Eugene Ormandy
In March, 1967, I had decided to leave the University of Montana to explore professional orchestra conducting.  I was familiar enough with civic orchestras to know that this was not my goal.   I would either start much higher up or not do it at all and to this end I took off a week from classes and flew back East to meet with several top conductors in hopes of attaching myself to them somehow as an apprentice.

My introduction to Mr. Ormandy was due to two men who had been very complimentary about my conducting, Milton Katims, then conductor of the Seattle Symphony, which I had guest conducted the previous year, and Louis Wersen, head of public school music in Philadelphia and president of MENC.  Wersen later wrote, 
When I attended the Northwest Music Educators Convention in Missoula, Montana last March, I had the privilege of hearing the University of Montana Concert Band perform under the direction of David Whitwell.  Of the many bands I heard while traveling around the country to the six Divisional Conventions, I would say that Dr. Whitwell’s conducting ability produced the finest.  He is a young man of great musical potential and, equally important, an outstanding scholar.

When he expressed to me his desire to expand his education I helped arrange for him to study with Dr. Eugene Ormandy.
I first met with Mr. Ormandy when the orchestra was on tour in Ann Arbor and my former teacher, Mason Jones, arranged for the brief meeting during a break in the rehearsal.  Of course I had no idea what kind of questions Ormandy might ask and this added to my understandably nervous state.  We shook hands and sat down in a small room given to him back stage and he said, “Many people want to be conductors, but only a very few have the special talent.  Do you?”  I answered, “That’s what people say.”  And he invited me to come to Philadelphia the following season.
In our many discussions, Mr. Ormandy talked at length with me about his early days as a conductor, beginning with the often quoted story of his discovery by the New York agent, Saul Hurok.  According to the traditionally quoted version, and the version he himself presented the public, Ormandy was a violinist in a small theater orchestra in New York City when the regular conductor phoned in sick and Ormandy, without notice had to replace him.  Hurok, who attended in order to hear a singer, instead discovered Ormandy.  Mr. Ormandy told me that what really happened was that the conductor called him in advance saying he was in a motel in New Jersey with a young lady and asked Ormandy to take the matinee for him.

After 1934 Leopold Stokowski decided to cut back on the number of concerts he was doing with the Philadelphia Orchestra and Ormandy, who had guest conducted a number of times, was eventually hired for five years in a co-conductor arrangement with Stokowski.  Mr. Ormandy said that Stokowski told him that he would reserve for himself all the “big works” and that Ormandy should do overtures, etc.  While Ormandy did more than that, he did tell me that it was a fortunate arrangement, for it gave him more time to learn the basic repertoire, much of which he was still doing for the first time.  Indeed, an older orchestra member told me that in the early days Ormandy used to come to rehearsal with red eyes, an evident clue that he was up most of the night learning the scores.

He also discussed the enormous influence of Toscanini in those early days on the profession and on himself in particular, speaking with great sincerity of his admiration for Toscanini.   He told a charming story regarding Toscanini’s famous return to New York in 1936, having sworn never to return when he left some years earlier.  Ormandy obtained the rehearsal schedule, which was held in Carnegie Hall.  He described entering the third balcony, crawling on his hands and knees in the dark, hiding behind a little wall which used to be there, because Toscanini would generally not permit observers of his rehearsals.  Crawling along, his head bumped into something.  He looked up and saw every important conductor in America on their hands and knees!  This particular discussion led to his mention of a few contemporary conductors and he made a point of mentioning that the only conductor he refused to go hear was Herbert von Karajan.  This was because of Karajan’s custom of conducting while his eyes were closed and Ormandy could simply not understand how anyone could conduct an orchestra without looking at the players.  He told me that he knew that if he went to one of Karajan’s concerts he would get mad and walk out and that would cause a great scandal.
During the year I spent with Ormandy I found him to be, in private, entirely cordial.  More than this, there were times when I felt I was seeing an Ormandy no one else knew.  After a concert, changing to a suit and vest in order to return to greet people waiting in the “green room,” standing there completely nude as we talked, this was sometimes literal as well as figurative.  I think it was because he saw me as someone who would soon be gone from Philadelphia and his world, that he could open up a bit.  This is important because he had carefully created an environment, and he discussed this with me, in which no one had any claims on him.  At that time he had had more than 30 single year contracts to conduct the orchestra.  The management would have been delighted to give him a longer contract, but he would only accept a year at a time.  Following the same logic, he did not live in Philadelphia, his home was in the Berkshires somewhere.  He would fly into town the night before the first rehearsal and fly out the morning after the last concert of the season.  He was an eternal visitor and he saw this as an important physiological tool for preventing the board and influential Philadelphians from feeling they “owned him,” as he put it. A few years before they had had a particularly bitter strike by the orchestra.  He told me he stayed in the Berkshires and never made a single gesture to help either the players or the management, even though both sides were pleading for his help.   He would answer back, when you have an orchestra ready to play, I will return to conduct.

Because of this planned isolation, I would be surprised if he had many close friends in Philadelphia.   And, on the basis of a story he told me about Bernstein, the environment he created may have been wider.  The great national bicentennial was looming in the future and Ormandy had been given a substantial amount of money with which to commission a composition to celebrate the occasion from anyone he chose.  After some thought, he wrote to Bernstein offering him the commission.   To his chagrin, he told me that Bernstein never answered the letter!

There were some things about him which bordered on paranoia.  At about five feet, five inches, he frequently made remarks to me about his height.  He said to me (five feet 11 inches), one day, “It must be great to be a big person!”  I was, of course, amazed at this, for if there is anything you can do nothing about, it is your height.  It was odd to hear one of the most famous persons of the world, a wealthy man with the greatest job in the world, worrying about a few inches of height.  He mentioned this several times to me and I noticed that when he had a soloist he would always shake hands while standing on the podium in order to gain some height as the audience looked at the two of them.  
At the time I knew him he had been doing 200 concerts a year for about 30 years.  Even with all that experience I found him to have areas of real insecurity.  He was very worried when he played Baroque music, for he had been criticized for stylistic “errors” in the past.  He told me he had no idea what the critics were talking about and he wanted me to talk about this with him.  Similarly, he was very hesitant to perform new music, unless he could have a rehearsal, or “air” tape, beforehand.  I got the feeling he was afraid he would make some great mistake, like playing a movement twice too fast, or half as fast, as the composer wanted.  He would have never done this, of course, for his instincts were flawless.

He was very sensitive that I might hear something in rehearsal that he did not hear.  Due to an early mistake, I quickly learned to be very careful in comments that might suggest something of this sort.  We were sitting out in the hall while William Smith, the assistant conductor, was conducting and I said to him, “I wonder why it is so difficult to get the contrabass players to always play with vibrato.”  He said nothing, but at the break which followed the manager came out and announced a special sectional rehearsal with the contra bass players at the end of the regular rehearsal!  And, of course, all these men, who had other plans, found themselves in a short rehearsal during which Ormandy talked about the importance of always using vibrato.

His listening was very much focused on the string parts and it never seemed to concern him if the edition of the music called for wind articulations which did not match the strings in unison passages.  There were other things in rehearsal which he either did not hear, or elected not to hear.  I came to wonder about a story which players had talked about as a demonstration of his great ear.  It was said that, in earlier years, you could come up to Ormandy and shake the coins in your pocket and Ormandy would say, “two quarters, one dime, two nickels and one penny.”

He worried about what the men were saying about him or his family (his brother, Martin, was a cellist in the NY Philharmonic) and of course I never quoted anything I heard.  Once I found a young man in the office who turned out to be Ormandy’s nephew, a young man who was having a difficult time getting started in life.  Ormandy questioned me at length about this. Are the men talking about my nephew?  Do the men blame me for the boy’s problems? And, of course, I am sure no one in the orchestra ever noticed the young man, or knew who he was.
I was more interested in the great talents of the man.  I doubt that any conductor has worked under such pressure, except perhaps Mahler in the days in Vienna when he was conducting 12 or 15 different operas, on 20 or more evenings per month.  On a typical Monday, there would be in the morning the first rehearsal for the program at the end of the week.  In the afternoon there would be a recording session using entirely different repertoire, and sometimes it was recording excerpts for material taped years ago.  The principal oboist once remarked that he had to finish a phrase on tape which had been begun years ago by his teacher, and without hearing it in advance!  Then on Monday evening there would be the final concert of the previous week’s program – still different repertoire.  He did almost everything from memory in those days and I marveled that he could keep so many different scores “current” in his memory.  Depending on whatever else was going on in his life, there were times when I felt he couldn’t do it all.  I remember once a performance of the Jupiter Symphony of Mozart, which of course he conducted without a score, when it was apparent to me that he really didn’t remember the music.  There were a lot of things catching him by surprise.
One great native gift was his understanding of music on a purely subjective basis.  While he marked bowing, and sometimes orchestration changes, in his scores, I don’t think, based on our discussions, that he ever “studied” a score’s grammar – analysizing chords, etc.  I am sure he could have done this, but he preferred to understand music by ear, not by eye.  And, I hasten to say, I thought the musical results were flawless.  He seemed always “right” to me.  I recall, for example, one week when he programmed an unfinished viola concerto by Bartok, which someone had “finished.”  It was clear in the first reading that Ormandy had not studied this score at all; he read along in the score while the orchestra played to his perfunctory beat.  When they reached the end of the work, Ormandy said “once more, please,” and they began at the beginning again.  Now one could hear a basic shape taking place, the result of his having heard the work only one time.  By about the fourth time they read through it, it was now a beautifully shaped performance.
Another great gift was the ability to see, in his mind, the entire architectural of even very long compositions.  There was a remarkable demonstration of this in the very first week of the season.  One of the duties of William Smith, the assistant conductor, was to make timings with a stopwatch of movements during each rehearsal and concert.  Over the years a journal had been created which listed all these times, so that one could look in this book and see that Ormandy’s average performance time of, say Bruckner’s Fourth Symphony, was 65 minutes.  This information was vital in program planning for the contract the union had with the management at that time placed a specific limit on the length of the concert.  I no longer remember what the time limit was, but the time between movements counted as did the time between compositions.  One result was that sometimes the orchestra had to discourage applause, for if the total minutes exceeded whatever the time limit was, the management was forced to pay triple-overtime or something draconian like that.
In this first week of the season a performance of the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto had been scheduled with a touring lady from Russia.  No one knew this artist, but, being a violinist himself and in consulting the time book, Ormandy felt safe in programming on the same program the Fourth Symphony of Bruckner.  This lady violinist only appeared for the Friday morning rehearsal, the previous four days having been spent by Ormandy and the orchestra in putting together a wonderful performance of the symphony.   Ormandy and the lady met for the first time on stage and proceeded to play the concerto.  Although this is one of the most familiar works in the repertoire, here was a performance so different as to be almost unrecognizable.  The lady played it VERY slow, as if in her town in Russia she had never heard a recording of it.  Ormandy called a break and came out into the hall where I was sitting with Smith.  The first thing Ormandy said was, “how much over are we?”  By this he was referring to the contract time limit.  Smith replied, “five minutes, Maestro.  What are you going to do?”  Ormandy, too much a gentleman to speak to the lady about her interpretation, said, “I will take five minutes off the Bruckner.”  Of course, as a young, idealistic conductor I was shocked.  I usually did not attend the Friday afternoon concerts for they were the famous “ladies concert,” consisting of a very noisy audience.  But I stayed, sitting in Ormandy’s box with my score and stopwatch.  He took off exactly five minutes and even though I had been to each rehearsal that week, and knew in advance he was going to do this, at no time was I aware that anything was going faster.  He was able to snip off very small units of time over this large canvas in so logical a manner that nothing ever sounded rushed or faster.  I am sure the orchestra, who were not told of his plans, were never aware that this performance was in fact faster.  It was an amazing demonstration of this gift which a fine conductor must have.
As an introduction to my study with Ormandy, I must first discuss his rehearsals.  At the time I was there, the orchestra was not yet on a full-year season and the first rehearsal at which I was present was also the first rehearsal of the new season.  Ormandy made very brief welcoming comments and then called for the Bruckner, Fourth Symphony.   They began at the beginning of the first movement and performed the work, only stopping after about 20 minutes because of a bowing question.  During this 20 minutes I, in my then youthful and inexperienced naïveté, was wondering, when is he going to begin rehearsing?  I was sitting in the hall next to the assistant conductor, William Smith, who at this movement turned to me and said, “Oh, it sure ruins a good rehearsal to have to stop!”  At that moment I realized I was in a world unfamiliar to my past experience in watching band directors.

I might add here that Ormandy did most rehearsals without scores, certainly in the case of the basic repertoire, including the basic concerti.  It did not seem to me that Ormandy ever had any discussion with a soloist before the first rehearsal.  They worked out the agreed interpretation as they went along.  In one notable exception Ormandy and Daniel Barenboim never did agree on the style of the last movement of the Beethoven Fifth Concerto.  A titanic contest of wills continued all week, resulting in unusually dramatic and emotional concerts.  An interesting case was a concert of standard works during the visit of Lorin Maazel.  I heard all of his rehearsals and the Friday concert.  Then the orchestra did a run-out trip to Baltimore and New York.  I heard their performance back in Philadelphia on Monday night when they returned.  To my utter surprise it was an entirely different interpretation from Friday!  I asked Lorin what happened and he said he didn’t know, but that the orchestra just took on a life of its own!
In the case of less than famous pianists Ormandy would sometimes seem bored in rehearsal and during their cadenzas would appear to absent-mindedly tap on the top of the piano lid with his baton.  It drove the young artists mad, of course.  I also recall, looking at the score for one of the Beethoven concerti, a place where the orchestra was silent for a bar or so while the piano played a great sweep of notes down the keyboard and then back up again.  Looking at the score I wondered how any conductor’s ear would be good enough to nail a single sixty-fourth note Eb with which the orchestra’s return must be co-ordinated.  I was most interested in rehearsal to see how Ormandy did this.  It was easy, he just continued conducting  and this forced the pianist to manipulate these many notes in order that his Eb would come on the Maestro’s beat!

All subsequent rehearsals were like that first one, playing non-stop through the composition each day, with the first concert on Friday afternoon.  My learning experience in rehearsal, therefore, depended on my thorough study of the score in advance, in order that I could just listen and contemplate the subtle characteristics of Ormandy’s interpretation.  I was free to discuss anything I heard with him, but since he worked from a subjective perspective I very quickly found that he was not responsive to any question about the grammar of the music, chords, form and etc.  If I began a question, “How did you decide in the recapitulation to...,” at the word, “recapitulation” he would visibly freeze, respond, “that’s what the Master wanted,” and quickly walk away.  On the other hand, he maintained two sets of scores, one he used in rehearsal and another in which he had previously marked bowings.  This score he allowed me to have and by studying his bowings I was easily able to understand elements of his interpretation which he perhaps might have had difficulty in expressing in words.
I should say a word about these other scores.  Ormandy was commendable in learning a fairly large number of new scores each year.  By new, it was rarely a contemporary work, but rather an 18th or 19th century composition he had not performed before.  In these cases he would personally mark almost every bowing of every string part.  Professional copyists would then enter these bowing into the parts.  I was puzzled by this for the orchestra had the finest string section in the world at that time and much of the bowing, especially in 18th century works, fell into the category of routine bowings.  So I asked him why it was worth his time to sit down and mark every bowing of each string part, in view of his wonderful players.  His answer was that it was for psychological purposes to save time in rehearsal.  He said that if he had proposed a specific bowing in rehearsal, the concertmeister would respond, “Oh no, we can’t do that....” and a time consuming argument would ensue.  But, on the other hand, proof of the power of the eye, as he put it, if the marking were already on the parts, the players would play them without comment, even if they had no idea whose markings they were.  Much of the famous “Ormandy string sound” was found in these markings and I learned stylistic things studying them that I would later carry over in wind instrument performance.
One by-product of his system of marking bowings was that after more than 30 years the orchestral library of the Philadelphia Orchestra was really an Ormandy library of performance materials.  Consequently guest conductors had to bring their music, none was allowed to use Ormandy’s parts for fear they might make changes.  Who would think, if you were engaged as a guest conductor, that you would have to go out and rent the music yourself!  I was in the office of Ormandy’s secretary one week when the next week’s guest conductor stopped by.  He nearly fell over when she sweetly asked, “Maestro, did you bring your music?”  There was that year one exception.  A now well-known Spanish conductor came as a guest in the spring, with a translator in hand.  The conductor would scream and yell in Spanish in rehearsal and his translator would say, “Gentlemen, the maestro asks if it would please be possible to...?”  Well, this guy was bad and each day of the week the orchestra sounded worse.  By the end of Thursday’s rehearsal the self-pride of the members of the orchestra, which was very strong, came to the rescue; they simply would not permit themselves to sound poorly in concert.  So they quietly arranged for the librarian to collect all the Spaniard’s parts and replace them with Ormandy’s.  Then on Friday they calmly ignored the Spaniard and played an “Ormandy” concert.  The clueless Spaniard smiled broadly as he listened.
One topic Ormandy was eager to discuss with me was examples of his use of psychology in maintaining control of the orchestra and he provided me with a number of examples.  For example, he pointed out that in so far as possible he never made any negative comments to anyone during rehearsal, but would say, “could I please see you after rehearsal?”  After rehearsal he would quickly retreat to his office, closing the door.  I saw strong men, shaking with fear as they knocked on that door.  That very thought eliminated much opposition in rehearsal.

Another example I witnessed was particularly clever.  At some point during the early weeks of the Fall, a member of the management came to rehearsal and handed out pocket calendars.  But these calendars were for the calendar year three years in the future and they listed not only the date and time of every concert, but the repertoire for each concert and the times of each rehearsal, etc.  This alone was an interesting psychological ploy, for it meant every concert was a concert each player was looking forward to. And if you were a horn player who dreaded that high G# in the Beethoven A Major Symphony, you had months to prepare for it.  Anyway, one day Ormandy began the rehearsal by mentioning a day in March of the following year when the Orchestra would be on a brief Mid-West tour.  There was a day in the calendar which indicated a day off.  Ormandy explained that, for some reason or other, he needed a brief rehearsal on that monring.  “My Friends, would it be possible for us to do this?”  Ormandy knew well that these busy artists would have often already planned other things on these days off, so he continued, “would this be a problem for anyone?”  About 7 men raised their hands and what Ormandy did next was typical Ormandy.  He first turned to a new member who had just been in the orchestra for a few weeks and asked “Do you think it might be possible, for the sake of the orchestra, to change you plans so we can have this rehearsal?”  Needless to say, the man quickly capitulated.  And so Ormandy went from man to man, from the most insecure to the next least secure, etc., and each in turn, following those who had already capitulated agreed to change their plans.  Finally there was only one problem player left, a very strong-willed and powerful principal player.  By the time Ormandy got to him he was the last man left who could not make this extra rehearsal, the single person preventing the orchestra from having this important rehearsal, so he meekly agreed to change his plans.
It is not quite in this same category, but one day I was with him in his private office when a trombone player came in to protest that he believed he deserved a higher raise than that which had recently been announced.  Ormandy looked at him and said, sweetly, “But last February, in St. Louis, you missed a note.”  The man left without a word.

There was also some teaching in the form of giving me specific “tricks of the trade.”  One, for example, dwelt with recording sessions.  Often it happens in a recording session that the engineer wants the orchestra to play Letter B from some movement recorded yesterday, or last week, etc.  In order to be able to splice this excerpt in, the conductor must produce the exact tempo already on tape from the earlier session.  This is not easy for the conductor is at least one day more mature, may feel more or less healthy or energetic than the previous session and may have experienced things in his daily life which color his emotions, etc.  So the trick, said Ormandy, is to have the engineer play back some measures before the spot he wants to splice for the purpose of allowing the orchestra to match the pitch – a very understandable request.  The players concentrate on playing softly with the tape to make sure their pitch matches and the conductor does nothing.  Then, now being time to record, Ormandy suggested that the conductor should give a first beat rather devoid of character, one not demonstrative of any specific tempo.  The players, having heard the previous bars in the play-back will now unconsciously play the very same tempo as was on the tape.  Once the players have produced the correct tempo, the conductor joins in.  I had a need to do this, in fact, the following year when recording with one of the Czech Radio Orchestras.  I did exactly what he recommended and it worked great!

In addition to this variety of learning experiences, there was, of course, the learning experience of hearing, daily, for an entire year very great performances of very great music.  Some of those performances I can still vividly hear, 40 years later.  In fact, Milton Katims, then conductor of the Seattle Symphony, had predicted that this would be the most valuable experience of all.  He said, “you will have in your ear the highest quality string model and you will never forget it.”  He was right.
There was also a learning experience in acoustics.  The very first concert of the season, as a kind of trial concert, was in a local high school gym.  It didn’t sound like the Philadelphia orchestra.  It sounded like a high school honor orchestra.
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