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Chapter 10


A 20 minute intermission followed. Discounting  the  small number of persons who chose to remain seated, the audience emerged into the corridors 3000 strong. Similar scenes were to be found in the Mezzanine, Parquet, Family Circle, Amphitheatre, and the gilt and plush brilliance of the front lobby. They went off in different directions: many  stumbled and shoved their way to the food counters and bars;  some headed to the spiraling metal staircases that took them down to the street for fresh, if icy, air;  still others went towards the main staircase to descend into the gilt and plush brilliance of the front lobby. Finally there were the backed-up lines standing before the restrooms and the water fountains.

   
As seen from the inside, Philadelphia’s Academy of Music is built around the shell of a trapezoid: the Academy’s so-called “horseshoe ring” (based on Milan’s La Scala), has a place all to itself in the history of opera auditoriums. The walls that form the outer ring between the auditorium and the corridors are 3 feet thick. For an opera house designed for 3000 concert-goers the space is rather narrow: during intermissions the audience  quickly fills the gleaming gold, white, and velvet corridors. The bustling ambiance that results can at times become rather frantic. 

 It was an occasion for all things Hispanic: the stampede issuing out of the doors into the corridors was such as to put one in mind of the panicking  corredas  of bulls in the streets of  Pamplona. All the decorations and refreshments were theme oriented:   Spain; music; Casals,  Puerto Rico; and of course Christmas. Supplementing  the normal display of chocolate bars, orange juice in funny conical containers and pastries, one found Sangria, the sugary fruit drink known as Mavi , salads of papaya and mangoes, baby tortillas, fritos and Salsa, etc.


 “Will you quit shoving? I’m ahead of you!” The right hand of an elderly musician reached through the grappling chains of bodies hustling around the food counters on the ground floor to clutch at a stack of  waxed boxes filled with Sangria. The man who  uttered rebuke, a highly  respected music teacher, was forced to step back. He stared about the corridor incredulously, amazed at the obstinacy of the person who had shoved himself in from of him, impelled, it would seem, by the goal of wresting his prize before the close of the intermission. The brief impulse of an urge to teach this lout some manners was arrested by a glance around the concession counter which revealed to him at least a dozen others whose behavior was just as bad.


Theodore Sokoloff , eminent cello teacher and something of a fixture at the Curtis Institute, shrugged his shoulders and  sighed: that’s life! At long last, holding the box of Sangria in one hand and a stack of paper cups in the other, he edged his way out of the crush. With the benefit of  long experience in such  maneuvers, Sokoloff  made his way to the group of persons  waiting for him by a niche in the wall. People obediently got out of his way to let him pass;  Sokoloff’s  standing of several decades was well known in Philadelphia’s musical establishment.

The first to mark his return was Bella, his wife:


“Theodore’s back! He’s amazing; he was so quick!” Sokoloff was frail, though tough, and slim. Bella’s girth however was such that one could not  imagine her accomplishing the same feat. Neither her plain red dress, nor the hair-do on top of her head, the product of a  costly séance with the hairdresser that afternoon,  could disguise, even at 54,  the premature signs of age.
She was speaking to William Jensen, her husband’s most gifted cello student at the Curtis Institute, and his fiancée,  Anne Goldstein, a fourth  year student at the Moore School of Art and Design. The remaining member of the party, the Sokoloff’s daughter Nadja, had  gone off to the Ladies Room.

Professor Sokoloff torso was tipped at a dangerously obtuse angle to the right. “Can’t someone help me with this damned thing! I’ve dripped wine over everyone from  the counter to here!” William stepped forward  quickly to relieve him of his prize. In doing so his left upper arm brushed against his dark-rimmed glasses, which went flying towards the floor. Sokoloff’s right hand sped forward and grabbed them in mid-passage. He straightened himself up and smiled: 


“Fast reactions, young man!  That’s what makes  a good musician!”


“ Nerves of steel, Mr. Sokoloff. Between you and me I’ll never get anywhere.” They both laughed. 


“Don’t say that , William!” Bella stepped forward, “Theodore keeps telling me you’re his best student.” She straightened the lapel of his black suit and , through conditioned reflex, brushed off a stub of lint that might have been there. 

“That makes me feel much better, Mrs. Sokoloff ; honestly  it does. But the truth is that ben-Akhmed’s performance – he really is a virtuoso you know – made me feel like a butcher.” Sokoloff nodded his head:


“ Yes, I know what you’re  thinking , William. He’s really good, I admit ; but so are you.  You have to know your real worth if you want to succeed in this profession. You can’t give into doubts, though you’re going to have them. It’s in Artur Rubinstein’s autobiography; unlike a doctor or most other professionals, an artist must always live with doubts. 

Though I must say, I never  imagined  the Middle East would come up with a  concert-level  string player. Not at all like the Far East, all those Chinese, Japanese and Koreans. Orchestras are being taken over by them. Curious, isn’t it, these cultural differences?”


“ Yes, isn’t it strange? So many of Europe’s instruments came from the Middle East, while almost none  of them come from China. The gong and tam-tam perhaps.” 

“ They’ve got extraordinary reflexes. In some ways Zaid is  more European than Algerian. His whole musical education, from the age of 6, was done in Paris. I know his teacher by the way, Jacques Picaud. He and his wife have stayed over at my place a few times. Before he retired to devote himself to teaching he was the first chair cellist at the Paris Opera. ”

William poured out the wine as Theodore  Sokoloff handed around the cups. His hands and arms were well trained disciplined; he didn’t spill a drop. The Sangria made them all sleepy. This was not all to the bad: a state of pleasant drowsiness would make it easier for them  to get through the up-coming ordeal of another half a dozen speeches. 


Nadja Sokoloff, just returned from the bathroom,  accepted a cup of wine extended to her by her father. Almost 30, she stood out in contrast to Anne and William, both in their early 20’s. She had a dour expression, typical of the kind of person who is unwilling to admit any happiness, even when it does arrive. On this night, at least, she was not inclined to be compliant. 


“Mr. Sokoloff ?” Anne Goldstein  brushed aside a her silky mane of goldenrod hair, thrust her cheerful face in his direction. She  stood tall and straight on stumpy legs that supported a rotund ,though  not plump, figure.

 The truth of the matter was that she didn’t enjoy modern music although she agreed that she should, yet had no intention of making the effort to educate herself further in it . Still, given that  so much of her present life was being spent in the company of musicians, and feeling under the pressure to show an interest, she was able to take refuge by feigning an earnest  incomprehension:

“I really tried to understand that concerto?” She was not free of the annoying tendency of the modern student population, to phrase every statement as a question: “Nothing about that Webern concerto made any sense to me? I really tried!  I’m sorry….”


She was in fact , intelligent, although she’d been brought up to act as if she hadn’t a clue: 


“What you mean is that you didn’t like it. ” Sokoloff was being encouraging. 

        “Not exactly. You’re right I didn’t like it;  but I think I might have liked it, you know,  if I understood it? ” Ann lived with her parents in Wynnfield, a neighbor in northwest Philadelphia with a concentrated Jewish population. One didn’t live at home  in Wynnfield unless one were economically comfortable; the economics generated what was essentially a suburban outlook within an in-city neighborhood. 

William stepped in to explain:

  “Anton Webern invented a technique called  Klangefarben –“Tone coloring”. You were probably expecting to hear continous, well-defined melodies. Webern replaces these by short gestures, little “motifs”. At no point in that extraordinarily (he winced) difficult solo part was there anything one could call a complete melody.”


“I see?” Anne stood on tip-toe as if she were trying to see something. 

Theodore Sokoloff continued: “Traditionally cello concertos have beautiful melodies; it’s a warm, mellow instrument. Remember the opening melody of the Schumann Concerto.” And he hummed a few bars. Anne clapped; she knew that one. William nodded sympathetically.


“For  themes or melodies Webern substitutes motivic fragments, all drawn from a row formed from  the 12 notes of the chromatic scale.”


“I see?”, she repeated, responding on cue. 

“These excerpts, or fragments of melodies are tossed back and forth between the soloists and the instruments of the orchestra. The effect is something like an intricate web; once you understand what’s going on, it can really be fascinating.”


Anne was beginning to warm up; this reminded here of Picasso :” A kind of collage, would you say?”

 
 “Precisely.”

   William sighed: “I estimate it will take me another 5 years before I can attempt something like this Webern concerto.”

  “Nonsense, young man! If you like, we’ll start studying it in February.” William made a gesture of self-disparagement , though one could see he was pleased.  Sokoloff continued, “You’ll need application and hard work, but  you’re used to that. You’ll probably need another year of music theory.  What do you think, Nadja? Do you think that William can learn to play that concerto?”


Nadja Sokoloff  was a tall, serious woman of 29 , with an olive complexion and a torrent of jet-black hair tied up in a top-knot. Her dress was conservative but striking, somber, conveying the  same sense of gravity as her general demeanour. A piano and vocal student at the Curtis Institute, she was something of a dilemma for her father. He was well aware that, although her musical talent was genuine,  she was studying music only to please him. 

   Bella interrupted him : “ Nadja. I’m sure you can explain modern music to Ann better than we can. I married into a family of musicians, but the only instrument I know how to play is a vacuum cleaner!”


Nadja regarded her with condescension:

“Well, that’s something at least, momma; but why boast about your accomplishments?” She turned about to look with renewed interest at the wall decorations.

 
 Bella pulled her aside: “We’re in public Nadja. I don’t care what you say to me at home, but please watch what you say in front of other people.” Nadja glared at her before emitting a gay, malicious laugh.


Anne move unobtrusively to the left;  Nadja intimidated her. She’d come to  realize that she was rarely comfortable in the company of musicians. Even a young star-struck art student may have to admit to herself that the attractions of a brilliant musician would not stand up to the test of time. There was nothing sacred about their engagement, although she knew that it would break his heart for her to walk out on him right away. There was plenty of time to talk about all that. And she could change her mind. At any rate this was hardly the occasion for  spoiling an evening.

As is common in such situations, she had no way of knowing that William Jensen was thinking along more or less the same lines. Already he was finding her something of a bore; not that boredom will ever, by itself, be sufficient to disrupt marriage plans. But an exit strategy was already taking place in his mind-as long as it didn’t hurt her feelings, which he was anxious to avoid. 
Theodore stifled a laugh; normally his daughter’s capricious moods and tart wit  amused him:  “Tell us, Nadja: What’s your opinion of the Webern cello concerto?”

“Oh, certainly, the performance was extraordinary. Webern’s an early modern. I don’t see what’s so difficult to understand. Don’t take it the wrong way, Ann; I do sympathize. I spend my life in music schools and concert halls. Nowadays if it’s not noise it’s not music!” They all laughed. “But, in fact, the Webern concerto  was the only item on  the program that I really wanted to hear; Speaking frankly it’s the only one that isn’t a bore! I mean, who needs another arrangement of a Bach prelude and fugue. Stokowski pretty much pre-empted the field, if you ask me!

“  This Ahmed, or Akhmed, whatever his name is: he’s not a bad cellist, isn’t that so? But, well,  he really hammed it up, don’t you think? And how he posed! He might as well have been playing Dvorcak! Do you think he watches  himself in the mirror when he practices?”


William and Sokoloff laughed :“Nadja, that’s not fair!” ,William countered,  “Even you must agree that he was magnificent!” 

“ Magnificent, indeed. That’s the word; but no artist.” Nadja sipped her wine and stared at the floor, as if the pattern of tiles were far more interesting to her than continuing the conversation. 

 
“We’ll go backstage after it’s all over, Nadja,  and say hello to him”, Theodore  commented ,”Then you can tell him yourself what you think of him.”


“I’m certain, father, that I would have no interest at all in doing so.” Nadja dropped her wine cup in the trash, smiled sweetly, and walked back towards the line swinging doors leading into the auditorium. 
Another  5 minutes wereleft; then  the lights would begin flashing, indicating that they needed to return to their seats.  Sokoloff discussed with  Jensen what he ought to take with him for study when he returned to his family in Connecticut for the two week winter break. Anne and Bella were discussing their reactions to the demonstrations earlier in the evening.

“Disgraceful!” Bella scowled, “What’s Puerto Rican

independence have to do with music?”

    Anne simpered, “I agree. Music is above politics?”

Sokoloff, overhearing them, interjected : “There is religion. Let’s hope no-one throws a bomb to protest the heretical text of the poem El  Pessebre!” 


Bella shook nervously. She saw nothing funny in that: “One shouldn’t even think of such things. Come; it’s time to go back.”

   
The end of the intermission was signaled by distorted metallic emissions from the public address system, of an ancient Pablo Casals recording of a Bach solo cello sonata.
