Charles Munch, Georg Solti, and the young Zubin Mehta; violinists Michael Rabin, Henryk Szeryng, and Zino Francescatti; and pianists Byron Janis and Van Cliburn.11 Then, alone or with a friend (Jean had lost interest in ushering at this point), I’d wait in the dark for the bus—the first leg of a journey that would take more than an hour.

			If Mom was well, she’d come into my room while I got ready for bed. Whispering while my father slept down the hall, I’d share stories about the works I’d just heard and what I’d learned about the orchestra. But I never knew what I’d find at home—Mom in a panic or my father in a rage.
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			For Stokowski’s return to the Dell that summer, in 1962, the Philadelphia Bulletin reported that the city had gone to “elaborate lengths to cut down outside noises since Stokowski’s 1960 flights of temperament. Airline pilots and airports have been notified to steer clear of the Dell.”

			The edicts didn’t work. During Tchaikovsky’s Capriccio italien, at the first overhead hum, Stokowski froze in place, his head bowed; the players sat motionless. But he didn’t leave the podium. In the Bulletin the next day, noting that Stokowski had stopped conducting but had stayed onstage, a reporter wrote: “It had some old time concert-goers wondering if the maestro is getting mellow.”

			Between pieces, Stokowski bantered with audience members as if they were old friends. His unconventional behavior continued during the encores; before the hornpipe from Handel’s Water Music, he asked if any sailors were present, and he dedicated his rousing, almost rowdy version of Sousa’s “The Stars and Stripes Forever” to Philadelphian Betsy Ross, signaling four piccolo players, then the entire brass section, to stand up and play. Watching this outrageous, outsized personality violate concert etiquette, I began to realize that his musical interpretations reflected the same willfulness and lack of inhibition. His behavior was the perfect complement to the emotional extroversion and unpredictability of his conducting.

			The following December 1962, I saved for and bought a ticket to Stokowski’s Pension Foundation benefit at the Academy that featured works by Wagner, Beethoven, Debussy, Ravel, Revueltas, and Stravinsky.

			At the end of the concert, the Maestro cleverly devised a way of getting his worshipful audience to leave. (It was also a way of providing humor and drama.) He programmed the final movement of Haydn’s Symphony No. 45, “Farewell,” as the last of four encores. Haydn had written the work to have the musicians, one by one, finish playing and leave the stage.12 Stokowski asked each musician to add his or her own touch: wipe down the instrument, take it apart, or place it in its case before exiting. The score calls for two musicians to remain onstage at the end of the piece, but Stokowski had all of them leave. Concertmaster Anshel Brusilow, the last to go, played the final bars of his violin solo en route to the door. Midway, he turned and waved goodbye to Stokowski, who returned the gesture. The audience laughed as the Maestro, alone onstage, acknowledged the ovation for himself before extending his arms toward the empty chairs as if the players were still present.
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			Just before each concert, when I leaned forward in my Amphitheatre seat, I’d be able to catch a glimpse of backstage life. On the left side of the stage, waiting to make their entrance, the conductor and soloist stood at the doorway, talking and looking out at the audience. After the orchestra tuned and the lights lowered, I’d see the conductor gallantly gesture for the soloist to precede him through the violin section to the front of the stage. A few other people often stood with them: the librarian, who put the music folders on the stands before concerts; the assistant conductor, who sometimes led performances I attended; and one or two stagehands. I longed to be backstage with them, but one person stood in my way.

			Ruddy-faced and sandy-haired, stage manager Edward Barnes walked with great authority among the chairs and music stands onstage and throughout the city block–long area backstage. If the Green Room guard wasn’t watching, I’d slip through the doorway leading backstage rather than going into the hall to find a seat. I’d rarely get halfway to the other side before I encountered Edward Barnes. I can’t picture Mr. Barnes—I never called him anything else—without a kind smile on his face, even when he was throwing me out of the building.

			Standing with his arms folded across his muscular chest, towering over me, he’d begin by shaking his head, then, quietly and with a note of regret, say, “I can’t let you stay. I have to ask you to leave. We can’t have people walking around back here because it’s not safe with all that’s going on.” I always replied that I understood then made my way into the hall. After a few weeks of prowling around, I discovered an unlocked entrance off Shubert Alley, on the south side of the building. When Mr. Barnes—always gently—asked me to leave, I’d come back in through the Shubert doorway. He’d turn around and there I’d be. He’d never express anger or annoyance but would repeatedly, kindly, ask me to leave as if it was the first time, always with an expression of regret on his face. A decade later, when I returned to the Academy as a grown woman, “Eddie,” as I now called him, sweetly apologized: “I’m so sorry, so sorry,” he kept repeating.
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			Visually, backstage was intriguing: expansive raw brick walls; massive rope pulleys holding opera scenery, props and lighting fixtures; handcarts and dollies to move equipment. Enormous wooden double bass cases lay strewn about the floor like coffins, and cello cases, standing upright, looked like human silhouettes in the dim lighting mounted high above the dark-red velvet curtains. Battered black trunks served as moveable closets, their doors ajar to reveal concert dresses, dark suits, and sets of tails draped on wooden hangers. Larger trunks fitted with shelving stood ready to receive and transport the music folders for one hundred-plus players.

			The entire backstage area smelled of music: the scent of bow rosin, the perfume of valve oil, and the aroma of freshly-pressed concert clothing mingled with the mustiness of decades of dust. That smell was like a drug. As it filled my lungs, I was infused with a sense of well-being.

			After successfully evading Mr. Barnes, I’d go exploring. In a room jammed with vintage opera props and costumes, a wooden spinning wheel sat atop a jumble of scenery. In another, a Civil War–era mural depicting a group of minstrels, contemporary with the building, was plastered to the wall. Inside the concert hall itself, I came to know the terrain so intimately that—in almost-total darkness—I could negotiate its shallow steps and small ramps, and the quirky dips and rises in the old flooring, without missing a step.

			I loved to walk across the abandoned, darkened stage after rehearsals, peering first through the crack of the door to be certain no one was there. Empty chairs and music stands fanned out from the podium, and the ghost light—a single bare bulb screwed into the top of a wrought-iron stand at the edge of the stage—threw elongated shadows high against the walls. The silence had a tone of its own, a kind of prelude to the music that would soon replace it.

			In 1963, when I was almost seventeen, Mr. Barnes finally gave up the battle. I was allowed to go where I wished backstage. Just off stage right, a few concrete steps led to a utilitarian-looking metal door and on one of my explorations, I opened it. Two men sat at a long, worn, pale-green linoleum table. A fluorescent lamp with a piece of paper taped to its side illuminated the end of the table nearest the door, where the assistant conductor of the orchestra, William Smith, sat puffing on his pipe. Jesse Taynton, the orchestra’s good-natured, white-haired librarian, sat to Mr. Smith’s left, a cigarette burning itself out in the ashtray in front of him. He was penciling strange-looking marks, like hieroglyphics, onto sheets of music. I always said hello to these two backstage, but they were obviously hard at work now. Wordlessly, I began to close the door. “You may come in,” Mr. Taynton said, and I pushed the door back open.

			“This is the library, where we prepare the music,” he explained. I was confused. Composers wrote the notes. I knew that from playing the cello in the school orchestra. Why would anything have to be added to what the composers had written? I was also shocked. The music was sacred, like the Bible, and not to be tampered with.

			“Pull up a chair,” he invited, “and I’ll show you what I’m doing.” Bill Smith smiled at me, his pipe clenched between his teeth.

			Mr. Taynton explained that the printed music couldn’t convey everything needed for a performance. It instructed the musicians on what notes to play and basically how loud or soft, long or short, fast or slow, to play them. But the conductor, through gestures and sometimes verbal directions at rehearsals (as I’d heard years ago in the Bruno Walter recording), would communicate specific tempos, volume (called “dynamics”), phrasing, and the subtleties of expression that make each conductor’s interpretation uniquely his own. To further convey his wishes, a conductor would give the librarian directives to mark into the parts.

			The most heavily marked parts, Mr. Taynton explained, were those for the string players. They had to deal with bowings—markings that indicated the directions in which the bows should move, up or down, which varies the quality of sound. The conductor, the concertmaster,13 or the principal player of each string section determined the bowings. (Ormandy, a former violinist, did the bowings for many of his concerts.) The librarian then had to transfer those directions—hundreds or thousands of them—into every string part. There were also indications of how phrases should be shaped; if certain notes should be played aggressively or subtly, given relatively more or less emphasis; and a myriad of other interpretive details. A conductor might also decide if certain notes should be omitted.

			The markings, Mr. Taynton continued, must reflect the style of playing that a conductor will ask for through gesture. The markings for a conductor who wants a lean, classical approach differ substantially from those of someone who wants an emotional, romantic interpretation. Markings, therefore, would have to be changed from conductor to conductor.

			Fascinated, I listened as Mr. Taynton talked. Pipe smoke curled in the air and the sound of the Philadelphia Orchestra flooded the room from a wall speaker mounted above a metal cabinet. I returned to the library the next afternoon, and started going there a few days a week, not just on Fridays. My mother knew I was spending time at the Academy, but not during school hours. I never lied to her; she assumed I’d go there after classes ended.
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			In June 1963, that same year, Stokowski’s sense of humor and fiery temperament were again in evidence onstage at the Dell, but this time I got to see him backstage, up close.

			After an eventful first half (colorful, exotic music plus train whistles), Dell President Fredric R. Mann presented Stokowski with a plaque commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of his appointment as conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra. “To praise Stokowski,” Mann said, “would be gilding the lily.”

			“I have been called many things during my long life,” the eighty-one-year-old Stokowski replied, “but I think this is the first time I have been called a lily!”

			When the program, which included a driven, intense performance of Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony, came to an end, he turned to the audience. “May we on the stage, we lilies, thank you for your reception of this great music.” He then asked, “Would you like to go home now?” A chorus of thousands yelled “No!” He asked the same question before each of six encores. After the final work, hearing the audience roar “No!” he suggested, “Let’s ask the orchestra.”

			“Yes!” the musicians yelled, and the concert ended.

			From the paved area in front of the stage, a friend of mine had taken photos of Stokowski accepting the plaque. We ventured backstage. In the bare painted-cinderblock dressing room, the Maestro was reclining in an armchair, his body almost straight. My friend, his camera hanging from his neck, slowly approached Stokowski. Politely, cautiously, he asked if he could take his picture. One of the Maestro’s long legs shot out, missing the camera only by inches. “I am not an animal in the zoo to be photographed!” he bellowed. Then, just as abruptly, he conversed with us as if nothing had happened. His behavior, however, didn’t scare me. Something inexorably drew me to him.
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			A crack in the sidewalk ran beneath the chain link fence that marked the boundary of Northeast High’s property. I’d stare at the line beneath my feet and think, Cross it, go to school, and your day will be wasted, so a few times a week I’d head into town. My grades remained acceptable and no one at school seemed to notice my absence; the music department probably thought I was in class, and my teachers probably thought I was practicing.

			When I arrived at the Academy, I’d choose between going to the library to watch what Mr. Taynton and Mr. Smith were doing, or sitting in the hall to listen to the orchestra rehearse, often with conductors and soloists whose recordings I’d heard at home—Igor Stravinsky, Byron Janis, Van Cliburn, Nathan Milstein, Rudolf Serkin, and David Oistrakh (the latter, I believe, spoke Yiddish in rehearsals).

			I always sat a few rows back from the stage, on the left side of the hall. There, I’d be able to hear the conductor’s comments and see his gestures and expressions. As the rehearsals began, I’d look at the empty seats around me then high up to the Amphitheatre, picturing what I looked like from there, alone in the hall, with the Philadelphia Orchestra onstage.

			“What are you doing here?” Mr. Taynton asked when I showed up on a weekday. “It’s not a holiday.”

			“I have off from school,” I’d answer as convincingly as possible, but also with a laugh that let him know I wasn’t completely trying to lie. He’d stare at me with good-natured doubt, shake his head, and invite me to watch what he was doing. Lengthy orchestral works, he explained one afternoon, were often subjected to cuts decided by the conductor, despite the fact that there was often controversy about conductors “second-guessing” a composer. I watched as he drew two marks that resembled the capital letter “I,” one at the beginning of a section to be cut, and one at the end. He then connected the two with a sweeping, curving line. In the heat of a performance, there would be no ambiguity; the musicians’ eyes could move swiftly and easily along the line, passing notes that were not to be played, before reaching the point where they were to resume playing. Every cut, whether it involved a single beat or a substantial section (referred to in the business as a “bleedin’ chunk”), had to be marked in the parts of all orchestra members.

			I arrived one day to see Mr. Taynton, thick-nib fountain pen in hand, writing musical notes for the second violins across a blank sheet of staff paper. When the first line, six measures long, was complete, he wrote out the same notes on the staff below, continuing the process until he had eight identical sets, one for each stand. (All of this had to be done by hand; it would be a year or two before photocopy machines became widely available, and the orchestra didn’t yet own one.) He said he was doing something that the composer, long dead, might not approve of since the work originally stated that those notes be played only by the violas. But the orchestra’s wind, brass, and percussion instruments were now better constructed, and therefore louder, than their counterparts in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when many of the works in the orchestra’s repertoire had been written. (Even string instruments could play at greater volume, due to better quality strings.) Because of this, some inner voices—secondary but still essential—might be drowned out. Having additional instruments play those notes would change the texture of the sound but allow the line to be heard clearly. There were also orchestrations that were especially dense, where some instrumental lines could be overpowered; the buried notes could be supplemented by other instruments of a similar range and tonal quality. I understood this better a few weeks later when Mr. Taynton showed me bassoon notes that were being drowned out when the orchestra played at full volume. Because the range and timbre of the cello was close to those of the bassoon, he was writing out those notes for members of the cello section—twelve musicians, two each at six music stands; again, he had to write out the six identical sets of notes by hand. With a pair of scissors, he meticulously cut out each line so it would fit perfectly over the notation it would replace. Now the cellists in the orchestra would supplement the bassoon line so that those notes would be heard. Mr. Taynton said that these cutouts were called “inserts,” but joked about “cutting out paper dolls.” I was thrilled to learn some of the lingo of the music business. I was inside the creation of a concert.

			I asked him where he had learned all this. He had studied harmony, theory, and counterpoint in college and had been a professional bass player, but there wasn’t any school that taught orchestra library skills. They had to be learned on the job. My education continued in rehearsals, where the markings he had made translated into sound: I could hear the augmented viola part, and the bassoon line played by the cellos. Because of the accuracy of Mr. Taynton’s work, the orchestra was able to concentrate on making music—not correcting errors.

			Sitting in on rehearsals, I was able to build on what I had heard in the Bruno Walter recording. Conductors must coordinate the interpretive and expressive details of pieces they perform—the way the notes flow and fit together, the way the pacing and phrasing and articulation match or develop within a movement and from one movement to another—and this process goes beyond what’s written in the parts.

			I heard one conductor stop the violin section midway through a beautifully played phrase in the first movement of Dvořák’s “New World” Symphony, commenting that one of the notes had been shorter and more separate when stated by the solo flute a bit earlier. They had to match, or at least be similar, to unify the interpretative concept.

			No musical decision, I learned, is ever arbitrary; there are technical, historical, and traditional reasons behind every choice a knowledgeable professional will make. Most performers base their decisions on what they think will best serve the composers’ intensions. Orchestra members, of course, have studied their instruments with great pedagogues and know the historical contexts and traditional interpretive approaches to the works they are playing. They also have their own feelings and viewpoints to express, but their responsibility is to give the conductor exactly what he wants, even if it means suppressing their own preferences.

			Hearing the players comment about the men (I don’t recall a woman on the podium in those days) who conducted them, I began to see that a conductor who doesn’t know the scores well, who steps onto the podium with undue arrogance or who talks too much—a trait musicians loathe—will lose players like an inept tour guide being abandoned by his group. The musical equivalent, however, can be more subtle: The players won’t leave, but will go through the motions. The expressive intensity and sense of “ensemble”—an indefinable state in which the musicians almost read each other’s minds, breathe as one organism, and “catch fire” in the heat of the performance—will not develop, nor will the players be able to fully communicate the “message” of the music.

			I often heard the players refer to conductors as their “natural enemies”; they seemed to harbor resentment toward many of their leaders. But the great majority of the time, the musicians followed the conductor’s every directive, verbal or physical. (They wanted to serve the music but were also fearful of being reprimanded.) The complex dynamics of the conductor–player relationship are still pure mystery. Almost any musician can be taught the basic techniques of conducting; few, however, are able to unite and ignite one hundred individuals of diverse backgrounds and personalities and, mostly through gesture, bend them to their own will. The essential qualities cannot be fully explained. In interviews, Stokowski said that what makes a great conductor is indefinable—a quality he called “X.” There might be a parallel to different chefs using identical recipes, ingredients and equipment, and producing totally different results. Conductors, however, must influence others to create the end result.
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			Most conductors didn’t care who attended their rehearsals, as long as they weren’t music critics. (Guests could be distracting, but no one wants to be judged by a performance that isn’t fully prepared.) Stokowski was different; except for the orchestra staff, he rarely allowed anyone at his rehearsals. Even family members of the musicians were rarely permitted to attend.

			I didn’t know that the rehearsal on the morning of February 3, 1964—for a benefit concert the following night—was more restricted than usual. Stokowski had ordered the session closed: no guests, including the orchestra’s administrative and office staff. Mr. Taynton said I wouldn’t be able to get in, but I decided to try.

			Arriving at the stage door more than an hour early, I kept pacing back and forth from the brick wall of the Academy to the curb, trying to evade the icy wind, breathing the mix of cold, sweet air and exhaust fumes from the traffic moving down Locust Street.

			A black sedan finally stopped at the curb and the commanding figure of Stokowski emerged, his face and shock of white hair dramatically set off by a white silk scarf and a long dark overcoat. He gripped a stack of scores in one large, chamois-gloved hand, and strode toward the stage door. I ran after him, my heart pounding. Startled, he paused, first turning his head, then his upper torso. I walked toward him as he turned to face me.

			“Maestro, would it be all right if I attended your rehearsal? May I come in?”

			He hesitated, then, almost ceremoniously, with the upturned palm of his right hand, motioned for me to walk ahead of him into the Green Room.

			He took me off to the side and bent down toward me. “Why do you wish to hear the rehearsal?” he asked, his pronunciation shaped by a richly exotic, unidentifiable accent. I can’t remember my response, but I recall that he threw his head back and laughed out loud—not, I’d come to learn, a characteristic Stokowski response. He again became intensely serious.

			“What instrument do you play?” he asked.

			“The cello,” I told him, and he nodded approvingly.

			“You may attend the rehearsal on one condition,” he said as I looked up at him. “You must come backstage when it is finished and tell me your impressions.” I considered this a serious responsibility.

			“I will, Maestro,” I assured him. He put his hand on the top of my back.

			“Now, go!” he commanded, and with a shove, propelled me toward the concert hall.

			The stage blazed with light; the house itself had been dimmed into semi-darkness. I sat in the first row on the left side of the hall, where I could hear as well as see Stokowski.
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