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“Leonard Bernstein, 72, Music’s Monarch Dies”
Beneath the leading headline of The New York Times for Monday, October 15,
1990 was Bernstein’s portrait and two thirds of a column of obituary. The obituary
continued on an inside page, an entire inside page.
Leonard Bernstein was born just as the Great War was ending. His parents had
come as children from Russia. His father had built up a satisfactory business in their
new home, in which he intended his son to succeed him. However, fortuitously a
piano came into the house when Bernstein was 10, and that was that. Even so another
six years passed before he heard an orchestra.
In the late 1930s he studied composition at Harvard. There Aaron Copland, Roy
Harris, William Schuman and Dimitri Mitropoulos advised him to take up conducting,
so he enrolled to study conducting under Fritz Reiner at the Curtis Institute.
Films show Reiner directing with a baton seemingly 2 metres long, the extreme tip
moving about 3 millimetres, but with this means conveying with utter precision his
requirements. However, Bernstein’s inner drive to flamboyance, perhaps assisted by
youthful rebelliousness, led him many leagues from the clarity of technique of his
mentor, or of Adrian Boult, or of his mentor, Arthur Nikisch.
From Reiner Bernstein moved on to Koussevitzky at Tanglewood. They wallowed
in each other’s extrovertness and flamboyance. Later Virgil Thomson described him
(New York Herald Tribune) as a “consecrated character”, but he was worried whether
culture might in the future be sacrificed to animation and personal projection.
Fairly lean times followed, but in 1943 Artur Rodzinsky engaged him as his
assistant at the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. His opportunity came when Bruno
Walter suddenly became ill; Bernstein had to deputise at short notice. (Ill though he
was, Walter’s sense of duty obliged him to invite Bernstein round to go through the
programme with him.) Not only did Bernstein acquit himself summa cum laude, but
the event was relayed throughout the United States; his first appearance at the
Carnegie Hall was followed next morning by his first appearance on the front page of
The New York Times. (It has been suggested that Walter exaggerated his illness to
give the young man a “break”.)
Over the ensuing ten years Bernstein became a prototype of today’s pop-idol,
culminating in conducting at La Scala, the first American to do so, performances of
Medea with Maria Callas. In 1958 he took over, at 40 the youngest Musical Director
in its history, the New York Philharmonic. Standards, morale and ticket sales were
each at a low ebb. The pattern was soon changed. Seasons were devoted to themes,
modern repertoire was included, Bernstein chatted to audiences about the music, he
engaged the orchestra’s first black player. His style was flamboyant and balletic. A
snooker player must have at any rate part of one foot in contact with the ground.
Bernstein was not playing snooker, at times he left the ground altogether, though
whether the Gods actually suspended the laws of physics, allowing Bernstein to
levitate, as some thought, is open to conjecture. (Twice he even fell off the podium,
but more fortunate than von Karajan, he sustained only a trivial bruise.)
Leonard Bernstein was the most prodigally talented and successful American
musician, and this is not to forget Gershwin. One could be forgiven for believing that

only the Gods on Mount Olympus could grant to a mortal such overflowing energy
and colossal talent. Bernstein excelled as a conductor, but he could have had a major
career as a pianist. As a composer he added significantly to the symphonic and to the
Broadway repertoire. He composed also for ballet, film and television. There were
also books, and he was no mean hand as a poet. He gave talks to inform audiences
and he lectured to undergraduates.
Great success is quick to breed envy in those without it. Critics seized on the
extrovert flamboyance of his character, and, later, on the uncovering of a homosexual
side to his nature.
With finer motivations some urged him to devote himself to composition for the
theatre, others to the concert podium, yet others to symphonic composition. Bernstein
was, however, his own man, and this man needed to express himself diversely. As he
remarked in an interview he did not wish to spend his life as Toscanini had, studying
and re-studying the same fifty works. [One knows what he meant, but he was
probably unaware that over the years Toscanini conducted a remarkably wide
repertoire.]
Early on his readings of Haydn and Mozart were distrusted, but as time passed his
performances of Mahler received veneration by the public so universal that the carpers
sought refuge in silence.
Great and multi-directed though Bernstein’s talents were, one must hesitate to
mention him in the same breath as Bach. One comparison may be allowed: Just as
many of Bach’s greatest works are based on his Protestant beliefs, so some of
Bernstein’s most powerful compositions rest on his Jewish origins, yet each was
inspired in settings of the Roman Catholic liturgy.
In 1951 he married a piano student and there were three children. Instead of a
Silver Wedding they had a “trial separation”, but they continued to appear together.
All this while compositions in every genre were appearing. Perhaps best known is
West Side Story, and perhaps, also, this was the work which gave him greatest
satisfaction.
He was “Bernstine” not “Bernsteen”, he did not appreciate “Lenny” from people he
scarcely knew, and one cannot believe that modesty prevented him from enjoying
“Maestro” when this became his due.
As the years advanced honours, academic and civic, were showered upon him, and
the 45th anniversary of his first Philharmonic concert was celebrated by a concert
entirely of his own works.
In a performance of the “Choral” Symphony in 1989 to celebrate the end of the
Berlin Wall “Freude” became “Freiheit”. Would anyone else have thought, or dared,
to change this text?
Undoubtedly the Gods added a remarkable constitution to their gifts of energy and
talent, but it was not indefinitely proof against heavy smoking. In mid-1990 Bernstein
was forced to cancel engagements, and then his retirement was announced.
Appropriately, the last piece of music he conducted was Beethoven’s 7th
Symphony, culminating, as it does, in one of the most energetic and flamboyant
movements ever written.
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