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Kífice Lm/Wm Hfíss> 2 S
He was born, the eidest of three children, in Law- 

rence, M assachusetts, on Aug. 25, 1918. His parents 
were Russian Jews who had come to the United States 
from the province of Rovno in Russia. Soon after his 
b irth  the íam ily moved to Boston. Samuel Bernstein, 
his ía ther, built up a prosperous business in beauty- 
parlor and barber-shop equipm ent, but the family was 
by no means well off, particu larly  in his younger years.
Bernstein has described himself as a “ scared, sickly, 
skinny k id ,” and when the family moved to a new 
neighborhood, he did not escape beatings by the local 
young toughs, who were always hostile to strangers 
and newcomers.

,ii. H is obsession with music, as it m ight 
be term ed, burst into flame in the fall of 1928, when an 
uprigh t piano belonging to his Aunt C lara was moved 
into the Bernstein parlor. At once the young boy began 
to improvise, to play by ear the popular and classical 
tunes he had heard , and to experiment, technically. At 
13 he composed a piano concerto which he later de
scribed as “a war between the Russians and the Gyp- 
sies.”  ̂ ------ ----------------------

At 14, however, he went to H einrich G ebhard, one 
of Boston’s most respected teachers, and was put into 
the musical custody of Helen Coates, G ebhard ’s as- 
sistant. He was fortúnate, for Miss Coates sensed his 
brilliant ab ility  from the beginning, and showed in
finite patience with and sym pathy for her eager, naive 
and explosive young pupil. She understood his impa- 
tience with piano studies and practice, but insisted on 
self-discipline, and so won his heart and respect that 
as soon as he became known and successful he sent for 
her to become his personal secretary and representa- 
tive, which she still is. A lthough he studied with Geb
hard, later, it was M iss Coates who was the decisive 
influence in his train ing as a musician.

H e went to the Boston Latin  School, the best of Bos
ton s public schools, for his keen intelligence and ver- 
sa tility  of mind were by now clearly evident. '

’ ' ..........- jít- í... - -

He was graduated  in 1935 and proceeded to 
H arvard  U niversity.

At H arvard  he studied w’ith A rthur T illm an M erritt, 
W alter Pistón and Edw ard Burlingam e H ill, and met 
Aaron Copland, who exerted a m ajor influence upon 
him as a composer and became a lifelong friend. In 
1937 he met D im itri M itropoulos, who was conducting 
some concerts of the Boston Symphony. H e played for 
M itropoulos, who was impressed w ith him at once and 
invited him to attend  his rehearsals with the orchestra. 
From  tha t day dated  B ernstein’s trem endous adm ira-

tion for M itropoulos’s intellectual power, unorthodox 
technique and em otional dynam ism, as a conductor.



By 1939 it was obvious tha t he was destined for a 
notable career of some kind in music, and he went to 
the C urtis Institiite  in Philadelphia where he studied

piano with Isabelle Vengerova (who had been a  teacher 
and friend of the young Serge Prokofieff in R u s s ia ) ; 
orchestration with Randall Thom pson; and conduct- 
ing with F ritz  Reiner.

One of the greatest influences in his Ufe and the deci- 
sive model for his conducting was Serge K oussevitzky, 
conductor of the Boston Symphony. Bernstein studied 
conducting with Koussevitzky a t Tanglew ood (th e  
Berkshire M usic Center) in the sum m ers of 1940 and 
1941. From Koussevitzky he derived a sense of pas- 
sionate, physical realization of the rhy thm  and sound 
of music, a sort of ecstatic identification of the inter- 
preter with the composer and perform ers, which mani- 
fested themselves in violent, sometimes grotesque, bu t 
always musically m otivated, movement. In  the pupil, 
this unorthodox podium behavior often reached chore- 
ographic lengtJis, especially in his early  years, and to 
this day he occasionally bursts forth  into a sort of 
dance when he is overcome with excitem ent.

But, though he scorns Bülow’s d ictum  of the brain  
of ñre and the. heart of ice, Bernstein is, technically, a  
m aster conductor, who can control the most terrifyingly 
complex modern scores with absolute au tho rity . He 
may take feet, or yards, where Reiner would have taken 
inches, to communicate with the orchestra, b u t the re- 
sults have the sam . spiendor and security . And, like 
Koussevitzky, he gives com pletely of him self to every 
perform ance. He has never been known to conduct in 
a bored or listless manner. ' ‘ ' ’

VVhile he was a t Tanglewood, he a ttrac ted  the atten- 
tion of A rtur Rodzinski, a t th a t tim e M usical D irector 
of the New York Philharmonic. Rodzinski engaged him

as A ssistant Conductor for-the season of 1943-44. The 
lives of assistant conductors can be cruelly uneventful; 
but anypne who knew Leonard Bernstein knew that 
he would be ready, if his great opportunity  came, and 
would probably have been willing to wager tha t it 
would come. I t did, on Nov. 14, 1943, when he substi- 
tu ted  at short notice for Bruno W aller and made a 
debut with the orchestra that created a sensation in the 
press com parable w ith th a t stirred up by Lawrence 
T ib b e tt’s perform ance as Ford in V erdi’s F a h ta §  a t 
the M etropolitan  Opera, some years earlier. At 25, 
Bernstein was famous, yet it was to be many long years 
before he could settle down w ith a m ajor American or
chestra to build a lasting career.

B ut it was not only as a conductor th a t he was mak- 
ing his m ark. H is Jeremiah  Sym phony, composed in 
1 9 4 1 _4 4 _ won the New York M usic Critics Circle 
Award for 1944. I t  was dedicated to his father, who 
had every reason to be proud of him. H is lusty, jazzy, 
irresistible score for Jerom e R obbins’s ballet Fancy  
Free, a po rtra it of three sailors on a sum m er’s eve in 
New Y ork, was an explosive success, when th a t work 
had its prem iere by Ballet T heatre , in the M etropolitan 
O pera House, on April 18, 1944. f-"

( D



r - r -  . . . *• In  1956,
his score for L illian H ellm an’s Candide shared the 
succés d ’estime oí Ihat work. H is score for On thc  
W aterjront  proved him  a film composer of the first 
order.

From 1951 ihrough 1955, liernstein was head oí the 
Orchestra and Conducting D epartm ent of the B erk
shire Music C enler; and from 1951 to 1956 he was pro- 
fessor of music a t Brandéis U niversity. In 1955 he 
launched his series of lectures on the Omnibus  tele
visión própram with im niediale success. H is audience 
was estim ated at 11 million listeners. In his later tele-

D im itri M itropoulos began a six-season tenure as 
Music D irector of the New York Philharm onic in 
1951-52. D uring this period Bernstein had been a fre- 
quent guest, and in 1957-58, M itropoulos and B ern
stein were appointed Principal C onductors of the o r
chestra. One year later, in 1958-59, Bernstein became 
musical director, a post he held until 1969; a t the 
conclusión of his active term  of Service, he was m ade 
lauréate conductor of the orchestra for life. ’
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