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This compact disc includes one recording premier, Music For Orchestra, with Kirchner himself conducting the orchestra 
he founded and directed during his tenure at Harvard University, now known as The Former Harvard Chamber Orchestra. 
Also included are two historic releases from the SONY Columbia catalog both featuring Leon Kirchner on piano—Lily 
(for Soprano and Chamber Ensemble) conducted by Kirchner with Diana Hoagland soprano, and Piano Concerto No. 1, 
with Dimitri Mitropoulos conducting the New York Philharmonic Society Orchestra.

Leon Kirchner by Gordon Parks



Leon Kirchner was a great composer, a superb pianist, 
a probing conductor, and an inspiring teacher. Kirchner’s 
creative work as a composer lay behind all of his other 
activities and enriched them. Nevertheless he could 
sometimes be diffident, even insecure, about his own 
music—at least until someone criticized it, and that 
was enough to rouse the inner lion whose roar Kirchner 
customarily deflected with irony and humor.
 Kirchner had a disconcerting habit of saying things 
that left you with nothing to say in reply; shock value 
was one of his defense strategies. I remember once 
pausing in front of a photograph of the young Kirchner 
by Gordon Parks that had appeared in Life Magazine 
and now hung, framed, on the wall of his living room. 
During the photo session, Parks said, “Your music is so 
hot, I want to have smoke in the picture.’’ Indeed smoke 
does billow up from inside the piano; Kirchner looks up 

from the open score on the piano, and smolders like 
vintage Tyrone Power.
 “Ah yes,’’ Kirchner said as I gazed at this image.  
“I was young and promising once.’’
 And Kirchner loved to quote something Igor Stravinsky 
had told him after Stravinsky had recommended him for 
his first teaching position at Mills College in California. 
“If you take a job in academia,’’ Stravinsky warned, 
“that will be the end of you as a composer.’’
 Well, it didn’t turn out that way. Kirchner was at 
home in several worlds. His childhood in California and 
his military service brought him close to movie stars, 
Broadway actors, and the entertainment industry—both 
Carl Reiner and Zero Mostel were close personal friends. 
His relationships with his colleagues in the Harvard 
music department were sometimes fractious, but he 
thrived on contact with academic colleagues in the 
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sciences and the other arts. The famous New Year’s 
Eve parties at his spacious, old-fashioned home on 
Hilliard Street just outside of Harvard Square were not 
invariably crowded with musicians, but they were full of 
thinking people engaged in stimulating conversations, 
and the dining room table groaned under the weight 
of turkeys, hams, and sumptuous seasonal delicacies 
prepared by Kirchner’s wife Gertrude.
 Kirchner’s position at Harvard, and his summers 
at the Marlboro Music Festival and School in Vermont, 
kept him in touch with some of the finest performers in 
each new generation, and many of them became fervent 
advocates for his music; it was at Marlboro that he 
first encountered the young James Levine, for example, 
and Yo-Yo Ma was one of many students who passed 
through Kirchner’s legendary seminar in chamber music 
analysis and performance at Harvard.
 John Adams was one of Kirchner’s composition 
students. Although Adams’s evaluation of Kirchner as a 
mentor did not appear until the publication of his mem-
oir Hallelujah Junction in 2008, it has been widely used 
to sum up Kirchner since the senior composer’s death 
on September 17, 2009. Adams wrote that Kirchner 
was the “most intuitive musician I ever encountered.”  
Composing, for Kirchner, was “something akin to self 
immolation,’’ Adams continued. “I got the feeling that 
composing was meant to be a painful activity, a 
ferocious wrestling match with inner demons.” 
 This is certainly true, but it is not the whole 
truth.  Kirchner was indeed profoundly intuitive but 
he was also deeply learned. He was rigorously trained 
by two great composers, Roger Sessions and Arnold 

Schoenberg; he never rejected Schoenberg’s aesthetic 
or Schoenberg’s standards, although he never adopted 
Schoenberg’s technique.  He was a lifelong student of 
music of the past and present, including music remote 
from his own idiom. 
 Music did not flow effortlessly from him. He was 
ruthlessly self-critical, so his catalogue is small but 
choice. He composed no weak pieces. His meticulous 
craftsmanship is only one reason why his music is so 
compelling. But he also wrested his music from his 
vitals. Kirchner’s music is almost alarmingly candid, 
honest and intense; it is always totally true.
 Like most American composers, Kirchner began his 
career with smaller pieces and chamber music. That 
pattern began to change in 1951. Kirchner had travelled 
to San Francisco to attend the west coast premiere of his 
String Quartet No. 1. At the performance, Kirchner noticed 
a crowd forming around a strikingly tall, lean, bald man 
who was seated prominently in the front row. It took 
Kirchner a few moments to recognize the man, but before 
he could walk up to pay his respects, Dmitri Mitropoulos 
had moved towards him to congratulate him on the quartet.
 The Greek conductor, who was already legendary 
for his generous support of young musicians, and his 
interest in the work of young composers, had just been 
named music director of the New York Philharmonic.  
He asked Kirchner if he had composed anything for 
orchestra yet. Kirchner replied that he did a have a 
work-in-progress, Sinfonia. Mitropoulos invited Kirchner 
to come and play the completed part of the score. The 
appointed hour was a few days later at 1:30 AM in 
Mitropoulos’s hotel room.



 Kirchner was nervous about this because the 
homosexuality of Mitropoulos was widely known in the 
musical community if not to the public at large, so 
he arrived in the conductor’s suite making an excuse 
for the absence of his wife. This was a potentially 
embarrassing moment which Mitropoulos immediately 
defused by laughing and pinching him on the cheek.    
 Kirchner loved to tell the story to show just how fool-
ish he had been as a young man; 
it wasn’t one of his Mitropoulos 
stories—it was a Kirchner story 
which he told on himself. 
 Mitropoulos liked the music 
he heard that early morning, 
urged Kirchner to complete the 
work, and introduced it with the 
New York Philharmonic in 1952.
 That first collaboration 
continued with the earliest 
work on this CD, Kirchner’s 
Piano Concerto No. 1, which he 
composed in 1953. Mitropoulos chose it for concerts 
designed to celebrate his own 60th birthday; Kirchner 
himself was the soloist in four subscription perfor-
mances in Carnegie Hall in 1956. The Koussevitzky 
Music Foundation commissioned the work, and the 
Naumburg Foundation subsidized the recording, at 
Mitropoulos’s urging. Once again, Kirchner reported to 
Mitropoulos’s hotel and found himself playing the whole 
concerto twice. He wondered whether the conductor was 
fully prepared; his worries were dispelled the following 
morning when Mitropoulos conducted the entire work, 

flawlessly, and from memory.
 The circumstances of the recording were not propi-
tious—the session was scheduled for the morning after 
the premiere (and before the Friday afternoon matinee 
performance); only 40 minutes of recording time had 
been allotted to a piece that lasts nearly 30. In effect the 
recording documents the second-ever performance of the 
piece. But Kirchner’s take-no-prisoners piano playing is 

thrilling, and the work is solid, 
substantial and daringly imaginative.
     Many people have felt that the 
Kirchner First stands as the finest 
piano concerto since Bartok’s 
 Third in 1945, although the piece 
hasn’t established itself in the 
repertory. That has less to do with 
the qualities of the piece than with 
the inertia of prominent pianists 
and conductors.
       The outer movements are 
notable for unflagging rhythmic 

energy, for a brilliant use of the piano as a tuned  
percussion instrument, and for consistently absorbing 
interplay between the piano and the orchestra. The 
finale features vivid passages for piano and the other 
percussion instruments, and the prominent use of the 
celesta adds a piquant color. The solo cadenza, unusually, 
appears in this final movement, and, again surprisingly, 
it is mostly lyrical, rather than an exercise in display. 
Hear we hear the limpid, singing tone that Kirchner 
brought to his Mozart playing. There is also a quiet central 
section in the first movement that makes one wonder 
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why at the time of the premiere the New York Times 
bemoaned the absence of melody three times in  
two sentences.
 The second movement is the most remarkable 
of all. The model is perhaps the slow movement of 
Beethoven’s Fourth Concerto in which, according to 
one view, Orpheus (the piano) is taming the Furies (the 
orchestra). Kirchner uses the 
same kind of block construc-
tion, in which the piano and the 
orchestra seldom play together 
but instead constantly confront 
each other. And when they do 
play together the effects are 
often unusual —the piano is in 
duet with the solo bassoon or 
the solo oboe. Certain massed 
attacks of the strings inescap-
ably recall the string recitatives 
in the finale of Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony. And, come 
to think about it, Kirchner’s 
First Concerto, like Beethoven’s 
Fourth, opens with the piano in unaccompanied solo.
 Kirchner’s own note, which he prepared for the New 
York Philharmonic program book says, “The treatment 
of the orchestra throughout the work is perhaps more 
typical of a symphonic work in the sense that the piano 
is not treated as THE dominant instrument, the orchestra 
as an accompanying instrument. Throughout the work 
certain materials recur in a configuration altered by the 
surrounding elements.”

 Music for Orchestra is a hauntingly beautiful short 
piece Kirchner finished in 1969 at the request of the 
New York Philharmonic, which commissioned a number 
of works from leading composers to celebrate its  
125th anniversary. 
 In some ways Music for Orchestra is a miniature 
concerto for orchestra, in that the spotlight illuminates 

solo instruments, sections of 
the orchestra, and unusual 
combinations of instruments 
until everyone has made his 
contribution. While the indi-
vidual parts are challenging to 
play, there is almost no element 
of virtuoso display until a 
ghostly waltz dances off with 
the end of the piece.
 Technically the music is 
dominated by the interval of the 
minor second that is spelled 
out by the solo oboe at the 
start; the solo flute replies with 
an inversion of the interval, 

which is seldom absent from the rest of the piece. 
Kirchner was his own man and never paid any attention 
to the winds of fashion, but he was also curious about 
everything that was happening in the world of music. 
His decision to add an aleatory section of controlled 
improvisation had nothing to do with the then-current 
vogue for aleatory music; the aleatory passage offers a 
contrast and complement to the watchmaker’s precision 
of workmanship in the piece.

Leon Kirchner ca 1950-1960  
by Don W. Jones



 Beethoven looms behind this piece, as he did in the 
First Piano Concerto. In his own program note, Kirchner 
in describing Beethoven might as well have been 
describing himself.
 “Howling and stamping at the piano, he had been 
working without food or rest for twenty-four hours. 
Page after page, the staves were massed with symbols 
having something to do with life, or the expression of 
it. The sensual experience was the pivot of all his being 
and thinking. Not once had he contemplated the logic, 
the efficiency, the impeccability of design: they were 
subterranean, subservient, a by-product of the passion 
of his mind.’’ 
 Kirchner continued with a spirited defense of 
Schoenberg, who in those days needed defense, at least 
from the dominant newspaper critics. Kirchner con-
cluded, “it is clear, a new and hopefully more creative 
balance is being wrought between our sensual and 
intellectual resources, one in which it may be possible 
to achieve such fancies and grand architectonics as to 
make us feel deeply our human worth. Enough, perhaps, 
to ‘stamp and howl’at the piano once again.
 Some of the reviews invoked the name and exam-
ple of Berg, although the listener is more likely to be 
put in mind of the elusively twittering night songs of 
Bartok. There is a sense of a tropical landscape and 
there are birdsongs.
 This is not an accident. Kirchner was already at 
work on the largest and most ambitious work of his 
career, the opera Lily, and the magical sound world of 
that piece enters into Music for Orchestra. 
 The premiere of the opera, which Kirchner based on 

Saul Bellow’s fabulist novel from 1959, Henderson the 
Rain King, marked a reversal of fortune for Kirchner.  
This is not the place to describe everything that went 
wrong with the world premiere at the New York City 
Opera in 1977; among many other things, the score is 
technically complex, with electronic and pre-recorded 
elements, and the technical side of Kirchner’s theatrical 
and musical vision was far in advance of what it was 
possible to achieve at the time.
 Nor is this the place to try to calculate the impact 
of the experience on the composer and on his subse-
quent music. The inner lion was certainly roused, and 
as Kirchner roared, one thought, “This is how Berlioz 
must have sounded when he recounted the tribulations 
of Les Troyens.”
 Despite all of this, I still believe no American opera 
has better music in it than Lily. In the early years after 
the premiere there were various attempts to rescue  
the opera, but nothing came of these efforts. Later it 
was believed that the piece couldn’t be revived because 
the original tapes of the pre-recorded and electronic 
elements of the score had gone missing. Recently,  
however, they have been recovered, so it is now  
possible for visionary conductors and stage directors 
to reclaim the opera.
 While we await that happy day, we fortunately have 
the chamber-piece “Lily,’’ which Kirchner extracted  
from his score-in-progress and recorded with musicians 
from Marlboro in 1973. For the rest of his life, whenever 
the subject of “Lily’’ came up, he would go out of his 
way to praise the singing of soprano Diana Hoagland on 
this recording; she had the superior musicianship and 



precise tuning associated with a new-music specialist 
as well as the warmth and beauty of tone of a first-rate 
Mozart soprano.
 The chamber-ensemble “Lily’’ is a self-contained 
work fashioned out of the opening of the opera, music 
of rare imaginative power that is full of ravishing 
sounds that are unlike like anything else in the world. 
The score is also full of melody—the kind that once 
heard takes up permanent lodging in 
your mind.
 Kirchner scored the chamber 
piece for soprano and 11 players, 
plus a tape that contains another 
singer, a speaker, recordings of live 
instruments like the celesta and 
the marimba, and a mingling of 
electronic sounds and electronically 
manipulated acoustic sounds. 
 (Kirchner and his family are 
ubiquitous here. Kirchner plays the 
piano live, and his recorded voice 
recites the monologue of Bellow’s 
wealthy pig farmer Gene Henderson who in a moment 
of crisis has gone to Africa in the hope of finding “a 
way to live.’’ The voice of Kirchner’s wife, Gertrude,  
is heard in the background on the pre-recorded tape; 
she improvised her part seated in the medieval tapes-
try chair in the family’s living room. Later in the piece 
there is an irresistibly languorous, slightly tipsy waltz, 
full of jazz chords and licks. The tune is one that 
Kirchner first wrote for his daughter, the singer-song-
writer-and-actress Lisa Kirchner, who had asked him 

to compose a jazz tune for her to perform on her club 
dates. When he realized what a good tune he had come 
up with, he decided to incorporate it into his opera and 
his chamber-work.)
 The piece begins with a long, dappled flute solo 
that establishes the unique atmosphere—Kirchner 
says the flute ushers us into the “pre-human past.’’ 
One technical device, an acceleration and falling away 

of repeated notes, continues throughout the 
piece, and the intervals the flute sounds 
persist in the piece and in our ears.
      Then we hear the exotic bird-like  
coloratura love-calls of the African  
princess Mtalba—she is singing in an 
unrecognizable language—“perhaps 
African, or Aztec… or ancient Polynesian,’’ 
Kirchner writes.
      Then we hear the composer’s  
prerecorded voice speaking one of 
Henderson’s monologues—Kirchner’s  
narration bridges the Sprechstimme of 

Schoenberg or Berg with the demotic rush of 
Bellow’s American English. Then we hear the voice of 
Lily, Henderson’s wife, back in America. Lily is sung by 
the same soprano we heard as Mtalba; only the style 
and the range are different. Mtalba and Lily represent 
the female principle, while Henderson represents the 
male. Kirchner wrote the lyrics for the song himself— 
it begins “Meet me in my orgone box,’’ a reference that 
readers who did not live through the 1960s might need 
help with. An orgone box is a device, or, more exactly, 
an environment, that was invented for therapeutic  

Leon Kirchner  
by Lisa Kirchner



purposes by the psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich. Isolated 
from outside sensations—and seated in an orgone 
box—patients were supposed to be able to accumulate 
more of the energy of the life force. Finally the score 
returns to Mtalba’s curious cries and the piece closes.
 The music is absolutely clear, yet it is also  
mysterious and elusive. Like all of Kirchner’s best work, 

like all great music, in fact, it makes the surprising 
seem inevitable, and it communicates actual thoughts, 
emotions and experiences that words by themselves 
just can’t get to.       
     – RICHARD DYER 2011

Lily Song Lyrics:

Meet me in my orgone box
With a double bourbon on the rocks
Feeling so low so so low
Because I gave my money honey to the shrink
He packed my grip and took me on a trip
To visit Ma in Arkansas
We watched TV both him and me
And tears came frame by frame
The grass grows everywhere the same

In pots and lots and pans and cans among the 
cinema fans
Oh me oh my
It’s you I want I want you in my arms
Lets try again this fall This spring will bring
Something to sing about
I miss you

Text for Lily (from Henderson the Rain King: monologue)
Henderson: When I think of my condition ! At the age of 55, all is grief. The facts begin to crowd; I get a pressure in 
the chest. My parents, my children, my animals, my habits, my money, my music lessons, my drunkenness!…From 
my old man I inherited 3 million, after taxes. But I’m a bum, and have my reasons for thinking so. The main one is 
I behave like one…You know, in my own way, I work very hard. Violent suffering is hard labor and often I’m drunk 
before lunch. Oh ! I want. I want. I want! My heart is consumed with the demand. But it never says a thing. What do 
you want? It never says a word. I treat it like an ailing child. I would walk it. I would sing to it. I would go up on the 
ladder spackle cracks upon the ceiling. Work! Work ! In the barn among the pigs, through fights and drunkenness 
it goes right on: I want! I want! I want! Only toward sunset the voice would let up and sometimes I thought: Maybe 
this was my occupation because it would knock off at 5 o’clock of itself. America is so big, everybody working, 
making, digging, bulldozing. I guess that sufferers suffer at the same rate. In an age of madness, to expect to be 
untouched by madness is a form of madness. But the pursuit of sanity is a form of madness too.



Leon Kirchner on Dimitri Mitropoulos
“I was deeply touched by the generosity and the independence of the man. He had a sense of mission and discovery 
and carried you along. His modesty and sincere interest, his profound respect for the creative gift were, needless to 
say, rare qualities. To work with him was a privilege and an experience which gave meaning and excitement to the 
Art of Music. All of us who were graced by his genius felt the primacy of the musical act and we considered ourselves 
fortunate to have been given the power of musical speech.”

Principal conductor of the Athens Conservatory Orchestra, Dimitri Mitropoulos went on to conduct the Berlin 
Philharmonic, and the Lamoureux Orchestra in Paris. He made his American debut with the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra, and became music director of the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra in 1938. Appointed music director of 
the New York Philharmonic Society Orchestra in 1951, Mitropoulous featured works by contemporary European and 
American composers supporting many of these commissions himself. Mitropoulos would conduct entire scores from 
memory, rarely used a baton and developed his audiences by introducing them to new works. With the New York 
Philharmonic Society Orchestra Mitropoulos recorded extensively for Columbia Records while continuing to appear as 
guest conductor in Europe. Having achieved a reputation as a formidable operatic conductor, Mitropoulos became 
musical director of the Metropolitan Orchestra in 1954. He was awarded the American Mahler Medal of Honor in 
1950 for his work in promoting the composer’s music. Plagued with heart trouble, Mitropoulos suffered a heart 
attack during a rehearsal of Mahler’s Symphony No. 3 with the La Scala Orchestra in 1960. 

Soprano Diana Hoagland has appeared as soloist with the Boston Symphony, the Detroit 
Symphony, the Philadelphia Orchestra, the Pittsburgh Symphony, the American Symphony 
Orchestra and the Rochester Philharmonic performing with Leopold Stokowski, Seigi Ozawa, 
Michael Tilson Thomas, Gunther Schuller, John Nelson, Leon Kirchner, Richard Westenburg, David 
Zinman and Johannes Sommary. She has performed with The New York Oratorio Society, Musica 
Sacra, The Handel and Haydn Society of Boston, Clarion Concerts, The Dessoff Choirs, Amor Artist, 
Speculum Musicae and The Performers Committee for Contemporary Music. She was guest artist 

at the Meadowbrook Music Festival, the Ambler Music Festival, and Marlboro Music Festival where she worked with 
Leon Kirchner during his composition of “Lily” the opera, recording the two major soprano roles for the chamber 
version of the work on Columbia Records. 
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