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San Francisco Conservatory of Music Library & Archives Oral History Project 

 

The Conservatoryôs Oral History Project has the goal of seeking out and collecting memories of 

historical significance to the Conservatory through recorded interviews with members of the 

Conservatory's community, which will then be preserved, transcribed, and made available to the 

public. 
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Robin Sutherland 

 

 
 

 

The American pianist, Robin Sutherland, studied with Rosina Lhevinne at the Juilliard School 

and with Paul Hersh at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music. While still an undergraduate, 

he was appointed principal pianist of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra (SFS) by Seiji 

Ozawa. The recipient of numerous awards, Sutherland was selected at 17 to be sole participant 

from the USA at the International Bach Festival, held at Lincoln Center. He was a finalist in the 

International Bach Competition in Washington DC and has performed all of J.S. Bachôs 

keyboard works. 

 

An avid chamber musician, Robin Sutherland is co-director of the Telluride Players and a regular 

performer at the Bay Chamber Concerts in Rockport, Maine. Many composers have dedicated 

works to him, and among the world premieres in which he has participated was that of John 

Adamsôs Grand Pianola Music, with members of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra. 

 

A frequent soloist with the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, Robin Sutherland has been 

featured in Leonard Bernsteinôs Age of Anxiety with Michael Tilson Thomas conducting, in San 

Francisco and on tour, and last May he was featured in Martinôs Petite Symphonie concertante. 

In 1996, his recording of J.S. Bachôs Goldberg Variations (BWV 988) was released on the 

dôNote label. 
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January 29, 2016 

 

UPDIKE  It is January 29, 2016. This is Tessa Updike in the Conservatoryôs archives 

with Robin Sutherland, and weôre doing an interview for the Conservatoryôs Oral History 

Project. So Robin, could you start out by telling us a little bit about your early history? Where 

and when you were born? 

 

SUTHERLAND It was a dark and stormy night. Actually no é it was stormy all right, but 

it was morning. It was a cold, stormy morning, March 5, 1951 in Denver, at St. Josephôs hospital. 

I donôt remember the weather that day, but I do remember weather on subsequent birthdays, and 

it was always crappy in Colorado in the first week of March. Most of my birthdays after I got old 

enough to handle a snow shovel were spent doing just that ï shoveling snow on my birthday. 

Finally, when I was fourteen or fifteen, they said, ñWhat do you want for your birthday?ò I said, 

ñNot to shovel snow today.ò Believe it or not, they fell for it. 

 

UPDIKE  
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her ï who she most resembled was the British comedian Beatrice Lillie;
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six years old. There were other recordings, but thatôs the one that made the biggest impression on 

me ï The Glorious Sounds of Christmas. The Manfred Overture of Robert Schumann was one 

that just fascinated me. The fifth Brandenburg Concerto of Sebastian Bach on the harpsichord ï 

that was something. Then I decided that I wanted to learn to play the harpsichord, because I 

loved the sound. The way to do that was to go into the sideboard in the dining room, and get all 

the knives out ï all the flatware knives ï and put them on the strings of the grand piano. It 

sounded dreadful, and as it turns out it was really bad for both the piano and the knives. My 

mother was not happy because they bounce around on the strings. But it sort of gave that tinkly 

kind of sound. 

 

And then in 1960 the University acquired its first harpsichord ï a big double manual Sabathil 

harpsichord out of Vancouver. A beautiful instrument, very big and steel-framed. Not 

historically accurate ï Corey Jamason [SFCM harpsichord faculty] would have a stroke, he 

would never play it. But there it was, and a succession of harpsichordists came on the University 

concert series, and so for a while I was completely fascinated by the instrument that sounded like 

the record but without the aid of kitchen knives on the strings. It was just perfect. I ended up 

being something of a harpsichordist ï weôve recorded Brandenburg no. 5 several times with the 

Symphony, and itôs me there. I remember having that dream that it would be the most amazing 

thing é that cadenza é and little did I know, that would be one of the things Iôd end up with. 

What was the question? I got lost with the kitchen knives. 

 

UPDIKE  What you liked listening to. 

 

SUTHERLAND Pretty much aurally, auditorily, I was an omnivore. Everything interested 

me ï including, of course, rock and roll; a huge rock and roll fan. Iôm talking to you on the day 

after the death of Paul Kantner, which is a gigantic blow to me ï the founder of Jefferson 

Airplane. When I was fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen years old, me and four other guys ï doctors, 

lawyers, mayors, businessmen ï we were sort of the well-off kids, but we had a garage band, and 

we were good! In fact, I defy you to find a better mimicking of Eig0( tsH,1>] TJ21<005Ctr] TJ
E TJT
/F2 12 Tf
1 0 0 1 424.27 455.11 )] 
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head cheerleader, and they still talk about her, some of the routines that she was able to do. And 

she was a tremendous gymnast. All the things that I secretly wished that I could do, but couldnôt. 

 

UPDIKE  Could you talk a little bit ï before we get to college ï  

 

SUTHERLAND But see, weôve never left college! I was a college student at the age of 

three. I was enrolled in the University. Administratively, it had to be. So I was never her private 
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the demographic of where I lived it was required; which came in handy later in life, with the 

arrival of some people who are primarily Spanish speakers. 

 

Thelma Butler ï my sixth grade teacher who was very big on things like penmanship. Did you 

ever take penmanship? 

 

UPDIKE  I must have. 

 

SUTHERLAND Well, I can tell you they donôt anymore. The art of putting something on 

paper and making it legible and readable (and in some cases even beautiful to look at) thatôs a 

dead thing. But Thelma Butler had gone to Greeley High with my mother, so I was kind of 

always one of her pets, and I loved what she taught. She taught everything. Teachers have 

always played a huge, huge role in my life. They are the single most valuable component of any 

youth ï certainly of mine. I wrote a string quartet for Mrs. Butler ï 
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School fascinated me. I was always very good ï straight Aôs ï I loved it. I did my best, and boy ï 

I wouldnôt trade school for anything. This of course is all going to culminate with SFCM, when I 

finally got here. But school was always an incredibly potent, vital force in my life. 

 

UPDIKE  I know you could probably talk about Rita forever, but is there anything 

more that youôd like to say about her here? She was your teacher for so long, and obviously 

piano has been your life since then. Could you talk a little bit about her teaching style, and how 

she inspired you to keep it going over so many years? Iôm sure it was a love that was deep inside 

of you, but she must have propelled that forward quite a bit. 

 

SUTHERLAND There was an organization (and still is) called MTNA ï Music Teachersô 

National Association ï this was a country-wide web of piano teachers. They would have 

competitions starting at the lowliest level ï citywide competitions. These were ï how well you 

played a piece ï they would throw a theory exam at you. If you were nine-years-old they would 

throw one theory exam at you, and you would have to do something from memory and you were 

judged by big fancy people, even as far away as the University of Colorado in Boulder. Big 

stuff! If you won that and were good enough you would go to State. This still happens. The 

statewide organization is CSMTA ï California State Music Teachers Association ï and thatôs 

nothing more than the California branch of this organization. Year after year you would compete, 

and you could hear what Billy from Boulder was playing, and who did he study with, and what 

was Billy up to? You would see these kids once a year, and if the gods were in your favor you 

would win State, and that meant a little plaque and the opportunity to go to District. 

 

MTNA is broken down into districts, and Colorado was what was known as the West Central 

District. Of course I won State, and then I went to District. District that year was in Des Moines, 

Iowa. I was thirteen, and of course I went with Rita. It was really the first trip outside of 

Colorado that I remember taking. We went and we stayed at the Savery Hotel in Des Moines, 

which was a lot like the old Fairmont building. I hope itôs still there. I have a lot of colleagues at 

the Symphony in Iowa, and I should ask if itôs still there. Anyway, it was about four or five days, 

and you had to suffer through more theory, and you suffered through more performances and 

more adjudications, and now you were judged by people from maybe Northwestern University ï 

it just got bigger and bigger, and actually, scarier. I remember being really nervous. I lost the 

District competition, but I lost it to a guy in Rita G ,ḓ

ï
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National finals were in the Cincinnati Conservatory. That year it got tougher, and the theory 

exams were killer. 
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audience was Tossy Spivakovsky, Pina Carmirelli ï tremendous, tremendous musicians. 

Anyway, I won! At the age of seventeen, I represented the United States that year at the 

International Bach Society. A guy named Theo Nederpelt that I think I was maybe more fond of 

than I should have been in extra-musical ways ï he represented the Netherlands. Some girl 

named Marilyn represented Canada é we all ended up living together in New York City and 

playing for Ms. Tureck. That was the first prize. Later on I would say that the second prize was 

two months of studying with Rosalyn Tureck, and the third prize was three months. But it was 

the month of July, 1968, and it was at the Vivian Beaumont Library, which was that wonderful 

little building which is the forgotten building in Lincoln Center (due west of the where the 

Juilliard School now stands ï on 66th and Amsterdam Avenue). A beautiful little thing with a 

reflecting pond, with the building that would become Juilliard looming to the east. There we 

spent our month of July, and what she assigned me were the Preludes and Fugues. We all had to 

show up, and you never knew é some nights you wouldnôt play é some nights it would be 

nothing but you. Rosalyn Tureck é sheôs gone, bless her soul é crazy woman. Read any 
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Rita Hutcherson, Rosina Lhevinne and Robin Sutherland, 1969, in Aspen. 

Courtesy of Robin Sutherland. 

 

Unknowingly, this was my introduction to the great, glorious world of the Russian School of 

piano playing, of which she and her husband were exemplars. Her husband Josef took the gold 

medal at the Moscow Conservatory in 1892. Together in his class, also with a gold medal, was 

Sergei Rachmaninoff. These are the titanic players known to the world. This is, ñFarewell, 

Greeley Colorado.ò This is hardball, this is the big leagues ï varsity. [Alexander] Scriabin took 

the gold medal in 1893, he was a little too young that year. Madame Lhevinne took the gold 

medal in 1898, the year of her marriage to Josef Lhevinne; the first woman to be awarded the 

medal from the Moscow Conservatory. That is about as good as it gets. 

 

UPDIKE  Thatôs amazing. 

 

SUTHERLAND I said the ñJò word ï it had to come up sooner or later with my continuing 

education. But Iôm there at Aspen, and sheôs there for the nine week term. She has a cute, cute 

little house on the corner of 5th and Smuggler in Aspen, with the piano and not much else ï it 

was just her and her maid Sarah. They came out every year for forever ïear 

, 
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No matter where she was, Rosina Lhevinne was an old vet. How could she not be? But she said 

to me (and no one will ever corroborate this ï I think most of the people involved are no longer 

with us) but there was then a back door to Juilliard, and I had found it. She said, ñNow dear, 

when we leave here and we go back to New Yorkéò She said, ñYes, you will be a member of 

my class in New York.ò So that obviated the whole audition procedure, because what she said at 

Juilliard absolutely went. Her word was unassailable, and what she wanted, she got. As it turned 

out, when I got into that class that fall, were Horacio Gutiérrez, Garrick Ohlsson é it was what I 

call the last great living class. School started ï Peter Mennin was the president ï and the day we 

walked into school was the day Juilliard turned the key in the door at Lincoln Center. Autumn, 

1969. Very much like the day we moved from Ortega into this place. So I know the feeling very 

well of going from ówhateverô into a relative palace. Remarkable stuff. But that was the 
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year that I thought ï ñYou know what? Recalibrate.ò I didnôt lose my drive, but I completely 

turned away from where I thought I was going. 

 

UPDIKE  Did you turn away from music completely? 

 

SUTHERLAND Not completely. I remember one year ï Carl and I would panhandle for 

money. He had his guitar ï of course, you always had to have your guitar everywhere. I 

remember ï I can admit it now, itôs not something Iôm proud of, although it was great sport then 

ï we would walk into a little corner market or something in Honolulu, and he would have his 

guitar case, and weôd have spent the day at the beach. Only, there wouldnôt be a guitar in it, there 

would be an empty case and we figured out you could unlatch the lid and keep it shut just with 

your pinky finger, and allow the lid to open up enough é youôd walk in a back alley where the 

TV dinners were, and just slip a couple of them in, and close it. And then buy a Milky Way and 

say, ñThank you so much! See you tomorrow.ò We did stuff like that. Many people would say it 

was the rock-bottom part of my life, but I donôt look at it that way. I look at it as a period of time 

when I decided that other things were important, and I lost a lot of drive. At Juilliard, an old-time 

conservatory, there was one prize. For the Lhevinneôs, the prize was the gold medal. You got 

that, and then you left the school, and you were internationally famous for the rest of your life. 

Juilliard didnôt have a gold medal, but if you had the blessing of Rosina Lhevinne
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SUTHERLAND I think I wrote somebody a letter. Milton [Salkind] was newly president, I 

never knew Robin Laufer. It said, ñHi, this is me ï this is what I have done, and Iôm ready to 

start pursuing that again.ò An audition was set up for June of 1972. I had just gotten my 

Associate of Arts degree from Glenwood Springs, from the Colorado Mountain College, and I 

remember I had to retake a final exam in theater because it conflicted with the Conservatory 

audition date. I remember they assigned me a date, and I came out alone and stayed at the Sunset 

Motel on Taraval and 19th é it may still be there é and walked down 19th to my audition. It 

was the most amazing thing. I fell in love with the Conservatory the instant I laid eyes on it. 

Juilliard was in many ways kind of terrifying ï the administration didnôt care about you one way 

or the other ï more so if you were a Lhevinne student, but even then thatôs not good, thatôs 

favoritism. Suicides at Juilliard é the pressure é I just thought, ñOK, we can do this é but do 

we want to do this?ò The answer was no. 

 

I showed up. My jury consisted of Milton and Peggy Salkind, Mack McCray, Paul Hersh, Danny 

Kobialka ï he was there in sort of a chamber music advisory capacity because I had expressed an 

interest in chamber music. He was here and then he morphed into my principal second violinist 

at the Symphony for quite a long time. It was in Miltonôs office, and people sat around on the 

floor. Peggy Salkind listened to me on the floor. I liked it, I liked what I saw a lot, and I thought, 

ñIôm going to make this work.ò So I played a little, and they said, ñThatôs fine. You want to play 

chamber music?ò I remember Paul Hersh saying, ñAnd so you shall.ò This is Paul Hersh without 

a gray hair on his head, in his thirties (heôs now seventy-five). A young buck Paul Hersh ï his 

son Stefan was maybe seven, eight years old ï another universe and another lifetime ago. But I 
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Letter sent to Robin Sutherland from Meredith Robinson, after having been admitted to the 

Conservatory. Courtesy of Robin Sutherland. 

 

[BREAK] 

 

UPDIKE  You talked a little bit about your impression of the school when you came 

for your audition, but could you describe the building when you came in as a student? What was 

it like, and what was the character of the building? 

 

SUTHERLAND I didnôt really take any notice at first of how woefully inadequate the 
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everyday stuff. But Jeff and I didnôt own a fork or a spoon, so this was perfect! Sort of a ready-

made house. It did have a washer and a drier, that was gravy. But the shower was a tin é there 

was a proper bathroom downstairs with two little redwood bedrooms; you got the feeling that 

those might have been an afterthought. But upstairs, the shower was tin-sided and old. There was 

a beautiful sunroom with redwood lathe, and cabinetry é thatôs where we found, one day 

(snooping around) the Bloch death mask, which we immediately turned over to the librarian, 

Viola Hagopian, because there was no archivist in those days. The manuscript to the Bloch 

Concerto Grosso, and other items é just interesting Conservatory items é we felt like we were 

in charge of this legacy. It was a great year ï ô73, ô74 ï it was a wonderful year for both of us in 

many ways. 

 

UPDIKE  And you first met Jeff at the Conservatory? 

 

SUTHERLAND He graduated early from Beverly Hills High, where his classmates 

included Carrie Fisher, Carol Burnettôs kids é Jeff was an L.A
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essentially one family. They all came from Bavaria in 1858, and got here in time for the Gold 

R
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A major.ò And sure enough, it opens on the dominant ï itôs an E major chord, and it just 

meanders, and itôs many, many measures later that finally it arrives in the key (as he would say 

it) ñas advertised.ò Youôre more worried about é fourth finger, does it go on C sharp hereé? 

But he was right away Mr. Big Picture. Just like me talking to you, weôd stray off the reservation 

very, very easily and end up talking about ï you name it, whatever. So there wasnôt that huge 

drive ï ñOh my God! You have the Naumburg Competition in six weeks!ò There was none of 

that, which was kind of a blessing for both him and me. We were just there to talk ï we laughed 

together, we played together, and we taught each other. That I think would be a good thing to 

chisel in stone above my relationship with Paul Hersh. A lot of laughing. 

 

My piano was finally delivered from Colorado and forced up the path to Casa de Hodghead é it 

was this stone path that had occasionally a redwood railing, or maybe not, and there was a cliff 

down to the bottom of Ernest Bloch Redwood Grove. They were pushing this Chickering grand 

up, these piano movers from Burlingame ï Jacobsen Transfer, and Iôve used them from that to 

this. My pianos donôt move often but when they do, I know who to call. We got it up there, so he 

would come over and I was playing Goldberg Variations in those days, and we would have 

lessons in front of the fire at my house. We both lived in Mill Valley at opposite ends of town, 

but he would come up there and we would just sit for hours and talk. One variation I would play, 

weôd get involved in the details, and the next he would say, ñThatôs wonderful, I have nothing to 

say about that.ò So you never knew what was coming, but he always kept you on your toes. I 

would imagine he does so to this day. Always kind, never a Juilliard sort of unkindness, although 

he came from that matrix himself at Yale. Accept no substitutes, and time hath no dominion 

here. Thatôs Paul Hersh. 
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She sponsors some scholarships, and she would always say to me, ñI have these scholarships, but 

I never know who gets them!ò I think thatôs a little ówhoopsô that may subsequently have been 

taken care of, but I subsequently identified the three scholarship winners, and took them up to 

Nicasio, where she now lives on a gentlemanôs ranch in West Marin county. She made lunch for 

us, and we all played a little something for her. She said, ñThat was one of the best days I ever 

had in my life,ò and she thanked me for that. It worked out super well. Since then Iôve taken 

David Stull up there to meet and chat over lunch. Sheôs way more important to the school than 

she allows, or thinks of. When the school moved from Sacramento Street to Ortega, Ava Jean 

was chair of the trustees, and running the show, such as it was, in 1956. And sheôs still here! 

Sheôs the Symphonyôs longest serving life governor. Sheôs been on the board of the Symphony 

for sixty-seven years. She ï together with a handful of other people who ultimately became 

presidents of the Symphony ï Philip Boone and Larry Metcalf ï founded what grew into the 

Student Forum [an organization to make Symphony tickets available to U.C. Berkeley students]. 

Ava Jeanôs a Cal girl, not to be confused with our Stanford people (we have those too) ï sheôs 

not one of those, sheôs a Berkeley girl. In fact, born and raised in Berkeley ï her maiden name 

was Ava Jean Barber. So they started that, and theyôve been intimately involved with the things 

that have subsequently become my life too ï both Conservatory and Symphony ï and I donôt 

have enough nice things to say about her. Such a sweetheart. 

 

Ava Jean is the last of that amazing group of powerhouse females é Phyllis Wattis, Agnes 

Albert, Ava Jean Pischel. 

 

UPDIKE  Do you want to talk a little bit about Phyllis Wattis? 

 

SUTHERLAND Phyllis was not so much a presence when the school was on Ortega Street. 

I donôt think the source of the Wattis money had been consolidated by then, that happened when 

they sold the six companies to General Electric. Overnight their wealth increased exponentially, 

then she became Mrs. S
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that Milton did not live to see Oak Street. He knew it would happen, he was as certain that it 

would happen as the day is long, he just didnôt know where. That was up to Colin [Murdoch]; 

that was Colinôs big achievement, in my judgment. But itôs sad about Mickey, because ï oh, how 
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on every floor at the elevator stop, and to her you had to surrender your room key. Not at the 

front desk ï it was the property of the woman on that floor. It was unbelievable. I remember in 

Leningrad in my room looking out over Pushkin Park, which was very nice, and there was a big 

statue of the poet, of course. There was a department store along one side, and there was one 

payphone attached to the side of the building. It was lunch hour, and I was just looking out the 

window, and I saw the line begin to collect for the phone. The line ended up with about 75 or 

100 people, and it was their lunch hour, and maybe two or three people got a chance to make or 

place their call. This wasnôt outside of the country, this was to someone else who might 

accidentally have a telephone ï this was 1973. When the lunch hour ended, the vast majority of 

the people who didnôt get the chance just dispersed, and that was the way life was. They would 

try again another day. 

 

You go in the grocery stores, and there are four loaves of bread. Thatôs what they had ï thatôs 

what was available that day. If you donôt get your bread, you come and try again another time. 

That was difficult to conceive of. Obviously itôs not that way anymore, but I have not been back 

to Russia since that, nor do I have the remotest desire to go. Itôs so funny, because much of what 

I learned from Zimbalist, from Lhevinne, thatôs where they were from. But they were from 

Czarist Russia, and it was a different story then. I can see why people would hate the commies. 

Not only for what happened in the war ï McCarthy was fresh, the House on American Activities 

Committee ï routing out communists in the government. I could see why people would hate 

them, because there was nothing about life in that country to love, or even to admire. We went to 

the Hermitage where some of the paintings had come from. Itôs this huge palace, and the 

paintings are hung forty feet about you, and not lit. Somebody familiar with the situation said, 

ñYouôre lucky youôre here in June.ò I said, ñWhy?ò They said, ñThe sun never goes down. 

Thereôs no point coming to this museum in November, because thereôs no daylight.ò That was 

another bizarre thing ï there was nothing but daylight. You could easily read a book at midnight 

unaided, because itôs so far north. Everything was slightly twilight-zoney. 

 

UPDIKE  What an incredible experience at that age. 

 

SUTHERLAND Nobody was banking on that. And Milton was along, the Conservatory 

was over there. So with Milton and Agnes and Ava Jean I was also able to go to some places. We 

went to 13 Tm
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are largely the same, but that tour of Russia was different from the second it began, and for three 

whole weeks everything was different, very bizarre, and not entirely pleasant. If it werenôt for the 

Symphony, who knows what would have happened? But Iôve seen a good part of the world. 

 

UPDIKE  Youôve had quite an interesting life. 

 

SUTHERLAND It hasnôt been dull. 

 

UPDIKE  This question is kind of similar ï this isnôt necessarily about being on tour, 

but some of the highlights of your performances that stand out to you. 

 

SUTHERLAND Well, the great stand out was the Rostropovich concert. Ironically, there is 

no keyboard part in the DvoŚ§k Concerto, but I got to rehearse with those boys privately, and of 

course I was in the audience and witnessed the tumult that greeted that. I cannot describe to you 

ï it was absolute pandemonium, and it went on for what seemed like hours. 

 

I remember a performance of Stuart Canin in Japan in 1975 playing the Serenade for Violin and 

Orchestra by Bernstein. An unbelievably high level of playing. That was when the orchestra 

really first started to go from the major regional orchestra status ï thatôs where the road really 

began to where we are now, which is one of the hot planetary bands. Seriously. We really are 

right now. Iôm not going to speculate as to how long that can last, but right now we are at the top 

of our game. But I think back then it was starting, and Stuart was sensational. I believe he was a 

faculty member here. 

 

MTT [Michael Tilson Thomas], before he was here, was the music director of the London 

Symphony, and had been for ten years. His farewell performances consisted of Leonard 

Bernsteinôs Age of Anxiety ï the second symphony, which is his only piano concerto. Symphony 

no. 2. He asked me to come to London to be the soloist on that occasion. We did several 

performances in London and took it on tour to Vienna. That was Michaelôs farewell to that 

segment of his life, and that was very special. That piece ended up being very good to me over 

the years. The year prior to that Seiji had arranged a concert with the orchestra of La Scala in 

Milan, and he picked The Age of Anxiety, and he also had me do it. Performing in La Scala é 

itôs this wedding cake theater that has tier upon gilded tier é it goes up what seems like ten 

stories, and you look out and it was wonderful. At the end, this one lone woman who was an 

institution at La Scala, came down and gave me a single red rose. They said she does that for 

everybody, but I thought it was very cool. 

 

The best one was also in ô95 with Michael [Tilson Thomas] at the Pacific Music Festival in 

Hiroshima. This was August 6, 1995 ï the exact 50th anniversary of the dropping of the atomic 

bomb on that city. Everybody was in that audience, except the emperor. That was my quality 
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audience, and it becomes very eerie when you think that The Age of Anxiety, which Bernstein 

took from the poem by Auden of that name, was written because that event ushered in the atomic 

age. That was really the first and only time that atomic warfare had been utilized between 

countries. It freaked out W.H. Auden to the point that he wrote The Age of Anxiety. Lenny loved 

the poem so much that he created the Second Symphony, and thatôs what we did for the 50th 

anniversary ï on that very day, 50 years later. Those are things that I wouldnôt trade for all the 

tea in Japan or China. We could talk all night ï there are standout performances in this building 

and Ortega Street. Sometimes things just come together the exact way you want them to, and 

they are as close to perfection as you could want. 

 

UPDIKE  Are there any from the Conservatory that you can think of now? 

 

SUTHERLAND Tons! Iôm a little prejudiced, but my alumni recital in 2013 was very 

special because the concept was just kind of gaining a foothold, and they asked me to do it. I 

thought, ñWhat am I going to do? Am I going to go out and play the Goldberg Variations?ò 

Then I thought, ñNo. Iôm not going to play a note of solo piano. Itôs all going to be collaborative, 

and itôs all going to be from friendships and things that have developed.ò The title of the recital 

was Forty Years On. Thatôs what it was, it was whatôs happened to the school é to me, that was 

very special. We played pieces that are very dear to me. The Rachmaninoff Suite for Two 

Pianos, which is in four movements. I played the first piano, but I had a different colleague for 

each of the movements on the second piano. Everybody was connected in some fashion or other 

to the Conservatory ï some new, some old. The Fauré Piano Quartet after intermission was my 

piano teacher Paul Hersh on viola, Ian Swensen on fiddle, Jenny Culp on cello. That probably 

was for me the most moving thing that I did. Iôve attended countless things. Also on that event I 

was privileged and honored to be able to give the West Coast premiere of the piece that I had 

commissioned from Nick Pavkovic ï the suite for clarinet and piano called Volante, which is a 

magnificent piece, Iôm very happy that it bears our names on the title page. And I was able to 

introduce Carlos Ortega to my peeps. There wasnôt a seat to be had in Hume Hall, not a seat. 

That was really something, that would be a hard one to top. I was undone at the end of that night. 

The department had thrown a party before and after! That was the culmination of many, many, 

many special events. When you stage as many performing events as the school is fortunate 

enough to be able to do, a lot of them are going to really stand out. Some not, of course ï the law 

of averages ï but a lot of them are. Thatôs just the tip of an iceberg that could gll 

 PDIKE   
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that life so bad he could taste it. I was never 100 percent sure that I did, and so it was a more or 

less fully formed pianist that came to Ortega Street that day, but really one who was missing a 

direction. Right away, from the minute of my audition where half the faculty were sitting on the 

floor ï so different from Juilliard where theyôre behind a table and theyôre fifty feet away from 

you, and they donôt speak. This school really saved me. But my performing style? No. I donôt 

know when that congealed, but itôs been modified, and I owe a great deal to Paul Hersh, because 

he thinks about things differently than I did. Heôs from a whole different school of training. 

Although heôs a Yale boy, he studied with Leonard Shure, and Rita Hutcherson was a Yale girl, 

so I guess if thereôs a tradition to be perceived, that would be my tradition. But it was a real 

departure from where Iôd been up to that point, mixed in with a wonderful Left Coast 

friendliness. There wasnôt the cutthroat killer thing that I could see all too easily going on ï in 

practice rooms, ñGet out of my way!ò That kind of thing. Breakdowns were common, suicides 

were not unheard of. Right away it was just like the sun was out, and things unfolded from that 

point. 

 

UPDIKE  Has your preference of the type of music that you play changed over the 

years? 

 

SUTHERLAND Somewhat. I would credit Paul Hersh in many ways for a little bit of a 

transformation in the way that I look at late Beethoven piano sonatas now. There were lessons 

when not more than two measures would be covered. 

 

When I was sort of brushing up Goldberg Variations with him, he once came to the house in 

Mill Valley for a lesson ï the last ten variations ï
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UPDIKE  Itôs a good answer. Are there any stories you could share of composers 

who youôve worked closely with over the years? Did the Symphony give concerts of living 

composers who collaborated with the process of performance? Or did you ever work personally 

with composers? 

 

SUTHERLAND There have been a couple ï for instance, the piece I commissioned from 

Nick Pavkovic for Carlos and me. Nick is an extraordinary pianist, so thereôs not that part to 

discuss. There were moments when ï ñDoes this worké?ò They were not frequent. Often times 

I probably had the wrong answer, but itôs interesting to peer into that crucible of the creative 

process, which I lack utterly, as any of my composition teachers at Juilliard will tell you é 

ñYour role is to realize whatôs put in front of you. You donôt necessarily want to be running off 

creating things.ò Iôve tried, there were class exercises and stuff, but that parade passed me by. 

But itôs very interesting to watch John Adams at work ï or rather, watch him not at work. He has 

this place up in the wilds where he just disappears, and thatôs where that works for me ï in the 

backwoods of Sonoma County. Itôs like Superman going to the fortress in the North Pole. And 

then he emerges, and bang! Somethingôs there. Some composers, itôs absolutely effortless. They 

say, ñDoes this work for you?ò (Thatôs a rare occasion.) I find the crucible of creativity ï the 

opportunity to stare into it as itôs coming to a boil, itôs very interesting. I appreciate it on a very 

involved and yet detached level, because I donôt completely understand it. I can tell you when 

something is badly written, or well written. 

 

Working arm in arm with a composer has not really fallen to me in the sense that Brahms would 

work with Joseph Joachim ï the great Berlin violinist. Brahms wrote a Violin Concerto, but 

without the input of Joachim, we donôt really know what it would sound like, because apparently 

he changed a lot, and that relationship was open ï Brahms left that door open, and he did that a 

lot. He thought at one point that his compositional career had come to an end, and then he met 

this clarinetist, who changed his life ï Richard Mühlfeld. He had basically seven more years to 

live, but he was done. And Sibelius didnôt write anything for the last forty years of his life, he 

just sort of did whatever they do in Finland ï that faucet was turned off. But Brahms ï meeting 

this clarinetist (I know a couple of things about meeting clarinetists, although Iôm not a 

composer) right away came the two Clarinet Sonatas, the Clarinet Trio, the Clarinet Quintet ï 

these are masterpieces of Western chamber music literature ï all from this one person with 

whom he wasnôt involved at all, in any way, except he was captivated by what this person could 

do. That would be, I think, wonderful, but my experience with composers is just one of silent 

admiration. 

 

UPDIKE  Are there any conductors that youôd like to talk about who youôve worked 

with closely? 
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SUTHERLAND All of them. The nice thing about the San Francisco Symphony, I 
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has not changed. There was opportunity ï we went to her studio on Mission Street and we really 

listened with a fine-toothed comb, and even after a quarter century ï Iôve lived with that piece all 

my life, since I was twelve ï if anything, I wanted to set that down, my testimony about that 

piece, and Iôm fine with it. But that was interesting. We had the best available technology. You 

find a place, and you find the sweet spot in the place. In the case of the Goldbergs, they hung 

two very sophisticated microphones, and they found the sweet spot. Itôs a building thatôs so 

hideously ugly on the inside, but after considerable searching they found a place in Cunningham 

Chapel at the University of Notre Dame, Belmont. Hereôs the altar, hereôs the pews, right there at 

the cross (we took out a couple of pews) and right there on a linoleum floor é these are the guys 

who know about such things. About thirteen feet directly above the instrument there were two 

microphones, and it works. Sonically, itôs exceptional in quality. We had to record it from one to 

four AM
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what I do. I donôt love it so much that I would compromise it, and the people who do, sometimes 

I wonder if they really like it all that much themselves. 

 

UPDIKE  In your opinion, how has the Conservatory changed from when you were a 

student? How would you describe it today? 

 

SUTHERLAND Well, look where we are. Weôre in your private archive office on the sixth 

floor of a building that can actually accommodate what it claims to do, which is to educate 

people and give performances. Again é I couldnôt give a senior recital in the venue called my 

school ï it wasnôt possible. It hasnôt been easy, but then I look at faded photographs of the 3400 

block of Sacramento Street ï God! These things, they progress along, but Iôve been here on the 

fringes of a ball ï which is the title of one of my favorite piano pieces. The fringes of a ball ï 

like the little match girl, staring and watching. First youôre a part of it, and some people stay a 

part of it é Iôve never been far away, so my observations are fairly acute. The differences are 

obvious. Obviously the school is headed in the right direction. What I wonôt allow to happen is 

for the school ever to lose that little something that I sensed on the day that I walked in for my 

audition, and I went, ñThis is different. This is not how people do things elsewhere.ò That I do 

not want to see go by the wayside, ever. Because then we just become another é David Stull is 

all about ï there are going to be things happening that arenôt happening anywhere else. And heôs 

probably going to be right, that vision is probably going to be fulfilled somehow. It already is. 

But we mustnôt ever sacrifice that little something. You can attach whatever name you want to 

that, whatever it is, itôs precious. Iôve said it before, I said it in public when we opened Joseph 

Hall ï I was part of that group that was performing that night. I said, ñThis is spectacular. We 

dreamed about Joseph Hall on Ortega Street ï and itôs not even the queen bee of the performing 

spaces here.ò Itôs precious, I love it. I said to the assembled audience, ñThis is really a precious 

thing. Let us savor this, and let us not lose whatever this is.ò When I entered Juilliard, it was the 

day it opened its doors in Lincoln Center, so I know all about gleaming brass and carpets that 

have never been walked on. In a sense, coming to Oak Street was no huge deal for me, because I 

had seen that before. But my God é look at this! Thatôs cool, but thatôs not the precious thing 

that Iôm talking about. We all like nice things and we become out of sorts when we cannot have 

them ï like a library, or a performing space that seated more than three dozen. 

 

UPDIKE  How has the musical culture of San Francisco changed since you were a 

student here? 

 

SUTHERLAND Well, itôs gone on to embrace a virtually infinite number of other facets. 

The Bay Area has always been on the slicing edge of whatever is available, anywhere in the 

United States ï you can find here. In many cases, you find it here first. Iôm edging a little bit out 

of musical culture é the beat poets, no accident. The Summer of Love, no accident. God, we 

just lost Paul Kantner, the founding member of Jefferson Airplane ï thatôs huge. I think all of our 
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institutions should be draped in black crepe when something like that happens. But if anything ï 

name me one thing about music that you couldnôt go and hear live if you were willing to drive a 

few miles. It expands ï itôs exponential. Thereôs always a new thing. We had a guy named 

Allaudin Mathieu on the music faculty here back in the ó70s ï a crazy guy, incredible. He was 

involved with the Sufi Choir é nobody knew what a Sufi choir was. We do now, but he was all 

about that then. Or discovering something incredibly old é we have enough educational 

institutions that thatôs possible. 

 

We live in an incredibly vibrant, inquisitive center. I think for that reason itôs also a political 

bubble ï one couldnôt exist without the other, liberal progressive thought and the inquiring mind. 

Handmaidens, really they are. And itôs only gotten bigger, and you have to be more selective, or 

more embracing. What hasnôt changed is that there are only 24 hours in the day in 2016, just as 

there were in 1972. We have 24 hours, how do we want to spend them? 

 

Musical culture has changed, the Internet is here ï that didnôt change anything at all, heavens, 

no! That upended everyoneôs life completely. I was at Ortega Street ï 
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which it did at its premiere. I know that because my teacher, Mrs. Lhevinne, was present at that 


