Bernstein at the Coast
Breakthroughs, assimilations, searching, questions
Our recent Bernstein at 100 concert on July 26, 2018, Burton Chace Park, Marina del
Rey, was a milestone for the orchestra, and I wish to share some perspectives as an orchestra
administrator-president/executive director of SoCal Symphony Society and the orchestra-and
as an orchestra member in the 2nd Violin Section.
First as an administrator: my great thanks to Los Angeles County Department of
Beaches and Harbors in allowing us to pursue Conductor and Artistic Director Frank Fetta’s
concept of the concert. It was Fetta’s choice of programming, and his suggestion of
collaborating with Nancy Dobbs Owen and her fantastic Dance Company.
Thanks to Orchestra Manager Helene Mirich-Spear for assembling the musicians of the
orchestra.
The printed music of Bernstein is under the representation of music publisher Boosey &
Hawkes. Orchestra Librarian Tom McEvilley dedicated his careful attention to ordering the
music, then filling the folders of the various parts within the orchestra.
Thanks to Aunti M productions, Martyn Klaus, Jim Ciancaglini and Staﬀ, for
coordinating the light and sound.
Always thanks to Stage Manager Hauk Graham, rushing from duty to duty.
Thanks to Concert Host Rich Capparela and his wonderful insights of his personal
experiences with Bernstein.
For us, this was a very large orchestra, with not only the standard configuration of
strings, winds, and brass-which on their own create a large orchestra, but there were two
timpanists, five percussionists, and piano/celesta.
Adding to looking after this large orchestra and its many components was
communicating and coordinating with an outside organization, Nancy Dobbs Owen Dance
Company. Ms. Owen was a willing and helpful collaborator in bringing together two previously
unknown to each other organizations-Dance Company and Orchestra. In management and
administration, cooperation makes for an easier time for all. What made the collaboration more
rewarding was the excellent and exciting dancing, or what I could see of it while coming up for
air during short breaks while playing the 2nd Violin part. The audience’s boisterous applause in
the middle of West Side Story, and at the concert’s conclusion, confirms my observations.
Thank you, Nancy.
As a composer, sitting inside this orchestra during rehearsals and concerts aﬀords me
an unmatched experience and education in getting inside the music, and sometimes inside the
head and heart of the composers whose works we perform.
As the rehearsals went on, and into the concert, to nearly
every man and woman in the orchestra with whom I discussed
the concert, this was their first all-Bernstein concert. I hope the
audience was aware of the specialness of this. And for some
musicians in the orchestra, most of whom are seasoned veterans,
this all-Bernstein concert ranked as one of the most diﬃcult.
Part of diﬃculties is that the music at its core is bedrock
American music. We know these American music styles, and this

familiarity meant we could not hide our playing because the audience also knows. The
Americana was transformed by Bernstein through rigorous compositional techniques (there is a
fugue in the West Side Story work), an encompassing knowledge of a wide variety of American
idioms and genres, and the respectful borrowing from other composers.
Did Bernstein consciously borrow from other composers? All composers borrow from
each other. Handel was long accused of borrowing other composers’ music, particularly from
Henry Purcell, and he was long in denials until he finally relented and said, yes, he borrowed
music from others for his use, but he always repaid with interest.
There is Bernstein’s hyper-active thought process where it seems even as he is writing
one section, incorporating one style into his own mix, his eyes are also on the horizon, looking,
searching for what else he can find, and assimilate. Bernstein’s assimilations are caring,
respectful, a giving back and a celebration.
The concert was divided between the not familiar: Symphonic Suite from “On the
Waterfront” (1955), and Three Dance Episodes from “On the Town” (1949); and the familiar:
Overture to “Candide” (1956) and Symphonic Dances from “Westside Story” (1961). The latter
two the orchestra has previously performed, with Overture to “Candide” a favorite of
Conductor Fetta.
The music from the Oscar winning movie “On the Waterfront” brought scenes of the
movie to memory: “You don't understand. I coulda had class. I coulda been a contender. I
coulda been somebody, instead of a bum, which is what I am, let's face it. It was you, Charley.”
The pigeons on the rooftop-both the loving and shocking moments. And the long, glorious
march of the bloodied Terry Malloy (Marlon Brando) answering the call to move freight as a
dock worker free from corruption, with encouragement from his girlfriend Edie Doyle (Eva Marie
Saint-a role for which she won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress.) The influences of Aaron
Copland are throughout the work. It is a careful and respectful assimilation of his friend’s
music.
What struck me was in the last section, around rehearsal mark 68, where there is an
agitated section of staccato notes in the trumpets which sounds like a direct quote for Bernard
Hermann’s incredible score for Alfred Hitchcock’s “North by Northwest” with Cary Grant and
Eva Marie Saint. This agitated music happens in the film when things are going ajar, particularly
the scene on Mount Rushmore. The question is that “North by Northwest” was produced in
1959, four years after “On the Waterfront.” Did Hermann steal this music from Bernstein, or did
Hermann use this music in other movies before “On the Waterfront” which Bernstein could
have heard and used, and which Hermann then recycled for “North by Northwest?”
Bernstein was legendary with his encyclopedic knowledge of American popular song,
Broadway musicals and the American song book. The music from “On the Town” bristles with
the excitement of New York, and with American brashness blaring forth. Something quite
striking was the music in the Bluesy second movement which brought to mind music of the
Dean of Black American Composers, William Grant Still and his “Afro-American Symphony” of
1930, composed nineteen years before “On the Town.” William Grant Still was a friend of
orchestra founder George Berres, both of whom worked in the music side of movies and
television. The orchestra was founded in 1963 in Westchester, home to LAX, and Still’s music is
part of the orchestra’s DNA. Did Bernstein, in his restless inquisitiveness, know the music of
William Grant Still?
Bernstein’s foray into Broadway with “Candide” created a long worked-on hybrid of
Broadway and Opera, or is it Opera and Broadway? The overture is lightness and breezy, but at
a lightning speed. It is the grace of the Eighteenth Century tucked inside a fast Twentieth
Century machine.

“West Side Story,” the milestone in Broadway musicals has its story which is as relevant now
as then, and whose music is part of America.
The music is mixed with song and dance of
the Americas, Broadway, Aaron Copland.
And was that an influence of Mahler going
by with the lovely and the grotesque?
Throughout the works performed there are
very solid, very strong, very dependable
compositional techniques. The structures
are finely balanced. The melodies and
phrases are so memorable and artistic, but
also very logical and finely crafted. The
melodies are so appealing that it is easy to
gloss over the workmanship and masterful
technique behind them.
We thank the audience who experienced this rare concert.
Next, “South Pacific,” Thursday, August 23 and a Special Saturday Performance,
August 25, both at 7:00PM at Burton Chace Park, Marina del Rey.
Thank you.
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