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To the memory of my father, Isidor Fleisher,
and my brother, Raymond Fleisher,
who made so many sacrifices so I could live these lives;
and my mother, Bertha Fleisher,
who dreamed of them first.
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INTRODUCTION

My twelfth birthday present from my mother and father was a recording of Brahms’s first piano concerto in D Minor. My family didn’t have many records, apart from a few by Enrico Caruso—a staple in American homes in those days—but my parents knew this one was something out of the ordinary. The soloist was my teacher, the great Artur Schnabel, whose playing even then was legendary and bore the seal of absolute authority: after all, in his youth in Vienna he had met Brahms, and heard him play, and even gone on a picnic with him. And the conductor was the brilliant Hungarian taskmaster George Szell.

The Brahms D Minor concerto is a huge work. In those days of 78 rpm records, it took up seven or eight disks. I put the first disk on the record player and lowered the needle, and a dark roll of timpani poured out of the big horn of the speaker, like the thunder of Thor. There followed a defiant cry from the massed forces of the orchestra, as if shaking a fist at the lowering heavens. The hair on my head stood up. That opening did something to me that no other music had done before. I wore out the first side of that recording. It took me about a week even to get to side 2, where the piano actually makes its entrance.

For weeks I ate, slept, and breathed that piece. Even for a child prodigy, the Brahms D Minor is a tall order. It calls for two-fisted piano playing and emotions that you might think are beyond the compass of a child. But I loved it so much I couldn’t stay away. Within a year or so, I was working on making it my own. I was probably a little young. It’s smart, though, to learn very difficult repertory when you’re young. That way, you get it in your fingers, and in your DNA, before you realize just how hard it really is.

From the moment I first heard it, I dreamed of playing the Brahms D Minor with a full orchestra, with George Szell conducting. And when I began learning it, actually playing it myself, I dreamed even harder. Dreaming helps. My dreams were fulfilled. The Brahms D Minor concerto became my talisman. I played it in my debut with the New York Philharmonic, when I was sixteen. I played it when I won the Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels. And I played it, finally, with George Szell. We even recorded it together. Some people call our recording a classic.

If my story is about anything, it’s about being very careful when your dreams come true. The Greek myths are full of tales of heroes cut down in the arrogance of their prime, taught humility by a blow from the gods. It sounds melodramatic. But such things really can happen. They happened to me. I was at the peak of my career, ready to conquer the world, and whether or not I was guilty of hubris, the thunder of Thor came down and hit me where I lived. When I was thirty-six years old, I mysteriously lost the use of two fingers on my right hand. The fourth and fifth finger started cramping, curling up, until they were firmly lodged against my palm. When the gods want to get you, they know right where to strike: the place it will hurt the most. I thought I would never play again.

Was it in my head? Was it some bigger malady? No one was able to tell me what was wrong. I looked. I looked in more places than I might have thought possible. I was willing to try anything to get the use of my hand back: treatments, therapy, medications, spiritual healers, you name it.

I wasn’t especially noble in my affliction. I shut down. I acted out in all kinds of ways, of which I am not particularly proud. Inwardly, I railed against my situation; outwardly, I hid from it, turning away from friends and family, trying to prove however I could that I was still vital. I grew my hair, grew out my beard, and began tooling around on a Vespa. I didn’t have any other tools to help me deal with what had happened. It was hard to find words for the dark cloud that hovered over me: of anguish, of dejection, of rage. I fell into a deep depression. At my lowest point, I seriously considered killing myself.

But I didn’t kill myself. I stayed alive. And, just as I was stuck with being alive, I was stuck with my love of music. Something about it was still sustaining, and still worthwhile. So I embarked on a quest to make a life in music, in any way I could.

    It wasn’t the first time I’d found myself setting out on a new career.

I always say I’ve had more careers than a cat has lives. Even before I lost the use of my hand, my life with the piano never seemed to be a straightforward process. First, I was a child prodigy, playing Beethoven concertos in my native San Francisco; but that ended when Schnabel himself took me on as a student, on the condition that I give no more concerts. After years of study with him, I was ready to take the world by storm after my New York Philharmonic debut at sixteen, but after a couple of years of concert activity, the engagements seemed to peter out. Not until I became the first American to win the prestigious Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels, at twenty-three, did I develop a piano career that had staying power. Then came the disaster with my hand, and it seemed that chapter was over.

But after the catastrophe, I slowly found my way to other careers in music. I became a conductor, working with other musicians to make the sounds I could no longer make myself. I developed as a teacher, learning to use words to communicate the truths in the pieces I loved, which I had once expressed with my fingers alone. Somehow, my experience of music became richer the more I explored other ways of relating to it.

I didn’t fully realize, as I lived them, how much these different careers were opening me up to new experiences and approaches I had never even dreamed of. I, the clean-cut piano soloist, took on the appearance of a long-haired hippie. I, the interpreter of Brahms, began conducting contemporary music that was unlike anything I had previously encountered in my musical life: thorny scores and avant-garde operas. I, the hard-nosed rationalist who spent hours a day sitting at the piano practicing, began visiting faith healers, practitioners of Eastern medicine, gurus, and quacks, in search of a cure. I, the acolyte of the great Schnabel, began seeking out other piano teachers and experimenting with different techniques to see if anything could cast some light on my condition.

Because call me obsessive-compulsive, call me stubborn, call me inspired, I never stopped looking for a way to make my right hand work again. And I never stopped testing it on the keyboard, every day, to see if my symptoms were abating.

Every day. For thirty years.

In the meantime, the world was moving forward. Medical science was making advances. Repetitive strain injuries became a subject of study. So did injuries to instrumentalists. Once, we were told it was all in our heads. Now, it seemed, inflicting the same unnatural set of movements over and over on your body could lead to severe consequences if you weren’t careful—or if you were just unlucky. I began hearing of other pianists with hand problems, violinists who couldn’t finger, horn and flute players who lost the ability to purse their lips. I began hearing of a neurological condition that could be aggravated by repeated movement or triggered by stress or trauma.

Therapists and doctors, practitioners of Western and holistic healing alike, were becoming more adept at dealing with such injuries. And after all the years of searching, of suffering, some of the principles of recovery began to take hold. I gradually realized that my hand might not regain its full former strength. But that didn’t mean that I couldn’t, with the help of healing techniques, and the full force of my will, begin to use it.

I turned to Rolfing, a massagelike technique. The practitioner identified pressure points where years of tension were stored, and slowly brought my frozen muscles back to life. I turned to Botox, a deadly poison that doctors running an experimental program at the National Institutes of Health suggested might help numb the muscles that had been pulling at my fingers, so the rest of my hand could get on with it.

And I turned to my inner resources, the part of me deep within that knew that, somehow, someday, I was going to be able to play with two hands again.

My right hand began to open.

One morning, in the privacy of my home, with the sun streaming through the windows, I went and sat at my keyboard. I flexed my fingers. I heard, in my inner ear, the thunder of Thor.

And I began playing, with both hands, the Brahms D Minor concerto, at the point where the long orchestral introduction ends and the piano finally makes its entrance.

I was sixty-six years old, and I was about to begin another new career.


CHAPTER 1

CHILD
PRODIGY
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At age seven or eight, around the time of my first solo recital. (Author’s collection)

For Mr. Shorr, it wasn’t a good lesson until he made me cry.

Lev Shorr was my piano teacher. Slender, with a bald spot on top of his head, he sported a cane that he didn’t need and wore pince-nez—glasses that attached to the bridge of his nose with a spring—and even, incredibly enough, spats. He looked as though he had stepped out of an illustration for a men’s haberdashery. He was like James Mason, but with a Russian accent.

Mr. Shorr was a prodigy maker. He was also a pianist of some distinction, and he dressed the part. He was the pianist of the San Francisco Symphony; he accompanied Yehudi Menuhin, a local boy, when he was in town. But his real reputation ultimately derived from his students. There was a huge concentration of so-called child geniuses around San Francisco in those days. Shorr had taught Menuhin’s sisters, Hephzibah and Yalta. He taught a girl named Laura Dubman, who gave her debut recital at the age of five and was supposed to be a rising piano talent (she later worked at MGM and taught Katharine Hepburn how to look like she was really playing the piano as Clara Schumann in Song of Love). He taught Ruth Slenczynska, who was really a big deal for a while, until she had a nervous breakdown in her teens that put her career on hiatus for a few decades. He later taught Stephen Kovacevich, who went on to be a star soloist in the generation after mine. And he taught me.

His manner was just as taut and crisp and old school as his appearance. In lessons, he focused on technique. “Technique” meant, of course, Russian technique, the classic approach for virtuosos: for Mr. Shorr, that was the only technique there was. Our fingers were to be curved over the keys and raised and lowered like little hammers. Physiologically, this approach, widespread as it is, doesn’t actually make sense, and I suspect Mr. Shorr might have done harm to some players, although many of his students did go on to careers all over the world. It wasn’t much fun, though. If you played a clinker, he all but rapped you on the fingers with his cane. He never actually did that, but you felt he might. When I was six or seven and trying with all my might to please him, it wasn’t long before tears of frustration would rise to the surface.

But he wasn’t an unkind man. He could also be rather paternalistic. Not that he would exactly comfort me when I began to cry, but after it happened he invariably took me out to lunch, for lamb chops. There was obviously method to his madness. He didn’t succeed in molding me to the Russian technique, but to this day I have retained a marked love of lamb chops.

    I can’t actually remember a time when I wasn’t playing the piano. I started when I was four years old, and my whole life came very quickly to revolve around the instrument—an upright piano, in the living room of whatever San Francisco apartment we happened to be living in at the moment. We moved around a lot. The piano was my mother’s idea. My parents didn’t have any real connection to music, but for my mother the instrument represented, as it did for many immigrants, a gateway to a new and better world.

My father, Isidor Fleisher, was straight off the boat. He was born in Odessa, and his family emigrated to the United States with him when he was thirteen to join his brother, who had gone on ahead and established himself. He met my mother one summer night on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, when the sweltering heat had driven everyone out of their apartments and up onto the rooftops and fire escapes in search of a breath of fresh air. Those were different days.

My mother was born in Chelm, a little town in Poland that is known, in Jewish folklore, as a center of foolishness. The traditional stories about the stupidity of the Chelmers have been taken up and elaborated by authors like Sholem Aleichem and Isaac Bashevis Singer; you could call them the original Polish jokes. They say that when God created the world, he sent out an angel with two bags, one filled with wisdom and one with foolishness: the latter, being heavier, dragged the angel down, snagged on a mountaintop, ripped open, and spilled its contents all over Chelm. Thereafter, the Chelmers were an idiosyncratic bunch. For instance, the city fathers decided one day that they wanted trees in front of the courthouse—so the Chelmers picked up the courthouse and moved it into the forest. My mother, of course, wanted nothing to do with that sort of silliness.

My parents didn’t have a lot of formal education. My father was a milliner. He made ladies’ hats, little pillboxes, out of straw. I have no idea where he learned to do that. He came out to San Francisco at the behest of an uncle, who was manufacturing hats for the navy. I’m quite sure the navy hats were only the remotest preparation for what my father ended up doing in San Francisco. Somewhere along the way, he lost the c in his last name, because while his brothers and sisters all went by “Fleischer,” my immediate family has always been plain “Fleisher.” Perhaps he wanted something that sounded more American. He had a little shop on Geary Street, catty-corner to the Clift Hotel. One day he came home quite excited because a lovely red-headed girl had come in and bought one of his hats and then told him that her name was Lucille Ball. That really perked him up. He didn’t have that kind of clientele all the time, but he became successful enough to open a second shop on Fillmore Street. My mother ran that one.

My mother, Bertha, was a strong, strong personality. I think she was part Tartar: dark skin, firm features, and stubborn. She was also a little bit crazy. She was fixated on getting the best for her family, and she would do whatever it took to achieve that end. She was certainly driven. She came over to America on her own, at the age of twenty, and she married my father two years later. Even without education, she was keenly aware that there were higher things in life. In her later years, she would sit and read Emerson by the hour; she appeared to find great comfort in that. For her, that was just one example of the kinds of things that could enrich one’s life and bring some kind of peace and tranquillity and satisfaction. Music, evidently, was another. One of my early publicity biographies states that she was a singer herself. That’s complete nonsense. I suspect that someone asked her a question in such a way that by omission she allowed this misapprehension to continue.

She certainly had big dreams for me. I was going to be either the first Jewish president or a great concert pianist. It’s fortunate that my talents were apportioned in such a way that I was able to fulfill at least one of those goals. It doesn’t always work out that way.

The piano was purchased for my brother, Ray, five and a half years older than I, who started lessons when he was around nine years old. In those days—the early 1930s—teachers, like doctors, made house calls; they came to you. Ray would come home from school and the teacher would arrive, and I would curl up in a corner of the big sofa in the living room and listen to my brother’s lesson. After the teacher left, Ray would go out and play in the park with his friends, and I would go to the piano and redo his entire lesson, copying everything the teacher had asked of him. It wasn’t long before my parents decided to switch the lessons to me. That’s how it all began. At least, that’s how the story goes in our family.

My first teacher was a woman named Lillian Lanier, who taught me the notes and keys, but it was soon obvious to everyone that I needed more of a challenge. Mr. Shorr was supposed to be the best in San Francisco, so off to Mr. Shorr I went. I was, of course, too special to go to regular school like other children. I was enrolled briefly in kindergarten, but it seemed like such a waste of time. We had to take naps every afternoon on straw mats on a hard floor, and I objected to this fairly strenuously. Certainly my mother saw the whole project as detracting from precious hours I might otherwise have spent practicing. Accordingly, I was withdrawn from kindergarten after two weeks and set up with a succession of private tutors in a range of subjects, which constituted my formal education for the rest of my childhood. I’ve long thought of entitling my autobiography I Was a Kindergarten Dropout.

So for the rest of my childhood, my brother, Ray, was the one who went to school and had friends and a normal life. And I was the one who practiced. I can’t say it was a happy childhood. Since my mother worked, I was supervised by governesses, like a woman named Muriel Fraser, who was with us for several years. She was a rather uncompromising figure. She used to wallop me with wooden coat hangers across the back of my legs when I wasn’t good. She became a nun after she left us.

San Francisco had a considerable musical life when I was a child, even if most of its institutions—the symphony, the opera—were relatively new. Compared with Los Angeles, it was downright cosmopolitan. The San Francisco Symphony was founded in 1911, and the San Francisco Opera in 1923; they both moved into the brand-new War Memorial Opera House in 1932, when I was four. But opera in San Francisco went back a lot farther than that. A notorious episode in American opera history was the 1906 Metropolitan Opera tour that placed Enrico Caruso in San Francisco at exactly the moment of the great earthquake and the ensuing fire, an experience that left the tenor shaken and traumatized and that he used as a reason never to return to San Francisco. Not everyone on the tour had the same reaction. Alfred Hertz, the star conductor on that tour (he described the earthquake as sounding like a “mezzo forte roll on a cymbal or gong”), ultimately developed such a rapport with the city that he settled there in 1915 (the year San Francisco hosted the World’s Fair) as the second-ever music director of the fledgling San Francisco Symphony and stayed there for the rest of his life.

Hertz was as bald as a billiard ball, with a formidable dark, bushy beard that was salt-and-pepper gray by the time I knew him and round wire-framed glasses: a bona fide representative of the great European tradition, straight out of the concert halls of Gustav Mahler. His appearance was also notoriously easy to caricature (Caruso left a drawing of him among his affectionate send-ups of his Met Opera colleagues). Crippled as a child by what they used to call infantile paralysis—that is, polio—he walked with a cane for all of his adult life, but this did not diminish his notable vigor. He had a loud laugh, an ear for a joke, and an eye for a pretty girl. “Come for dinner, stay for breakfast!” he used to say, laughing, while his wife, Lilly, made derogatory noises in the background.

He was also a formidable and renowned musician. In the early years of the twentieth century he led a number of world premieres at the Metropolitan Opera, as well as the first American performances of Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier and Salome. (The opera, based on the Oscar Wilde play and depicting Salome kissing John the Baptist’s severed head, created such a scandal in 1907 that it was withdrawn and not performed again until 1934.) Even more notorious, though, was the first American production of Richard Wagner’s Parsifal. This was a monumental event—front-page news for many American papers—because Wagner had forbidden the performance of the work anywhere other than his own theater in Bayreuth, so the Met’s doing it was tantamount to sacrilege in the eyes of many European music lovers. Mind you, the Met production didn’t take place until 1903, twenty years after Wagner’s death, but the prohibition was actively upheld by Wagner’s acolytes, first and foremost his widow, Cosima. Cosima Wagner’s clout in Europe was such that after Hertz conducted that Parsifal, he never conducted in an opera house in Germany again.

Europe’s loss (and the Met’s, after Hertz left the company in 1915 over artistic differences with its director) was San Francisco’s gain. Hertz’s stature was such that he was able to attract a whole new caliber of player to San Francisco, both as soloists and as orchestra players. The violinist Louis Persinger, for instance, was the concertmaster of the Berlin Philharmonic before Hertz lured him to take that position at the San Francisco Symphony. With this kind of musician on its roster, the San Francisco Symphony quickly developed into a serious professional orchestra. It was also, to Hertz’s credit, the first American orchestra to admit women as anything other than harpists. And the presence of so many good musicians doubtless contributed to the child-prodigy boom in San Francisco in the 1920s and 1930s. There were a striking number of talented children performing around the city. Persinger himself taught Menuhin, Ruggiero Ricci, and Isaac Stern, among others.

Hertz was also forward-looking. He was committed to education and outreach—words that didn’t have as much currency in the classical music world in those days as they do now—and was happy to explore new ways of reaching audiences. In 1922, for example, he was the only conductor willing to gamble on leading a motley series of outdoor orchestra concerts with the brand-new Los Angeles Philharmonic in the Hollywood Hills—the first season of the Hollywood Bowl, a summer series he continued to lead for years as it rapidly became a popular fixture of the country’s musical life. He was also eager to explore recording and radio. The San Francisco Symphony became one of the first American orchestras to make commercial recordings, starting in the 1920s. And after he retired from the symphony in 1930, he continued to lead a pioneering series of regular radio broadcasts. He went on in the late 1930s to found the orchestra of the Northern California Chapter of the Works Progress Administration, the WPA.

More to the point, as far as my own story is concerned, was Hertz’s eye for young talent. Three young artists were his particular protégés in his San Francisco years. There was Menuhin, who, of course, got everyone’s attention in San Francisco when he was young. There was the conductor Leslie Hodge, who led a number of the WPA Orchestra concerts. And there was me. Most of my first orchestral concerts—at the advanced age of eight and nine years old—were with that WPA orchestra, often performing in schools. I used to play the first or third movement—never, for some reason, the slow movement—of Beethoven’s B-flat concerto, the second concerto. They didn’t want to tax a child’s powers of concentration by making me play, or the students listen to, the whole thing.

In the meantime, the San Francisco Symphony had run into financial difficulties after Hertz left—this was, after all, the beginning of the Great Depression—and had to suspend operations for the 1934–35 season. Finally some of San Francisco’s leading citizens managed to convince the French conductor Pierre Monteux to come and resurrect it. This was, arguably, even more of a coup than securing Hertz had been two decades before. Monteux was one of the great French conductors. He had led some of the most important orchestras in the world: the Boston Symphony, the Concertgebouw. He had been the conductor of the legendary Ballets Russes, and conducted the world premiere of Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring” in Paris in 1913, an event that has gone down in music history for having incited a veritable riot among the audience confronted with these horrible modern dissonances and raw rhythms. (Today, of course, “The Rite of Spring” is a classic; a mere twenty-seven years after its premiere, Disney was accompanying it with animated dinosaurs in Fantasia.)

A short, tubby man with a tremendous walrus mustache, Monteux immediately became beloved in San Francisco. He and his wife, Doris, had two French poodles, and when he walked them in the city people used to hang out of the cable cars to greet him. Sometimes, the story goes, the conductors used to salute him with the opening notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

Monteux, too, had an eye for young talent—he gave Isaac Stern his orchestral debut with the San Francisco Symphony in 1936, when Stern was sixteen. And he took a great, avuncular interest in me. He was generous enough to call me the “pianistic find of the century,” something that has been so abundantly quoted in the years since he said it that I half suspect it of being apocryphal. In my later years, I am constantly encountering people filled with wonderful humorous anecdotes about me and my life. These are tarnished only by the fact that I have no memory of these events whatsoever. They say that I said it. Whether or not you believe them is up to you.

My mother certainly had a hand in my meeting these distinguished conductors. She was eager to show off her gifted son to anybody who might be able to further his career. She was altogether enterprising in moving me along. When I was no more than five or six, she took me to the War Memorial Opera House to hear a recital by the great composer-pianist Sergei Rachmaninoff. I think we sat in the last balcony, miles from the stage. I remember nothing about the concert, but after it was over, when the encores started, my mother grabbed me by the hand and swiftly negotiated a labyrinthine network of passages and stairways until we had made our way backstage and ended up standing in the wings, right next to the curtain by which the great man walked on and off stage. The encores went on and on. Rachmaninoff was always called back for lots of encores; it was his custom to signal that they were over by playing his famous Prelude in C-sharp Minor, which everyone in the audience knew would be the last one. I was struck that when he emerged into the view of the public, walking out to the piano, he moved very slowly, but when he came offstage again, as soon as he was safely hidden from view behind the curtain, he walked with striking briskness. After the fourth or fifth encore—well before the C-sharp Minor prelude had made its appearance—he noticed me, and came over to where we were standing. He was a very tall man. He pointed his finger almost in my face and said, in a heavy Russian accent, “You pianist?”

I looked up into his face, which was like a map of Russia, crisscrossed with crevasses and ravines and great plains. Speechless, I could only nod my head.

“Ah,” said Rachmaninoff, looking down at me. “Bad business. Bad business.”

And with these edifying words of advice, he strode back out on stage for the next encore.

Rachmaninoff didn’t want to be a performing pianist. He wanted to stay home and compose. He couldn’t, though, because he had to make a living. The year I met him was the year he wrote the “Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini,” which would be the first piece of his I would play and which was featured on one of my first commercial recordings. But he wasn’t quite as encouraging to me as my mother had hoped.

I gave my first public recital when I was eight years old, at the San Francisco Community Playhouse. Mr. Shorr prepared me strenuously for the great event. I remember that he had me play a Toccata in A by an obscure eighteenth-century composer named Domenico Paradies, who was fated to be remembered principally for this single movement from his sixth keyboard sonata. But my further memories of that occasion are hazy. There’s a reason for this, since as I was proceeding from the darkness of backstage out into the bright lights in front of the audience, my mother reached out her hand and whipped the glasses from my face. She wasn’t going to have her precious son reveal any imperfections to the audience. The rest of the evening passed, quite literally, in a blur.

Though my mother read books on Mozart to prepare her for life with her wunderkind, she wasn’t solely responsible for my moving ahead. A talented little boy has a way of attracting people as a kind of project. A publicity agent named Julie Medlock began working with us and got a certain amount of press about me in the papers. This, in turn, occasioned some interest at Temple Emanu-El, where, although we didn’t actually attend services, we had a membership so I could use the gym facilities and the pool. The cantor there, Reuben Rinder, played an active role over the years in San Francisco’s musical life. It was he who allegedly suggested to the seven-year-old Isaac Stern that he might want to switch instruments from piano to violin; he also had a hand in finding sponsors for both Stern and Menuhin among the wealthier members of the congregation (though Stern’s parents were so careful to have their gifted child lead a normal life that his sponsor thought he wasn’t serious enough about his music and, with a singular lack of prescience, dropped him). One of the temple’s congregants, a woman named Amy Goldsmith, thought Cantor Rinder might take an interest in me, too; the cantor knew both Hertz and Monteux, and that’s how my first meeting with both of those eminent conductors was set up.

Hertz’s verdict, after hearing me play a few times, was that I should have more training in the German school—which represented the ne plus ultra of musical attainment at that time, as well as the German-born maestro’s own natural predilections. Accordingly, I started working with a sequence of interim teachers. I studied for a short period with a Danish virtuoso named Gunnar Johansen, an eccentric and rather brilliant composer-pianist who ended up as a champion of the maverick Ferruccio Busoni, also a composer-pianist, who sought to discover a new musical language in his experimental, often symbol-laden works. I always looked forward to my lessons with Johansen, because he lived across the bay, in Oakland, and having a lesson meant taking the ferry across. The San Francisco Bay Bridge was just being completed—it opened in late 1936, six months before the Golden Gate Bridge—and there was a huge amount of ferry traffic: hundreds of crossings every day, boats steaming across the harbor carrying thousands of people, passing the steamships from China, and the freighters, under the raucous cries of the gulls. It was all too exciting for words.

But Johansen wasn’t really set up to be a long-term teacher. In 1937, Hertz met a young refugee from Germany named Ludwig Altman. Actually, Lilly Hertz met him by chance at a dance recital in which Monteux’s daughter was performing; Altman evidently said something she interpreted as being mildly disparaging about the Monteux clan, and she took this as a sign of allegiance to her own husband. Hertz and Monteux were quite friendly; nonetheless, Monteux was Hertz’s successor, and Lilly, who was fiercely loyal, took props for her husband where she could find them. She invited Altman over, where he impressed Hertz with his performance of a Brahms sonata, and Hertz thereafter set about finding what opportunities he could for a penniless émigré. Altman eventually became the organist for Temple Emanu-El, where he stayed for many years. But Hertz also recommended him as my teacher, and for a year he came to our apartment on Fulton Street almost every day.

Altman was a lovely, gentle man, short, stocky, and mild-mannered. His whole approach was different from the Russian-hammer school I had been drilled in. He spoke about a loosening of physical tension, a relaxation at the instrument. He helped my playing lose some of the vinegar it had developed under Shorr. He also talked about things like expressivity, and even larger concepts: the nobility and the transcendence of music and how it was the expression of the good in people. He spoke of mythology, the gods, the Holy Grail, awakening a sense of idealism and yearning and seeking: the kind of things that give a young person a sense of purpose, of goals in life.

I loved working with him, and I covered a tremendous amount of repertory in that year: Liszt, Bach’s “Well-Tempered Clavier,” Mendelssohn’s “Variations sérieuses.” And of course we did some Beethoven sonatas. I was up for anything. I had a huge musical appetite. I could memorize a Beethoven sonata overnight, a feat that astonished Altman no end. He had a quiet sense of humor. I remember him coming for a lesson one day when I had a cold. He asked how my cold was, and I said it was bad. “Oh, that’s good,” he said. “If the cold is doing badly, that means you’re doing better. You’ll be fit as a fiddle in no time.”

“Fit as a piano!” I said, laughing.

Altman, though, wasn’t the teacher my two conductor mentors really wanted for me. They both thought I should study with the great pianist Artur Schnabel. Schnabel was already a legend, seen by many as the greatest living exponent of the German repertoire. He specialized in Mozart, Schubert (he was the first pianist to perform most of Schubert’s sonatas in public), and particularly Beethoven (he was the first pianist to record all thirty-two of the Beethoven sonatas). In place of flashy showmanship he offered, in his performances, a kind of deep spiritual, musical understanding, a constant level of inspiration. There was not a single phrase that did not speak in the most eloquent way. He was also a renowned teacher and a personal friend of the Hertzes.

The only problem was that he wouldn’t take any students under the age of sixteen. When the idea of working with me was presented to him, he kindly but firmly said no: a nine-year-old like me wasn’t able to understand his language or the level of abstraction on which he talked. He wasn’t the kind of teacher who worked on technique with youngsters; his lessons were about ideas, penetrating into the depths of music. So he politely declined.

Schnabel, however, came regularly to San Francisco to perform. After his concerts, he would dine with the Hertzes at their home on Sea Cliff and then play bridge. Dining at the Hertzes was a mixed blessing. Lilly Hertz had been a singer before she married Alfred—a pretty terrible singer, to judge from the few times I heard her hooting away at Strauss’s song “Traum durch die Dämmerung,” with her silver ringlets quivering around her face—but she represented none of the excesses generally associated with the breed. That is, far from enjoying the luxuries of life, she was a devout Christian Scientist, and she didn’t really think even food was all that necessary. She was always on the lookout for Alfred’s health by doing things like forbidding him to drink coffee, which he dearly loved. And her portions, when she served meals, were so modest that guests were well advised to eat before they came. Still, Schnabel and his wife, Therese—who was herself an extraordinary musician and singer, far out of Lilly’s league—were regular guests.

Lilly, not altogether unlike my mother, thought she knew what was best for people. She was always advising Ludwig Altman about prospective brides. In my case, she was convinced that what would be best was to study with Schnabel. Thus, she hatched a plan. In the spring of 1938, Schnabel was coming through town to play with the symphony under Monteux. Schnabel might decline to work with me when approached in a letter, but surely he would not be so uncivil as to refuse to hear me if I was actually in the room with him, and once he heard me—so Lilly thought—there was no question but that he would accept. The trick was to figure out how to get me there. The Hertzes’ home had a basement garage with an entrance into the house, and on the appointed night my mother and I were snuck in through this access while the couples were still at table. Moving stealthily, speaking in whispers, I was set up in my place at the grand piano, so that when the doors to the dining room were opened after the meal, preparatory to the bridge game, there I was.

Schnabel was a consummate gentleman: an august, stocky figure, short yet solid, with a halo of close-cropped white hair shining around his head. And Lilly Hertz had been quite right. He was too polite to show the door to an adorable nine-year-old boy.

“Isn’t it rather late for you to be up?” he asked me, with a smile. Then he graciously took a seat and submitted to the inevitable.

So I played for Artur Schnabel.

I started with the cadenza to the Beethoven B-flat concerto, which I had played so often in WPA concerts. The B-flat concerto is called the second of Beethoven’s five concertos, though it was actually written first (one of the many vagaries of musical cataloguing); in any case, it’s an early work. The cadenza is another matter. A cadenza, in a concerto, is an elaborate solo passage inserted near the end of a movement, and in the late eighteenth century, when Beethoven wrote his B-flat concerto, it was nearly always improvised. Later, though, composers began writing out cadenzas, and Beethoven, in the early 1800s, went back and committed to paper some cadenzas for his earlier concertos. The B-flat cadenza, therefore, has considerably more maturity—and technical range, starting with a miniature fugue—than the body of the concerto. Not only is it showy, but it gets very satisfyingly stormy in places, and it comes to a resounding finish.

I then played the third of Liszt’s Petrarch sonnets, which are piano transcriptions of pieces he originally wrote as songs and later, in their piano version, incorporated into his large-scale compendium “Années de pèlerinage,” Years of Pilgrimage, a musical autobiography depicting the vignettes and landscapes of three years of his life. Sonnet 123 is an evocation of the beauty of the poet’s beloved, Laura, after her death; Liszt’s music takes the dreamy, aching, wistful vision of the original into sound, sweet and intense and otherworldly. There’s a place where the tune comes back high in the treble, kind of like angels speaking. Liszt is a composer of many moods and is well known for pieces of breathtaking virtuosity, but this piece, by contrast, shows his poetic side, a musical world Altman’s lessons had started to open for me. It was a fine piece for a kid. It ignited the imagination. I put my whole heart into playing it.

Schnabel listened, and nodded, and smiled, revealing even teeth stained from many years of smoking cigars.

Then he asked me to sight-read.

Schnabel had devoted many years to producing a definitive edition of Beethoven’s thirty-two piano sonatas. After some rummaging, the Hertzes located the volume that he was looking for, a yellow-bound score of the second sonata, Op. 2, No. 2. Schnabel opened it to the third movement and placed it before me on the piano.

My veins were filled with adrenaline. I had just played my heart out. With every atom of my nine-year-old being, I wanted to study with Artur Schnabel. I could memorize a sonata overnight. But I was an atrocious sight reader. For the life of me, I couldn’t navigate the unfamiliar notes on the page in front of me.

So Schnabel gently sat down beside me on the piano bench and showed me how the piece should go. The great Artur Schnabel, sitting next to me, was playing a Beethoven scherzo, giving a lilt to its lighthearted opening, moving on into more darkly shaded areas, returning to the lilt, playing light as air and with a twinkle in his eye. It was one of the most extraordinary musical experiences of my short life.

Then he got up and signed the cover of the score and gave it to me as a souvenir. And sight-reading or no sight-reading, he invited me to come to Italy that summer, to study with him at his vacation home.

Thus I began ten years of work with one of the great hearts and minds of music.

    Schnabel had one condition: no more performances. It was a small enough price to pay to be admitted into what I saw, even then, as the Elysian Fields of Schnabel’s elect. I gave my farewell performance in San Francisco at the age of nine in the spring of 1938, with Hertz conducting me in the final movement, yet again, of the Beethoven B-flat concerto.

By now I was an old hand. I came out on stage and bowed and sat at the piano. Silence fell over the hall. The final movement of the B-flat concerto opens with the piano alone, playing a sprightly, rollicking, slightly off-kilter tune and leading the whole orchestra in after it. There was only one problem: I couldn’t remember how the piece began.

I must have been the picture of poise: a little boy with curly hair and wide dark eyes behind his round glasses, dressed in short pants and a crisp white shirt, bowed in concentration over the piano. But inside, I was consumed with sheer terror. How, how, how? How does it start? The silence lengthened, ominously. When you’re on stage, a few seconds of silence feels like an eternity. This was considerably more than a few seconds, and I felt it pressing down on my shoulders.

Finally, in panic, I had an idea: maybe if I just put my fingers up on the keyboard, they’d know what to do. I lifted my hands slowly to the keyboard (the audience was surely, by this point, deeply impressed by my precocious genius). And by a miracle, it worked. By themselves, on their own, my fingers found the right configuration of black and white keys, and I let them go. Before I knew it, they had jumped into the opening theme, and the orchestra soon came galloping up behind them, and the performance was, as it usually was, a great success.

So I ended my first career.


CHAPTER 2

STUDENT
OF
SCHNABEL
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With Artur Schnabel at Lake Como, 1938. (Author’s collection)

My mother had had enough.

First, she had had to acquire a steamer trunk and pack up for a whole summer in Europe with her nine-year-old son. Then there was traveling across the country to New York, and there was almost missing the boat to Italy when the taxi cab broke down in the Holland Tunnel on the way to the New Jersey port where we embarked, so that we had to be towed out. There was the voyage over. That part wasn’t so bad. We traveled on the Conte di Savoia, a flagship of the Italian Line, an exceptionally beautiful ocean liner that strove to bring a resort climate to its passengers. For me, of course, being on an ocean liner was exciting beyond words. The Conte di Savoia had a gyroscope device in a forward hold that was supposed to regulate the vessel and stop it from rocking too much in high seas. That was pretty fascinating to a nine-year-old boy.

For my mother, things didn’t get any easier once we landed, arriving in a country where she had no knowledge of the language. Not that that fazed her; still, there was a lot to be done. There was traveling up to Tremezzo, a little town on Lake Como’s steep, tree-clad western shore (a journey that was accomplished by a whole armada of pianos for Schnabel’s students, transported up from Milan every summer). There was setting up temporary accommodations in a strange place—a hotel in the little town of Cadenabbia, just north of Tremezzo—and then there was spending several months there, with no real activity of her own. And there was keeping tabs on her son, who could be quite a handful, when he wasn’t occupied with his practicing or taking lessons with the Greatest Musician in the World.

At times, I think, she got a little fed up.

One afternoon we were taking a walk along the lake, which snakes like an inverted Y through the green foothills beneath the looming Alps. The road ran right along the water, past outdoor tables and docks and a little place where you could rent rowboats. And there was Stefan Schnabel, the Great Man’s son, preparing to go out for a row with Sylvia Kunin, one of his father’s more comely students.

Stefan was an actor. He had been appearing at the Old Vic, in London, ever since the Schnabels had settled on London as their winter residence, after the family left Berlin in 1933 in response to the rising tide of anti-Jewish policies. (Schnabel had seen the writing on the wall as his engagements gradually dried up. The last straw was a call from the director of a Brahms festival who had booked Schnabel well in advance, shamefacedly informing the pianist that his presence would no longer be required. Schnabel set his jaw and quipped, “Though I may not be pure-blooded, I am fortunately cold-blooded,” after which he left Germany forever.) Stefan was the spitting image of his father, though a good bit taller. At the Old Vic, he appeared with Olivier in Hamlet (in the tiny role of Lucianus) and got to know George Bernard Shaw, and he went on to work in America on radio (in Orson Welles’s “War of the Worlds,” among other things), in Hollywood, on Broadway, and on the soap opera The Guiding Light for seventeen years. But that summer afternoon on Lake Como, his immediate ambition was to go out on the lake with Sylvia and make out.

My mother, however, had other plans. Seeing the rowboat ready to embark, she more or less picked me up, deposited me in the vessel, and said, “Here, take him with you. Give him a ride.”

Stefan was less than thrilled at having me suddenly injected into the middle of his date with Sylvia. He started rowing with somewhat bad grace, leaving my mother behind us, liberated, on the lake’s western shore. I can’t remember if I did anything to provoke him. But I do remember that when we got nearly across the lake, by Bellagio, he picked me up unceremoniously by the scruff of the neck and dumped me in the water.

Well. My mother may have been fed up with me, but she was like a mother tiger when someone attacked her cub. The next day, she marched up to Schnabel and gave him an earful about his son’s behavior toward her precious charge. She certainly wasn’t shy about expressing herself, Great Man or no Great Man. Schnabel was very charming to her, though his twinkling smile was, I think, mainly occasioned by his profound amusement at the whole incident.

There was no lasting bad blood between me and Stefan. In a group photo from that summer, he is standing behind me, one arm around Sylvia’s waist, with his bare foot on my shoulder keeping me in my place.

I was, of course, the youngest of all the students. Next oldest was Noel Mewton-Wood, a British sixteen-year-old with technique to burn—now forgotten because he killed himself at thirty-one, drinking poison after his closest friend (doubtless his lover, though one didn’t say so in those days) died of a ruptured appendix. Closest to me, though, was Maria Curcio, nineteen, another of Schnabel’s younger protégés, who had been working with him for several years. Sparkling, warm, petite, and very Italian, she took me under her wing as a kind of surrogate big sister, as she would later do to most of the world’s greatest pianists, who came to play for her and get her feedback in her studios in Holland and London throughout her long life.

There were plenty of others. There was the lovely Helen Fogel, already an established concert artist at twenty-seven, who was soon to marry Schnabel’s oldest son, Karl Ulrich. There was Karl Ulrich himself, a wonderfully gifted pianist, tall and gentle, with kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, who would act as my second teacher for many years. There was Sylvia from the rowboat, who later decided her hands were too small for piano and became a producer of television shows about classical music. There was Peter Diamand, a former schoolmate of Stefan’s who had also fled Berlin, now Schnabel’s imperturbable amanuensis. Bucktoothed, skinny, and bespectacled, he had a Leslie Howard–like charm, wit, and gentleness that had women flocking around him wherever he went; he later married Maria Curcio, ran the Edinburgh Festival, and dallied with Marlene Dietrich and another Maria: Callas.

There was Konrad Wolff, a German Jewish lawyer who loved music so intensely that he finally quit the law and devoted himself to it full time. Wolff had come so late to piano—in part because of his father’s opposition to his studies—that there was no question of his becoming a professional pianist. But he was encyclopedically knowledgeable about music and already had the makings of the fine teacher and significant musicologist he would become, serving as a chronicler of Schnabel’s lessons for future generations.

There was Schnabel’s illegitimate daughter, who showed up in his life one year with a son in tow and was warmly welcomed into the family. There were a handful of other students from around Europe.

And there was me.

I turned ten that summer on Lake Como. I learned to ride a bicycle there, wobbling down the narrow roads—and once, when a truck came up beside me, freaking out and falling so hard that I needed stitches on my chin from a doctor who was slightly inebriated from his lunchtime wine. I still have the scar to show for it.

And I started on a journey of learning about music from the source of the German piano tradition.

There’s a genealogy of pianists and their teachers, like the “begat”s in the Bible. Beethoven taught Carl Czerny, who became famous for his exercises for improving piano technique. Czerny taught a whole roster of notable students, including Franz Liszt and Theodor Leschetizky. Leschetizky, a brilliant teacher, taught Paderewski, the phenomenally popular virtuoso of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century who became prime minister of his native Poland, and he taught the young Artur Schnabel. And Schnabel, of course, taught me. So in the family tree of teacher-student relationships, I am in a line going back to Beethoven.

That isn’t all that extraordinary, though. Leschetizky is the weak link in that chain. He taught everybody. I’ve called him a “teaching ho.” There are thousands of descendants of Beethoven walking the streets of this planet today as a result of Leschetizky and his unstinting labors. So I can’t really claim to be anything special on that account.

Schnabel was solid and short—he stood all of five foot four—with a mischievous smile and an ineffable personal magnetism. Like many other Europeans of that generation who came to English later in life, he spoke slowly and carefully, letting the words roll around in his mouth as if savoring their taste. He sounded like Richard Burton with a German accent. “First hear, then play,” he would say. To some people, it sounded backward: he must have meant it the other way round. But he was being absolutely precise. What he meant was that we needed to form an idea of what we wanted the music to sound like before even touching our fingers to the keys. You must have in your inner ear the exact sound you’re going for. Once you put down a note without purpose or without intention, you can’t retrieve it. Then you are left having to build the rest of your performance on an accident.

His aphoristic style and his precise diction only emphasized the sense that what he was offering you was the pure distillation of piano wisdom. His teaching method was to give you a whole lifetime’s worth of experience about whatever piece you brought in. Once. It was up to you to figure out what to make of it.

Schnabel wasn’t a flashy virtuoso. He was simply the greatest musician at the keyboard I’ve ever heard. His playing had an irresistible élan—what the Germans call Schwung—as if he were grabbing you and twirling you in a dance. For many musicians, the beats in a measure can become aggressive, downward events, like nails driven into a coffin. Bang, bang, bang, bang. One! Two! Three! Four! For Schnabel, they were an upward impetus, like springs, launching you forward to the next point. His playing defied gravity in that way. It caught you up and didn’t let you down until the piece was over. Some people felt he had a tendency to rush, because his playing was so inexorably propelled by this sense of forward motion.

His performances were never about him. They were all about the composer. In an era when the cult of personality was still flourishing, Schnabel was insistent that a performer serve the score. He abhorred any kind of showmanship. Indeed, his programs—a whole evening of Beethoven or Schubert, without a single crowd-pleasing bonbon like a Chopin mazurka or Liszt operatic paraphrase—were often considered boring, particularly in the United States, where he was long seen as something of an acquired taste. He certainly didn’t pander to his listeners. Once he told his wife that he felt sorry for the audience during a recital he gave of Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations. He was the one enjoying it, and he was the one getting paid, while his listeners, who had paid to hear it, had to sit through it and suffer.

His wife, Therese, the singer, played a considerable role in Schnabel’s musical formation. She was six years older and a head taller than her husband, with a sharp-faced look that belied her inner warmth, and she was an extraordinary musician herself. Schnabel used to say that everything he had learned about music he learned from Therese; I don’t think he was just being gallant. In her prime, she had a rich contralto—Richard Strauss wrote the song “Traum durch die Dämmerung” for her—and though that wasn’t much in evidence by the time I met her, she still taught a number of students (including the British tenor Peter Pears). She and her husband had often performed together in the early years of their marriage, particularly specializing in Schubert lieder (Schnabel also composed a number of songs for her himself). And she listened with a sharp ear to his playing. There’s a story about Schnabel, relatively late in his career, obsessively practicing “Träumerei,” one of the best-known sections of Robert Schumann’s piano cycle “Kinderszenen”—a piece so easy that it can be played by intermediate piano students. Suddenly, from another part of the house, Therese shouted, “Artur—you’ve got it! You’ve been playing it wrong for forty years!” What’s notable, of course, is not only that Therese was attuned to such minute details but that Schnabel was so intently revisiting the piece in the first place.

But that was Schnabel’s attitude. He wanted to penetrate to the heart of a score and understand what the composer really wanted. He was most interested in works that allowed him to keep asking questions, probing, exploring—“music,” as he used to say, “that is better than it can be performed.” Early in his career, he had a fairly large repertory, including plenty of Chopin and Liszt. By the time I met him, though, he was focusing mainly on Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert, simply because he thought they were the best. Beethoven remained his calling card. He played all thirty-two of the sonatas in a series of concerts in Berlin in 1927, the centennial of Beethoven’s death, and while he wasn’t the first pianist to perform them as a cycle, he was certainly the first to record them, a project that took him about ten years. He also prepared the edition of the sonatas I mentioned before: the printed scores, that is, with his own exhaustive annotations as well as Beethoven’s own markings. Schnabel’s comments are in slightly smaller type.

“You are not a pianist,” Leschetizky once told Schnabel. “You are a musician.” It was rather an ambiguous compliment, but it wasn’t off the mark. Pianists, in Leschetizky’s parlance, came out of the nineteenth-century tradition of solo virtuosos, which involved a lot of glamour and glitz, performances that showcased technical feats and fireworks, and performers who weren’t above modifying a composer’s score with their own embellishments to enhance their own effect. Schnabel, by contrast, really cared only about the music. Leschetizky, accordingly, gave him pieces like the subtle, dreamy sonatas of Franz Schubert—sonatas that, at the time, virtually nobody performed. He called them “food for a musician.” Schnabel became a veritable Schubert pioneer, the first to offer much of his piano music in any serious way in public performance.

Soloists didn’t play chamber music, either—that was something for people who weren’t good enough to play alone. But Schnabel played chamber music all the time. He formed his first professional trio in 1902. It was a smashing success, and over the years until the 1930s there were to be four different incarnations of the Schnabel Trio, including such luminaries as the violinist Carl Flesch and the cellist Gregor Piatigorsky. As I said, Schnabel also accompanied his wife in song recitals, an activity that many solo pianists used to consider beneath them. At a performance shortly before their marriage in 1905, they programmed the Hugo Wolf song “Mein Liebster ist so klein,” my beloved is so small, which Therese sang with a pointed grin at her accompanist. The audience ate it up.

But Schnabel’s main interest was his own composing. For his entire life, he thought of himself as primarily a composer, not a pianist. His music is startling. You might think he would have emulated the Classical composers he loved, but Schnabel the composer was very much a child of his time. He actually did play some contemporary music, especially earlier in his career. He was certainly friends with a number of contemporary composers, starting in the days when he and Richard Strauss played skat—Strauss’s favorite card game and lifelong passion—in the early years of the century in Berlin. In the 1940s, he became very close to the Czech émigré Ernst Krenek and the American composer Roger Sessions. (Sessions once asked him why he didn’t play the music of Arnold Schoenberg, since he admired it so much. Schnabel’s response was that he played only music that was problematic for him, and Schoenberg’s was not.) And there is a picture of him and Paul Hindemith on the floor, heads to the ground, watching one of Hindemith’s less-known passions: his model trains, passing them on their tiny tracks.

Given all this, it is less surprising that Schnabel’s music is so very much a product of the twentieth century. It is advanced, sophisticated, intense, and almost entirely atonal. It’s wonderful, passionate music, and it’s huge. His second symphony lasts an hour; some of his five string quartets—a core part of his output, each of them an outburst of humanity—are forty-five minutes long. Unfortunately, whether because his music is too challenging, is too long, or lacks the right champions, Schnabel as performer has trumped Schnabel as composer in the eyes of posterity, and his music, these days, is largely neglected.

More proof that Schnabel was more a musician than a pianist is that he wasn’t really concerned with piano technique per se. This was one reason he didn’t work with children: he didn
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