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Warren: This is Mame Warren. Today is September 23. I'm in Baltimore, Maryland, with Leon 

Fleisher. You were starting to say that you've been at the Peabody. 

Fleisher: Yes. If this is an oral history of 100, I've been there for a third, a little under a third of 

the history of the university. So I certainly can't speak to what happened before me, and I'm not 

so sure that I'm either capable or-well, let's see. Why don't we start? 

Warren: Tell me why the Peabody. What brought you to the Peabody in the first place? 

Fleisher: That's an easy one. That's an easy one. I was in the midst of a career, actually a very 

successful career, in the midst of, I think, career number three, possibly number four, since I 

started playing very early. I made an attempt to get a credit card from Macy's in New York. I was 

living in New York at the time, after having spent a number of years living in Europe. And I was 

turned down because, if I remember correctly, they said I didn't have a job. I was obviously self-

employed, giving upwards of fifty, sixty concerts a year, being quite successful at what I had 

chosen to do, but didn't have a job. 

Peter Mennin, who was the director at that time, I had met him in Cleveland. He had been 

commissioned to write a symphony for the Cleveland Orchestra. [George] Szell had 

commissioned him. And he had been after me to come down and teach at Peabody, and I had put 
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him off, put him off, and then came to this annoying little experience at Macy's, and I said, "By 

gum, there's a job I guess I could have." He was eager enough to have me, but he allowed that I 

need only have one or two students, just so that he could get me on the faculty. 

So I came down, in principle, once a week to teach my-I think I had two students at the 

time. He also allowed me a certain freedom I didn't have to come regularly every week if I could 

only come once a month, ifl could do all their lessons at that time, so we had three four-hour 

lessons. And I had my job, and I marched back to Macy's and I got my credit card. [Laughter] 

Warren: So you got the credit card, but you also stayed at the Peabody. 

Fleisher: Yes. I found many irresistible aspects of Baltimore at the time. I was born in San 

Francisco. I lived most of my life actually in New York, but with considerable periods in various 

parts of Europe and Paris, in Holland, in several places, and in Rome, all of this before I came to 

Baltimore. So, something about Baltimore appealed to me greatly. 

Warren: What was that? That's on my list of questions. Tell me about Baltimore and your 

relationship to it. 

Fleisher: Well, it was a major city. I think at that time it was possibly seventh. I remember we 

were vying with Houston for number seven in population, I think, of cities. We were over a 

million at that time. In other words, it was a major city, it had a symphony orchestra, it had a 

conservatory. It had a wonderful museum. It was a major city, and yet there was a pace that was 

far less :frenetic than New York, and it was the pace of life, I think, the first thing that appealed to 

me. 
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The second thing that appealed to me were the number of trees on the streets. It was 

lovely. And the idea that so many of the downtown streets had alleys between the streets. You 

can go from one street to another through the alleyway, and there were coach houses behind the 

main buildings, the main homes that faced the street. Also the fact that I met my second wife here 

proved a strong attraction. [Laughter] 

I love Mount Vernon Place. Of course, Inner Harbor had not been built at that time, '59. 

And I met a lovely circle of friends. So I became very attached. 

Warren: Take me to Mount Vernon Place then. What was it like? 

Fleisher: Actually, not very much different from today, except that today there is a level of 

awareness that one must keep when traversing Mount Vernon Place that wasn't there then, just in 

terms of, unfortunately, in terms of personal safety. They didn't have restrictions on when you had 

to leave the park, sundown or whenever it is now. 

I remember it was a challenge from a driving point of view. The car that I had was a stick 

shift, and it was hilly, but you could pretty generally find a parking place, pretty generally. I've 

had my share of parking tickets, I assure you. [Laughter] And I have learned that 'tis best to go 

down and face them, even plead guilty to them. Very often you'll find a sympathetic judge who 

will just let you off with cost. There's a joke around school that the reason I chose my studio up 

on the fourth floor was to evade parking ticket officers who would come to school looking for me 

and would become discouraged when they were told I was up on the fourth floor. They were not 

interested in climbing all those floors to get to me. The elevator at that time was rather rickety. 
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Warren: So are they just funny stories? Because I've heard that story and I wondered whether it 

was true. 

Fleisher: [Laughter] I think once it might have been true. I've had a couple of adventures at 

Peabody. There was a period when I was an associate conductor of the Baltimore Symphony, and 

before I learned better, a period when I was susceptible to back spasms. That was before I learned 

about the importance of stretching every day, keeping the muscles of the back in shape. However, 

I do remember getting a back spasm one day at school and actually being carried out on a 

stretcher. Where did they-I don't remember where they took me. I just remember they had to 

come and get me because I couldn't move. Thank heavens that was, what, about twenty-five 

years ago, and I've since-my back is in much better shape now. 

Warren: That's the good news. 

Fleisher: That's the good news, yes. 

Warren: So I've heard that Studio 413-is that the number? 

Fleisher: Yes. Good for you. 

Warren: Is a legendary place. Tell me about it. Describe it. Take me there. 

Fleisher: Well, it's about to change. It's been very spare, very aesthetic, rather Spartan, I guess, 

bare of pictures or anything on the walls. No distractions, in other words. Now that my class is 

getting smaller, I'm cutting it down bit by bit each year, I find it necessary to fill it up with-well, 

the pictures, curiously enough, have a relationship. They're mostly pictures of the universe. I 

found a series of extraordinary pictures that were taken :from the Hubble Telescope, of clusters of 

galaxies and such, and I'm going to start hanging them on my walls, because I think that's where 
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a lot of the music that we make finds itself deposited or involved with, and I find it helpful, 

inspiring, even, to see these incredible shapes. 

Two pianos. It's a sizeable room now. They actually had three rooms in that space, and 

my colleague, Ann Schein, who's next door, they demolished the middle space, which enlarged 

her space as well as mine, so our rooms are sizeable. They can accommodate some thirty, forty 

little wooden chairs for students. A rug that has long worn through at the pedals. I made several 

attempts at buying a plywood board to fit under the pedals so that you could save the rug from 

the heels of the shoes that pedal, but it seemed like a very popular idea, and they soon disappeared 

from my studio. So we just sit there with this rather old, worn rug with a big hole at the pedal. 

[Laughter] 

Two windows giving on to the roof of Friedberg Hall, I would think, ofttimes, in the 

spring and summer, with pigeons roosting on the window. And that's really about it. Two pianos, 

several piano chairs, and the room, the square room, is ringed with wooden chairs that class 

students sit on. 

Warren: I've never had the privilege of being there, so tell me what happens. You have the 

student at the piano and then others come in and sit and watch? 

Fleisher: Yes. The manner in which I teach I took over from my teacher, Artur Schnabel. Rather 

than teach one on one, which I did in the beginning, I now prefer to teach in a kind of class 

situation, for really quite a specific musical reason. They are that the benefits that come from 

listening to somebody else have a lesson and not be under the gun one's self to produce and 

reproduce what is required or requested are large, they are very positive, those benefits. 
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Plus the fact that one hears three, four, depending on how many students we have in a 

day, one hears three or four times the amount of repertoire, and you begin to get a kind of 

overview, a kind of understanding that music, no matter where it comes from, what country it 

comes from, and though it has characteristics of that culture, there are still what you might call 

rules or laws which most of the time are broken, but, as we know, the only way to break a rule or 

a law is to know the law, to know the rule first, and therefore why you break it. 

So I announce to all my students, they know it beforehand, that those days that I teach, 

they are requested to all be present for everybody's lessons. So they learn much more that way. 

They also learn that their problems are not unique. Everybody has the same problem. And it saves 

an awful lot of time and energy, rather than repeating the same thing to each person individually 

alone. If you're going to repeat it that many times-and I do-at least the others are exposed to 

those repetitions. 

Warren: That makes perfect sense. 

Fleisher: Yes. It's really very productive. 

Warren: Is that a standard way of doing things at the Peabody, or is that your way of doing 

things? 

Fleisher: No, I think it's my way. I think there probably are some teachers who now permit other 

students to sit in on the students' lessons. If there are certain times when privacy is called for, so 

to speak, I'm perfectly willing to see them alone, and I tell them that. But it's collegial, it's 

productive, and it brings much sooner a kind of overview to music that is very helpful. 

Warren: Do you play a part in selecting who will be your students? 
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Fleisher: Oh, absolutely. 

Warren: Tell me about that. 

Fleisher: They come and audition for me, be it here at Peabody or in any other part of the world. 

I do a lot of traveling, and people, young artists, do ply me with requests to audition for me in 

order to come and study. So, yes, I choose my students. I'm in that fortunate position. 

Warren: What are you looking for in your students? 

Fleisher: What am I looking for? It's interesting. I'm looking for a certain flame, a certain kind 

of energy, a certain kind of imagination, wonderment. I also look for a certain level of 

accomplishment, physical, technical accomplishment, but that is, in a way, less important than 

these other qualities. 

Warren: What is it you want your students to take away from these lessons? 

Fleisher: There are certain precepts. I find myself feeling perilously close to Polonius. It disturbs 

me, because he's so really officious and not a pleasant type. But there are certain principles, as I 

say, that are recognized as principles mostly in the fact that they are so frequently broken. I find 

myself saying to my students with great frequency that if they have anything to learn from me, 

that they will discover what that is most probably after they've left me. And that turns out to be 

true. It was my experience with my teacher. 

I had the enormous privilege of working with one of the great, great artists of the 

twentieth century, I think one of the seminal musicians of the twentieth century. There were really 

two, in my opinion, who single-handedly managed to overcome the effects of a nineteenth century 

that was filled with cliche-ridden traditions, lazy thinking, and an overly inflated sense of being a 
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performer. There were two musicians who, from their individual standpoint, helped clean out this 

nineteenth century mess that I would call it. I've used the metaphor, they flushed out the Augean 

stable single-handedly, and they were, I think, by coming back to the integrity of the text and the 

instructions of the composer. And they were Schnabel and Toscanini. 

I had this extraordinarily good fortune of working with Schnabel between the age of nine 

and nineteen. I worked with him for ten years. When I left, I was really at a loss. I didn't leave; he 

actually kicked me out because I had become quite lazy. You know, soon after I came to him, he 

was so inspiring and so convincing and so irresistible, that I soon arrived at that point that all of 

his students arrived at, which was that it became almost impossible to distinguish Schnabel from 

Beethoven or Schnabel from Mozart or Schnabel from Schubert. I mean, everything he said just 

rang of truth with a capital "T," and extraordinary beauty and inspiration. 

So that after a while, rather than make the effort to find answers for myself, I had the 

tendency to become rather lazy, saying, "Why look for these answers when I know next week 

when I play for him I'll get the answer." So he recognized that quickly and said, "It's time you go 

out on your own. You know how to learn." That's, I think, the prime responsibility of any and 

every teacher, not so much to be a kind of humanized computer spewing out facts and figures, 

hoping that the student will absorb them, but actually to teach how to learn. What are the 

elements that go into making an informed choice and decision? So Schnabel said I knew how to 

learn. "Go out and start making the mistakes from which one learns." One only learns by making 

mistakes and feeling the out--coming to grips with the problems, the doubts, the frustrations, all of 

that. 
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So when I left him, I felt like somebody lost in the ocean without a life raft. And those are 

the days before tape recorders. My lessons with Schnabel, all our lessons usually lasted 

somewhere between two and a half and three and a half hours, and during that time he would give 

us his entire experience with the piece that we were playing, fifty, sixty years' worth of 

experience, which was why he rarely heard the same piece the following week, because he told us 

everything he knew about it, and he expected us to absorb, accept, or reject if we wanted. But 

there was so much information passed that one really, after a lesson, one kind of reeled out of 

there, inebriated, just staggered. It was a combination of such inspiration and information. 

When we parted company, I felt sure that there was no way that I could remember one 

small fraction of all the things that he had told me. So for a couple of years I was, as I say, lost. I 

stopped performing. I almost stopped playing. I did some little teaching. 

I remember two incidents very clearly. One, I was in Paris about a year and a half, two 

years after I had left him, and I heard a recording of his. It was wonderful and beautiful as I had 

remembered it. And I remember thinking, when it was over, "That was marvelous, but I'm not 

sure that I would do such and such that way myself." And when I realized what I had just said, it 

was the dawn of some kind of musical adulthood, some kind of independence. 

Then I remember an instance-well, actually, starting at that point I remember picking up a 

piece that I'd never studied before and confronting some of the problems and trying to remember 

back to perhaps similar instances of music that I had studied with Schnabel. I remember, like that 

wonderful Maxwell House coffee commercial, this bubble rose from my brain, this little "blp," and 

I remembered something that he had said, and it fit. That was my answer to that problem. So I 
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began to realize that I really had everything that he had said. It was inside of me. It was just my 

responsibility to uncover it, let it come to the surface as with these great bubbles. 

And then the other great revelation for me was when-I remember having a specific puzzle, 

a specific frustration in a musical phrase, and I recollected what he said about such a situation. I 

tried it and it didn't work. I was not satisfied. I was not happy. And I went back. What came to 

my mind was a movie that I'd seen during World War II. I think it was called "Test Pilot," and I 

think somebody like Jimmy Stewart was the hero. I remember very clearly it was a story of an 

airplane or aviation was just coming to the point of breaking the sound barrier, and these pilots of 

this plane company were taking the planes up. The only way they could do it was not in level 

flight, but in dives, dives straight down to the earth. And these pilots go take it up to 30, 40,000 

feet and then dive down and pass through the sound barrier and then pull up, except that every 

time they pulled up, the plane didn't respond and they would crash and they were killed. Very 

upsetting. [Laughter] 

As everybody knows, when you have this joystick, I think, that controls the rudders, if 

you're going down, if you pull back on it, bring it towards your chest, that brings the plane out of 

its descent and it rises again. And that's what all those pilots did, and it just didn't work. So 

finally the climax of the movie, the hero, Jimmy Stewart, takes the plane up and he's going to put 

it into its dive. He gets into the dive and starts going through the sound barrier. The plane vibrates 

violently. The voices from the ground tell him, "Pull up now. You're getting too close to the 

earth." 
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And he remembered that they had all pulled back on the stick and hadn't come out of the 

dive, so he took the enormous risk. He had the idea he did exactly the opposite; he pushed 

forward on the stick. And lo and behold, the plane came out of its dive. What they learned from 

that was, ifl remember correctly, that when you pass through the sound barrier and get to the 

other side, that the controls work in reverse. 

So I tried the opposite of what Schnabel said on that phrase and I found my answer. 

[Laughter] So it was another revelation. 

Warren: I've read-and I would love to have you tell me from your perspective how this 

works-that through Schnabel that you're five teachers away from Beethoven. This may not have 

anything to do with Johns Hopkins, but I'd love to have you tell me about that. 

Fleisher: That's very simple. What is it, six degrees of separation? 

Warren: Yes. 

Fleisher: I studied with Schnabel. Schnabel studied with Leschetizky. He was one of the most 

popular teachers of his time. Most everybody actually studied, of the great performing artists of 

the beginning of the twentieth century studied with Leschetizky. Leschetizky studied with Liszt. 

Liszt studied with Czerny. And Czerny was a student of Beethoven. So Beethoven to Czerny, 

one; Czerny to Liszt is two; Liszt to Leschetizky is three; Leschetizky to Schnabel is four; five. 

Five degrees of separation. 

Warren: I don't know how that makes you feel, but it just thrills me. 

Fleisher: Really? Isn't that nice. Yes. 

Warren: And I'd like to know how it makes you feel. 
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Fleisher: Oh, I don't know. You must ask champion poodles how they feel to have pedigrees. 

[Laughter] I'll tell you what really did impress me. A few years ago I was conducting in 

Stuttgart, and we were rehearsing in the Academie. As I went in to rehearse with the orchestra, 

the walls going up the staircase were lined with pictures of Bach, and Bach had been there back in 

the seventeenth century. And I wondered what it must feel to be a German musician and to have 

that in one's heritage. It's kind of the same thing. It's comforting. It's very nice. But it's also a 

responsibility, in a way. You have to-if you can't find the answers to the problems, it doesn't 

have that much meaning. So teaching how to learn, you always come back to that. I think that's 

the bottom line. 

Warren: Tell me about your colleagues at the Peabody. Who's been important to you through 

the years? 

Fleisher: Oh, my. They all, in their way, they're quite individual, they're quite unique. I must say 

at this point, for the last two, three years, we have evolved a piano department that I think is 

second to none anywhere. Anywhere. Certainly when you put them next to the name schools, I 

think there's no question. It's a strange combination of homogeneity and heterogeneity. There are 

people that come from varying backgrounds, but that have a singleness of goal. It's a remarkably 

well-meshed and friendly, truly friendly group of piano professors. I'm very proud to be among 

them. Of late, I don't attend the number of meetings that I should, but those that I do manage to 

get to are really a very fine experience. 

There have been-oh, I would name names, but in the naming of those names I would leave 

others out, just out of sheer forgetfulness. It's actually only comparatively recently that the faculty 
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has become as strong as it has, because until comparatively recently, Baltimore has been "not 

New York." And if you want to stretch out from New York, well, maybe Philadelphia, Curtis 

Institute. Going north, Boston is too far. That's another galaxy. The other schools spread out 

throughout the country, one would have to live there if you teach at Eastman in Rochester or 

Cincinnati or Cleveland Institute. 

But Baltimore was in that curious position where one could possibly just commute, and 

for a while it was a school of commuting teachers. It was that when I first came. I was a 

commuter myself until I made the decision to move here. I made that decision, I think, within two 

years of my arrival. But now not only the institution, but the city itself has evolved and grown to 

the point where world figures are quite willing to, and enjoy living here in Baltimore, which 

changes the character of the faculty. I think it's very important. 

Warren: I need to turn the tape over. 

[Begin Tape l, Side 2] 

Warren: So what is it that brings people to the Peabody? What is it about this place that's so 

attractive? 

Fleisher: Well, there's the pace of life in the city. The institution, the building itself is a lovely 

building. The library, the Peabody Library, is one of the architectural beauties of the country. 

Warren: Describe that to me. 

Fleisher: Oh, my. I don't have the appropriate gifts for that. It's tiered, it's layered with wrought 

iron work, tiered with the stacks around an atrium, so one goes in and you crane your neck, you 

look almost straight up and there are still balconies, stacks, all these beautiful lacy iron work 
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balconies. Just such a sense of time and space. It must be seen to experience. It's one of the great 

beauties of Baltimore, really. It's a treasure. 

I think as the faculty improves, the student body improves. As the student body improves, 

the faculty improves. It's an interlacing, interweaving of cause and effect. The Baltimore 

Symphony has become one of the best such institutions in the country. That's a draw. That's a 

pull. BMA, Baltimore Museum of Art, Walters Art Gallery, all of these things, it's a general 

quality of life. Not that we aren't beset with urban problems, and they are difficult problems, 

difficult to find satisfactory solutions, but there is a sense that there is movement and an effort and 

people place value on the beauties and qualities of the city, and work towards their preservation 

and the improvement of the problems. So there's a sense of activity, of movement, as I say. 

Warren: You've been at the Peabody for a long time and have been through a lot in the years 

that you've been there. One of the major events was the affiliation with Johns Hopkins. Do you 

sense that that has made a difference? As somebody who's been at the Peabody all that time, was 

there a chance in the feeling of the place? 

Fleisher: I think so. It was unmistakable. The fact that Hopkins took us over, or extended its 

umbrella over our sodden heads, was a sign that we had a value, that we were of value to an 

institution as far-reaching and powerful as Hopkins, it gave us a kind of security. Everybody's 

heads were kind of lifted and backs were straighter. I think Hopkins has been most judicious in 

the affiliation. They've not tried to impose or micromanage. I think they've been very wise in how 

they've dealt with the affiliation, and I think Peabody immediately advanced several rungs on the 

ladder when that happened. I think it's wonderful. And I think that Hopkins has benefitted also. 
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Warren: What's the benefit for Hopkins? 

Fleisher: We get a considerable number of not crossover students, but doubling students, 

students from Hopkins who come to study at Peabody, take advantage of our classes and our 

professors. And it's a recognition that music is one of those human activities that most ennoble 

the spirit, which I think is one of Hopkins' goals. 

Warren: You've made a reference to your sodden heads. 

Fleisher: Yes. We got awfully wet trying to raise money. [Laughter] 

Warren: I've heard that literally the building was in trouble for a while. 

Fleisher: Yes, like the roof leaked. [Laughter] Still does in certain places. In my studio, for 

example. [Laughter] 

Warren: Really? 

Fleisher: Yes. Being on the top floor, I'm susceptible. 

Warren: Well, I hope [Hurricane] Floyd wasn't too hard on you. 

Fleisher: No. It was hard on this house a little bit. 

Warren: I bet, with all these trees around, it was scary. 

Fleisher: Yes. This exposure, I mean that's where the winds and the rain comes from, north. 

Yes, we got the tail end. It's okay. 

Warren: To my eyes, I come into the building, come into the Peabody, and granted I haven't 

done the grand tour, which I plan to do on Sunday, I plan to come to the Open House on 

Sunday-

Fleisher: Oh, wonderful. 
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Fleisher: -but to my eyes, the place looks fantastic. 

Fleisher: Well, when I came, there was no plaza. I can't even remember. There were no dorms. 

There was no cafeteria. There was no Leakin Hall, which houses the library, Friedheim Library. 

Was not as it is now. And Bob's goals, I think, are absolutely laudable. Obviously it's a problem, 

but the front door of Peabody is not open that much anymore. Everybody has to go through 

guard positions, and that's all going to-I'm sure you will speak to him about that. And wasn't it 

Stone, Edward Stone, Edward Durrell Stone, that was the architect ofthe-1 say the new campus, 

which is now, what, fifteen, twenty years old? 

Warren: I didn't realize he was the architect. 

Fleisher: I think so. I think so, or one of them. I should check that out. Why does that stick in 

my mind somehow? Yes, there's still plenty ofroom for improvement, and Bob is very aware of 

those and, I think, has interesting plans. I just hope I'm around long enough to see them come to 

fruition. 

Warren: I presume you've played in the concert halls. 

Fleisher: Yes. 

Warren: Tell me about them 

Fleisher: Friedberg has been renovated since I first came, is better. It's a difficult hall 

acoustically, but it's a comfortable hall. The size is nice, the shape is nice. We have just opened 

what used to be on the second floor known as North Hall, and it has been transformed into 

Griswald Hall in celebration of the donor of the pipe organ that Don Sutherland and his wife, 

Phyllis Bryn-Julson, are, I think, virtually responsible for. And that's a wonderful chamber music 
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hall. It was terribly live, terribly resonant, and in the renovation of it, they came up with a 

comparatively inexpensive and wonderfully effective modulator of acoustics. 

They built a brand-new hall in Paris for e ___ , for Pierre Boulez, in which they were 

able to change the size of the hall, change reflectors in the hall, a real modern technological 

marvel costing many, many millions of francs. We've done the same in Griswald Hall just with a 

moveable curtain. [Laughter] Which we can extend the length of the hall, which will dampen the 

acoustics, the resonance, to make it a wonderful speaking hall, or draw the curtain back, exposing 

the wonderful archwayed windows and increasing the resonance. So I think with a few hundred 

dollars we've done what France has done with millions of francs. [Laughter] 

Warren: It sounds like the better investment to me. 

Fleisher: I think so, yes. 

Warren: Your students, when they arrive, when they're coming from all over the world, do they 

seem to fit right in? What is it that they experience? Do you have a sense of their feelings about 

the Peabody? 

Fleisher: Yes, I think they always arrive with a certain trepidation, a certain tentativeness as they 

look around, but I think the idea of all of us being together in everybody's lesson and seeing that 

their problems are not unique, that we all share to a large extent the same problems, we certainly 

share the same frustrations, we share the same doubts, that serves immediately as a kind of 

binding element that I think makes them quickly more at ease and more relaxed. 

Yes, this year I notice, in particular, there is a kind of camaraderie. That plaza between the 

back ofLeakin and the back of the conservatory and the cafeteria and the dorms is really-it's a 
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campus. It doesn't have quite the greenery that Hopkins has, but there's a sense of mingling and 

interchange and the decibel level is actually rather high, which is nice. 

Warren: Is there much socializing between the faculty and students? 

Fleisher: Between faculty and students? Somewhat. I don't know. I can't speak for others. My 

wife and I try to have, at least once a year, a get-together with them out here at the house. We did 

this year a Brahms retrospective, last school year that ended in May, June, and we went through 

all my class. There were six students, because two of them were not available. They were off in 

Europe doing international competitions. So six in my class learned all the keyboard, all the piano 

works, of Brahms for solo piano, two hands. We played them in a series of one, two-what was it, 

three concerts, that's right. And Kathy and I had them do the same thing over a period of two 

nights here in the house, and it was play and eat and drink, and come back the next day and play 

and eat and drink. So that was nice. That was fun. 

Warren: That's lovely. 

Fleisher: Yes. That should be done. And that's why I think I-actually, I have an ulterior motive. 

For some thirteen years I was artistic director of Tanglewood Music Center, and we had a house 

up there. We left and we sold the house and we need a place to put some of the furniture, and my 

studio seems to be a nice, large, comparatively empty room, so we're going to bring some of the 

stuff there, a bookcase or two, maybe even a little small refrigerator for myself, and some chairs 

and stuff, and maybe some pictures. Maybe even a sound system. 

Music students are a strange group. I will go into that if I can unhook myself here for a 

moment. 
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Warren: Absolutely. 

Fleisher: I'm saying that music is a curious kind of-it's a rather solitary activity. You sit and you 

practice. In fact, I'm trying to convince my students that the practicing is perhaps even not quite 

as important as they think it is, because instrumental students have a tendency to overemphasize 

the importance of repetitive mechanical work at their instrument. They think they have to train 

their muscles, and to a certain extent they do, but that muscle training turns into a kind of ''with" 

with endless repetition that most young people think is necessary, turns into a kind of mindless 

activity that really becomes quite unproductive simply because they think that as long as they're 

moving, that they're accomplishing something. But unless it's directed by intention or by the 

mind, it's really quite useless and sometimes produces negative results. 

So, unless you make chamber music, which is making music with other people a kind of 

interaction, it is, as I say, a solitary-it's even lonely activity. So it's important to find 

opportunities and ways to get them to interact with other people. Quite important. You know, 

they think they have to sit six, seven, eight hours a day, practice, and they really don't have to. 

They have to think about what they're going for. 

I have a theory about performing, that the performer is really three people in one. Before 

you play a single note, you have to hear it in your inner ear. You have to hear what you want. 

You have to hear how you want it to sound so that you have a goal. If you just put down a key or 

play a note, you can't change it. So you have to know exactly the way you want it to sound 

before you play it. So, in effect, you have to hear before you play. That's Person A 
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Person B is the person that actually does the playing, puts down the key, plays the note, 

and that person has to be totally aware of how that note is being played so that Person C, who sits 

somewhat apart and listens and judges, and if what Person C hears is not what Person A wanted, 

Person C tells Person B what to change in order to get closer to what Person A wants. So the 

ideal performance is a state of ecstatic schizophrenia. When it works, it's marvelous. It really is a 

state of ecstasy. When it doesn't, well, you have to think more about what you're doing. 

[Laughter] 

But too many kids think that it's a kind of circus activity, the playing of the instrument, 

and I'm not just talking about piano. What can be done, and what is often done, is extraordinary, 

a kind of neuromuscular combination, a coordination, is really worthy of the great circus acts, but 

it's all in the service of an artistic vision of a goal. If they're just interested in playing studies and 

etudes and brilliant pieces that display that neuromuscular coordination, I mean, they should go to 

Ringling Bros., Barnum and Bailey, you know, and that's what I tell my students. 

Warren: Of course, hearing you talk about repetitive, of course, makes me think about your own 

experiences. 

Fleisher: Oh, yes. 

Warren: And I wonder-and I don't know the answer to this-when you made the transition to 

conducting, did you learn that at the Peabody? 

Fleisher: No, no. I went and spoke to a couple of friends who were conductors. I have not really 

had formal conducting lessons. 

Warren: Really. 
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Fleisher: I don't really think of myself as a conductor. I really think of myself as a musician, and 

if my intentions are clear and powerful enough, they will be unmistakable to the players. I don't 

think that's just a conceit. I come from a period of great conductors, great musicians as 

conductors, and some of them, if you just look and analyze their "conducting technique," some of 

them are really seemingly very primitive in their movements, almost simplistic, but they manage 

somehow, through their eyes or through the intensity and clarity of their intention, the orchestra 

understands unmistakably what that conductor's wishes are, and recreates them, manifests them. 

Today one sees examples of young budding conductors who have great moves, who look 

marvelous, they look like Errol Flynn, but they really have no idea what the music is about, and in 

a way that's a terrible experience for an orchestra, because an orchestra can tell instantly, or at 

least within a very short time, what is for show and what is truly substance. It's such an abuse of 

an orchestra to force them to make music without substance. So orchestras don't look for Fancy 

Dans either; they look for somebody who has knowledge, who has experience, and who has 

intention. 

Warren: And I know you have intention with the Peabody Orchestra sometimes. 

Fleisher: Yes, I'm looking forward. I'm conducting them in December. 

Warren: I have my tickets already. 

Fleisher: Thanks. Very nice. That should be fun. 

Warren: In fact, you're my Christmas present to both my father and my best musical friend. 

Fleisher: Oh! Oh, my heavens. How nice. 
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Warren: Well, it's not only you; it's the program. The Rachmaninoff Second is my father's very 

favorite piece. 

Fleisher: Really? Good. Good. Andre [Watts] and I are-actually, we're playing four hands in a 

couple of weeks. We're playing at a memorial tribute concert to Pat Hays, the impresario. 

Warren: Patrick Hays? 

Fleisher: Yes. 

Warren: I knew him when I was a child. 

Fleisher: Really. 

Warren: Yes. I've been to his house when I was very young. 

Fleisher: Oh, how wonderful. He was one of my dearest friends, as is Evelyn, his wife. You 

know he passed away last year. 

Warren: Yes. 

Warren: And they're giving a memorial concert for him at Kennedy Center the thirteenth of 

October, and Andre and I are playing at that. I think Jimmy Galway is there, Roberta Peters, and 

we're doing four hands. There's a lovely little rondo by Schubert that's entitled Notre Amitie est 

Invariable, Our Friendship is Forever, and Schubert ends it, the last sixteen bars or so, with 

intertwined arms. Usually when you play four hands on the piano, it's two hands of one player, 

two hands on the other player. Well, here my right hand goes up there and his left hand crosses 

over and plays in here. So that's the way Schubert writes the end of that piece, which is charming. 

Delightful. 

Warren: That must be something to see and to play. 
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Fleisher: Yes. So I'm looking forward to that. 

Warren: So tell me about-we've gone off on personal things. So tell me about the Peabody 

Orchestra. To bring all of these young players together, what's that like? 

Fleisher: Oh, that's always exciting. That's always very exciting. And that orchestra has grown 

and improved so much since my day, since when I first came, because, of late, one has begun to 

recognize the importance of what an orchestra is. An orchestra, to a music school, is like its 

varsity team. It should be something that one vies to get on. It's a jewel in the crown of the 

school. Together with the top faculty and top students, the orchestra is really terribly important, 

and of the last decade or so, maybe two, the powers-that-be have recognized that and have made 

great strides, efforts and great strides, in bringing people to work with the orchestra, to lead the 

orchestra. So it's a very good group now, and I think that just last year, I believe, that for the first 

time Peabody Orchestra went to New York to show itself off. 

School orchestras, Curtis, for example, is one, I think, of the best examples. Juilliard also. 

Juilliard has two or three orchestras. We have two. But it's a wonderful opportunity for young 

people to learn. It's a metaphor for life, is what it is. The idea of people coming from quite 

different backgrounds, working together towards the same goal, working in cooperation with, 

learning not only your own part, but knowing what everybody else is playing, because you have to 

fit your part into the fabric of the whole, accepting the fact that there are a few times when you're 

in the forefront, but more time when you're kind of in the middle ground, and probably most of 

the time you're in the background, depending on your instrument, but that it's all of equal 

importance. Even if you're twelfth violin in the first or in the second violins, that it's a kind of 
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teamwork where subservience of individuality in the service of the good of the community, of the 

whole, it's a wonderful experience for them 

There's great, exciting music, it's uplifting. They can go away from a concert or a good 

rehearsal walking on air, taller than when they came in, just kind of empowered, in a sense. So the 

orchestra is a powerful tool of the Peabody. 

Warren: I'm excited to come to that concert. 

Fleisher: Good. 

Warren: I figure that will be an emotional link with the place as well as an intellectual one. 

Fleisher: Yes, I think so. I think so. 

Warren: One of the questions I've been asking up at Homewood, most of my interviews so far 

have been up at the Homewood campus, and one of the questions I've been asking up there is, do 

you think Johns Hopkins has a personality? So I guess I would like to ask you, does the Peabody 

have a personality? Can you describe the personality there? 

Fleisher: I'm not sure that you can come up with one overall. I'm trying to remember my-it 

wasn't Jacob's pillow, but it was somebody's blanket. It's a Babylon. Or am I thinking of the 

tower of Babel? It is such a mix that I don't think you could describe a single aspect or 

personality to it. 

Kids from all over the world, from all-it's such a challenge for a young person. They come 

into the conservatory, what, at eighteen. It's probably the first time they're away from home, so 

they're learning a certain independence, self-reliance, how to make it on your own in a large 
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group. They're probably in the midst of all kind of adolescent and post-adolescent hormonal 

awakenings, which is really challenging. 

They have to take classes and they have to practice their instruments. That's the big 

difference between Hopkins and Peabody. Peabody kids have to take classes the way Hopkins 

kids do, and in addition put in three, four, five, six, however many hours of work at their 

instrument. So that takes a kind of dedication. That takes a kind of monomania, if you will. So 

you get kids who have purpose and enough energy to get it all done, so there is basically a high 

level of energy there. Yes, if you wanted to-the force field of energy I think is probably higher 

than in just a normal academic institution, and compounded with the potential excitement of 

"performing." There are always special cookies to be had for performing. It's a charged-it's a 

charged scene. It's exciting. It's one I enjoy being part of. 

Warren: We're at the end of this tape. 

[Begin Tape 2, Side l] 

Warren: This is Mame Warren. It's still September 23, and I'm still with Leon Fleisher. 

I just have a few more things I'd like to ask you about. I want to get back to those 

pictures from the Hubble spacecraft. 

Fleisher: They're not up yet. 

Warren: I understand that, but there's a Hopkins connection to that. 

Fleisher: Yes, it's kind of neat, isn't it? 

Warren: Yes. Tell me. 
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Fleisher: I'm all the time talking to my students about those dimensions in which music operates. 

I believe very much in the fact that there are many levels of human awareness. I had a student 

who had a penchant for anagrams, and when I spoke about-at one point I mentioned that this 

piece aspired to another level of human awareness, after a moment he popped up with "ALOHA," 

Another Level of Human Awareness. [Laughter] And that's what music is about. 

I often, in describing to my students the three main influences, the three main musics that 

Western culture deals with, at least in terms of piano and instrumental music, are, first, German. 

Without a doubt, German is the great fund of music that we are involved with from Bach through 

Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, and on into later composers. 

Secondly, I would say probably Russian music, quantitatively considerably less, but certainly of 

great importance. Thirdly, I would say probably French music, again quantitatively even less than 

Russian, but of enormous importance in terms of historical influence. Yes, there's American 

music, there's English, Spanish, Italian music. Italian opera, that's mostly where they have 

importance, less instrumental. 

And these three main musics, German, Russian, French, have certain aesthetic profiles, 

credos. French music is very sensory, appealing to sense of smell, almost, and touch and taste. 

French music, if you squint your eyes to see impressionistically, probably if you could squint your 

ears, you'd hear ideally French music. Russian music seems to be terribly subjective. It's very 

breast-beating, you know. It seems to be involved with "See my pain. Look at my pain. Hear my 

pain." German music, on the other hand, is somewhat metaphysical in its involvement. German 
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romanticism is a very special kind of romanticism that involves self-sacrifice, relinquishment, 

resignation. 

As I describe to my students, if a boy loves a girl in German romanticism and the girl 

doesn't love the boy, but the girl loves the hunter, the boy will not really try to win over the girl, 

certainly not force her to something, because his interest is in her happiness. He'd rather bite his 

lip until tears come, you know, and let the girl love the hunter, because he wants her to be happy. 

That's the German romanticism part of it. 

But in addition to that, the metaphysical part of Gennan music seems to ask the questions, 

what is my relation to the universe? How am I connected to the forests, to the oceans, to the 

stars? It seems to always be yearning, reaching for another dimension. I think German music 

passes from the subjective, through the objective, out into the universal. And that's why 

particularly late Beethoven sonatas are out there where Hubble is taking pictures. I mean, that's 

where it is. 

I have a theory about great minds, great composers. They, because of so little 

distraction-our lives today are so immensely complicated and distracted, but back in the 

seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth century, there were so few distractions, that the great minds, 

like the turning of a key, could instantly access another level of awareness. I think that in a sense, 

with all the acknowledgment of the reasons why, let's say, young people turn to drugs, all the 

psychological and personal, emotional reasons, I think that it is an easy way to access another 

level of awareness, that the old people were able to do in their work and got whatever satisfaction 

they got from that creative act. And young people are not having the time or the space to access 
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these other levels in their natural and undrugged way, have found the shortcut of drugs. A 

personal theory. 

But that's basically-also I think it's just unbelievably beautiful, those photographs. I mean, 

we are not alone. 

Warren: I can imagine. I've heard the somewhat austere description of Studio 413, that this is 

going to be a big transformation. 

Fleisher: Yes. 

Warren: It would be for me. I'm no pianist, for sure, but-

Fleisher: It's actually going to be a kind of actualization of what we talk about and what we 

aspire to, and here will be some kind of actualization, visualization, of it. I think making it more 

graphic might make it more easily accessible. 

Warren: I think it's a really exciting proposition. 

Fleisher: I'm glad. I can't wait till they're ready, until they're up, because they're beautiful 

photographs. I'm sure you've seen them. 

Warren: Oh, yes. 

Fleisher: Some of them are unbelievable. 

Warren: So it just makes me wonder and think about part of the awe that I'm developing, of the 

vastness of Hopkins. I keep finding interrelatedness among the various divisions, just as you're 

doing this with the images from the Hubble. Are there any other aspects-

Fleisber: I think it's well known, for example-who was it? Was it John Lilly, a scientist, who 

took a series of statements made by-I think he took a half a dozen of the great scientists of the 
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day and half a dozen of the great mystics of all time, and he took comments and lined them up and 

asked the readers to identify which was the mystic and which was the scientist. This included 

Planck and Einstein and people like that. It was astounding that the scientists were more mystical 

than the mystics. I think that's probably where a lot of the underneath connections, because 

everything in existence is connected, whether on a micro or a macro level, and the great 

discoveries in science have been made through intuition and meditation and "Aha!" and art, it's 

the same. Music, it's the same. 

It's interesting. Science seems to be making the effort to get down to the essence of 

existence by getting smaller and more focused on smaller and smaller and smaller and smaller, and 

art does just the opposite, finds its answers by becoming larger and larger and larger, more 

inclusive. So they're mirrors, opposite sides of the same coin. They're opposite ends of a black 

hole. 

Warren: What do you think, speaking oflooking out into vastness, what does the future hold for 

the Peabody? 

Fleisher: That, for my mind, becomes a more and more difficult question to imagine an answer 

to, because it demands a vision of where our entire lives, our entire societies, are headed, and that 

fills me with less optimistic feelings because of the great technological advances which seem 

somehow to direct destiny, and which fact I find very frightening, rather than having a mind direct 

the technology. We're becoming instruments of the discoveries, and the discoveries are 

nonhuman, you know. They are mechanical. They are electronic. They must be guided by human 

intelligence. They must be guided by wisdom And we seem to substitute wisdom, at best with 
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knowledge, and at worst with facts, neither of which is wisdom. So I don't know. Where great art 

and music will fit in has me very concerned. 

Also the role of the conservatory is becoming problematic in the sense that, do we really 

have space in our societies for every year the influx of graduate students? On a certain level I 

think what will happen is that performance, concerts, as we know them, will probably evolve and 

turn into a different way. There are already groups, foundations, that are seeking to bring music, 

for example, to retirement homes, to hospitals, to prisons, and that might be the next great 

audience, so to speak, because what we've seen in the last century of public performance in 

music, I think is going to evolve. 

Music-giving institutions are having their financial problems. The graying of the musical 

audience is a great problem. Government has to be brought into it, in the sense that it's now been 

proven scientifically that children already at the age of two, exposed to classical music, 

specifically Mozart, their brains grow faster. So what does government do? In schools the first 

thing they cut out is art and music. This is an attitude that's going to have to change. These things 

have to be brought back into schools, and then hopefully art, music, will become a normal part of 

existence. 

People have a tendency to be naturally lazy, and television and these technologies are all 

geared towards emphasizing that natural laziness. Also I'm not convinced that the capitalist form 

of democracy is the wave of the future. It so emphasizes things monetary. It has a way, through 

its merciless competition, of dehumanizing. Maybe the survival of the fittest is okay for the jungle, 
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but for human beings, there will be immense losses and waste if that becomes the political and 

social norm. It's a problem. 

Warren: You're doing your best to keep the torch glowing. 

Fleisher: I only do what I can do. I don't know anything else, so I do it. If it's useful, all the 

better. 

Warren: What haven't we talked about that we should? 

Fleisher: Mame, I don't know. This has been wonderful. Your whole approach has been very 

productive. [Laughter] 

Warren: You probably didn't notice how I smiled when you said would we get something fallow 

here. I was quite confident. 

Fleisher: Okay. Wonderful. Wonderful. I'm in much admiration. 

Warren: Well, I have been looking forward to this, and you have not disappointed me. 

Fleisher: That's very sweet. Thank you. If you think you've got something useful, great. 

Warren: I do. 

Fleisher: Wonderful. Wonderful. 

[End of interview] 
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