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MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS is recognized
internationally as a conductor, pianist, and educator,
but in recent decades audiences have also grown to
know him as a composer. In the 1994 book Viva Voce,
a collection of his conversations with the critic Edward
Seckerson, he said, “I’m a fledgling composer, but I
think I have always inhabited, and still do inhabit,
much of the imaginative space, the dream world, that
composers know and experience.” The fledgling has
long since taken flight. His catalogue now contains
a slender but choice œuvre of a dozen published
compositions, some in multiple versions. Several are
already achieving repertoire status, including his
much-recorded Street Song (1988, for brass quintet or
symphonic brass, composed for the Empire Brass),
From the Diary of Anne Frank (1990, for narrator and
orchestra, commissioned by UNICEF and originally
spotlighting Audrey Hepburn), Poems of Emily
Dickinson (2002, for soprano and orchestra, written for
Renée Fleming), and Island Music (2003, a gamelaninspired work for percussion ensemble).
Leonard Bernstein, who also grappled with
balancing various musical disciplines, once told him,
“You have to develop the compulsion to share your
music and then you’ll do something about it. When
you’re ready, you’ll be ready.” It was, in fact, a Bernstein
birthday party at Tanglewood, in 1988, that marked
one of the first public performances of a Tilson Thomas
composition, a song titled “Grace.” Street Song and
From the Diary of Anne Frank followed within a few
years. “What these three experiences did,” he explained,
“was to cause me to take my writing seriously, to care
about it, and to care about wanting to have people hear
what was going on inside my head.”
It is natural that a conductor immersed in a wide
variety of music should absorb influences. His brief
orchestral movement Agnegram (1998) is a musical
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puzzle that plays with musical anagrams, a timehonored occupation pursued by the likes of J.S. Bach
and Schumann. He describes his Notturno (2005), for
flute with piano or strings, as “a virtuoso piece evoking
the lyrical world of Italian music.” The performing
forces and movement headings of Meditations on
Rilke (2019, for mezzo-soprano, bass-baritone, and
orchestra) imply a connection to Mahler, although
Tilson Thomas describes one of its movements as “a
Schubert ‘cowboy song.’” Great poetry engages him:
Rilke and Dickinson, but also Walt Whitman (Three
Poems by Walt Whitman, 1999, composed for baritone
Thomas Hampson) and Carl Sandburg (Four Preludes
on Playthings of the Wind, 2016, for solo soprano, two
further singers, “bar band,” and orchestra).
From Shówa/Shoáh (1995), a compassionate
orchestral meditation on the bombing of Hiroshima,
to his contrabassoon concerto Urban Legend (2002)
and his Stay Together (2006), an electronic composition
created for an avant-garde dance performance, Tilson
Thomas’s compositions have ranged across a wide
expressive and musical landscape. Through it all,
his compositions find a place within an American
tradition. His music may sometimes rub elbows
with American-born predecessors like Copland and
Bernstein or with a figure like Stravinsky who arrived
from foreign shores. It is American music in a broad,
welcoming sense, demonstrating a refreshing openness
and freedom of style.
This recording juxtaposes his earliest orchestral
work with his most recent one. From the Diary of
Anne Frank draws its text from engaging entries
the beloved Dutch-Jewish author wrote from her
thirteenth birthday (on June 12, 1942), through
the time of her family’s wartime concealment in
an Amsterdam attic, to her deportation to a Nazi
concentration camp more than two years later. It is,

of course, a story of inhumanity, but Tilson Thomas
presents it also as a story of hope and charity, of the
optimism of youth, even of consolation. It provided
an opportunity to stretch his musical muscles using
a variety of compositional techniques and languages
to mirror the fluctuating moods and utterances of its
teenaged subject. This was a breakthrough work for the
composer, earning widespread praise for its dramatic
persuasiveness and its mastery of orchestral possibilities
right from its premiere in 1990.
Composed when three more decades had passed,
Meditations on Rilke seems profoundly appropriate for
a composer farther along in life. Rainer Maria Rilke
(1875–1926) led a peripatetic existence; between his
birth in Prague and his death at a Swiss sanatorium,
he passed extended periods in Austria, Germany,
Russia, and France. His writings also cover a broad
expanse. His poems often have a mystical aura, and
they grapple with sentiments at the core of the human
condition, including solitude, alienation, contradiction,
mortality, and the redemptive value of art. The music
of Gustav Mahler has numbered among Tilson
Thomas’s enduring passions, and it is hard not to
imagine that great master peeking in from the sidelines
here, approving of the composer’s willingness to meld
musical vocabularies that at first glance may seem
incompatible—the vernacular and the elevated, honkytonk and concert orchestra, the “Schubert ‘cowboy
song.’” Mahler composed a set of Rilke songs, to be
sure, but here one may think more of his symphonic
song cycle Das Lied von der Erde, which, like Tilson
Thomas’s Meditations on Rilke, sets poems that consider
an individual’s place in the world, the tempering
influence of human frailties, and the joys afforded yet
in autumn.
—James M. Keller
James M. Keller is the long-time Program Annotator of the
San Francisco Symphony and the New York Philharmonic.
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Anne Frank in 1940
“Unknown photographer,” confirmed by Anne Frank Foundation Amsterdam in 2015
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Michael Tilson Thomas on From the Diary of Anne Frank
The work is a melodrama in the form of symphonic
variations. It was written for Audrey Hepburn. Audrey
had grown up in occupied Holland; she was exactly the
same age as Anne Frank and identified strongly with
her—and with the suffering of all children. This work
was written as a vehicle for Audrey in her role as an
ambassador for UNICEF. It takes its shape primarily
from the diary passages that Audrey and I selected
and read together. While some of the words concern
tragic events, so many of them reflect the youthful,
optimistic, inquisitive, and compassionate spirit of
their author. Above all, we wanted these qualities to
come through in the piece, and so I have derived the
themes…from turns of phrases in traditional Jewish
music, especially the hymn to life, Kaddish.
The work is in four sections. The first opens
with a flourish (outlining the words “according to His
will” in the Kaddish) and then introduces Anne’s first
theme, which is developed as a dance and leads to the
narrator’s first words—Anne’s dedication on the first
page of her diary. A hopeful lullaby follows, leading
to Anne’s explanation for writing a diary. Simpler and
simpler harmonies lead to a new theme, that of her
imaginary friend Kitty, to whom the diary is addressed.
A wistful dance brings the section to a close.
The second section opens with opposing major
and minor harmonies that entrap the themes within a
twelve-tone game. Playful at first, the games become
increasingly menacing, until the whole orchestra is
raging. The tumult subsides as the family goes into
hiding. The lullaby returns now, first as an elegiac
bass trombone solo, then as a tragic procession. The
movement ends with a soliloquy for Anne in the quiet
night.

The third section takes up Anne’s love of nature
and her discovery of love. It is a series of up-tempo
variations on Anne’s and Kitty’s themes, finally uniting
them.
The fourth section serves as an epilogue to the
diary. We hear Anne’s vision for her future, and the
world’s. At the last moment the work turns in a new
direction, concluding with a somber but hopeful cast.
I now realize that so much of this work is a
reflection not only of Anne Frank, but of Audrey

Hepburn. Audrey’s simplicity, her deeply caring nature,
the ingenuous sing-song of her voice are all present in
the phrase shapes of the orchestra. The work would
never have existed without her, and it is dedicated to
her.
—Michael Tilson Thomas

Michael Tilson Thomas and Audrey Hepburn, 1990
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From the Diary of Anne Frank
PART ONE
1.

(Instrumental Intro)

2.

I hope I shall be able to confide in you completely,
as I have never been able to do in anyone before. . . .
And I hope you will be a great support and comfort
to me.

3.

It’s an odd idea for someone like me to keep a diary,
not only because I have never done so, but because
it seems to me, that neither I—nor for that matter
anyone else—will be interested in the unbosomings
of a thirteen-year-old school girl.
Still, what does that matter? I want to write—but
more than that, I want to bring out all kinds of 		
things that lie buried deep in my heart.

. . . I have darling parents, a sister of sixteen—I
know about thirty people whom one might call
friends. I have strings of boyfriends anxious to
catch a glimpse of me and, who failing that, peep 		
at me through mirrors in class. I have relations, aunts
and uncles who are darlings too—a good home.
No—I don’t seem to lack anything. But it is the
same with all my friends—just fun and games—		
nothing more.

When? These were the questions I was not allowed
to ask! I only know we must disappear of our own
accord and not wait until they come to fetch us.

Hence, this diary—I want this diary itself to be the
friend for whom I’ve waited so long and I shall call
my friend, Kitty. . . . “Dear Kitty”

We didn’t care about impressions . . . We only
wanted to escape—to escape and arrive safely. To 		
escape—only this . . . Nothing else mattered.

We put on heaps of clothes as if we were going to
the North Pole. No one in our situation would have
dared to go out with a suitcase. I had on two vests,
two pairs of socks, three pairs of knickers, a dress, a
jacket, a coat, a woolly scarf, and still more . . .

PART TWO
5.

Dear Kitty . . . Years seem to have passed since then.
I expect you will be interested to hear what it feels
like to disappear. I can’t tell you how oppressive it
is never to be able to go outside. We have to whisper
and tread lightly, otherwise someone might hear us.
We might be discovered and shot. . . .

Dear Kitty. So much has happened, it’s just as if the
whole world has turned upside-down.
We are all balancing on the edge of an abyss . . .

4.

There is a saying that paper is more patient than
man—it came back to me on one of my melancholy
days. Yes, there is no doubt that paper is patient and
I don’t intend to show this notebook bearing the 		
proud name of diary to anyone . . . unless I find a
real friend.
And now I come to the root of the matter, the reason
for my starting a diary is—that I have no such real
friend.
Let me put it more clearly, since no one will believe
that a girl of thirteen feels herself quite alone in the
world—nor is it so.
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No one knows what may happen to him from one
day to another.
		
Jews must wear a yellow star . . . Jews must give up
their bicycles . . . Jews must be indoors by eight
o’clock and can’t even sit in their own garden after
that hour . . . Jews are forbidden to visit cinemas,
theaters, swimming pools, sports grounds . . . Jews
may not visit Christians . . . You’re scared to do 		
anything . . . because it may be forbidden.
6.

Daddy began to tell us about going into hiding . . .
hiding. Where would we go? In a town or the 		
country? In a house or a cottage? Where? How? 		

We are quiet, quiet as mice.
Who, three months ago, would have guessed that 		
quick-silver Anne would have to sit still for hours
. . . and what is more . . . could! But I am alive Kitty,
I am alive—and that’s the main thing!
7.

I feel wicked sleeping in a warm bed while my 		
dearest friends have been knocked down or have 		
fallen into the gutter somewhere out in the cold 		
night.
No one is spared—old people, babies, expectant 		
mothers, the sick—each and all join in the march of
death.
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It is terrible outside—day and night, more of those
poor, miserable people are being dragged off.
Families are torn apart. Children, coming home 		
from school find that their parents have disappeared.
Women return from shopping to find their homes
shut up and their families gone . . .
And every night hundreds of planes fly over Holland
and go to German towns where the earth is 		
plowed up by their bombs, and every hour hundreds
and thousands of people are killed in Russia and 		
Africa. No one is able to keep (stay) out of it. The
whole globe is waging war and the end is not yet in
sight.
I could write forever about all the suffering the war
has brought but then I would only make myself
more dejected. There is nothing we can do, but wait
as calmly as we can until the misery comes to an
end. Jews wait—Christians wait—the whole earth
waits—And there are many who wait for death.
What, oh what is the use of war? Why can’t people
live peacefully together, why all this destruction?
Why do some people starve, while there are surpluses
rotting in other parts of the world? Oh, why are 		
people so crazy!
Until all mankind, without exception, undergoes a
great change, wars will be waged, everything that has
been built up, cultivated and grown will be 		
destroyed, after which mankind will have to begin all
over again.

8

MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS

A voice cries within me—but I don’t feel a response
anymore. I go and lie on the sofa and sleep, to make
time pass more quickly. . . . and the stillness . . . and
the terrible fear . . .
8.

(Instrumental)

PART THREE
9.

To talk, for freedom, for friends . . . to be alone . . .
and I do so long to cry. I feel as if I’m going to burst
. . . and I know it would get better with crying, but I
can’t. I’m restless, I go from one room to the other,
breathe through the crack of a closed window, feel
my heart beating, as if it is saying, “Can’t you satisfy
my longings at last?”
10. I believe that it’s spring within me. I feel it in my
whole body and soul.

Dear Kitty!!!
I wonder if it’s because I haven’t been able to poke
my nose outdoors for so long that I’ve become so
crazy for everything to do with nature! I can perfectly
well remember when the sky, birds, moonlight,
flowers, could never have kept me spellbound . . .
That’s changed since I’ve been here. Nearly every
morning I go to the attic where Peter works, to blow
the stuffy air from my lungs.

It is an effort to behave normally . . . I feel utterly
confused . . . don’t know what to read, what to write,
what to do. I only know that I’m longing . . . We are
having a lovely spring after our long winter.
Our chestnut tree is already quite greenish and you
can even see little blossoms here and there . . . Our
chestnut tree is in full bloom, fully covered with 		
leaves and more beautiful than last year.

From my favorite spot on the floor, I look up at the
blue sky and the bare chestnut tree on whose
branches little raindrops glisten like silver . . . and at
the seagulls as they glide on the wind.

Is there anything more beautiful in the world than to
sit before an open window and enjoy nature . . . to
listen to the birds singing, feel the sun on your cheek
. . . to be held . . . to be kissed for the first time.

As long as this exists . . . and I may live to see it
. . . this sunshine . . . these cloudless skies, while this
lasts, I cannot be unhappy.

The best remedy for those who are afraid, lonely, 		
or unhappy, is to go outside somewhere where they
can be quiet—alone with the heavens . . . nature and
God. Because only then does one feel that all is as
it should be . . . and that God wishes to see people
happy amidst the simple beauty of nature.

The sun is shining, the sky is a deep blue . . . there is
a lovely breeze and I’m longing, so longing for 		
everything.

As long as this exists . . . and it certainly always will
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. . . I know there will always be comfort for every 		
sorrow.
And I firmly believe that nature brings solace in all
troubles. Mother Nature makes me humble and 		
prepared to face every blow courageously. Nature is
just the one thing that really must be pure.
11. Do you gather a bit of what I mean? Or have I been
skipping too much from one subject to another? 		
I can’t help it—they haven’t given me the name
“Little Bundle of Contradictions” for nothing. I’ve
already told you that I have, as it were, a dual
personality. The first is the ordinary—not giving
in easily, always having the last word. All the
unpleasant qualities for which I’m renowned. The
second, that’s my secret. I’m awfully scared that
everyone who knows me as I always am will discover
that I have another side—a finer and better side. I’m
afraid that they’ll laugh at me and think I’m
sentimental and not take me seriously. I believe if
I stay here much longer I shall grow into a dried-up
old beanstalk. And I did so want to grow into a
real young woman. I’ve made up my mind now to
lead a different life from other girls . . . and later
different from ordinary housewives. I am young
and possess many buried qualities. Every day I feel
I’m developing inwardly and that the liberation is
drawing nearer. Why then should I despair?
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PART FOUR
12. I want to go on living even after my death.
. . . and I am grateful to God for giving me this gift
of writing—of expressing all that is in me.
I can shake off everything when I write—my sorrows
disappear. I can recapture everything.

For in spite of everything, I still believe people are
really good at heart.
Dear Kitty…

—Anne Frank

Text from The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank used by
agreement with Anne Frank Fonds as executor of the
Estate of Anne Frank

Perhaps I shall never finish anything . . . it may all
end up in the wastepaper basket . . . or burned in the
fire. But I go on with fresh courage.
		
I think I shall succeed.
It’s really a wonder that I haven’t dropped all my
ideals
. . . because they seem so absurd and impossible
to carry out. I simply can’t build up my hopes on a
foundation of confusion, misery and death. I see
the world being turned into a wilderness. I hear the
ever-approaching thunder which will destroy us too.
I can feel the suffering of millions.
. . . and yet . . . if I look up into the heavens, I think
it will all come right, that this cruelty will end . . .
And that peace and tranquility will return again.
In the meantime, I must uphold my ideals, for
perhaps the time will come when I shall be able to
carry them out.
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Michael Tilson Thomas and Isabel Leonard
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Michael Tilson Thomas on Meditations on Rilke
My father told me a story that goes something like this:
Sometime in the 1920s, in a bar just outside of
Oatman, sat an old piano. Behind it there sat a
seemingly older pianist. He’d been there since
forever. No one could remember when he wasn’t.
He played for tips and for drinks and was happy
to provide whatever music anyone wanted to hear.
Occasionally though, he channeled the spirits of
Schubert, Mahler, and Berg. Everyone had gotten
kind of used to his musical meanderings over the
years and his music had led them to unexpected
places. Oh yes, he talked kinda’ funny and it was
said he was Jewish. But, I guess you had suspected
that by now.
In the early 1930s, as a young man, my father and a
few other WPA-lefty-artist friends drove across the
country in an old jalopy. They arrived in Oatman,
AZ—a last chance, nearly abandoned, mining town.
It’s still there. They had run out of money and needed
to get cash to buy food, gas and, most of all, to get out
of Oatman. In the café/bar was a sign saying “Dance,
Saturday Night—Pianist Wanted.” My dad, who could
play any Gershwin, Berlin, swing, rhumba, whatever
number, asked for the job. “Just so long as you can play
our music,” said the guy behind the counter. Teddy
signed on with total confidence. Imagine how startled
he was on Saturday when they asked him to play the
“Bear Fat Fling.” Of course, he figured out how to play
it. Amusingly, it was this same “Bear Fat Fling” that I
later learned when I began performing Charles Ives’s
music.
For my father—and grandfather, and even
my great-grandfather—music was a kind of lifelong
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journal, or confessional companion, into which new
entries were always being added. It is much the same
for me, and in composing these Meditations on Rilke,
whose poems are so varied in mood and character, my
own lifelong ‘musical journal’ was a lens through which
to view and express this poetry.
Based on motives that recur, recombine, and
morph differently in each song, the cycle opens
with a piano solo evoking the story my father told
me about the eccentric pianist in Oatman. It is
part of the opening song, Herbsttag (Autumn Day),
which was the first to be written and has existed for
solo voice, solo trombone, solo cello, and now this
accompanied version. Herbsttag introduces most of
the motives that are heard in the rest of the cycle. The
fourth song, Immer wieder (Again, Again) is like a
Schubert ‘cowboy song.’ My father often pointed out
the similarity between songs like Red River Valley to
many of Schubert’s songs. The fifth song Imaginärer
Lebenslauf (Imaginary Biography) is a duet inspired by
the wonderful opportunity of having Sasha Cooke and
Ryan McKinny as the voices in these performances.
The sixth song Herbst returns to the subject of
Autumn. It opens with a flute solo that connects the
motives from the earlier songs into one long melody.
The musical language in these songs is quite
traditional. There are melodies, harmonies, bass lines,
invertible counterpoint. Much of this musical material
has been with me for years, decades. My greatest
concern has always been “What remains with the
listener when the music ends?” It is my hope that some
of these musical reflections of many years may stick
with you.

Meditations on Rilke
13. Herbsttag
Herr: es ist Zeit. Der Sommer war sehr gross.
Leg deinen Schatten auf die Sonnenuhren,
und auf den Fluren lass die Winde los.
Befiehl den letzten Früchten voll zu sein;
gib ihnen noch zwei südlichere Tage,
dränge sie zur Vollendung hin und jage
die letzte Süsse in den schweren Wein.
Wer jetzt kein Haus hat, baut sich keines mehr.
Wer jetzt allein ist, wird es lange bleiben,
wird wachen, lesen, lange Briefe schreiben
und wird in den Alleen hin und her
unruhig wandern, wenn die Blätter treiben.
14. Ich lebe mein Leben in wachsenden Ringen
Ich lebe mein Leben in wachsenden Ringen,
die sich über die Dinge ziehn.
Ich werde den letzten vielleicht nicht vollbringen,
aber versuchen will ich ihn.
Ich kreise um Gott, um den uralten Turm,
und ich kreise jahrtausendelang;
und ich weiss noch nicht: bin ich ein Falke,
ein Sturm oder ein grosser Gesang.

—Michael Tilson Thomas
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15. Das Lied des Trinkers

17. Imaginärer Lebenslauf

18. Herbst

Es war nicht in mir. Es ging aus und ein.

Erst eine Kindheit, grenzenlos und ohne

Die Blätter fallen, fallen wie von weit,

Da wollt ich es halten. Da hielt es der Wein.

Verzicht und Ziel. O unbewusste Lust.

als welkten in den Himmeln ferne Gärten;

(Ich weiss nicht mehr, was es war.)

Auf einmal Schrecken, Schranke, Schule, Frohne

sie fallen mit verneinender Gebärde.

Dann hielt er mir jenes und hielt mir dies,

und Absturz in Versuchung und Verlust.

Und in den Nächten fällt die schwere Erde

bis ich mich ganz auf ihn verliess.

Trotz. Der Gebogene wird selber Bieger

aus allen Sternen in die Einsamkeit.

Ich Narr.

und rächt an anderen, dass er erlag.

Wir alle fallen. Diese Hand da fällt.

Jetzt bin ich in seinem Spiel, und er streut

Geliebt, gefürchtet, Retter, Ringer, Sieger

Und sieh dir andre an: es ist in allen.

mich verächtlich herum und verliert mich noch heut

und Überwinder, Schlag auf Schlag.

an dieses Vieh, an den Tod.

Und dann allein im Weiten, Leichten, Kalten.

Wenn der mich, schmutzige Karte, gewinnt,

Doch tief in der errichteten Gestalt

so kratzt er mit mir seinen grauen Grind

ein Atemholen nach dem Ersten, Alten . . .

und wirft mich fort in den Kot.

Da stürzte Gott aus seinem Hinterhalt.

Und doch ist Einer, welcher dieses Fallen
unendlich sanft in seinen Händen hält.

16. Immer wieder
Immer wieder, ob wir der Liebe Landschaft auch kennen
und den kleinen Kirchhof mit seinen klagenden Namen
und die furchtbar verschweigende Schlucht, in welcher die anderen
enden: immer wieder gehn wir zu zweien hinaus
unter die alten Bäume, lagern uns immer wieder
zwischen die Blumen, gegenüber dem Himmel.
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Ryan McKinny, Michael Tilson Thomas, and Sasha Cooke

13

MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS

© San Francisco Symphony, 2020

The SAN FRANCISCO SYMPHONY
gave its first concerts in December 1911. Its
music directors have included Henry Hadley,
Alfred Hertz, Basil Cameron, lssay Dobrowen,
Pierre Monteux, Enrique Jordá, Josef Krips,
Seiji Ozawa, Edo de Waart, Herbert Blomstedt,
and, since 1995, Michael Tilson Thomas. EsaPekka Salonen becomes the Symphony’s next
Music Director in September 2020. The SFS has
won such recording awards as France’s Grand
Prix du Disque, Britain’s Gramophone Award,
Germany’s ECHO Klassik, and the United
States’s Grammy. Releases on the Symphony’s
own label, SFS Media, include a cycle of
Mahler symphonies that has received seven
Grammys, several volumes devoted to the works
of Beethoven, and John Adams’s Harmonielehre
and Short Ride in a Fast Machine, which won a
2013 Grammy for Best Orchestral Performance,
and the 2013 ECHO Klassik. Other recent
recordings on SFS Media include Grammynominated albums of Mason Bates’s orchestral
works and the complete Schumann symphonies.
For RCA Red Seal, Michael Tilson Thomas and
the SFS have recorded scenes from Prokofiev’s
Romeo and Juliet, a collection of Stravinsky
ballets, and Charles Ives: An American Journey,
among others.
Some of the most important conductors of
the past and recent years have been guests on
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the SFS podium, among them Bruno Walter,
Leopold Stokowski, Leonard Bernstein, and Sir
Georg Solti, and the list of composers who have
led the Orchestra includes Stravinsky, Ravel,
Copland, and John Adams. The SFS Youth
Orchestra, founded in 1980, has become known
around the world, as has the SFS Chorus, heard
on recordings and on the soundtracks of such
films as Amadeus and The Godfather, Part III.
For more than two decades, the SFS Adventures
in Music program has brought music to every
child in grades 1 through 5 in San Francisco’s

public schools. SFS radio broadcasts, the first
in the US to feature symphonic music when
they began in 1926, today carry the Orchestra’s
concerts across the country. In a multimedia
program designed to make classical music
accessible to people of all ages and backgrounds,
the SFS launched Keeping Score on PBS-TV,
DVD, radio, and at the website keepingscore.
org. San Francisco Symphony recordings are
available online and at the Symphony Store in
Davies Symphony Hall.
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MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS assumed
his post as the San Francisco Symphony’s
11th Music Director in 1995, consolidating a
relationship with the Orchestra that began with
his debut here in 1974. He concluded his tenure
as Music Director in June 2020 and currently
serves as Music Director Laureate. In what is
widely considered one of the most dynamic and
productive partnerships in the orchestral world,
Tilson Thomas and the SF Symphony have
been praised for their innovative programming,
enhancing the orchestral concert experience with
multimedia and creative staging, showcasing the
works of American composers, and attracting
new audiences to orchestral music, both at
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home at Davies Symphony Hall and through
the Orchestra’s extensive media projects. A Los
Angeles native, he studied with John Crown
and Ingolf Dahl at the University of Southern
California, becoming Music Director of the
Young Musicians Foundation Debut Orchestra
at nineteen. He worked with Stravinsky, Boulez,
Stockhausen, and Copland at the famed Monday
Evening Concerts and was pianist and conductor
for the Piatigorsky and Heifetz master classes. In
1969, Tilson Thomas was appointed Assistant
Conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra
(BSO). Ten days later he came to international
recognition, replacing Music Director William
Steinberg in mid-concert at Lincoln Center. He
went on to become the BSO’s Principal Guest
Conductor, and he has also served as Music
Director of the Buffalo Philharmonic, and as a
Principal Guest Conductor of the Los Angeles
Philharmonic. With the London Symphony
Orchestra he has served as Principal Conductor
and Principal Guest Conductor; he is currently
Conductor Laureate. He is Artistic Director of
the New World Symphony, America’s Orchestral
Academy, which he co-founded in 1987.
The NWS has helped launch the careers of
more than 1,200 alumni worldwide, including
more than 15 members of the San Francisco
Symphony. Tilson Thomas’s recordings have won
numerous international awards, including

12 Grammys, 11 for SF Symphony recordings.
In 2014, he inaugurated SoundBox, the San
Francisco Symphony’s alternative performance
space and eclectic live music series. His television
credits include the New York Philharmonic
Young People’s Concerts and in 2004 he and
the SFS launched Keeping Score on PBS-TV. His
compositions include From the Diary of Anne
Frank ; Shówa/Shoáh ; settings of poems by Emily
Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and Rainer Maria
Rilke; Island Music ; Notturno ; and Four Preludes
on Playthings of the Wind. Tilson Thomas is a
Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres of France, was
Musical America’s Musician and Conductor of the
Year, and was inducted into the Gramophone Hall
of Fame. He has been elected to the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, the American
Academy of Arts and Letters, was inducted in
the California Hall of Fame, and was awarded
the National Medal of Arts by President Obama.
Most recently, he was named a 2019 recipient of
the Kennedy Center Honors.
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Mezzo ISABEL LEONARD has graced the
stages of the Metropolitan Opera, Vienna State Opera,
Paris Opera, Salzburg Festival, Bavarian State Opera,
Carnegie Hall, Glyndebourne Festival, Teatro Comunale
di Bologna, Lyric Opera of Chicago, and San Francisco
Opera. She can be heard on Grammy award-winning
recordings of Ravel’s L’Enfant et les sortilèges with Seiji
Ozawa on Decca and Thomas Adès’s The Tempest from
the Metropolitan Opera on Deutsche Grammophon. She
made her San Francisco Symphony debut in 2013 and
can be heard on the SFS Media recording of Bernstein’s
Arias and Barcarolles, conducted by Michael Tilson
Thomas. Recipient of the 2013 Richard Tucker Award,
Ms. Leonard is also on the Board of Trustees at Carnegie
Hall. She has joined the supporters of the Prostate Cancer
Foundation to lend her voice in honor of her father who
died from the disease.
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Mezzo-soprano SASHA COOKE made her
San Francisco Symphony debut in 2009 and became
a Shenson Young Artist in 2010. As a 2019–20 SF
Symphony Artist-in-Residence, her activities included
concerts with the Orchestra, educational events, and a
solo recital. The 2019–20 season featured appearances
with the Cleveland Orchestra and Michael Tilson
Thomas, Chicago Symphony, Netherlands Radio
Philharmonic, Philadelphia Orchestra, Houston
Symphony, Atlanta Symphony, and the New York
Philharmonic for a European tour. She has appeared with
San Francisco Opera as Hänsel in Hänsel und Gretel and
Laurene Jobs in Mason Bates’s The (R)evolution of Steve
Jobs, a role she created at Santa Fe Opera. Ms. Cooke’s
recordings include: Berlioz’s L’enfance du Christ with
Andrew Davis and the Melbourne Symphony; Bates’s
The (R)evolution of Steve Jobs, a 2019 Grammy winner for
Best Opera Recording; Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 with
Osmo Vänskä and the Minnesota Orchestra; Berlioz’s
Roméo et Juliette with MTT and the SF Symphony; and
Sasha Cooke LIVE. Sasha Cooke is a graduate of Rice
University and the Juilliard School, and was a member
of the Metropolitan Opera’s Lindemann Young Artist
Development Program.

Bass-baritone RYAN McKINNY ’s recent highlights
included his debut at San Francisco Opera in the world
premiere of John Adams’s Girls of the Golden West, his first
performances as Mandryka in R. Strauss’s Arabella at the
Wiesbaden State Theater, a return engagement with Santa
Fe Opera as J. Robert Oppenheimer in John Adams’s
Dr. Atomic, and his role debut in the title role of Eugene
Onegin at Hawaii Opera Theater. In previous seasons he
made his Bayreuth Festival and Teatro Colón debuts as
Amfortas in Parsifal, performed the roles of Donner and
Gunther in Der Ring des Nibelungen in his Washington
National Opera debut, and sang Biterolf in Tannhäuser
at the Metropolitan Opera, Donner in Das Rheingold
with the Boston Symphony, and Kurwenal in Tristan und
Isolde at Deutsche Oper Berlin. Mr. McKinny was a grand
finalist in the Metropolitan Opera National Council
Auditions and is featured in the film The Audition,
released by Decca on DVD. He made his San Francisco
Symphony debut in 2017 and can be heard with Isabel
Leonard in the SFS Media recording of Bernstein’s Arias
and Barcarolles, led by Michael Tilson Thomas.
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