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My experience of Arias and Barcarolles began 
with a phone call. I was at my London flat when 
the phone rang. It was Bernstein. 

Hi Lenny, what’s up?

—I’m writing a new piece and it will be 
premiered in four months. Would you play it 
with me? It’s for piano four-hands and voices.

Of course, I would love to do that!

—Great!

Will you send me some music?

—I can send you something, but mostly it’s 
not written yet.

That was my first inkling as to what kind of 
project Arias and Barcarolles was going to be. 

By the time I returned to New York, Bernstein 
had written out much more of the piece. As he 
and I began playing through it from moment 
to moment still more music was emerging. He 
seemed to be working day and night. To keep 
up with him we formed a pianistic tag team. 
I played, Lukas Foss played, Michael Barrett 
played, and still others jumped in now and 
again. These hijinks were great fun, even though 
some of the music was very serious. Only later 
did I realize that the shape of this piece was 
much like that of an evening with Bernstein 
himself. They were evenings of ever-shifting 
moods and topics, and there was a challenging, 
can-you-keep-up-with-all-of-this quality to them.  

This song cycle turned out to be Bernstein’s last 
major work for voices, and is a real portrait of 
him. I have such great affection for this piece. 
I love the music and I love the way it really 
allows us to understand Bernstein without 
any disguise.  
Arias and Barcarolles was premiered by  
Bernstein and myself as a piano four-hand 
duo with four voices. This recording features 
a version orchestrated by Bruce Coughlin; it is 
truly masterful. Bruce, one of Broadway’s genius 
arrangers, has such a sense of the sound  
of Broadway and the sound of Bernstein.  
It is everything that Bernstein would have 
wanted it to be.

—Michael Tilson Thomas

Cocktails with Leonard Bernstein
MTT on Arias and Barcarolles
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THE BACKSTORY Throughout his career, 
Leonard Bernstein struggled to balance the 
competing demands of his multifarious gifts as a 
composer, conductor, pianist, media personality, 
and all-round celebrity. Time for composition 
was potentially the most endangered in the 
mix that packed his date-book, and he had to 
take special care to see that it didn’t get entirely 
crowded out by his day-to-day obligations as 
a performer. That he left as large an oeuvre as 
he did is a testament to his astonishing musical 
fluency and to his embrace of a wide variety of 
American styles. 

Born and raised in Massachusetts, 
Bernstein was schooled at Harvard (where he 
graduated in 1939) and, following advanced 
work at the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia, 
returned to his home state. There he worked at 
the Berkshire Music Center at Tanglewood and 
was taken under the wing of Serge Koussevitzky, 
musical director of the Boston Symphony. In 
1943, he moved to New York, the city with which 
he would become most famously associated. 
While working as assistant conductor to Arthur 
Rodzinski, the conductor of the New York 
Philharmonic, Bernstein stepped in at short 
notice—on November 14, 1943—to substitute 
for an ailing conductor (Bruno Walter) at a 
Philharmonic concert and, as they say, the rest is 

history. In 1958, he began a decade-long tenure 
as that orchestra’s music director. 

By that time, he was already making 
a mark as the first conductor to truly harness 
the power of the rapidly developing medium of 
television. A generation of music lovers received 
some of their earliest indoctrination through 
his Young People’s Concerts at the New York 
Philharmonic, a series of fifty-three broadcasts 
that began in his first season with the New York 
Philharmonic. (He continued to oversee the 
series until he handed it off in 1972 to Michael 
Tilson Thomas, then the music director of 
the Buffalo Philharmonic and principal guest 
conductor of the Boston Symphony.) But 
Bernstein had already established a presence on 
television several years before he inaugurated 
the Young People’s Concerts. In November 
1954, he presented his first special on Omnibus, 
a Sunday-night show that ran from 1952 
through 1961, originally on the CBS network, 
then on ABC and finally NBC. Sponsored by 
the Ford Foundation and hosted by Alistair 
Cooke, it exemplified the medium’s highest 
aspirations, purveying insightful programming 
on topics in the arts, sciences, and humanities. 
Bernstein presented seven Omnibus installments 
on a variety of musical topics. His first, using 
Beethoven’s sketches for his Fifth Symphony to 

explore the composer’s decision-making process, 
became a classic. Bernstein included its script 
in his 1959 essay collection The Joy of Music, 
along with those of his other Omnibus topics, 
which included American musical theater, the 
innovations of Stravinsky, and the brilliance of 
J.S. Bach. 

Many of Bernstein’s compositions reflect 
his grappling with personal issues. In Arias and 
Barcarolles, his last major piece, he addressed 
matters relating to family. The title had been 
bouncing around in his mind for some years 
before this song cycle finally became attached 
to it in 1988. Bernstein owed the name to—of 
all people!—President Dwight D. Eisenhower. 
Following a White House concert in 1960, at 
which Bernstein appeared as conductor and 
soloist in Mozart’s G major Piano Concerto 
and Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, Eisenhower 
hazarded a stab at music criticism. Referring to 
the Gershwin, he informed Bernstein: “I liked 
that last piece you played. It’s got a theme. I 
like music with a theme, not all them arias and 
barcarolles.” 

Bernstein’s Arias and Barcarolles went 
through several incarnations, beginning as a 
piece for four singers with accompaniment of 
piano four-hands, then reduced to only two 
singers with piano four-hands, and finally 

BERNSTEIN   Arias and Barcarolles 
                                             (orchestrated by Bruce Coughlin)
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appearing in two different orchestrated versions. 
The full orchestration performed here was made 
by Bruce Coughlin in 1993, three years after the 
composer’s death.

THE MUSIC Arias and Barcarolles is a very 
personal cycle, if sometimes lighthearted. On 
the whole, it qualifies as affectionate, but this 
being Bernstein, it is not without a measure of 
vacillation, frustration, and even cynicism. Its 
seven songs—solos or duets—are framed by a 
Prelude and a postlude (Nachspiel). Each of these 
(except the Prelude) carries a separate dedication, 
in most cases encoded as initials or acronyms. 
All the poems are by the composer himself 
except for “Little Smary,” which he attributed to 
his mother, and “Oif Mayn Khas’neh,” which is a 
Yiddish poem by Yankev-Yitskhok Segal.

Even the Prelude and Nachspiel have 
vocal components. In the Prelude the two 
singers proclaim the premise that will inform the 
entire cycle: “I love you,” a sentiment that from 
the outset is far from simple. The forthrightness 
of the singers’ avowals is not reflected by the 
turbulent accompaniment—it is, as Michael 
Tilson Thomas describes, a “clangorous 
introduction.” The soloists are even instructed to 
deliver this loaded phrase non espressivo (without 
expression) and “neutral.” That this is a work of 
musical autobiography is clarified by the self-
reference contained in the initial sonorities, an 
allusion to Bernstein’s ever-popular Candide 
Overture, and to the fact that this opening 

movement’s music had originated as a song 
Bernstein wrote in 1984 for the wedding of his 
daughter Jamie.

Irony continues in Love Duet, in 
which the song itself is equated to a romantic 
relationship: how to describe its particulars, how 
it unrolls, how the performers treat it, how long 
it will last. MTT describes this second song as 
“a hypnotic little melody; the kind of thing you 
might find yourself humming as you’re walking 
down the street. Something that has a sort of 
random lyricism to it, something that you can’t 
stop singing.”

The text of Little Smary is Bernstein’s 
remembrance of a story his mother, Jennie, used 
to tell him when he was a child. (It’s dedicated 
“for S.A.B.”—his sister Shirley Anne Bernstein, 
who doubtless also recalled the story.) He 
accordingly attributed the poem to his mother, 
although his own memory and refining hand 
may have had a role in it. It is the tale of a little 
girl who loses a favorite stuffed animal outside 
only to find that it miraculously reappears on her 
windowsill. When Little Smary realizes her toy 
is lost she cries disconsolately to a half-minute of 
German Expressionist angst—“extreme Mahler” 
perhaps, or even Alban Berg. When the lost toy 
is found, the music leaps in Straussian ecstasy. 

 The Love of My Life is a witty and 
bitter burlesque. Has the singer missed the 
love of his life without knowing it, or has that 
love just not arrived yet? This movement’s style 
recalls Bernstein’s opera A Quiet Place, and 

the dedication (“to SWZ, for KO”), cements 
the reference to that earlier work, which had a 
libretto by Stephen Wadsworth (“SWZ”) and 
featured baritone Kurt Ollmann (“KO”). MTT 
reveals that “Bernstein was very much wrestling 
with the idea of loneliness in his own life, and 
with his razor-sharp mind, looking at what its 
causes might be. He looks at it all amusingly, 
satirically, savagely, randomly. Here is the 
Bernstein who could peer unflinchingly into the 
dark center of things.”

Greeting provides what may be the only 
unalloyed adult certainty in the whole cycle: 
the astonished contentment a parent feels on 
the birth of a child. Here Bernstein reaches 
back to a song penned in 1955 when his son 
Alexander Serge was born. The hushed sense of 
wonder contributes a clarifying effect amidst the 
cycle’s emotional ambivalence. MTT calls this 
“a delicious cradle song in the manner of Mark 
Blitzstein.” 

Oif Mayn Khas’neh is in Yiddish. In 
this song we witness a Jewish wedding whose 
attendees marvel at the irresistible music making 
of a young outlaw klezmer. Even though they 
disapprove of his questionable lifestyle, his 
music moves them to dance uncontrollably 
until they beg for mercy. This song carries 
the dedication “for M.T.T.” Bernstein viewed 
Michael Tilson Thomas as a musical son, and 
the two teamed up on the piano bench when 
the first incarnation of Arias and Barcarolles was 
premiered in 1988. 
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MTT shares this anecdote: “This song is 
dedicated to me because of my association 
with Yiddish theater through my grandparents, 
and because of our shared joy in the countless 
Yiddish expressions that were a part of 
Broadway.”

Mr. and Mrs. Webb Say Goodnight 
is based on a real incident. In 1982, Bernstein 
spent some weeks at the newly founded Institute 
for Advanced Study at Indiana University, 
where parts of his opera A Quiet Place received 
a workshop reading (A Quiet Place involves the 
gathering of an estranged family—father Sam 
[!], a son, a daughter, and a bisexual son-in-
law—on the occasion of the mother’s funeral. 
It is probably not coincidental that Bernstein’s 
wife had died in 1978.) During his residency, 
Bernstein grew friendly with Charles Webb 
(dean of Indiana University’s School of Music) 
and his wife, Kendra. In this number, we 
encounter the couple trying to calm down their 
two sons at bedtime so they can privately discuss 
a pressing family matter—their impending 
move to a new city where Charles had accepted 
a new job, a decision he has just decided to 
reverse. This was indeed the Webbs’ situation 
when Bernstein knew them. In the end, the 
sons (echoing the music of the wayward gang 
members in West Side Story) are still quietly at 
their mischief as mother and father put this 
domestic crisis, and themselves, to bed. Listen 
for the tune that begins “One more good night, 
and one more left to grow on . . .”—MTT  
 

describes it as one of Bernstein’s most aching and 
beautiful creations.

The brief Schubertian Nachspiel has 
no words, but both singers hum dreamily 
throughout. This closing section carries the 
dedication “In memoriam . . .” Bernstein had 
recently included it in his Thirteen Anniversaries 
for Piano (1988), dedicated there to the memory 
of his friend Ellen Goetz, but it had actually 
been composed two years earlier as a song titled 
“First Love (for My Mother, March 1986),” 
written for Jennie Bernstein’s 88th birthday. The 
text of that song, though absent in the Arias 
and Barcarolles setting, provides the key to its 
meaning:

My First Love, Jennie B.,
Eighty-eight, young to me.
My second love is eighty-eight too.
Eighty-eight keys that sing to you . . .
Thus do I dedicate Eighty-eight
To my first two loves.

—James M. Keller 
© San Francisco Symphony, 2018

James M. Keller is the longtime Program Annotator 

of the San Francisco Symphony and the New York 

Philharmonic. Earlier versions of these notes appeared 

in the program books of those orchestras and are used 

with permission.
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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. 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 
Grammy-nominated albums of Debussy’s Images pour orchestre and 
Mason Bates’s orchestral works. 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 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 Godfather 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 first conducted the 
San Francisco Symphony in 1974 and has been Music Director since 
1995. 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 and 
working with Stravinsky, Boulez, Stockhausen, and Copland at the 
famed Monday Evening Concerts. In 1969, Mr. Tilson Thomas won 
the Koussevitzky Prize and was appointed Assistant Conductor of the 
Boston Symphony. 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. 

He has also served as Director of the Ojai Festival, Music 
Director of the Buffalo Philharmonic, and 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 the founder and 
Artistic Director of the New World Symphony, America’s Orchestral 
Academy. 

Michael Tilson Thomas’s recorded repertory reflects interests 
arising from work as conductor, composer, and pianist. His television 
credits include the New York Philharmonic Young People’s Concerts, 
and in 2004 he and the San Francisco Symphony launched Keeping Score 
on PBS-TV. Among his honors are Columbia University’s Ditson Award 
for services to American music and Musical America’s Musician and 
Conductor of the Year award. He is a Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres 
of France, was selected as Gramophone 2005 Artist of the Year, inducted 
to the Gramophone Hall of Fame in 2015, named one of America’s Best 
Leaders by U.S. News & World Report, has been elected to the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and in 2010 was awarded the National 
Medal of Arts by President Barack Obama. Most recently, he was elected 
to the Academy of Arts and Letters as an American Honorary Member.
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ISABEL LEONARD  
Mezzo-soprano Isabel Leonard has appeared on 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 in roles such as Rosina in Il barbiere di Siviglia, Angelina 
in La Cenerentola, Cherubino in Le nozze di Figaro, Dorabella in Cosí fan tutte, 
Charlotte in Werther, and Blanche de la Force in Dialogues des Carmélites, among 
others. She has appeared with leading orchestras such as the Cleveland Orchestra, 
Chicago Symphony, New York Philharmonic, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Boston 
Symphony, and the Vienna Philharmonic, among others. Ms. Leonard 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. 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.

RYAN McKINNY  
Ryan McKinny’s appearances in recent seasons include his debut at the  
San Francisco Opera in the world premiere of John Adam’s Girls of the Golden 
West, his first performances as Mandryka in a new production of Richard Strauss’s 
Arabella at the Wiesbaden State Theater, a return engagement with Sante Fe Opera 
as J. Robert Oppenheimer in John Adam’s Dr. Atomic, and his role debut in the 
title role of Eugene Onegin at Hawaii Opera Theater. Recent performances include 
his Bayreuth Festival debut as Amfortas in Parsifal (a role he also sang for his debut 
at Teatro Colón in Buenos Aires), a return to the Metropolitan Opera as Biterolf 
in Tannhäuser, Donner in Das Rheingold with the Boston Symphony, Kurwenal in 
Tristan und Isolde at the Deutsche Opera Berlin, and his debut at the Washington 
National Opera as Donner and Gunther in Der Ring des Nibelungen. Recipient 
of the Birgit Nilsson Prize at Plácido Domingo’s Operalia Competition and the 
Kirsten Flagstad/George London Award from the George London Foundation,  
he was also finalist in the Rosenblatt Recital Song Prize in the BBC Cardiff Singer 
of the World Competiton. 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.   
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  SAN FRANCISCO SYMPHONY 
  MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS 
  music director and conductor

821936-0073-2
Total Playing Time: 32:54

Recorded live at Davies Symphony Hall—a venue of the San Francisco  
War Memorial and Performing Arts Center, City and County of San Francisco. 
Bernstein’s Arias and Barcarolles recorded live in PCM 96 kHz/24-bit audio  
(September 22-24, 2017).
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