




Leonard Slatkin at 70:  The DSO’s music director was born for the podium
By Lawrence B. Johnson

Some bright young musicians know early on that they want to be a conductor. Leonard Slatkin, who turned 70 
on September 1, had a more specific vision. He believed himself born to be a music director.

“First off, it was pretty clear that I would go into conducting once I had the opportunity to actually lead an 
orchestra,” says Slatkin, music director of the Detroit Symphony Orchestra since 2008 and occupant of the 
same post with the Orchestre National de Lyon since 2011. 
“The study process suited my own ethic and, at least for me, 
I felt relatively comfortable with the technical part of the job.”

“But perhaps more important, I knew that I would also be a 
music director. Mind you, this is a very different job from just 
getting on the podium and waving your arms. The decision 
making process and the ability to shape a single ensemble 
into a cohesive whole, including administration, somehow felt 
natural to me.”

Slatkin arrived at the DSO with two directorships already 
under his belt – the Saint Louis Symphony (1979-96) and the 
National Symphony in Washington, D.C. (1996-2008) – and 
an earful of caution about the economically distressed city 
and the hard-pressed orchestra to which he was being lured. 
But it was a challenge that excited him.

“Almost everyone warned me about the impending demise of 
the orchestra,” the conductor says. “A lot of people said that 
I should not take it. Perhaps that is what gave me the desire 
to go there and try to help.” 1944 Leonard’s First Conducting Appearance
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If Slatkin did not expect a breeze when he accepted the DSO directorship, neither was he exactly belted in for 
the unforeseeable turbulence ahead. He recalls his bouncing start with the bemusement of a survivor.

“Although this marks the beginning of my seventh season, in reality it is my fourth,” he says. “The first year I could 
only conduct five weeks, as my guest schedule was already full. The second year I had a heart attack. And the 
third? Well, there was no third due to the work stoppage.”

“With all that everyone had to endure, each of us -- management, board and musicians -- had ideas waiting to 
be implemented when the strike ended. The results of those ideas turned into initiatives that have helped place 
this orchestra as a leader in the field. We take chances. As a result, audience size has increased, donations are 
at record levels and we are heard and seen all over the world.”

The visible – perhaps the better word is virtual -- emblem that both honors Slatkin’s 70th birthday and epitomizes 
his evolving legacy with the DSO is a recorded compilation of works mainly by American composers. Names like 

1971 St. Louis            1997 Washington DC                              2014 Detroit
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William Bolcom, John Williams, Aaron Copland, Charles Ives, 
Leroy Anderson and Cindy McTee (the conductor’s wife) are 
representative of Slatkin’s lifelong commitment to the music of 
American masters.

“I grew up hearing the music from this country and it never 
left my being,” he says. “There are not many of us left who 
knew so many of the great composers personally and it 
remains important for me to keep the heritage alive. I think of 
almost every living composer I do as an offspring of the earlier 
generations, whether they intend their music to be interpreted 
that way or not.”

But the very fact that this “digital” program is literally that, not 
a CD but available only as an internet download, bespeaks 
the forward thinking of both Slatkin and DSO management 
about getting its sound and its brand out to the high-tech 
world. Slatkin sees online-only digital projects like the DSO’s 
Beethoven symphony cycle as well as the orchestra’s cutting-
edge webcasts as responses to a global opportunity.

“The recording market is diminishing, so we had to find a new 
way to reach the world-wide public,” he says. “We remain the 
only orchestra to offer all subscription concerts streamed for 
free on the Internet. Eventually, we will turn this into a way to 
achieve some generation of income, but for now, we simply 
are doing something that no other orchestra can.”

Meanwhile, on the home front, Slatkin cites a radically different, 
solidly real-world approach to cultivating an audience: the 

1970 St. Louis with Aaron Copland

1992 with John Corigliano and Morton Gould

2012 Tanglewood with John Williams and 
Jessye Norman
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DSO’s community concert series, which takes the orchestra 
away from its home at Orchestra Hall and into the backyards 
of music lovers throughout Metro Detroit.

When the community concert idea was hatching, some 
doubters predicted the DSO would simply be giving regional 
patrons a reason to skip the trek downtown to hear the 
orchestra in its own setting – an acoustically splendid gem 
designed by the noted architect C. Howard Crane and built in 
1919 at the insistence of music director Ossip Gabrilowitsch. 
But Slatkin says the series has nourished orchestra and 
audiences alike.

“We have not lost patrons but have added 3,500 because 
of these concerts,” he says. “This is the audience that used 
to come to the symphony and stopped many years ago. 
Since virtually all the venues are smaller than Orchestra Hall, 
people will have to come downtown to hear the choral works, 
big-name soloists and much of the larger repertoire. In the 
meantime, getting the orchestra out to the areas where the 
musicians live makes for some very nice partnerships.”

Indeed, Slatkin still thrives on the many challenges of keeping 
an orchestra not only afloat but purposeful. “With so much 
talk about older audiences, diminishing arts education in the 
schools, and economic woes of all manner of arts institutions, 
it seemed like most of us were simply not adapting to the 
changing times,” he says.

“What we changed at the DSO was the old style of just letting 

2013 Warsaw with Krzysztof Penderecki

2014 Detroit with Leon Fleisher by Hart Hollman

2003 with Laura and George W. Bush – Natl 
Medal for the Arts at White House
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things take care of themselves. By completely altering pricing structures, we have seen the audience grow. It has 
become younger and more diverse without having to compromise anything musically. And instead of relying on 
schools to do the teaching, we take it on.” The orchestra’s educational programs serve some 10,000 children in 
both classical and jazz ensembles.

As for achieving his own Op. 70, the maestro muses: “I am officially an old man – ‘venerable’ was actually used 
in an article. Perhaps it is indeed time to reflect on my musical life.”

Lawrence B. Johnson, former music critic for The Detroit News, is editor of the performing arts web magazine 
ChicagoOntheAisle.com

Download DSO TO GO to learn more about the Detroit Symphony & Leonard Slatkin and gain access to 
their music at anytime, anywhere.

2007 with Josh Bell          2012 Detroit with Kid Rock                           2012 with Cindy at Home
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About the Music

Aaron Copland (1900-1990):  El Salón México

About this brilliantly-scored and dynamic work, Copland wrote:  “During my first visit to Mexico in the fall of 1932 
I conceived the idea of writing a piece based on Mexican themes... From the very beginning, the idea of writing 
a work based on popular Mexican melodies was connected in my mind with a popular dance hall in Mexico 
City called Salón México... All that I could hope to do was to reflect the Mexico of the tourists, and that is why I 
thought of Salón México, because in that ‘hot spot’ one felt, in a very natural and unaffected way, a close contact 
with the Mexican people... Something of [their] spirit is what I hope to have put into my music.” When Copland 
first visited the dance hall he was quite taken aback when he was frisked by a guard before entering, but greatly 
amused by a sign on the wall which read: “Please don’t throw lighted cigarette butts on the floor so the ladies 
don’t burn their feet.”

As he was writing the work he became concerned that as an “outsider” he might not be able to do what he 
intended: “I felt nervous about what the Mexicans might think of a ‘gringo’ meddling with their native melodies.” 
These fears were quickly put to rest when, “at the first of the final rehearsals I attended... as I entered the hall 
the orchestral players, who were in the middle of a Beethoven symphony, suddenly stopped what they were 
doing and began to applaud vigorously.” That première performance on August 27, 1937 was a great critical 
and popular success, one local critic writing that “Copland has composed Mexican music... embodying the very 
elements of our folk song in the purest and most perfect form.” The work is based on several authentic Mexican 
folk tunes from two major collections he was given (not from any of the tunes he heard in the dance hall), but 
“based on” is the operative phrase, as Copland had no qualms about changing and adapting the originals as he 
saw fit. As he mentioned to Vivian Perlis for her remarkable two-volume biography of the composer, “My purpose 
was not to quote literally, but to heighten without in any way falsifying the natural simplicity of the Mexican tunes.”

Detroit Symphony Orchestra, Leonard Slatkin
8.559758
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Cindy McTee (b. 1953):  Circuits 

Circuits was written in 1990 for the Denton Chamber Orchestra and conductor Jonathan B. Roller of Denton, 
Texas. The title, Circuits, is meant to characterize (1) the use of a formal design incorporating numerous, recurring 
short sections and (2) the presence of an unrelenting, kinetic energy. The inclusion of jazz elements and the 
playful manipulation of musical materials using syncopation, sudden transposition, and juxtaposition are also 
characteristic of the work.

Hailed by critics as a composer whose music reflects a ‘charging, churning celebration of the musical and cultural 
energy of modern-day America,’ Cindy McTee ‘brings to the world of concert music a fresh and imaginative voice.’ 
Born in Tacoma, WA, she began piano studies at the age of six with a teacher who encouraged improvisation. 
This eventually led to composition in many forms including jazz, orchestral, chamber, and electronic music. 
Another influential teacher was the eminent Polish composer, Krzysztof Penderecki, with whom McTee studied 
for three years.

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937):  Alborada del gracioso

Maurice Ravel completed his group of piano pieces, Miroirs, in 1905, dedicating each to one of the Apaches, 
the name adopted by Ravel and his circle of friends that marked their unconventional attitude to established 
artistic traditions. The fourth piece, Alborada del gracioso (The Clown’s Aubade), dedicated to Michel-Dimitri 
Calvocoressi, a critic and music writer of Greek parentage, born and raised in France, brings a brilliant vision of 
Spain. The title, which defies accurate translation, refers to the stock character of Spanish theatre, the gracioso, 
a servant or squire who often comments satirically on the actions of his superiors. In 1918 Ravel orchestrated 
the piece for Dyagilev, who used it in his Spanish ballet Les jardins d’Aranjuez, with music that included Fauré’s 

Detroit Symphony Orchestra, Leonard Slatkin
8.559758

Lyon National Orchestra, Leonard Slatkin
8.572887
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Pavane and Ravel’s orchestration of Chabrier’s Menuet pompeux. The ballet, seen in San Sebastian and in the 
1919 Ballets Russes season in London, had choreography by Léonide Massine and a scenario based on the 
painting Las meninas, the original title of the ballet, by Velázquez. Décor and costumes were by José-Maria 
Sert. The very successful orchestration transforms the original piano piece, with a lively and characteristic use of 
percussion instruments in the dance and darker suggestions in the central bassoon recitative.

Charles Ives (1874-1954):  Lincoln, the Great Commoner

Insurance salesman by day, composer by night, Charles Ives was famous — even infamous — for his dedication 
to social and political causes and for his American patriotism. He seized upon Edwin Markham’s poem, which 
extols Lincoln’s idealism, his saving of the Union, and the nobility of his death, to compose one of his greatest 
pieces for chorus and orchestra, Lincoln, the Great Commoner. Ives dated the work 1912, but he was notorious 
for misdating his compositions, and Ives scholars suspect he actually wrote it in 1921 or 1922, most likely after 
the song version, which he may have composed between 1919 and 1921.

Ives draws on bits of existing patriotic tunes to impart the proper atmosphere, but here they are used more 
subtly than in some of his patriotic pieces. Into his own mostly original melody he weaves just a few fragments 
of “Hail! Columbia”, “The Star-Spangled Banner”, “America”, “Columbia, Gem of the Ocean”, and “The Battle 
Hymn of the Republic”. The chorus sings this melody mostly in unison, partly to give the impression of a narrator 
and partly to provide an anchor while the complex orchestral accompaniment rages around it. He does split the 
chorus into some startling tone clusters to emphasize the passage that begins “when the step of earthquake 
shook the house” and into parallel but separate parts for added richness beginning at “the rafters of the home” 
and “He held his place”, which includes a snippet of the song “America”. Remarking on the piece’s challenges 
for both chorus and orchestra, the composer Henry Cowell wrote, “but once accomplished it is one of the most 
unusual and exciting works in choral literature”.

Nashville Symphony Orchestra and Chorus, Leonard Slatkin
8.559373-74
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Leroy Anderson (1908-1975): Phantom Regiment; Saraband; Typewriter

Leroy Anderson liked to describe his compositions as “concert music with a popular touch” – which sums up 
his achievement beautifully. The British may have established a precedent in the field of light symphonic pieces, 
and several Anderson imitators – some of them quite worthy – sprang up in the wake of his commercial success 
in the 1950s. But Anderson took light concert music to an unsurpassed peak, investing as much time, craft, 
and concentrated inspiration upon his miniatures as if he were writing a symphony – and always in a distinctly 
American accent. 

One of Anderson’s most haunting tone poems, The Phantom Regiment depicts a nameless body of soldiers 
marching into and then trotting across the scene before marching away without a trace.

Anderson was a master of using sound effects as integral parts of a composition, as opposed to gratuitously 
applied gimmicks. The most notorious of these pieces may have been The Typewriter, written in 1950 but held 
back for recording purposes until 1953, when it appeared as the B-side for The Girl In Satin on a single. 

In Saraband, the melody conforms to the stately Baroque dance form that Bach and Handel knew, but Anderson 
doubles the speed of the rhythm underpinning that tune – and before long, he injects some other mischievous 
ingredients into the machinery.

William Bolcom (b. 1938): Songs of Innocence and of Experience

The best description of this work comes from the composer himself who wrote:

“Ever since I was seventeen, when the reading of William Blake was to make a profound difference to my life, 

BBC Concert Orchestra, Leonard Slatkin
8.559357

Joan Morris, University of Michigan School of Music Symphony Orchestra, University Musical Society, 
Leonard Slatkin    8.559216-18
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I have wanted to set the entire Songs of Innocence and of Experience to music. Several songs were actually 
completed in 1956; The Sick Rose, and the opening, revised, of the Songs of Innocence, are survivors of that 
time, and the work remained in my mind until 1973, when I moved to Ann Arbor to teach at the University of 
Michigan. I felt that I could thus simplify my life enough to be able to realise the cycle I had dreamed of for so 
long.

If any one work of mine has been the chief source and progenitor of the others, I would have to say that this 
is it. My fascination with the synthesis of the most unlikely stylistic elements dates from my knowledge and 
application of Blake’s principle of contraries, and I have spent most of my artistic life in pursuit of this higher 
synthesis. In this work, through my settings, I have tried my best to make everything clear; I have used music in 
the same way Blake used line and colour, in order to illuminate the poems.

To me, William Blake is the most urgent of poets. What he says is as immediate as ever, but particularly to us: 
he came from an epoch of social change as total as ours. With clear and unjudging vision Blake saw where the 
human race was heading; it could be argued that the Songs of Innocence and of Experience may be the most 
lucid explanation we have of what forces have brought us to where we are now. If there is any solution to our 
unending crisis, it is only through acceptance and understanding of our own nature, and if I have caused a more 
careful listening to Blake’s message, then my work over a span of 25 years will not have been in vain.

John Williams (b. 1932): Horn Concerto

No better introduction can be offered than the composer’s own eloquent description of the concerto: “When 
I’ve tried to analyze my lifelong love of the french horn, I’ve had to conclude that it’s mainly because of the 
horn’s capacity to stir memories of antiquity. The very sound of the french horn conjures images stored in the 
collective psyche. It’s an instrument that invites us to ‘dream backward to the ancient time.’  In Nocturne, the 
final movement of this Concerto, the day’s end grants repose and a simple song is offered.”

Detroit Symphony Orchestra, Karl Pituch, Leonard Slatkin
9.70900
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Hector Berlioz (1803-69):  Le carnaval romain

Hector Berlioz was born in the French province of Isère, the son of a doctor, in a family of some local substance. 
As a child he was taught principally by his father, and was swayed by various enthusiasms, including an 
overwhelming urge towards music that led him to compose, not for the piano, an instrument he did not play, but 
for a sextet that included his music-teacher’s son, a horn-player, and the flute, which he played himself. He later 
took the opportunity of learning to play the guitar. At the insistence of his father, he embarked on medical studies, 
taking his first qualification at Grenoble, before moving to Paris. Three years later he abandoned medicine in 
favour of music. 

Le carnaval romain (The Roman Carnival) was one of three works derived from his opera Benvenuto Cellini, 
premiered at the Paris Opéra in 1836.  It uses the carnival scene from the opera, with the love duet between 
Cellini and Teresa as a lyrical second theme.  Berlioz’s opera on the adventurous life of the sixteenth- century 
Florentine goldsmith and sculptor Benvenuto Cellini was his third attempt to write for the Paris Opéra.

The plot of the opera concerns Cellini’s wooing of Teresa, daughter of the papal treasurer, Baldacci, who would 
prefer Teresa to marry Cellini’s rival, the cowardly Fieramosca. When Cellini attempts to abduct Teresa at Carnival 
time, a fight ensues in which Cellini kills Fieramosca’s hired assassin. Cellini disappears and returns under the 
cover of a monks’ procession, to be arrested and later pardoned by the Pope only on the hurried completion of 
the commissioned statue of Perseus.

Lyon National Orchestra, Leonard Slatkin
8.573297
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Anderson: Orchestral 
Music, Vol. 1

Anderson: Orchestral 
Music, Vol. 5

McTee: Symphony No. 1, 
Circuits, Einstein’s Dream 
& Double Play

Anderson: Orchestral 
Music, Vol. 2

Tower: Made in America Lincoln Portrait Project

Borzova: Songs for Lada 
– To The New World

Anderson: Orchestral 
Music, Vol. 3

Rachmaninoff: 
Symphony No. 3 – 
Symphonic Dances

Anderson: Orchestral 
Music, Vol. 4

Corigliano: A Dylan 
Thomas Trilogy

Explore these and other key works by 
Leonard Slatkin in their entirety:

Baker: The Glass Bead 
Game
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