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San Francisco Conservatory of Music Library & Archives Oral History Project 

 

The &RQVHUYDWRU\¶V�2UDO�+LVWRU\�3URMHFW 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. 

 

Amon
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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 

,QWHUQDWLRQDO�%DFK�&RPSHWLWLRQ�LQ�:DVKLQJWRQ�'&�DQG�KDV�SHUIRUPHG�DOO�RI�-�6��%DFK¶V�

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 

$GDPV¶V�Grand Pianola Music, with members of the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra. 

 

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

IHDWXUHG�LQ�/HRQDUG�%HUQVWHLQ¶V�Age of Anxiety with Michael Tilson Thomas conducting, in San 

Francisco and on tour, anG�ODVW�0D\�KH�ZDV�IHDWXUHG�LQ�0DUWLQ¶V�Petite Symphonie concertante. 

,Q�������KLV�UHFRUGLQJ�RI�-�6��%DFK¶V�*ROGEHUJ�9DULDWLRQV��%:9������ZDV�UHOHDVHG�RQ�WKH�

G¶1RWH�ODEHO� 
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January 29, 2016 

 

UPDIKE  It is January ����������7KLV�LV�7HVVD�8SGLNH�LQ�WKH�&RQVHUYDWRU\¶V�DUFKLYHV�

ZLWK�5RELQ�6XWKHUODQG��DQG�ZH¶UH�GRLQJ�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�IRU�WKH�&RQVHUYDWRU\¶V�2UDO�+LVWRU\�

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

and when you were born? 

 

SUTHERLAND ,W�ZDV�D�GDUN�DQG�VWRUP\�QLJKW��$FWXDOO\�QR�«�LW�ZDV�VWRUP\�DOl right, but 

LW�ZDV�PRUQLQJ��,W�ZDV�D�FROG��VWRUP\�PRUQLQJ��0DUFK���������LQ�'HQYHU��DW�6W��-RVHSK¶V�KRVSLWDO��

,�GRQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�WKH�ZHDWKHU�WKDW�GD\��EXW�,�GR�UHPHPEer 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 ± shoveling snow on my birthday. 

Finally, when I was fourteeQ�RU�ILIWHHQ��WKH\�VDLG��³:KDW�GR�\RX�ZDQW�IRU�\RXU�ELUWKGD\"´�,�VDLG��

³1RW�WR�VKRYHO�VQRZ�WRGD\�´�%HOLHYH�LW�RU�QRW��WKH\�IHOO�IRU�LW� 

 

UPDIKE  
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her ± who she most resembled was the British comedian Beatrice Lillie; Lady Peel. The physical 

resemblance was very strong, but you see all this hair piled up! She never 
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VL[�\HDUV�ROG��7KHUH�ZHUH�RWKHU�UHFRUGLQJV��EXW�WKDW¶V�WKH�RQH�WKDW�PDGH�WKH�ELJJHVW�LPSUHVVLRQ�RQ�

me ± 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 ± 

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 ± all the flatware knives ± 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 ± a big double manual Sabathil 

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

historically accurate ± 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 ± ZH¶YH�UHFRUGHG�Brandenburg no. 5 several times with the 

6\PSKRQ\��DQG�LW¶s me there. I remember having that dream that it would be the most amazing 

WKLQJ�« that caGHQ]D�« DQG�OLWWOH�GLG�,�NQRZ��WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�RQH�RI�WKH�WKLQJV�,¶G�HQG�XS�ZLWK��

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 ± including, of course, rock and roll; a KXJH�URFN�DQG�UROO�IDQ��,¶P�WDONLQJ�WR�\RX�RQ�WKH day 

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

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

lawyers, mayors, businessmen ± 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>] TJ
21<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 

VKH�ZDV�D�WUHPHQGRXV�J\PQDVW��$OO�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�,�VHFUHWO\�ZLVKHG�WKDW�,�FRXOG�GR��EXW�FRXOGQ¶W� 

 

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

 

SUTHERLAND %XW�VHH��ZH¶YH�QHYHU�OHft 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 ± my sixth grade teacher who was very big on things like penmanship. Did you 

ever take penmanship? 

 

UPDIKE  I must have. 

 

SUTHERLAND :HOO��,�FDQ�WHOO�\RX�WKH\�GRQ¶W�DQ\PRUH��7KH�DUW�RI�SXWWLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�RQ�

paper and making it legible and readable (and in some cases even beautiful to look at) WKDW¶V�D�

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 ± certainly of mine. I wrote a string quartet for Mrs. Butler ± dear God, what it must have 



San Francisco Conservatory of Music / Robin Sutherland Oral History                           11 

 

School fascinated me. I was always very good ± straight A¶s ± I loved it. I did my best, and boy ± 

,�ZRXOGQ¶W�WUDGH�VFKRRO�IRU�DQ\WKLQJ��7KLV�RI�FRXUVH�LV�DOO�JRLQJ�WR�FXOPLQDWH�ZLWK�6)&0��ZKHQ�,�

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 

PRUH�WKDW�\RX¶G�OLNH�WR�VD\�DERXW�KHU�KHUH"�6KH�ZDV�\RXU�WHDFKHU�IRU�VR�ORQJ��DQG�REYLRXVO\�

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

VKH�LQVSLUHG�\RX�WR�NHHS�LW�JRLQJ�RYHU�VR�PDQ\�\HDUV"�,¶P�VXUH�LW�ZDV�D�ORYH�WKDW�ZDV�GHHS�LQVLGH�

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

 

SUTHERLAND There was an organization (and still is) called MTNA ± Music Teachers¶ 

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

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

played a piece ± 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 ± California State Music Teachers Association ± DQG�WKDW¶V�

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, 

ZKLFK�ZDV�D�ORW�OLNH�WKH�ROG�)DLUPRQW�EXLOGLQJ��,�KRSH�LW¶V�VWLOO�WKHUH��,�KDYH�D�ORW�RI�FROOHDJXes at 

WKH�6\PSKRQ\�LQ�,RZD��DQG�,�VKRXOG�DVN�LI�LW¶V�VWLOO�WKHUH��$Q\ZD\��LW�ZDV�DERXW�IRXU�RU�ILYH�GD\V��

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 ± 

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 gu\�LQ�5LWD�*笀�؀

±



San Francisco Conservatory of Music / Robin Sutherland Oral History                           12 

 

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

exams were killer. You had to play a movement from a concerto with second piano 
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audience was Tossy Spivakovsky, Pina Carmirelli ± 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 ± he represented the Netherlands. Some girl 

QDPHG�0DULO\Q�UHSUHVHQWHG�&DQDGD�«�ZH�DOO�HQGHG�XS�OLYLQJ�WRJHWKHU�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\�DQG�

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 ± 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 

VKRZ�XS��DQG�\RX�QHYHU�NQHZ�«�VRPH�QLJKWV�\RX�ZRXOGQ¶W�SOD\�«�VRPH�QLJKWV�LW�ZRXOG�EH�

nothing but you. Rosalyn Tureck «�VKH¶V�JRQH��EOHVV�KHU�VRXO�«�FUD]\�ZRPDQ��5HDG�DQ\�

ELRJUDSK\�RI�KHU�«�VKH�ZDV�FUD]\��EXW�DOVR�D�EULOOLDQW��EULOOLDQW�JHQLXV� 

 

UPDIKE  Crazy in what way? 

 

SUTHERLAND 
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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 playeUV�NQRZQ�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��7KLV�LV��³)arewell, 

Greeley Colorado.´ This is hardball, this is the big leagues ± 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  7KDW¶V�DPD]LQJ� 

 

SUTHERLAND ,�VDLG�WKH�³-´�ZRUG�± it had to come up sooner or later with my continuing 

HGXFDWLRQ��%XW�,¶P�WKHUH�DW�$VSHQ��DQG�VKH¶V�WKHUH�IRU�WKH�QLQH�ZHHN�WHUP��6KH�KDV�D�FXWH��FXWH�

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

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

, 
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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 ± I think most of the people involved are no longer 

with us) EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�WKHQ�D�EDFN�GRRU�WR�-XLOOLDUG��DQG�,�KDG�IRXQG�LW��6KH�VDLG��³1RZ�GHDU��

ZKHQ�ZH�OHDYH�KHUH�DQG�ZH�JR�EDFN�WR�1HZ�<RUN«´�6KH�VDLG��³<HV��\RX�ZLll be a member of 

my class in New York.´ 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 « it was what I 

call the last great living class. School started ± Peter Mennin was the president ± 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 

ZHOO�RI�JRLQJ�IURP�µZKDWHYHU¶�LQWR�D�UHODWLYH�SDODFH��5HPDUNDEOH�VWXII��%XW�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�

beginning of my Juilliard career. It ended up not lasting terribly long, because she became ill. 
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year that I thought ± ³<RX�NQRZ�ZKDW"�5HFDOLEUDWH�´�,�GLGQ¶W�ORVH�P\�GULYH��EXW�,�FRPSOHWHO\�

turned away from where I thought I was going. 

 

UPDIKE  Did you turn away from music completely? 

 

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

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

remember ± ,�FDQ�DGPLW�LW�QRZ��LW¶V�QRW�VRPHWKLQJ�,¶P�Sroud of, although it was great sport then 

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

JXLWDU�FDVH��DQG�ZH¶G�KDYH�VSHQW�WKH�GD\�DW�WKH�EHDFK��2QO\��WKHUH�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�D�JXLWDU�LQ�LW��WKHUH�

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

\RXU�SLQN\�ILQJHU��DQG�DOORZ�WKH�OLG�WR�RSHQ�XS�HQRXJK�«�\RX¶G�ZDON�LQ�D�EDFN�DOOH\�ZKHUH�WKH�

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

VD\��³7KDQN�\RX�VR�PXFK��6HH�\RX�WRPRUURZ�´�:H�GLG�VWXII�OLNH�WKDW��0DQ\�SHRSOH�ZRXOG�VD\�LW�

was the rock-bottom part of my life, EXW�,�GRQ¶W�ORRN�DW�LW�WKDW�ZD\� 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 Lhevinne¶V��WKH�SUL]H�ZDV�WKH�JROG�PHGDO��<RX�JRW�

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

-XLOOLDUG�GLGQ¶
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SUTHERLAND I think I wrote somebody a letter. Milton [Salkind] was newly president, I 

QHYHU�NQHZ�5RELQ�/DXIHU��,W�VDLG��³+L��WKLV�LV�PH�± WKLV�LV�ZKDW�,�KDYH�GRQH��DQG�,¶P�UHDG\�WR�

VWDUW�SXUVXLQJ�WKDW�DJDLQ�´�$Q�DXGLWLRQ�ZDV�VHW�XS�IRU�-XQH 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 «�LW�PD\�VWLOO�EH�WKHUH�«�DQG�ZDONHG�GRZQ���th 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 ± WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�GLGQ¶W�FDUH�DERXW�\RX�RQH�ZD\�

or the other ± more so if you were a Lhevinne VWXGHQW��EXW�HYHQ�WKHQ�WKDW¶V�QRW�JRRG��WKDW¶V�

favoritism. SuiciGHV�DW�-XLOOLDUG�«�WKH�SUHVVXUH�« ,�MXVW�WKRXJKW��³2.��ZH�FDQ�GR�WKLV�«�EXW�GR�

ZH�ZDQW�WR�GR�WKLV"´�7KH�DQVZHU�ZDV�QR� 

 

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

Kobialka ± 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 waV�LQ�0LOWRQ¶V�RIILFH��DQG�SHRSOH�VDW�DURXQG�RQ�WKH�

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

³,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�PDNH�WKLV�ZRUN�´�6R�,�SOD\HG�D�OLWWOH��DQG�WKH\�VDLG��³7KDW¶V�ILQH��<RX�ZDQW�WR�SOD\�

chaPEHU�PXVLF"´�,�UHPHPEHU�3DXO�+HUVK�VD\LQJ��³$QG�VR�\RX�VKDOO�´�7KLV�LV�3DXO�+HUVK�ZLWKRXW�

a gray hair on hLV�KHDG��LQ�KLV�WKLUWLHV��KH¶V�QRZ�VHYHQW\-five). A young buck Paul Hersh ± his 

son Stefan was maybe seven, eight years old ± 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 ,�GLGQ¶W�UHDOO\�WDNH�DQ\�QRWLFH�DW�ILUVW�RI�KRZ�ZRHIXOO\�LQDGHTXDWH�WKH�
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HYHU\GD\�VWXII��%XW�-HII�DQG�,�GLGQ¶W�RZQ�D�IRUN�RU�D�VSRRQ��VR�WKLV�ZDV�SHUIHFW��6RUW�RI�D�UHDG\-

made house. It did have a waVKHU�DQG�D�GULHU��WKDW�ZDV�JUDY\��%XW�WKH�VKRZHU�ZDV�D�WLQ�«�WKHUH�

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 

D�EHDXWLIXO�VXQURRP�ZLWK�UHGZRRG�ODWKH��DQG�FDELQHWU\�«�WKDW¶V�ZKHUH�ZH�IRXQG��RQH�GD\�

(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��DQG�RWKHU�LWHPV�«�MXVW�LQWHUHVWLQJ�&RQVHUYDWRU\�LWHPV�«�ZH�IHOW�OLNH�ZH�ZHUH�

in charge of this legacy. It was a great year ± ¶����¶���± 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 

LQFOXGHG�&DUULH�)LVKHU��&DURO�%XUQHWW¶V�NLGV�«�-HII�ZDV�DQ�/.A
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essentially one family. They all came from Bavaria in 1858, and got here in time for the Gold 

RXVK��$QG�WKH\�GLGQ¶W�EHFRPH�PLQHUV�± 
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$�PDMRU�´�$QG�VXUH�HQRXJh, it opens on the dominant ± LW¶V�DQ�(�PDMRU�FKRUG��DQG�LW�MXVW�

PHDQGHUV��DQG�LW¶V�PDQ\��PDQ\�PHDVXUHV�ODWHU�WKDW�ILQDOO\�LW�DUULYHV�LQ�WKH�NH\��DV�KH�ZRXOG�VD\�

it) ³as advertised.´ <RX¶UH�PRUH�ZRUULHG�DERXW�«�IRXUWK�ILQJHU��GRHV�LW�JR�RQ�&�VKDUS�KHUH«"�

%XW�KH�ZDV�ULJKW�DZD\�0U��%LJ�3LFWXUH��-XVW�OLNH�PH�WDONLQJ�WR�\RX��ZH¶G�VWUD\�RII�WKH�UHVHUYDWLRQ�

very, very easily and end up talking about ± \RX�QDPH�LW��ZKDWHYHU��6R�WKHUH�ZDVQ¶W�that huge 

drive ± ³2K�P\�*RG��<RX�KDYH�WKH�Naumburg &RPSHWLWLRQ�LQ�VL[�ZHHNV�´�7KHUH�ZDV�QRQH�RI�

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

 

M\�SLDQR�ZDV�ILQDOO\�GHOLYHUHG�IURP�&RORUDGR�DQG�IRUFHG�XS�WKH�SDWK�WR�&DVD�GH�+RGJKHDG�«�LW�

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 ± Jacobsen 7UDQVIHU��DQG�,¶YH used them from that to 

this. M\�SLDQRV�GRQ¶W�PRYH�RIWHQ�Eut 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, 

ZH¶G�JHW�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�GHWDLOV��DQG�WKH�QH[W�KH�ZRXOG�VD\��³7KDW¶V�ZRQGHUIXO��,�KDYH�QRWKLQJ�WR�

VD\�DERXW�WKDW�´�6R�\RX�QHYHU�NQHZ�ZKDW�ZDV�FRPLQJ��EXW�KH�DOZD\V�NHSW 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 

KHUH��7KDW¶V�3DXO�+HUVK� 
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6KH�VSRQVRUV�VRPH�VFKRODUVKLSV��DQG�VKH�ZRXOG�DOZD\V�VD\�WR�PH��³,�KDYH�WKHVH�VFKRODUVKLSV��EXW�

I never know who geWV�WKHP�´�,�WKLQN�WKDW¶V�D�OLWWOH�µZKRRSV¶�WKDW�PD\�VXEVHTXHQWO\�KDYH�EHHQ�

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

Nicasio, where she now lLYHV�RQ�D�JHQWOHPDQ¶V�UDQFK�LQ�:HVW�0DULQ�FRXQWy. She made lunch for 

XV��DQG�ZH�DOO�SOD\HG�D�OLWWOH�VRPHWKLQJ�IRU�KHU��6KH�VDLG��³7KDW�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�EHVW�GD\V�,�HYHU�

KDG�LQ�P\�OLIH�´�DQG�VKH�WKDQNHG�PH�IRU�WKDW��,W�ZRUNHG�RXW�VXSHU�ZHOO��6LQFH�WKHQ�,¶YH�WDNHQ�

'DYLG�6WXOO�XS�WKHUH�WR�PHHW�DQG�FKDW�RYHU�OXQFK��6KH¶V�way more important to the school than 

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

ZDV�FKDLU�RI�WKH�WUXVWHHV��DQG�UXQQLQJ�WKH�VKRZ��VXFK�DV�LW�ZDV��LQ�������$QG�VKH¶V�VWLOO�KHUH��

6KH¶V�WKH�6\PSKRQ\¶V�ORQJHVW�VHUYLQJ�OLIH�JRYHUQRU��6KH¶V�EHHQ�RQ�the board of the Symphony 

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

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

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

$YD�-HDQ¶V�D�&DO�JLUO��QRW�WR�EH�FRQIXVHG�ZLWK�RXU�6WDQIRUG�SHRSOH��ZH�KDYH�WKRVH�WRR��± VKH¶V�

QRW�RQH�RI�WKRVH��VKH¶V�D�%HUNHOH\�JLUO��,Q�IDFW��ERUQ�DQG�UDLVHG�LQ�%HUNHOH\�± her maiden name 

ZDV�$YD�-HDQ�%DUEHU��6R�WKH\�VWDUWHG�WKDW��DQG�WKH\¶YH�EHHQ�LQWLPDWHO\�LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�WKLQJV�

that have subsequently become my life too ± both Conservatory and Symphony ± DQG�,�GRQ¶W�

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

 

Ava Jean is the last of that amazing group of powerhouse females «�3K\OOLV�:DWWLV��$JQHV�

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. 

,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH�VRXUFH�RI�WKH�:DWWLV�PRQH\�KDG�EHHQ�FRQVROLGDWHG�E\�WKHQ��WKDW�KDSSHQHG�ZKHQ�

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

then she became Mrs. S
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of Debbie Reynolds, who at that point in 1973 had Broadway absolutely by storm starring in the 
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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 lRQJ��KH�MXVW�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKHUH��7KDW�ZDV�XS�WR�&ROLQ [Murdoch]; 

that was ColiQ¶V�ELJ�DFKLHYHPHQW��LQ�P\�MXGJPHQW��%XW�LW¶V�VDG�DERXW�0LFNH\��EHFDXVH�± oh, how 

he would have loved this. 

 

UPDIKE  
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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 ± 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 ZDVQ¶W�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\��WKLV�ZDV�WR�VRPHRQH�HOVH�ZKR�PLJKW�

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

WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�GLGQ¶W�JHW�WKH�FKDQFH�MXVW�GLVSHUVHG��DQG�WKDW�ZDV�WKH�ZD\�OLIH�ZDV��7Key would 

try again another day. 

 

<RX�JR�LQ�WKH�JURFHU\�VWRUHV��DQG�WKHUH�DUH�IRXU�ORDYHV�RI�EUHDG��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�WKH\�KDG�± WKDW¶V�

ZKDW�ZDV�DYDLODEOH�WKDW�GD\��,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�JHW�\RXU�EUHDG��\RX�FRPH�DQG�WU\�DJDLQ�DQRWKHU�WLPH��

That was difficult to conceive of. ObviouVO\�LW¶V�QRW�WKDW�ZD\�DQ\PRUH��EXW�,�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�EDFN�

to Russia since that, nor do I have the remoWHVW�GHVLUH�WR�JR��,W¶V�VR�IXQQ\��EHFDXVH�PXFK�RI�ZKDW�

I learned from Zimbalist, from Lhevinne��WKDW¶V�ZKHUH�WKH\�ZHUH�IURP��%XW�WKH\�ZHUH�IURP�

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 ± McCarthy was fresh, the House on American Activities 

Committee ± 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��,W¶V�WKLV�KXJH�SDODFH��DQG�WKH�

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

³<RX¶UH�OXFN\�\RX¶UH�KHUH�LQ�-XQH�´�,�VDLG��³:K\"´�7KH\�VDLG��³7KH�VXQ�QHYHU�JRHV�GRZQ� 

7KHUH¶V�QR SRLQW�FRPLQJ�WR�WKLV�PXVHXP�LQ�1RYHPEHU��EHFDXVH�WKHUH¶V�QR�GD\OLJKW�´�7KDW�ZDV�

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

XQDLGHG��EHFDXVH�LW¶V�VR�IDU�QRUWK��(YHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�VOLJKtly 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 

ZKROH�ZHHNV�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZDV�GLIIHUHQW��YHU\�EL]DUUH��DQG�QRW�HQWLUHO\�SOHDVDQW��,I�LW�ZHUHQ¶W�IRU�WKH�

6\PSKRQ\��ZKR�NQRZV�ZKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�KDSSHQHG"�%XW�,¶YH�VHHQ�D�JRRG�SDUW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG� 

 

UPDIKE  <RX¶YH had quite an interesting life. 

 

SUTHERLAND ,W�KDVQ¶W�EHHQ�GXOO� 

 

UPDIKE  This question is kind of similar ± WKLV�LVQ¶W�QHFHVVDULO\�DERXW�EHLQJ�RQ�WRXU��

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 DvoĜik 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 

± 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 ± WKDW¶V�ZKHUH�WKH�URDG�UHDOO\�

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

ULJKW�QRZ��,¶P�QRW�JRLQJ�WR�VSHFXODWH�DV�WR�KRZ�ORQJ�WKDW�FDQ�ODst, 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 

%HUQVWHLQ¶V�Age of Anxiety ± 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 WRRN�LW�RQ�WRXU�WR�9LHQQD��7KDW�ZDV�0LFKDHO¶V�IDUHZHOO�WR 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 «�

LW¶V�WKLV�ZHGGLQJ�FDNH�Wheater that has tier upon gilded WLHU�«�LW�JRHV�XS�ZKDW�VHHPV�OLNH�WHQ�

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. 

 

7KH�EHVW�RQH�ZDV�DOVR�LQ�¶���ZLWK�0LFKDHO [Tilson Thomas] at the Pacific Music Festival in 

Hiroshima. This was August 6, 1995 ± 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��DQG�WKDW¶V�ZKDW�ZH�GLG�IRU�WKH���th 

anniversary ± on WKDW�YHU\�GD\�����\HDUV�ODWHU��7KRVH�DUH�WKLQJV�WKDW�,�ZRXOGQ¶W�WUDGH�IRU�DOO�WKH�

tea in Japan or China. We could talk all night ± 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 TRQV��,¶P�D�OLWWOH�SUHMXGLFHG��EXW�P\�DOXPQL�UHFLWDO�LQ������ZDV�YHU\�

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

WKRXJKW��³:KDW�DP�,�JRLQJ�WR�GR"�$P�,�JRLQJ�WR�JR�RXW�DQG�SOD\�WKH�Goldberg Variations"´�

7KHQ�,�WKRXJKW��³1R��,¶P�QRW�JRLQJ�WR�SOD\�D�QRWH�RI�VROR�SLDQR��,W¶V�DOO�JRLQJ�WR�EH�FROODERUDWLYH��

and it¶V�DOO�JRLQJ�WR�EH�IURP�IULHQGVKLSV�DQG�WKLQJV�WKDW�KDYH�GHYHORSHG�´ The title of the recital 

was Forty Years On. 7KDW¶V�ZKDW�LW�ZDV��LW�ZDV�ZKDW¶V�KDSSHQHG�WR�WKH�VFKRRO�«�WR�PH��WKDW�ZDV�

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 ± 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 

ZDV�IRU�PH�WKH�PRVW�PRYLQJ�WKLQJ�WKDW�,�GLG��,¶YH�DWWHQGHG�FRXQWOHVV�WKLQJV��$OVR�RQ�WKDW�HYHQW�,�

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

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

PDJQLILFHQW�SLHFH��,¶P�YHU\�KDSS\�WKDW�LW�EHDUV�RXU�QDPHV�RQ�WKH�WLWOH�SDJH��$QG�,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�

LQWURGXFH�&DUORV�2UWHJD�WR�P\�SHHSV��7KHUH�ZDVQ¶W�D�VHDW�WR�EH�KDG�LQ�+XPH�+DOO��QRW�D�VHDW��

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 ± the law 

of averages ± EXW�D�ORW�RI�WKHP�DUH��7KDW¶V�MXVW�WKH�WLS�RI�DQ�LFHEHUJ�WKDW�FRXOG�JOO�

 PDIKE   



San Francisco Conservatory of Music / Robin Sutherland Oral History                           45 

 

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 ± VR�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�-XLOOLDUG�ZKHUH�WKH\¶UH�EHKLQG�D�WDEOH�DQG�WKH\¶UH�ILIW\ feet away from 

\RX��DQG�WKH\�GRQ¶W�VSHDN��7KLV�VFKRRO�UHDOO\�VDYHG�PH��%XW�P\�SHUIRUPLQJ�VW\OH"�1R��,�GRQ¶W�

NQRZ�ZKHQ�WKDW�FRQJHDOHG��EXW�LW¶V�EHHQ�PRGLILHG��DQG�,�RZH�D�JUHDW�GHDO�WR�3DXO�+HUVK��EHFDXVH�

KH�WKLQNV�DERXW�WKLQJV�GLIIHUHQWO\�WKDQ�,�GLG��+H¶V�IURP�D�ZKROH�GLIIHUHQW�VFKRRO�RI�WUDLQLQJ��

$OWKRXJK�KH¶s a Yale boy, he studied with Leonard Shure, and Rita Hutcherson was a Yale girl, 

VR�,�JXHVV�LI�WKHUH¶V�D�WUDGLWLRQ�WR�EH�SHUFHLYHG��WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�P\�WUDGLWLRQ��%XW�LW�ZDV�D�UHDO�

GHSDUWXUH�IURP�ZKHUH�,¶G�EHHQ�XS�WR�WKDW�SRint, mixed in with a wonderful Left Coast 

IULHQGOLQHVV��7KHUH�ZDVQ¶W�WKH�FXWWKURDW�NLOOHU�WKLQJ�WKDW�,�FRXOG�VHH�DOO�WRR�HDVLO\�JRLQJ�RQ�± in 

SUDFWLFH�URRPV��³*HW�RXW�RI�P\�ZD\�´�7KDW�NLQG�RI�WKLQJ��%UHDNGRZQV�ZHUH�FRPPRQ��VXLFLGHV�

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 ± the last ten variations ±
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UPDIKE  ,W¶V�D�JRRG�DQVZHU��$UH�WKHUH�DQ\�VWRULHV�\RX�FRXOG�VKDUH�RI�FRPSRVHUV�

ZKR�\RX¶YH�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 ± for instance, the piece I commissioned from 

Nick Pavkovic IRU�&DUORV�DQG�PH��1LFN�LV�DQ�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�SLDQLVW��VR�WKHUH¶V�QRW�WKDW�SDUW�WR�

discuss. There were moments when ± ³'RHV�WKLV�ZRUN«"´�7KH\�ZHUH�QRW�IUHTXHQW��2IWHQ�WLPHV�

,�SUREDEO\�KDG�WKH�ZURQJ�DQVZHU��EXW�LW¶V�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�SHer into that crucible of the creative 

SURFHVV��ZKLFK�,�ODFN�XWWHUO\��DV�DQ\�RI�P\�FRPSRVLWLRQ�WHDFKHUV�DW�-XLOOLDUG�ZLOO�WHOO�\RX�«�

³<RXU�UROH�LV�WR�UHDOL]H�ZKDW¶V�SXW�LQ�IURQW�RI�\RX��<RX�GRQ¶W�QHFHVVDULO\�ZDQW�WR�EH�UXQQLQJ�RII�

FUHDWLQJ�WKLQJV�´�,¶YH�WULed, there were class exercises and stuff, but that parade passed me by. 

%XW�LW¶V�YHU\�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�ZDWFK�-RKQ�$GDPV�DW�ZRUN�± or rather, watch him not at work. He has 

WKLV�SODFH�XS�LQ�WKH�ZLOGV�ZKHUH�KH�MXVW�GLVDSSHDUV��DQG�WKDW¶V�ZKHUH�WKDW�ZRUNV�IRU�PH ± in the 

EDFNZRRGV�RI�6RQRPD�&RXQW\��,W¶V�OLNH�6XSHUPDQ�JRLQJ�WR�WKH�IRUWUHVV�LQ�WKH�1RUWK�3ROH��$QG�

then he emerges, and bang! Something¶V�WKHUH��6RPH�FRPSRVHUV��LW¶V�absolutely effortless. They 

say��³'RHV�WKLV�ZRUN�IRU�\RX"´��7KDW¶V�D�UDUH�RFFDVLRQ���,�find the crucible of creativity ± the 

RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�VWDUH�LQWR�LW�DV�LW¶V�FRPLQJ�WR�D�ERLO��LW¶V�YHU\�LQWHUHVWLQJ��,�DSSUHFLDWH�LW�RQ�D�YHU\�

LQYROYHG�DQG�\HW�GHWDFKHG�OHYHO��EHFDXVH�,�GRQ¶W�FRPSOHWHO\�XQGHUVWDQG�LW��,�FDQ�WHOO�\RX�ZKHQ�

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 ± the great Berlin violinist. Brahms wrote a Violin Concerto, but 

without the input of Joachim��ZH�GRQ¶W�UHDOOy know what it would sound like, because apparently 

he changed a lot, and that relationship was open ± 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 ± Richard Mühlfeld. He had basically seven more years to 

OLYH��EXW�KH�ZDV�GRQH��$QG�6LEHOLXV�GLGQ¶W�ZULWH�DQ\WKLQJ�IRU�WKH�ODVW�IRUW\�\HDUV�RI�KLV�OLIH��KH�

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

WKLV�FODULQHWLVW��,�NQRZ�D�FRXSOH�RI�WKLQJV�DERXW�PHHWLQJ�FODULQHWLVWV��DOWKRXJK�,¶P�QRW�D�

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

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

ZKRP�KH�ZDVQ¶W�LQYROYHG�DW�DOO��LQ�DQ\�ZD\��H[FHSW�KH�ZDV�FDSWLYDWHG�E\�ZKDW�WKLV�SHUVRQ�FRXOG�

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

admiration. 

 

UPDIKE  Are WKHUH�DQ\�FRQGXFWRUV�WKDW�\RX¶G�OLNH�WR�WDON�DERXW�ZKR�\RX¶YH�ZRUNHG�

with closely? 
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SUTHERLAND All of them. The nice thing about the San Francisco Symphony, I have 

EHHQ�SUHVHQW�IRU�IRXU�H[WUHPHO\�GLIIHUHQW�PXVLF�GLUHFWRUV��%XW�ZKHQ�WKH\¶UH�QRW�WKHUH��YLUWually 
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ZKDW�,�GR��,�GRQ¶W�ORYH�LW�VR�PXFK�WKDW�,�ZRXOG�FRPSURPLVH�LW��DQG�WKH�SHRSOH�ZKR�GR��VRPHWLPHV�

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 :HOO��ORRN�ZKHUH�ZH�DUH��:H¶UH�LQ�\RXU�SULYDWH�DUFKLYH�RIILFH�RQ�WKH�VL[WK 

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

SHRSOH�DQG�JLYH�SHUIRUPDQFHV��$JDLQ�«�,�FRXOGQ¶W�JLYH�D�VHQLRU�UHFLWDO�LQ�WKH�YHQXH�FDOOHG�P\�

school ± LW�ZDVQ¶W�SRVVLEOH��,W�KDVQ¶W�EHHQ�HDV\��EXW�WKHQ�,�ORRN�DW�faded photographs of the 3400 

block of Sacramento Street ± *RG��7KHVH�WKLQJV��WKH\�SURJUHVV�DORQJ��EXW�,¶YH�EHHQ�KHUH�RQ�WKH�

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

like the little match girl, starLQJ�DQG�ZDWFKLQJ��)LUVW�\RX¶UH�D�SDUW�RI�LW��DQG�VRPH�SHRSOH�VWD\�D�

SDUW�RI�LW�«�,¶YH�QHYHU�EHHQ�IDU�DZD\��VR�P\�REVHUYDWLRQV�DUH�IDLUO\�DFXWH��7KH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DUH�

REYLRXV��2EYLRXVO\�WKH�VFKRRO�LV�KHDGHG�LQ�WKH�ULJKW�GLUHFWLRQ��:KDW�,�ZRQ¶W�DOORZ�WR�KDSSHQ is 

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

DXGLWLRQ��DQG�,�ZHQW��³7KLV�LV�GLIIHUHQW��7KLV�LV�QRW�KRZ�SHRSOH�GR�WKLQJV�HOVHZKHUH�´�7KDW�,�GR�

not want to see go by the wayside, ever. Because then we MXVW�EHFRPH�DQRWKHU�«�'DYLG�6WXOO�LV�

all about ± WKHUH�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�EH�WKLQJV�KDSSHQLQJ�WKDW�DUHQ¶W�KDSSHQLQJ�DQ\ZKHUH�HOVH��$QG�KH¶V�

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

%XW�ZH�PXVWQ¶W�HYHU�VDFrifice that little something. You can attach whatever name you want to 

WKDW��ZKDWHYHU�LW�LV��LW¶V�SUHFLRXV� ,¶YH�VDLG�LW�EHIRUH��,�VDLG�LW�LQ�SXEOLF�ZKHQ�ZH�RSHQHG�-RVHSK�

Hall ± ,�ZDV�SDUW�RI�WKDW�JURXS�WKDW�ZDV�SHUIRUPLQJ�WKDW�QLJKW��,�VDLG��³7KLV�LV�VSHFtacular. We 

dreamed about Joseph Hall on Ortega Street ± DQG�LW¶V�QRW�HYHQ�WKH�TXHHQ�EHH�RI�WKH�SHUIRUPLQJ�

VSDFHV�KHUH�´�,W¶V�SUHFLRXV��,�ORYH�LW��,�VDLG�WR�WKH�DVVHPEOHG�DXGLHQFH��³7KLV�LV�UHDOO\�D�SUHFLRXV�

thing. Let us savor this, and let us not lose whDWHYHU�WKLV�LV�´�:KHQ�,�HQWHUHG�-XLOOLDUG��LW�ZDV�WKH�

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 thaW�EHIRUH��%XW�P\�*RG�«�ORRN�DW�WKLV��7KDW¶V�FRRO��EXW�WKDW¶V�QRW�WKH�SUHFLRXV�WKLQJ�

WKDW�,¶P�WDONLQJ�DERXW��:H�DOO�OLNH�QLFH�WKLQJV�DQG�ZH�EHFRPH�RXW�RI�VRUWV�ZKHQ�ZH�FDQQRW�KDYH�

them ± 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 :HOO��LW¶V�JRQH�RQ�WR�HPEUDFH�D�YLUWXDOO\�LQILQLWH�QXPEHU�RI�RWKHU�IDFHWV��

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

United States ± \RX�FDQ�ILQG�KHUH��,Q�PDQ\�FDVHV��\RX�ILQG�LW�KHUH�ILUVW��,¶P�HGJLQJ�D�OLWWOH�ELW�RXW�

RI�PXVLFDO�FXOWXUH�«�WKH�EHDW�SRHWV��QR�DFFLGHQW��7KH�6XPPHU�RI�/RYH��QR�DFFLGHQW��*RG��ZH�

just lost Paul Kantner, the founding member of Jefferson Airplane ± WKDW¶V�KXJH��,�WKLQN�DOO�RI�RXU�
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institutions should be draped in black crepe when something like that happens. But if anything ± 

QDPH�PH�RQH�WKLQJ�DERXW�PXVLF�WKDW�\RX�FRXOGQ¶W�JR�DQG�KHDU�OLYH�LI�\RX�ZHUH�ZLOOLQJ�WR�GULYH�D�

few miles. It expands ± LW¶V�H[SRQHQWLDO��7KHUH¶V�DOZD\V�D�QHZ�WKLQJ��:H�KDG�D�JX\�QDPHG�

Allaudin Mathieu RQ�WKH�PXVLF�IDFXOW\�KHUH�EDFN�LQ�WKH�µ��V�± a crazy guy, incredible. He was 

LQYROYHG�ZLWK�WKH�6XIL�&KRLU�«�QRERG\�NQHZ�ZKDW�D�6XIL�FKRLU�ZDV��:H�GR�QRZ��EXW�he was all 

DERXW�WKDW�WKHQ��2U�GLVFRYHULQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�LQFUHGLEO\�ROG�«�ZH�KDYH�HQRXJK�HGXFDWLRQDO�

institutions WKDW�WKDW¶V�SRVVLEOH� 

 

:H�OLYH�LQ�DQ�LQFUHGLEO\�YLEUDQW��LQTXLVLWLYH�FHQWHU��,�WKLQN�IRU�WKDW�UHDVRQ�LW¶V�DOVR�D�SROLWLFDO�

bubble ± RQH�FRXOGQ¶W�Hxist without the other, liberal progressive thought and the inquiring mind. 

+DQGPDLGHQV��UHDOO\�WKH\�DUH��$QG�LW¶V�RQO\�JRWWHQ�ELJJHU��DQG�you have to be more selective, or 

PRUH�HPEUDFLQJ��:KDW�KDVQ¶W�FKDQJHG�LV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�RQO\����KRXUV�LQ�WKH�GD\�LQ��016, 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 ± WKDW�GLGQ¶W�FKDQJH�DQ\WKLQJ�DW�DOO��KHDYHQV��

QR��7KDW�XSHQGHG�HYHU\RQH¶V�OLIH�FRPSOHWHO\��,�ZDV�DW�2UWHJD�6WUHHW�± a computer? Nobody knew 

what it was. Colleen Katzowitz ± 
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which it did at its premiere. I know that because my teacher, Mrs. Lhevinne, was present at that 

performance in Paris. We must thank John Adams for pushing those incredible orchestral 


