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Leonard Bernstein’s life and work constitute a deep musical mine the
 rich seams of which continue to provide material for study after study –
 more so, perhaps, as the centenary of his birth is reached and celebrated 

worldwide. That he was wholly exceptionally gifted is beyond dispute and 
there is no doubt that his own music was under-appreciated during his lifetime.  
A remarkable feature of the posthumous Bernstein industry is that his music 
is more often heard today than it ever was during his lifetime – despite his 
personal advocacy, principally through his recordings.

West Side Story remains his masterpiece, though whether a great classical 
musician (which Bernstein was) should be remembered principally as a composer 
of a stage musical may be a matter for argument – yet, for an American, why not? 
Bernstein made a number of astonishing contributions to music and musical 
life in the USA in the half-century 1940-90 and it is still sometimes erroneously 
claimed that he was the first native-born American to lead a major American 
orchestra. He was not, having been beaten to that claim by Texan Frank van 
der Stucken in Cincinnati in the 1890s, but Bernstein’s appointment to the 
New York Philharmonic in the late 1950s remains a remarkable achievement – 
it was, literally, front-page news. He may well have lobbied behind the scenes 
negatively against Dmitri Mitropoulos in New York in the mid-1950s – although 
Mitropoulos was more than Bernstein’s equal as a conductor and pianist. It may 
be thought that the end justified the means.

Bernstein’s interpretative and creative art are captured in hundreds of 
recordings and videos, and they cannot be gainsaid. Nor, with the recent  B
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release of Bernstein’s earliest extant recordings – including Mahler’s Resurrection 
Symphony with the Boston Symphony in the late 1940s – was his view of Mahler 
wholly shaped by such as Bruno Walter or Mitropoulos; the extant extensive 
rehearsal of that symphony in Boston (recorded without Bernstein’s knowledge) 
shows a musician who knew the work intimately and had already formed a view 
of the score which he wished to convey – and knew, crucially, how that view was 
to be conveyed in performance.
 
Sadly, though, the later videos reveal a Bernstein who had succumbed to 
human weaknesses – especially through his almost obsessive chain-smoking 
– as though he was hell-bent on making up for that which he knew he had 
sacrificed in the pursuit of fame in a post-war American society where a 
broadly-based social conscience, allied to a powerful individual sexuality, were 
kept under wraps for years. And which, in a freer society and with his wife now 
no longer alive (though there is no doubt that Bernstein loved Felicia deeply, 
and she him) he could let himself be himself, but at an artistic cost in terms of 
musical discipline, and a personal one with his too-early death at 72. 

In the early 1950s, Bernstein’s pioneering television appearances were 
sensational, and enormously successful. Principal among them were his Young 
People’s Concerts which literally opened the ears and eyes of the youth of 
America (and not solely the country’s youth) to great art in performances that 
compared with the finest available. On my first visit to New York almost 50 
years ago, I was buttonholed by a cab driver who, on learning why I was there, 
told me he had been enthralled by Bernstein’s TV programmes even though 

he had little interest in classical music – “You begin to think there may be 
something in this stuff, after all”, he said. 

Bernstein’s American roots are threaded throughout his own music as much 
as his Jewish-Ukrainian heritage – almost as though he were a natural-born 
Midtown Manhattanite (which he certainly became, with a part of the island 
posthumously named after him) rather than a civilised New Englander. He was 
multi-talented and excelled in each of those talents to a considerable degree 
with the result that, as has been said, such a high degree of visibility had the 
paradoxical effect of being blinding. Bernstein was such a great and true original 
that all aspects of the public and critical relationship with an artist has to be 
constantly revised in his case – and it is not easy to do that, especially if the critic 
in question has already formed their notion of what a classical pianist, conductor, 
composer, musical theatre composer, thinker, poet or educator should be. 
Bernstein was all of these – but it was the city of New York that became both his 
home and his constant inspiration. 

Carnegie Hall, Lincoln Center and Broadway are within walking distance for the 
average New Yorker, and this collection of music by him demonstrates the effect 
the city, and especially Manhattan, had on his creative muse. 

Bernstein composed three greatly significant musicals – On the Town, 
Wonderful Town and West Side Story – all centred upon New York, as well as 
the operetta Candide, the ballet Fancy Free and the far less successful show 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue (i.e. The White House). He wrote just one film score, 
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for the Elia Kazan-directed 1954 film On the Waterfront, in addition to three 
symphonies and a number of other concert, chamber and solo piano works. 

Our collection of Bernstein’s orchestral music opens with the Overture to 
Candide. Composed in 1956, Candide sets Lillian Hellman’s libretto after 
Voltaire’s satirical novella of 1759. Although a medium-sized success, the 
original Broadway show never wholly satisfied Bernstein, who in the coming 
decades oversaw several new versions before finally settling on a ‘final revised 
version’ in 1989. 

Despite the changes the various versions brought to the operetta itself, the 
Overture remained unaltered throughout: it is a brilliant, uplifting score, 
exceptionally well orchestrated (as we might expect) and full of memorable 
tunes, masterfully threaded together, which are combined in a dazzling coda.

Two years earlier, Bernstein composed the music for On the Waterfront, a film 
which not only made a powerful impact at the time in its head-on depiction 
of union corruption and extortion but also was of such quality as to win 
eight Academy Awards (not, however, for its music). Starring Marlon Brando,  
Karl Malden, Lee J. Cobb and Rod Steiger, the drama and outstanding screen 
portrayals were fully complemented by Bernstein’s evocative and atmospheric 
music, later fashioned into a continuous symphonic suite which has become 
an established concert item. The music is threaded by the opening horn solo, 
a theme which is indeed symphonically treated throughout, before becoming 
transformed into a final hymn to individual freedom.

Fancy Free (1943-44), a score written for choreographer Jerome Robbins’ 
American Ballet Theatre, was Bernstein’s first extended music for the stage. 
As the conductor on this recording Iain Sutherland has said: “The music was 
written 20 years after Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, in which the earlier popular 
composer showed what he was capable of in writing music for the concert 
hall. In Fancy Free, the classical composer and conductor reversed the process, 
writing music that embraced the popular music idioms of the day”.

Indeed it does, so much so that the scene-setting prologue, a song in 
popular style, ‘Big Stuff’, was recorded by the jazz singer Billie Holiday. The 
ballet itself tells the story of three sailors on week-end wartime shore leave 
in New York, determined to enjoy themselves on their 72-hour pass. The 
adventures they have, scurrying from one to the other, keeps the movement 
of the score at full stretch, the locale and era brilliantly captured in Bernstein’s 
stylishly-popular infusions of jazz-based and Latin-influenced concert music. 
On this recording, Iain Sutherland conducts the complete ballet score:  
I: Opening Dance; II: Scene at the Bar; III: Pas de Deux; IV: The Competition Scene;  
V: Galop Variation; VI: Waltz Variation; VII: Danzon Variation; VIII: Finale.

Fancy Free proved such an original and wholly American urban concept that 
almost at once it gave rise to further theatrical treatment, in the shape of 
the Broadway musical On the Town, which opened towards the end of 1944. 
Naturally, the musical was a full evening’s entertainment, capturing exactly the 
mood of a United States sensing the dawn of victory – optimistic and outward-
looking, the show was such a success that a film version was planned. 
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Bernstein was not a little hurt by the film’s Hollywood producers jettisoning some 
of his original songs, replacing them with new ones not by him, but his superb 
opening number, ‘New York, New York’, was rightly retained, and has come to 
represent the show, the film and indeed Manhattan itself for millions of music-
lovers, captured on celluloid by the brilliant trio of Frank Sinatra, Gene Kelly and 
Jules Munshin, with Vera-Ellen and Ann Miller. Naturally, On the Town required 
a vastly more extended score than Fancy Free, almost all of it new music, but 
Bernstein subtly provides barely-concealed symphonic variations on his original 
material in the two Dance Episodes, ‘Lonely Town’ and ‘The Great Lover’, as the 
attentive listener may well identify.
  
Bernstein celebrated New York in two further works – the musical Wonderful 
Town and the one-act opera Trouble in Tahiti (in which he was his own librettist) –  
before his final tribute to the ‘city that never sleeps’ and some would say his 
greatest achievement, West Side Story, appeared in 1957.

The year before, what many music-theatre aficionados believe was the last great 
‘traditional’ stage musical, Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe’s My Fair Lady, 
signalled the end of a custom that had extended from the dawn of the century. 
West Side Story marked a new departure in so many ways – not least in the 
almost total integration of the entire score in cellular-melodic terms and in tonal 
planning – the latter foreshadowed somewhat in My Fair Lady. 
 
West Side Story is in two acts, the first of which begins in C major and gravitates 
towards E flat, in which key the magnificent quintet ends Act I. Act II begins in  

E flat and gravitates backwards towards a C major close – albeit in a very different 
manner. Bernstein was apparently unaware of the latter tonal characteristic 
whilst writing the music, until it was pointed out to him by the present writer in 
1972, to the composer’s unfeigned astonishment. 

We may be sure, therefore, that the inherent strength of this remarkable score 
arose from the inner concentration which drove its composition, and the 
subsequent concert work, the Symphonic Dances, which stands fully-formed 
without any of the explanatory lyrics of Stephen Sondheim (excellent though 
they be) or Shakespearean dramatic shape (whose Romeo and Juliet, of course, 
was the original inspiration).   

Not that the Symphonic Dances follow the outline of the show’s music 
slavishly – they constitute a separate concert work where other factors assume 
greater significance. In the Dances, the dramatic sequence is varied, and with 
it the tonal bases, but the inherent impact of the music is naturally retained 
in an orchestration assisted by Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal, as Bernstein 
acknowledged. The continuous concert sequence of the Dances does not share 
the show’s original narrative, but has the following outline: I – Prologue (Allegro 
moderato); II – ‘Somewhere’ (Adagio); III – Scherzo (Vivace e leggiero); IV – Mambo 
(Meno Presto); V – Cha-cha (Andantino con grazia); VI – Meeting (Meno mosso);  
VII – ‘Cool’ Fugue (Allegretto); VIII – Rumble (Molto allegro); IX – Finale (Adagio).  
The performance on this recording is of the revised version of the score, 
published in 1992, two years after Bernstein’s death. 

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2018
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Few conductors in recent generations have shared the broad and detailed 
experience encompassing lighter orchestral music and the wide-range of 
standard concert repertoire enjoyed by Scottish-born Iain Sutherland. 

His international career has taken him throughout Europe and South America, 
conducting a vast range of repertoire including Britten’s War Requiem in 
Bratislava, commemorating the end of World War II, and world premieres of 
Malcolm Arnold’s Four Irish Dances, Edward Harper’s Etude for Orchestra, Robert 
Farnon’s Third Symphony and John Dankworth’s Escapade for jazz quartet and 

orchestra. National premieres include Erich Wolfgang Korngold’s Violin Concerto 
(Scandinavia), Movimientos para Don José Haydn by René Staar (Graz), Rhapsody 
Brasilieros by Ney Rosauro (Rio de Janeiro) and, in Britain, Darius Milhaud’s  
A Frenchman in New York. 

He founded the City of Glasgow Philharmonic Orchestra for the opening of 
Glasgow’s Royal Concert Hall in 1990 and was Principal Guest Conductor of the 
period-instrument English Haydn Festival Orchestra from 1999-2009. 

Sutherland’s international activities have run concurrently alongside hundreds 
of weekly broadcasts with the BBC Concert Orchestra partnering some of the 
world’s greatest concert artists.

He has been responsible for bringing the vast range of classical music to many 
millions of listeners, subtly broadening their experience – a mission he shares 
with that of such earlier figures as Leonard Bernstein, whose popular television 
programmes in the 1950s did so much to make the average viewer aware of a 
wide range of music.

Sutherland’s catholic outlook on music makes him the ideal conductor for a 
recording entirely devoted to Leonard Bernstein’s concert works and issued to 
mark the centenary of the American’s birth. What makes this album particularly 
interesting is that it was recorded in Germany by the leading orchestra in Lower 
Saxony’s capital city – a further demonstration of Iain Sutherland’s mission to 
bring the finest examples from the lighter classical music repertoire to as broad 
an audience as possible. 

Iain Sutherland


