RALPH ELLISON
730 RIVERSIDE DRIVE
NEW YORK, NEW YORK 10031

Lincoln Hill Road

Plainfield, Mass. 0LOTO

Avgust 24, 1975

Dean Peter J. Schoenbach

The Curtis Institute of Music
Rittenhouse Square
Philadelphia, Pa. 19103

Dear Dean Schoenbach:

Enclosed please find, at long last, a copy of
my commencement address - now edited - which I was privi-
leged to deliver to your graduating class last May., I
avologize for the lateness in getting 1t to you but my
gsuminer has been filled with writing on a novel and other
chores and I just could not get it to you soocner.

Please feel free to reproduce and distribute it
to the school and its friends. Whereas I plan to publish
the speech at some future time, your distribution of igfo
associates and friends of the Institute will not interfere
with its later publication.

Kindly express my appreciation toc Mr. Cook, the
Board and to Rudolph Serkin once again for the opportunity
to participate with them on that most memorable occasion.
My wife joins me in warms regards to all.
Sipcerely_yoprs,
‘/) kL il\ /)/ ~
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(dictate but not read)
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Commencement Address

To The Curtis Tnstitute of lusic

Graduating Class of 1975-

(Essayistically Extended)

I have been cautioned that when addressing an audience
of musicians such as yourselves, it is imperative that the
speaker pay close attention to such matters as your sharps and

flats and steps and frets, your resonance, your range, your . pegs,

temperament and timbre. I was also cautioned that he should have

a good eve, ear, nose and throat and that his reflexes befultra-
fast. And then, if he is so résh as to risk yoﬁf diSpleasﬁre by ¢ﬁ
proceeding to bow you (the word is "bow", not "boref)} he éhould‘ -
stroke you lightly lest he upset youf tuning and screech you.

Such, believe me, was my advice. And ifjaffer all that
you can refrain from rising up-and throwing me off the podium, I'll
do no further violence to your good humour and’praiSevyour‘unshak— 4;%

able graciousness.

‘Seriously though, tliere is a hallowed convention which éVf
holds that the main speaker at commencement ceremorties is expected
to provide the class of graduates with bits of adﬁice. The assump-_
tion being, I suppose, that having successfully negotiated the
perennial rite-of-passage around which such ceremoniesrrevolve the

speaker has plumbed certain mysteries of the world into which you,

worthy of your consideration. If this be correct, then a confession

Q
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the graduates, are about to enter and thus has achieved some insight



is very much in order: For while it is true that I once aspired

to the goal at which you, on this glorious day, have arrived, I
long ago lost my way. The cap, the gown, the colors that lend

such glamour and sweet mystery to this bright pageant-rite of
spring which commemorates your most enviable achievement, were
never mine to wear. Because unlike yourselves. I failed to reach
the final stage of my initiation. To put it bluntly, after com-
pleting my junior year I became a drop~-out. Thus the honor of

being your commencement speaker carries with it a personal overtone
of irony. It is not, howevef,'a cruel irony; but one which noves

me with gentle poignancy of an old love affair suddenly remembered,

to recall Keat's melodious line: For ever wilt thou love, and she

be fair...

For in truth music was my first love among the arts and few
of the.joys that accompanied the sorrows .of its vain pursuit have
faded from memory. If anything, time‘and nostalgia have made them
quite precious. So much so that despite the inescapable irony they
explain my rather rash presence here upon your podiﬁm, But then,
honor relates to irony as a fundamental note to its audible and
inaudible overtones; strike the ear-pleasing, soul-stirring chord
of'honor ever so lightly and mocking arpeggioeé 6f irony are sure
to follow. It can't be helped. Nevertheless I'll add inAmy,defense
that my dropping out was due td no lack of application, enthusiasm
or talent, but to a drying up of scholarship funds énd a écarcity

of jobs. And then, shortly thereaftei, I discovered a talent of a

L}




different order, a talent for words. After that, my studies  Q‘
of music put aside, my fate as a musician was sealed.

And so it was, disappointed but no less a lover of the
art to which you've dedicated your lives, I left music to those
more fortunate, or more persistent, than myself and learned to
view their triumphs from a distance. Today you honor me by de-
creasing that distance with a most dream~like telescoping of
time and experience, and I'm delighted. But having gone astray ‘ N
so long ago I'm forced to speak with you now across that friendly
mystery of hierarchy which while uniting those of us who find our
beings in different domains of the world of art yet keeps our
experience, as artists, quite separate. I've always regretted
that separation, but as your speaker it turns out thatvmy years
spent in your domain may now help me bridge somewhat our distance.
nd while I'm still forced to address vou as a meré appreciator
rather than a creator of music they allow me guestionable satis-
faction of assuring you that no time spent in acquiring the arduous
discipline of the conscious musician is ever totally lost -- at
least not for a drop-out who became a writer. Further, since con-
-vention demands that your speaker draw upon his experience it is |
possible that my aborted.years as a student of music did, after all
produce at least one item worthy of your consideratdion. I hope so,
because like yourselves even a failed musician must observe the

\
t
conventions. Thus even if my confession has rendered anything I
might say of my own experiences as a musician suspect I can only



pucker up my old trumpeter's lips,. tense my diaphragm and pro-
ceed. I can reassure you however that any bits of advice that spin 13
off from my account will not really be my own, but the contribution
of an artist whose experience in the realm of music was long, and,
despite its lack of wide recognition, rich and profound. Thus since
I am only its ironic instrument you may accept‘it as a gift of for-
mulated experience which a very fine artist graﬁted me during a
time of depression -- both world-wide and personal -- and which I
now pass on to you as you stand on the verge of a somewhat less
economically depressed but an éven more chaotic world than that in
which I received it. |

The experience occurred one day at Tuskegee Institute during:,f
the mid nineteen thirties. At the time I was a student of trumpet |
and music theory and aspired to become‘a classical compoéer. Dfessedﬁf
in my hired tuxedo, I had just‘completed'a student récital in which
I had attempted to slide by on mere technique;tandfés ydu'might sur»xh
mise, my faculty judges were far from being impresséd'with my attempt'
to allow the lips and fingers perform work‘which calléd for the pas—=
sionate involvement of the heart and intellect. They gave me a hardsf;
tine, and afterwards I sought solace in the person of Miss Hazel |
Harrison, a marvelous pianist and teacher. Miss’HafrisQn had been
one of Busoni's prize pupils, had lived (unﬁil the rise of Hitler
drove her back to the U.S.A.) in Busoni's home in Berlin, and was
a friend of such masters as Egon Patri, Percy Granger and Sergei
Prokofiev. Her advice was brief:

"Baby," she said, "in this courtry you must always preparé

yourself and play your very best wherever you are."
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lonely nearby whistle—stop where southbound trains paused briefly

- 5=

"But of course," I said.

"No," she said, "you don't understand; at least not vet..."

"ihen what," I said.

"There's more to it than the usual reason," she said.

"Of course you've always been told to do your best, look your
best, be your best. You've been taught such éhings all your life =-
but when it comes to performing the classics in this country there's
something élse involved..."

She paused and I waited, some what impatiently, expecting
her to make the obvious even more -obvious.

"Are you ready to listen," she said.

"Yés, m'am," I said.

"Alright," she said: "You must always play your best, even
if it’s only in the little waiting room at Chehaw, because in thig
country there'll always Le a little man hidden behind the stove
who'll know the musié, and the tradiﬁion, and the standards of per-
formance of whatcver it is you set out to perform!"
"Yes, m'am," I said, "I understand."”

"I hope so," she said.

Frankly, I did and I didn't. I knew that Chehaw was the

to cut loose the coaches wvhich bore passengers destined for Tuskegee,
and from where the coaches were then coupled to a switéh engine énd

hauled to the Institute's railroad siding. Yes, but given my fa- ,ﬂ%
miliarity with Chehaw's miserable, claustrophobic little waiting |

room, I found it difficult to even imagine anyone plucking the blues




on a gﬁitér within its narrow walls. And I suspected that sound-
ing a full-bore trumpet there would reduce the rlace to rubble.

Still, Tuskegee possessed a rich musical heritage, both folk and
classical, and many musicians and music lovers lived within its

environs. But even so, Chehaw Station was- the last place in the
area in which I would have expected to find anyohe, mﬁch less a
connoisseur, huddled behind its pot-bellied stove waiting to pass

judgement on some unsuspecting musician. True, he might Well hear

the haunting, blues-toned, train-whistle rhapsodies that were blared .-

by fast locomotives as they thundered past -- but of the classics?
Nothing at all. So what else was hidden in her folksy metaphor?

Thus, as Miss Harrison smiled knowingly into my dead-pan

face, I thought, So, vou ask for comfort and understanding and you're *

given some kind of riddle. I would have felt better if she'd said:

Sorry, baby, I know that you think that the faculty has treated you
.unfairly, but after all, I was there, I heard you. So how can you
expect me to uphold your bad musicianship?

ZActually, I did not, but in my disappointment I was quite
unprepared to grasp the underlying implications of Miss Harrison's
édvice. Nevertheless, I respected her artistry and experience so
highly that as I leaned against the curve of her Steinway listening
to her interpai a rhapsody by Liszt (during which she carried on an
enthusiastic Qerbal analysis of passages which Busoni had marked for
ekpressional subtly), her words fixed themselves in my memory. So

much so, that after all these years not only does her "little man

behind the stove" continue to engage my mind, he often materializes



When I least expect him. As when I'm brooding over some problem

of literary criticism -- like, say, the rhetoric of American fic-
tion. Indeed, he has come to symbolize for me no less than the
enigma of aesthetic communication in.American society. And espec-
ially the difficulty of communicating with that mysterious organ

" with which (like a conductor struggling with a strange orchestra)
we must exhort, persuade, woo -- in order to achieve our purpose.
I refer to that second and, in a sense, our most difficult instru-
ment, our audience; that instrument which plays upon us as we upon
it. o

Simultaneously a focus for insight and a wafning against

stale perceptions, the little man haé also become my metaphor for
those individuals we sometimes mect whose refinement is not ade-
quately explained bv family background, formal education or social
status. We've all encountered the types: Individuals who seem to
have been sensitized by some force which issues undetected from the
chromatic scale of American social hierarchy and whicﬁ throws off
strange, ultrasonic, ultra-semi-semitones which create within those
who are attuned to its vibrations a mysterious enrichment of per-

sonality. Here I am sure that heredity plays an important role, but

whatever that role may be, it would appear that éulturally, environ-
mentally, such individuals are products of érrant but sympathetic
vibrations set up by the tension between America's social mobility, :ﬁ
its universal education, and its relative freedom of information. ‘
The latter includes, and most impbrtantly, fhe finest products of

~rthe arts and intellect; products that are so abundantly available
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in the form of books, graphics, recordings, and pictorial repro-

_ductions. Just how these factors operate in concert involves the
mysterious interaction between environment and personality, instinct
and culture, but the frequency and wide dispersal of such individuals

endows each American audience with a special mystery:of its own.

Certainly this is true of any audience in which Miss Harrison's

little man appears.

iBut having gone this far, my rhythm slackens and my phras-
ing flags. TFor with no reliable sociology either of the dispersal
of ideas or taste in American society at my command I can only sug-
gest tha£ personal origins aside, the cultural circumstancés which
I've tried to describe offer the intgllectually adventurous indivi-
dual what might be termed a broad “"social mobility of the intellect"v~ 
plus an incalculable scale of.possibilifies'for self-creation and
the force which seems to have sensitized them -- call it a climate
of free-floating sensibility -- appears to be ‘a random effect gen-
erated by a society in which certain assertions of personality that
were formerly the perogative of high social rank have become the
privilege of the anonymous and the lowly.

Tf this be true, the matter of the artist being able to
identify the background and character of his audience can be more
puzzling than we might assume. In the field of writing it presents
a proklem of rhetoric, a question of how to fashion strategies of |
communication that will bridge the many divisions of background énd

taste which any representative BAmerican audience embodies. 2And to

the extent that American literature is both an art of discovery and
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an agency for creating a consciousness of cultural identity, it

is of éucﬁ_crucial importance as to require not only great skill
but an act of democratic faith. From my hierarchal distance I
assume that this is true, in his own terms, of the performing artist.
He does his best not only out of dedication to his art and instru-
ment, but because he realizes that the chances are that despite its
inevitable uncvenness any American audience will éontain at‘leastv
~one listener whose knowledge and taste will compliment, or surpass,
his own. Tor to paraphrase Miss Harrison, in this country even the
most homogeneous audiences are culturally mixed_and embody in their
anonymity the mystery of American cultural identity.

That identity ~- tentative, controversial, ﬁneasy -- is8 con-
fusing to performer and audience alike. To the audience because it
is mixed and seldom conscious of the implications of its own wide,
democratic range; to the performer because he directs his finest’
effects to a refinement of sensibility which is quite shifty because
it is not rooted exclusively in a highly visible elite. Instead, it
is a sensibilitv which tends to transcend class lines and float free
in the crowd.

Which leads us to ask: Just who, precisely, is this little
ﬁan of Miss Harrison's riddle? From what section of the house and

from behind what unlikelv mask does he render his judgements? And
by what magic of art can his most receptive attention, his grudging
admiration be excited? Such questions are important, for like
Shakespeare's Hamlet -- may I be forgiven for having savaged his
lines in my introduction -- the little man of Chehaw Station‘also

has his pride and complexity. He values his personal uniqueness,
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cherishes his privacy, and clings to the anonymity which makes
identifying him such a problem. Hamlet masked himself with mad-
ness, the little man plays mute; perhaps because in the shédow of

his anonymity he can be both the vernacular cat who looks at (and

listens to) the tradition-bound king, and the little boy who sees

clearly the Emperor's pretentious nakedness.

Connoisseur, critic and trickster, he is also a day-coach,
cabin-class traveler; but the timing of his arrivals and departures
is unclear; sometimes he'S»ther?, sometimes he's here. Thus for the
musician who would pluck out the heart of the peculiar American mys-
tery which gives the little man his being, his sensibility, his mo-~
bility --it isn't enough to know the lowest stops and highest com-
pass of his own instrument. For besides upholding the highest tech-
nigues and standards of his chosen art he must also consider the spe;
cial character of that other instrument which is his audience. Let
the performer play fast and loose with tradition if he will, but he
should never treat an American audience as some base, incomprehensible
instrument. Nor should he consider the little man who symbolizes
its ideal sensibility unworthy of his finest efforts. For as Hamlet

admonished Guildenstern, call the little man hidden behind the stove

whatever instrument you will, you may fret him but if you can't

e

sound him you cannot play upon him. Though self-effacing he is given
to a democratic touchiness and is easily fretted. But what frets him
most is an attitude which would render him non-existent. ‘50 for the

musician the little man is a cautionary figure who challenges one
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to reach for new heights of artistic expressiveness. Ignore him

and violence is done to that ideal democracy of cultivated sensi-

bilitiés for which he stands. Respect him and one's art becomes an
agency for raising the general level of musical taéte.

But why would Hazel Harrison associate such an humble ﬁ
symbol of high democratic sensibility with a mere whistle-stop? E
Perhaps because while Chehaw Station was a depiorable piece of af—
chitecture it was nevertheless a point of arrival aﬁd departure for

people who represented a wide diversity of life-styles and tastes.

Philanthropists, businessmen, sharecroppers, students -- even musi-
- thele ‘
cians -- passed through its doors. But in itse own exalted way the

same is true of Carnegie Ilall or the Metropolitan Opera; both are

meeting places for a motley mixture of people. So while it would

take the imagination of a Melville to reduce American society to the

dimensions of either concert hall or railroad station their common
feature as gathering places serves to remind us that in this parti-
cular country even the most homogeneous gathering of people is cul-

turally mixed and pluralistic. And perhaps the mystery of ‘American v

cultural identity which is projected by this mdtley mixturejarises
out of our presented attempts to reduce its diversi£§‘to an eaSily,‘
recognizable unity. | o

On the other hand} Americans tend to focus upon thé”diverse 
parts of their culture (with which they can more easily‘idehtify)
rather than upon its complex and pluralistic wholeness. And they
identify with the parts because as an entity the whole is greater,‘

if not of a different quality, than its parts. This difference,




this new quality, creates a state of uneasiness within us because
it is a constant reminder that ideally American society is a col-
lectivity of individuals; culturally a collectivity of étyles,
tastes and traditions.

Here lies the source of many of our problems, especially.
that of Amefican identity. Because in relation to the cultural
whole we are, all of us, members of minority groups. Feeling iso-
lated in the fluid, pluralistic turbulence of the democratic pro-
cess, we cling desperately to our own familiar fragment of the demo-
cratic rock. TIrom such fragments we confront our fellow Americans
in that war of civility, piety and tradition which is the drama of
American society. 2And from these we engage in the ceaseless contest
whose goal is the creation of an ever more encompéséing andAaccept-
able definition of our corporate identity as Americans. Often this
contest becomes violent but usually it prbgresées as a war of‘words,
a clash of styles. But what else in so abstfact a nation as this?
For the ground upon which we struggle is in fact abstract, a terrain
of ideas -- man-made but sublime -- which find their form in the
Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights;‘
We stand, as we say, united in the name of these sacred principles.
But indeed it is in the néme of these same principles that we cease- |
lessly contend.

For while we are but human and given to the fears and tempta-
tions &f the flesh, our principles are both abstract and ideal. Theref

~fore in our frail physicality we seek security from within our own
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part of the corporate American culture and look out upon our

fellows with a mixture of fear,suspicion and yearnding. We identify
with our own part of the corporate culture because each of us is
representative of one or more of its parts and because these parts,

these familiar fragments, were thrown up by a past -- cultural,

" religious, racial -~ which we assume by such magical emblems as our

—

mothers' milk and fathers' beards to "know". And by relying upon
such intimate symbols we secek to deal with the mysteries and patho-
logies of the social process. But too often we shy from confronting
our cultural wholeness because‘it offers us'ﬁo easily fecognizable
points of rest, no easy certainties as to who and where we‘aré.
Instead, the whole is always in cacophonic motion. - Constantly

changing its key, it appears as a voftex of discordant life?styles,‘

tastes, traditions and values; a whirlpool in which the past courses’

in uneasy juxtaposition with those futuristic principles and promises
: \ ) ‘”

to which we as a nation are politically committed. Even the sounds

and symbols,spun off by its clashing of group against'group; we find |

in our vaguely perceived here-and-now not only alarmingly‘offfkey,
but threatening to our inherited eves, ears and appetites.: :

| In the past an attempt was made to impose'conceptual order
upén the chaos of American society by viewing it aS:a melt;ng-pot.
Today that metaphor is nqisily rejected, vehemently disavowed. And
before the rich diversities, glaring inequities and unfulfilled pro-

mises of our society we chant of blood, of our European, African

_and_Asian backgrounds; of ethnicify. Ill-concealing our anxiety,
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these disavowals are uttered with an old—faéhioned, campfmeéting
fervor and with a self-righteous air of divine revelation. And most
amazing, these diiénances are often orchestrated and led in chorus

by the descendants of peasants, or slaves, or inhabitants of Euro-
pean ghettoes; people whose status as spokesmen is a product of that
very melting of barriers which they would-deny. On the positive side,
of course, such disavowals are affirmations of the diverse and unique;
individualApasts of which this nation is comprised and as such they
might well contribute to a clarification of cultural identity. Yet

I see the current denial of that affirmation of the goal of cultural
wholeness for which the melting-pot was a metaphor as a current form
of an on-going American self-distrust. It is an effort to reduce

the mystery of the Anerican past to gesture, an éffort to dispel
magically the turbulence of the present, and a vote against that hope-
‘which is so necessary for our cultural fulfillment, if suéh disaVOWals

be wviable, how then the little man behind the stove?

Ironically, the concept of the melting-pot was never so
simplistic or abstract as current arguments would have it. For desv‘fi
pite their booster extravagancies, Americans of an earlier day re- |
cognized the difference between the ideal and the practical even as
‘they clung desperately to, and sought to default on, the responsibi-
lities of the democratic ideal. Their outlook was pragmatlc and
vernacular. Having rejected tradition they improvised their culture
as they did their politics: touch-and-go, by ear and by eye, fit- “h‘
ting new form to new function, new function to old form. In the pro-
cess they brazenly violated their ideals. They kept slaves, they
substituted rhetoric for deeds, they betrayed, brutalized and scape-

goated one another and paid lip-service to their proféssed forms of *«;
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justice. But by their fidelity to custom and by thelr respect

for their traditional pieties none of the groups whlcn madc up

. the total culture ever really desired to lose its sense of its own Wt

unigque past -- even if that past was clouded in. slavery. Instead,

they wished to use the techniques, life-styles and valums of each
of their backgrounds in the process of antagon13txam@@0pe$ati@n

that was necessary in building a more human QOCLety. At‘their

"most hopeful they saw themselves as living embodlmenbs of ﬁhe pact,f
and as such the best guarantee that that which was mbst 6931xablek:u
from the past would exist and flower in a future freé Qf hierarchal,
hindrances. | | o
So our current disavowals are not only misdigecﬁéd?ﬂthey éﬁé
also productive of morevsocial disorder and crises‘cf iéentity thaﬁ ;ifw
they resolve. For it is here, on the level of éulﬁﬂre that the di;¥
verse elements of our various background, our hetxogéneéusipasts,
‘have indeed come together, melted, and become ﬁransformed;bTit is
here, if we would only rec ognize it, that elements of the many

available tastes, tradltlons, life-styles and values that mahe up

the total culture have been ceaselessly approprlated by groups and E
individuals to whose own backgrounds and traditions they are histor«f“ﬁ
ically alien, but which, finding them desirable, they have conscioué—‘
ly or unsclf~consciously; or imperialistically made their own. Be-
cause melting-pot disclaimers aside, Americans at their best have 5
sensed intuitively that the possibility of énrichening the individual  ‘
self by such pragmatic appropriation haé constituted one of the most N

precious of their many freedoms. 1In this they act on the assumption
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that all members of a nation-of-nations are by self*@efinition
and by the uncontrolled processes of cultural integration the
creations and inheritors of a culture~of-cultures._‘:

So perhaps the complex actuality of our cultural Qluzalism

so perplexes our consciousness because in their interaction the di-
verse elements -- traditional and vernacular -~ which surround us

not only break down accepted codifications but take on’ ﬁ character

whlch is something other than that of their various. parts, - The

parts, while apparently remaining their old‘famlllar Selves,ibecome
in juxtaposition with elements from other backgroumds incongruously
transformed; they exert an energy (or synergy) @f a dlffereni order -

than that generated by their separate parts, and thls W1Lh un@alcu—i»ﬁf

lated resulus. Nor should we forget the lntcgratlve r@le @f objectaﬁﬂ**
in the integration of cultural styles. (Put the blues and Enqllsh :f:;

folksong together with gospel shouts and electronlc gulLa rs and you

have Rock -- God help us!) Such unities of diverse culﬁural'element3”

are capable of creating exciting transformations of culture. Even
more mysterious {(and here, perhaps, we have a further source of the

little man behind the stove's rich sensibility), they provide'excit"

ing and most unexpected metamorphoses within the self~¢reating per-
sonality.

Had I beén more mature or percéptive an object which lay on
her piano top would have hinted certain bf these possibilities to
me. It was a signed manuscript by Prokofiev, given to lMiss Harrison
by the composer, and to a more pe;ceptive eye its presence would have
been most elogquent. For there we were, both Afro~-Americans, both
devoted té classical msic, in what was consﬁered to be merely an

agricultural college in Macon County, Alabama, and both far away
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from Moscow, Paris or Berlin. And vet, thanks tb %he cépabiiity

of music (and rnusicians) to transcend the lelSlOno of claas, dis~
.tance, nationality, or race, there, undeniably, was uhat Pr@l@flev
manuscript, and a Ggétenberg Bible in the pulplt of a. b1mwk cguntry
church would have been less unexpected, But %here,lt was, an arti-
fact of contemporary music, a folio with signs"and ymbolg Wﬂlch
resonated in its silence with that intricate harm@ny of flhemdsh@m,:

admiration and shared ideals through which it had f@und Jts way fx@m

Berlin to Tuskegee. Surely this was a most unexpmcted res;;hg place‘”

for such an artifact, yet in being there it had bec@ﬁe“ﬁar,mwre thanﬁf

a piece of music. It had become an agency of cultuxal trahsforma~!r,a

tion. 2nd by charging *iss Harrison's basemenL studlo w1th Lhe sp111L

of living personages, ideals and purposes from afar, it had trans-
formed that modest room from a mere spot on a segregated Negro cam-
pus into an advance point on the frontiexrs of music,x,Just”by being
there it had added an important dimension to a musical'atmosphere

with which I could respond emotionally, and with which as a musician

I could identify while making of the scene -- place, studio, campus mf@fj

a cultural ambiguity too complex for my conscious mind to graép;

On the Steinway there were also works by Schumann, Bach and
Beethoven, among others; works to which Miss Harrison devoted
her tremendous energies -- teaching and rehearsing =~ from pre-dawn
until the early hours of the morning; her piano thunderéusly roaring
or lyrically singing to the delight even of those student passersby
for whom the classics were of a world apart; And as I say, there I

was, a privileged listener, eagerly drinking in with my‘ears and



absorbing through the Steinway's vibrations against my ribs, - |
structures of musical meaning that were invisible té my mind's
meanings

uncomprehending eye, yisut which spoke so clearly and hopefully
to my heart. There I was, aware of cexrtain details pf the scene
but not of the complex cultural context inAwhich they sounded, nor
of the cultural unity-in-diversity which they made manifest. Per-
"haps we axe able to see only that which we are prepared to see,
and we see only at the cost of uncertainty. |

Miss Harxison might well have said to me: Look, baby, the
spociety beyond this campus is constantlY‘trying to confuse you over

the relationship between culture and race, but even’theugh talent i

might appear to come from that direction, you do not inhers7. culture =

through your genes. No, indeed; musical culture is a matter of con-

guest, of the individual applying himself to £hat musigf jazz oxr claé’

sical, which helps him to realize and complete him%elf}nlénd that!s |

true no matter where that particular music ofigingtes.a; | |
Or again, in the words of André Malraux (whém ItwaS‘t0 dis%, 

cover only two years later), she might have told m@ Lhat ag thh

the other arts, music lives "because its: zunctlen 43 t@ leL men es-

cape from their human condition, not by means of*mn;'“15l@@” but

through a poose581ona..[f0r] all arﬁ is a way @f %mﬁ
Therefore, even at segregated Tuskegee (and esm@@%at

gees of the nation) one's "cultural herftwqe is ahﬂ =

works that men must respect, but of those mhat @ﬂn h @ x%ﬁm llve.

And to this Miss Harrison might have added, ,"Yes, and @@t Jmportantly




off on one another. here

And don't forget that
hat, {
i "

institutions, individuals and roles gffer mgxe”w’

purposes: They prov1de education as well as cgmwzcvmmﬁ

' lenge, they ask guestions, they give answers to th@q@ Wwho w&wld
probe their mystexry. Most of all, remember thah 1f 35 mﬁﬁifn?y
the sound of music which passes through walls and g?ves Dleasur
and inspiration, it i%f%he very spirit of music ﬁo be Q@Llaat of
categories and obstacles.” Bu£ then, perhaps; all thingaa‘hidden
in her brief, "Baby, in this cduntry you must alwéyé prepare your-
self and play your best, even if it is only in Chehaw Station."
Three years later, after having abandoned my hope of be-
. coming a musician, I had just dbout forgotten Miss Harrison's my th-
ical "little man behind the stove." Then, in far aWay New Yoxk}
concrete evidence of his existence arose and biasted me like the
heat released by an internally-combusted ton of coal;
A member of the New York Writer's Project at the tiﬁe, I
was spending a clamny, late fall afternoon of freedom circulating
a petltlon in support of some nowgong forgotten SOClal issue whichu\
at the time I regarded as indispensable to the publzc g@od == when
I found myself inside a tenement building in San Juan‘Hlll, a Negro
district which disappeared with the coming of Linboln Cenﬁere Start=-
"1ng on the top floor of the building, I had col]ect“d an. aﬁaeptabl@
number of signatures and, hav1ng descénded from the gx@umd floor to

the basement level, was moving along the dlmly lit hallway toward

a gdoox through which I could hear the sound of gcvozal VQlC@ws They




were all male, Afrxo-lMmerican voices, and all raised in a vio-

lent argument. The language was profane, the style;of speech

a southérn, idiomatic vernacular such as was spoken by formal-
ly uneducated Afro-American workmen, and as I reached the door
I paused, sounding out the lay of the land -before knoqking to

present my petition.

But as I listened I became indecisive. Not because
of the loud, unmistakable anger of the voices; for being.mysélf
a slum—dweller I knew that while voices in slums are often raised
in anger, the rhetoric of aﬁger, being in itself carthartic, was
not necessarily a prelude to physical violence. No, my hesitation
was evoked by the growing realization that there"was a nystery
unfolding behind the door; a mysterf SO incongruous, outrageous
and surreal that it struck me as a threat to my sense of rational
order. It was as though a bizaar practical joke was being staged
in which I had been designated the unknowing victim; or that an
assault was being made upon my knowledge of ZAmerican culture and
its dispersal, or, at the very least, upon my pride in my know-
ledge of my own ?eople.

Because profanity, vernacular speech oy the incongruity
of the scene notwithstanding, the angry voices behind the door
proclaimed a knowledge and intimate familiarity with the subject of
their contention which confounded all my accepted assumptions
regarding the correlation between educational levels, life-styles,
class, race and the possession of conscious culture. I was

bewildered because
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these foul-mouthed black working men's voices were locked in
verbal combat over which of two celebrated divas of the Metro-
politan Opera was the superior sopranoc.

Now I attended the opera myseclf whenever I could raise
the funds, and I knew full well that opera;going‘was far from a
usual cultural activity of men who went with the linguistic style
- of such voices. VYet they were voicing a femiliarity with the Met
far greatex than my own, for in their graphic and vehement critic-
ism they were describing not only the sopranos' stage presence,
but the gestures with which each gave animation to her r@les; In-
deed, they nheld strong opinions as to the #%was' best ranges of

' distortion of

the divas' wocal equipment. Thus, given the COanqulng‘peISpOC“
tive which they were imposing upon me, I was challenged either to
solve the mystery of their knowledge by entering into their midst
©0r Jeave the building with my sense of ldgic reduced forever to a
level of college-trained absurdity.

Ind so challenged,vI knocked. I knocked éﬁtk@f chiOSity,
I knocked out of angexr. I knocked in fear and tz@mbﬁin@g I‘kmgcked
in antlc;patlon of whatever insights -- malicious ox iyan n’ent,
I no longer cared which -- that I'd discover bﬁyan@ Lh@ door. I
knocked like the so-called fate motive in Beethoven F%fth‘»m four
times. ' , | ‘Q 

For a moment there was an abrupt and poténﬁi@us silence,
then came the sound of chair legs thumping dully Q@@n a floor -=-
followed by further silence. Then I knocked agaih, this time with

the authoritative heat of impatient urgency.




‘Again silence =-- until beyond the door a voice bhoomed
out, "Come in!"

Opening the door with unsteady hand, I»l@@ked inside ==
and was even less prepared for the scene which met my eyes than for
the subject of their loud-mouthed contention. In & small, rank-
smelling lamp-lit room four huge black men sat sprawled around a
‘ circular dining-room table, regarding me with hostility. A lamp
with a sooty chimney glowed in the center of the bare oak table-top,
casting its yellow light upon four water tumblers and a half-empty
pint bpiblg of whiskey. And as the men straightened in their chairs
I became aware of a fireplace with a cecal fire glowing, and against
the ormate marbie facing its mantlepiece i saw four enocrmous coal
scoops leaning.

"Alright," one of the men said, getting to his feet,

"What the hell can we do for you?"

"We ain’t buying nothing, buddy," one of the seated men

And now, closing the door, I moved forward, holding my
petition like a flag of truce before me, and saw that the men wore
faded blue overalls and jumper jackets, and that while all were of
‘dark complexion their blackness was accentuated in the dim lamplight
by the dust and grime of their profession.

"Come on, man, speak up,"

the one who was standing said.
"We ain't got all day."
"I'm sorry to interrupt," I said, "but I thought you might

be interested in supporting my petition," and hurriedly began.
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explaining.

"You look like one of these relief investigators,” one
of the men said, "You're not out to jive us, agﬁyou?"

‘"Oh, no, sir," I said. "I happen to work on the Writer's
Project."

The standing one leaned forward. "You on the writer's
project?"

"That's right,I'm a writer."

"Now is that right? How long you'been writing.?"

I hesitated. “About & year,” I said.

He grinned, looking at the others. "Y'all hear that?
0ld Home here has done up and jumped on the gravey-train! Now

that's pretty gocod. Pretty dam good.*® So what did you do before that?"

he said.

"I studéed music," I said, "at Tuskegee.®

"Hey, now!" the standing one said. “@hey»got a dam good
choir down there -- Y'all remember when they opened Radio City?

Son, let's see that paper.”

Relieved, I handed it over, watching him stretch it
between his hardened hands. And after a moment of soundlessly
‘mouthing the words as he read he gave me a skeptical look and
turned to the others.

"What the hell," he said, "signing this piece of papex
won't do no good, but since Home here's a musician it won't do us

no harm to help him out. Let's go-along with him."

And fishing a blunt-pointed pehcil from the bib of his
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overalls, he wrote his name and passed the petition, n@ﬁ@lmg

to his friends, who followed suit.
| This took some time, and I w@tchég the D“tl@l@ﬂ move

from hand to hand, barely able to contain nygelf or cgntrol my
need to unravel the mystery which had now bec@me fn% nore 1mporm
tant to me than getting their signatures con papere

"There you go," the last one said, ext@mdimg the peti-
tion toward me. "Having our names on there don't mean a thing,
but you got 'em."

"Thank you," I said. “Thank you very much...."

Ncw they watched me with amused eyes, expecting me to
leave, but I stood there, clearing my throat too intrigued to
leave and too embdrraSSed to ask my question.

"So what're you waiting for," one of them said. "“You
got what you came for. What else do vyou want?"

And then I blurted it out, "To ask you just one questibn,"
‘I said.
EFogaid, "Like what?" the standing one said.

"Like where on earth did you gentlemen learn so much about
Grand Opera?"
| For a moment he stared, then with a blow of his palm upon
the mantlecpiece he collapsed with a roar of laughter, holding on.
And as the others joined in I watched with feelings of embarrassment
and insult, trying to grasp the handle to wh&t appeared. to be an
unfriendly joke. Finally, wiping coal-duste=stained tears from his

cheeks, he interrupted his laughter long enough to initiate me into
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the myster&.

"Hell, son," he laughed, "we learned it at the Met,
that's where."

"You learned it whexre?" I said.

"At the Metropolitan Opera, just like I said. Strip
us down and give us some costumes and we make the finest bunch
cf Egyptians you ever seen. Why we been down there wearing leo-
>axrd skins and carrying spears or waving palms or ostrich tail
Tans for yearsli”

And now, purged by the revelation, and with Hazel Harri-
son's wolice echeing in my ears, it was my turn to collapse with
iaughter. And @s I joined them in appreciation of the outrageous
American joke which played upon the incongruities of race, econo-
mic status and cuiture,vmyvsense of oxrder was restored, my appre-

clation of American cultural possibility was vastly extended. The

‘m@m were products of both past and present, both cocal~heavers and
Met extras; working men and opera buffs. And seen in the clear,
pluralistic light of American cultural possibility there was no con-
tradiction. The joke, the apparent contradiction, arese from my
éttempting to see them by the light of concepts which cast less
'illumination than an inert lump of coal. 2As you Cam‘seey at that
moment when I least expected to encounter the little man behind the
stove (Miss Harrison's vernaculaxr music critic, as it‘sze)ﬁ I had
stumbled upon four. It hagp't found themlbehind a stove, it is
true, but even more wonderxously, they had materialized at an.even
more unexpected location: at the depth of American social hierarchy

and behind, of all possible things, a coal pile..
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Years later I was to learn that while I had failed Jw¢tmtﬂly

to grasp Hazel Harrison's vision of Bmerican cultural possibility

-2y the Revo-

I was by no means in a class by myself, Shortly a

lution that famous Philadelphian and ﬁ@mndimg fa@hezﬁ Benjamin
1
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Franklin, wrote to the young painter, Charles W

2.

since the axts had alwuys traveled westward there was no doubt of

0

their "i]u ishing hereafter on ouxr side of the Atlantic,

Pow this was most perceptive, only Fr@mklih was looking
To the fwiare and ignoring the pOSSlbllltlS of his own time. For
on arne'tienr occasion he held that the young republic.was not ready

i

Jine
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y-é-
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ted,

{

for

W

rts.  "All things have their season,” he st
" watl with young countries as with young men, yvou must curb their
Famcy o strengthen thelx judgement." Theréfore he believed that
for thz Smerican of two hundred years ago, "one schoolmaster [was)
viori) "o dozen poets," and that the "inventor of a machine or the
improvement of an implement [was] more important than a masterpiece
0if Raphael.® "NOthing,"he added, "is good or beautiful but in the
measuxe that it is useful; yet all things have a utility under par-
ticular circumstances. Thus poetry, painting, music . . . are all
necessary and proper gratifications of a refined state cf society
but objectionable at an earlier period, since their @ultiVation
would make a taste for their enjoyment precede its means.”

I find this most ironic, for in fact the means to which\
he referred were already at hand. . Ironic, too, because after
managing to anticipate the aesthetic criteria of functionalism by
over one hvndred years Franklin failed to note that the vety first

o A7y thu, R Pfr/ coreds
CLLOD Yankee- doodle teok after taking his ride, decorating his hat

and setting up a confusion in the King's English by misnaming his
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famous feather -- macfaroni indeed! -- was to transform a little
of

jigging tune of myeterious origin into a musical agency £oz—a-

woxd-shaking revolution.
U\ﬁ/\ _ﬁ/’\

. [
Nor was our second President, John Adams, ¢y more per-

ceptive. Adams wrote that while he wished that he had the "plea=
sure and tranquility” to amuse himself with "those elegant and
ingenious arxts of painting, sculpture, architectuxe; and music,
“the taste for all of them [being] an “"agreeable accomplishment”,
he did not consider them proper to the young republic. For he be-
lieved that Americans of his dey had more important concerns; like
making a living and building up the institmtions-th@t would embody
the princibles 0f governance which the,ﬁéunding fathers had com-
mitted to paper (and to the amozphpus'futuze) here in TPhiladelphia.
In Adams' view a democracy was not likely to provide the
necessaxy patrons or support for those rathex strange folk, the
artists. These he iegarded as people who renounced their pleasure,
neglected their exesrcise, and destroyed th@ix health for "reputation"

"notoriety” and “celebration" -- matters which seemed

beyond all consideration for their "loss of appetite

honors." . In this country he saw few possibilities of the artist

being celebrated; and should this come asbout it would

best interest of the republic. Because being without taste the

people would shower their "applauses™ and " ado:

"artifices and tricks." And then, Sadlyp'h@ reveal

&

founding father of an attitude that is still far Y among

neople

politicians:He rejected the arts because he felt




would expect to receive the arts "gratis.” No advocate of govern-

ment support foxr the - :arts was he.

In brief, both illustrious founding were

n

not alone) considered the arts a luxury and a

young demccracy. They failed to see that the

to the fulfill
[EUH CRLEA
ylemour of court ©rx salon. They did not conceive

nent of the democratic dream as

ibility

that such a work as Beethowven's Ninth might assexrt as a force

in transfoyming human expectation and sensibili

the Balighteosmspt. Noxr did they recognize. the

tively unstouciured character of the new Watior Lits 'gocial

Eiluidity, =swiltness of change and its 1 effects
of all kinds «of symbolic expression - than
words —- Not. one

csprnng full-Tdown from the ink which gave visibility to the Decla-

yation of In the Constitution and The Bil
ﬂ{,u{uvﬂ)

but from the shatftering of barriers. VYes, and f£xom the
A :

availability of styles and‘tastes that was to transﬁdxm the arts
no less than science and technelogy.

But already American slaves wearing knee bf@tches‘and
lace neckcloths were performing on flute and violinthe European
music by which Carolinians and Virxginians were dancing theix
vexrsions of courtly LBuropean dances; while out in the slave
gquarters other Afro-Americans, by way of burlesqguing and imitating
th@’fancy goings—-on in the big house were having a ball dancing
out what would become their own unique contrxibution to a developing

vocubulary of American vernacular choreography.




Compared with the snailspace of political nation-
buildingg things mavefwith a marvelous swiftness in the world of
music. Thus before many years had passed the all-encompassing
universality of music was asserting itself in the new z@publicg
and European styles and technigues that had found receptive ears

}
scattexred from the top to the bottom of the American social hier-
arechy were leaping back across the Atlantic transformed -- indeed
"hmericanized." Soon musicians who originated below the threshold

of social mobkililty, like the Flsh Jubilee Singers, wexre bringing

~their Flegro spirituals to England and to the continent. And by the

time of World Wer I James Reese BEurope'’s 369th Regiment Band was

o ewcite the sophisticated musical 1mag1ngui@n of such composers

as Debussy, Stravinsky and Satie no less than the public-at-large
with the American vernacular SLYlC (so recently resuscitated)

cailed Ragtime. And shortly thereafter that vernacular synthesis

of Afro-Amexrican and Luropean musical styles known as Jazz was hold-
ing sway in even more distant lands. Not only did music f£louxish

on our side of the Atlahticp it underwent a most marvelous metamor-

phosis.

A
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This process of stylistic cross-fertilization continues

today, and what John Adams and Benjamin Fran! led to perceive
in their time the mysterious, speed-of-light processes of cultural
change has by now made inescapable. Along the way American efforts

towaxrd creating a native a@gthﬂtl@ have come and gc

intelli-

gent, some malconceived, but there is no

o .
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stion but that our pres-

ence here today is testimony to our success in the {field of music.
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And I would guess that our success rests less upon ihe applica-

tion of a conscious the@zy than vpon the pregmatic cbservation

2

arrived at over the years that music t@ndg to tranccend both poli-

,'d,\ g .
tics andﬁclass divisions common to traditional cultures. Perhaps
f

o

it also has to do with an intuitive recognition that in music the

a

contradictions which exist between the past and the present can be

2

reconciled and sustained in a state of timelessi.e

t=h

music of God Save The King becomes ﬂmorjr {ox,

A
My Country 'Tis of Thee) thus allowing for a continuity of melody
o . I3

despite the wvast dischoxrd which existed between the all

1

.3,

of kingship and those of democracy.

Ironically, it was during the very moment

informed

cducators ~— Fand even a

A

ered the idea somewhat qguixctic. Such opponents’
through which American @hij en would be trained
ards of Buropean music to be not only absurd but

funds. They xegarded such an effort as a backward

to the aristocratic standards of the past, and held

Ha

American child was incapable of adapting to the high standards of

imate the abil~

European musicianship. But not only did Lhev undex
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Sexkin hexe today, (not to mention others among

they were.
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se, to the school music
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I refer,
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established in this nation during the 1920°s, a program which

Oivi

tounched my 1ife profounndly. On one level musical education was

introduered iwda the public schools, and'@n a much more
Jevel sudh sghools as your own Curtis Inétitute were brought into
being. -Just why it was that music,of all‘the fine arts,became the
target wf this Zwerican exertion of the conscicus will in the di-
rection of exteniding its cultural traditions I do not know. Perhaps
it was hecause mpsic by 1ts nature exists in ambid@al form of time

a

ear of the

=
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3
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and thios allows Americans to relinquich some of their
past. Yerhaps 1t was because music allowed foxr the politically non-
controversial continuity between the auditoxry order of the old world
amd the dissonant needs of the mew. Perhaps music was vrecognized
ag one way of imposing artictic orxrder uvpon a society which had con-
‘'sciously cut loose fxom its anchoring in tradition and was moving --
geographically, politically, technologically -- toward that future
which had been evoked by the words of our sacrxed documents of state-
hood. "’

But whatever the reason, by the twenties -- thanks to the

honograph and latexr the radio -- the best of Buropean recorded music
X - &

was being taught and heaxd by school children throughout the land.




Classes in music appreciation flouris
choral instruction was offered to those

15 3 -

to Walter Damrosch, even their parents

Indead, in

cal culture via the growing popularity

32

my own public school we were not onlvy imgtzugt;l in music appre-
Pr

horat the world. Music, ir

8
was becoming ag

spoxt of baseball,
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economically for the pleas
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have begun to
Iindeed, under President

which the

rewaxded. Better still, t@daj music




I
(@)
(&SQ

§

audiences whose ability to appreciate their art is

with their talent. For as Hazel Harrison realized

o

age, your audience is everywhere; electic, eager, and grOw]

nowledge and taste, it waits, in John Adams® words, with ite

S, o
"adorations and its applauses". Sometimes it will be delighted

with mere tricks, but the difference between today's audience and

ctle man behind

S50 noT

you go forth to confrontihém, that little knowledgable man and woman

and theiy kind, I admire you, I envy you, I wish vou God speed.
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