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1.32. TAPE NUMBER: XIX, Side One (March 9, 1987) 
1.33. TAPE XIX, Side Two (March 9, 1987) 

1. Transcript 

1.1. TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (February 15, 1986) 

SMITH 

Well, we usually start by asking where and when you were born. 

GILBERT 

I was born on June 1, 1921, in Kippenheim, which is between Freiburg and 

Baden-Baden in Germany. Kippenheim was a little place of, I think, at the time 

maybe eighteen hundred people. It has now grown to something like three 

thousand. 

SMITH 

A little village in the Black Forest? 

GILBERT 

A little village not quite in the Black Forest, close to the foothills of the Black 

Forest. We could certainly see the foothills of the Black Forest, and on a nice 

rainy day like this one, one could even see the main mountain, Feldberg, near 

the Rhine, near the French border. Which also made it very interesting, 

because Alsace-Lorraine, which was maybe half an hour away, where the 

French-German mixture occurs, also spilled over into our area where the 

cooking was very much closer to French than German. Some of the dialect had 

a little French in it. I always find it interesting that people never say, "Did you 

come from Germany?" They always wonder whether I came from France. And 

I don't think that the accent is French. It must be something that's still left 

over from that spillage. 

SMITH 

Your r's are kind of French. 

GILBERT 

The r's are French? 
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SMITH 

A little. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

What kind of village was it? A farming town? 

GILBERT 

It was basically, yes, agricultural. Beautiful landscape, beautiful scenery. Wine 

growing. I actually remember picking grapes. We even had a, I guess, leftover 

rite of stamping on them. This is all, of course, when I was a little, really little 

girl. And we would go out into the hills. The grapes grew on hills. They didn't 

grow flat as they do here in California. You had to climb and look down and 

there they were on sticks. Very beautiful. Also asparagus were growing there, 

the white ones that you covered up so that they wouldn't turn green; 

strawberries, all kinds of berries; violets. There was a forest. There were 

forests everywhere, not yet the big Black Forest with the mountains, but the 

pine forests. Every village had a big forest. And I remember climbing those hills 

and every May first we would pick violets and wild strawberries for our 

parents. That was also a ritual, going into the forest to climb around and find 

the first violets. 

SMITH 

Did you grow up on the farm? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no. No, no. No. We, in fact, had a big house in what I guess would be 

called the village square, which later on became very threatening when the 

big swastika was put up in front of our house because it was in the middle of 

the village. It was a very beautiful, well, maybe seventeenth-century house, 

which once had three big porticoes which then became the three living room 

windows, large windows. Old house with a former, I guess, barn which then 

became the garage, a cellar where the wine and the apples were kept, also the 

frogs. [laughter] It had running water and it had electricity, but it didn't have 



hot water and it didn't have steam heat. It had tile, not tile, yes, porcelain 

stoves. 

SMITH 

Oh, the Kachelofen. 

GILBERT 

Not Kachelofen. It was something like it, yes. And the kitchen had an old coal 

stove and a new electric stove. So it was a nice schizophrenic sign of the times, 

[laughter] And really, when I think about it, the way we grew up was really 

fairly tough, even though we had personnel, you know. It was easy to get farm 

girls who were perfectly happy to be living with us and be maids, so to speak, 

up on the second attic. But there was no heat at night. There was no hot 

water. There was running water and there were real toilets, but the bathtub 

was outside. I mean, it was in another place outside of the main house. So one 

ran through the snow. [laughter] Also, later when I was a little bigger and we 

went to the Gymnasium it meant bicycling everywhere. I bicycled three and a 

half miles to school and back in the snow, or whatever, and then another four 

miles and back to the piano lessons. So I guess I was quite a tough little kid, 

even though I couldn't see very well. I guess I'm jumping ahead. 

SMITH 

No. What about your parents? What did they do? What did your father do? 

GILBERT 

My father had a smoking-articles business which took him through Germany, 

usually during the week. And so he was really home for lengthy weekends 

more often than not. 

SMITH 

What was his name? 

GILBERT 

Richard [Wertheimer], which was rather nice when I heard your name, 

[laughter] And my mother's name was Berta [Wertheimer, nee Wertheimer]. 

Let me take one after another. My father came from a family of eight. There 

were eight siblings. My mother was a single child. They grew up together in 



Kippenheim, had always known each other. According to my father, the love 

blossomed early; according to my mother, a little later. But it certainly was an 

ideal marriage. I don't think I'm being subjective. It really was so loving. Again, 

you know, these are the things I feel a little embarrassed about mentioning, 

but it was really ideal, although my father was enormously mercurial. It's a 

strain in that part of the family, easily flying off the handle. It goes right down 

to nieces and nephews and— [laughter] Everybody, everybody has that little 

bit of craziness. My mother was very even-tempered, but they were made— I 

guess the complement of that—even though it wasn't easy to take, I 

suppose—was just wonderful. Both parents were musical. As a matter of fact, 

there was always great appreciation. This, I think, is perhaps true of that little 

German-Jewish community or of the German-Jewish community at large—had 

great appreciation for culture, for the theater, for the arts, for literature, for 

music. And my parents took it for granted that one played music together, you 

know. This was even before the influx of all the phonograph records. Violin 

and piano. My mother and I played piano duets. 

SMITH 

Your father was a violinist? 

GILBERT 

Well, he wasn't a violinist; he played the violin. [laughter] Now, one would say 

that, but he would certainly never have said that. But it was fun to hear them 

play together. They played a kind of Salonmusik, which is the title one gave to 

nice little after-dinner pieces. 

SMITH 

Such as? 

GILBERT 

Such as serenades, Mozart minuets, what one in America would call 

semiclassical. But, you know, in Europe, operettas and such are taken quite 

seriously and are done in big opera houses. And even these little salon pieces 

would be done by big orchestras. So anything from those to the Beethoven 

symphonies one learned by playing them four hands. 

SMITH 



You and your mother? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I remember we also had a whole book of overtures, some of which one 

never hears anymore. La dame blanche by [Frangois-Adrein] Boieldieu and 

things like that were just common listening tools at the time, just to get into 

the music more. But I was told by both parents that it didn't take very long, 

not more than a couple of weeks, before they realized that I was a music 

addict (they didn't call it that). My screaming could always be stopped if 

anyone would just whistle or sing. I would stop on command, not by being 

told to be quiet, but by having anyone sing or whistle. Actually, I had a 

difficult— I mean, my mother had a difficult birth with me. Apparently, the 

doctor was at a medical convention and didn't come back in time, and I 

apparently was somewhat stuck. And I don't think it caused the 

nearsightedness, but it caused a kind of palsy, which I overcame. My head was 

shaking, and also I had to overcome a certain misalignment. One hip and one 

leg was shorter and higher and all of that. So of course it was very difficult to 

be a peculiar child. Not only was the peculiarity these physical handicaps, but 

the musicality was in a way a handicap, even though this was Germany and 

one appreciated music. I just didn't much care for anything else. 

SMITH 

I'm not quite sure what you mean by it being a handicap. 

GILBERT 

Well, I had a visual handicap which was enormous. I really could hardly see. I 

think that— 

SMITH 

As a child? 

GILBERT 

As a child. Also, I guess I've always been quite tenacious, because when I was 

told I couldn't see, I could see that I could see something. And long before this 

was all developed, here and in some other places I decided I would see 

because I wanted to. I would also stop the palsy because I wanted to. And so it 

did make me a peculiar duck, you know. I was just very much a kind of loner. 



And not only did others not understand me, I didn't either. I just went about 

my business. The one who has always understood me the best was my four-

years-younger brother, who just always accepted everything I did and took it 

for granted that I was that way and was always supportive and still is and 

always thought he was the older brother. 

SMITH 

What is your brother's name? 

GILBERT 

My brother's name is Hans [Wertheimer]. Then because you didn't want to be 

German in America during those periods, he changed it to Harold and it was 

then shortened to Hal. So he's addressed by both Hal or Hans, depending on 

who knew him when. [laughter] 

SMITH 

So your brother was, in many respects, your only playmate? 

GILBERT 

Not that so much. He was my main supporter. He was not only— What's 

interesting here is that I not only felt peculiar and awkward, but ugly 

because— You know that situation where— Both my parents were gorgeous, 

and my brother is absolutely the most gorgeous person you've ever seen. I'll 

have to show you some pictures at some point. We'll put them in the archives 

so it's easier to understand. [laughter] 

SMITH 

When did you start learning how to play the piano? 

GILBERT 

I [snaps fingers] just played, as soon as I could. 

SMITH 

As soon as you could? 

GILBERT 



As soon as I could reach the keys. Climbed up on the thing and played. And I 

must say that talent was always appreciated by everybody. Parents, uncles, 

aunts, the whole family was musical, but not to this enormous degree. 

However, I never knew my grandparents. I have a dim recollection of a 

paternal grandfather who had, I hear, a marvelous tenor voice and was a lay 

cantor in the synagogue. But my maternal grandmother, I hear, was really an 

excellent pianist and very musical. She died very early, unfortunately, of an 

appendicitis situation that—I guess it was one of peritonitis—burst where one 

didn't know what to do. She was in her forties. So my mother lost her mother 

very early. The thing that I remember so clearly about that whole childhood, 

before and after the Nazi situation, was that there was this almost-taken-for-

granted extended family. We belonged to all our aunts and uncles and to our 

cousins, and everybody had the right not only to say, "Well, she or he belongs 

to us, " but to give us a good whack if they didn't think we behaved. If Hans or 

I wanted to move to one of the aunts or uncles for a little while, nobody 

thought anything of it. It wasn't rejection of our parents. If one of us just 

wanted to go over to Aunt Fanny's or Uncle Herrmann's or Uncle Poldi's and 

their children would come to our place, everybody felt responsible for them. I 

think that is so healthy in comparison to the nuclear family. No wonder 

parents and children are having such problems of tension. This togetherness is 

for the birds [laughter] as far as I'm concerned. It's very difficult. I had to bring 

up a daughter [Vivian Gilbert Christopherson] alone, and I feel sorry, always 

still feel sorry for her, and even more for me. Because that undiluted 

togetherness without the deflection that comes from having other people 

interfere, if you will, or simply take charge, it is really not healthy. Really, I feel 

in retrospect very fortunate. And even now, when I got back to New York, I 

thought it was marvelous that my cousins would ask me things I wouldn't 

think of asking anybody. [laughter] "Why are you wearing this instead of 

that?" and "How come you're cooking this instead of that?" When it first 

sounds almost like interference, in actuality it's caring and it's really being 

there with you and for you. And it goes right back to that little village. 

SMITH 

Were there a lot of Jewish people in—? 

GILBERT 



Yes, there was a big Jewish congregation, and it's just amazing what has 

emerged from that little congregation. First of all, it was a cultural hub. When I 

think of the parties in a fairly ordinary ballroom, you know, in one of the— In 

fact, my grandfather's place (the one that issued the eight children and all 

those nieces and nephews and grandchildren, etc., and cousins) was the 

kosher butcher shop. And upstairs was the social ballroom where everything 

happened, the big celebrations, the weddings, the family gatherings, etc., etc., 

and real balls with music, beautifully done, and everybody got dressed and 

everybody knew how to sing operas and— [laughter] You know, it was an 

amazing thing, completely taken for granted. And then, of course, every so 

often one would go to Freiburg where there was the state theater. I mean, not 

the state, but the county, I guess. 

SMITH 

You can say it in German if you want. 

GILBERT 

Well, it would be the Stadttheater. And then in Baden-Baden there was a little 

orchestra. And Baden-Baden, of course, had always been an international 

Kurplatz, which is a place where you go to take the baths. But aside from 

taking the baths, you went to the concerts, you went to the gambling. 

Everything was very elegant. And wherever one goes now, it seems that 

somebody from Kippenheim is making a big splash, like a cousin of mine 

[Stefan Wertheimer] who's building a whole marvelous thing in Israel, and 

another one [Günter Wertheimer] at Baltimore. My brother, who is a very 

big—how should I put this?—person in the tobacco business— I have to be 

careful, because he's going to read this, so [laughter] I'm not going to give him 

a title he doesn't want. But there really are several interesting people who've 

emerged from this little village. And I think we probably, all of us, might have 

done some interesting things in Germany, but not the kinds of things we were 

able to do because we were kicked out of Germany and had to make a life 

somewhere else and had the advantage of starting a whole new thing in a 

whole other place. 

SMITH 

Did you grow up with a strong Jewish identity? 



GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. As a matter of fact, it was taken for granted that most of the German 

Jews were religious. And this always makes me a little bit angry when I hear 

reports such as, "Well, the German Jews became so assimilated; they were so 

German. That's why this happened. " When I don't hear anybody saying, "The 

American Jews are so assimilated and so American, it's going to happen to 

them, " which should somehow make the same sense. The thing that is true is 

that the German Jews were very German. But why not? They've been in 

Germany— I know that from what I hear of the Wertheimers, which was, you 

know, my family's name. 

SMITH 

On both sides. 

GILBERT 

On both sides. They came from Spain during the Inquisition. So they've been in 

Germany via Holland and France for a long time and probably settled at first in 

Wertheim, got the name there when names were given out, and then moved 

to this little place Kippenheim and other places. There are Wertheimers all 

over. I don't know the exact lineage and I'm never that interested in family 

trees, but this seems to be unanimous from people who have delved into the 

family history. So after several centuries, why shouldn't it be German? But the 

Jewishness— In fact, we were Orthodox Jews. When I think about all the 

dishes we had! Dishes for not only the dairy and the meat, but then for 

Passover some very old, seemingly medieval dishes came down from the attic 

just for those holidays and then were put back up again. So the ritualistic 

aspect of the holidays was very much pronounced. And I think it1s rather 

important for children to have this. Now, I'm not so sure that I liked 

orthodoxy. I certainly don't like it anymore, but I think certain aspects of ritual 

religious activity are very nice for any child in any religion. It's some support 

system that sticks. And then, of course, when you are united willy-nilly by an 

onslaught, that's when I felt very sorry for some of the children that I heard 

about whose parents really didn't believe in anything Jewish. And they were 

suddenly faced with just having only the negative aspect of being Jewish and 

being ostracized. We at least had the solidarity of some of the religious, 

cultural heritage. 



SMITH 

As you were growing up, prior to the Nazi takeover, were there hostilities 

between the Jewish population in Kippenheim and the Christian? Were they 

Catholic? 

GILBERT 

I don't remember. I remember my father or my parents occasionally referring 

to other places where perhaps a hotel might sneer if you wanted to get in, but 

that was a rare kind of thing. As a matter of fact, it was quite an ecumenical 

situation as far as the exchange was concerned. For instance, I, as a nine year 

old, played for the Catholic mass on Christmas morning. The Lutheran pastor 

(of whom I want to talk a little bit more later) used to come to our seders and 

sit in. Our silver candelabra would be part of the Corpus Christi procession. 

That was a traditional thing. On Passover we would go to various houses and 

offer the matzo, because it was something that was baked specially then. In 

fact, I remember my brother and I used to hate to do that, [laughter] We were 

asked to do it, so we did it, you know. One didn't say no. Christmas Eve I 

would play Christmas carols and we would have a kind of gift situation for the 

domestic personnel. And I also remember my brother—maybe he was five 

years old—coming home one Christmas Eve from having taken our maid 

Annale, whom we both loved, back to her house. And he came back and he 

was upset. He said, "Here it is Erev Christmas (the evening before whatever 

Jewish holiday is called erev), and they haven't set the table yet. No 

tablecloth, no nothing!" He was disgusted that they didn't honor the holiday 

the way we would, with a beautifully set table or something that would look 

beautiful and lead into the holiday. So he went back to help them. Really, 

there was a sense of— Also, I remember we never celebrated Christmas, but 

we had Easter bunnies and Easter eggs and it was a cultural holiday as well as 

the religious one. We would celebrate many of the holidays. There were some 

that are not celebrated in the United States, like Whitsuntide, that were very 

pretty. But the Jewish holidays— We had Sukkoth, which is a harvest festival, 

and it was wonderful to prepare for it weeks ahead, cutting things out to hang 

on branches and— This was all very communal, a very much everybody-

belongs-together situation that is still very dear to me, really. Naturally 

everything has its drawbacks. I was dying to be in the big city. I think that is 

still why I'm in love with New York. The romance was always in the asphalt. It 



was not in the meadows, even though I love meadows and my favorite 

scenery is still anything that looks like the Black Forest. Lakes and mountains 

and snow and forests and meadows is where I fall apart with glee when I see 

it—more, say, than the seashore. But as far as where I want to be, it's the big 

city, because I always felt that in the big city is where the music was. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 

And I could never get enough of that. And if that's where it was, no matter 

what it looked like, that's where I wanted to be. 

SMITH 

Well, what kind of music were you able to hear as a child? 

GILBERT 

Well, as a child, it was mainly the kind of music anybody would make. I had a 

little tiny children's phonograph when I was a little bit older, maybe seven or 

eight, on which I could play children's phonograph records, which were small. 

But there were also some small commercial records, but they were few and 

far between. I would go anytime the village band would just practice even, 

and they played almost the same thing every week, [laughter] It was the fire 

brigade band and was really more of a military band. 

SMITH 

Did they ever give a concert? 

GILBERT 

Well, biweekly, sometimes monthly, or if there was a holiday, they'd parade 

through the village, stop in front of our house because that was the middle of 

the village, and let go. There was one Mozart minuet they played every time, 

and there were some marches and some waltzes, and it was live and it was 

music. I didn't care what they played. I would go anywhere. Once I was late 

and was scolded for being late, and where was I? I had to admit that I sat in 

front of the carousel that had come to town, the merry-go-round. And why 

was I sitting there? After all, I couldn't ride that long. Well, I didn't care. They 



were playing La Traviata. They were playing a waltz and they were playing La 

Traviata, and I wasn't going to miss the next one when they played it again. 

SMITH 

But you knew that it was La Traviata? 

GILBERT 

I knew that it was La Traviata. I had not been to an opera by then, but the 

waltz from La Traviata was something that one whistled, that one sang, that 

one played. All the big opera arias I probably didn't hear sung until a long time 

after I heard them whistled, played badly, [laughter] and sung. That was 

almost like popular music. My aunt had a guitar and she would sing every 

week that we would get together. There was music constantly, but I had to 

really seek it out. The minute somebody got a radio, I was there, and they 

knew I would be there, and I was allowed to play it. Now, my father wasn't too 

anxious to have a radio at first, because he felt that it was going to vulgarize 

music, that his children weren't going to sit and eat sandwiches while 

somebody played Beethoven, [laughter] Well, I wasn't going to eat 

sandwiches anyway. We did get a radio, but it took a little longer. I remember 

going to Aunt Fanny [Valfer]'s and sitting there and listening to their radio and 

having to be sent home because "it was time now. " I think also they had 

enough of me. Tante Fanny also had a beautiful singing voice. There was a lot 

of singing and a lot of native musical talent in both maternal and paternal 

parts of the family. 

SMITH 

Did you have a preference for art music as opposed to popular music? 

GILBERT 

I really didn't— As long as it was music, I would listen. I even enjoyed all the 

popular music. At the time, of course, the popular music was not so much 

anything akin to jazz, but somewhat demurely syncopated hits. Just yesterday 

a colleague of mine from Pomona, Karl Kohn, whom I saw at the [Pierre] 

Boulez concert, said he got a calendar of twenties and thirties Schlager (which 

were the "hits"). He started to rattle them off, and we were just hysterical 

with laughter. He's, I guess, my age, and when he started to sing "Was macht 



der Meier auf dem Himalaya, " [laughter] I knew that it was a long time ago 

that I'd heard that. So, as I say, with the advent of the radio, my life really 

became a lot easier for me and everybody else. [laughter] I did have piano 

lessons. I had a very, very good teacher over there by the name of Elisabeth 

Bergmann. My first teacher, however—let me quickly put that in—my first 

teacher was my Tante Lina Wertheimer, who was trained to be a pianist and 

studied in Freiburg at the Musikhochschule. She found out quickly that I was 

talented, and she took me on. However, she was also sometimes doing her 

ironing while she did [laughter] my piano lessons. It was all very informal. 

SMITH 

How old were you when you started with Tante Lina? 

GILBERT 

I think I started with Tante Lina when I was about seven or eight. And she 

advanced me very quickly. I don't think it took more than a year and I was 

ready to play Chopin waltzes she thought. And I was just going great guns. 

Then at one point she thought I really should have somebody else now, and 

that's when we found this Mrs. Bergmann who took me on. That was a whole 

other thing. It was strict. It was a kind of accent on pianism—which I hadn't 

had before—and technique. Of course, she thought terrible things had been 

done to my education in music, but actually what Tante Lina had done was 

wonderful. She'd exposed me to the whole panorama as well as she could. 

And perhaps it was even better, because then when I got to Frau Bergmann it 

was, "Then, now, let's start again from this angle. " 

SMITH 

And she would do more traditional, like the [Carl] Czerny pieces? 

GILBERT 

Well, not just that. She really was an excellent pianist, one of the best. And 

they happened to move to Lahr, which is right near Kippenheim, about four 

miles on the bicycle, through rain, hail, snow, [laughter] One did not not go to 

one's piano lesson! 

SMITH 

How often a week did you go? 



GILBERT 

I went once a week. Once a week. And I think she thought I was talented. But 

the thing that was wonderful about her—and I'm jumping ahead now—when 

the Nazis came to power, she did not say, "Don't come anymore. " Because I 

came to her house. In fact, she and her husband were definitely anti-Nazi. I 

really wanted to visit them when I first came back to Germany in the middle 

sixties. No, it was in the fifties. I couldn't find them. But everybody in Lahr 

knew about them and thought they had moved away. But I wonder what 

happened to Mrs. Bergmann. Because, you see, it's very easy with all of us 

who are Jewish to find out what happened. But there were some people who 

were not Jewish who were really, I think, in many ways more heroic, because 

they had the choice. And that will eventually take me to the Lutheran pastor 

with whose daughter I'm still very much in touch. Anyway, Mrs. Bergmann 

encouraged me but wondered whether I should become a professional 

pianist. Because I was so generally interested in music, I didn't care where it 

came from. I was not that committed to just playing, but I did play well, I 

think. I also wonder— I don't think I would have made it as a concert pianist. I 

don't think I would have enjoyed the pressure. 

SMITH 

But that was your career goal? 

GILBERT 

That was my career goal, because I felt that it should be, and it was the thing I 

did best. 

SMITH 

When did you decide that you wanted to be a concert pianist? 

GILBERT 

That I wanted to be a concert pianist? Well, when we got to New York, there 

all kinds of things happened because of pressures and lack of pressures. The 

high school pushed me because I could improvise easily. I thought everybody 

could do that! They pushed me; I then got into the hands of—do we jump 

ahead to this now?—into the hands of a very good pianist, Katja Andy, who 

then referred me to Sophie Feuermann, who was the sister of Emanuel 



Feuermann and was actually his accompanist. These two ladies were very 

strict with me and I was on semischolarship with them. 

SMITH 

Had she taught at the Berliner Hochschule fur Musik [Staatliche Hochschule 

für Musik]? 

GILBERT 

I think Sophie Feuermann had. She was also a student of [Eduard] 

Steuermann. I don't know where she had taught before. I'm not sure about 

that. She was, oh, yes, she was one of the better ones. And then they both 

decided that perhaps I should get some kind of diploma. One should have 

that. That idea was still left over from Europe, and it was also part of the 

American scene. And I got into the New York College of Music with a 

scholarship. Leslie Hodgson was my teacher there. He was wonderful, very 

special, and really encouraged me. I did get my various diplomas. I got a 

teaching diploma; I got an artist diploma. I was the youngest one ever to get 

an artist diploma at the New York College of Music. I played in Town Hall. I 

played the third Beethoven concerto in Carnegie Hall with the National 

Orchestral Association at a main open-rehearsal kind of thing. I'm very glad I 

did all that, because the Town Hall and Carnegie Hall and New York College of 

Music, full recital, etc., at least lets me know still to this day that when I then 

somehow fell into the dance, it wasn't sour grapes. [laughter] But a much 

more interesting career than struggling against all the— I never liked to 

struggle against; I always liked to struggle for. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 

So that gave me a chance to struggle for. Well, I guess we left Kippenheim for 

a moment. 

SMITH 

Well, we can come back to Mrs. Bergmann and the piano lessons. I'm 

wondering about the range of your musical education at this point. 



GILBERT 

You know, it was really conventional advanced piano lessons. After all, this 

was— I think I got to Mrs. Bergmann when I was perhaps eleven. When I was 

twelve, the Nazis came to power. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 

And before that, those two years or so before that, it was certainly 

threatening. Every five minutes there was another government in Germany. 

All those various uniforms, all those people marching. Always marching 

through our village too, you know. The green shirts and the light green shirts 

and the brown shirts and the black shirts. This was all part of my childhood. To 

have the Nazis come to power when I was— Well, they came to power in 

January; I became twelve in June. That's a bad time to suddenly become— Not 

just a second-class citizen. I sometimes really get annoyed with some of my, 

quote, "minority students" who say, "You can't imagine what it's like to be a 

second-class citizen. " I say, "Yes, I can. Because you can't imagine what it's 

like to be a no-class citizen. " That's a whole other thing. That's something 

that's very difficult to imagine, the fact that you can't protest. You're happy if 

you're still there the next year. I mean, we didn't feel the life-threatening 

aspect of it right away. As a matter of fact, nobody thought—nobody—that 

Hitler would stay in power any longer than the green shirts, the pink shirts, 

and the brown shirts did, you see. There was another government so quickly 

all the time that— And this is especially true of all— Well, my father, all the 

uncles, all the Jewish gentlemen just could not believe that this would happen 

in Germany and that it would last. It was all the mothers who got the families 

out. The mothers started to realize that this was for real, that this was 

threatening, that one had to leave one's country. Some got out sooner and 

some got out with some of their, quote, "fortune" still intact. We did not. But 

we had connections in New York. We had my mother's aunt, Tante Lizzie, who 

was very English. Her husband, my grandfather's brother, was one of the 

officials with the Cunard-White Star Line. And so we got the famous affidavit 

that we wouldn't be a nuisance, that we would be self-sufficient or at least we 

would be taken care of. Otherwise you couldn't get a visa. You could not 



leave. This sometimes still is very, very painful when I think of all the people 

who couldn't get out because they didn't have such a relative. And all the 

people who now just climb over the border and can get into a country. Or the 

fact that if some of the German Jews had, say, settled in Wyoming— The first 

time I saw Wyoming, I thought, "My god, why couldn't we have let everybody 

go into Wyoming?" There's nothing. There was nothing. When I went cross 

country on the train, I saw miles and miles and miles and miles of uninhabited 

areas where certainly if the German Jews had been told, "Go to Wyoming and 

do something with Wyoming, " they certainly could have done something as 

easily as they did in Israel, which was a lot less fertile. This has nothing to do 

with Zionism now. I'm just talking about escape. It still upsets me, because we 

lost quite a few family members in camps. They just couldn't get out. My 

brother and I talked about this the other day. Except for two in our circle, 

everybody got out, the young people. We lost some aunts and uncles, but 

except for two people, Hans and Gretel Durlacher— Their names should be 

right on these archives. They perished in the concentration camp. They were 

our age. Just didn't get out. Just didn't have the right affidavits. 

SMITH 

Was it hard to get an exit permit from Germany? 

GILBERT 

Well, that's the point, yes. You couldn't go to certain countries unless you had 

permission to enter. You could get out of Germany, but you couldn't get— 

Where were you going? You couldn't get into Switzerland, you couldn't get 

into France, you couldn't get— The place that you could get to for a while was 

the then Palestine. By the time everybody made up their minds that really this 

was serious, really this was so, really it was going to last, many of the borders 

got closed. 

SMITH 

Did you have relatives or friends who emigrated to Palestine? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I had an uncle and aunt and their children who emigrated fairly early to 

Palestine. And their eldest son is now one of the biggest people in Israel. He's 



started not only an enormous factory which is socialized (which is absolutely 

wonderful, the whole situation), but he started a whole city like that: Stefan 

Wertheimer, who 
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SMITH 

You wanted to go to Israel? 

GILBERT 

I wanted to go to Israel once I had this horrible sense of no-class citizenship. I 

had a terrible time in the Gymnasium. I was the only Jewish child in my class. 

For instance, my brother had two cousins with him in his class. But I was the 

only one, sitting in the back, not being called on, being a bright student and 

having no chance to participate or communicate and having the worst anti-

Semitic teacher in the Gymnasium—also for the sake of the archive—a Mr. 

Schaaf. I felt if one could go to a country like Palestine where everybody was 

Jewish, one could build up and be a pioneer of a whole new concept and not 

have this danger of being in this situation ever again. I was a rabid Zionist. My 

parents were not. My parents did not like the idea of "German-Jewish" also 

meaning you had an alliance to another country at the same time. This was 

the problem. Later on they were very pro-Israel. But at that time, of course, 

one didn't just go separately. We did, all four of us, emigrate, and came out of 

Germany with practically no money at all. 

SMITH 

How did your father support himself between '33 and— You emigrated in '37? 

GILBERT 

In '37. Well, the business went on. He still had the same customers and— 

Everything became more difficult, but it didn't stop. I think that's what made it 

a little more difficult to make the decision to leave, because some surface 

things were the same. 

SMITH 

Such as? 



GILBERT 

Well, such as we were in the same house. There had not yet been the general 

roundup. So it had not yet been as general, everybody going. But certainly, 

soon after we left, that happened in Kippenheim too. It happened 

everywhere. 

SMITH 

How strong was Nazi support in Kippenheim in the thirties? 

GILBERT 

Well, there was not much choice. As I say, there were the few heroes. And I 

have no guarantee how many of us would have been heroes. It's very 

interesting for me to remember that as a young teenager it was difficult to be 

the only Jewish child in the class. It was difficult not to be a part of what 

people want, you know; kids want to be like peas in a pod. I remember being 

very much ashamed of thinking I wish I could put on a uniform like the others. 

SMITH 

Did you have to wear a Star of David at that time? 

GILBERT 

Not yet. Not yet. That happened, I think—half a year after we left all that 

came into being. There was no longer anything even looking the same. That 

was just shortly after we left. But it certainly looked ready to burst any 

moment. And there were these horrible— Certainly everybody in Kippenheim 

very soon had on their brown or black uniforms, but even then our doctor, Dr. 

[Bernhard] Weber, who lived right across the street, who was an S. S. officer, 

would still come to our house and make house calls. He had known my 

parents when he was a little boy and his father was the doctor, the one who 

wasn't there when X was born. All these things, all these families, 

grandparents, parents, children, grandchildren that were always there in the 

same family situations over the years and years and years— But there was 

also the postmaster, who was a terrible Nazi. It was torture to go to the post 

office. I still hate to go to the post office. I still hate any kind of uniform. 

Maybe not hate—I'm afraid of uniforms. If any policeman stops me for 

anything, I tremble. 



SMITH 

What were the postmen—? 

GILBERT 

Even if they help me, you know. When I had a burglary in Los Angeles and the 

policemen came, that was the last straw, instead of thinking they were there 

to help me. At the post office it was simply that everybody wore a uniform, 

and Mr. Link, the postmaster, was one of the biggest Nazis and one of the 

biggest anti-Semitic torturers in that village. And so of course one knew 

everybody. 

SMITH 

Was there physical abuse? 

GILBERT 

Not yet. Not yet. But really it doesn't make any difference. I don't know 

whether it isn't worse. I even feel that way sometimes when I think back on 

other things. So you got a whack from Uncle Herrmann [Wertheimer]; that 

was not so nice. But if Uncle Herrmann had made a long speech, I think it 

would have been worse. 

SMITH 

Did you have any, in your Gymnasium, did you have any non-Jewish friends? 

Or was that forbidden? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was not forbidden yet, but it was certainly discouraged. And that takes 

me to Annemarie Kayser, who was the daughter of the Pastor Kayser, who 

made a point of riding her bicycle next to mine when my cousin Erich wasn't 

riding his and was always— That whole family was really courageous. They 

finally had to leave Kippenheim. They are now back. Annemarie's now the 

dentist in Kippenheim, and it took me back to Kippenheim some years ago, 

you know. 

SMITH 

You wanted to talk about the Lutheran pastor. 



GILBERT 

Well, he was absolutely, outspokenly anti-Nazi. I really almost have to go to 

another part of Kippenheim. There was the synagogue, which was a beautiful 

Moorish architectural edifice. Very beautiful. And then there was the church. 

The main population of Kippenheim was Catholic. And then the second 

Christian population was what was there called "Evangelical, " which is 

Lutheran. And first on Sundays there was the Catholic service. Then the church 

would clear, and then the Lutherans would come in with their service. So it 

was the same church. Now it's different. Now that church is the Lutheran one 

and a big Catholic church was built outside the village. But the pastor, this 

Pastor Kayser, was demonstrative in his anti-Nazi sentiments, including from 

the pulpit, and very courageous. 

SMITH 

Was he arrested when he was there? 

GILBERT 

He left, I understand from Annemarie, about two years after we left. They first 

went to another place in Germany and then they went to Switzerland and 

then they went back after the war. 

SMITH 

Now, as the Nazis— During the period of '30 to '33 of the internal instability in 

Germany, particularly among many middle-class people, there was the fear 

that the communists were going to take over and— 

GILBERT 

I don't remember that. 

SMITH 

Did your parents express, or any of your relatives—? 

GILBERT 

I don't remember. I remember that my mother was very strongly Social 

Democrat and my father belonged to a party a little bit more conservative. 

The communists that we heard about were the ones my father called 



Salonkommunisten. They were fairly wealthy Germans who dabbled in being 

nice to the poor. We didn't know, I mean, I don't remember hearing much or 

seeing much of the Prolet communists, you know. It wasn't part of our milieu. 

The thing that was, I think, very much [a] part of our milieu was the German 

anglophile approach to life, Victorian. 

SMITH 

Explain that. That's interesting. 

GILBERT 

Yes. I didn't know this until I analyzed it much later. The whole moral structure 

and how things are done, how one sits, stands, eats, leads one's life, now that 

I know more about England, was very, very English. Even though we were 

close to France, you know. But there was, I think, a large Victorian wave all 

over Europe that was still extant in this area of Germany. The English comme il 

faut was the way we were brought up. Good manners, restraint, refinement—

certainly not "letting go. " [laughter] That was not considered: one didn't let 

go. The thing that was admired was reserve in behavior, an understated way 

of dress. But what was also, when I think about it, an understated way of 

dress— On the High Holy Days the gentlemen wore morning suits and high 

hats. 

SMITH 

To synagogue? 

GILBERT 

To synagogue. And gloves. That's how one went. And, of course, this was an 

Orthodox synagogue and the women were upstairs. I don't think they minded, 

you know. I only mind now that I think back on it. But there was all this kind of 

nice flirtation going on from the balconies to the gentlemen in the high hats. 

It's an interesting picture in retrospect. But shortly after we left in '38 the 

synagogue was destroyed during the Kristallnacht. And it stands there now 

as— There's rubble. There's just a shell. It's some kind of a warehouse for coal 

or grain. I don't know exactly. After it was destroyed, the first persons who 

walked back in to see what they had done (with some kind of glee), something 

fell on them, like a stone from the outside where the Ten Commandments, the 



two [tablets], had stood. Something fell down and killed one of them. So this 

has always been a fable that— When I hear about it today, it's odd. It was just 

a bad accident, but certainly a moral story to be told to their children now. 

SMITH 

So living on the main square you must have witnessed a lot of the 

demonstrations. 

GILBERT 

Exactly. Exactly. It was the main square on the main drag, so there was a lot— 

SMITH 

Was your house pointed out by the Nazi leaders as a symbol? 

GILBERT 

No, there was the Rathaus, which was right next to our house, you know. The 

Rathaus is a very nice medieval-looking house. I don't know how genuine. 

Ours was right next to it. And then next to our house was a Restaurant-

Pension called Der Anker ("The Anchor"), and in between there was the main 

fountain. In front of it all was the brook, the village brook, which ran through 

the village. It had various widths, and as children we would see whether the 

widest width could be jumped, you know. I was a good jumper. I couldn't see 

anything, but I had very good kinesthetic awareness of how wide the brook 

was. I fell in only once. What was I talking about? Oh, yes. That brook has now 

been cemented over. I guess it's underground. But it was wonderful. When it 

was raining, like on a day like this, it would overflow [laughter] and there 

would be a river down the main drag. But, you see, our house was right there 

in the middle, so the "concerts, " in quotes, were in front of our house. Any 

kind of speeches were in front of our house. As I said, one morning or one late 

afternoon my brother and I would look out the window and everything was 

red. They had put a great big red swastika to cover the whole house. 

SMITH 

On your house? 

GILBERT 



On our house. I can still remember that feeling, you know. It was a kind of 

blood-red look in the living room, and my room was on top of the living room, 

so it was in front of that window too. Anyway, these are vivid memories. Also, 

the traffic going through, as I say, the demonstration marches, the songs, the 

anti-Semitic songs that we had to listen to. I used to huddle under the bed-

covers knowing that they were coming through with their torches, those torch 

parades and the songs. One was particularly awful: "When the Jewish blood 

flows from our knives, " etc. When you hear it as a child it's— Anyway, this 

kind of thing just sticks. What was difficult in my case was, number one, I 

always felt— Not that everybody made me feel that way, but I think to a 

degree they did. I felt awkward, I felt ugly, I felt separate. And then I was 

separate through circumstances, not just through my own personal situation. 

That went on for a long time, this sense of "I'm invisible" or "inaudible" or 

"maybe I should be so I won't be noticed"—even through the first years in 

New York. Even though I was encouraged and everybody was wonderful, I just 

didn't believe it. And I still have those moments of "I don't really have the right 

degrees and everybody will wake up one day and find out I'm a fraud. " 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

Were you already in the Gymnasium when the Nazis came to power? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. I was in the Gymnasium exactly those years, from twelve to sixteen. 

SMITH 

Were the teachers fired for not— Did you lose—? 

GILBERT 

No. There was one very interesting situation. A teacher by the name of Weiss, 

who was an early Nazi who had a swastika on his bicycle before the Nazis 

came to power, and who then was one of our more tolerant ones when the 

Nazis did come to power, I think was very disillusioned at what happened. His 

ideal was what he considered National Socialism. He didn't realize what it 

meant, you know, because he wanted Germany to come back on its feet and 

he thought this was one way for it to happen. When it did happen and all 



these horrible destructive things were going on, I think he was very much 

disillusioned. He didn't say so in so many words, but indicated it, and he was 

one of the few who was always friendly to me. 

SMITH 

What about changes in the curriculum? Could you talk about that a little bit? 

GILBERT 

I don't know that there were any overt changes. It was a Realgymnasium, 

where you learned Latin but you also learned some of the modern 

languages—as compared to the humanist Gymnasium, where you first learned 

Latin and Greek and, you know, the kind of medieval German approach to 

Kultur. This was a more realistic approach, which is why it was called that. But 

it was just a horrible— I just hate that school when I think about it. I can't look 

at it every time I go back there. It is, to me, a torture palace, you know. It just 

has that look of— I can't get rid of it. Certain things I was able to, somehow, 

but that Gymnasium was just too cruel. So I didn't learn anything. I don't know 

why I had to go there every day, because there was no way I could learn 

anything. The only thing I learned was what I read on my own. I did learn some 

languages, but we were supposed to learn English, knowing we were going to 

go to America. But that didn't happen until the year we left. So I had to take 

(again going to Lahr) private English lessons when it seemed imminent that we 

were going to go to America. 

SMITH 

What other languages did you learn? 

GILBERT 

Latin. [laughter] 

SMITH 

Latin? 

GILBERT 

And French. 

SMITH 



Did you learn those in school? 

GILBERT 

I always loved languages, and I loved Latin, really loved it and was very good at 

it. And whatever French I learned is still extant whenever I go to France or 

French Switzerland. But it's very much the school French. It's not exactly la 

plume de ma tante, but it's— [laughter] It's not, you know, terribly 

serviceable. 

SMITH 

So your parents didn't discuss emigrating to France? 

GILBERT 

Yes, one talked about all kinds of possibilities. Italy—some people went to 

Italy. Even though it was fascist, it was open. South America came up a couple 

of times. But then, when it seemed really possible to go to America— Once my 

father realized we were going to do this, he said, "What's the use of staying in 

Europe? Let's just leave Europe, because this is not going to be safe. " He 

really had that feeling. Once he understood that we were going to leave, he 

wanted to leave altogether. 

SMITH 

So you all assumed there would be a war coming? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. I don't know what we assumed. 

SMITH 

How did you feel? 

GILBERT 

I wanted to go to Palestine. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 



And then, leaving Germany was, after all, a big trauma. We arrived in Basel on 

our way to Paris, on our way to Cherbourg to the Queen Mary, which was, I 

think, its second voyage. On a Cunard-White Star ship, of course. Even though 

we had to spend our money before leaving Germany, my father felt it would 

not be appropriate to go first-class, that as refugees we should go second-

class, which was "tourist" or whatever it was called at the time. I still have a 

picture with all of us on that ship looking very sad and glum, but with paper 

hats on because it was that kind of an evening on the ship. And, of course, my 

brother was only twelve then. He was four years younger. And we all looked 

very beleaguered emotionally. I'll show you that picture. Maybe it should be 

part of the archives. 

SMITH 

Did the Jewish children in the Gymnasium all stay together? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, yes. Yes, yes. There was also a little Jewish restaurant in Ettenheim. 

Ettenheim is where the Gymnasium was, and if we didn't bring our lunch we 

would eat there, also to support the little Jewish restaurant, you know. There 

was really a marvelous solidarity, which is still intact, with everybody helping 

everybody. This was certainly true when we all got to New York, whoever got 

to New York. And it was true whoever got to Palestine, whoever got 

anywhere, there was this, really, this mutual assistance and the enormous 

drive not to be any burden to anybody. We all worked like crazy. My brother 

was twelve years old, [and] he immediately became a delivery boy for the 

drugstore downstairs. I finished high school staying with my aunt [Lizzie 

Wertheimer]. I mean the aunt who took us in. The minute we could leave my 

aunt, my parents took an apartment and took in boarders for the extra rooms. 

I stayed with the aunt because she was very musical. She wanted me to stay. 

She found out that I had this talent and was quite enchanted with it, but she 

was also very strict and very English. Both my brother and I wanted to get 

American as quickly as possible. 

SMITH 

What did that mean to you, "to get American"? 

GILBERT 



It meant being part of the whole. "Now, let's be part of it. " (You know, we 

couldn't be. ) It meant, in the high school, doing the kinds of things the others 

did. Dressing the way they did, which we couldn't afford. I was wearing all this 

awkward German stuff. [laughter] Hated it. And I remember that at the time it 

was fashionable to wear a turban. We couldn't afford it. And although my aunt 

was very wealthy, it wouldn't have occurred to any of us to say, "Could we 

have such and such?" As soon as I graduated from high school, I left my aunt. 

She really was very generous, and she was a terribly interesting, original 

person. I hope I'm bringing her off as being a very positive force in our lives. 

But I went and worked as a kind of glorified maid. "Governess" it was called. I 

stayed with those people taking care of those children, taking the piano 

lessons— In other words, earning what my education was about at the time, 

which was a piano lesson here and another lesson there and getting a 

scholarship here and getting a partial scholarship there. And it's very funny, 

because the building where I had the main job as a maid, when I was just now 

looking for apartments, my brother and I almost had the feeling such as, 

"We're going to show that building. I'm going to buy an apartment in it. " 

Because we had to take the service elevator at the time, you know. [laughter] 

So we had a good laugh at our own hang-ups. The building wouldn't care. But I 

got an apartment across from it. [laughter] 

SMITH 

Where you live now? 

GILBERT 

Where I live now. I can look at that building— [laughter] And I have very good 

friends who have a penthouse upon a penthouse in that building, and it 

always gives me great pleasure to go in the front, go up the elevator [laughter] 

to the main penthouse in that building. 

SMITH 

I'd like to come back to Germany and your musical education and— 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 



Did you go to the symphony a lot? The opera? Ballet? 

GILBERT 

Well, very little, mainly because first of all, Jewish or not Jewish, Nazis or not 

Nazis, parents didn't take their children to as many things as parents take their 

children in America. For instance, it was really not too often that my parents 

would take a trip and would take one of us along. I mean, they did take us on 

many trips, but it wasn't assumed, or, that if my parents went to the theater 

that we would be taken along. We were taken to children's plays. I do 

remember hearing Lohengrin in Freiburg. I do remember being taken to my 

very first opera in Basel, which was Fidelio under [Felix] Weingartner, and I do 

remember being so impressed that I came back to my aunt's and uncle's— My 

uncle [Siegfried Horovitz], an uncle by marriage, who was also very musical 

(never thought of it as a matter of fact) took me to Fidelio. He took me and 

then we came back, and I was so excited that I threw up and then played the 

whole thing. 

SMITH 

Played the whole thing? 

GILBERT 

Maybe not the whole opera, but all the major arias. My uncle, [who] was quite 

a decent violinist, then got me the score, and he would play the violin part and 

I would play the piano. By then I had the luxury of being able to read it; I 

wouldn't have to play it by memory. But he was another supporter of mine 

who believed that I had a certain talent. I thought everybody could do that, 

anybody musical would come home and play what they heard. 

SMITH 

You heard the opera once and— 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. I can still do that. I mean, I wouldn't be able to play what [Pierre] 

Boulez did the other evening, [laughter] but anything that is somewhat 

homophonic and melodic and harmonic I can play. 

SMITH 



Did you go to recitals? Were you able to hear [Artur] Schnabel? 

GILBERT 

No. I did not hear Schnabel until I got to New York. As I said, I heard some 

concerts in Freiburg. I heard some concerts in Baden-Baden (and I'll get to that 

in a moment). I saw some ballet at the Freiburg Theater; not the large ballets, 

but ballets as part of presentations. I never really saw Swan Lake all the way 

through until I got to New York. I did hear some opera in Frankfurt. I saw some 

ballet in Frankfurt. It's funny that this is bringing that back to me now, just 

talking about it. Again, I had very nice family in Frankfurt, and they were crazy 

about music. They took me and were glad to have a visitor who wanted to go 

to the theater. I could never get enough of the big city because of the theater 

and the concerts and whatever I could ever get in that way. I guess I was easy 

to have. They never minded having me as a child, a "vacation child" it used to 

be called. And, of course, we used to have the city kids, you see. They wanted 

to go to the country. That was good for them, to get the country air, and for 

me the city air was just as clear and pure as anything you could get, because 

that's where the music was! 

SMITH 

What about [Walter] Gieseking? 

GILBERT 

Gieseking I heard only in New York. 

SMITH 

Only in New York? 

GILBERT 

I do remember, as I said, hearing Weingartner do Fidelio. I don't know who the 

conductor was for the Lohengrin; I don't know who the conductor was for the 

operas and the ballets I heard in Frankfurt. And then I was in Stuttgart a few 

times because I had relatives there, and they took me to theater and 

operettas because they liked operettas. I didn't care as long as it had music. I 

couldn't get enough. I was really, I guess, a nuisance, because whatever they 

could do, nothing was better than taking me to even a variety show. Any kind 

of a cabaret was wonderful—it had music. 



SMITH 

Were there pianists that were your heroes or heroines that you really wanted 

to be like? 

GILBERT 

No, not then. 

SMITH 

Not then? 

SMITH 

You see, not then. Not that early. It would be nice to be able to say that, but 

any pianist was wonderful to me. I really didn't have that sense of professional 

gloss until I got to New York. Amateur playing was not sniffed at when I was a 

child. The better you were, of course, the more applause. But it was not that 

you had to be as good as such and such to be heard. The people who would 

come to Freiburg and Baden-Baden at that time were not necessarily, I guess, 

the top. Then over the radio, you see, I started to hear more people. I started 

to hear Schnabel, but I didn't hear him live. I heard Gieseking; I didn't hear him 

live. I heard [Wilhelm] Furtwängler conduct, but he was in Berlin. I never got 

to Berlin. I never got any further north than Cologne. 

SMITH 

So many of the leading musicians had to emigrate after '33. 

GILBERT 

Many of them left very soon, because they had no life in Germany. 

SMITH 

Was their music still played on German radio? 

GILBERT 

Some of their music was played, but there was immediately, almost 

immediately as soon as the German Jews realized that they weren't going to 

be allowed in concert halls, not only as performers but as audience— 

SMITH 



You couldn't go to concerts? 

GILBERT 

It was dangerous. You never knew. 

SMITH 

So as a teenager that part of your life stopped? 

GILBERT 

That part of my life stopped, but there was the German-Jewish Kulturbund 

which sprang up everywhere. The concerts they did— They made their own. 

And they had their own artists come to the German-Jewish Kulturbund. 

SMITH 

Amateur? 

GILBERT 

No! The professionals and the amateurs. Everybody. The best German-Jewish 

performers. [Rudolf] Serkin, whoever. They all played in this Kulturbund. In 

Berlin, in Frankfurt— 

SMITH 

Same thing for the theater? 

GILBERT 

Same thing for the theater. 

SMITH 

So you did not go to the "Aryan" theaters? 

GILBERT 

After, I would say, '35, '36 it was, you couldn't go to certain— You went to the 

Jewish hotels, you went to the Jewish restaurants, you went to the Jewish 

theaters. It was all very thoroughly segregated fairly early. 

SMITH 

What about the trains? Did you ride in separate cars? 



GILBERT 

No, not yet. No. No, the trains were still all right, but we were— 

SMITH 

But just voluntarily, even the Jew— 

GILBERT 

Well, if we were together, you know. No, the trains were still open at the time, 

and I think it was not yet official, but every village, every town, at the entry to 

the town and to the village there was a sign saying, "Jews are not desirable 

here, " are unerwünscht, meaning, "We don't want them. " 

SMITH 

What about in Kippenheim? 

GILBERT 

Kippenheim also. As a matter of fact, I think there are still some pictures of 

that in my family albums. 

SMITH 

So bicycling home— 

GILBERT 

Bicycling home, every time you saw that. You didn't get immune to it, 

especially since it was more and more and more and more pronounced. The 

thing that was soon learned was that what the German Jews used to feel, "If 

you're just quiet, maybe it will go away" or "If we are as unobtrusive as 

possible—" That didn't work anymore. Might as well pronounce the 

Jewishness, which is certainly what has been found out in other minority 

situations since. But the German Jews really didn't feel for a long time, for 

hundreds of years, so much a minority as that they were Germans of Jewish 

religion, like Germans of Catholic religion. There were always, I guess, certain 

anti-Semitic situations anywhere on the globe. But I don't know that it was 

any worse in Germany than, say, in France or in England or in Spain or 

wherever. It just had a good chance to come to the surface. Because of the 



hunger and the bad economic situation, that really was a good chance to have 

a scapegoat situation flourish. 

SMITH 

Did the music on the radio change after the Nazis came? 

GILBERT 

Well, you got a lot of, of course, you got a lot of music propaganda. You got a 

lot of "this is German and this isn't German music." Same thing with anything 

that was creative. A lot of Wagner, so the Jews started to hate Wagner. I 

always felt differently about that. I know that Wagner was a scoundrel as a 

person, but I could nevertheless always admire his music and his genius, and I 

still do. There was a lot of anti-Wagner. In fact, in Israel they wouldn't play 

Wagner. I think they do now. I think we never got that confused in my family. 

We would certainly not like the person Wagner and what he did, but we 

would not not play Wagner ever. 

SMITH 

It was mostly, I suppose, German music, but did you also play or listen to 

Berlioz? Or did you feel differently—? 

GILBERT 

Oh, no, no, no. I remember learning Debussy a lot. Absolutely no. See, 

Germany was really a fantastic cultural hub. It's just amazing how quickly it 

can— Well, there is a German saying: "It takes two hundred years to build a 

cathedral, and then it takes one bomb two seconds to destroy it. " This is the 

same thing. Whether it's a cathedral or a cultural edifice, if you will, it takes no 

time at all to destroy something. It takes no time to break a leg, and then look 

how long it takes to have it mend. So the fact that it could go that quickly, it 

really, even in retrospect, doesn't astonish me. What has been astonishing 

was the richesse of the German culture. Which is still a pity: it will never be 

the same. I don't think it will be rebuilt in even your lifetime, certainly not in 

mine. They're trying, and the youngsters in Germany now, the ones I meet, are 

really quite It took me a long time to get back there, and the reentry was 

something to talk about later. 

SMITH 



What about your exposure to twentieth-century music trends and twentieth-

century music? 

GILBERT 

In Germany? 

SMITH 

In Germany. 

GILBERT 

Hardly at all. What one then called moderne Musik hardly reached my ears 

except for the modern popular music over the radio. But very little of what I 

heard of Schoenberg and Stravinsky sank in at the time. I think I probably 

would have considered it ugly. I learned all this in America. I really don't know 

what would have become of me if the Nazis hadn't come into power. I think 

what would have become of me if none of this had happened is [that] I would 

have gone to Karlsruhe or Freiburg or maybe Frankfurt. I would have gotten 

my piano diploma. I would have become a good pianist or teacher, and 

nobody would have known the difference in terms of my improvisational 

composition and I would never have had these opportunities. I know this 

sounds like a propaganda poster, but honestly, it's America. It was f 1 IT s L 

New York and then definitely UCLA that gave me what is now known as my 

"career. " And never, really, not for a minute, do I think that that would have 

happened to me if the Nazis hadn't happened. I'm not glad the Nazis 

happened, but if there's another side to the Nazi coin in my case, it's coming 

here and being given this freedom and this accent on creativity and the license 

to try things and the license to fail if necessary. I never would have had that in 

Germany, definitely not. I can't believe I could have. 

SMITH 

I'd like to, even though it's jumping ahead, but I'd like to talk about The 

Deputy and your music for The Deputy, because I think it's so related— 

GILBERT 

That was one of the most peculiar moments, because I am known to be— 

Even though I do all these experimental, courageous things, as a person and as 

a professional I'm fairly shy, still understated, and would never ask anyone to 



let me do anything that I want to do. I would have to wait until I'm asked to do 

it. But one afternoon I was with Jascha Kessler, who's a professor of English at 

UCLA, and Gordon Davidson, who had just begun to direct the Theatre 

Group—he was just given the title of the director of the Theatre Group, which 

was then at UCLA, now at Mark Taper Forum. I think it had been started by 

John Houseman, who had gotten Gordon to come in and to direct it. Gordon 

was for some reason saying to Jascha Kessler that he was going to do The 

Deputy. And I was sitting right there and Jascha said, "Oh, this is Pia Gilbert 

and she, " etc., etc., etc., "and music for theater. " I said, "This is the first and 

last time I'm ever going to say this, but you must have me do the score for this 

play. I'm the only one. " I thought I would die with embarrassment, but it 

came out. I could see that Gordon probably thought what is he going to do 

with this lady who is being so forward. But with Jascha there and a couple of 

other people there telling him in so many words that this would be a good 

thing and perhaps he would be lucky— I was by this time probably turning 

maroon and purple with what I felt was so forward, even though I had by then 

gotten quite a reputation in music for dance and theater. Apparently it stayed 

with him, but nothing was said anymore about The Deputy. That summer was 

the first time I went to the Aspen [Music Festival]. 

SMITH 

Do you remember the year? 

GILBERT 

Well, it must have been perhaps '59 or '60, '61. Very early. And I was staying at 

a very odd place, because there weren't that many motels and hotels yet in 

Aspen. They sprang up shortly afterwards, condominiums and what have you. 

We were all staying at odd places. I had a kind of basement apartment. 

Wherever you turned, there was another "room. " If you turned to the right, it 

was the bedroom; if you turned to the left, it was the living room. Everybody 

always came over and we would have after-concert discussions or drinks or 

what have you. And in the middle of that the phone rang and it was— Oh, no, 

it wasn't the first time; it was the second time I was in Aspen. Anyway, it was 

in that apartment. The phone rang and it was Gordon Davidson, and he said 

was I still interested in doing The Deputy? I said, "Of course I am! Are you 

really going to do it?" He said yes, and he would send me the play. The phone 



was somehow in a more communal area; it wasn't even in my apartment. The 

people who owned the motel, Seventh-Day Adventists, were listening. As I put 

the phone down, they said, "Are you going to do The Deputy?" I said, "You 

were listening. " And they said, "Yes. We're Seventh-Day Adventists, and we're 

very interested in that play because our people were also persecuted by the 

Nazis. " They actually came to the play when it was opening in Los Angeles. 

But that's a sideline. So when I read the play, I had no doubt how I was going 

to do it. There would be layerings of the editorial sound. I would know just 

what march to play as it was going by the window. I knew immediately how I 

was going to open and close the play, but I hadn't yet told Gordon any of this. 

The minute I came back to Los Angeles, we had a taping session. At that time 

taping wasn't all that easy yet. We couldn't even do it on the campus. We had 

to go to a commercial taping place in Hollywood. No one had yet any of those 

European sirens. If there was a fire or something in Los Angeles, you had a 

siren; you didn't have "dee-da-dee-da. " The only ones, apparently, who had 

that were the people who made the movie Diary of Anne Frank, and one 

couldn't get it out of that score. But we went to that recording studio, and I 

asked for a piano, because I wanted certain sounds. And one of the actors 

played a toy flute to imitate the siren when it was slowed down on the tape. 

1.3. TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (February 15, 1986) 

GILBERT 

Well, I think when this last tape stopped, we were right at the point where I 

said I knew what I was going to do when we got into the recording studio. I 

had the piano and I had the mallets. I had a long series of train recordings, old 

trains, [so] that we could do trains. I had the German marches. I even had at 

one point the UCLA band play one of the marches for me. I had the Hitler 

speeches. I had the Jewish material. Of course, I knew all about the Catholic 

liturgy because I had played it, and I knew, luckily, the whole Catholic liturgy 

and the whole Jewish liturgy very well. What I forgot to say earlier was that as 

our choirmaster left for Israel or somewhere, I, at age thirteen, became the 

choirmaster in this Orthodox synagogue. Here I was, the little girl conducting 

the choir! So I knew the whole liturgy—the Jewish liturgy and the Catholic 

liturgy—and what the Nazis were doing. And that's why I felt nobody else 

should do this score. At the time people didn't do layerings very much. They 



didn't do as much as later on, the montages and collages of audible material. 

They did it of the visual material. But I was always interested in doing that. 

That score, I think even today I'm still proud of it, because it has all of this 

material and then it has it manipulated and has it free again. When I started to 

record—and Gordon [Davidson] was there—I said, "I know what I'm going to 

do first thing, " and I played the shofar sequences. Gordon hurst into tears. 

That's the only time I've ever seen him that emotional. I knew that it hit him 

the way it had hit me. From then on I was just in charge and did the whole 

thing. We had one take. I knew just where the layerings would happen. I think 

we were all day in that studio, and that was it. From then on it was just clear 

that that was the score, because I was so sure. I've never been that sure. I'm 

saying this only because it was so peculiar. I'm not that sure. But that was the 

one time I knew absolutely what would have to happen for every scene. I'd 

worked it out in Aspen. I didn't have to try it. The other thing about The 

Deputy that was wonderful was it was Gordon's first job. It was kind "of Peter 

Wexler's first big thing. Mine— I had done a lot of university things but not too 

much— This was already quasi-commercial even though it was at the 

university. We got together and worked out the whole thing as a concept. It 

wasn't my music and his lighting and his direction and the actors. Everybody 

was tuned in on Peter Wexler's idea that everybody was going to wear 

boots—the Nazis, the pope, the Germans, the Jews. Because it was basically 

possible for everybody to behave like that. And that the papal throne was in 

the background all the way through the play, no matter where we were. Only 

in the last moment in the concentration camp where everything was hopeless 

did the chair disappear. But even the people in the concentration camp wore 

boots. It was such an interesting concept. 

SMITH 

The victims? 

GILBERT 

The victims. Everybody. Everybody. The priests, the pope, the prisoners. It 

gave the play something very special which was— It wasn't so simple. And I 

knew, remembering back, that I had moments, glimpses of moments of "Could 

I not wear a uniform and be like the others?" Even as that victimized child, 

that once the marching starts it's very difficult not to join. And that's, of 



course, what these people count on. And this whole play had this 

wonderfully—not uniform, that's a bad word here—homogenized approach to 

the style, and it worked. It worked. It was really one of the, as far as I'm 

concerned, best theatrical productions ever anywhere. Of course, later on, as 

we all became "more important, " we didn't take quite such important 

chances anymore. I think I did because I never had that much to lose. 

[laughter] That was the nice part about being in the institution; the failures 

and the successes weren't as drastic. But I think as the others became more 

nationally and internationally known— Even though I think I am too, but I'm 

known as being peculiar, so I can afford it. That, I thought, was one of the 

pinnacles of artistic working together. I hate the word "collaboration" because 

of Vichy. That's still in my blood. But, really, it worked. And my sense of having 

done something from these awful memories that could be a contribution 

artistically was a very positive, cleansing experience. 

SMITH 

I'm curious about how you conceived the sound for Auschwitz. The trains, I 

gather, the trains are the base. 

GILBERT 

The trains were— I made the train the leitmotiv for the play. And the shofar I 

knew would have to begin and end it, and it did. The original overture had 

every part of the material in it. In other words, it had the Jewish, it had the 

kaddish, it had Gregorian chant, it had the train which was running 

underneath everything and literally underneath the montage. It had the Nazi 

marches, the songs, Hitler's speech, all of that. So that I could then take those 

threads out of the original overture to the play and point them up in the 

various scenes. There were a lot of discussions about it. And one was at one of 

the— It was right there in Schoenberg Hall after one of the performances. The 

rabbi at the temple up here on Sepulveda [Boulevard]— I forget what it's 

called [Leo Baeck Temple]. Yes, it's a very nice Reformed temple. And he said, 

"The minute I heard that shofar I knew it was going to be a Yom Kippur play. " 

[laughter] That wasn't what I had had in mind, but I know what he meant. 

SMITH 

what did he mean? 



GILBERT 

He meant a day of fasting, a day of atonement, a day of coming together, a 

day of remembering. It somehow moved people that way, I think, mainly 

because of this homogenized approach to the style. But I've always enjoyed 

working with Gordon because he always thinks in terms of large conceptual 

terms, as I do. Of course, sometimes he gets pushed, and then it isn't as 

successful. Does that answer that? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

1.4. TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (February 22, 1986) 

SMITH 

I wanted to start by going back to some of the things you talked about last 

time. You had a rather severe nearsightedness problem as a child. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

How was that treated? Were you able to see with glasses? 

GILBERT 

I was able to see enough with glasses. For a long time I don't think anybody 

quite knew—for at least three years, I think. I kept falling into things and being 

terribly awkward and bumbling. Staircases and such would be a surprise until I 

knew kinesthetically very well where I was. I think that's when I first learned to 

recognize people by their holistic look rather than by facial features, and I still 

do that. I see people coming down the hall, I know exactly who they are. I 

wouldn't be able to tell who they are by trying to look at their faces, but I 

know exactly who they are by the way they walk, by the general look. And I 

think I learned that during those first three years, at least I think I did. When it 

became clear that not only couldn't I see properly but that the palsy that I 

talked about before was pronounced, I was taken to a professor in Freiburg. 

I'm trying to think of his name and I can't, but one always calls somebody 



"Herr Professor" or "Herr Doktor, " and he was "Herr Doktor Professor. " In 

Germany as many titles as you can bunch together were always in evidence. 

Not only was it the man—usually the man—who had gotten the titles, but his 

wife had gotten the titles by marriage. So she was "Frau Professor Doktor, " 

etc. [laughter] But that's why I don't remember this man's name. If one went 

to the professor in Freiburg— And he was the head of the, I guess, the 

ophthalmology division at the university there, and he had a private office in 

the city. He and many doctors afterwards decided I really couldn't see 

properly but we'd do the best we could. I had both a very high degree of 

nearsightedness and astigmatism and with that palsy from the birth defect I 

have a moving eye. Both eyes move nervously—it's called nystagmus, I 

believe—and that I haven't been able to control as well. The other I've been 

able to get rid of by sheer willpower. I don't think I've ever gotten rid of the 

nearsightedness, but I behave as if I have. In the meantime, I've learned to 

recognize things and people and situations and have simply decided to 

overcome. So the machines still say I don't see properly, but I see. 

SMITH 

You don't use glasses? 

GILBERT 

Well, with glasses I see— With glasses, and especially with the advent of the 

contact lenses, when I get peripheral vision as well— With glasses you only 

see as you turn your head and turn your glasses. But with the advent of— I 

think I was one of the first people to have those enormous contact lenses 

when they first came on the scene in New York. One had to make a mold of 

the eye, and it was quite a "do. " One could only wear them for three or four 

hours at a time and then they had to be taken out. It was quite a procedure, 

but I was determined. I've always been determined to see as much as 

possible, but of course it does cause fatigue. 

SMITH 

I would think, in terms of a professional point of view, when you're 

accompanying a dance— 

GILBERT 



Ah, I just had to do the same thing. But I was also— This is in no way anything 

to say against my parents, but they were sure that little girls just didn't look 

pretty with glasses. That persecuted me through life. I still take them off as if 

I'm an embarrassment very often if somebody comes in, if I'm not wearing the 

lenses. For instance, it would never occur to me to go out on the podium or 

platform [with glasses] and play and thereby insult the audience by looking 

ugly. Do you see what I mean? It wasn't my vanity as much as it was not being, 

again, an aesthetic burden. So I would stand— I remember standing in the 

wings—this is going ahead now— and thinking, "That big black thing better be 

the piano, " and march and face it. Because once you're there, once you're at 

the piano, you don't have to see, or I don't have to see. But all of those 

handicaps— When I think about it, there were a lot of them really, fairly 

unnecessary, but also some odd things happened, such as— Well, I guess I'm 

jumping ahead. What I wanted to say, in Germany the professor in Freiburg 

was the first one to treat me, and I think he did a good job. He gave me 

glasses. I could see a lot better with the glasses than without. They were very 

thick, very heavy. Then a relative of ours, a Dr. I. Horovitz in Frankfurt, was the 

next one. He then moved to New York, so he was also my eye doctor in New 

York. He was very musical, like the whole family, and I was a pet of his. I mean, 

he was always very sympathetic and was the one who got me to those first 

contact lenses so at least I could wear something that made me look more 

pleasant in the evening. But the preoccupation with looking terrible has 

always persecuted me to this day, with the handicap—if you could call that a 

handicap—that my father, my mother, and my brother were absolutely 

gorgeous. I mean, my brother's gorgeous, my mother was gorgeous, my father 

was gorgeous, and I was considered, or considered myself, the ugly duckling 

who never had a chance of ever making swan, you know. [laughter] So that 

was a bit of a handicap in general. My concern was not how I'm going to get 

more beautiful; my concern was "how am I not going to offend people, " 

which is part of that kind of upbringing, that kind of European upbringing. And 

again, as I say, nobody's fault. It simply was part of the milieu of the times. 

SMITH 

What about your kinesthetic memory? 

GILBERT 



That has been the good outcome. I have very well developed kinesthetic and 

muscle empathy, which I think stood me in very good stead, helped me 

enormously when I started to play for dance. I've always had an excellent 

memory. As a matter of fact, I always have said that I have a terrible memory 

because I can't forget anything except names and dates, which you will find in 

this chronicle. All kinds of anecdotes, all kinds of things that I have seen and 

heard, just stay. I assume the brain is a computer, but it's easy for me to pull 

out anecdotal drawers, but not factual things like dates, names. Those would 

have to be looked up; I don't think they're that important, as a matter of fact. 

But whatever happens stays. And also in the music, since I had trouble and still 

have trouble with those little black dots, reading them and writing them— 

Again having to overcome, once I heard something, I could pretty well 

simulate it. And once I had learned something through my fingers, it would 

stay. I don't mean to say that I remember everything I've ever played and that 

I could play everything I've ever played, but it comes back very quickly. I don't 

memorize by memorizing the little black dots. I don't memorize visually; I 

never did. I read quite well, I mean, quickly, and then it stays in my fingers—to 

me it seems as if it stays in my fingers. Whatever, that muscle memory in the 

brain brings it forth; the minute I sit down my fingers seem to do it without my 

having to think overtly. It stays in whatever that reservoir of— That muscle 

memory reservoir is quite ample. 

SMITH 

Well, for example, do you think C-sharp or do you think—? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't. 

SMITH 

—middle finger? 

GILBERT 

My muscle thinks. 

SMITH 

Right, so you— 



GILBERT 

My musical memory in combination with the muscle memory thinks. I don't 

think C-sharp. I don't think in terms of the notation symbols at all. I find them 

a significant aid, of course, in learning music. And if I had been really blind, 

that handicap of not being able to read music would have been enormous. So I 

read well enough and I can see well enough. I'm not trying to dramatize this at 

all. It's just something that's interesting to me now in retrospect. I've always 

managed, even the business of learning how to drive. I knew I couldn't see 

people in the car, but why should I have to see people in the car as long as I 

saw the car? I knew I would see the cars. I knew I'd see— I see anything 

moving, and I'm awfully good at colors. In other words, I could look at your 

blue pen and then go and buy something exactly that color if it had to match. I 

wouldn't have to take the pen along. So color memory, movement memory, 

size, shapes, all of that. I guess I've learned to be enormously observant 

because of the handicap. But I see well enough for what I need to do. 

Naturally, I wish I could see to a normal degree and not have to be bothered 

with lenses and glasses and having to overcome. But it's also given me some 

very nice advantages, like the development of every aspect of memory, not 

just anecdotal memory, but as I say, color, shapes, people, what they said, 

what they look like when they said it, etc. That all sticks. 

SMITH 

When you compose, do you compose at the keyboard? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I compose at the keyboard only. 

SMITH 

Does it at first come through your fingers? 

GILBERT 

It comes through my fingers. And I know that isn't the way most composers do 

it, but I do compose with that tactile aid. I know even if I write for clarinet—

and the clarinet does not work the way the keyboard works—I hear the 

clarinet in my mind, but I need the fingers to tell me where the melody goes. I 

haven't been able to analyze it, and it's difficult— There was one funny 



anecdote at a dinner party once in Beverly Hills. There were some other 

composers there, and they were teasing me because I've always said I need to 

sit at the keyboard the way the doctor puts on a white coat. He can examine 

you without the white coat, but he puts it on and it makes him and everybody 

feel that now he's the doctor. Once I sit at the keyboard, I'm going to play, I'm 

going to compose. I don't compose away from the keyboard. And, as I say, 

some of the other composers were teasing me a little bit, and Stravinsky was 

sitting there, bless him, and he said, "Dahhhhlink, I do exactly the same thing. 

" We all roared with laughter and I've never forgotten. To be equated with 

that! All the guilt disappeared from that moment on. [laughter] So I know 

there are other composers who do it. Perhaps not as exclusively as I do it. I've 

also had some good friends who are composers and conductors, like Gerhard 

Samuel, who've been trying to wean me of this habit. I suppose I could do it, 

but I'm just not comfortable in terms of being [a] composer. It's awfully 

uncomfortable to write that way. You sit and your back goes out and— Mine 

doesn't, but it feels strained because it's an unnatural way "to write. 

SMITH 

What about when you're composing for a large ensemble where there are 

more voices than your fingers? 

GILBERT 

Well, I still do it, still do the initial thing at the piano. Then to open it up and to 

fish out the instruments, well, that I can do at the table, of course. But I don't 

write for very large ensembles. I don't know whether that's the reason, but 

I've never had a chance to. And frankly, I've never wanted to write for a big 

orchestra. I think I'm not good at it. I think I'm good at small, interesting 

combinations. I'm good at working with sounds that are extraordinary and 

make ordinary instruments sound extraordinary. I'm sure that one could do 

that with a large orchestra also. Certainly [Krzysztof] Penderecki and other 

people have done it, but I've never been— You see, for a very long time I 

didn't take my composing all that seriously, and neither did anybody else, 

because I always did it for the stage, either for theater or for dance. Much of 

that was what has now become a heading known as "disposable art. " I don't 

like that term very much, but I didn't mind if it was ephemeral, if it evaporated 

with the dance work. I never took myself all that seriously as a composer. It 



really was after I had been asked—it was at UCLA—to write a piece for the 

UCLA Composers Concert. 

SMITH 

Which piece was that? 

GILBERT 

That was the Interrupted Suite that I wrote, something that I felt should not be 

danced to, but it had dance images. I felt I had to be true to myself, even 

though it was going to be a "music per se" work. That what I can do best is 

something to do with the theater, whether it's overt theater or implied 

theater or imagined theater. Since it was going to be done at the university 

and everything was available, I had several people say, "Oh, let me play in this 

piece. " Suddenly I had three pianists. So there were three pianos. I knew Gary 

Gray was going to play the clarinet. As a matter of fact, he couldn't play it for 

the performance, but it was written for him. The piece emerged for clarinet 

and three pianos. You see, I don't sit down and think what am I going to do 

next. It always works according to what I'm being asked to do, still today. 

SMITH 

That's an unusual accomplishment. 

GILBERT 

It's unusual because I don't feel like composing unless I have a project. Which 

may make my life as a composer somewhat questionable, I don't know. 

Maybe, maybe not. I don't care. [laughter] I do it the way it seems right. And 

I'm very honored because suddenly I've appeared in a book called Ode to 

Napoleon 1900. It just came out the last couple of weeks or so under [Nicolas] 

Slonimsky's editing. I know a former student of mine, Laura Kuhn, was 

responsible for getting [me in], because he hadn't that many women in his 

anything, in his dictionary or encyclopedia, and now Music Since 1900. So that 

piece—No, I don't think that piece is in it, but Food, Vociano, and Bells [are] 

listed and described. [tape recorder off] 

SMITH 

A follow-up question I wanted to ask you was about the state of medical care 

for Jews in Germany during the Nazi regime. 



GILBERT 

Well, as far as I remember, that was not a big problem. First of all, there were 

a lot of Jewish doctors who took care of everybody. But in Kippenheim Dr. 

[Bernhard] Weber continued. I even remember seeing him come across the 

street in his S. S. uniform. And two years ago, a year and a half ago, I was back 

in Kippenheim and saw Dr. Weber's sister (who's now a very old lady) and she 

said they used to discuss it and a patient was a patient and one didn't 

discriminate. 

SMITH 

What about getting into the hospitals? 

GILBERT 

Well, getting into hospitals, all I remember is that just shortly before we left 

Germany, I had a pain in my right side—or left side. Where's the appendix? 

Right side. There was concern not only that we were going to emigrate very 

soon, but that we couldn't afford to have an appendicitis operation in 

America. So it was decided that my appendix better come out. I remember 

being driven to Freiburg to the hospital. It was a Catholic hospital, because I 

remember the nuns as nurses, sisters. I actually had a very nice hospital stay 

there. But, you see, again, when I think about it, I woke— They gave you 

ether; that was the anesthetic. Ether makes you terribly nauseous, of course, 

when you return to some kind of normal thinking and seeing and behavior, 

and my room was full of aunts and uncles. This was only appendicitis, but 

there they were. They had all come to Freiburg to see how I was doing. So 

there was obviously not a big problem there. I think we were always filled with 

fear whenever we entered anything that wasn't our homes, whether it was 

the school or the post office or the hospital or even the market, or whatever. 

You just never knew when you were going to be insulted or whether you— 

Whatever, anything from small verbal injury to the gross injury that could 

have been inflicted at any time. So that was always there. The thing that I 

remember is not— You know we never did land in the concentration camps. 

Nothing terribly overt happened in terms of anything life-threatening to 

ourselves, but there was the constant, constant agony of being insulted, 

injured that way. That just never left. And I will never [forget] the day of the 

Nuremberg Laws, and my mother crying about her children. At that point it 



was clear that one couldn't get the proper education, one couldn't get any of 

the citizen's rights, and that it could only get worse. I think from then on it 

went very quickly that we would leave Germany. But as far as medical care, I 

think that was really not yet a problem to the German Jews so much as all the 

other problems. 

SMITH 

Now, I was told by one of your friends that your leaving Germany actually was 

somewhat of a cliff-hanger adventure. 

GILBERT 

Well, it wasn't— No, what was interesting about that was that we had all the 

proper visas, we knew when we were going to leave, we knew how we were 

going to leave. We would go from Kippenheim by train to Basel and from Basel 

to Paris where there was a world's fair, from Paris to Cherbourg and onto the 

Queen Mary. But the cliff-hanger was for everybody getting from Germany to 

Switzerland. There was always the tremendous fear of the official people 

coming into the compartment of the train and finding something that we 

shouldn't have taken out of the country, such as money or anything else. We 

sent all of our furniture that we were told would be okay for America. 

Unfortunately, we left some gorgeous pieces there, big Black Forest 

handcarved what do you call it?—woodwork on the furniture. Beautiful old 

pieces and a lot of old china, even though I have plenty of china. That all went 

in something called a "Lift, " which was a very large box. That all went ahead 

of us. But then the worry [on] the train from Kippenheim to Basel, which is 

maybe at the most an hour and a half or two hours, that this person would 

come into the train and one would have something happen quite 

inadvertently. My father decided absolutely not to take any chance on 

smuggling out any money or any precious stones or anything like that that 

could have been looked at as transfer, other than our own jewelry. This was 

an enormous fear, that then one couldn't get out. That's the cliff-hanger part. 

But the man came into the train and said, "Oh, Mr. Wertheimer, where are 

you going?" and wished us well, and that was all there was to that. We could 

have taken everything out. I don't know Who spoke to you, but that is 

probably the story they had in mind. When we got to Basel, I, however, had 

something akin to a breakdown. I couldn't stop crying. I didn't mean to cry; I 



just couldn't stop crying for two or three days. Then we went to Paris. This was 

such an enormous step. Certainly we didn't want to stay in Germany, and we 

certainly didn't want to leave Germany. And we certainly were glad to go to 

America, and we certainly didn't want to go to America, you know. My brother 

was twelve. I was fifteen, not quite sixteen. Those are enormous hurdles. And 

as I said before, parents, being very restrained, and then really for my brother 

and me to see this commotion within them— Yes, one had to get out and, yes, 

we were lucky to get out. Some people had already left before us, but we 

were still fairly early on. I think the Anschluss had already taken place in 

Vienna just before we left, the Austrian annexation. So it was obvious it was all 

going to spread and we— My father was quite right: "If you're going to leave, 

leave Europe. " But we were still in Europe. Suddenly we were in Switzerland, 

and there was no problem—it seemed a shock to suddenly be so close to 

home and be in a whole other atmosphere—and in Paris, and then the ship. 

So it wasn't the cliff-hanger, the kind of movie thing where we escaped. It was 

the same cliff-hanger that everybody went through: Who's going to go 

through the train and do this? Did we have to get undressed? Were they going 

to look into every pocket? That kind of thing. What about the baggage? People 

always had to take their baggage down from the racks and— We only had the 

baggage that would take us to America. Everything else had been shipped 

ahead in that big so-called "Lift. " 

SMITH 

When you got to America, what kind of work did your father get? 

GILBERT 

Well, I remember in the beginning there were— It was soon to be the [1939] 

New York World's Fair, and he got some world's fair mementos, souvenirs to 

sell. He had these world's fair mementos. My mother took care of the 

boarders that we had taken in that were living in the apartment, so the 

apartment really was very small for all of us. I still was with Tante Lizzie 

[Wertheimer], and my brother Hans worked as a delivery boy—he was all of 

twelve—for the drugstore downstairs and for the tailor. Everybody helped; 

somehow we managed. But there were moments, big moments of depression. 

And for somebody as proud as my father to feel that there was danger that he 

couldn't support his family, that was sad. I don't know exactly when it 



happened, but the person [Willy Heineberg] who had had much to do with the 

Denicotea cigarette holders—which were cigarette holders that had a filter in 

them, silica gel filters—came to New York and ran into my father. Anyhow, 

they opened the Denicotea New York branch and started that kind of factory. 

From then on it became fairly comfortable. But I must insert something here. 

Many of the German Jews came to New York or wherever, and somehow the 

memory of their existence in Germany became exaggerated in their 

memories: they had all been rich millionaires. And we never did do that. We 

had been comfortable. We weren't rich. Certainly in comparison to what we 

were in New York, [laughter] it seemed rich. But there were, of course, these 

wonderful refugee jokes that went on amongst the group there, because 

everybody was in the same boat. There was a lot of gallows humor. 

SMITH 

Can you remember any? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I remember one just having to do with this: Where somebody walks with 

one of their American friends, and the American friend is getting sick and tired 

of hearing about how wonderful everything was in their comfortable palaces 

in Germany. [laughter] And finally this person says, "Do you see that Saint 

Bernard over there across the street? That used to be a dachshund in 

Germany. " [laughter] That's a comment on the distorted memory. Not a joke 

but a funny incident happened shortly after we had arrived and were still very 

much. in the shock of not owning very much any longer and having to really 

make every penny count. We had been invited through Aunt Lizzie to some 

kind of a tea. In the middle of the conversation— which wasn't so easy anyway 

for us because of the English— somebody talked about the nouveau riche. 

And then turned to my mother and said, "Well, Berta, don't you agree that's 

just terrible?" And my mother said, "Well, in our present condition I would 

prefer nouveau riche to nouveau pauvre, which is what we are. " [laughter] 

That wasn't a joke, but it was this kind of banter that did go on, because none 

of us were alone in this. There was a real sense of communal feeling, of 

"We're all in this together. We all have to see to it that nobody's a burden. " 

An organization sprang up which called itself Self Help. So if the people were 

sick or if anybody could be helped, everybody chipped in and helped and also 



saw to it that children were educated. It was really quite a wonderfully strong 

situation. 

SMITH 

You learned English while you were attending high school? 

GILBERT 

Well, the Gymnasium didn't teach English until the sixth year, and of course 

that was after I left. I think, as I mentioned last time, I spoke Latin the first 

couple of years and French—some French, Gymnasium French— and the 

English would have come later. So we had private lessons in Lahr. After the 

piano lesson I would go to the English lesson to another lady—very nice lady—

who had been in England and spoke quite good English, as I remember her. I 

can still reproduce her voice in my brain. It's there. But it was very British 

English. And, of course, my aunt was British; I think there's still a remnant in 

my accent from those years. So we knew enough English to manage on the 

boat coming to New York. But I also know— and I know this and I talk to every 

foreign student I get who's taking their time learning English—that you have 

to learn it the first year. You have to learn the main part of it right away; then 

the refinement and all of that comes later. But the big bulk of it has to be 

learned the first year. And that's what happened with us. But, of course, in 

that first year I also had to learn about American economics, which at that 

point had so many alphabets: TVA, the Tennessee Valley [Authority], and 

the— Everything had an alphabet component in the description. But I 

managed, and I managed to graduate. And I graduated, in fact, with some kind 

of a music honor, because already, right away, at that high school they 

recognized I could do something. Not only did I play with a, quote, "orchestra, 

" the orchestra had a piano 1 Of course it wasn't a big orchestra, but quite a 

few of us refugees were playing in that ensemble. That was the first— I found 

myself playing for the stage. I improvised, still as a high school student then. 

SMITH 

Did you, in the ensemble, speak English? 

GILBERT 



Yes, I had to speak English, you see. There was nothing bilingual. And as a 

matter of fact, I'm absolutely against that. I know we suffered, and I think you 

have to suffer to learn a language. If the people in that high school had spoken 

German, that would have been too bad. I don't think bilingual education is the 

answer at all. 

SMITH 

Did you continue speaking German at home? 

GILBERT 

We spoke German at home, but I was with Tante Lizzie, so I had to speak 

English there. And that was good too. But I think gradually we even spoke 

English at home. For the time being, for those first couple of years, we spoke 

German. Yes, I'm pretty sure we did, yes. 

SMITH 

You were a graduating high school student. Did you have any feelings that the 

war was about to break out? 

GILBERT 

Well, it seemed obvious that it was going to happen. Whether America would 

get involved was not obvious. That it would happen in Europe, there was no 

question. I mean, it had happened. It was already real. Even though it wasn't 

pronounced a war, there was a war. 

SMITH 

Did you or your parents want America to get involved? 

GILBERT 

I think so. I think so. I can't, in all honesty, deny that at that point we wished 

Hitler dead, we wished that he would be defeated. And so, of course, if 

America could get involved— I know that by that time we certainly wanted to 

be involved if America did get involved. Our fear was that we wouldn't be 

allowed to become involved. So then when America did enter the war, we 

were enemy aliens overnight. Up to that point, how quickly can you become 

American and— Not just to get the citizenship but to— This was especially 

true of my brother and me. Teenagers want to be like peas in a pod. They 



don't want to be different. And here we were again being different. But then 

soon after that my brother was old enough to be drafted and he became an 

instant citizen. Not too long after that I married a citizen, [laughter] and I think 

a lot of it had to do with exactly that, wanting to become normalized. I don't 

know exactly. These things are simultaneities. They're not easily explained in 

horizontal sequences of words following each other. Also, because of my— I 

mean, if anybody ever had a minority complex, certainly I did. To think that 

anybody wanted to marry me was news to me, even though I really had a lot 

of people around me who were very, very flattering and supportive. It's an 

odd thing that has persisted and in some way still persists. 

SMITH 

Would you say that you had a social consciousness at that time? Or were you 

permanently focused on music? 

GILBERT 

No, I had, I think, an exaggerated social consciousness. I've always—even 

through the awful years in Germany—had a kind of idealism and managed, to 

this day, no matter how awful the situation, [to] see what was beautiful. It's 

part of my nature. It's in fact a little bit part of my family's nature, I think, to 

idealize. Especially my mother. She would manage to find something beautiful 

in most everything, and if things really got terrible, she would put a little 

diminutive on a word to make it a little less threatening. So there are these 

conflicting, not just impressions, but I think I have some conflicting makeups in 

my personality that in some ways have neutralized the worst and in other 

ways have made me look at things in not altogether realistic or unrealistic 

ways, depending on what was indicated. 

SMITH 

Did you or your parents help get refugees out of Europe after, say, the fall of 

France? 

GILBERT 

Oh, everybody helped everybody. Oh, absolutely, you know. Last pennies 

went to rescuing other people. At one point not only did we have boarders 

who stayed in our house, but whoever arrived would just arrive at whosever 



doorstep. It was taken for granted. It was also taken for granted that nobody 

would take advantage. It never occurred to anyone that somebody would, but 

that we would all go the same route of becoming independent. That was the 

most important thing. So there was no danger of "the man who came to 

dinner. " [laughter] The man who came to dinner, broken leg or no, would 

want to get out of there as soon as possible and create his own independence 

again. 

SMITH 

When did you become aware of the death camps? 

GILBERT 

Well, they had existed before we left Germany. It just wasn't yet a wholesale 

collection of Jews. Anybody who did anything that they would disapprove of 

was in danger of going into some of the camps. But some people came out 

again; it wasn't that that was the end. I remember some people going into 

Dachau, which was not too far from us, and then coming back once more. It 

was something that they would do, and they called it— They would bring 

some people in under the guise of protective custody. Schutzhaft it was called. 

So it was beginning. It was happening. It was not yet, as I say, the wholesale 

catch. But very shortly after we left, you see, there was the Kristallnacht. Then 

there was no more escape. 

SMITH 

Was that the extermination— 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

The genocide process? 

GILBERT 

Well, that part, the wholesale extermination, was after we left, shortly after 

we left. 

SMITH 



You were in America? 

GILBERT 

The book burning had already happened. 

SMITH 

What I'm wondering is when people in the German-Jewish community in New 

York— 

GILBERT 

We knew. 

SMITH 

—first began to know about it. 

GILBERT 

Immediately. Immediately. As soon as— One never— Even we— We knew 

about it and we knew that there was this danger. People were leaving and 

other people still didn't believe it. So my Aunt Fanny [Valfer] and her husband 

died in a concentration camp. My Uncle Siegfried committed suicide because 

he was going to be caught. From our generation—! think I said that last time—

Hans and Gretel Durlacher were the ones that— That whole family perished. 

My Aunt Delz [Haarburger] and her husband were in Theresienstadt, and they 

came out after the war. As a matter of fact, my then husband [Phillip Gilbert] 

found them as displaced persons in some displaced persons camp after they 

had been delivered, and they emigrated. They had the chance to— Their 

children had emigrated to Australia. Some children were sent ahead. These 

children had been sent ahead when the whole family couldn't leave and went 

someplace like Australia, which didn't have a small quota. There was more of a 

chance to go there. My cousin Erich [Valfer], whom I am so fond of, had gone 

to Italy, and from Italy he got on one of the ships to go to Palestine. The ship 

was stopped in the harbor and he swam into Palestine illegally. He's still there. 

So there are these stories that you think only happened in the movies. And as 

a matter of fact— I have to get this on tape. One of the agonizing things in the 

existence in New York was when people would say, "Now, tell me the truth. 

It's not as bad as in the movies, is it?" The people thought the movies were 



exaggerating, and we would have to say the movies couldn't possibly depict 

what's happening already then. 

SMITH 

Warner Brothers' propaganda movies? 

GILBERT 

Propaganda movies about the Nazis, you know. Even then they didn't know 

that much yet about what was happening to the Jews. They had marching 

Nazis looking handsome. You remember those films. 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

And then, of course, the war movies and then the new agony of suddenly 

being German again. Did they equate us with those uniforms and with the 

screaming? 

SMITH 

Did they? 

GILBERT 

I think some of the kids did. Sure. Which is what happened here to the 

Japanese, right? Are we getting to the end of the tape? 

SMITH 

Very close. 

GILBERT 

Maybe we start a new chapter? 

1.5. TAPE NUMBER: III, Side Two (February 22, 1986) 

SMITH 

Another aspect of going to New York was the availability of culture that had 

been denied you for the previous four years. 



GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Did you start going to concerts a lot? 

GILBERT 

Oh, well, yes. We had no money, but we went to everything that had standing 

room. The Metropolitan Opera, for a quarter you could stand on [the] top 

[gallery] there. I mean, not only I couldn't see, nobody could see from there, 

but you saw enough, and you heard everything very well. There were those 

really wonderful WPA [Works Progress Administration] things. WPA 

performances had the best artists, the best orchestras for practically nothing. 

While I was a governess, I also started giving piano lessons for a dollar an 

hour, then two dollars an hour, and so on, and I enjoyed it. I must "braid" 

something in here: I always loved teaching. As a child I loved teaching. I don't 

think I ever became a teacher because nothing else was possible. I always 

wanted to teach. And so the giving of the piano lessons was not something I 

minded at all; I loved it. The little bit of teaching I did on the side at the New 

York College of Music—just how to listen, etc. —I loved it. Loved working with 

children. I don't think I'd like teaching children anymore today, but I did love it 

then. So suddenly this whole large listening panorama was available. Ten cents 

for a movie. Now, going to a movie wasn't only that, it was also going to 

something that was air-conditioned. That was the only place that was air-

conditioned, and the heat in New York in the summer is something to behold, 

if you don't have any escape. But there were the concerts in the park, there 

were the [Adolph] Lewisohn Stadium [of the College of the City of New York] 

concerts. Fifty cents, twenty-five cents, it was marvelous. There was just a 

profusion of music that was available. Also, the German Jews, no longer did 

we have to have the Kulturbund, as was true in Germany, but they started—of 

course, there were so many musicians—started their own musical evenings, 

afternoons. One did chamber music, one played with each other, one listened 

to each other. And because of that, there was also an enormous 

heightening— From what I hear from the historical chronicles of the time, the 

influx of the German Jews really did something to the New York concert scene 



also, just as it did here in Los Angeles. There was an explosion of theater, 

music, whatever. 

SMITH 

Was there much interaction between the European exiles and the native-born 

Americans? 

GILBERT 

Oh, I think it came about very quickly. Musicians, especially, talk each other's 

language right away. And the mutual respect— I think there was a big surprise 

that there were that many musicians in America also—not Europeans, but 

good American musicians. I think the sense of European snobbism and 

American laissez-faire nonchalance made for a very good combination fairly 

soon. 

SMITH 

In terms of ensembles? 

GILBERT 

In terms of ensembles and being able, as I say, to talk the music language, also 

facilitating the fact that music is a masculine-feminine strong thing to do, 

which didn't happen in the dance so soon. Musicians did not have the respect 

that they then gradually were offered in New York. But this is in retrospect. I 

didn't sense that at the time. We all had enough to do just surviving and 

getting educated and wondering what next. But in retrospect, that seemed to 

me that way. We all played all the time. 

SMITH 

When did you start at the New York College of Music? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I was trying to think of that. After high school and even during high 

school, I had the private lessons with Katja Andy and Sophie Feuermann. And 

then it seemed that I should—even though I was doing the governess stint—

should get more education. But to go into a university, that was what my 

brother should be doing. There was still that distance between the daughter 

and the son in terms of what are you going to become. A daughter didn't 



become something professional, wasn't as important. And, again, there's no 

blame here. It simply was accepted. So Hans was able to go to college and I 

had to make do. 

SMITH 

What college? 

GILBERT 

He went to City College [now City University of New York]. And I then got the 

scholarship at the New York College of Music. I don't know how I got it. It must 

have been through one of my teachers. I remember going in there and playing 

for them and managing a theory exam, although I've never had a lesson in 

theory. They gave me a full scholarship in piano. My first teacher there—as a 

matter of fact, I thought about that last night—was a very nice lady called 

Consuelo Clark. Consuelo Clark taught me for about half a year and said, "Now 

it's time for you to audition for Leslie Hodgson. " I was terrified because I'd 

heard that he was the name. He listened to me and said I had lots to learn. 

[laughter] I sure did. But he took me! He really did further my pianistic skills 

tremendously, really honed them fairly finely. All this time I was still working 

as a governess, and then gradually [I] got more piano students, was able to 

stop being a governess, [and] went back to live with my parents. Things 

changed. Things became much easier. My father's business was beginning to 

flourish. But it was still a struggle for many years. 

SMITH 

What was your piano repertoire? What kind of repertoire? 

GILBERT 

It was completely conservative. I remember playing Ravel's Alborada del 

gracioso in a concert, and that seemed modern. And Debussy. I didn't get to 

really new music as repertory until I came here; [Los Angeles] not in New York. 

My new music undertaking was playing for the dance and finding that I had to 

use other tensions, other harmonic tensions, other kinds of— But I made it up. 

I really did not learn it. It was a kind of emergence. The one who helped me— 

The first one who said stop playing like Brahms, or stop improvising like 

Brahms, was one whom I don't mention too often. I don't know why, because 



she was very important. That was Franziska Boas. Franz Boas's daughter was a 

dancer/choreographer. And she was one of the ones I played for. Up to then I 

played for more ballet than modern dance. 

SMITH 

How did you get involved in playing for dance? 

GILBERT 

Well, that goes back to the refugee years where, as I said before, everybody 

helped everybody, no questions asked. A friend of mine, Ruth Schwartz, who 

had lived in Lahr, who is quite a talented dancer and also quite a talented 

young pianist—she was just a talented person—said she wanted to audition 

for Lotte Goslar and would I play for her. I said, of course. This was still when I 

saw myself as wallpaper, if that much, you know. I was invisible, inaudible. 

[laughter] I was just not there. I knew more or less what Ruth was going to do, 

and Lotte had her auditions for dancers for her company. She had just come 

over. Lotte was, I think, only one-quarter Jewish or something like that. But 

she had traveled in Europe with something called the Pfeffermühle with Erika 

Mann and George Voskovec and people like that, and they had a political 

cabaret. Most of them came to New York together. 

SMITH 

The Peppermill? 

GILBERT 

Peppermill, yes. A political cabaret called Pfeffermühle. Erika Mann—Thomas 

Mann's daughter. So here was Lotte and she was getting a company together. 

She had one, but she needed some more people, I guess, to fill in, and Ruth 

was auditioning for that. And so I played for her, and at the end of that 

audition Lotte turned to Ruth and said, "Thank you very much. " Then she 

turned to me and said, "Would you please stay?" That was my entry into the 

dance field. I then went with Lotte on a tour. The tour meant going to Saint 

Paul and Minneapolis and playing and learning her repertoire and playing for 

her. And, of course, I was terribly honored. Everything was by train still. This 

was also already during the war. This is a long story. Should I go into this? 

SMITH 



Yes. 

GILBERT 

At Grand Central Station there was Uncle Herrmann, Tante Selma, Uncle Poldi, 

Tante Toni, Tante Jenny, Uncle Hugo [laughter], my parents, everybody seeing 

me off, which was quite embarrassing. But it was also quite wonderful. So 

then we were— 

SMITH 

Your first trip away? 

GILBERT 

My first trip away, into the "Wild West. " [laughter] All we knew was to arrive 

at Saint Paul. And I was so unpolished as to how you travel. I had no idea. I 

didn't know how to get to the dining car and was I going to make it back to— I 

was starving all the way to Minneapolis. We were put up at the YWCA and we 

each had a room. I had a room with a bath! Everything seemed so luxurious. 

We gave the concert. I still hadn't eaten anything. I did not know how to go 

into a restaurant, actually, without being with somebody. I must have been 

eighteen. My cousin Hugo [Valfer], who died since, came from Eau Claire, 

Wisconsin. I guess it must have been close to Saint Paul. I don't know. But he 

took us out to dinner after the concert. [laughter] But the best part was on the 

train back from— Lotte had to go somewhere else. In Chicago she put me on a 

train to go to New York. The conductor—now, remember, the conductor has a 

uniform—came into my compartment and looked at me and went out again. 

And then he got the ticket, then out again. My heart was pounding all the way 

from Chicago to someplace, oh, about five hours. It took fifteen hours to get 

from Chicago to New York, and I was scared to death of this train conductor. 

Simply a throwback, you see. Then he came back and he says, "You from 

Germany?" Which, of course, really made my heart pound. I said, "Yes. " He 

said, "You from southern Germany?" I said, "Yes. " He said, "You from 

Kippenheim?" (Can you imagine this from Chicago to New York?) I said, "Yes, 

I'm from Kippenheim. " You know, I was already being—He said, "My name's 

Herzog. I'm from Kippenheim. You look just like your family, Wertheimer. " He 

knew everybody. It was such a fluky thing. Then we get off in New York. 

There's Uncle Herrmann, Tante Selma, Uncle Poldi, Tante Toni again. Uncle 



Herrmann said, "Look at that. That's Herzog, that train conductor. " Uncle 

Herrmann recognized— This was one of these things you can't put in a movie. 

I'm sure nobody will believe it on the tape except that I still have some people 

who were there when it happened. This was so peculiar. And the agony I went 

through and then the relief and then this business at Grand Central with Uncle 

Herrmann and Mr. Herzog recognizing each other. So that was my first tour. 

SMITH 

What was it that Lotte Goslar liked about your playing? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. I never did find out. But we became lifelong friends. Really close, 

close friends and knew everything about each other's lives and went through a 

lot. I played for her in New York. In fact, she appeared at the Rainbow Room 

[in Rockefeller Center]. I played for that audition. She then, of course, had a 

company. I played for her concerts. I think she liked the combination of my 

being able to play well and Improvise, play repertory and improvise things for 

her and write things for her. Whenever she talks about me, she remembers 

that I was such a scared little thing. That I would ever have developed to be in 

charge of things at a university would never in a million years have occurred to 

her. 

SMITH 

What kind of music did she play? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was, again, conventional things. And some of them were stuff I 

wouldn't play for a million dollars today, things that were shortened and 

lengthened and one thing would lead into another. 

SMITH 

Pop-classical then? 

GILBERT 

Pop-classical and real classical. For instance, she did an "Afternoon With an 

Ant" that was done to the Chopin Berceuse. There were other things that were 

a potpourri of material. And, of course, at that time, dancers worked with 



pianists. One didn't work in the studio alone with a tape. So, you see, there 

was this closeness. We worked together. It wasn't just for a concert. 

SMITH 

Would you describe that kind of a relationship? 

GILBERT 

Between dancers and pianists? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Dancers who would work creatively—I mean, choreographers—would 

work with musicians mainly, usually had a pianist who would improvise as 

they improvised. And something would emerge from that. At that point I 

never really thought I was going to go into composition. I didn't think that for 

a long time, even though I was composing. I didn't think of myself as a 

composer. That's when all these creative juices started to flow. 

SMITH 

Were your improvisations being set down on tape? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no. They just evaporated every time. Only the things that were then 

used for concerts were sketched, and only I could read it. I had really not been 

given any formal education in composition. I was allowed to sit in on some of 

the classes at [the] Juilliard [School] or anywhere. But I didn't really learn to 

compose. I learned how other people learned. 

SMITH 

You sat in at Juilliard for a few semesters? 

GILBERT 

On and off. On and off. Never for an organized period of time, because I was 

really now getting very busy. Once I started to play for Lotte, some other 

dancers found out about me. And it seems— I don't know the exact sequence, 



but in no time at all I played for the Ballet Studio 61 in Carnegie Hall, which is 

where everybody taught. I really mean everybody. Also, in that studio there 

was a Japanese, Nimura. He was a very interesting teacher who combined 

some Japanese work with ballet. And his associate was Lisan Kaye. The person 

in charge there just gradually gave me a lot of classes to play for. And that's 

how I fell into the ballet. 

SMITH 

Now, for the ballet you do set. repertoire or—? 

GILBERT 

Well, the ballet— One did improvisation a la Chopin, a la Mozart. Because, 

after all, they were always eight-measure phrases. And I had to learn the 

ballet repertoire as far as knowing all the terms—I had no idea. Really, when I 

think about it, it's been true all through my life. I just had to have a lot of guts. 

They asked me to play. I didn't say I don't know how to do this; I went in and 

did it. And that's how I learned to do it. I faked it, I guess, until it became real. I 

never had a license to do what I did [laughter] all through my life. 

SMITH 

You played for George Balanchine? 

GILBERT 

Well, yes. He was one of the people who came to that studio. And then he had 

another one. That was long before Lincoln Center, of course. I tried to think of 

that yesterday. I knew you were going to ask what that company was called at 

the time. I think it was Ballet Society, but I have to look it up. There was 

another studio where he worked, on the West Side. That's also how I first saw 

Stravinsky work with him. And that's how I found out— [tape recorder off] 

SMITH 

Where you have observed Balanchine, you worked with Stravinsky. 

GILBERT 

Yes, but naturally we knew about Balanchine and Stravinsky. But I didn't know, 

and I think many people didn't know, what a good pianist Balanchine was. He 



could play anything. He could play all of Stravinsky's scores. He could play 

anything at all and very, very well. He was an excellent pianist. 

SMITH 

What ballet were they working on? 

GILBERT 

I don't remember. At that time I had no sense of the historical importance of 

the people I was meeting. I had a sense of going from one class to another and 

playing 

SMITH 

But Stravinsky was already a luminary. 

GILBERT 

Yes, of course, of course. But I really didn't meet him properly until Los 

Angeles. All the important people I didn't meet properly until Los Angeles, 

even though I had met them all in New York. Not all, but quite a few of them. I 

was aware of the importance of Erwin Piscator when I played for some of his 

productions at the New School [for Social Research]. And that's when I met 

Henry Cowell, and I was aware that I was holding— He was doing the score 

for King Lear for Piscator. As a matter o fact, Lotte Goslar did the 

choreography for that. I was there and I was holding the pedals for Henry 

Cowell, who was playing the strings on the piano. That's the first time I had 

seen that. He was plucking and stroking and brushing the strings, and I was 

holding pedals so he would get the full sound. Then I would peek up in 

between and see what he was doing next, and he was putting things on the 

strings and then playing the keys. There, of course, he could play the pedals 

himself, but then I was holding the things down on the strings so they 

wouldn't fall off. That was quite a wonderful experience. He was so nice. 

Shortly after that I met David Diamond, who was doing the score for Margaret 

Webster's The Tempest, which then moved to Broadway. At that point, I was 

simply playing his score for rehearsals, a piano reduction. There I met Canada 

Lee, the black actor. I had had very little contact with black people, you see. 

The first black person I had met was the elevator man in the apartment on 

110th Street where we lived, and he became a good friend—Sidney. I'll never 



forget Sidney. He was wonderful to all of us because he felt, I think, some kind 

of kinship. But Canada Lee was already an important actor, and he took me 

under his wing. I have very tender reminiscences of— I remember he gave me 

a nickel so I could call my family. I don't know whether I didn't have a nickel or 

whether he felt I couldn't afford it, [laughter] but I remember his giving me a 

nickel. You know how you remember things like that? He played Caliban. I'm 

trying to think of the person, wonderful— She was also married to Balanchine, 

not at that time but at one point—Vera Zorina. She played Ariel and, as Ariel, 

had to stand on top of a peak. She had fear of heights. She was teetering on 

that cliff and overcame that fear. And I felt for her, because I wouldn't have 

liked to be on that cliff either. That play took me into the theater, you see. 

SMITH 

Had you heard of Henry Cowell before you met him? 

GILBERT 

No, I hadn't. No, I hadn't. 

SMITH 

How familiar were you with American music? 

GILBERT 

Very little. It was not what I was being taught. There was very little self-image 

or self-respect of Americans [for] their own art at that time. Yes, of course 

some, but not really the way it has developed. I think it still limps behind most 

other countries' self-image. 

SMITH 

Were you, say, familiar with [Charles] Ives or—? 

GILBERT 

No, not very much. Only peripherally [Aaron] Copland and [Virgil] Thomson 

and— But I hadn't met them then. Didn't meet them until Los Angeles—Los 

Angeles, New York, Los Angeles, New York, you see. I had even not gathered 

or hadn't understood that what I was doing there, all this playing for dance 

and some theater, I was beginning to emerge as somebody who was doing 

something peculiar. All I was thinking of was that I was becoming a pianist. I 



did play in Town Hall and I played in Carnegie Hall and I gave a full-length 

recital at the New York College of Music, which gave me the artist diploma. 

But that was already in '45. Before that I got the teacher diploma. You had to 

play something for that, and you had to pass the theory and whatever 

courses. That was the teacher certificate. Then the artist diploma. That was 

already during the war. 

SMITH 

How did you slide into modern dance from ballet? 

GILBERT 

I didn't slide, you see. Marion Scott, who is now in our department, heard— 

No, I have to go the other way. Somebody heard about what I was doing—

Marion came later—and Doris Humphrey called. I started to play for Doris and 

her classes—not for the concerts, but for the classes. She was the one who 

gave me the big push, I think. At this point we were still very poor. She said, 

"You would make a much better accompanist if you also did some dancing. " 

Well, I'd always wanted to dance, and I was always told I couldn't because I 

couldn't see, you know, and you certainly wouldn't dance with glasses. She 

didn't care. She just wanted me to learn. I said, "Well, Doris, I can't afford to 

take classes from you. " She said, "Yes, you can. You'll take a class and then 

you'll play for a class, and we're even. " And this barter system went on for 

quite a while. What I learned was not to play any longer just for what I saw, 

but to also play for what had now developed as a muscle empathy, that 

although dancers want to look effortless, it takes a tremendous amount of 

effort to look effortless. When you play for classes, as compared to playing for 

the stage, you support what the muscles are doing rather than what is being 

perceived by the eye. 

SMITH 

How does that work itself out in musical terms? 

GILBERT 

In musical terms it meant that dynamically and rhythmically you went along 

with the movement. And in concert terms it meant that you then had to go 

back to what the audience was supposed to perceive. So I was on two 



different wavelengths, if you will, musically, whether I was playing for a class 

or whether I was in my mind making up music for a lecture demonstration or 

something that was more for the stage. But I didn't do very much of dance for 

the stage in New York. I really did much more music for the dance class in New 

York. 

SMITH 

Did you know at the time that Doris Humphrey was such an important figure? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I did. Yes, I did. Then there were some people who went from Humphrey 

to [Martha] Graham, which was like crossing from France to America. It was a 

tremendously hard-edged difference between them. And they took me in. 

Then I played for Graham. Nobody minded that I was the ecumenical one. 

[laughter] I played for everybody. But I certainly was able to recognize the 

difference. Because they were such a closed situation in each one of these 

studios, I was able to tell, again, this total look, in the subway, whether it was 

a Graham dancer or a Humphrey-Weidman dancer. There was no question in 

my mind. 

SMITH 

What was the difference? 

GILBERT 

The ponytail, I think, and also the way they sat. It was a different look, but I 

think it was the ponytail. It was done differently. A certain uniform look 

emerged. You know, as one now talks about the Balanchine look and— It was 

a Graham look and a Humphrey-Weidman look. I loved Charles Weidman. 

Charles Weidman was, I think, a much too unsung hero of those years. He was 

not only an interesting choreographer, but he was one of the most interesting 

humorists. He was able to be hilariously funny without hurting anybody. He 

could describe a certain person by being a chipmunk. He would do it that way. 

And his chipmunk would just— You would die laughing. Everything about him 

was that way. He was really suppressed by Doris. Doris was very, very strong 

and she just swallowed up Charles Weidman. Then she swallowed up Jose 

Limón, with whom I had many conversations about that later on. They were 



both such gentlemen. They never said a word. She made everybody feel— I 

don't think she meant to be mean. Not at all. But she made everybody feel 

that without her, neither one of these two men would have amounted to 

anything. She just sat on Jose's work. When I heard that Doris had died, I 

thought Jose would disappear. We all did. 

SMITH 

What about Pauline Lawrence? 

SMITH 

Well, Pauline did the costumes mainly for Charles. She did all the costumes for 

Charles. I think she did quite a few for Doris also. But at that time she was not 

yet connected with Jose. 

SMITH 

Yes. But she was also a pianist, right? And a composer. 

GILBERT 

She was a pianist. She was a pianist and a costumer. She did both very well. 

There was another person with Humphrey-Weidman—and it will come to me 

but it isn't coming to me now—who did a lot of the music very nicely, and I 

learned a lot from both these people. Pauline was very gracious and generous 

to me as a matter of fact. I must have been such a nebbish. Everybody took 

me on. I was really an absolutely self-effacing, self-erasing person. And 

although I never thought I didn't have talent, and they all recognized I did, I 

never thought I was worth making such a fuss about. Then when Louis Horst 

took me on, I still didn't think that I was anything special. I just thought he was 

very special to deal with me in spite of whatever I thought I wasn't. But all 

these people were— Frieda, Frieda— It will come to me. Her first name was 

Frieda, the other person who played for Humphrey-Weidman [Frieda Flier]. 

SMITH 

Did Pauline Lawrence or Frieda [Flier] influence Humphrey's choice of music? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think so. You see, Doris was quite musical but not very well educated 

musically. And this was true of many of the dance people. Really, Balanchine 



was the only one who had a -thorough musical education. Jose Limón worked 

very hard on being musically educated. He was an autodidact in that way; he 

really studied a lot of music. Later on when he came to Los Angeles and found 

out about my connection with Schoenberg, the Schoenberg family and 

Schoenberg's music, he said that he had tremendous admiration for 

Schoenberg. He indeed knew the music and he indeed also knew all the 

Beethoven quartets. One of the letters I still have—I don't know whether it's 

already in the archives or not—is Jose Limón thanking me for sending him the 

Schoenberg letters in English translation, which had just come out. He said he 

couldn't sleep; he just went on reading and reading and reading until he'd 

read them all. So Jose was very well educated, musically. All dancers are 

natively musical or they wouldn't be where they are. But most of them are not 

educated, and [it] makes for lots of problems, which we'll probably get into 

when we talk about teaching music to dancers. 

SMITH 

Right. Let's get into Louis Horst. How did you come— You came to work with 

him through your working for Martha Graham? 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

And you were accompanying her classes? 

GILBERT 

Yes, classes, technique classes, that she taught and other people taught. That's 

how I also first met Jean Erdman and some of the other people, through that. 

Louis, again—I bless them all—he thought I was talented, and he never yelled 

at me. He yelled at everybody. He was the bogeyman, considered with 

tremendous respect and admiration by all the dancers, but everybody was 

afraid of him. By this time this was not somebody I was going to be afraid of. 

He helped me develop certain aspects, not just the playing, but the perception 

of what was happening, in "Don't just play what you see and don't just play 

what you know they're doing, but play above it and below it, so that the music 

makes a statement also. " This was a very important step, because up to this 



point I felt myself as being in service to the dance, and he helped me get a 

more autonomous sense of what the music was doing. He wasn't going to take 

anything from anybody and he didn't want me to either! And, really, I can't, 

you know, say enough about the difference that made. I'm not just talking 

about my self-respect or anything, but the difference in the relationship 

between music and dance, which at this point, if you were not a ballet 

company dancing to a score, the modern dance kind of swallowed up music. 

The term that they're using now that I am apt to use: they "used" music. And 

it's become part of the dialect. "I'm going to use such and such for my 

choreography." And indeed they did. [laughter] Louis was educating Martha. I 

mean, he was there always; he was there all "the time. I don't know what the 

relationship was. I think it really was more paternal than anything else, even if 

they lived together. And their dachshund— I loved dachshunds because we 

had one in Germany, and he had a dachshund. That was another bond. He was 

somewhat, I guess, "Germanic, " although he was absolutely as American as—

Horst, I guess. There was something there that was in his approach to "It has 

to be done well and it has to be done intelligently and it has to be done 

analytically and it has to be interesting. " And although I didn't use any of 

those terms or know enough to do them other than intuitively, I think that's 

what people recognized. And he pushed that in me. No nonsense. 

SMITH 

What kind of music were you playing for— 

GILBERT 

Well, by now I was doing rather dissonant, interestingly rhythmic things, but 

not in any way connected with what one would call "modern music in the style 

of. " 

SMITH 

Were you even familiar with— 

GILBERT 

I was getting more familiar, of course. It was becoming more not only part of 

what I was doing but part of what I now called the passive repertoire, the 

listening repertoire. 



SMITH 

So you had heard Schoenberg and Webern? 

GILBERT 

Yes, but it wasn't really part of me yet. It was something I was learning, but I 

was learning it the other way around. I was making the sounds almost before I 

heard the music. 

SMITH 

What about Bartók? Did he have— 

GILBERT 

Bartók, of course, was very much in the dancer's realm, and so I heard more 

Bartók. I heard more neoclassicism before I heard twelve-tone. And 

neoclassicism and neoromanticism were closer to what I was doing, except 

that I was always—and still am—interested in extra-conventional sounds. I 

would use anything in the room to play on. That's long before it became chic 

to use, quote, "available sound surfaces. " Certainly not for the ballet class, 

but for the modern class. 

SMITH 

So you would get off and— 

GILBERT 

I would get off and play the window or the Venetian blinds or whatever was 

available. And I was considered being kind of mad. I was flattered that I was 

considered to be anything, [laughter] any kind of label. But Franziska [Boas] 

enjoyed that. Because she spent a lot of time in Bali with her father, so she 

was perfectly open to all those extra sounds. They all were in a way. And, of 

course, the drum and percussion, it didn't bother me that I'd never had a 

percussion lesson. I just played. I played on whatever available percussion 

pieces were in those studios. 

SMITH 

How do you evaluate the difference between Humphrey's sense of music and 

Graham's sense of music? 



GILBERT 

Well, do you mean in terms of taste? What they chose? 

SMITH 

What they chose, how they used the music. 

GILBERT 

Humphrey was more apt to have music composed for her idiom. And so there 

was Frieda—Flier, I think, was her name. And Pauline and some other people. 

It was usually music written by dance composers, where Graham was more 

apt to want music written by composer composers. But the first ones were 

done by Louis. Many of them were done by Louis and by Norman Lloyd and 

people like that who were composers for dance. But then she branched off 

more into composers who were already recognized. Graham is musical 

enough, but not as concerned about it as some other choreographers. She will 

then choreograph to the music just as easily as having it follow her. But when 

Louis was in charge— Well, as a matter of fact, Doris also worked with, yes, 

again, [Wallingford] Riegger, you know, who did some work for her. She did 

Bach pieces, of course, Passacaglia and Fugue [in C minor] and the Air on the G 

String and so on. She was the first one to, quote, "use" Bach. And there was 

quite a lot of comment on that, negative comment, that Bach was being 

sacrificed to the dance. 

SMITH 

Was he? 

GILBERT 

Well, in some ways, of course. Because very few people who have seen 

that Passacaglia can hear it without seeing that. This is what comes up in 

discussions about music should be heard and not seen. [laughter] And then 

here I am doing music for dance. But I've always felt that music for dance 

serves the dance better if it is connected with the dance. That goes for the 

Tchaikovsky ballets right up to the plink and plunk of some schools that what 

you do for dance you couldn't even play at any other time. It doesn't mean 

that you can't choreograph Bach. But Doris, of course, choreographed it very 

musically. Every entrance of a voice was an entrance of a dancer and so on, 



and the development was very clear. Some dancers, some choreographers 

now will try to ignore that. They'll go "against it, " in quotes, and all they come 

off as being is unmusical. You can't ignore a fugue. I've just finished that 

lecture yesterday. And here and then somebody will try it and do something 

very intelligent if you know what they're doing. But if you don't know what 

they're doing, it looks unintelligent and unmusical. Certain other pieces of 

music you can go against. You can make a comment against the music or you 

have the music there as a contrast to what's happening, but with contrapuntal 

music you can't. 

SMITH 

On Horst, he generally was considered to be kind of a bear, wasn't he? 

GILBERT 

Oh, people were terrified of him. I don't think I ever was. And he taught 

classes, of course. He taught classes in composition and he taught classes in 

dance composition, choreography classes. 

SMITH 

Were you ever in his class? 

GILBERT 

I've watched. I didn't— You see, I didn't consider myself to be a dancer, I just 

stood there and tried some of the things. But there was never a class when 

somebody didn't cry. I mean loudly [laughter] and in agony over what was 

happening to them. He was cruel, I guess. I remember one person doing a 

study and being a little bit out of breath and kind of leaning against the piano 

and Louis saying, "Now, come on. It's not in the piano. " Like that, as if she 

were looking for it to come out of the piano, [laughter] He was very strict, very 

ungentle with the people he was dealing with. Still, there were enough of us 

who just adored him and were absolutely loyal and faithful admirers right up 

to the time he had one heart attack after another and they took care of him. 

SMITH 

Alma Hawkins, in her oral history interview, says she felt that Horst was too 

rigid, that his approach was not organic. Was that your impression? 



GILBERT 

Well, I think from Alma's point of view that would be absolutely right. And if I 

were Alma I would think that, meaning that— 
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Oh, I remember saying if you did it for Louis [Horst], you did it right or you did 

it wrong. There was no question that he'd set up very rigid parameters, or 

rigid rules, about what was correct and what wasn't. That would now, I think, 

go against my grain also. But at the time, it was very comfortable to know you 

were going to do it right or wrong. It was something to learn. It was not just 

"be creative, " you know, which is what a lot of people did: "Express yourself, 

be creative. " Self-expression was with a capital S and a capital every other 

letter—it was so important. It was not that important to Louis. Louis had a 

way of teaching that involved the person but the person wasn't the center of 

the universe. The material was important, the music was important, and the 

movement was important, and I think that we're coming back to some of that. 

Now, Norman Lloyd, whom I also loved, had a more organic approach, and so 

did his wife, Ruth [Lloyd]. They were lovely, a lovely couple who knew a great 

deal about dance and a great deal about music and were very nurturing to the 

whole field. Everybody learned from Norman and Ruth. It was a different kind 

of learning. I was lucky I had them all. Without really appreciating it. 

SMITH 

What do you mean by "more organic"? 

GILBERT 

Less hard-edged. They later on wrote a book called The Borzoi Book of Modern 

Dance. They didn't write about music, because they were in a way more 

involved with how the dance and the music happened. So that things 

developed— Which is more what Alma [Hawkins] is interested in, that things 

come from within, from the individual. Certainly not "express yourself, " but 

coming from a deeper source. I don't think that Norman and Ruth would have 

known that that's what they were doing, but in retrospect, they were doing it 

more in that key, I mean musical key and emotional key. It was more relaxed, 



it was more custom-tailored, rather than "This is how you do it. " So Louis 

came off as the dictator. But you see, I was delighted to be dictated to at the 

time. I didn't feel I was being dictated to. I felt I was being molded. And I think 

that's what I was being. 

SMITH 

But you were still able to move from [Doris] Humphrey-[Charles] Weidman to 

[Martha] Graham, back to ballet, back to standard repertoire? 

GILBERT 

I had no trouble. It seems really odd to me now, but I think that's part of— I 

was very young. It's like learning languages. You don't have an accent in those 

languages when you learn them young. And for my career, I was almost too 

young to be doing all the things I was doing. but I was doing them. I was 

developing a certain style that did work well for all the modern stuff, and the 

ballet playing I hadn't lost. I could switch off and switch on for that. I certainly, 

then, gradually got out of the ballet and stayed in the modern. 

SMITH 

Did you play differently for Humphrey-Weidman and Graham? 

GILBERT 

Well, yes, they were different techniques. They each were different; they had 

the hyphen for the performances, but the classes were different. The 

Humphrey classes really had a lot to do with fall and recovery. Weidman's 

classes had more to do with that technique to get to some of that mime that 

he used as well, but also some of the Humphrey technique. In Graham, it was 

a lot of the contraction and release. The spiral hadn't developed yet; that 

came later, when I came back to New York. At times I was watching that 

development. 

SMITH 

Musically, how did you interpret these different demands? 

GILBERT 

Well, it's difficult to verbalize. 



SMITH 

Right, I know. 

GILBERT 

It wasn't based on anything set harmonically or melodically. I think if I were to 

put an adjective to it, then the music for the Graham was harder and less 

flowing. More flowing for Humphrey. 

SMITH 

More staccato for the— 

GILBERT 

For the Graham? Yes. Well, not staccato as much as more raw, more 

dissonance, more clarity in a way. There was a softer, more flowing way of 

playing for some. But it's almost kind of naive to put it this way, because it 

wasn't that clear. I really don't know. I wish I had a tape. I wish I had a tape of 

a lot of the things I did then, but who had a tape? There was no tape. 

SMITH 

But later when you came to UCLA and you were composing for student dances 

and other choreographers' dances— What I'm trying to get at is, how did your 

working in New York with these major choreographers influence your 

composing here in Los Angeles for the dance? 

GILBERT 

Well, for number one, I hadn't composed anything in New York. I didn't think I 

had. When I came to UCLA, well, that's a whole story, you know. When I came 

to Los Angeles, both 'SC [University of Southern California] and UCLA 

approached me. All I could go by was that— I had no idea. I had no idea that 

this was happening. Although I'd been to Utah, and Nebraska was the first 

university I had seen that was doing this—any of this. And it was in physical 

education. It was physical education at UCLA also. Martha Deane, who's a very 

important person, was in charge of the dance element in physical education. 

She asked me then to come and play for classes, and I just took UCLA because 

I thought it was prettier. [laughter] I had nothing else to go by. I also had 

absolutely no sense of developing a career; I thought I was developing a 



marriage. I don't know what I was thinking. Really, I don't. I was still in that 

same sense of "I wonder what they're doing. They're going to find out I'm a 

fraud. I don't have any degrees. I don't have anything official. " I just did it. 

Here I was at a university and they asked me to play for dance classes and I 

did, but I hadn't played for, historically speaking, five minutes when Martha 

Deane said, "Why don't you teach a class in music for dance?" And I said, "Oh, 

no. Nobody can do that. I don't want to do that. I don't know how to do that. " 

The more I resisted, the more I wanted to, and she picked up on that. Three 

weeks after that, she asked me again. This time I said— We both remember it 

because we both still laugh about it. (She's now way in her eighties. ) And I 

said, "Well, if no one will look at what I'm doing for two years, I'd like to try it. 

" She said, "Done!" Nobody looked at what I was doing for two years, and 

that's how I developed the course. In the meantime, I was playing for dance 

classes, and there were interesting people there. I had no sense of "I've been 

playing for these important people"; I was also playing for "unimportant" 

people while I was playing for Graham. It was only occasionally, you know, 

[now] and then, I played for their classes, and I played for everybody else too. 

I had no sense of hierarchy. I still don't that much. I can get just as excited 

about what a senior is doing, if it's really interesting, as compared to what a 

graduate student is doing, as compared to what one of the better known 

lights of the modern dance [is] doing. I'm interested. So that was never an 

obstacle. 

SMITH 

Horst, in Modern Dance Forms, stresses starting with the courtly dances of the 

fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth centuries. 

GILBERT 

He called them pre-classic, pre-classic dance forms, yes. 

SMITH 

Did that— 

GILBERT 

Everybody learned them. 

SMITH 



Everyone. Did you— 

GILBERT 

I learned them. 

SMITH 

You learned them and— 

GILBERT 

I did learn those. 

SMITH 

And you incorporated them into your— 

GILBERT 

And I'm still teaching those in my music classes. I teach them a la Louis, which 

is not correct, but it makes sense with the music. And in one, in two hours 

these dancers who are learning renaissance music and the Renaissance Dance 

Suite learn enough about that music by doing the skeletal steps that we 

learned from Louis Horst. Of course, in the meantime— It's a little bit like 

what happened to—oh, who's the famous anthropologist?—Margaret Mead 

when she first did all these things, and then later on all these people did real 

research. And she's looked at as having been somewhat superficial, but, my 

goodness, what would they have done without her? It's the same thing with 

all these renaissance and baroque scholars following Louis Horst and some of 

these people. Well, all right, so they're doing it—some of it—more correctly 

now, but he had the essence of it. I don't know where he got it from, as a 

matter of fact. Just studying. Nobody studied the [Thoinot] 

Arbeau Orchesography. I never heard of it until Louis brought it to people's 

attention. He did all of that kind of thing. It was very exciting. The same thing 

with Curt Sachs, who was teaching at Columbia [University] and who also gave 

lectures at the New School [for Social Research]. Of course, what he did was— 

Now it looks superficial and in big, bold strokes, whereas you can spend three 

big volumes on baroque decorations alone in music. The fact that they used 

any of this material at all was interesting to hear about. Then when he talked 

generally about primitive dance, and everybody sneers at it now, well, at least 

he did talk about it and he had a very good sense of it. He was able to combine 



music and dance in his lectures. He wasn't just doing music with a few dance 

accompanimental comments or somebody who talked about dance with a few 

music accompanimental comments. He was able to do a very nice hybrid. 

Well, "hybrid" has a slightly— No, I guess it's not negative, is it? A kind of 

synthesis, I think is what I mean, of the two arts. 

SMITH 

When you became a teacher, did you recall these kind of— 

GILBERT 

Of course. 

SMITH 

Did you draw from them? 

GILBERT 

Of course. I mean, I then had to do my own research, because just having 

listened to Curt Sachs and Louis Horst is not enough. Otherwise, it just 

becomes a decal of what they were doing. I found some things that were 

different from what they were doing. But I've never lost the sense of—not just 

the sense of gratitude, but that they pushed me. Now, look, Curt Sachs didn't 

push me; he never knew if I was there. But he was friends of friends of mine, 

and I met him that way. But Louis Horst really did push and kick and mold and 

sculpt me in many ways. 

SMITH 

You mentioned yesterday that you didn't realize how important he was, how 

important an influence he was on you, until much later. 

GILBERT 

I didn't. I didn't. The gratitude at the time was really not as it developed later. I 

think— I don't know if I just told you this or I told the class, but when I finally 

wrote the book Music for the Modern Dance and Louis said he stayed up all 

night to read it, it sounded just like Louis being funny and slightly snide, and I 

laughed with him. I laughed on the telephone when he said that. The next day, 

I found somebody to whom Louis had said, "I stayed up all night and read Pia's 

book. " I felt simply awful and embarrassed and called him right back and 



thanked him, sent him another copy with a letter. So the big bear had all these 

other attributes. I must say, people— There were a lot of the dancers either 

hating him or being madly in love with him. I was never madly in love with 

Louis Horst. He was my teacher! There was never any such incident. I don't 

think it would have occurred to either of us, certainly not to me. But there was 

always something terribly dramatic happening in those situations with "Louis 

the god" or "Louis the devil, " as far as the dance world was concerned. 

SMITH 

How do you— Looking back now, how do you evaluate his music? Say, the 

score for Frontier? 

GILBERT 

Excellent, I think, for what it was and what it was at that time. Not if you look 

at it as music as such. But it said what it had to say. Of course, he never was 

recognized as a composer, and I don't think he meant to be that much, 

although he wrote other music. 

SMITH 

Did you consider yourself to be part of the modern dance movement? 

GILBERT 

I don't think I considered myself as being important in that way. When I came 

here, I felt I had a mission once I started teaching, once I started the molding, 

and I started to learn more in order to do that better. 

SMITH 

Well, what— At that time, what were the philosophical and social differences 

between modern dance and ballet, between Graham and [George] 

Balanchine, say? 

GILBERT 

Well, Graham and Balanchine didn't come up yet until later. Anything modern 

was versus anything ballet. Each disdained the other. There were little jokes in 

classes. It was the ballet person making a la moderne, you know, and vice 

versa. But certainly with a wink, not with ever thinking. At that time the only 

person— There was somebody by the name of Paul Love who wrote an article, 



I think it was in Dance Observer, predicting that this would come about, and 

none of us— I mean we all thought he was crazy. We couldn't envision it. It 

really was not possible to envision it because the modern dance did not only 

see itself as what it was, but also saw itself as an answer or an antithesis to the 

ballet. So the rapprochement came later, and I was part of that. I was, again, 

involved, because I was always going back to New York. I remember seeing 

Balanchine in the Graham studio and thinking, "That man looks just like 

Balanchine. " And, sure enough, it was Balanchine. Nobody looks like 

Balanchine, you know, [laughter] He was taking classes. Then I thought, "Well, 

maybe Graham is taking classes at the Balanchine studio, " but she didn't. At 

that time, they were working on the [Anton von] Webern Episodes, and really I 

think his choreography was more interesting than hers, in that piece. 

SMITH 

Why was that? 

GILBERT 

Why was that? 

SMITH 

In your opinion. 

GILBERT 

In my opinion he was able to seriously absorb it as happening now. You know, 

ballet companies are seriously absorbing modern dance choreographies. 

[American] Ballet Theatre is now doing a [Merce] Cunningham piece and 

they're doing Paul Taylor. They're doing Graham—no, they're not doing 

Graham—but they're doing a lot of Twyla Tharp, etc. (if you consider that 

modern). But you don't find a modern company incorporating any ballet 

choreographies. You see? It's obviously easier the other way. The flux goes 

toward the ballet. I think it is true what Paul Love was saying, in that it's going 

to enrich the ballet. I'm not sure, but that seems to be what's happening. 

SMITH 

What kind of audiences did modern dance have at that time? 

GILBERT 



Oh, in the first place, the modern dance was very poor. Everybody was poor. 

Graham had some support, quite a bit of support, from Mrs. [Bathsheba] 

Rothschild. Everybody else was struggling. Nobody got paid. And nobody 

expected to make any money. I don't know how they did it; I really don't. I 

mean, I got paid a little bit for playing, but I don't think I ever got paid for 

playing for a concert. I got a little bit of money, occasionally, to play for a 

ballet concert. I remember being paid by Joze Duval for her ballet concert. 

That was a kind of mishmash with Spanish and other character dance. Hilda 

Butsova was a wonderful "character" as a ballerina left over from the 

nineteenth-century. Although she was of the twentieth century, she was a 

nineteenth-century ballet person. She paid me a little bit for some of the 

concerts I did for her, etc., but mostly the dancers never got paid. So one 

didn't care about having large audiences. One really didn't expect it. Finally, 

when the series at the "Y" [YMCA], the Ninety-second Street "Y, " developed, 

something more developed there, so that not everybody was starving all the 

time. But you couldn't make a living with it. Everybody had another job. 

SMITH 

I found it interesting that Weidman and [Helen] Tamiris and many of them 

actually worked in musical theater. 

GILBERT 

That's how they made some money. And of course, Charles [Weidman] was 

very funny, and then he took from that. He did those wonderful Flickers—

there was a series called Flickers—which were just hilarious. Hanya Holm did 

Kiss Me, Kate and some others. She was the first one to employ notation. She 

would prefer dancers who could read notation so she could give them a score 

and say, "Learn it. " And that happened so early on you'd think by now they'd 

be so much further with it. They're not. Hanya was really the only one who 

continued to work that way. 

SMITH 

Did you work with Holm? 

GILBERT 



Not very much; yes, some. I played for some auditions for her, and we were 

able to speak German and— [laughter] I like Hanya. 

SMITH 

Did she introduce you to [Mary] Wigman? 

GILBERT 

No, I met Wigman in Los Angeles through Ruth [St. ] Denis. And they both 

came to my house, as a matter of fact. It was very interesting. 

SMITH 

We'll have to talk about that. [laughter] 

GILBERT 

Yes. Everybody came to my house. 

SMITH 

Of course, you did have John [Joseph] Martin out there plugging for— 

GILBERT 

John Martin was wonderful. John Martin— I don't know how much modern 

dance would have been recognized without the push from John Martin. He 

understood it, he championed it, he scolded it. [laughter] He also was not 

afraid of saying, "This is an American art form. Everybody sit up and take 

notice that this is very peculiar. It did not come from Germany. " He was 

absolutely right. Graham did not follow Wigman. They were coexisting that 

many miles away, and you didn't have a jet to fly back and forth either. He 

gave it that kind of credit and allowed [one] to think of it that way. I met him a 

few times in New York, but not really until he came to UCLA. We developed 

the most wonderful, loving friendship right up to the time that he died. I think 

he was a very important force in getting the American modern dance 

recognized, also recognized overseas. 

SMITH 

Coming back to Holm, she was— She's credited as being the first person to use 

recorded music at a dance performance. 



GILBERT 

I didn't know that. 

SMITH 

Nineteen thirty-seven for Trend. 

GILBERT 

Oh, she used— 

SMITH 

The [Wallingford] Riegger score. 

GILBERT 

The Riegger score. I didn't know that. I thought it was played. 

SMITH 

Did she normally use live music? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. I'm sorry. I wasn't aware of this at all. i 

SMITH 

Naturally, I was asking you because of your— 

GILBERT 

Because of— That takes a tape. I don't think that we can do this in an hour. I 

have to be able to rail at random. [laughter] That's a whole concept that we 

really do need to address. I mean, I need to address it because it's become a 

kind of mission. I'm not successful in it, but I'm not going to stop talking about 

it. I'm a little more successful than I used to be. I think people are coming back 

to it. 

SMITH 

That would be nice. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. 



SMITH 

There are enough hungry musicians. 

GILBERT 

There are enough hungry musicians and there are enough saturated audiences 

who can't bear to listen to another big symphonic anything with dance. If it's 

going to be a big symphonic anything with dance, it had better be with large 

ballet and a good conductor—and live. But I think we need a morning, not a 

whole morning, but we need some time to really go into that at length. 

SMITH 

Well, I do have— 

GILBERT 

Another question? 

SMITH 

—some major kinds of thematic areas I'd like to probe. One is the obvious 

thing that modern dance is an art form where women have really been the 

principal creators, the principal theorists. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

The first question is why is that? Is there something about— Is there a 

women's dance that's different from men's dance? 

GILBERT 

Well, the first people in modern dance obviously were women. Whether it 

was Isadora Duncan— Everyone thinks of her as a kind of mother of modern 

dance. Whether it was Wigman in Germany, Graham, Humphrey, Holm—they 

were all women. And they weren't earth mothers either, which is sometimes 

the way they're looked at; they were strong women. Strong, thinking women 

at that time, almost anywhere, but certainly in America, were not recognized 

necessarily as being something terribly positive. But they did attract a large 



following. Men choreographers in dance were in the ballet area obviously. 

There were very few ballet choreographers that were women, right? Not too 

many. They were attracted to the modern dance because, I think, a germinal 

feminism in the art was emerging then anyway. Not the pronounced one of 

against men, but a pronounced one for women, which is where I am in a way. I 

mean, I'm not— I don't like feminism when it tries to humiliate men. I don't 

think these women had that in mind either. They were making statements 

about life, family, social ills, and symbolism, which was an interesting 

development in the arts. They attracted other women. They also attracted 

men. And not only homosexual men, which is what was— At that time it was 

considered all right for those men to enter dance. Of course, it attracted a lot 

of homosexual men who had their own fights to fight and finally decided, well, 

if we're going to be looked at this way, might as well do it. But it did attract 

more women. Because of what we were talking about earlier, economically, it 

was certainly no way to make a living. Not too many men would have wanted 

to do it, because men were still supposed to feed the family, regardless of 

what they were doing. Women were making a lot of sacrifices in the arts and it 

was accepted. A little bit like the refugee thing: We were all poor. It was all 

right, we were all together. We all were able to keep the dignity and the 

creative and the cultural juices going. It's a little bit something like that, 

because it definitely was a minority, a minority that was fighting for something 

important and felt revolutionary. I tell you, when women are revolutionary, 

they can become quite rabid. I think in some ways more so than men, once 

they have a cause. This was a positive cause, thank goodness. It was not to 

destroy anything. It was to build. Women are builders; women give birth, 

women make things grow. This was a natural artistic habitat. I hadn't thought 

about it until I saw your question—heard your question. 

SMITH 

Martha Graham in particular seemed to have very strong statements that she 

needed to make. 

GILBERT 

Definitely. And she made strong statements in her life, too. She lived very 

unlike— You know, now it doesn't mean a thing if you live that way, but at the 

time her life was revolutionary also. Her relationships, her being singular— I 



mean singular, not necessarily single, but being her own person very much. 

She wasn't Mrs. Anybody, you know. She wasn't Mrs. Husband. This was true 

of quite a few of these people. They were emerging as their own entities, and 

it wasn't popular. 

SMITH 

How much of this did you accept at the time? 

GILBERT 

I just admired it. I didn't make it part of my life. But you see, ever since I was 

born, I was peculiar. So it was expected— I think whenever I did things that 

were normal, such as loving to cook, everybody was surprised. They expected 

me to be like the starving artist who didn't like that. [laughter] Just like the 

business of being stylistically able to travel from one thing to another, my life 

has been that way. I like a fairly conservative, refined kind of home. I'm an 

avant-garde composer, supposedly. I love all the new things that are—not all 

of them, but discriminatingly—new things that are happening. But I think I live 

fairly conservatively. I don't think of it as a contradiction. I was a divorcee long 

before that was chic, and a single mother because of the divorce. And had a 

terrible struggle with that, but would not then, after I had established myself 

as a person, change it for the sake of its looking right. So that came along with 

the development. Many things in my life were what one would consider late 

blooming. Other things were terribly early blooming. [laughter] It wasn't ever 

quite in sync with what was expected. 

SMITH 

I also wanted to ask you what were the most powerful performances you had 

watched at that time? 

GILBERT 

In New York? 

SMITH 

In New York. 

GILBERT 



I found everything powerful. I was so impressionable. It wasn't just the new or 

the old, it was all new. Every time I heard another performance of the 

Beethoven violin concerto and it was another person, I would be terribly 

excited about that interpretation. Then if the next night I heard a Stravinsky, I 

would be terribly excited about that. Like everybody, it took me a while to get 

into the "new music. " Even though I was doing it, I was doing it for a purpose. 

I didn't seek it quite the same way, you see, as I was still seeking the other 

part of the repertoire. So there's a bit of a contradiction there, but perhaps 

not in terms of how things develop. They don't develop logically in anyone's 

life, any artist's life. 

SMITH 

Did you share the disdain for ballet? 

GILBERT 

No! No, I've always loved the ballet. Ever since I was a child, I loved anything 

that was "graceful. " I adored anything that I considered graceful. That 

included ice-skating. My brother remembers that I always drew ice skaters in 

arabesque with the ice skate at the end of the foot. So my love for the ballet 

was always there. I didn't, no, I did not disdain it. I didn't know as much about 

it as I did about modern dance. I had to learn more about ballet as I went 

along. I really— Surely I had seen Giselle and Swan Lake and all of those, but I 

didn't know them as well. I knew the music, but I didn't know the ballet as well 

as I had to learn later on, going back and forth. I did learn to play for Giselle, 

and I learned about the problems with how you get the male dancer in. One 

didn't have television monitors to see Erik Bruhn in the wings: now he's ready 

to soar in for his solo! One had to do it by osmosis. All these things I did learn 

about. I had respect for the ballet. Something that I minded was that the 

modern dance didn't have respect for the ballet. I didn't mind if they pitted 

themselves against it, but I minded that they didn't respect it. I still feel that 

way. Of course, that's gone quite a bit now, but there's some remnant of that. 

SMITH 

Getting back to the question of women in the arts, why aren't there more 

women musicians and composers? 

GILBERT 



I've often thought about that. There are women writers. You know, you can 

write by yourself and still be a good housewife. You can sculpt and paint and, 

apparently, then it's done. You hang the painting on the wall: "My wife did it. " 

In order to create music, there's an enormous machinery that has to be 

brought into being. It evaporates. There are not that many women playwrights 

either, right? 

SMITH 

But you had Lillian Hellman and— 

GILBERT 

Well, now you do. 

SMITH 

Now, yes, but— 

GILBERT 

See? But you had composers then also, but not that many. As many as the 

Lillian Hellmans. I think for the performing arts it was difficult for women to 

bring it about. Now, we have pretty good proof that Mendelssohn's sister 

wrote a lot of his music and that Clara Schumann not only wrote her own but 

some of Schumann's music. But they didn't mind not getting the credit; it was 

just it didn't look very feminine apparently. Also, it's tedious! Writing music is 

so tedious! When you do the picture, you paint it, it's there. Or even writing, 

it's there—the book is there. But when you create music, those little dots have 

nothing to do with it. They're not there, you know. I think women just didn't 

have the time and the patience and the wherewithal to get it brought about. 

This may sound like a lame excuse, but that's my guess. And you notice even I 

am not all that crazy about composing. I don't really like it. I like doing it and I 

like having it done and I'm honored. I just came out in a book called Music 

Since 1900, and I feel very pleased that that's happening. Not only because I'm 

in it, but that a woman is in it. None of these books ever mentioned women 

before. One of my— I don't know whether I mentioned this before; I forget 

now what I did mention. Laura Kuhn, who was one of the students in my 

philosophy class, wondered why I wasn't in these books. Then she became 

Nicolas Slonimsky's assistant, and Nicolas Slonimsky is putting out all these 



books. And when she asked him, he said, "Well, you wouldn't ask Pia Gilbert 

how old she is, would you?" As if that were something that would stop it, 

because he mentions them all by age and what happened when. Now, I came 

out in this book and it says, "And the sixty-year-old composer, [laughter] Pia 

Gilbert. " Well, I don't care, you know. 

SMITH 

Is there a women's music as opposed to a men's music? 

GILBERT 

I don't think so. But I'll tell you what I don't like is the term "women 

composers. " Some of my "women composer" colleagues don't mind a bit—

they have their own symposia and their own performances. I don't want to 

have anything to do with it. Either I'm a composer or I'm not. I think if I'm a 

good enough composer, then I want to be performed just like everybody else. 

And if I'm not, then I shouldn't be, just like everybody else. I don't want to be 

patronized because I'm a woman, and I don't want to be left out because I'm a 

woman. So either it's going to make it or not by the stuff itself. 

SMITH 

Is there a difference between the music that women compose and the music 

that men compose? 

GILBERT 

I don't think so. I heard a piece by Ellen [T. ] Zwilich just recently. She's a 

"woman composer" who won a Pulitzer Prize. (They don't say, a "man 

composer" won the— Whoever the composer is. ) Big fuss about it. She's a 

good composer. She's an excellent composer. I think her stuff is quite strong. 

It's very attractive. She happens to write accessible things, but so does David 

Del Tredici. Nobody says the "man composer. " [laughter] 

SMITH 

Is there a women's dance as opposed to a men's dance? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, yes. Definitely. I think there it's more obvious because women's 

bodies are different from men's bodies. Women's clarinets aren't different 



from men's clarinets, you know. But I think when women choreograph— Well, 

it's probably changing now also. I think they choreograph about situations and 

about relationships and about nonobjective anything. I may want to modify 

what I said a moment ago. I think that when women, or men for that matter, 

choreograph on men or women, of course it's different. But I don't know that 

you would recognize a woman's choreography as compared to a man's 

choreography at this point in development. No, I don't think— I withdraw, I 

contradict what I said some time before. I mean, if you didn't know it was 

Trisha Brown's choreography or Merce Cunningham's choreography, would 

you think that it was masculine or feminine? I don't think so. But also, I 

personally wouldn't mind a bit if somebody says, "This is feminine. " I have no 

quarrel or no problem with being feminine or with my femininity. I have a 

quarrel only if that invades an area it's not supposed to invade, do you see? 

I'm delighted to be a woman. I don't want to be, not be taken— I don't want 

to be taken as a man, you see. But if I'm a composer or a choreographer or a 

painter or whatever, then if somebody says, "Oh, this is quite feminine" or 

"It's quite masculine, " I wouldn't mind that label as long as they don't think 

that it's because I'm a woman that it's feminine or masculine. Because a man 

can do something very soft and feminine. I've seen many pictures done by 

men that I would consider feminine in the good sense or pictures by women 

that I would consider masculine in a good sense. If the cliche of strong or 

lyrical or any of these would be applicable— But those are really very 

important questions, I think, that are maybe not being answered, but at least 

being addressed. 

SMITH 

When we say something is masculine or feminine, in that sense, we're using it 

metaphorically. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Rather than— 

GILBERT 



Yes. Rather than as a judgment. I think it's when it's a judgment [that] it's a 

problem, isn't it? 

SMITH 

What about when you were working in New York, were dancers using systems 

of notation? 

GILBERT 

No, not at all. No. 

SMITH 

How were the dances committed— 

GILBERT 

Well, everybody had their own sense of it. People had ways of writing things 

down. I had my own way of— If I had to remember something, I would make 

little stick figures on top of the music notation that when I saw the next stick 

figure, I knew they had to go somehow from this position to that position. I 

know most of the— I know Doris had some kind of a system she used, but 

none of them were the now classic notation systems. They were shorthand 

and nobody else would have been able to choreograph, I mean to reconstruct 

from them. 

SMITH 

In terms of the dance accompaniment— We talked about this a little bit 

before, but I'd like to go back into it. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

What did the dancers and the choreographers want from the music? 

GILBERT 

Support. Sometimes editorial, sometimes dramatic. It wasn't uniform. In 

class— Are you talking about— 



SMITH 

In classes. 

GILBERT 

Oh, in class it was mostly so that the movement could be done more 

efficiently. Rhythmically in the same mold, dynamically in the same— In the 

same sense—dynamically, rhythmically. If there were any kind of an emotional 

component, could that be caught? But really, it had to do with doing the 

technique as well as possible. 

SMITH 

So were they more concerned with the rhythm than, say, your harmonic 

textures? 

GILBERT 

Well, no. Well, the rhythm was usually most important, and that's another 

chapter in how they counted. 

SMITH 

I'd like to get into that. 

GILBERT 

Well, Doris knew how to count. Charles didn't know how to count. Charles 

would count, "Now, come on, Pia. Now we're going to do one, two, three-ee-

ee-ee-ee-ee-ee and four, five, six, seven, eight, and niiiiiine, ten. " So there 

weren't ten counts there. There were something like forty-five. [laughter] I 

would have to translate that into some kind of sensible sequence musically. A 

lot of dancers did that. I had to learn their rhythmic dialect. 

1.7. TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side Two (February 22, 1986) 

SMITH 

You were talking about Weidman's system of counting and your translating it. 

GILBERT 



Yes, my having to translate it into more conventional rhythmic configurations. 

They were all different. But I must say, in this respect, of course, it was easier 

for the ballet people to count, because almost everything in their routines 

were eight- or sixteen-measure symmetry: what you do to the right you do to 

the left; that many people came across on the diagonal; there were that many 

jumps. It was all very clear. So the counting was not as difficult for them. In 

the modern dance when the rhythms shifted and they did not want to tie 

them down— In fact, they were almost against any kind of eight-measure 

phrases; everything had to be a lot more open. They were a little bit at sea as 

to how to— They did not want to put it into a rhythmic corset, a girdle, so that 

it would be delimited. But it was all countable. There was usually some kind of 

a pulse. And if there wasn't, I would have preferred that they would just 

syllablize—just sing it, don't count it. Sing "la ti ta ta ta taah, " and I would 

know what that meant. I would remember that phrase. I later on gave it a title 

of "syllablizing. " A filling in of melodic material if the pulse wasn't clear. Any 

musician could work with that much more easily than with the wrong counts. 

Dancers also always say, "This is in threes: one, two, three-ee; one, two, three-

ee; one, two, three-ee. " They simply don't count that fourth beat, you see. 

"One, two, three, four; one, two, three, four"—four is there. On the other 

hand, I've even heard musicians, a musician in Tanglewood [Massachusetts] 

who was counting, "One, two, three, four, five, six, sev-en; one, two, three, 

four, five, six, sev-en, " which was, of course, an eight-count phrase. 

SMITH 

But presumably he knew he was— 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know what he thought, but it was very funny to hear a musician 

say that, because up to now I'd only heard the dancers do it. 

SMITH 

Was there a lot of polyrhythmic ballet? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. What was wonderful at that point is that it was emerging. It was 

emerging what Alma [Hawkins] would call "organically. " The movement had 



its own life, and if it wanted to go for fifteen counts, it went for fifteen counts. 

It didn't strive to have an extra one there to make it sixteen. If the tempo had 

to shift and the dynamics shifted, this was all new and wonderful and 

interesting and revolutionary. If the movement had to go that way, you let it 

go that way. 

SMITH 

You didn't mind adjusting to it? 

GILBERT 

Not at all! I thought it was exciting, too. But sometimes the dancers had a 

problem. 

SMITH 

In what sense? 

GILBERT 

In that they had to learn that phrase. They didn't have much in the way of an 

ordinary count to hang onto. And that's quite a bit of where they then tried to 

find the underlying pulse and where the drum invaded all the modern dance 

studios too much. Everybody, every choreographer, had a Wigman drum for 

"just in case. " And they'd pound it. That I did mind. 

SMITH 

The drum would accompany you? 

GILBERT 

The drum would play along with me and I would just cringe. I wasn't mature 

enough to say, "Stop that, " [laughter] which I would have no trouble with 

several years later, when I said, "Stop that. " 

SMITH 

Humphrey, earlier than this, had choreographed some major pieces without 

any musical accompaniment at all. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. Like the Water Study. 



SMITH 

Why was there still this need to have music? 

GILBERT 

Well, we're talking about the classroom, we're talking about the studio. What 

happened on the pieces and in the pieces was not the same, you see. Either 

there was music or there was no music or there was little music or there was 

sporadic music. All this was emerging. When she did the Water Study to no 

music, it wasn't just no music, it was also audience noises that nobody had 

wanted to hear before. So when they said "silence, " they didn't know it 

wasn't silence then. That had to be developed. You heard the dancers' feet, 

you heard the audience's cough. I learned later on that when dancers said 

they want silence, they didn't mean noises, all the noises of air; they meant no 

sound. I had to create silence by depressing clusters on the pipe organ, which 

then just hovered; or white noise, electronically; or some other electronic 

"envelope" for the auditorium. Then you didn't hear the footfalls and you 

didn't hear the giggles and the program rattles and the coughs. 1 don't know 

that too many people do that. But I always feel when they say "silence, " do 

they mean the equivalence of silence or do they mean natural noises as they 

occur in the auditorium? I always had to establish it after that. Also, 

sometimes in the middle of a composition, if they said, "Now, here, for this 

part I want silence, " I realized again that if I stop the music everybody thinks 

something happened to the musicians. Unless that was part of the drama, I 

had to then create silence for the sections they called "silence. " 

SMITH 

Depending on the approach. 

GILBERT 

Depending on the approach, yes. 

SMITH 

I wanted also to discuss with you today your improvisational skills. Apparently, 

they're really quite extraordinary. 

GILBERT 



I guess so. I think they were extraordinary in that in comparison to today, 

where improvisation is being honored, it was not something one did. I did it 

partly, perhaps, because reading wasn't always easy, and because I had this 

flair. I didn't consider it as anything leading to anything; it was being picked 

up. I'm not the kind of person who improvises "in the style of. " There are 

some people who do that awfully well. They can improvise in the style of 

Debussy, and they take on all these mantles of improvising "in the style of. " 

Of course, that is part of composition class. But my improvisational skill was 

within a certain realm of sound that was very empathetic to dance and to 

theater, because it seems to not only empathize with what's going on there, 

but it creates an aura for it. It creates a situation within which the movement 

can happen well. 

SMITH 

Improvisation must take place within some kind of rules, a game structure. 

GILBERT 

Well, it should. I don't think it did with me; it just developed. 

SMITH 

Yes. Quote unquote, "classical improvisation" would be different from, say, 

jazz improvisation or what some of the new music after '45 was doing. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Mine didn't develop in any kind of "ism. " It grew. It makes it a little more 

difficult to talk about, I suppose, but it had its own aura; it still does. It quickly 

went into more dissonant, less tonal material, but I never used atonal or 

twelve-tone techniques. I still don't, but some of it sounds as if I do. As you 

know, some of it has that unanchored sound. 

SMITH 

In places. 

GILBERT 

In places, and other times it is tonal. So again it doesn't fit. I never tried to 

make it fit either. Not because of any kind of conceit, but because that's the 

way it went. It goes in that direction. It again has, I guess like the rest of my 



life, this quasi-synthesis of the conventional and the unconventional, new and 

old, conservative and avant-garde. I won't be settled; I won't be pinned down. 

Again, not because I'm fighting being pinned down, but because it's not my 

way. 

SMITH 

What about the development of your interest in modal and pentatonic music? 

GILBERT 

Well, that's part of the whole picture. Much of what I've done turned out to 

be modal and pentatonic. I think like much art [and] music, the analysis comes 

after the fact. When I met Carl Orff, I realized I'd been doing some of these 

things. He was doing it very well, you see. But I wasn't "Orffing. " I wasn't 

doing any of that, but obviously then when he told me that he had also 

worked with dance when he was a young man, we really immediately found 

that link. 

SMITH 

I wonder also because you have such a grounding in liturgical music— 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, liturgical music— Yes, quite probably. But you see, there was the— 

German-Jewish music, in other words, music for the German-Jewish 

synagogue service, was not the kind of music you usually think of as Jewish 

music. It didn't have the augmented second in it, only [now] and then. Most 

often it sounded like German opera. [laughter] It sounded like Mozart, 

Beethoven, Verdi. A lot of it is still being done, as in this Congregation 

Habonim that I was going to talk about. There was a German-Jewish 

composer, [Louis] Lewandowski, who wrote exactly that way. It all sounds very 

pretty. It doesn't have the bite or the certainly more Eastern sound that is very 

often connected with—especially in America— with the Jewish service. But 

ours was very eighteenth-, nineteenth-century German music. Now, the 

church sound was closer to the Gregorian chant. So I was exposed to both of 

those, but the actual mass that was being played was also just German music. 

So really I can't, in all honesty, take it to my liturgical roots. I don't know 



where it came in. You know, you're not aware of "Ah, now I've developed such 

and such"; you just do it. In retrospect, some of it 

1.8. TAPE NUMBER: V, Side One (March 1, 1986) 

SMITH 

Let's start off today by mentioning another ballerina that you played for: Ulla 

Pers. 

GILBERT 

Ulla Pers was from Denmark and, I suppose, had also landed in New York as a 

refugee. I don't quite know how, but we met in the Studio 61, Carnegie Hall. 

She had her own studio, actually, and she asked me to play for her. She was a 

very finely honed ballet dancer and a very good teacher. She did some 

choreography, and I did a lot of improvisation for her. Then she did some 

concerts and I played for her concerts. She always allowed me to do some solo 

work in between, which is something I would never recommend now that I 

know more about the eye and the ear, because once the eye is engaged for 

movement, you wish away the music that is solo and wait for the next dance 

to appear. But it did give me a chance to play for an audience. I was always 

very nervous. I still am. It's something I've never quite gotten over, and in 

spite of so much performing, I've never not been nervous. I don't remember 

the pieces I played, but they're on the various programs. She also had some 

connection to Spanish dance and to Spanish artists. I still own some very nice 

paintings and lithographs by a then very good, quite well known Spanish artist 

by the name of [Alfonso] Benavides, who was a great admirer of Ulla's. She 

was a wonderfully interesting-looking woman and always had a lot of people 

around her, and I found that most fascinating. She seemed like a lady of the 

nineteenth-century salon, a Madame de Pers, [laughter] who had an artist's 

salon. I just sat in the corners and was in heaven; I loved it. The whole Danish 

community took me on a little bit. They did a radio program, an anti-Nazi radio 

program, and gave me some Danish folk songs to arrange. And I remember 

arranging them and playing them as a music box, because they love music 

boxes. When I turned around, there was this whole Danish group in tears. And 

it was very upsetting to me because I thought I'd gotten them upset, rather 

than realizing that I had moved them with their own folk songs played like 



that. I don't know what's happened to Ulla. After I left New York I never heard 

again. She may have gone back to Denmark. I don't know; I lost track. But it 

was a very, very positive experience. I was always very grateful to her. Again, 

she was one of these people—a little bit like Louis Horst—who thought I had 

something to offer and nurtured it and supported it. With this sophistication 

went a wonderful wholesomeness. No nonsense. Even in the salon 

atmosphere, it was— When I look back on it, it was quite unique. 

SMITH 

It seems that in New York you were involved in a whole level of very serious 

intellectual circles that overlapped. 

GILBERT 

Well, not as much as later. But, of course, I was so impressionable and I was so 

involved in discovering new things. This is really in retrospect. At the time, 

again, as I keep saying, I didn't think it was anything peculiar. Or I thought I 

was, indeed, always peculiar. It was one or the other. [laughter] But I saw 

myself as not belonging or [that] what I did wasn't all that interesting—

anybody could do it. It really took quite a long time for me to understand that 

I had to respect my own gift and do something with it, rather than to push it 

away, in essence to make myself disappear again. 

SMITH 

You were also teaching music? Besides the piano lessons, you were involved 

with a summer camp? 

GILBERT 

Yes. That happened fairly early in the experience in New York. Shortly after I 

stopped being a governess, nursemaid, etc., [I] was able to do more 

independent piano teaching. And then the work with the dancers, which then 

gave me some breathing space. One really had to get out of New York, 

because there was no way one could escape the heat. Nobody had private air-

conditioning, I suppose, except the millionaires. It was not common to have it 

in apartments. Many young people went to summer camps as some kind of 

counselor. So I looked through the ads, and I was engaged as a music 

counselor at a camp called Kinnecamps in Vermont at Lake Champlain. It was 



the most gorgeous scenery. It was just— For me, it was paradise: an enormous 

lake, forests, everything I like—meadows, woodsy-looking bungalows, and 

mountains, high mountains. So that alone was wonderful, but they gave me 

carte blanche to do whatever I wanted to do with the music and with the 

children. Well, that, again, was paradise for me. At that point, I don't— Well, I 

haven't for a long time, but I loved teaching children. I enjoyed taking them 

from nowhere to somewhere. I still enjoy that in beginning classes at the 

university. I've never given up the beginning classes for that reason: I like to 

see that jump. And gradually, I really did develop quite a music program there. 

I went two or three years to Kinnecamps and then also to some others. For 

several years I was a music counselor. Then [I] became "music director, " 

which was the same thing! [laughter] But that very first year, not knowing 

much better, I did the whole Humperdinck Hansel and Gretel with these 

children. They sang; they had absolutely no problem. Now, I wouldn't think for 

a moment that any seven year old could sing any of these fairly complicated 

melodies. No problem. And it was quite a production. The first time I went to 

that camp there was a Dr. and Mrs. [Arthur] Samuel, who knew my parents. 

They also belonged to the Congregation Habonim, whose rabbi had come 

from Kippenheim and who had known my parents, of course. And they knew 

my parents through that group. Dr. Samuel had to, again, go through the 

whole medical school examination. In other words, to practice as a doctor, he 

had to become an American doctor. Imagine after all those years of practicing 

medicine to have to go and pass all the medical school exams again, and in 

English! So that's what he was boning up for. His wife Hilde was the nurse at 

the camp. She had been the nurse in his office. So, of course, we had 

immediate love. And their daughter, Erika, played the flute for Hansel and 

Gretel. At that time I hadn't yet met Gerhard [Samuel] because Gerhard was at 

some other camp doing his music counseling. But that's where that friendship 

started, and it's gone through my whole life. Later on, Gerhard and I played 

sonatas, piano and violin sonatas. Then he disappeared to the Eastman 

[School of Music] and I disappeared, gradually, on the army circuit and into 

Los Angeles, and we didn't see each other for years, until he became the 

conductor of the Oakland Symphony and then the associate conductor of the 

Los Angeles Philharmonic. We are really very, very close—kind of another 

brother. I mean, not like my own brother, but a very close relationship [like 

that] of relatives. And it's going on; we talk to each other twice a week 



sometimes. He's now in Cincinnati as the conductor. Anyway, that summer 

camp was a wonderful experience, and I did it for several years. Not always— I 

mean, after Kinnecamps came another camp and another camp. One camp 

was near Tanglewood [Massachusetts], so I took the children to Tanglewood 

all the time. And that was when I first saw Lukas Foss and Leonard Bernstein 

learning their craft under [Serge] Koussevitzky. It was interesting to follow 

them. Of course, I had known Lukas from before. 

SMITH 

Where did you meet him? 

GILBERT 

I met him at the Congregation Habonim, [laughter] where we once played 

some kind of concert. In fact, there was a funny anecdote that a lot of people 

remember because a Mr. Schwartzschild came up to us afterwards and said, 

"Now, children, if you don't practice, you're not going to amount to anything. 

" So I guess Lukas at least amounted to something! [laughter] I amounted to a 

little something too! That Cassandra prediction did not come true quite as he 

had prophesied. 

SMITH 

Congregation Habonim was a German-Jewish refugee— 

GILBERT 

German-Jewish refugee congregation that was started during those early 

years. My father was very instrumental in bringing it about. And my brother 

and I were their first youth group members. And it, of course, being a German-

Jewish congregation, had concerts and what have you. It started by being able 

to borrow other venues, until they got a little money together and they 

bought a plot in what was tantamount to a slum in Manhattan, which was on 

Sixty-sixth Street off Broadway, between Columbus [Avenue] and Central Park, 

or whatever that— You know, they all come together there. No one in their 

wildest dreams would have thought that this was going to be one of the 

chicest areas in New York after the creation of Lincoln Center. I mean, they got 

it for less than a song: two notes. [laughter] And then, gradually, all these 



members became more prosperous and built a very nice—still very nice—

small temple. Very tasteful, naturally. Quite modern. 

SMITH 

Do you still go there? 

GILBERT 

Well, I go because there's a lot of nostalgia connected with it. We all go. It is 

now a congregation of many old people. Their children and grandchildren 

are—Some are going, some are not. It has a somewhat fading look, although 

they're working very hard to get youth connected with it. I don't know what 

the prognosis is. I remember going back once after not having seen or not 

having been in New York on holidays or anything, and thinking, "Everybody 

looks like [Henry] Kissinger. " There is that look of now prosperous, but still 

European, type, [laughter] A little heavyset, glasses. They all look like— 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

You got married fairly young, I guess. 

GILBERT 

Yes, it was a surprise to all of us. I met my husband [Phillip Gilbert] through 

another couple. I mean, through a couple whom I knew—young girl, young 

man. And somehow this was one of these wartime whirlwind, don't-ask-any-

questions courtships. And although we were all a bit skeptical, I think a lot 

happened there. I was ready for a very different life for some reason. I was 

certainly ready to become more of an American. I don't think I thought that 

way at all. I don't really know what I thought, because obviously we were not 

well matched. We were well matched in intelligence. He was very intelligent; 

he was a lawyer. Very little music, completely different background. But there 

was a lot of love and affection, and what have you, until it became very 

difficult because of the differences. And later on there were other difficulties. 

But I don't think we need to go into all of that. 

SMITH 

No. 



GILBERT 

So the marriage was— We were divorced after thirteen and a half years. But 

we produced a wonderful daughter [Vivian]. We'll go into that later, I suppose. 

SMITH 

When you got married you had to leave New York? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. And that was— 

SMITH 

Did you want to leave New York? 

GILBERT 

You know, I knew that I was going to be asked that, and I knew I was never 

able to answer it very easily. I think in some ways I was ready to leave New 

York, and in other ways I couldn't imagine living anywhere else. Because there 

is tremendous love for New York, not only because it took us in, so to speak, 

but because it offered so much. Everything was in New York, the 

concentration of all the arts. And just the air— I don't mean literally. The 

atmosphere of breathing music, theater, dance, museums, it was all there at 

all times. In fact, I used to have nightmares that I would have to live 

somewhere else—like Philadelphia, which I didn't even know. So to think that 

I was ready to leave has always been a peculiar question in my mind. I think 

perhaps I was more ready to leave to become independent. And also, this 

dependence on my parents' approval. Now that I was becoming someone in 

many people's eyes, I couldn't get enough of this approval. That search, or 

that looking for love and approval, has been haunting me all my life. I still 

haven't quite gotten over it. I still do a lot of things for that. I think, in an 

exaggerated way, it's a leftover from my youth, it's a leftover from who 

knows— Then, I don't think any of us thought that I would marry, or marry 

young, and here I was getting married like everybody else, you see. Again, this 

drive to be normal, when later on, of course, the idea was to be interesting. 

Well, I've always been too interesting in my eyes, not ever quite fitting in. This 

seemed a nice way to fit in. Everybody was getting married and going on this 



army circuit, and I was doing it too. Well, what happened, of course, was first 

we landed in Paris, Texas. 

SMITH 

You followed him? He was in the army? 

GILBERT 

Yes. He was in the army, yes. When he got settled in Paris, Texas, I followed. I 

don't know how to describe Paris, Texas, even though I tried to rename the 

streets in my mind. Main Street became the Champs Elysees. Didn't quite 

make it. [laughter] Also, there was that first shock of the whites' attitudes 

toward the blacks, even though by now I'd heard of it a great deal, and of 

course there was discrimination in New York also, quite blatant. We had just a 

room in a— Not a rooming house. Everybody rented out rooms to the 

soldiers, of course, a room and bath, and we had kitchen privileges. And a 

house maybe a couple of miles [away] burned, and I ran. And the landlady 

said, "Oh, it's nothing to worry about; it's just colored folks. " That just really, 

really got me. It was the first time I heard that that blatantly, without even 

having to disguise it. And of course, the first encounter with that part of 

America, the small town. Going to the movies was really the only thing one 

could do for entertainment. I was frantically looking for a piano. So we found 

one on the base, and I was allowed to practice any time I wanted to. Already 

they had, by then, German war prisoners doing the work on the base. And one 

of those prisoners— I'll never forget this, because I'm not proud of it—was 

cleaning the windows in the room I was practicing [in] and saying, "Oh, you're 

playing Brahms. " And I wouldn't talk to him. I just couldn't talk to him! He was 

a German and he was, you know, he could kill my brother and my husband— 

could have. And he could have been one of those people at the camps. 

Obviously he wasn't, I mean— I can still, somehow, I can still see his face. But 

that was my first encounter with back to Germany. And I was so rude. I'm still 

ashamed of that, actually. But it's understandable. I mean, I can understand it, 

but I certainly don't like myself when I think about it, because he really 

needed to talk music. You could tell; he just stopped the windows and he just 

sat there. And I would have liked to tell him to leave. I didn't have that much 

courage, though. Or that much rudeness maybe. I guess I needed to hit back. 



But it's not an anecdote I can ever forget, or quite forget. It's not the kind of 

thing one likes to dwell on. 

SMITH 

Were you asked to play at army functions? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Oh, yes, oh, yes. I played a lot. They weren't army functions as much as 

whoever the ladies club was that had something—a reading or a little recital. I 

was always involved in that. That was true not only in Paris, Texas, but from 

there we went to Salt Lake City, which was a whole other thing. Shall I go on 

with that? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

My husband was then transferred to Salt Lake City. I think the sequence was 

Paris, Texas; Salt Lake City; Lincoln, Nebraska. In Salt Lake City, now we were 

in a city. And it was a Mormon city. I had never really had any concept of that. 

I looked through the yellow pages and saw some dance studios and somehow 

collided with Virginia Tanner, who had a then very well known—I had heard of 

her in New York — children' s dance theater, dance classes. They were taught 

at some kind of a—really, I'm not exaggerating—castle on top of the hill which 

was called the McCune School of Music. And the McCune School of Music had 

the dance department in it, also. I met Virginia, and she said, "Oh, we need 

you, " and immediately I played for her classes. One day when we had lunch, 

she said, "Do you know that you're the first Jewish person ever to teach, ever 

to do anything at the McCune School? Do you want to teach some of the 

children?" I said, "Sure. Anything to do with children I really—" So we did 

some of those classes together. And I don't think it was anti-Semitism at all. I 

think it was simply just not done; everything was done by Mormons. But I 

found there was a Jewish community in Salt Lake City that was quite friendly 

with everybody but somehow discrete, on their own. Everybody was quite— It 

was not a matter of segregation or integration. It was simply a choice, I think, 

when I look back on it. For me, that was, of course, not all that peculiar that 



there was traffic, certainly, business traffic and social traffic, between 

everybody there. But I think there were some situations where they did this 

and we did that. So why there wouldn't have been a Jewish person teaching at 

a music school at that time, I don't know, I don't know. Maybe Virginia wasn't 

aware of it. And of course, Virginia had been in the [Doris] Humphrey-

[Charles] Weidman group. So we had that in common. And I wrote some 

things for— I didn't keep the scores. I don't even know whether she still has 

them. I enjoyed myself in Salt Lake City, and again, was at the army base quite 

often and played. The city is beautiful. I thought it was beautiful with those 

mountains. And it had a very special atmosphere, so unlike Paris, Texas. It was 

a city; it had sophistication. Everybody seemed to like music, a really big 

accent on music. I didn't have anything to do with the university, but I went to 

some concerts there. And then suddenly my husband was yanked away from 

Salt Lake City and we were in Lincoln, Nebraska. Now, when I thought of 

Lincoln, Nebraska, all I'd ever heard of the Middle West was the cliche of the 

crude, uneducated Middle Westerner. And really that's nobody's fault but 

America's, I think. They don't really ever correct this. I was so surprised going 

to Lincoln, Nebraska, and finding one interesting person after another. But 

there something marvelous happened, in that I thought, "Well, now I have to 

do something here. " Really, not that I had to. Of course, I also wanted to help 

with the finances, but I needed to do something. And we were walking after 

dinner one evening— No, before that I had called the University [of Nebraska], 

because I knew that they had a fairly extensive dance section in physical 

education, and I got to talk to somebody by the name of Dr. Aileene Lockhart. 

She was just lovely and said, "Oh, we know about you. We'd love to have you 

come, but we don't have a budget. But I'm going to see what I can do. " Well, I 

knew that, mostly, when somebody says that, they really mean it, but you 

can't do something in the middle of whatever the semester was. We were 

going to get together anyway because we liked each other on the phone, but I 

hadn't met her yet. And one or two days afterwards— Now we're taking the 

walk. And we went past a restaurant, and it said, "Dishwasher wanted; pianist 

wanted. " So I thought, "Pianist wanted! I'll go in, see what they want. " And I 

walked in there and I said, "Well, I'm a pianist. " "Oh, can you play Viennese 

waltzes and polkas?" "Can I play Viennese waltzes and polkas? That's exactly—

" I couldn't believe it! So, immediately, I could start the next evening. Well, I 

started to play, and there were the dishes and the people talking and the 



smoke. I'd never really before been background music, and I found it so 

offensive. Not because people weren't listening, but because they were just 

not even aware that there was music. I thought I couldn't do that: it was too 

offensive to music—not to me, but to music. And I think [Johann] Strauss, of 

course, is one of the major composers of not just whatever century, but ever. 

So I, in all seriousness, walked to the kitchen and wondered if they still needed 

a dishwasher, because I felt that was a much more dignified thing to do than 

to play the piano under those circumstances. And I've often told this story to 

my students, because I don't like it when they will do any kind of dance. I 

much prefer that they did something else and keep their mental and physical 

energies for the dance they want to do. Well, I don't know quite whether they 

ever did hire me as a dishwasher. But the next morning Aileene Lockhart 

called, and sure enough, they'd gotten a little budget for me to come and play 

at the university. That started a wonderful friendship, and eventually, as you 

know, we wrote the book [Music for the Modern Dance] together when she 

came to Los Angeles. And that was also my first encounter with dance at the 

university, which was news to me that it could be at that advanced a level. 

Naturally, they didn't dance like the dancers in New York, but that wasn't 

expected. However, the stuff behind dance was beginning to emerge, meaning 

theorizing, learning about physiology. More than just "do it"—learning about 

concepts, about choreography. It was, perhaps, simplistic in light of what has 

developed in the meantime, the level of sophistication. But there were the 

germs of this whole thing, and I was fascinated. Then, they had a little group 

called Orchesis, and I started to— Well, I can't really say "write, " because I 

wrote very little down at the time. I just improvised and remembered from 

little sketches of what we were doing. We did some concerts, and it was just a 

lovely situation. 

SMITH 

What kind of music were you providing for them? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was similar to the kind of thing I was improvising in New York: quasi-

modern. And also, by now I knew that one could use things "extra pianistic"—

extra-piano. I was always interested in sounds, and I realized this was the area 

where one could use them legitimately, sounds that are not necessarily 



orthodox musical instruments' sounds. And they were welcome in the dance 

world. 

SMITH 

Did you ever prepare your piano since having worked with [Henry] Cowell? 

GILBERT 

Yes, after Cowell. I didn't do much of it in New York, but I started to do these 

things out of New York. Not because— I don't know why, actually. But it 

seemed that things were fresh and I could start fresh. And that, of course, is 

what getting out of New York did at the time. I was bringing things that were 

new there, and they were not quite hatched in New York, you see. So that it 

didn't take an enormous amount of courage to try things. It was virgin 

territory, so to speak. And that happened to me a couple of times, certainly at 

UCLA. 

SMITH 

At the University of Nebraska, what kind of dance were they doing? 

GILBERT 

Only modern. What was then modern, which was based on Humphrey-

Weidman, a little bit of [Martha] Graham, a little bit of "express yourself. " It 

was "be free, " but based on fairly sound kinesiological principles, because 

Aileene was quite well schooled in anatomy. 

SMITH 

That's quite different from what was going on in New York— 

GILBERT 

That's right. That's right. They were not concerned with it. This came later in 

New York. You see, this is what was so interesting: Here was the Middle West, 

and they had no axe to grind that way; they had not that much to defend. 

What seemed healthy was good, what seemed interesting was good. So they 

were able to combine that. And of course, it would make sense at the 

university that you would go into things that need to be analyzed, need to be 

written about, need to be explored intellectually, as well as, "Never mind. If 

you fall down, you fall down. You've got to do this. Find out how you're going 



to do it without breaking your neck. " There were the beginnings of "You can 

do this without breaking your neck if you'll just know what these muscles are. 

" I didn't learn that science. I mean, I never took classes in kinesiology, but I 

certainly picked up an awful lot already then. 

SMITH 

So how long was your stint in the heartland of America? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was, all together, about a year and a half. And it was, I think, 

invaluable. It was interesting. It opened my eyes, it opened my ears. One had 

always thought of America as being enormous—just that, you know, 

enormous—but New York is the center of the universe. And I'm now back at 

the center of the universe, but not having that image of it at all. 

SMITH 

So you eventually returned to New York? 

GILBERT 

Yes, eventually returned to New York. My husband was shipped overseas; I 

picked up again at the New York College [of Music]. I went right back to my 

parents' home, which was very difficult for them and for me, I'm sure. My 

brother was in the army: terrible worries. This was now Battle of the Bulge 

days. 

SMITH 

Oh, after Normandy. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. I don't know what the exact sequence was, but I went back to the 

New York College of Music, I went back to the dance. That was the time I did 

more work with the more luminary figures, you know, the ones we've already 

talked about. That was the years '45 and part of '46, I think. Then he came 

back when the war was over, and [we] moved to Los Angeles, because that's 

where Phil had his law degree. [He] came from here, from California. 

SMITH 



Oh, your husband was originally from California? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, yes. That's what took me to Los Angeles. So the marriage was 

difficult, and in some ways, perhaps, would be easily dismissed as somewhat 

of a disaster, later on especially. But without it I probably would have kept on 

playing for dancers and giving piano lessons in New York. 

SMITH 

when you married him, was it understood that eventually you were going to 

come to Los Angeles? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. Uh-huh, yes. But you know, during the war, who knew when or 

whether it was ever going to stop? I don't know that anybody thought it would 

be a Thirty Year War, but it was pretty dim. It was something that was 

theoretical. 

SMITH 

Yes. So you came to Los Angeles. 

GILBERT 

Came to Los Angeles, stayed for a while with my in-laws, found a little 

apartment. Phil opened his law practice. I met some people, I don't know 

quite whom, but somehow both USC [University of Southern California] and 

UCLA called. I think we said this before. 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

I landed at UCLA. I think we've also talked about my meeting Martha Deane 

and [that I] started to first play, and then gradually being told that I could 

develop a rudimentary course in music for dance. 

SMITH 

You were hired at UCLA as accompanist. 



GILBERT 

I came as accompanist, yes. 

SMITH 

What kind of class load were you carrying? 

GILBERT 

Oh, at that time the department was— It wasn't a department. Dance in 

physical education encompassed modern dance; social dance, which was 

ballroom dance; folk dance, which was mainly middle-European folk dances. It 

certainly didn't include any other ethnic— Of course, I don't like the word 

"ethnic. " I think that if you're going to do it that way and you think of world 

dance or world music, then Mozart is a Western ethnic composer, you know, 

and so on. I just don't like the idea that when we think of ethnic, it is always 

the other countries. But at that time, [we] didn't have the term; it was called 

"folk dance. " So I played for those folk dance classes. Had a terrible time in 

the social dance classes. 

SMITH 

Why? 

GILBERT 

Because I can't play jazz. I can't play anything popular with any kind of flair. 

SMITH 

So that was like fox trots and— 

GILBERT 

Fox trots, tangos— Tangos I can play beautifully, waltzes I can play beautifully. 

From the fox trot on— As soon as it got to be, really, anything close to jazz, I 

was bumbling. It never sounded the way it should. It was just barely 

serviceable. But they were good-natured about it. I think if they hadn't been 

so good-natured I might have learned a little more, I might have had to push 

myself. But it certainly did open up for them, and for myself now, even vaster 

vistas as to how to furnish music for modern dance. Because, again, this was 

new territory, and I was given, again, carte blanche and they trusted me. So 



once I'm trusted and loved and defended before I even do anything, I certainly 

rise to that occasion every time. [laughter] And it's been all through my life. I 

never had formal composition class; I never had any conducting. I was always 

told to do it, so I did it. 

SMITH 

Now, at that time, P. E. —physical education—was a requirement for all 

students. 

GILBERT 

Exactly! So we had large classes. I'm glad you brought that up. Every student 

at UCLA had to take physical education. And the ones who had the slightest 

sense of music or dance thought dancing would be where they would want to 

be. So we did have very large classes, enormous classes, in all the dance areas. 

We only had the two studios, but they were large studios. I asked for some 

percussion equipment; we got the percussion equipment and got another 

piano. Money was no problem at the time. One didn't even think about 

budgets very much. I mean, not that you could have anything, but when it 

seemed to make sense, we could get it easily. What, of course, was new to me 

(more so than in Nebraska, where it never somehow collided; I guess it was 

required there too) was that now I'm in the physical education department 

and I'm teaching. And people like Martha Deane—I'm jumping a little bit 

now—later on Rosalind Cassidy, Valerie Hunt, these were exceptionally 

brilliant, brilliant, underlined again, women, who did important research, not 

only in the kind of thing I was talking about earlier, kinesiology and the science 

and art, but group process. I never heard of that kind of, you know, that core 

teaching and getting the students involved in the teaching, in what they were 

supposed to be learning. The coming together of, well, the body does this and 

the body does that. I found myself running around on that baseball diamond 

and running up and down the field. Of course, I can run like crazy; I still can. I 

have to almost do a little side anecdote here. Since I can't see well, never 

could, playing ball was always a problem. Where's the ball? And I'm also a 

little bit afraid of them coming at me. But I could always run and I could jump. 

And when I was still in Ettenheim, just before we left, for some reason I was 

not excluded from a race, a running race, and I should have been excluded. 

But, of course, if you weren't, you had to run. I won. I still have a little swastika 



that I won, that I could have— My parents were horrified when I brought that 

thing home! But somehow it traveled to New York. That's something that just 

occurred to me now. So I was running up and down that field, and I learned 

about hockey and I learned about baseball, etc. And [I] understood more 

about, again, about the relationship, not between sports and dance, but about 

what the body can do, and how these people got to get dance into that 

situation, because it always seemed very odd to me that it would be in sports. 

Would seem to be like the last thing, that they would [not] have anything in 

common except that you also run and you jump and you— But that kind of 

synthesis was very interesting. And it taught me a lot about teaching. Much of 

what I learned about teaching came from those days—about involving the 

student in their own learning, and not just putting a funnel in their head and 

pouring what I know into it, but having them discover a great deal of it. That 

was Rosalind Cassidy, who was an expert at education. And Martha Deane was 

an expert at creativity long before it had that fancy term. It was a very rich, 

burgeoning period, and very difficult for anyone to understand unless they'd 

lived through it. I mean, what a waste. You should be doing music, you should 

be doing dance; what are you doing running up and down the field? [laughter] 

SMITH 

You weren't required to do that? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no! I got fascinated with what they were thinking. I've always been 

curious. I haven't stopped. I still go with whatever seems interesting, and I 

have to listen, I have to look at it. I have to accept it or reject it. 

SMITH 

What was Martha Deane's vision of physical education? 

GILBERT 

Her vision was of dance and theater in physical education. She was a very 

good actress. In fact, she did a lot of acting at the Pasadena Playhouse and 

with Ralph Freud. They were partners in many productions on the campus. 

And through that there was, again, the other synthesis. Nobody had much of a 

department. Music was "-ology. " Very little credit was being given for it if you 



played; it was incidental. Theater was a lot of "-ology, " too, I think. And dance 

was what I just described. Of course, as in any situation, the talented ones will 

peel out. You just recognize them; they recognize themselves. 
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SMITH 

The dance unit had productions in Royce Hall? 

GILBERT 

Yes. They weren't too well documented yet until later on. The first big one 

really came after we became more of a dance "unit, " so-called, in physical 

education. When Carol Scothorn and Shirley Wynn and some other people like 

that came on the scene, the whole thing started to become more professional. 

We were looking for more, in quotes, "talented" people in the students and 

the faculty, etc. The first one of those productions was Game of Gods, which 

not only was interesting because it was the first production I ever saw that 

had live movies with the live action, but it was the first stereophonic score 

that we ever did at UCLA—I mean, that anybody ever did at UCLA. 

SMITH 

How do you mean "stereophonic"? 

GILBERT 

Recorded in stereo. 

SMITH 

Oh, you didn't have live music, then. 

GILBERT 

Well, we had some live music on top of the score. But this was one of those 

productions where much of it had to be recorded, because there were locale 

speakers that needed to be used, almost as in the theater. And so this was one 

of the few exceptions in my life of producing music for dance where I was 

satisfied to have it recorded. The way I saw it, it needed a large force. It 

needed two pianos, a lot of percussion, and flute, and harps—two harps—and 

singers, and, you know, it was a "do. " If I had had all these people on the 



stage (I couldn't have put them in the pit), there would have been no room for 

the actors or the dancers, etc. And also, even though I didn't distort very 

much, it wanted to hang in the house, that music; it wanted to just be there. 

John Jones was directing the whole; Carol did the choreography; I did the 

music. Johnny had written the libretto, so to speak. There was a lot of talking. 

And the voices, the talking voices, were on tape also, you see. So the talking 

voices and music were on tape, and the dancing was on stage. 

SMITH 

This is the story of Theseus and— 

GILBERT 

Theseus and Ariadne and the Minotaur. What I did use quite a bit in there, 

there's a lot of prepared piano in that. Well, let me rephrase that: not so much 

prepared piano, although some, but piano percussion—playing on the strings. 

And I used something called an oscillator, which was new on the scene, where 

I could play with this electronic gadget and make the Minotaur sounds on it. 

And of course, that recorded beautifully, and nobody ever knew what it was. 

SMITH 

So that was pure electronic music. 

GILBERT 

No, no, no. No, no. Only that part. The oscillator. 

SMITH 

Right. That's what I meant. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, yes. It was a bit of a forerunner of— Well, other people had done 

electronic music, of course, by then, but not integrate this kind of sound with 

the live sound and then record it together. And I remember a couple of the 

musicians arriving, seeing the two pianos and all that percussion and the two 

harps and all this recording equipment. We recorded in Schoenberg Hall, and 

the recording equipment was mammoth for— Now we could probably do it in 

a little box such as this tape recorder. But it was enormous, and both of them 

came in and said, "Oh, Bartók could have used this!" [laughter] Both of them 



quite independently said it, and almost in unison, just looking at the stage and 

at the equipment. 

SMITH 

Of course, that was a dance drama. 

GILBERT 

It was a dance drama. 

SMITH 

And the music had to— 

GILBERT 

The music had to be fairly complete, yes. 

SMITH 

—had to be dramatic, right? 

GILBERT 

Yes. This was one of the first full scores that I had ever done. And not that I 

ever wanted to hear it played independently, because it certainly had the 

sequence of the dance drama, but it had a real sense of being complete music. 

People were humming it. It was not just an aura of sound or accompaniment. 

SMITH 

Did you use leitmotivs? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I did. Everybody had a leitmotiv. It was quite Wagnerian, from that point 

of view, but it was certainly— If one labeled it today, it would be a cross 

between neoclassic and neoromantic. And I also remember one of the people 

who was studying at the [Arnold and Gertrud] Schoenberg house (by this time 

I had met Mrs. Schoenberg) saying, "How can you be that close to the 

Schoenberg family and write this kind of music?" I said, "Why? Am I supposed 

to write twelve-tone because I'm close to the Schoenbergs? It's not my style. " 

Well, he was just absolutely offended that I could be close to this family and 

write this way. I find it interesting, in retrospect, that even though I've always 



been so sensitive to what people thought, and that they had to love me and I 

had to love them, it never upset me doing what I was doing, no matter whom I 

was close to. I've yet to write a real twelve-tone piece. I've yet to write 

anything by chance. And I don't think any of the Schoenbergs or [John] Cage or 

anybody who's close to me would ever have expected it. 

SMITH 

Now, the class that you were teaching, that you were asked to teach, was 

music analysis? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I don't know what its exact title was. [Music Analysis for Dance] But that 

may be what the title was already. And it was envisioned, I think by them, and 

mainly by me, that dancers just have to become literate. Dancers cannot go 

through life for the rest of the century not being able to read and write music, 

not being able to analyze, just always taking a bath in it and express 

themselves to it or choreograph to it, but never looking at a score, never be 

able to know how to talk to the composer, never be able to really give music 

cues that are correct to their accompanists. So my initial plan was almost, if 

you will, therapeutic. I soon found out that, yes, this all can be done very 

easily; they're smart, they're quick, they're musical. But I found then, well, as 

long as they are all these things, they can also be creative. And so I put that 

segment into it: Let them improvise with whatever they had to work with. 

Now, in the class were not just the people who were required to take dance. 

These were physical education majors who were specializing in dance, you 

see. 

SMITH 

Now, Martha Deane, in her interview, says that her initial idea was that these 

people would be P. E. teachers in high schools. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. 

SMITH 

So you had a lot of— 



GILBERT 

Yes. That's what I had. Yes. 

SMITH 

You had a combination of people who wanted to be dancers and people who 

wanted to be— 

GILBERT 

Oh, I think nobody thought they were going to be dancers at that point. They 

were all going to be teachers. One didn't yet turn out— I mean, you can't stop 

a dancer from becoming a dancer any more than you can stop a musician from 

becoming a musician, I'm sure. But their aim was not to study dance at the 

university the way one later did as a dance major. Their aim was to teach 

dance in high school or wherever (junior college, some of them were already 

gearing themselves to that; but there was a lot of dance in high school then) 

and make it as interesting as possible. And some of them were quite talented. 

But you had an outlet for that talent in the situation that they were going into. 

So I had people that were certainly motivated. And of course, the whole 

aspect of motivation was the— This was the first time that I encountered that, 

because you don't motivate musicians and you don't motivate dancers, if 

that's what they're going to be. You just motivate them to become good. But 

to motivate them toward the whole concept was news. And this didn't happen 

in these classes, of course, but it had happened in the other classes of physical 

education. And they were so quick to react to all these stimuli I was able to 

provide them with that we gave little concerts. P. E. majors playing and 

composing and choreographing to their own scores was really news. I don't 

think it had been done anywhere. I mean anywhere. 

SMITH 

Now, how did you define the components of the class? 

GILBERT 

I didn't define them very clearly. I knew that I wanted to take them from here 

to there. We only met twice a week, same thing that happens in the beginning 

class now. Now, of course, I have it well organized. But at that time, I did need 

the two years as I thought and I did— Not knowing what they could absorb, 



the first semester I remember I just kept going over things and over, again and 

again, to make sure it had been absorbed. Then I realized it could go much 

faster. So it was that kind of development, until I had a package that worked 

pretty well. I really also had to learn to analyze. What does music consist of? 

What does music for dance consist of? I had only done it. Doing it doesn't 

mean you know what you're doing. To find out what it was that one had to do, 

what it was that music was made of: these various threads of melody, 

harmony, dynamics, rhythm, tone color, etc., that we concern ourselves with. 

You don't pull them out as a thread to look at, and push it back in, ordinarily. 

You talk about it as a totality, and then if the dynamics need to be changed, 

you always think of it in terms of that particular moment in the piece. But 

when you think of music all together, then X had to find out, really more 

intellectually, what it was that you put in a mixing bowl and make a "music 

cake, " what the ingredients were. 

SMITH 

Did you audit classes in the music department? 

GILBERT 

No, I didn't. I don't know why I didn't. I think it's a good thing I didn't, because 

then I would have gone according to what one teaches musicians, and that 

would have been very dry material indeed for people not wanting to become 

musicians. I was able to keep it alive and always hook it up with what it was 

that was really their concern. 

SMITH 

One of the things that struck me was the clapping exercises. Could you go into 

that? 

GILBERT 

The rhythmic ones? 

SMITH 

Yes, the rhythmic. 

GILBERT 

With notation? 



SMITH 

With the notation on the chalkboard. 

GILBERT 

With the notation. Ah, yes. Well, I found that if you teach music from the 

notation, which is what everybody does, it's the wrong way around. If you say, 

"This is middle C, and this is what it looks like" or "This is what it looks like, and 

this is middle C"—which is also what's being taught, unfortunately—

everything is identified with the code or the symbol rather than the tone. So I 

soon learned that, no, I'm going to have them learn to speak before they learn 

to spell, which is the way one should learn a language. You don't say to a child, 

"Don't say anything until you know how to spell it, " but lots of music is being 

taught that way. So once I started to realize if I would just have them walk— 

And they find out that as they walk, the tempo increases because momentum 

increases; that if you, however, put certain accents, either repetitive or not, in 

certain places, then the tempo won't increase. So you put the brakes on it that 

way, and that's a natural phenomenon. In other words, they learn to walk 

quarter notes, they learn to walk eighth notes. They learn to walk and clap for 

whatever the subdivisions are before I put them on the board and say, "This is 

what it looks like, if you want to write it down. " Sometimes I immediately had 

them beat something on the floor or clap. The hands are a little quicker, 

because it's a smaller muscle movement. And then I found, also, that they just 

ran away with the tempo if I didn't subdivide everything to the smallest 

common denominator. If there were eighth notes on the horizon, you reduced 

everything to eighth notes or sixteenth notes, whichever. That's how the one-

ee-and-ee, two-ee-and-ee approach came into it, and it works absolutely. And 

it sticks. So the clapping, I really found that once they had the concept, 

learning the symbols didn't take much time. Of course, the symbols get lost 

immediately if they're not being kept alive; it's all man-made. And they learn 

that too, that it doesn't stick like learning how to swim or ride a bicycle. 

SMITH 

What about the vocal exercises? 

GILBERT 



Those came later. Well, not— Well, quite a bit later, when I was then past the 

beginning course and I got ambitious and said, "Let's do more. They can do 

more. " And as we gradually became more of a dance unit, we added an upper 

division course, which then seemed advanced, but, again, was gradually 

required by what was then close to a dance major, although it wasn't yet 

pronounced one. And there I had more time. I was able to not only do more 

on notation and factual knowledge, such as form concepts, but improvisation: 

to really use it. And the vocal material, I don't quite know how it sprang up, 

but it was something I'd always been interested in, because I always felt 

that— and I talked this over with John Martin at one point, who felt 

similarly—that much of good dance accompaniment has a breath component. 

Breath and pulse. So drums and woodwinds are not accidentally often used 

for dance. The piano is so convenient, and it's basically a percussion 

instrument. But whenever possible, I like to use something that has a 

breathy—no, not breathy, but breathlike-quality, has that potential. So 

thinking that, the voice came to the fore. I found that when I started to do 

some of these improvisational exercises, I didn't have any syllables in mind 

yet, so I used just nonsense syllables at first. And they were very quick to do 

that, to sing-speak with consonants, vowels, syllables. Then very often they 

would have accidental words, and they somehow liked those words. I thought, 

"Well, why not use words?" So we used words, and then we cut up the words. 

This was all new. I don't know anybody who did it at the time. I'm sure other 

people did it, but it came organically. I'm not trying to say that I was original. 

I'm just saying it came as a developmental aspect of the whole thing, and then 

I kept it. And I'm still doing it, differently each time because of the different 

personnel in each class, but some similar approaches. They're very much part 

of everyone. And they're also liberating. Once you've put these odd words and 

syllables together— I now very often just make it fruits and vegetables. 

Otherwise, they say, "How clever can I be with other words?" At least there is 

a parameter within which you choose your words. So that's how those vocal 

things came about. And they are something I'm adamant about using every 

time I have a new class. 

SMITH 

Is it a difficult exercise for dancers to do? 

GILBERT 



No, I don't think so. They are always quite ambitious about making it clever, 

and sometimes they lose the impetus when they want to be sophisticated and 

I have to turn them around and get back to the beginning, start again. The 

threshold sometimes— You know, "Oh, I'm going to sound like a fool. I'm not 

going to do that. " Until they get into it and they no longer feel inhibited. I 

would never have them do it as a solo, because this way they feel supported 

by the others who also feel like a fool the first round. And once they get past 

that barrier, then they become quite ambitious. As I say, sometimes they go 

over the line of just having it develop, and then they hone it too finely. 

SMITH 

Now, what are you looking for in— 

GILBERT 

I'm looking for those very ingredients in music that would be melodically 

"right": that it have a harmonic structure; that the rhythm be either open or 

controlled (in other words, that it be elastic or pulsating); and that it be an 

étude or even close to a little composition, with a beginning, middle and end, 

regardless of the length. So all the aspects—melody, harmony, rhythm, tone 

color, and form—enter into it. 

SMITH 

So do you encourage ternary form for that? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't encourage any form. Usually, however, that's what they do. Also, I 

find that I give this assignment as a balance to another assignment which I 

give immediately at the beginning, and that is, "Now that you've learned 

about walks and runs and skips, etc., and what goes into the components of 

locomotor or other movement across the floor, or stationary movement, let's 

make a little combination. " And they choreograph a small combination of 

movements to which they set, absolutely set, an accompaniment that can be 

repeated, no-nonsense accompaniment that works with the muscles to 

become the most supportive accompaniment for that sequence. And they 

have to learn to repeat it, if not verbatim, so to speak, at least within the same 

confines of the original set that they've played. Then, as they do this vocal 



thing, this is very free and not dictated by any movement or by anything else. 

It's dictated by the texture and the rhythm of the syllables they choose. So 

these two work well together as an initial assignment in that class. 

SMITH 

Now, usually, how much background in music have the students in this class 

had? 

GILBERT 

They've all had my beginning class or the equivalent. I've learned to be 

skeptical when they say, "Oh, I've had a lot of music. Couldn't I just skip the 

beginning?" I either then say, "All right, why don't you just take the final?" 

(which shocks them) or I find out for sure that they have done the work. 

Because if they're fine pianists, it doesn't mean that they have any of this 

theoretical and conceptual knowledge of dance and music for dance. Then we 

also developed a graduate seminar in music for dance. Now, that's not given 

every year. And there they are quite free. The main assignment in there is to 

analyze a score, not as a musician would, but as a choreographer should: 

really being able to point to where the second theme comes in; being able to 

tell the conductor, "Susie's entrance is on measure 54, page such and such, " 

having marked the score; knowing progressions. And they do this by reading 

and analyzing a score, not the recording, and they give a report to the class. 

They feel very good after they've done it. Initially, they feel awful about doing 

it, but after that they feel that they can fly now, they can really talk. 

SMITH 

Is that the first class where they really get into score reading? 

GILBERT 

Well, they get a little of it, of course, in the upper division class, but not any 

more than just a rudimentary glance. I also in that class go into— Well, I'm 

back to the other class now. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 



Where I also teach a rather unorthodox approach to history of music for dance 

in that we talk about medieval music and we get to plainsong, and I then 

immediately hook it up withPierrot Lunaire, where the syllables also dictate 

the text and where all the tones are not yet organized in a definite series. They 

are, again, not organized that way in the atonal music. Now, later on in the 

twelve-tone system, of course, they are. Then we go to counterpoint, and we 

talk about retrogradation, inversion, etc. And that happens again in twelve-

tone writing, so I skip to that. And then we go to classicism and we go to 

neoclassicism. We go to romanticism, we go to neoromanticism. So that by 

the time we get to the twentieth century, it's no longer, "Oh, how new, how 

experimental, " but it looks like a natural development, an organic 

development. And some of the really new things aren't really new. So 

minimalism has always been true in much of the percussion music of 

anywhere. This is not to diminish the impact of how it is being treated, but to 

know that is being treated. 

SMITH 

Is the history segment of the course primarily history of music for dance or 

history of music generally? 

GILBERT 

No, history of music, and, of course, as the dance comes into it. For instance, 

there's no way one would want to ignore the Renaissance Dance Suite. What 

is upsetting to them is that they realize that it and the Baroque [Dance] Suite 

are the few things that have been notated in dance terms and that there are 

big holes from then on. What we know about ballet is from sketches and 

photographs and memory that's been handed down father to son, so to speak. 

The library, the dance library—by that I don't mean what's been written about 

dance, but dances— that's very meager. You see? And so, of course, music for 

dance, as we know it, through the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, it would be a difficult course to teach 

without teaching music for music and knowing how the dance was allied with 

it at all times. 

SMITH 

I asked you this question last time, but I'd like to come back to it. 



GILBERT 

Yes? 

SMITH 

Do the renaissance and baroque dances have a particular value for teaching 

dancers music? 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't think that they have a value in teaching dancers music; it's just a 

comfortable place to know that this was correct. The pavane had this rhythm, 

the gagliard that and no other rhythm, etc. And then to see how, when it 

became more important musically, by the time the suite became the Bach 

suite, that, really, it wasn't danced to. The dances were imagery. It wasn't 

danced to until Doris Humphrey started to dance to them, you see. 

SMITH 

What level of expertise are you aiming for in the three classes? 

GILBERT 

By the time they get out of the third class? 

SMITH 

Well, lower division and upper division. 

GILBERT 

The competency should be more than a modicum of literacy. They can read 

and write melodic notation and rhythmic notation. Not terribly 

sophisticatedly, but certainly they can clap and tap almost any rhythm I can 

put on a board or put in front of them, short of difficult polyrhythmic material. 

But they could basically do that too—they couldn't do it easily. They can read 

melodic notation. They've also learned about— 

SMITH 

By "reading, " you mean being able to hum along? 

GILBERT 



Treble clef, bass clef, yes, treble clef, bass clef. Not the transpositions to other 

clefs. They can play the piano a little bit. They have had to play; that's part of 

the first quarter, first semester. They all play little ditties. And they're very 

pleased that they can do it. And they hate it. Again, it's one of these situations 

where once it's done, they are pleased. Also, in the lower division class, I 

forgot to mention that they all make a musical instrument. They construct 

one. They very often make drums, and I have a lecture on that. But they make 

all kinds of terribly exciting, imaginative sound surfaces. And the idea is not to 

make a toy, but to make something that's lasting, that they can use in their 

careers, and that they can then, wherever they land, get their students to 

make instruments. Because a good chance is that where they land, there isn't 

one. And no budget, either, anymore. [laughter] So it's practical, but also, 

from the moment they have made one— I could have talked until I'm blue in 

the face about "You have to respect sound surfaces. You don't beat on them, 

you play them. " That respect is complete from that moment on, when they 

know what it takes to construct such a thing and that many of them are still 

constructed. Of course, there's a lot of junk on the market. And the junk is so 

expensive that they can make a decent one for a very few dollars. So there's a 

practical and a theoretical outcome from this assignment. I'm going to jump 

back now where I was before: the respect for music, the respect for the 

person playing. Another absolute assignment in the upper division course is 

that they are apprentices for three sessions with an accompanist in the 

department. They have to accompany the accompanist. And they get a lot of 

instructions, hands-on instructions, that I can't give them in a theoretical 

situation playing for each other. And the nervousness of that really opens 

their eyes and ears to what the accompanist goes through. In the early class, 

they've done an observation of the accompanist and the teacher; they write it 

up. Now they're doing it themselves. I receive an evaluation from whomever 

they worked with the three times so that I can then share with them where 

they did very well and where they need more work. Most of them are quite 

pleased to go back and do more. Again, the assignment sounds like a lot of 

extra work for four units, and all these other things they're doing, but then 

they also realize they couldn't get this experience any other way. 

SMITH 

Rudimentary piano skills are then obligatory for— 



GILBERT 

Yes. But they're not accompanying on the piano. Most of the time they play 

along on percussion with the pianist. And occasionally he will not play and let 

them play percussion or sing or whistle or whatever—kazoo, whatever. So 

that this becomes, again, something that is in their memory experience. It 

makes them facile to do it whenever they need to, if somebody's absent or 

they can't get an accompanist right away. It gives them some confidence. It 

also gives them confidence to work with a fledgling accompanist (which is very 

often what they get when they land), to speak the proper language, and to 

make textural sounds that are better even, at times, than the conventional 

sounds the pianist will emit from his instrument. So these competencies are, 

you know, they need to know this, they need to know that. They need to 

know composers. They've really never concerned themselves with who wrote 

anything in the Middle Ages, or the baroque era other than Bach. Or "I like 

Tchaikovsky, " etc. They need to know more about it. And then, of course, we 

get to the twentieth century and all its "isms, " and they have to know the 

"isms" and they have to know who wrote in what "ism. " And that Stravinsky 

did more than what he did with Diaghilev. Most of them have no idea that he 

did things after Le Sacre du printemps; that's what they know. Or L'Histoire du 

soldat and maybe Agon, but not the later pieces. They know it in a way, but 

they're very quick to think [that] what interests them is what's interesting. 

This is some of the difference in dance as [compared to], say, music. I mean, 

no musician would assume that he's going to specialize in Bach until he's 

learned everything about music. But dancers start early to think, "Well, this is 

what I'm going to do, " and they put on blinders and do 

SMITH 

Do you introduce them to the various types of, quote unquote, "new music"? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Yes. As a matter of fact, I used to do this when I had my house here. I 

had an evening at my house to have about three or four hours where I could 

just throw the whole thing at them in a cozy atmosphere. I can't do that right 

now, but— So it has to be done a little more dryly. But it gets done, yes. All 

the aspects of new music. They all went to a [Pierre] Boulez rehearsal—not all 



of them, but quite a group went to a Boulez rehearsal, and almost all of them 

went to one or the other concert. 

SMITH 

I wanted to ask you about the parallels between dance and music language. Is 

that one of the things in your music analysis/music accompaniment class that 

you're trying to nail down? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. You see, I also feel that more has to be done here from the 

musicians' point of view. And it's something I would like to go into more if I 

had more time to develop it. That the dancers definitely need to learn 

musicians' terms, musicians' counts, repertoire, but musicians also need to 

learn more about, not just, as we said before, not just what they see, but 

what's behind what they see. They don't need to learn dancers' counts, 

because dancers' counts shouldn't be there. But they need to learn 

expressions. They need to learn some of the dialect or the jargon or the actual 

language. I mean English language—language language—of dance, not just the 

dance as a language. And that hasn't been pursued. Usually the complaint 

comes from the musicians that they think of dancers as unmusical because 

they're so often uneducated. And Robert Irving, the New York City Ballet 

conductor, once said, "Ah, dancers, they only know two tempi: too slow and 

too fast. " [laughter] That's what is always being thrown at him after a 

performance. So there is room for improvement from that direction as well. 

SMITH 

Now, a lot of your work in developing this class became summarized in the 

textbook, [Music for the Modern Dance]. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

How did that come— Where was the impetus for actually writing the book? 

GILBERT 



Well, Aileene Lockhart moved to 'SC, and we were just delighted to be in the 

same city. She had always, for many years, been an editor for William C. 

Brown Company and had written quite a few books on kinesiology and some 

aspects of dance for that publishing house. It's a big textbook publishing 

house. And she had been— She started immediately to say that I should write 

a book like that. And it's, again, the same pattern. Somebody has to ask me. 

Somebody has to say, "You must do this or else. " Not quite "or else, " but, you 

know, really make it a serious request. And the more she talked about it, the 

more I resisted at first, because I wanted to keep it loose. But then I also 

realized, "Oh, wouldn't it be convenient to have all this written down, instead 

of always having to hand out dittos and putting things on the blackboard and 

hoping it would stay. " And so, really, what happened was that I wrote it and 

Aileene did all of the editing and the organizing of the material. And somehow 

it came out as both our book, which is not to say that she didn't do as much 

work, but I really wrote all the material. Carol and Bob [Robert] Scothorn did 

the illustrations. And then some of the little things that I had done for— Oh, I 

must precede this. Before we wrote the book, we put out a recording, Music 

for Dance, that was quite popular everywhere. It was very much according to 

what one did in technique class. It was a long-playing record, which was not all 

that new, but it wasn't all that accepted yet either. It was an RCA Victor 

custom recording. I think it was in every school in the country. Aileene wrote 

the accompanying brochure for that. And that kind of started the next step. 

SMITH 

What kind of pieces were you recording on that record? 

GILBERT 

All the pieces that are in the back of the textbook now. A so-called Folk Dance 

Suite, which was a neoclassical approach to polka, waltz, schottische, mazurka, 

tango, etc. A pre-classic suite, shades of going back to my past with Louis 

Horst: a pavane, a gagliard, a saraband, etc., etc., right up to the gigue. Swings 

and— I mean dance swings. I don't have the whole table of contents, but it's 

easy, you know, it's in the back of the book. A hoedown. All kinds of things 

that you use for technique class and for composition class. Short etudes and 

things that a pianist can go with and then make his own. And that was 

beautifully copied in Holland, reproduced. I was so impressed, because I had 



always thought of all of my music as being ephemeral. I didn't mind a bit. It 

would go with or without. Or it could stay or it could leave. It was interesting 

to do, but I had no sense of its having to stay around for posterity. And this 

was the first publication, really, of material, first on the recording, then in back 

of the book. Those were the first— Not maybe the first, but the first 

combination and collection of dance-related material that stayed, that was 

played by other people. 

SMITH 

Did that kind of push you to do more composing? 

GILBERT 

No, each time it went through the same process, and it still does. A game of 

cards, of course. Up to then I had musicians playing the material I had written, 

but it was always quite informal looking: much of it in pencil, some of it 

translated into ink. Very little had been reproduced other than was necessary 

for those performances. And I'm astonished that I kept as much of it as I did, 

as a matter of fact, because a lot of it isn't there anymore, and probably that's 

perfectly all right. But these early scores, then, quite a few of them are still 

available. A lot of them are not, and, of course, the taping— You see, the wire 

tape recorders, of course, had such poor quality one didn't want to use them. 

It's just when the tape tape recorders came around that one started to hang 

on to material more. 

SMITH 

Going back to UCLA and the first ten years that you were there: Martha Deane 

made a comment that most of the students had not been brought up with the 

arts as part of their lives. Did you find that to be the case with your students? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. It was considered somewhat exotic and impractical, but a nice thing 

to have around. It was not being resisted, but it was certainly not looked at as 

something as serious as the other things that were going on at the university. 

The person, the student, who was ready to do it anyway, of course, flourished. 

The others felt it was good for them, I guess, like spinach. [laughter] 

SMITH 



Was this a new attitude for you? To suddenly be faced with a roomful of 

people who had no real interest in the arts? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. That's why I was saying motivation was something new. Motivation 

was something that was a bit of a challenge, because up to then, I had been— 

Certainly in New York we were all addicts. You were in music because you 

couldn't be anywhere else. You were in the theater because that was your 

world. Nobody had to tell you it's good for you. You know? 

SMITH 

What about the relationships of the dance unit with local dance groups? Was 

there any kind of interaction with Lester Horton or Bella Lewitzky? 

GILBERT 

Well, I blossomed out. I think I was one of the first people who— I don't mean 

to keep saying I'm such a pioneer, but simply because I had to do this. I never 

felt that wherever I was was enough. So I went and looked at Lester Horton, 

and Lester Horton looked at me, and we decided we also belonged together. 

So I played for some of those events and classes. That's where I first met Alvin 

Ailey. That's where I first met Bella Lewitzky and some of these people. And 

that's always stayed. That was a very interesting atmosphere. And a little bit 

we-against-the- world solidarity. 

SMITH 

Did you feel that Lester Horton was doing something quite independent of— 

GILBERT 

Yes, I did. Yes, I did. He was quite unlike anything that had happened in New 

York. 
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SMITH 

You were talking about Lester Horton's originality. 

GILBERT 



Yes, I didn't know a great deal at that time about primitive art—extra-Western 

approaches to art, let's put it that way. And obviously Lester was intrigued by 

things that came from those roots. So, although one would never see his 

movement as being a descendant of African dance, let's say, or any of the 

other, quote, "ethnic sources, " much of it was reminiscent of that. It had an 

earthiness; it had an interesting, juicy, rhythmic drive that was unlike anything 

quite happening in either Germany or the United States, as such. I mean in the 

so-called modern dance. I don't quite know where it came from. I don't think 

he was all that sure either; it was there. It was fascinating, and it was genuine. 

And he also, obviously, was compelled to do what he needed to do. And he 

had fiercely loyal people around him. And he had vision. He needed to do a lot 

of the things himself. He finally had to build a theater that was his, and it was 

one of the most interesting little theaters that I can remember. I don't even 

know what happened to it. It was somewhere in Hollywood, and it had a 

combination of plastic and stone benches that were beautifully molded, and 

just the right kind of stage. It was fascinating! And the kind of choreography 

he did, which was openly passionate and [an] involved and cool and stamp-

your-foot kind of thing—It wasn't really abstract, as such; it was quite direct. 

And again, I learned a great deal. We were all learning. One didn't mind 

putting on stage what one was in the midst of learning. One did it. And the 

audience learned along with us. 

SMITH 

Was there much of an audience for modern dance? For Lester Horton? 

GILBERT 

I think at the time one really didn't expect a large audience for anything 

modern dance. I don't think that little theater held more than eighty people, 

and sometimes it was filled. But that was true in New York, too. One just 

didn't think of filling houses. By the same token, the first time Merce 

Cunningham came to Royce Hall, there were about fifty people in Royce Hall. 

And that's dreadful when you think about it. But we fifty knew what was going 

on! And we were out of our seats with excitement! 

SMITH 

What pieces did Cunningham perform? 



GILBERT 

I don't know. I'd have to look it up. It wasn't yet Winterbranch, because that 

was the next time he came, and then there were many more people. But that 

original one was quite a jolt, a wonderful jolt. 

SMITH 

How did the faculty in the dance unit respond to thinkers like Cunningham? 

GILBERT 

Mixed. We didn't all— It was really, already by then— [There were] some 

people in the music department— the then music department, which had a 

lot more interesting people in it than later on—who were fascinated. 

SMITH 

Was that because of [John] Cage? 

GILBERT 

I remember Henry Leland Clark, yes, and some other people. And also the 

ones who didn't like it were excited about not liking it. Nobody was 

indifferent, certainly. In the dance unit, I think there was negative and positive 

excitement. 

SMITH 

How did you feel about, say, Cage and Cunningham, where the music and the 

dance are two separate streams? 

GILBERT 

I was more curious then than thinking that I was ever going to be allied with 

that. And it wasn't until I had my talk with Cage later on, before I went to 

Rockford College, that I got more of a glimmer of it, even though I couldn't 

repeat what he had said. We'll get to that a little later. So it was strange. And 

what it really did, other than learning to recognize what the processes were, 

was to stretch the ear and to stretch the eye—if one can say that—to absorb a 

different approach to the art of dance and music. And of course, when you 

first are asked to go into such strange territory and listen to such a strange 



language, one would like to reject it and say, "I can't be bothered with that. " I 

think that is a first reaction. 

SMITH 

Did they perform the piece where Cage and another person are walking 

around the auditorium with walkie-talkies? 

GILBERT 

No, that was in Pasadena. He did that in Pasadena at [the Encounters Series] 

later. No, it was a proscenium work, with people in a pit, and already some 

speakers involved in distortion. 

SMITH 

Let's talk about some of the faculty who were in the dance unit of the physical 

education department. I'd like to get a sense of their background. There was 

Jeanne Riley, for whom you did some pieces. 

GILBERT 

Jeanne Riley, yes. Jeanne Riley was a highly sophisticated person who came 

from, I think it was, Mills College. It was either Mills or Vassar, or perhaps it 

was Sarah Lawrence—one of those colleges. I'm lumping them together 

because they did similar education of women: to become sophisticated, to be 

really immersed in the arts, to say something for themselves, and to be very 

well acquainted with literature. Jeanne really knew her— Well, who 

wrote Songs of Innocence and [Songs of] Experience? 

SMITH 

Blake. 

GILBERT 

Blake, William Blake. So, of course, I had to read it. [laughter] And everything 

she did had either an interesting visual arts springboard or a literary 

springboard or something in Greek mythology that wasn't ordinary—I mean 

ordinarily known. She was very well educated. So it was interesting to work 

with her. That score [Songs of Innocence and Experience] also became a fairly 

independent score. Not "music per se, " but playable. And it was the first time 

I got together with some of the Los Angeles musicians, rather than the UCLA 



student musicians, to have that score performed. [David] Breidenthal, who 

now plays for the L. A. Philharmonic, was the bassoonist. And he was 

encouraging. He said, "You should write more. You should write more music. " 

And I thought, "Oh, no, I'm perfectly happy doing what I'm doing. " I was 

always really feeling that I was not sufficient, still, you know, and that taunted 

me. 

SMITH 

Did you see yourself as kind of a Sunday composer? 

GILBERT 

No, no. I was a composer who composed when it was necessary to do what I 

needed to do, and was very much involved in it. But it was not amateur. It was 

not like a Sunday painter who paints because that's a nice thing to do on 

Sundays. When I was doing it, it was an absolutely professional undertaking. 

But when I wasn't doing it, I was also doing what was a professional 

undertaking, but not composing. You see? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

So I've never had the urge to compose into the vacuum, so to speak, with 

"maybe some years from now it will be done. " I was always performing or 

composing and I still am, because I've been commissioned—I don't mean 

necessarily financially—to do a work for a particular ensemble or person or 

event, be it the theater or the dance, or whoever asks. I have not yet written a 

piece because I wanted to write that piece. But whenever such a "commission, 

" in quotes, comes up, it is always in light of where I am in my own 

compositional development, and then that propels me forward to the next. So 

even though it comes from without, the development still comes from within. 

SMITH 

Now, some of the other teachers. Maria Maginnis? 

GILBERT 



Yes, Maria Maginnis was from the Humphrey-Weidman company. An excellent 

dancer and a very bright mind. Funny, interesting. I don't mean to sing 

rhapsodies about all these people. She was stubborn. I think she had some 

problems with being where she was, where there wasn't the kind of echo that 

was needed for her sophistication. We became very good friends. I forget now 

why she— I think she just had enough. She had to get back to doing her own 

thing, whatever that was. 

SMITH 

What about Letitia Innes? 

GILBERT 

I don't remember her. 

SMITH 

Josephine Murray? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Jo Murray taught— [She] was really a physical education dance person, 

with not much sophistication. The kind of person one would describe as a very 

good soul. Very good, inspiring, but not [a] sophisticated teacher of dance in 

physical education. That's a long way back. 

SMITH 

Was there a conflict between the P. E. teachers and the dance teachers? 

GILBERT 

Well, there wasn't a conflict. There may have been some condescension. 

SMITH 

Going which way? 

GILBERT 

Going from the dance to the physical education. The people in physical 

education who also taught dance were good-natured about it. Their aim was 

not to become that sophisticated. Their aim was to be able to share some of 



what they knew with their students in physical education. And we were 

chomping at the bit, of course, to get dance for dance's sake, too. 

SMITH 

What about William [F. ] Pillich? 

GILBERT 

Bill I would put somewhat in that same category. But he developed a rather 

sophisticated approach to ballroom dance. He was very popular because he 

had such a nice way of teaching that. And after he retired, he continued to do 

it for [UCLA] Extension. When you looked into the large gym there were 

always a whole lot of people doing conventional ballroom dancing and 

enjoying it. I mean long after it wasn't done anymore. It's being done again 

now, you know. Bill can come back on the scene. People are beginning to 

dance in couples again. Even at the time when everybody was doing their own 

thing on a dime because there was no space, [laughter] he continued to teach 

polkas and fox-trots and tangos, etc. 

SMITH 

What about Edwin [A. ] Lee? Do you remember him? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't. 

SMITH 

He taught the history of dance class in the P. E. department. 

GILBERT 

I don't remember that, and I thought I knew everybody. Are you sure? 

SMITH 

I'm sure. 

GILBERT 

He's listed on the—? 

SMITH 



Yes, on the roster. 

GILBERT 

That may have been very, very fleeting. 

SMITH 

He actually started in the thirties, in the early thirties. 

GILBERT 

Oh, no, he wasn't there when I was there. I'm sure I would remember. 

SMITH 

Mary Ellen Todd? 

GILBERT 

Also not somebody who was there when I was there. It must have been just 

before I arrived. Under Martha [Deane], you know. 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

Eleanor Brooks was somebody who was there who came from the Horton 

company. Interesting. 

SMITH 

Did you have that kind of interaction: people from the Horton company 

coming and teaching? 

GILBERT 

No, that was coincidence. Eleanor was there when I arrived, but she was no 

longer with the Horton company. 

SMITH 

I see. 

GILBERT 



Bella [Lewitzky] had taken her place. That's how this developed. 

SMITH 

What about Carol Scothorn? 

GILBERT 

Carol Scothorn and Shirley Wynn and some of the people who stayed on for 

quite a while came onto the scene shortly before Alma Hawkins. In other 

words, I think Alma came in '52, and Carol came perhaps two years before 

that and so did Shirley. And the three of us would be recognized: "Ah-ha! Now 

we have a group that's really interested in making dance important as dance, 

as well, start to get the ball rolling. " And not wanting so much to get rid of 

what was there before, but to create something positive. 

SMITH 

Now, Martha Deane in her interview said she had absolutely no interest in 

dance as a program to develop dancers. Her interest was to promote, at one 

point, free experience so people wouldn't be ashamed of their bodies. To feel 

better about themselves. 

GILBERT 

I think that was— 

SMITH 

She was quite emphatic about that. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think that was very much the aim. And very much the aim was that 

through dance you get to something else, you know. Through dance you 

became a more whole person through the use of the body as a vehicle for all 

these other experiences. Through dance you— I can't even rattle it off the way 

it used to be rattled off. But it was always dance as a thoroughfare to other 

good things in life and to other arts and to other experiences that would make 

a more positive, profound human being. Well, then here came the chance to 

say, "But through dance you also get at dance. " [laughter] 

SMITH 



That's you and Carol and— 

GILBERT 

Yes. I think we felt that was also important. I have never lost that sense of 

what Martha Deane was all about, by the way. And we never ridiculed it or 

said, "Enough of that. " We didn't throw that out. But we felt that now it's very 

important, also, to again look at dance as an art form. And dance has a right to 

be at the university as dance. Because music was developing, theater arts was 

developing. I mean, they were becoming departments. There was the College 

of Applied Arts by now, and there was a theater department and a music 

department; there was still the dance unit. And physical education, because of 

dance, was in the College of Applied Arts. So we all had the same dean. You 

would arrive at the dean's tea, or whatever the occasion was, with all the 

people from theater arts and music, and not only the people from physical 

education and those of us in dance, but the military in their uniforms! 

[laughter] They were part of physical education. It was an odd melange, the 

college's constituency. 

SMITH 

Even though Deane's approach was one thing, was she antagonistic toward 

what you and Carol were talking about? 

GILBERT 

Oh, no, by this time I think Martha Deane was no longer in charge. 

SMITH 

Oh, okay. 

GILBERT 

I think it was Rosalind Cassidy who was now in charge. Because there had 

been a real tragedy, as far as I'm concerned, with Martha Dearie's leaving the 

university. Shall I go into that? 

SMITH 

Yes, if you'd like to. 

GILBERT 



We suddenly heard that Martha Deane was not on the campus. And since I 

was, and many of us were, tremendous admirers of Martha, we couldn't 

believe what had happened. As far as I can recreate it, she was being accused 

of having a lesbian relationship with another person in the physical education 

department, a Dr. [Ruth] Fulton, and that that was reason for dismissal as 

moral turpitude. And that was one reason you could be dismissed without 

further notice. How I was outraged! Not only because I feel—I still feel—no 

one's sexuality is anybody's business if it doesn't become something 

destructive— I certainly wouldn't want anybody to dismiss me because I'm a 

heterosexual. I could not understand it. But at that point, of course, it was still 

considered morally unacceptable. But I had never seen any overt anything 

with Martha. Martha and Ruth were sharing a house. So did many people of 

all sexes, you know. And it never even occurred to me. And if it had occurred 

to me, I would have felt it was none of my business. Well, that the university 

made it its business to summarily dismiss such a person was just more than I 

could accept. And so we looked into it. At that time I was still married, and 

even my husband, the lawyer, thought it was unacceptable, with all the laws 

going in that direction. And, of course, I kept visiting Martha. She was being 

ostracized. Only very close friends came by. She would never again step foot 

on university grounds; she wasn't allowed. It was really— You know, to me it 

brought back an awful lot of persecution. Well, what she did, then, was to 

fight. And to make a very, very long story of many years short, she won her 

fight. So whatever was being said— I'm not saying that she didn't have a 

lesbian relationship; that's none of my business. But obviously the university 

had no right to act as it did, as far as I'm concerned. To this day, I don't know 

the difference. She and Ruth are still close. Ruth resigned. Martha, how did 

she do it? I don't know the exact legal situation here, but I know that when 

she was reinstated as a result of the end of that lawsuit, that's when she 

resigned. That's right. That's when she resigned from the university and got all 

her money back for all those years. And it, of course, never made it good. It 

simply meant that she had won the legal battle. But she has not been back on 

that campus ever again. Ever. 

SMITH 

Had she been in conflict with other persons on the campus so that there 

would be a motivation? 



GILBERT 

There must have been. There must have been something like that. You know, 

again, it wasn't my place to look into that. One had heard all kinds of rumors 

that I don't want to repeat because they were rumors, and that's exactly how 

this kind of thing— If rumors convicted her, I'm not going to dignify it with 

rumors that were floating around pro or con the situation. But it was a very 

ugly business. 

SMITH 

One of the— 

GILBERT 

I still see Martha, by the way, whenever I come to Los Angeles. I mean, 

whenever I can. When I'm here we always have lunch. She's now quite an old 

lady and very tired and fading, but one of the most interesting, "dynamic, " in 

quotes, people—not just women—people of this era. 

SMITH 

When I was talking to Carol Scothorn she mentioned that in the 1950s the 

dance department—the dance unit existed under this cloud of stereotypes of 

homosexuality. Any man who would take a class was immediately assumed to 

be homosexual. 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, yes. Well, that was not just in the dance unit, that was in the Western 

world. It was true in New York too. Very few men—very few heterosexual 

men— really felt that they could be in dance and not be suspect, that it was a 

haven for the homosexual men. And in some ways that was true, because of 

the cloud. And it was difficult. Of course, at that time the closet was not yet 

open, and therefore many homosexuals, male homosexuals, either tried to 

hide it, or made a point of it. Nobody was really natural about it, naturally 

accepting of it, whether they were or whether one observed them. And it's 

always interested me that at that time, at least, so many of them, when they 

wanted to be feminine, took on the worst qualities of women. They'd be catty 

and they'd overdress and they'd lisp and do things that, really, an interesting, 

well-coordinated woman wouldn't want to do, whereas the very few lesbian 



women I knew wanted to take on the best qualities of men. They wanted to 

be protective and strong and— It was an odd thing that I've observed, 

especially in the dance world—the, quote, "chichiness" of the men that the 

other men didn't want to be associated with. That was the problem. This has 

really been overcome. But yes, at the time, that wasn't just UCLA. It was, I 

guess, wherever you were, you were confronted with it, if it was, indeed, a 

confrontation. 

SMITH 

I also understand that there was a major argument over women's costumes in 

the department. 

GILBERT 

Yes, but that wasn't until Alma Hawkins appeared on the scene. Shall I go into 

that a little bit? 

SMITH 

Yes, why don't we. 

GILBERT 

Alma was called in to develop an eventual department. And Alma came in (she 

came from Chicago) with a good academic background and quite a lot of 

dance experience, but again, more theoretical, I think. And she had very 

straitlaced ideas about what the dance department was all about. This is so 

amusing, because of where Alma has gone in the meantime, and the kind of 

visionary she has become, that we both laugh about it when we talk about it. 

But she took one look at us and Alma and I had an instant clash. And we've 

become the best of friends, you know, in the meantime; we're really very, 

very close. But that was an unfortunate situation. I was pregnant at the time, 

and I looked at this woman who had an absolutely straight, hard-edged 

approach to what was right and what was wrong. And we had been exploring, 

you know, what this department should become. The first thing she decided 

was that the costumes should be attractive. And what she considered— She 

has a love for certain colors: aqua, rose—mostly those two colors—and 

yellow. Pastel combinations. So we got pastel combinations of cotton leotards 

with wraparound skirts and no tights. Underline "no" tights. Because tights 



were not— Well, tights were, to her mind, somewhat immoral, amoral—Las 

Vegas showgirl. The you-don't-do-this approach to what you wore. So here 

were our budding dance majors in these god-awful [laughter] aqua, pink, and 

yellow, like ice cream or sherbet sundae, confection-looking outfits. We got 

used to them after a while. But that was not our best relationship, not in the 

beginning. But I soon learned that Alma knew what she was going to do and 

that she listened. 

SMITH 

But I understand that— 

GILBERT 

She listened. 

SMITH 

—the leotards were eventually— 

GILBERT 

Everything eventually became exactly as it should have been. It's just 

interesting to talk about this because I think it's to everybody's credit, and 

especially to hers, that she was not only changing but radically turning around 

in many directions and imbuing the department with all kinds of new ideas 

that she was discovering as we were discovering them. Nurturing, in a way, 

what became— She became, really, the person to liberate every one of us to 

do our best, which is about the best thing you can say about an administrator. 

But it took a bit of doing, 

SMITH 

Now, there was also, I understand, a very strict dress code for the teachers? 

GILBERT 

That I don't know. I think everybody— I don't think the teachers wore tights 

either. 

SMITH 

Right. 



GILBERT 

Until somebody did. And somebody else did. And finally, Alma thought, "Well, 

that's okay. " But this is how some of these things developed. I must say she 

deserves an awful lot of credit. 

SMITH 

Carol Scothorn was telling me that in the fifties, sexuality was something that 

was not danced about. It was not a subject. It just wouldn't have been 

allowed. And she mentioned that before she came, there was an incident 

involving some Persian students that you became involved in. Can you 

elaborate on that? 

GILBERT 

That was in my class. I have to re-create that. Jeanne Riley and I were teaching 

a composition class together and they were showing their group studies. All of 

a sudden we get a whole group of scantily-clad men coming into the studio 

with our Persian student in the middle, obviously starting what I didn't know 

at the time was something akin to a homosexual orgy. And Jeanne said, "You 

deal with that. You're married. " [laughter] As if that would solve— As if that 

would have given me all the knowledge of how to deal with this situation. 

Actually, I'd really completely forgotten about this incident. You know, today 

one would just look at it and say that that's what they're "into, " in quotes. At 

that time, it had to be stopped. 

SMITH 

It had to be stopped? 

GILBERT 

It had to be stopped. 

SMITH 

Why? 

GILBERT 



Because it was "immoral. " You see, we were still way back there. You don't do 

this. If you "do it, " you "do it" at home. Quotes, you know. You don't do that 

on the stage. 

SMITH 

It was a representational piece, right? 

GILBERT 

That's right. That's right. You don't represent that on the stage. It was not 

something you even talked about. I suppose there are similar situations still 

extant today that we just don't realize. 

SMITH 

But no one had— 

GILBERT 

You don't do certain things on the stage today. Maybe we'll do it fifty years 

from now. 

SMITH 

No one had to tell you, "You have to stop this"? You just knew that it was— 

GILBERT 

No. Jeanne was quite sure it had to be stopped. And I didn't want it either. In 

other words, even though this was after the Deane situation, which was real 

life, there were certain things you didn't do at the studio or on the stage. You 

just didn't do this on the stage. In fact, they used to have a joke about what 

one didn't do on the stage. This was one of them! [laughter] But I'd completely 

forgotten about that, I'm surprised that Carol remembers it. Did you have a 

discussion with Carol about the dance department? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

In light of what we're doing now. 



SMITH 

And she brought this up. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes. But I don't think it has a great deal to do with our development. 

There were all kinds of funny and peculiar things that happened in the 

development of something emerging. 

SMITH 

I wanted to ask you another thing regarding Martha Deane. 

GILBERT 

Yes? 

SMITH 

She put on some rather large concerts at the Hollywood Bowl. Were you 

involved in those? 

GILBERT 

No. That was before my arrival. I think that was probably also with Ralph 

Freud. 

SMITH 

They were dance concerts, then? 

GILBERT 

Yes, but he had a lot to do with it. And the other person who had a lot to do 

with those was Lee. What is his first name? He then became a very important 

stage designer. His last name is Lee. He has such a simple first name that I 

can't think of it now. John. John! John, some kind of consonant, Lee. He 

worked with us for quite a few of those dance events that I was talking about 

in the early time at UCLA. And he did wonderful things. And then, of course, 

later on he became very well known and did a lot of stuff for Broadway and 

for Hollywood. 
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SMITH 

Last week we began to talk about Alma Hawkins coming to UCLA and the 

changes that were initiated in the dance program as a result of that. This week 

I'd like to begin by backtracking a little bit and asking about the decision to 

recruit her. Do you know how that was made? Who made that? 

GILBERT 

I thought about that. It is a little dim in my memory, but what I do 

remember— Shall I start again? 

SMITH 

Yes, why don't you. 

GILBERT 

What I do remember about that is that there was a decision to have 

somebody head the dance unit in [the Department of] Physical Education and 

to, perhaps, eventually— I don't think anybody quite, at that point, yet 

thought of a department. But Ben [W. ] Miller, who was the head of physical 

education, did a search. I wasn't in on that search. I don't know who was. I 

don't think any of us were. I think that was a fairly independent physical 

education search. And they found Alma. She was brought to the campus; she 

looked at it, and we looked at her, and it seemed fine. I remember that was 

the year I was pregnant and wasn't sure just what my future would be. I mean, 

I really was in no career mood [laughter] at the time. So I can't give you a clear 

picture as to the search that brought her here. 

SMITH 

Was there a concern that the people in the dance program were not 

academically strong enough? 

GILBERT 

I'm not sure about that either. The university structure at the time was much 

looser. The criteria for employment were looser. By more loose I really mean 

more elastic. There were many more chances for people with the right 

education, whether it was formal or not, to get into a position. But I think in 

order to head a department or unit, it was probably preferable to have 



somebody with an advanced degree, with a doctorate, in other words. So I 

suppose that had something to do with it. But really, I must say I didn't know 

that much about administration at the time. We were mainly interested in just 

going on. There were no grandiose plans. 

SMITH 

In the recruitment process and when she first came did you feel that her 

priorities were artistic, academic, physical education, recreation? 

GILBERT 

Not recreation, but all of the above. I can't tell you the exact ratio. I would 

think that academic, yes. Dance in physical education, I think, was dearer to 

her heart than dance as dance per se at the time. She, I think, had a much 

clearer vision than we did, or that we even cared about, at that point. That's 

as much as I remember. I didn't give it that much thought. When I assumed 

that this would be asked, I still couldn't unearth any clear thinking of the 

period. 

SMITH 

Well, the next question is going to be two-pronged. One, you said you weren't 

in a career mood at the time. Was your employment on a year-to-year basis? 

GILBERT 

You know, I am not even sure about that. The physical education department, 

I think, along with nursing and some others, home economics and some other 

departments at the university, did not have a professorial ladder. It had a 

finite tenure track. There was assistant; from assistant you became an 

assistant supervisor, and then an associate supervisor, and then a supervisor, 

and then there were the various steps to that. I didn't really look into it that 

much since I never thought of my position as being in any way important 

"career-wise. " I did it because I loved doing it. I had no sense of escalating this 

profession for myself. But I know that from associate supervisor on, one had a 

sense of tenure. I think it was a tenure position from then on, like associate 

professor. 

SMITH 

But were you in the Academic Senate at the time? 



GILBERT 

No, I wasn't. I think I could have been. I didn't know enough about it to attend 

meetings. We were pretty isolated down there in that building and in what we 

were doing. I had the pipeline to the music department. Even though they 

thought I was crazy, it was a friendly situation. [laughter] And there were 

some people there who, indeed, felt I was doing an interesting and not 

necessarily crazy thing. As a matter of fact, John Vincent and Henry Leland 

Clark and Robert [Trotter]— He was later the head of the music department. 

I'll have to think about that name; it doesn't come to mind now. They were all 

quite supportive. And of course, the music students came down quite a bit to 

see what was going on that would interest them and that they couldn't get in 

their own department. Of course, with Lukas Foss's arrival and some other 

people coming in there, it became much more lively. But it never quite took 

off to do the more experimental things until much later. 

SMITH 

One of the things that Alma Hawkins did was to begin weekly discussions to 

develop a dance curriculum. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

The first question I wanted to ask is, who was invited to participate in those 

discussions? 

GILBERT 

Well, the major faculty, which was just a handful. There was Carol Scothorn; 

there was Shirley Wynn. I don't know who the original ones were in that 

group, but whoever we were, we sat around that table every week. Now, I 

must say something else there. We really were crazy, when I think about it. 

We never for a moment even considered sabbaticals and such. We just knew 

that we couldn't leave or there would be nobody there to teach what we had 

to teach and to do what we had to do. So we, as the pioneers in this whole 

situation—since there was no other real dance department, and we weren't 

one yet either—we just simply went on plowing through, year after year after 



year. I don't remember Alma ever taking a sabbatical, even later on when 

there could have been a chance. She just never left the department. And we 

were—I'm projecting on now to later years—we really almost took it for 

granted. It only occurred to us much later that she just simply went on day 

after day, week after week, summer after summer, without any concern for 

her own liberties. Almost a compulsion. But there were many ladies like that 

in America in some of the other departments: at Wisconsin, at Illinois, at Utah. 

There was a whole group of Alma Hawkinses [laughter] who headed, who 

brought into being, some of those departments, and held the reins. 

SMITH 

Had you met them at national meetings? 

GILBERT 

Not yet, no. 

SMITH 

Somebody like Margaret H'Doubler, did you ever— 

GILBERT 

I met Marge H'Doubler when she came to UCLA, and then at one point in New 

York. She was a fascinating lady. She was another one of the Martha 

Deane/Rosalind Cassidy ilk: very bright, very idealistic, aware of the human 

condition, and aware of the body-mind configuration. Fascinating, actually. I 

wish more would be written about these women. 

SMITH 

Now, Alma Hawkins has the first question that she wanted to pose in these 

sessions, these weekly discussions: "What is dance?" I'm wondering what kind 

of discussion this small group had about that question. What were the 

choices? What were the arguments about? 

GILBERT 

There weren't any arguments. We defined for ourselves what the major 

portion of the program would be—not so much what is dance as compared to 

what is anything else, but what should the major thrust be in an eventual 

dance department at UCLA? And we, at the time, were absolutely convinced 



that it should be modern dance. At that time we were still quite convinced 

that modern dance was the only thing to pursue, that one didn't pursue ballet; 

maybe social dance, or folk dance, as it was then called, as a more, perhaps, 

recreational aspect of the department and somewhat broadening. Those 

discussions I don't remember as much as I do remember, very clearly, the 

discussions on if we are to graduate such a person, when we are graduating 

such a person, what should the competencies be? And we were, with Alma's 

guidance, quite sure that we should not think in terms of courses first. [Not] 

what should the student have taken, but how should she emerge? In other 

words, how do we envision her or him as a graduate? And once [we started], 

that [discussion] took a year— It seems to me, it took a long time. We 

gradually came up with a kind of a diagram of a tree trunk and branches, 

which Alma has, I'm sure, to share. It should be, actually, in her oral history 

much more clearly defined than I can dredge up from my memory. But the 

competency statement that we came up with is fairly clear in my mind, you 

know, as to what that student should have under her belt in order to go out 

into the world. Because at that time you could get a teaching job with a 

bachelor's from UCLA. 

SMITH 

Did that remain the orientation of the program, that teaching was going to be 

what most of the graduates would do? 

GILBERT 

Well, yes. At that time, teaching was what most of them did do. Later on, we 

had some emerge— We had one year, several years after we had the 

program, where something like a half dozen of them went right into 

professional companies. But that was, you know, like a football team. [Now] 

and then you get one like that and they all graduate at once. [laughter] We 

often had people (one or two) come out of the program, and simply because 

they were artists—and you can't stop an artist from becoming an artist, 

anyway; you create a better artist with this kind of education—but they were 

snapped up immediately. For some years we had— I mean, I would go to New 

York and there would be two of ours in the [Alwin] Nikolais company and 

three of ours in the [Murray] Louis company and somebody else in another, 

and so on. One girl who was Mia Slavenska's student, went right into the 



American Ballet Theatre, and we had no emphasis on ballet whatsoever. So 

these things do happen, and they are in a way [flukes], but it's amazing how 

that is often what's written up about the department, rather than what is the 

general thrust. The exceptions are also important to the general thrust, and 

they are more easily identified. 

SMITH 

Right. But in terms of the general thrust, what most graduates— You wanted 

to prepare them to be teachers competent teachers. 

GILBERT 

Well, most graduates did teach. We always had classes in dance education. 

But we didn't turn out teachers as such, they emerged as such. We've always 

been very careful to assume that the dance department at UCLA, like any of 

the other departments, is not that of a vocational school. 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

The only ones that somehow point to that, I guess, are the law school and the 

medical school, and so on. But the other departments, and ours included, we, 

I think, turned out good professionals in whatever area they emerged. But our 

aim was not that they would be good enough to get a good job, but that 

they'd be good enough, period. 

SMITH 

I'd like to get an idea of what your viewpoints were in these discussions. What 

did you contribute? 

GILBERT 

I was highly involved. Sometimes Alma and I, talking today, we just remember 

what we said. And I'm sure if you talked to somebody else it would be the 

same thing. But we remember very clearly that we were dedicated to this 

approach, and that although we were still involved in dance as a vehicle 

toward other things, we were now— And Alma, who had come from a very 

different direction, was gradually getting involved in helping dance as dance. 



In fact, the Alma Hawkins metamorphosis was something to behold, because 

she really grew and became the visionary that I have kind of idealized, 

perhaps, as I look at her. Quite an exemplary development. 

SMITH 

What was your contribution? 

GILBERT 

My own contribution? Well, I felt strongly that this was now my job, to help 

create this department. And I had nothing in the way of experience to bring to 

it. I had no administrative experience. I had no experience to bring anything 

like this about, and I think that was a tremendous plus, because there was 

nothing I had to base it on. I could simply go and say this is what it should be, 

as far as I'm concerned. Not just as far as I am concerned. Not I, Pia Gilbert, 

but I, somebody who is now responsible for bringing a dance department not 

just to UCLA, but to the country, in a way, because there wasn't much going 

on at the time. The [University of] Wisconsin experience had diminished by 

then. The Bennington [College] experience had evaporated by now to very 

fond memories in everybody's mind, but [was] no longer functioning to the 

degree that we were about to begin to function. And, as a matter of fact, 

talking about it right now, I think we have to watch it so we don't diminish and 

become somebody's memory. It's very important, and I've urged the 

department to consider it, that one doesn't get comfortable and assume it just 

keeps going. So my contributions were not just in music. In fact, I consider that 

as a very important aspect of the total thing. But none of us were protecting 

our territories in these meetings, perhaps because there was nothing yet to 

defend, or perhaps because we were really concerned with the total 

configuration of such an institution as a dance department. 

SMITH 

But your music training— 

GILBERT 

Well, my music training— 

SMITH 

—must have had, in a sense, a form-giving kind of emphasis. 



GILBERT 

I think that's right. And that has always been important to me. I am, well, 

dedicated to forming, both as a teacher, as an artist, as whatever 

administration I've done. And not only in the department, but also when I was 

chair of the concert series, and even before then. That things have shape, 

taste. Forming it into an artistic unit—not an art unit necessarily, but that it be 

shaped properly, I guess, is the idea. And also a matter of finding the right 

proportions for what the student is to receive. We knew that the major accent 

would be on modern dance. I mean, there was no question in our mind. The 

questions came later. That meant the technique, the composition, the music, 

history, and some of the theatrics connected with it. But we did not yet have, 

in the latter category, anybody in mind who would— [Not that] we thought 

that they would become courses as such; we just knew they would be an 

aspect. And some of us knew— Carol knew how to do lighting and costumes, 

so she just took that on as an extra seminar. It was later, then, that we 

realized we really had to get a professional person. Now, we had the 

professional people in teaching modern dance; we had Bill [William F. ] Pillich 

for social dance and some folk dance; we had, as I say, Carol and Shirley. We 

did not yet have Juana de Laban for history; that came a few years later. I 

don't know the exact sequence. I'm not good at years. I just never worry about 

years. I worry about what happened, approximately, in that decade. I would 

never have made a good historian, as such. 

SMITH 

Now in terms of the modern— There was the modern dance focus, but within 

that, was there a pull to become aligned with the [Martha] Graham school or 

the [Doris] Humphrey school or— 

GILBERT 

No. 

SMITH 

Merce Cunningham or— 

GILBERT 



There was no approach toward any "ism. " Really, it depended on whom we 

had and whether the emphasis was a little bit more toward this or toward 

that. But we almost, in fact, wanted to avoid it, to come up with a general 

approach to dance in the century at that point. So the technique aspect would 

have Humphrey's fall and recovery and Graham's contractions and release—

but without the labels—and any of the other approaches that would free the 

body to do the things that it technically needed to do. Alma had a certain 

approach that I guess she got at Teachers College in New York. And she had 

been close to a dancer in Chicago whom I have to think of, and whom I will 

think of, who was also very close to John Martin. It will come to me and I'll put 

it in later. She had learned— Oh, Sybil Shearer, that's the name. Sybil Shearer, 

who had a very unique approach to what she was doing. It was no "ism" 

either. There never was a Shearer approach to dance, because it was 

obviously eclectic and quite her own thing, without labeling it as any particular 

technique. So the department had that open approach to the modern dance. I 

thought that was very healthy, especially after what I had seen in those very 

hard-edged divisions between the dancers in New York before I came here. 

SMITH 

In terms of the faculty, it does seem like perhaps the weight was more on the 

side of using dance to express dramatic ideas as opposed to movement 

process. Would you say that's accurate or—? 

GILBERT 

No. No, that's not accurate. No. The students still needed very much to hang 

on to dramatic ideas, as you say. I think I must have seen at least 250,000 

approaches to "man against society. " In every study, in every etude, in every 

little workshop concert, that was the main concern at the time: the individual. 

And it took various variations on that theme. But there was a— If you think in 

terms of the Cunningham approach, yes, then you're right, yes. But there were 

dances that had to do more with dynamics, quiet or strong, without an 

anecdotal situation. The students, of course, still very often needed that as a 

crutch to work into a choreographic, thematic stance. But no, that was not the 

approach. We really weren't terribly clear on that. We did know at the time—

and we've, I think, unfortunately gotten away from it in the department—that 

the core [for] freshman, sophomore, junior, senior would be both technique 



and composition, and that technique and composition were not to be 

separated. So the person who taught whatever year was the technique and 

the composition teacher. The technique was to serve what one needed to 

know physically and kinesthetically, and the composition was how one was 

able to use and integrate that knowledge into the making of dances. And that 

still seems right to me. Not because I want to hang onto what we said we 

would do, but because now as they're separating it into technique classes one, 

two, three, four, five, and you can be in the technique class five, theoretically, 

as a freshman, I guess, you're not with your group developing that total 

approach. I feel that way about teaching music, too. I don't like scales in a 

vacuum. I prefer that one wants to learn a piece, and that particular aspect of 

the technique is difficult for it, so you learn how to do that. And once you've 

learned to do it for that piece, you have that knowledge for wherever it pops 

up again. But I'm pretty much alone. There are not too many people who think 

that way. My approach to teaching, to performing, to composing, I guess, is 

mainly holistic. 

SMITH 

Right. 

GILBERT 

So it's obvious that I sometimes go overboard with that. 

SMITH 

Alma Hawkins, one of her favorite words is "organic. " 

GILBERT 

Organic would be similar, yes. 

SMITH 

They seem like very parallel concepts. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. 

SMITH 



About the students—and you mentioned seeing "man against society" 250, 

000 times—how have the students' dances changed in the last thirty-eight 

years? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes! Thirty-nine almost now! Getting to the big zero in a— [laughter] 

SMITH 

Both in terms of how they approach the subject from an idea point of view 

and from a technique-process point of view. 

GILBERT 

Well, they've gone through many permutations and transmutations in that 

many years, as you can imagine. You can still find the occasional "man against 

society" dance even now. But the students are more sophisticated, or let's say 

less naive, in their approach toward what they think dance is about and where 

they are in terms of the profession. There's much more demand on them from 

us: the way they move, the way they think, what they read, what they must 

know. And we're not— I don't think at that time we were talking about a 

moment ago any one of us would have said anything terribly discouraging to 

any of them. We do now, to the point of encouraging them to leave, or 

discouraging them from going on, let's put it that way. Because our criteria for 

not just what he should learn, but [for] what he should produce, has become 

much clearer and much more demanding. Also, having added the graduate 

program has escalated the undergraduate demands as well. I think that always 

goes that way. There is a contagion that goes on from the graduate level to 

the undergraduates. 

SMITH 

Well, let's take the successful dances, student dances, comparing mid-1950s 

to— 

GILBERT 

To now? 

SMITH 



To now. Has there been a change in the type of subject matter and the way 

the students feel about the subject matter? 

GILBERT 

Well, it's not the subject matter that's changed so much. Because when you 

think about it, they're still concerned with war and peace, they're still 

concerned with their situation vis-a-vis their families, they're still concerned 

with love and hate and all the raw emotions, as well as the subtle ones. 

What's changed is the treatment: It is more subtle; it is more sophisticated. It's 

more knowledgeable. They're also much more knowledgeable in having taken 

more psychology classes and more history; less, "What do I think?, " but 

[more] "What is there in the world to think about?" So that as the difficulty of 

seeing themselves as the center of the universe originally, toward the 

difficulty of finding out that they're not—that may be mainly the difference. 

SMITH 

Have the students changed over the years, the types of people coming in 

and—? 

GILBERT 

Well, we're more— We, of course, have come to the point where, although 

we can't audition the freshmen, we audition the juniors, and we audition the 

graduates. And we have a gate going from our own sophomores into the 

junior year where they show a proficiency in technique and composition. 

SMITH 

Do you participate in the screening? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I didn't, the last few years, take part in the sophomore to junior, but 

always in the graduate auditions. And those are very strenuous. And again, 

you see, the dance department, I'm sure, won't do this much longer, any more 

than anyone would do what Alma Hawkins did. We always choose a weekend 

where everybody's happy to get away from the campus, like the president's 

weekend, because we know everybody would be available, so not one of us 

can get away. And we work Saturday all day, Sunday all day, Monday all day, 

to do these auditions, [laughter] 



SMITH 

What about in terms of your music classes? Did they change as a result of the 

discussions that led to the formation of the department? 

GILBERT 

Oh, indeed. Oh, yes. Now we had dance-oriented people in the music classes. 

And again, the thing that I talked about once before, the whole motivation 

angle started to recede, or at least diminish and gradually disappear. I think 

I'm still anxious to have them enjoy what they're doing, but not to the point 

where I want to make it palatable so that they won't suffer. I no longer feel 

that I need to recruit them towards music; they need to know what they need 

to know, and then need to learn it and need to digest it. I don't feel that 

everything has to be done by the democratic process, which is what we did for 

quite a while under the physical education label. I never did feel that they 

should vote where middle C was. [laughter] I always felt that I could tell them 

where it was. But what they did with it, of course, I still feel is theirs; but that's 

an individual thing rather than a group-process thing. 

SMITH 

What about your connections to people in New York? Was that important at 

this time? 

GILBERT 

Not yet as much as later. Also, we didn't consider it that important. I always 

felt for my own sake, even for my own entertainment, if you will, I had to go 

back there and meet with my friends and the family. And first, perhaps by 

inclusion or default or whatever, it kept propelling me forward. I was always 

au courant. Later on, I decided it was important to stay au courant and made a 

point of going back as a professional venture. I'm doing that. And I'm sure now 

that I'm settling in in New York, I'll be coming back here with the same intent 

of seeing what the West Coast is producing, which is, after all, where much of 

the beginnings are being hatched, I think. 

SMITH 

Let's talk a little bit about the faculty that was recruited. You mentioned some 

of the people. What about Hazel Chung? 



GILBERT 

Well, as we became broader, and as [the Institute of] Ethnomusicology 

developed—and it developed just fantastically a few years after we 

developed, under Mantle Hood—we found Hazel Chung (later Hood) I think 

she was also working on her degree originally. She came into the department 

and taught our first Balinese/Javanese material. 

SMITH 

Was that your first dance ethnology class? 

GILBERT 

I think so. I think so. I'm not sure. But, you see, folk dance, after all, is 

ethnology too. And as far as I'm concerned, so is modern dance. [laughter] I'm 

still on this little hobbyhorse saying what we think is exotic [the Balinese music 

and dance]— The Balinese would assume exotic the two-part inventions by 

Bach and ballet and modern dance. But we're never treating it that way. I'm 

always annoyed, in a way, that the Balinese dancer comes here, and what 

does he do but study Balinese dance or Balinese music? He should be studying 

the two-part inventions, and not do his doctorate on Balinese music and 

dance. Their answer is, of course, that it's not documented and this is a way of 

getting it documented. But I think it would be better documented by 

somebody who comes to it fresh, as we are documenting things, you know, as 

we go out into the field. 

SMITH 

Right. What about Al Huang? 

GILBERT 

Well, Al was one of our students. Al came from China and kind of promptly sat 

on my lap, so to speak. And he became my son, [laughter] my first Chinese 

son, I've had several since then. In fact, there is a kind of fun anecdote that 

goes with that. Because Vivian, my daughter Vivian, was very fond of Al and 

considered him her brother, when he fell in love with his wife, Susan, Vivian 

was jealous. And Al said, "But, now, Vivian, you're not losing a brother, you're 

gaining a sister. " She said, "I don't want a sister!" [laughter] He was an 

enormously gifted student, very quick to absorb everything and make it his 



own; very quick, also, to manipulate everything that was available and 

everyone who was available. Now, that sounds negative. I don't mean it as a 

negative thing. It was really one of his talents: to absorb and use and make it 

his. Then later on, knowing as much as he did about Chinese dance and about 

meditation, etc., he learned more about that and incorporated it into his own 

dancing and teaching. And he is now, I think, considered an expert on the 

development of tai chi chu'an to modern dance and modern thinking. And he 

has an international reputation of doing that kind of synthesis. It's fascinating. 

We are in touch, still. 

SMITH 

What about Shirley Wimmer? 

GILBERT 

Shirley Wimmer came from [University of] Wisconsin, and she had a good 

professional approach to teaching modern dance. She had been a professional 

dancer. I don't know which company now, but one of the main companies in 

New York, and she is a delightful person. I think eventually she wanted to get 

back. I am not quite sure what— There was some kind of administrative— Not 

the right promotion situation for her, and she felt she needed to get back to 

where she had a better chance. Excuse me. I'm not so sure about that. I was 

on sabbatical at the time that came about. In fact, she called me in New York 

and wondered— I do remember that now. And I said, "Shirley, I think I would 

not stay under these conditions. " And she said, "Well, I am very grateful; you 

honor me with this advice. " It sticks in my mind. In other words, that I thought 

enough of her, and because she knew I liked what she was doing, that I would 

tell her to go somewhere else where it was better for her. She still talks about 

it. In other words, I was making a sacrifice, she felt, in doing that. And I think 

she is very happy where she is. She's gone back and become the head of the 

department at one of the Wisconsin situations. 

SMITH 

What about Malcolm McCormick? 

GILBERT 



Malcolm McCormick is an enormous talent as a costume designer and scenic 

designer for dance. He had problems, personal problems and professional 

problems, in being ambitious for what he was doing—caring about the 

students, but also being very difficult working with them. I wish we could have 

hung onto him! I mean, I feel his loss, even now. I don't think we ever had 

anyone that talented and that inventive and that visionary. But everybody 

found him so difficult to work with. 

SMITH 

Doris Siegel? 

GILBERT 

Doris Siegel is a gem. Doris came to us from New York. She was recommended 

to us first by Jean Erdman, for whom she had done some lighting. And then I 

found out from my friends at the City Center Opera that she had done some 

lighting for opera. She had originally been married to Hans Sondheimer, who 

did the main lighting always for the City Center Opera. They were divorced; 

they both remarried. Her husband is a Los Angeles attorney. So in a way she 

came here the way I came here, but things were already very well settled by 

the time she came. So we, in quotes, "snapped her up, " and have been very 

grateful ever since. Really, I think, in her we have just the very best, in that 

she's a fantastic lighting designer; she's a wonderful teacher; she's dedicated 

to what happens in the department; she has a sense of how it's to be done, of 

how it's to be taught. She's also generally very valuable because she has such 

good sense. When in faculty meetings, we all fly off in idealistic configurations, 

she pulls us back. [laughter] She says, "But what do you really mean?" And 

what we really mean, at the time, is something that may have to take quite a 

long time, and she finds short cuts. If we just say what we really mean, she can 

put into less idealistic terms something that can work. 

SMITH 

Well, are the disciplines of costume, stage, and lighting design different in 

dance than they would be in theater arts? 

GILBERT 



Yes. From what I have observed, having worked in theater arts— I think if I say 

it, you would probably say it's the same, but you do more than light what is to 

be perceived in terms of action. You light an atmosphere; you light a dynamic; 

you light the music, in a way. That you do differently. Of course, it's always to 

make things visible. But a well-trained theater lighting person would, I think, 

eventually become a good dance lighting person, too, if he wanted to be. 

We've had that with Jean Rosenthal, who did theater and dance, and we've 

had it with other people in theater and dance. But they first had to want to do 

that, and not all theater lighting people want to do that. [Martin] Aaronson 

likes to do it. In fact, he's lit some of Lotte Goslar's things. Once we worked on 

a play together at the Shubert [Theatre], and he found out that I was actually 

in dance. And he said he used to be too and he still loves it. So you don't know 

this unless you have a conversation while the action stops at a rehearsal. I 

didn't know that [Pierre] Boulez had done music for dance until we started to 

talk about it years ago. You have to want to do it, otherwise the lighting would 

come with what's happening in the story line, rather than what's to be 

perceived in terms of the movement line. You see? Maybe that says it. It took 

me a while [laughter] to get around to this conclusion. 

SMITH 

Back to the faculty that you recruited. Barbara Mattingly? 

GILBERT 

Barbara Mattingly came later. She came along with Malcolm, I believe. She 

was not so much a faculty person who taught classes, but a wardrobe mistress 

who instructed on the practical level in the wardrobe room. And, of course, all 

of this developed much more significantly when we were allowed to build an 

addition. You may not even realize that rooms 216, 218, the costume unit, the 

lighting closet, all of that, were a big balcony. 

SMITH 

No. 

GILBERT 

You see, we only had 214 and 208 and 200 for years. And then Alma and some 

other people worked on this, got permission to change, in a way, part of the 



outside of the building, to add this whole unit of two studios and the costume 

and— 
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GILBERT 

The actual extension of the building also brought us an extension in terms of 

what we were able to do just to house it. 

SMITH 

What about Marion Scott? 

GILBERT 

Marion Scott came somewhere in the early sixties, I guess. Of course, I had 

played for her in New York. We were good friends and then hadn't seen each 

other for all that time, and so it was very nice to have her come into the 

department. She came with certain provisos: that she would have to 

choreograph always, that she would have to be given time to do that; that she 

would also have to go to New York at certain times because her family was 

there. And that was fine with us. We knew, at that point at least, if you got 

people to come from New York, you would have to offer some liberties for 

them to be able to create in. That was a bad sentence. [laughter] 

SMITH 

That brings to mind the question of literature, dance literature. Choreography 

can be a form of dance literature, but so can scholarship. How has the 

department balanced creative work such as choreography against dance 

history or dance scholarship? 

GILBERT 

It's well balanced in terms of what it turns out choreographically and 

creatively. It's, like everything else in dance, still resistant to documentation. 

We were, I think, the first dance department to have notation as a 

requirement. At first it was only Labanotation, because that's what we had 

available in the United States. That has changed significantly since then. There 

are other notation systems. We're still very much with the Laban, both the 

Labanotation and the Effort-Shape. We have done some notation of faculty 



works and of student works, but we're not pursuing it diligently. And, of 

course, I'm rabid on that subject, because I don't think dance will ever have 

quite the same sense of weight and importance, in terms of scholarship and 

library and bibliography and everything that goes with all of that, unless it 

makes itself available to documentation. And by that I don't mean videotape. 

Videotape's fine; it's as fine as recordings in music, but that's all it is. And the 

dancers, still, are perfectly happy to say, "If I just get the videotape, don't 

bother me with notation; it's too clumsy. " It is clumsy. It's burdensome, it's 

awkward, and all of those terms. But it does make it possible to record a work 

into a score. I'm hoping that these scores will then be available as the music 

scores are available. In other words, the musician doesn't listen to the 

recording and then play by ear. He takes the score and listens to a recording 

or not. I wish he didn't, but, of course, they all do. And that's why we get a lot 

of decals of performers on the next recordings, where we used to get very 

specialized approaches to performance practice. But dancers still feel very 

strongly that it's more important to get the, quote, "father to son, " end of 

quote, teaching that has, they say, always been done, and not [to] read dance 

from a score. My vision is that a department such as the one here should, 

within fifty years, have classes in [George] Balanchine, classes in [Martha] 

Graham, classes in Petipa, classes in whatever—all the choreographers, the 

way the music student studies all the composers. And then we don't have to 

have everybody being, quotes, "creative" if they don't want to be. They may 

want to be re-creative, which is just as creative, in terms of building the 

performance from the score or even from the videotape along with the score. 

But in dance it makes such a difference as to what the performer looks like. 

Certainly it doesn't make any difference what the pianist looks like. As long as 

the piano is in tune and a good Steinway, that's fine. But [the dancer] has to 

keep himself in tune. And there are all kinds of body and soul managements 

that go along with that, more so, for instance, than for the actor. The actor 

can be sixty and start a wonderful new career in that age-group 

characterization. There is no such age-group characterization in dance except 

for very few roles. So his career is telescoped, and it's constantly on his mind. 

And I think that's part of why they don't want to be bothered sitting and 

learning scores. 

SMITH 



You mentioned that at the beginning the program was very much modern 

dance oriented. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

What were the discussions involved in including ballet in the program? 

GILBERT 

That was, for us, a revolutionary addition. The discussion did not come from 

us; the discussion, I think, came from the students. As far as I remember, there 

were requests. And we were always, and still are, sensitive to that; for the last 

few years it's been jazz. And now ballet has a body of knowledge. It may be 

narrow, such as, I will only teach Cecchetti, or I will only teach another 

approach. But just to jump ahead for a moment, we have a tremendous body 

of knowledge in jazz music, but a rather minimal one in jazz dance. I'm not 

talking about African roots now, I'm talking about what's being taught. A lot of 

it is shoddy and superficial and [an] "it's showtime, folks" approach to this. But 

it's being developed. And we've added a course now. Now that we've added it, 

of course, nobody likes it. That's happened a couple of times before. It does 

become something that can be legitimately added. But at this point- Well, at 

that point, when we added the ballet, we got Mia Slavenska. Mia has been 

with us ever since; I don't know from what year on. And her approach is very 

sound but very narrow. She has not allowed any influx of any other approach. 

It's not jealousy or anything like that. It's absolute conviction that hers is the 

only approach. And she has an enormously loyal following or real opposition. 

SMITH 

Was there opposition in the faculty to including ballet in the curriculum? 

GILBERT 

Well, there was skepticism. There was skepticism, and I think some felt that 

we were being untrue to our original concept. I must say I did not. I have 

skepticism toward the inclusion of jazz dance until we get something that's 

really defendable. And I'm more than happy to have a student do some 

experimentation right now with several people until we get something that we 



know is sound. I think the person who's doing it right now is enthusiastic and 

interesting and may well develop something. But the thing that happened 

with Mia was also a good infusion of that kind of discipline into our students' 

approach. I mean, in our approach toward dance training. I've always been 

grateful for that, and often had wished in New York that there would be this 

rapprochement much sooner than it occurred. So really, with all the difficulty, 

I think it was a very good thing. 

SMITH 

Do you think the university dance programs have had any role to play in the 

rapprochement between modern dance and ballet? 

GILBERT 

I don't know that. I don't think so. I think, as some things happen fairly 

simultaneously— The same thing I know is true when people think that 

Martha Graham was influenced by Mary Wigman. Not at all. It's just a nice 

thing for historians to want to say. It seems logical, but it wasn't true. It 

happened more or less, you know, give [or take] a few years, at the same 

time. But these things didn't flow back and forth the way they do now. You 

play something now and you hear it in India the same moment. If somebody 

did something interesting in Europe, you didn't perceive it immediately in the 

United States. 

SMITH 

What about the dance department's relationship to film and television? 

GILBERT 

There wasn't any at that point, I don't think. 

SMITH 

Well, that's what I meant. 

GILBERT 

Maybe a little. 

SMITH 

Were any choreographers for film and television brought in? 



GILBERT 

No. 

SMITH 

Was there any interest in— 

GILBERT 

Where are we now? Are we talking about— 

SMITH 

Well, '55 to the present. 

GILBERT 

Oh, '55 to the present. Oh, oh, excuse me, yes. Oh, yes. Tremendous. 

SMITH 

Did Gene Kelly, for instance— 

GILBERT 

Well, Gene Kelly came to the dance department once. This is not in answer to 

your question, but it's a nice anecdote. 

SMITH 

Okay. 

GILBERT 

We invited him, and it's always been a wonderful lesson to me. Gene Kelly 

came and he was as academic as all get-out. We wanted "Gene Kelly" Gene 

Kelly, you know, to talk to us about his work in the films; we wanted him and 

us to have fun with this wonderful choreographer and this marvelous 

performer. And he gave us a very academic lecture. And it occurred to me that 

some of us had done that the other way around, too. A musical comedy 

person will ask somebody from the university to do choreography for his 

musical comedy, and I've seen a couple of college choreographers act like 

Gene Kelly. Well, they could have had Gene Kelly if they wanted that. What 

they wanted was a more academic approach. And when we had people come 



to us from Hollywood, you know, we wanted the Hollywood approach. So that 

was a very interesting lesson to learn. Both ways. 

SMITH 

What about— 

GILBERT 

Now to answer your question. [laughter] Yes. There's been a very fine 

relationship. And especially now, with video dance being something that is 

emerging as a strong component in concert dance. By that I don't mean 

videotaping the dance, but using video techniques simultaneously with live 

dance, which is something that Merce Cunningham has worked on, and is still 

working with, and that other people in New York and here— It really, again, I 

think, was a simultaneous springing up, of finding out what this machine can 

do. They also have made some very good videos of dance created for the 

camera and manipulation of dance with the camera. A lot of that is going on. 

In fact, there have been a couple of master's theses that were exactly that: 

video dance. And, of course, the written component is the academic approach 

to what has been done. Film was incorporated early, as early as Game of Gods, 

where we had simultaneity of film, dance, and music. I don't remember seeing 

that before. It may have been done before, but that was the first time we saw 

it. And then, of course, the flux back as I worked with some of the people in 

theater arts. Some of the dance film, music on tape, the music live, and the 

dance live was used in theater productions. So there was a very lively flow, 

yes. 

SMITH 

But in terms of dance as a— Dance for film and video, was that taught? 

GILBERT 

No. No, we haven't had anyone teach that. The students have been on their 

own, and I think they've done very well without our influence. In fact, we've 

learned from them. They've just gone over to the film department and they've 

been welcomed. We do have Allegra Snyder in the department, and she is a 

film expert. She's done some good dance films, some very good ones, but I 



don't think she's— She's never really taught it. She's just done it. And it's 

something, perhaps, to think about. 

SMITH 

I guess part of the question is the distinction between dance as an art form 

and dance as a commercial art. 

GILBERT 

Dance for film and in films? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

No, we haven't done anything about that either. Again, that comes from the 

students to the students. I see, at least once a week, a placard from a master's 

candidate in film asking for dancers and choreographers. And usually, I think, 

those placards get answered, because our students are interested in working 

with them. Not just in being in the film, but in finding out how one 

choreographs for the camera. So we've only learned it as a practicum, it has 

not been a course. 

SMITH 

What about the development of dance therapy as a program within the 

department? 

GILBERT 

Yes, that, of course, started not until we had a graduate addition. And the 

graduate addition was developed more quickly, but with the same approach 

to "what does this master's candidate need to have as his or her 

competencies?" We went through the same process. And there we learned, of 

course, that not everybody will have the same competencies. We didn't 

immediately realize that we would have more branches [in which] you could 

specialize. The first graduate group was mainly in modern dance with some 

excursions into other areas. But we did not yet have an ethnology 

component—I mean, an ethnology specialty—or a dance therapy specialty. 

And at that time, dance therapy was not yet as developed a profession with a 



diploma. You can't pronounce yourself a dance therapist— as you can 

pronounce yourself a dance teacher, you know, or an ethnologist or a 

historian—without, as of the last few years, having had so many hours of 

practical, supervised work outside of the department, and to pass the 

requirements for this diploma, or you won't get hired. So in a way, that aspect 

of the department is almost like a professional school. And I personally 

resisted that for a while. I thought then they would have to go to something 

like massage school or—[laughter] But I was voted down. We didn't really, for 

a long time, vote on anything. We felt that if we didn't come to a consensus it 

wasn't worth 

SMITH 

When did that start to change? 

GILBERT 

It started to change when we got bigger, and much bigger, and still bigger. 

And then the university also made a point of saying it needed the vote, not 

just that we more or less agreed. It started with promotions and all of that. 

SMITH 

I see. Now, I'd like to discuss a little bit the dance program in P. E. becoming a 

department. I have been informed that, actually, the impetus for that idea 

came from outside the department, from Lynn White [jr. ]. Do you know 

anything about that? 

GILBERT 

You know, I don't know anything about that. I had the sense that when the 

College of Fine Arts was—and that may have been part of Lynn's doing—was 

formed, after the College of Applied Arts was— I don't know whether it was 

dissolved, I guess it was. Certain aspects of it came under the College of 

Letters and Science, and the university was going to bring into being a College 

of Fine Arts. Music, theater, and the visual arts were obviously going to be 

part of the College of Fine Arts, and who made a plea for dance, I don't know. 

We were apprised of it. We were not in on the planning for it. I think we were 

a little astonished and not quite sure whether we wanted the divorce from 

physical education. 



SMITH 

What were your feelings about it as a bona fide fine artist? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I was interested. I think I was a little bit afraid that we would be pushed 

into doing things such as, in quotes, "professional dance. " And I wasn't sure 

that we weren't going to have to give up a great deal of this other part of 

dance that I was defending and attacking, you know—that it was [a] 

wonderful, grand configuration with a capital D for Dance, but that it was 

neglecting the dance as dance. And now that it was going to be D-A-N-C-E, in 

capital letters, for dance as dance, was it going to neglect this whole other 

area? Was that going to be shunted away? Was that going to be gotten rid of? 

And so before I could really know for sure how we all felt or how I felt— I was 

looking forward to being with other artists and not being the darling in the 

physical education department, which is what we were. But in the College of 

Fine Arts, we were at first, again, the baby. We didn't have anything. The 

music department was already a music department. The theater department 

was already a theater department, and so on. And they had certain aspects, 

such as their own budgets and their own curricula—everything was already 

established. They just were lifted into another administrative body. We were 

given birth to. And the first big shock—I mean, if I can jump ahead — was 

when the budget crunch came. We didn't have any accumulation of anything 

to weather the crunch with. And also, we had a good time in the beginning, in 

that, a little bit like in physical education, we were the cute little department 

in the College of Fine Arts. We didn't give the impression of the big struggle 

that we were going through. And all of us remember being in the Faculty 

Center having lunch with somebody and they would say, "Oh, what 

department are you in?" And I would say, "I'm in the dance department. " And 

they said, "The what department?" And you would say this five times before 

they realized there could be such a thing at the lofty University of California, 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

When you were transferred over to Fine Arts, did that, again, change in any 

way the department function? 



GILBERT 

Well, we were now official, you know. We hadn't really been an official 

department. It was those first few wonderful pioneering years that happened 

at that time. 

SMITH 

When did you attain the professorial rank? 

GILBERT 

Well, I think that came with that change. 

SMITH 

So you remained a supervisor— 

GILBERT 

I guess so. I guess so. Until we became a department and we all switched. I 

hadn't been a supervisor. I guess I became— I think I was first an assistant 

professor, then went through the associate professor, and then the 

professorship. 

SMITH 

What about other universities? Did they come to UCLA's dance department to 

study curriculum, to— 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes, we were, I think, for quite a while looked at as being the example. 

We were the newest. We had the chance to build from scratch. We had this 

both breadth and depth approach to dance. We were certainly the first 

master's, as far as I know. But then others quickly followed. And right now 

there are several, I would imagine, equal to what we are doing. For quite a 

while there was a very nice sharing—I think Alma got this going— of some of 

the chairs of various dance departments getting together once a year and 

having a conference, a retreat. 

SMITH 

Did you go on any of those retreats? 



GILBERT 

Well, they used to come to my house, all of them, this whole group, for coffee, 

you know, and spend the whole evening just talking. And I think a lot came 

out. No, I was not the chair, so I didn't take part. But since I've all my life 

always been on the outside, personally and professionally on the outside, 

meaning doing something just a little bit different, it's also always given me an 

entree to the inside. I never had to belong to a specific group to be asked to 

come and join them or to be asked to come and listen or to speak to them, 

etc. And this was again true of this group. They all wanted to come and sit 

there and talk, and I was very pleased to have them because they were a 

wonderful group of people. 

SMITH 

Were there aspects of other programs at other universities that were 

incorporated into UCLA's dance program? 

GILBERT 

From other schools? 

SMITH 

From other schools. 

GILBERT 

It could be that what was happening at the University of Hawaii, which I think 

from the beginning offered more in the dance ethnology, that gave us a push. 

As far as the therapy, I think that really started with Alma. As far as what we 

were doing in, quotes, "modern dance" and ballet, we just kept going, and I 

don't think we were influenced much. What went back and forth on that is—

it's probably in Alma's oral history—the whole development of the so-called 

Graduate Dance [Center] with the Rockefeller grant, etc., which gave us 

something very good and something not so good, which was an elite group of 

graduates who were given a very special education. And from that group, a lot 

of the more professional-looking dancers emerged and also professional-

looking choreographers. But as anything like this would foster—There were 

jealousies; there was a sense of neglect of the others who didn't, quotes, "get 

in"; and occasionally, as always will be in auditions and selections of this kind, 



there were some injustices. But in the main, I wish we could still have it. I 

mean, I wish we could still continue with something special like that that sets 

the tone for a more exclusive approach. The arts are not inclusive once they're 

being performed. I think it would be very helpful. 

SMITH 

What about the dance concert series? 

GILBERT 

The imported one or our own? 

SMITH 

Well, both actually. 

GILBERT 

Ah-ha. Well, our own development putting our own works on the stage 

started almost immediately. We used to do them in room 208, which gradually 

got its stage back, and then Doris [Siegal] really built a whole theater there. 

But because we had always had Royce Hall, it didn't stop us to continue 

putting dance into Royce Hall. And when Schoenberg Hall was built, we were 

the first ones in there doing a dance concert for children. That's when I did 

some of the— There was a march we did to bring the children in. There 

was The King's Breakfast, and so on, that was part of that. We did a whole 

series of music and dance just for that. We were quick to choreograph and 

compose. Sometimes, perhaps, a bit too nonchalantly, but we poured out a lot 

of stuff during those years. At that point I was not yet officially involved with 

the Committee on Fine Arts Productions, but I gradually got involved, first as a 

consultant to Frances Inglis, who was the director at the time, and then 

becoming a member of the committee, and then being vice-chair, and then 

being co-chair, and finally being chair. But all these many years of always 

being on the committee, I took it very seriously and realized that if you really 

have to hear music, you could, if necessary, go to the scores and to the 

recordings. You could hear that symphony, or you could hear that new work, 

even if you didn't go to all the concerts. The dancers could not. Because who 

had a videotape? And the films that were done were so few that it's negligible. 

Not only was the number negligible, but the films themselves were art works, 



not recordings. The Maya Deren films— Many of the ones that were available 

were at the cinematographer's expense, literally and figuratively, toward 

bringing about his work. So we didn't have dance recordings, and we still don't 

have that many. But we are getting them now. But what was important was to 

bring the dance to the students, because they couldn't go to it. There was very 

little happening in Los Angeles. And so that then became, out of necessity and 

idealism, the best dance series—and it still is—on any university campus. 

SMITH 

This must have started quite early, then. 

GILBERT 

It started early. 

SMITH 

When Merce Cunningham came— 

GILBERT 

Merce Cunningham came, of course. 

SMITH 

—had you been involved in getting him here? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes, but I didn't know him yet. Again, I've never stopped being curious, 

and, I think, having an open eye and ear for what we should perceive. 

Whether we will like it or not is something else again. At that time I was simply 

advising. 

SMITH 

In terms of the dance department's own productions, in the mid fifties you 

started to mount recreations of classic choreographies: Doris Humphrey's The 

Shakers, Passacaglia and Fugue in C minor. That was quite an ambitious 

undertaking, I would think. 

GILBERT 



Yes. Carol had learned notation; there was also a film of both of those, 

peculiarly enough. We did a very fine reproduction of both of them. And we 

did them, I think, two or three times over the years. The most difficult aspect 

for me was finding a harmonium for Shakers in Los Angeles. I had a terrible 

time! I knew that there was a harmonium at the Schoenberg house, but it 

really wasn't functioning. It was his old harmonium, and it was rather large. 

And the music department didn't have one, I called every church, every 

temple, and they had— Either they had one that was just always used for 

choir practice and they couldn't let it go, or they didn't have one. I was 

desperate. I finally called a place in Hollywood called the Hollywood Music 

Center, and I said did they, by any chance, have a harmonium? And a nice 

British voice said, "One moment, madam, I'll connect you with our harmonium 

department. " I couldn't believe this! [laughter] Sure enough, they had about 

twenty harmoniums left over from the army, where the chaplains had 

collapsible harmoniums. I'd never heard of that. And so we got one of those 

harmoniums. It fit into the pit, but it was peripatetic. I mean, every time you 

depressed the pedals it would move on a little bit, so we had to bolt it down. 

But we had a harmonium! And we then bought it—we knew we might 

do Shakers again. [laughter] And it lasted for the second and third production. 

But it was very exciting to re-create those works. And Passacaglia and Fugue is 

still an exciting work. It's one of the most—to use Alma's [word]—"organic" 

choreographies ever. And very musical. 

SMITH 

Did you do any [Charles] Weidman or— 

GILBERT 

No, we didn't do any Weidman. 

SMITH 

Graham choreographies? 

GILBERT 

No Graham; they were not available. Charles [Weidman] never really wrote 

anything down. There are some people who still know his choreography, and 

some of it is being re-created now, because there are people like Saida Gerard 



and others who are making a point of it. Graham was dead set against 

notating her work. She said in many articles and interviews that, quotes, 

"When I die, my work will die too. " She was convinced that she had to do it. 

And in some ways she was right; that face and that look, you know, is just very 

difficult to re-create. But, of course, she has relented since, and everything is 

being notated and filmed now. So there is a complete body. Now, whether she 

wants them re-created on "college campuses— We almost got the Graham 

archives, we thought, about a year or two ago. It's still in flux, and I don't— I 

think that's another one of those situations where UCLA couldn't do it, but this 

time it was not UCLA's fault. And that may have been a way where we could 

eventually have been a concentration for re-creating all the works. 

SMITH 

At that period when you did Shakers and Passacaglia, was re-creating a 

common occurrence? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't think so. I think it was more peculiar than common. It was not that 

we were the only ones who did it, but because those two works were 

available, both in notation and on film, they were the obvious ones to be 

chosen. But they were really good ones. 

SMITH 

Were any Humphrey people involved in the productions? 

GILBERT 

No. No. I remember that at some time we had a couple of people from 

Humphrey-Weidman—later [Jose] Limón. Betty Jones and Pauline Koner were 

the two people in Limón's The Moor's Pavane. They were originally with 

Humphrey. They had both been guest faculty, but they were not involved with 

this re-creation, as far as I remember. 

SMITH 

You conducted live music, then? 

GILBERT 

Yes. 



SMITH 

For all of the dance department concerts? 

GILBERT 

Everything, yes. All the performances in Royce Hall, and that's quite a chapter. 

Do you want to go into that this morning? 

SMITH 

Yes, I'd like to. Well, we can start on that. 

GILBERT 

We can start on it, yes. I really had not done any conducting, only very 

haphazardly, just for studio things in New York. And I've never considered 

myself a conductor. But no one else was going to do it, and so I pronounced 

myself the music director, and that included conducting, composition, getting 

the musicians, all of the administrative as well as the artistic music direction 

for the dance concerts. I didn't question it; nobody else questioned it. It was 

ridiculous, but it went on for almost as many years as I was there. 

SMITH 

Were you paid extra for— 

GILBERT 

No. We never got paid extra for anything. I never got paid extra for the 

chairmanship of the committee or for doing all of this. And I'm not 

complaining. I think it didn't occur to us. It was part of what we were doing, 

and who else was going to do it? If we didn't do it, it wouldn't get done. 

SMITH 

What size ensembles would you assemble? 

GILBERT 

Anywhere from the very first, the big production, in Royce Hall where there 

were two pianos, flute, and percussion—a lot of this was happening, two 

pianos, flute, percussion, and voices, which was something I was very well 

acquainted with—to then adding other instruments as they were needed. We 



had as many as twenty, twenty-five people in the pit, but that was the 

ultimate. 

SMITH 

For Passacaglia and Fugue? 

GILBERT 

Well, Passacaglia is the organ. 

SMITH 

Oh, so you used the organ for that. 

GILBERT 

Organ and the drum—no, no drum for Passacaglia and Fugue; for The Shakers, 

it was the harmonium and a drum. And not a tuned drum. A drum. So we used 

always, of course, what was called for for the work. If it was a string quartet, it 

was a string quartet. If it was something I wrote— I like to always use some 

"earth" instrument—"earth" and "breath" instrument—in many of my works, 

especially the original ones. I've also written some for brass and woodwinds, 

but again, you know, air. Lots of piano, but the piano used as much as a 

percussion instrument as one for fluid, melodic work. Really, I must say that 

much of this was not cerebral. The analysis, as always, I think, in art, came 

after the fact. And I found that these were empathetic sounds for movement 

of that ilk. So the ensemble would change. And at first, we didn't have any 

money for musicians, either. And we were very much at their mercy. I used 

people who could just play, because I knew the musicians were not reliable. If 

they got any other thing to do, they would not feel that this concert was 

important. And that was my first step to undo something that was on the 

statutes. You could not pay students or anyone on the university roster if they 

did anything for the university. You couldn't pay the students, you couldn't 

pay the professors, you couldn't pay anybody. And I made a big fuss. I said, 

"We can't go about this year after year after year hoping that the musicians 

would appear and not disappear after the rehearsals. " And I made such a 

point of it that I finally got a reluctant, "Keep it quiet, but okay, this is a little 

budget you may use. " Well, the little budget was helpful, but then I became 

more militant. We had to go through all kinds of shenanigans when the 



musicians had to fill out their forms: "Are you a student or a faculty member? 

Are you employed by the University of California?, " etc., etc. And each time I 

had to go up to the administration and make a special plea until they 

somehow just didn't ask anymore. It never became an official statute, 

however. 

SMITH 

As an autodidact conductor, and a woman to boot, did you have any trouble 

dealing with the musicians? 

GILBERT 

I had a very interesting first episode which— [laughter] Do you want to hear 

that anecdote? 

SMITH 

Sure. 

GILBERT 

My first entry into the Royce Hall pit was the day that the flutist, who was a 

student, called and said she was in the hospital and had—was about to have—

an appendectomy. 

SMITH 

Do you remember which production this was? 

GILBERT 

It was a piece called In In Twos It's Love It's Love. That's what it was called, yes, 

and Maria Maginnis was the choreographer. And the flutist said, however, 

that her teacher, Mr. Shapiro, would come and play. Well, that was a horrible 

day for me, because we had had rehearsal after rehearsal, and they had all 

gotten used to my chicken scratches on the score, which we revised as we 

went along. Nothing had been put into fair copy. And here it is, twenty 

minutes before performance and Mr. Shapiro waddles into the pit and sits 

down, tunes up, looks at the score, and says, "Who wrote this thing?" I said, 

"Well, I did. " He gave me a funny look because there weren't— If there were 

any women composers you wouldn't have noticed them. And remember, 

there's a long time before such a thing as "women's lib" was even part of the 



vocabulary. And then he said, "Well, all right. So then, who's going to conduct 

it?" Because he had the full score, you know. We didn't make instrumental 

copies, so that everybody would know what the others were doing. I said, 

"Well, I'm going to conduct it. " He said, "Jesus Christ!" Just like that. And I'm 

already so nervous that instead of putting him on guard and saying, "What do 

you mean?, " etc., etc., I felt sorry for him. And I felt sorry for myself, 

obviously, because I was just about ready to cry. And he sees that, and now he 

realizes I'm behaving properly. I'm behaving like a woman: I'm about to fall 

apart, I'm about to cry, and he can play the great protector. And he said, "It's 

okay, kid. It's okay. " And I said, "Well, that's not all, Mr. Shapiro. I'm not an 

orthodox conductor. I've got to get those dancers in; I've got to get the 

musicians in; I use very peculiar signals. I don't know how you're going to do 

this. " And he said, "It's okay, kid. I told you it will be okay. " And I was the kid 

and he was comforting me. Well, anyway, there was no chance to discuss 

anything much. The curtain went up, and he played like a god. Every note 

beautifully. Sensitive to the other players. I couldn't believe it. It was a long 

piece, about twenty minutes, twenty-five minutes. It was really the first half, 

as far as I remember. Anyway, the lights went out, applause, the curtain 

comes down, and I go to Mr. Shapiro and I said, "Oh, this was absolutely 

marvelous. I don't know how you did this. " And he said, "Well, listen, kid, 

you're not only [not] an orthodox conductor, you're not conservative or 

reformed either!" [laughter] That was my first conducting experience at UCLA 

or anywhere. But he was wonderful. He came back for the next three 

performances and played. And he kept winking at me behind the flute to 

encourage me. That's all I can tell you. At that time— If I just imagine anybody 

behaving like that now, I would have quickly stepped on him, and he probably 

wouldn't have played well. [laughter] I may have never learned to do it 

without that encouragement, even though it was a very chauvinistic moment. 

SMITH 

Did you ever become a more orthodox conductor? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I learned, of course, to become a more orthodox conductor, because I felt 

if I'm going to do this, I'm going to have to learn. I not only read up about it, I 

sat in on rehearsals. 



1.13. TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side One (March 12, 1986) 

SMITH 

I want to start off the session today by discussing with you the whole issue of 

live versus recorded music, about which you have very distinct opinions. Could 

you summarize those opinions? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I think by now I have been looked at nationally and internationally as 

being inflexible toward that whole situation of live versus recorded sound for 

dance concerts. And I have several convictions, not to grind the ax, but I feel 

very strongly about the survival of music and dance. Number one, the history 

of music for dance didn't start out as music for dance, it started as music and 

dance. No one has really been able to discover which one came first, whether 

people beat on a tree trunk and other people started to move to it. My 

suspicion is that people started to move what we now call rhythmically, in 

other words metrically, and somebody beat a tree trunk to accompany it or to 

furnish some sound to it which was sympathetic to the advent of that 

phenomenon. And in most cultures, most non-Western cultures, there isn't 

even another term for one or the other. Music, dance—same word in most 

African languages, in Bali, in Java. Yes, they use the word "gamelan" for the 

instrumentarium, but they do not think of either one of these as being a 

separate unit or that one is accompanying the other. That's another Western 

term: accompaniment; or at best, coexistence of sound and movement. It's 

considered one and the same, that you don't have music without movement 

in many cultures, or that you don't have movement without music, certainly. 

And both are being addressed with the same fervor and with the same 

identification. In the West we lost that. I don't mean to go into a history lesson 

here, but I think it's important. We lost it when we created the proscenium 

arch and put the musicians into what is now called the pit. Maybe it [laughter] 

should be [like] the American slang "the pits, " when you think about the 

situation that was brought about. And that separation, because of something 

we'll get into a little later, where the eye is involved, more so than the ear, has 

put music for dance into secondary, or less than that, position. Now, I feel—

well, I don't only feel, I insist — that music be played by musicians and the 

dance be danced by dancers. And that if you go to a dance concert, you see 



the actual people dancing, you don't see a film. And you hear the actual 

musicians playing, you don't hear a recording. There is a lot of resistance to 

that now, mainly because the dancers are under the illusion that the tape will 

always be correct, that the tape won't make a mistake, that the tape will 

always be in the right tempo. And what they forget is that the tape has no 

mercy. It will always be in that tempo. It will always have the same dynamic 

values. It will never vary, no matter what the climate, no matter what the hall, 

no matter what the temperament of the evening. That aspect of suspense, 

which is so dear to the theater, is lifted from one of the major portions of the 

event. Also, I feel that dancers should know how to listen, should be aware of 

what's happening in that pit. And that the relationship—sometimes subtle, 

sometimes quite overt—shifts and would have to be acknowledged by any of 

the sensitive performers who are there. So I would never, as a music director, 

allow anything but live music. I will allow what I call "live tape, " namely 

electronic sound that can't be produced any other way but by machines, and 

therefore, of course, will have the advantage of emitting interesting, exotic 

sounds and layerings that you can't do any other way. And, of course, it has 

the same disadvantage that it will always be the same. Once it's constructed, 

it's almost like something in the non-time arts, like a painting that, of course, 

will be the same once it's been created; there's no longer any room for 

interpretation. 

SMITH 

So within the dance department, productions were generally done with live 

music? 

GILBERT 

Yes, whenever I was in charge, barring a few exceptions, such as a very 

particularly peculiar voice, as you sometimes get in jazz, that almost can't be 

reproduced, or would sound like an imitation. But, you know, every rule has 

an exception. The rule was that if it was playable— And I never did allow 

dancers to use something like a Mahler symphony, anyway. Not because it 

wasn't easy to play in the Royce Hall pit and I would have had trouble 

conducting it, but because it is simply not a good choice for anyone. It makes 

its statement, that's that. It doesn't need the dance to make another 

statement. 



SMITH 

That raises the question— 

GILBERT 

What about [Maurice] Béjart? 

SMITH 

Well, yes. 

GILBERT 

That's where I disagree with Béjart. 

SMITH 

Why is that? 

GILBERT 

I think he uses music in an almost criminal way, in that he uses it for what I call 

"taking a bath in the music"—express yourself, let it flow over you. But he has 

very little respect for the integrity of those pieces. 

SMITH 

As a music director, then, you had some impact on the music the 

choreographers would select for their dances? 

GILBERT 

Well, I rarely told them what to select; occasionally I had to say no. 

SMITH 

For playability? 

GILBERT 

Not so much for playability, but for appropriateness in terms of the 

choreography. I am convinced that the smaller ensemble usually does very 

much better service to the small ensemble on the stage. I've known some 

choreographers, some directors really, who said there shouldn't be more 



people in the pit than on the stage. Now, that shouldn't be an ironclad rule, 

but there's something to be said for that. 

SMITH 

What did the faculty, the other members of the faculty in the dance 

department, feel about your position? 

GILBERT 

I think that they agreed with it in principle, but often found it to be a big 

nuisance. It meant so many more rehearsals. It meant getting the musicians at 

the time when the piece was just almost finished, but perhaps not quite, when 

they had been rehearsing to a recording and found that even if I had very 

good musicians playing it, that it didn't sound like the Juilliard Quartet if it was 

the UCLA Quartet. I finally got to a rather nasty point of saying, "Look, they 

play as well as you dance. " And that was true. They weren't Baryshnikov, and 

my musicians weren't the Juilliard Quartet. Whoever "Baryshnikov" was at the 

time—Nureyev! [laughter] 

SMITH 

What about in terms of conducting— You mentioned last time that there is 

something different about conducting for dance because you, as the 

conductor, have to relate to the dancers as well. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Would you explain that a little bit more? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I think perhaps I need to restate it a little bit. There were times, indeed, 

especially when there was an original score, where the dancer would have to 

get a cue from the conductor, especially on entrances. I would have to make 

sure that I would see Susie in the wings to give her a sign that we're ready now 

for that drumbeat, or whatever it was that brought her in. Because certain 

passages were not that easily counted, and it was simply easier for her to 

watch me than to have to listen very carefully for the end of the flute solo or 



whatever happened at that point. Also, there were certain tempi that would 

shift ever so slightly, and I would occasionally conduct half a measure for the 

dancers to see, that the musicians knew were directed only to the dancers. 

And so I had to be very much aware, always, of what was going on on the 

stage and conduct with an eye to the stage rather than an eye to the 

musicians, which was disconcerting to the musicians until they got used to me. 

It's always great fun if I go, let's say, to the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic, and the 

percussionist there— Two of the percussionists, Greg [Gregory] Goodall and 

for a while [Scott Shepherd], would come and say how much fun they had had 

at the dance concert and how much they had learned. And that it gave them a 

certain kinesthetic empathy that helped them even in their playing now. The 

whole muscular thing. I don't quite know what it is, but when I retired just a 

few months ago, I got a note from Gregory Goodall, again saying the same 

thing, that it had been a terrific learning experience for him to be playing in 

the dance concerts. 

SMITH 

Well, you said something very similar when you started dancing: you began to 

feel the muscles. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

In talking with other composers who have worked in the dance, [John] Cage, 

[Pierre] Boulez, have you— Is this something that's common, that musicians 

who work in the dance—? 

GILBERT 

I think I've had a special experience on that one. In fact, when I talked to 

[Merce] Cunningham and Cage about that at a dinner one evening, 

Cunningham said no, he didn't feel that way at all. He didn't feel that 

musicians should get into a leotard and run around and "feel" it; he was 

perfectly happy for them to play what they saw. Cage told a very funny 

anecdote: When he played for some of the dance classes at UES, University 

Elementary School (also at UCLA), he said that Martha Deane said. "Now, 



John, you'd become a much better accompanist if you learned something 

about movement. Move with us a little bit. " So he got himself into a leotard 

and jumped around with the dancers. And after about three quarters of an 

hour, Martha said, "Well, John, I think that's quite enough!" And that was the 

end of that experience for him. So he and Cunningham do not agree with what 

I feel so strongly about. I didn't ask Boulez that question; I can't imagine him in 

a leotard [laughter] at all. Now, [Carl] Orff was the other one who has, who I 

knew had worked with Dorothea Gunther, as a matter of fact, who was at that 

time just as well known as [Mary] Wigman in Germany and did very much the 

same kind of thing. She was in Munich; Wigman was in Berlin. And I would 

have a suspicion that Orff, even though he probably didn't, in quotes, "jump 

around" with the dancers, did have that kinesthetic awareness. In his 

Schulwerk, he has incorporated a lot of dance. It's still being used in that 

whole complex of music education. 

SMITH 

What about when, as music director, a situation comes up where someone 

comes and wants to do a Murray Louis piece to recorded music. Would you— 

GILBERT 

Ah! Well — 

SMITH 

Louis has always used recorded music. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

So the [Dave] Brubeck— 

GILBERT 

Well, the Brubeck was live, except for the first— Well, he's done it both ways: 

part of the program is Brubeck on recordings, and the other part is Brubeck 

being Brubeck on stage by himself—I mean, by himself with his ensemble—

and then the dancers joining in for the finale. I had a rather heated discussion 

with Murray Louis some years ago about recorded music, and he felt that I 



was being inflexible (and I was) and that I was inhibiting the choreographers 

and the dancers from using—and there is that word "using"—music that they 

couldn't afford to have played live in a professional situation. And my feeling is 

they can't afford the professional situation in the first place! No one can do a 

dance concert without subsidy. And why they don't also ask for the music, 

instead of all the fancy costumes and all the other theatrics, and then put the 

poor music on a poor tape—even if it's a good tape, it's a poor tape—is 

something that has made me angry. I think perhaps it has forced me to be 

inflexible and to say it without exceptions—and then make the important 

exceptions, of course; but my stance has been unyielding. By the same token, 

now that— We're doing a Murray Louis piece this week, as a matter of fact, to 

the Tchaikovsky string quartet Serenade. When I had dinner with Murray Louis 

and Alwin Nikolais recently in New York, he said, "Well, goody, we're going to 

be at UCLA, and I know it's going to be live. " Well, at that point I didn't even 

know it was going to be live, because I was no longer the director, so that 

everybody would be relieved to now go ahead and do what they pleased. I 

quickly called my new music director, David Raragianis, and said, "Did you 

know that you were going to do the Tchaikovsky live?" And he said, "No, can 

we get a good string quartet?" And I said, "Yes, UCLA has a very good student 

quartet. " And that's exactly what's happening. They're doing very well, and 

Murray's very pleased. And I'm again vindicated. [laughter] So I hope they're 

going on with it. But, of course, I did get a lit; tie tired of the battle, because I 

felt it was a very ungrateful situation to be in, to always seem so terribly 

unbending. 

SMITH 

So for thirty years the question kept coming up over and over? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I just kept fighting it. Because, as always, students will think 

whatever the, quotes, "professionals" do is what they should be doing, even if 

the professionals are doing the wrong thing. And I kept saying, "This is a luxury 

you can have at the university. You can do it properly. " And, of course, they 

feel "properly" is whatever is being done, whether it's for good reasons or not. 

The same thing has to do with rehearsals. I had trouble until I had enough 

musicians trained so that they understood that dance takes many more 



rehearsals than anything else. And if they thought I was a lot less competent 

than, at the time, Zubin Mehta, who was conducting the Philharmonic and 

could get away with two rehearsals on almost anything, they were absolutely 

right. I wasn't as competent [laughter] as Mehta, but no matter who I was, I 

would need more rehearsals for a dance concert. And eventually they all knew 

that. It was always only the new ones who had to be initiated into this whole 

system; it takes quite a while for the dancers to hear this sound, even though 

they've been working with a recording. The way I used to get around it and get 

them caught into the whole thing very quickly was to say, "Watch this"—I 

would have the dancers dance for the musicians to the recording that they 

had used. And the musicians could see where the complexities were, where 

the problems were, how they had to stick to the tempi or else. A dancer can't, 

as Nijinsky said, jump in the air and stay there a little bit. Once they were up in 

the air they had to come down, [laughter] Couldn't stay there a little bit—it 

was only Nijinsky who could do that. I caught on to the fact that they had to 

really see it, maybe even twice, and understand how important it was for 

them to play this way and no other way. And yet, of course, I had to allow 

them a certain joy in playing it their way. That was always very difficult: to find 

the place where the musicians could enjoy playing it and where they would 

not, then, let the dancers stay in the air. But, you see, if you're not considering 

that an interesting challenge, then of course it's a big nuisance. 

SMITH 

How many rehearsals would you tend to have? 

GILBERT 

Oh, I would have one read-through, and I would invite the dancers to come 

and listen for the same purpose, so that they would understand the musicians' 

problems. Then I would have one where the dancers could really move, and 

then we would go into the technical rehearsals. In other words, we would 

have a Sunday afternoon, usually, in the actual situation—in other words, in 

the pit. We'd find out where to place the instruments, mark them; all that 

takes a lot of time. Have the dancers walk through, then have the dancers 

dance through. Make sure the lighting designer understood that there were 

that many lights in the pit and that no matter what the atmosphere was 

supposed to be on the stage, we had to be able to read the music. And that 



was very often a bit of a shock. Later on I learned to put pit lights in the pit, 

whether the musicians were there or not, for the first lighting sessions. Things 

like that you learn over the years. 

SMITH 

Have you ever put the musicians on the stage? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. 

SMITH 

Or behind the— Offstage? 

GILBERT 

Not offstage. I don't know who ever thought of the convention of having, 

especially a piano, in the wings for a dance concert—it's the worst place for 

everybody. It's an enormous instrument; you certainly can't make an exit in 

that wing or you will have a big accident. Number two, the piano— Even if you 

have the back of the piano jut out a little bit, you can't hear it properly. The 

wings are usually black, or something velvet, and they absorb too much of the 

sound. The pianist can't see a thing. The dancers have to be quiet when they 

exit, and that's not what they want to do. They want to be able to let go, let 

off steam, when they even have half a second to come on again. And so 

everybody had to shush them at all times. It was very disagreeable! And I think 

I was one of the first people to say that's the worst place for anybody to be. 

Don't have the piano there. Put it anywhere, anywhere else at all. If there is no 

pit, let's move some seats; put it anywhere in the house. So then I also had 

some compositions where I had people in the auditorium, musicians in the 

auditorium, so that an audience member would suddenly realize he was 

sitting next to the clarinetist. 

SMITH 

Which compositions were those? 

GILBERT 



I'm trying to— One was a piece of Gus Solomon's called Freak, where there 

was a very violent tape and all kinds of live music in the house and in the pit. 

And the musicians were in locale places in the auditorium. 

SMITH 

Orchestra and balcony? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. And then there was another piece, and I can't think of the title now, 

that had an antiphonal arrangement on either side of the balcony. The brass, 

some of it— Even for Arena for One, where there were musicians in the pit, 

there was a large tape and there were musicians in other parts of the house. 

For the opening of Schoenberg Hall, we had musicians entering— In fact, the 

first thing that ever happened there was musicians entering down the aisle. 

And other locales for the children. So I've done that quite a bit—also, long 

before it was chic to have that happen. Of course, for plays I use speakers in a 

different way than for dance. But we can get into that a little later. 

SMITH 

You were able to insist on live music for the dance department productions. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

In terms of the Department of Fine Arts productions, did you have—? 

GILBERT 

For incoming companies? 

SMITH 

Incoming companies. Did you have any say on that? 

GILBERT 

I said a lot. [laughter] I was not successful in being consistent about saying you 

come with live music or don't come. Even though some of them certainly tried 

and some did come with them. Certainly Erick Hawkins would never go 



anywhere without a live orchestra. I mean, he would get an orchestra 

wherever he went. And some others feel the same way. I was upset when the 

[Martha] Graham company would come, because Graham would never play in 

New York with tape, but then they felt the provinces like Los Angeles would 

have to put up with it. Here, for instance, if we think of a visiting company, 

such as Bella Lewitzky, she would certainly have live music. Only if something 

happened would she then substitute a tape. They always teased me, they're 

still teasing me, that I cost them an arm and a leg. [laughter] I think I cost 

them four arms and five legs, but that's what we should have. But see, since 

it's so important for the dancers to at least see choreography, I couldn't be as 

brittle as I could with our own productions and say, "Don't come. " Also, I was 

not in the position to dictate that; I was simply only in the position to advise. I 

was not, even as chair of the series— It was a very large committee divided 

into subcommittees, and all I could do was suggest, advise, and then wait for 

their advice. 

SMITH 

You would not exclude a group from coming because of that. 

GILBERT 

No, of course not, no. I would have liked to, because I think it would have 

done a lot of good, in general, in bringing the modern dance back to where 

the ballet is. Very few ballet companies are considered first class if they have 

recorded sound. I can't imagine American Ballet Theatre coming with a tape. It 

would be a lot cheaper for them, too, but their grant includes the orchestra. 

SMITH 

What about at the House? 

GILBERT 

At the House? Well, it depends on what they're doing. The House has, as a 

matter of fact, been sold. I hope we get another space. But the House was a 

venue for the UCLA dance department to have a place where our students 

could have master's thesis productions, and those are all with live music 

whenever possible. By whenever possible, I mean when it was possible for the 

music director, who was one of our musicians in the department, to do so. 



And occasionally they would use tape, but the idea was to have live music. So 

there is quite a bit of live music for those. As I say, I gradually started to 

withdraw not what I thought or said or did myself, but I felt I couldn't just hold 

everybody's foot, so to speak, if they really felt that wasn't that important to 

them. It just made me disagreeable. I felt disagreeable; I felt that I was a 

handicap to some of their flight. But eventually, I think, when they did have 

live music, they were so pleased; they felt it was worth their effort. And other 

times they felt it was not worth the effort to go into it. I mean, the ones who 

felt it wasn't worthwhile never did it. The ones who did it felt it was 

worthwhile, let's put it that way. With all the pain and all the nuisance and all 

the extra hours. 

SMITH 

Related to this has been your interest in ear-eye relations at concerts. You did 

some research into that. Could you talk about that? When did you do that 

research? 

GILBERT 

I did it early, because it occurred, I think, perhaps, in the fifties. I got 

interested—this was even before my anger at Muzak, this was just pre-

Muzak—when I realized that there was a lot of talk about seeing and not as 

much about hearing, even from people who went to concerts. I started to put 

together a very crude questionnaire as to how people behaved at concerts. It's 

not terribly exciting because it was not a bona fide research project. But I 

started to ask, and then I started to send out this questionnaire. And I found 

out that people got—even though they considered themselves musical and 

well educated, that when I asked these questions, they found that they were 

very quickly diverted by watching the conductor, by watching the ballistics of 

the percussionist, and if they didn't close their eyes, other things would divert 

them. And out of, oh, I don't know how many, something like a hundred, 

approximately, an incredible number counted the bulbs in the chandelier. In 

other words, they would look up and they'd get interested in that big 

chandelier, which was always there, I guess, in every auditorium, and they 

started to count the bulbs. And the music went by. Counting the bulbs! 

[laughter] 

SMITH 



You had one hundred people. Were they all in Los Angeles? 

GILBERT 

No, no, I sent them off— I even sent some batches to some people at other 

universities to hand out. So it came to about one hundred, all in all. As I say, 

not at all meant to bring about any results. It was just because I got interested 

in the whole thing. Then I started to think and probe some more and realized 

that movement has always been fascinating. Movement is life. It's the first 

thing we worry about and it's the last thing we worry about. Yes, we talk 

about that first cry, but we are concerned about that first heartbeat and that 

first breath. And that's involuntary movement, but that's what it is. And we, 

from then on, are concerned with all kinds of movement, but never as much 

as in this century. I don't know whether mothers didn't say before, "Listen to 

this, " but they certainly don't say it now. And they say, "Watch out, it's 

moving; it may kill you. " This car that comes at such a speed is not like the 

horse and buggy, which could kill you too, but there was certainly always, 

always plenty of time to get out of the way. And the whole concept of traffic, 

of whatever is moving, is fascinating. It's also potentially dangerous. It has 

become almost an obsession in the twentieth century. Now, in direct contrast 

to that, we have, for the first time in what we know of our history, been 

taught to tune out sound. We can't listen to every car, we can't listen to every 

machine that turns itself on and off. We hear it, but we don't listen to it. And 

we don't even think we hear it, because we have learned to tune that out. I 

am quite firmly convinced that it will probably only take a few more centuries 

for us to develop ear flaps, as we've developed eyelids. We have to have 

them; the noise is not going to get less. So to protect ourselves from [noise] as 

we did from too much glare, and being able to sleep, etc., we'll probably 

develop that for survival. But since we've learned to tune out, and since that 

collides with the overavailability of sound— Certainly if I were born today, I 

would not go after that carousel; I would stay at home and listen to my 

recordings. I would not have to seek music. I would not have to run after it. I 

would not have to worry that I have to sit here or my father won't pick me up 

for the next concert. That kind of obsession is no longer as obvious because 

there is this availability of sound anytime you wish it, as long as the electricity 

is on. By the same token, because it is so available and because it is 

everywhere— Now I am coming to Muzak. Muzak is that horrible example of 



there's music but don't listen to it; it's just there to soothe you. Well, no 

musician is soothed by music. No matter what is being played, no matter how 

sappy it is, we listen. And so we don't like to eat to music, sleep to music, have 

our teeth drilled to music, go in the elevator to music, have it being played in 

the restaurant, in the airport, in the airplane, in the ladies room, and wherever 

you go. It's a constant assault to anyone musical. When I talk to the dancers, 

they can't quite understand why I'm so upset until I say, "Well, now, you go to 

a restaurant tonight and you think you're going to have a lovely meal, and 

they're going to play Appalachian Spring on that screen so you can watch it 

and be soothed during dinner. " Then they get upset, because they don't like 

to have their favorite choreography accompany their steak or to think of 

dance as accompaniment, etc. So that seems to work. I think maybe if I get to 

the painters and say, "Well, we're going to splash a Klee on the restaurant 

wall, and we can just have slides of paintings while we're eating, " I think they 

will be equally assaulted, especially, also, if it's bad or mediocre or cheap work 

that is being passed off as soothing. And the reasons they give—that factory 

workers can work more, can be more efficient if music is piped in. Or the 

worst example of all is when then say cows give better milk if you play music 

in their stables—which I'm sure is questionable—but why should that do 

something to civilized human beings who supposedly know music? And also, 

there has been some work done on those very factory workers, who are 

annoyed as anything. There are just as many musical ones there as not, who 

find it just a terrible intrusion, and they bring things to stuff their ears with so 

that they can have peace and quiet, at least, while they're working. But I find 

that one of the most disturbing aspects of the twentieth century: the business 

of tuning out music because you have to tune out other sound, or to consider 

natural sounds, what they call silence, as threatening, as upsetting, and that 

that so-called vacuum has to be filled with some kind of music or somebody 

talking. In quotes, "I have to have somebody there with me or something 

there with me. I feel—" What do they say? They feel isolated if that sound 

isn't filling the air. 

SMITH 

Is this an opinion that you share with other musicians? 

GILBERT 



Oh, yes. 

SMITH 

Cage or [Virgil] Thomson? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Well, Cage, I think. Cage especially, I believe— He doesn't— I believe 

the book Silence, and his whole approach to silence as being important, must 

be a reaction to this. Thomson, yes. And I love an anecdote where we went 

to— Did I tell this anecdote? No? It's one of my favorites. We had an 

appointment in a restaurant, and we arrived and sat down and the music 

came on. And it wasn't even what one ordinarily would consider obnoxious. It 

was just kind of Salonmusik, you know, lightweight, light classical, I guess. And 

Virgil—who still could hear quite well at that time, now he's quite deaf—called 

the maitre d' over and said, "Would you please turn off the da-da music?" And 

the maitre d' was a little bit shocked and said, "Well, no, I don't think I can do 

that. Don't you like music, Mr. Thomson?" He had the name Thomson; he 

didn't know— And Virgil said, "No!" He got up, and he said, "No! We are both 

composers. We hate music!" And he got his coat and my coat and we walked 

out of the restaurant. 

SMITH 

I wonder— This is kind of a tough question, or a broad question, but I wonder 

to what degree Muzak, the prevalence of noise, the predominance of 

commercial music, influences avant-garde composers. Is there an aspect of 

the avant-garde that's a response to all this surrounding garbage? I mean, 

within your own compositions or in other— Is there something in the program 

of the avant-garde composer that is a response or a counter to—? 

GILBERT 

I don't think so. I think occasionally one can find a quote from something, 

particularily sappy Muzak, in somebody's composition as an in-joke, or to 

make it seem, to make it appear, as cheap as it is. I think you'll always find 

people, as in the visual arts, who think of that as "found" sound, you know, as 

found object, to weave into, especially in electronic work. But composers 

don't necessarily concern themselves with wanting to teach a lesson. They 



rarely— This is usually read into it. So Beethoven didn't like Napoleon, but 

we're not sure that hisEroica really was that kind of a statement. I mean, it 

was after he denounced Napoleon. And we know how certain composers felt 

about political situations and such. And then there is the Schoenberg 

composition A Survivor From Warsaw, and so on. Or the Ode To Napoleon, as 

far as that goes, which was also an antidictator musical situation. But those 

are program pieces or with texts. And of course, the text is so much more 

easily recognized as saying something, indeed, literally and figuratively. But it's 

rare, it's really rare. And I can't speak for them all. Immediately, I'm sure, in 

pronouncing this, we can find a million examples that would support this—not 

a million, but a few. 

SMITH 

But if you speak for yourself? 

GILBERT 

If I speak for myself, no, I make that statement verbally. I made, really, only 

some statements with dance that would make a statement like that, but if you 

just listen to the music you probably wouldn't know. Bells, I think, is a perfect 

example of, again, the words pushing the music to say something similar or to 

say something with the music that would enhance the text. 

SMITH 

But you are saying something with the music in that piece. You have a 

juxtaposition. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Dissonance with heavy sarcasm. 

GILBERT 

Well, yes, because the words are helpful there. 

SMITH 

Even if the words weren't there you would feel that. 



GILBERT 

I don't know whether you— Now that you know, of course, with the words, it 

no longer could say anything else. But I don't know if anyone hadn't heard the 

words whether they would know, if they just heard the piano, whether they 

would know that. One makes very quick associations with whatever is being 

done to the music at the time. I remember once having this discussion with 

Larry [Lawrence] Schoenberg, the composer's son, and he said, "It's amazing 

that you feel so strongly about this, and yet you've been doing so much music 

for dance, where the music, then, does become secondary. " Of course, I don't 

think of it as secondary. Even though it's being perceived as such, I think of it 

as a complement to— Once it's been created, an indelible aspect of it. 

SMITH 

But in terms of your own compositions, or the compositions of composers that 

are very close to you, you don't feel an aspect that, since people are being 

trained not to listen to things, your music has a function of retraining them to 

listen? 

GILBERT 

Oh, I hope so. But I think there is one thing that you do pedagogically that you 

believe in wholeheartedly. Otherwise you wouldn't be able to teach for thirty-

eight years and not go to pieces., And I've loved every minute of it, really, 

because I believe in what I'm teaching. But I think, also, when I'm writing 

music as such, let's say, "music per se, " including Bells, it's to be a work. And it 

has to say something. Even that piece I didn't want to be a propaganda poster. 
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SMITH 

You were saying about Bells that you didn't want it to be a propaganda poster. 

GILBERT 

No. I did want it to say what it had to say. It had strong language; I don't mean 

in any way cursing, or such, but strong political language. And it had an impact 

the way I wanted it to have an impact. But by the same token, I wanted it to 

be a work that was, I hoped, a good work musically and not just waving the 



flag for an "ism" or a slogan. That's also why we used texts that weren't 

necessarily of this day. We found texts from years ago that had things to say 

that were just as true now as they were then. 

SMITH 

Such as the— 

GILBERT 

Such as the Gertrude Stein text, such as the [Bertrand] Russell. In fact, there 

were more that were earlier. Antinuclear, in other words, but were predicting 

SMITH 

That first section, about the word in Sanskrit for "more" is— 

GILBERT 

"We want more cows. " 

SMITH 

Where did that come from? 

GILBERT 

Well, the [Marvellee and Daniel] Cariagas discovered that. I said, "Oh, I want 

to use that. " They only mentioned it in the conversation. And I said, 

"Absolutely! We must use that. In fact, I want to start the piece with that. " 

Because "We want more cows" means "We want your cows. " Not just, "We 

want more cows, and we have to do something about producing more cows, " 

but, "We'll just take yours. " And that's what starts the war. Everybody always 

wants more cows, and if you can get them from them, we'll start a war to get 

those cows. And I thought it was such an absolutely universal statement about 

starting a war, because "We want more cows" didn't even say "We need more 

cows, " you see. It said, "We want more cows. " 

SMITH 

Musically, what did you— How did you set up that piece thematically? 

GILBERT 



That piece went from— As quite a few of my pieces go. Very few of them are 

not somewhat eclectic in style, and this piece is no exception. It starts with a 

fairly atonal approach to that. And the sound of the voice and the piano gives 

the mezzo a chance to, really, almost shriek, because I gave her some high 

notes to reach for. And then it settles into other stylistic approaches to the 

material itself, to the verbal material. 

SMITH 

Is there an opening motif that you keep returning 

GILBERT 

The cows come back. The cows come back toward the end of the piece, and 

there is an allusion to it, an alluding to it, in a couple of places in the piece. 

SMITH 

What about the duck material? Where did that come from? 

GILBERT 

The what? 

SMITH 

The duck section, the duck text. 

GILBERT 

That came from Wars I Have Seen by Gertrude Stein. I had learned from Virgil 

Thomson, who gave a lecture in my class once, and also we had talked about 

his work with Gertude Stein, and he said, "It's a very American thing, a very 

English, not American, but English-language thing to have patter. " He said 

that it existed even in the Anglican church. And then, of course, you get it all 

through Gilbert and Sullivan. The quick patter. You'll never get it quite that 

way in any other language, he says. And the Gertrude Stein rhythms are very 

much that when you set them to music. And I remembered his talking about 

that. People are always asking him about the rhythmic aspect in The Mother of 

Us All and other operas. He said it came from this, and he then, as I say, takes 

it from the Anglican church, and he takes it to Gilbert and Sullivan, and he 

says—and he always looks at me and says, "You can't do it in German. " 

[laughter] And I don't remember a real patter song in German, as a matter of 



fact. Of course, it could be done. It just doesn't seem to be quite as available 

to that kind of treatment. 

SMITH 

Maybe I'm not getting the— I'm not sure what you mean by "patter. " 

GILBERT 

Quick succession of syllables, [sings] doodala, doodala, doodala, da. Noel 

Coward. Quick patter. 

SMITH 

I think of chatter. 

GILBERT 

Not chatter. Chatter would be available in every language. But the quick 

rhyming or quick following of syllables that English is fond of. And so I had that 

whole section written in such a way that it has to be read quickly: Da da da da 

da da da da— 

SMITH 

Previous to that you had the evacuation section. 

GILBERT 

Yes. That was a quote from Time magazine. It's one of the most ludicrous 

[retellings] of what the government would do if a city had to be evacuated 

quickly, such as people with odd license numbers have to leave after the 

people with the— 

SMITH 

Even. 

GILBERT 

With even, yes. I should have the text in front of me here. [laughter] Even 

license numbers leave first. And you get this much cereal and this much of 

that, and the houses will be taken over by the Department of [Housing and] 

Urban [Development]. It's a whole litany of how orderly this exodus is going to 

be administered. 



SMITH 

When you take something from Time you're taking the equivalent of Muzak 

for language. How does that affect the way you set it to music? 

GILBERT 

No, Time magazine. 

SMITH 

Yes. That's what I— 

GILBERT 

You feel that what Time magazine writes is approximately the value of what 

we hear over the Muzak? 

SMITH 

Yes. I mean in terms of the use of language. 

GILBERT 

Oh, well, I wasn't worried about Time's syntactical identity; I was just 

concerned with the material itself. I love the absurdity of it. And the naivete. 

Can you imagine anybody looking at somebody else's license plates if they're 

trying to run out from under the nuclear attack? Or that they would wait for 

this amount of cereal? And who's going to make all these announcements 

over the radio? Why are the radio announcers sticking to their posts? Their 

lives are at stake. I mean, all of this is just completely unrealistic. And, of 

course, it's almost endearing. Because it's been so many years, I don't know 

how many years, since America has had any battles on its ground, and it still 

thinks, in a way, that it's going to happen over there! I think this is all with the 

idea that it probably won't happen here, but let's have a contingency plan. So 

they make a plan. But I don't think anybody thinks realistically that a war is 

going to take place here. We're sending our boys over there. 

SMITH 

Musically, were there elements in the "We want more cows" that then 

reappear in the Time magazine section? 

GILBERT 



No, I purposely stayed away from that kind of logic. I like to use it in others, 

but I wanted the piece to be somewhat absurd in its own terms. The only time 

I used something that might make sense is that I used an augmented second 

in the part about the Jews and the Arabs, because they both use augmented 

seconds in their music. They have so much background, language, many 

approaches in common, and I think it's very often that kind of thing that 

causes fights. I know other situations— I don't mean that the Jews and the 

Arabs are the same, but musically there is a lot of the Near Eastern material. 

So there was a chance to do that, and I did it. And it's also a little bit absurd. 

All the way through that happens, even though one should be able to savor 

the Gertrude Stein text, having it punctuated very quickly and said very 

quickly. And not all of this was done as aware as I'm making it sound now. 

SMITH 

I understand. 

GILBERT 

In retrospect, I don't really think I thought of 

SMITH 

I was wondering if there's something about this— You mentioned the patter 

that occurs in English. In terms of the rest of the sections, are there aspects 

about the English language that force the rhythms into certain ways, 

musicians, because one has to relight every new auditorium, and the 

musicians have to be ready to go when the darn lights are finally hung. And 

since they never can predict it and they always called us too early, we would 

sit in the dark auditorium and wait and get more and more tired and more and 

more cold, or warm, or whatever. And that was very difficult, very difficult and 

very tiring and boring. And there's nothing more fatiguing than boredom. You 

couldn't read; there was nothing to do but sit and wait. And then if, heaven 

forbid, one of the musicians was not available immediately, there would be a 

hue and cry from the dancers and the director. In fact—really, I have to insert 

this—with all my love for the live music, the difficult aspect for the music 

director is, number one, no one ever thinks it's funny if a musician makes a 

mistake. They die laughing if the lighting designer, the lighting person, or 

something else goes wrong, or somebody steps on somebody's foot, or 



whatever happens—they think it's funny. But not if a musician comes in on a 

wrong cue, or the music director gives the wrong cue, let's say that, or the 

pianist makes a mistake or whatever. They find that absolutely unforgivable. 

The other thing—and for future music directors who are reading or listening 

to this, it's very important to keep the line of communications very clear—do 

not allow the dancers to talk to the music force the melodies into certain 

ways? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I didn't want to force an unnatural, inelastic rhythm on the words. I only 

have a performance tape, I don't have any real, really good— I mean, I have a 

tape of the performance that was given then, the first performance. Really, 

the words could be understood very well. I like to write for voice in such a way 

that, except for the piece in the Time magazine— I did force that one into a 

Viennese waltz, which did make it humorous. And it, I think, perhaps 

heightened the absurdity of it. It's all so gay and fun and "let's all do that. " So 

that's the only time I put it into a rhythmic girdle, so to speak. For the rest of 

it, I listened to the sound of the words and to the rhythm of the words and to 

some of the way one would say them melodically. But neither did I let that 

dictate it. Now that you're asking all these questions, I really don't think I had 

the answers when I wrote it. The piece—Sometimes when people say, "Oh, 

this almost wrote itself"— that's one of the few pieces where I had that 

feeling. I really was so into it, or it was so into me, that it was almost easy to 

write. 

SMITH 

Well, how did it come to be written? 

GILBERT 

The Cariagas wanted me to write a piece for them. Originally I had an idea that 

I would like to write about singing and singers' problems and singers' jargon. 

And I would not, likeVociano, use that kind of text, but use the kind of singers' 

talk, the way they talk about singing, the way they worry about singing, and 

the kind of material they use. I had some words already from Marvellee and 

from other singers, and I had started. It seemed a little forced, though, so then 

I put it aside, and we were all going to look for other things. Then they and I, in 



a telephone conversation, came upon this whole thing of "We don't like war, 

we are upset about the whole nuclear thing. " And at first that sounded not 

right to me. Everybody was talking about it. Sure we were all antinuclear, but I 

don't want to compose that. Then when we started to look in the literature, it 

became very interesting. 

SMITH 

How long did it take you to write that? 

GILBERT 

Well, I started it in Aspen, which was somewhere in July or August of that 

year. 

SMITH 

Eighty-one was it? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no! It's about two years ago. I think on and off—I never write every 

day. Perhaps two months? Because they did it the following March. Yes, the 

following March, I think it was. We started to rehearse in Christmas vacation. 

SMITH 

Of course, to that question there's the answer "All my life. " 

GILBERT 

Yes, but I can't honestly say that. It's a wonderful answer for somebody else, 

but I haven't been writing all my life. At first I did not write anything down. 

Lots of stuff got lost because I didn't feel, number one, that I wanted it, a little 

bit like Graham and the notation, you know. And then later on I started to 

sketch, and later on I started to write, and then I learned to write, and it all 

came about by necessity. 

SMITH 

Going back to your job as music director, have you gone on most of the dance 

tours that the dance department has — ? 

GILBERT 



Oh, yes. Yes, all of the dance department tours for— Not lately, but yes, when 

I was directing the music. And we really did— The one that stays in my mind, 

mainly as a longish tour, was one that went to all the UC [University of 

California] campuses and some high schools and other venues in the area up 

and down the coast. We were on the bus, and the equipment was in the truck. 

And in all touring situations—I've talked to many people since then—you 

become so fond of my truck. When you see it outside of wherever you were 

being housed, you see the bus, it becomes home. You never know where 

you're going to be housed, and there's always a lot to do. Traveling with a 

music ensemble is no problem. Traveling with a dance ensemble is very 

fatiguing. It's more fatiguing for the approach art in creativity?" but "How do 

you approach art by the artist?" Going more deeply into that, and also reading 

much of the therapy literature, such as [Abraham] Maslow and [Harold 0. ] 

Rugg and [Carl] Rogers, I realized they, really, basically consider the artist as a 

neurotic. And I feel very strongly that nothing has been done to redefine the 

norm for the artist. We may be neurotic in their eyes, but if we didn't live this 

way we would not be normal, as far as being an artist is concerned. And it 

hasn't been said or written, and I've got to do something about that. Not "I, " 

but I have to see to it that it gets done. Because artists, I think, very often 

consider themselves to be neurotic, put themselves into some psychiatrist's or 

guru's hands, come out, in quotes, "normal, " and are stymied. The 

redefinition of what's normal for the artist and in the arts is, I think, an 

imperative, and one to be soon established in many people's minds. We 

haven't looked at it, and I think we've thought, "Well, if you're neurotic, so be 

it, " even though we didn't like the label. I'm getting quite échauffée, I guess, 

about this subject, because it's only come to me in the last couple of years. In 

the graduate section, the therapists, the choreographers, and the ethnologists 

sit together, and sometimes there are cross currents. They also teach each 

director. That has to be like, "I talk to him and he talks to God. " It has to be 

from the dancers to the choreographers and from the choreographer to the 

music director or to the soloist, depending. Otherwise, no one believes 

anyone, because Susie will say something and Frank will say just the opposite. 

"Did Susie say it was too slow? No, no, no! It was too fast. " 

SMITH 



I was wondering if any of your students who have gone on to professional 

careers in dance have taken up your position and do use live music whenever 

they can? 

GILBERT 

I hear a lot about it from them. They say, "Remember how I used to resist you, 

I used to buck you on this? Now that I'm in charge, I get as much live music as I 

can get. " And it always pleases me; only in retrospect, it annoys me that I had 

to put up with all of this hostile reaction from them. 

SMITH 

Are there some in particular whom you'd like to mention? 

GILBERT 

You know, I'm always worried about getting into names and then having them 

appear in the table of contents when it's just an aside. There are people at 

Rutgers [University], there are people at [University of] Illinois. Even the 

people in Pilobolus [Dance Theatre]— Alison Chase, who was my master's 

thesis candidate (never finished it), also feels strongly that whenever possible 

she would want to use live music. 

SMITH 

I'd like to move into the class that you started teaching later on, Philosophical 

Bases and Trends in Dance. When did you take over that class? 

GILBERT 

Several years ago; I don't know exactly how many. It should be easy to find 

out. I would say seven or eight years ago now. As you know. Alma Hawkins 

started that and taught it very successfully with her approach to creativity and 

the freeing of the person to be able to express what they needed to express, 

and also her approach to education, much of it with the literature from that 

aspect of aesthetics, and also on the therapy. Then there were a couple of 

successions: Allegra Snyder taught it for a little bit; Gary Bates taught it for, I 

think, a year or two. Then we all decided that, really, I should do it. I even felt 

that I should do it, because I had read more than anybody in the 

department—because I had to, not because they don't read enough. Because I 

have always felt I had to be very much aware since I was straddling three 



disciplines in a way—music, dance, and, to a degree, theater. And because I 

am curious, I read as much as I can all the time. I talk to everybody. I, in 

quotes, "know" everybody. And I thought the logical thing was for me to try 

this. Not that I needed something more to do, but it goes back to those 

beginnings where we didn't care how much other a great deal about what 

they know—this comes up now. Where at first the choreographers would nod 

and say, "Yes, malheureusement, we're neurotic, " I'm beginning to tell them, 

"Not at all. " Neither are the therapists normal, if they look at it this way. But I 

don't have enough literary ammunition, except what I know about ourselves. 

And certainly there are enough difficult situations for the artists; but the fact 

that they are obsessed by what they need to do is their norm. The other thing 

is that people like [Alfred] Adler— I'm talking about the psychiatrist now, or 

analyst—have, for some reason or other, concluded that handicaps make 

better artists. They are quite sure that Beethoven never would have written 

the later works if he hadn't been deaf, which is the biggest nonsense of all. It's 

true that if you have a handicap— And I can speak for that. With my poor 

eyesight, I've developed all kinds of extra, even extrasensory, perceptions 

where— I don't know whether I've mentioned this before, but they call me "E-

S-Fia" at UCLA. I don't think it would have made me a better composer. It may 

have made me a more sensitive person and therefore also a more sensitive 

musician, but I hope I would have been a sensitive musician and a sensitive 

composer with 20/20 eyesight. And certainly you don't induce a psychological 

or physical handicap. Neither should you induce poverty just because so many 

artists used to be very poor and lived in garrets. It's not supposed to be a 

prerequisite; it's a rather unfortunate outcome. So the view of the artist, or 

some of those aspects of the aesthetics for the artist, are terribly askew. 

However, that's not the main aspect of the course at all. It's just one little tiny 

aspect that, however, is beginning to grow in my mind as something to 

pursue. We have been, with a long reading list now, over these past few years, 

very much concerned with verbalizing the nonverbal: being able to 

conceptualize not just, "I like this" or "I don't like it" or "I like myself with such 

and such an artist, " but the whole concept of conceptualization being able to 

have a bird's eye view on artistic endeavor, one self's and anybody else's, and 

also specific ones; being concerned with criticism, both from the critic's point 

of view and also from the observer-creator point of view. In other words, 

official criticism and personal, heightened observation, which will then 



heighten one's own work and one's perception of others. The role of the artist 

in life and in the community and in the educational situation becomes a very 

heated discussion on almost anything that makes one very aware. I have 

realized that, also, some of Alma's approach to creativity, and something she 

does extremely well, is to create a safe, as she calls it, a safe environment for 

the creative person to function in. And I can see that as a real plus for the 

person who would not otherwise fly as an artist unless there is a 

nonthreatening environment. But it also has certain drawbacks. There are 

other artists who function best if resistance is offered, whether it be 

threatening or not, whether it be a difficulty to overcome or simply having 

very clear criteria and high expectations of themselves, which no one can 

remove no matter how relaxing the situation is for them to create in. I have 

some ambivalent views of that nonthreatening environment. 

SMITH 

Do you try to set up the class to be nonthreatening? 

GILBERT 

No. No. I think it is nonthreatening. I think they learn very quickly that it's the 

one situation, perhaps in their whole university life, where they can't possibly 

be punished for what they say. They can be admonished for saying something 

they should have read in that assignment. They are very quickly caught in 

improvising around the topic, rather than having read it and then 

demonstrating their opposition or their approval of what they've read. I am a 

stickler, and possibly threatening, about punctuality, participation, and having 

done the assigned work. But when it comes to what they think about it, how 

they feel about anyone, including what I say, there are no holds barred. As a 

matter of fact, I encourage controversy. I encourage their being, if you will, 

militant about their stance vis-a-vis something they need to discuss. I have 

very little to defend that way. It's whatever they say that is interesting, as long 

as it is based on either what they've had to read or what they've experienced 

or what they know in general, rather than pique or conjecture or manipulation 

of what they want to bring about. 

SMITH 



Now, part of the goal of the class is to teach them the basic aesthetics, 

introduce them to the philosophies, the—? 

GILBERT 

That's part of it, yes, part of it, yes, but it is also a forum for things they didn't 

even know they knew or things they didn't know they felt. And a sharing. And 

because many of the people in the class are either at graduation gate, you 

know, from senior to the world or from master's thesis to the world, there are 

lots of real tensions and real concerns about what is going to happen to them. 

They also have an exaggerated view of how different, quote, "the world, " end 

quote, is as compared to the university. And sometimes, of course, it's true, 

and other times they are surprised at how realistic we were in the demands 

we made. 

SMITH 

I wonder what is the difference between this class and, say, a history or 

criticism class? How would you define the difference for yourself? 

GILBERT 

Well, I find— I would say it is in no way a survey of approaches, or a survey of 

happenings historically. It assumes a certain amount of experience, and it 

assumes that they have taken history of their art, and of another, possibly. 

And within that, certain aesthetic considerations come up. You can't talk 

about the renaissance, you know, or about baroque music, or whatever, 

without going into some of that. So I can assume certain aspects of 

comparative knowledge. But, of course, much of it has to be reiterated. But it 

can be reiterated, to a degree, on that basis. No, I go into more what's 

underneath it: what brings things about; what brings thinking about; and the 

attitude towards something, rather than the thing itself. And that leads to that 

kind of conceptualization and to a philosophic stance, a personal stance 

toward it, vis-a-vis this, against that. 

SMITH 

How did you arrive at Susanne Langer's—? 

GILBERT 



I think that was a very helpful hint, if you will, from Alma. I had only glanced at 

the Langer books before in my more— Not that you read Langer casually, but I 

hadn't really read it with that kind of depth. And I resisted it, just as everybody 

else does. 

SMITH 

Why is that? 

GILBERT 

Every sentence is pregnant; [laughter] there are pages and pages and pages of 

them. And also, she has no problem with stating a premise and then circling 

around it, and spiraling around it and going against it and restating it and 

negating it and— You see? One is used to thinking that a philosopher will try 

to prove a premise. And I find her very endearing in that she does the kind of 

thing that happens in art: It doesn't prove anything. It is! 

SMITH 

I guess a corollary question is, why doesn't the department simply make a 

requirement that dance majors have to take an aesthetics course in the 

philosophy department? 

GILBERT 

Oh, ha-hah! I see what you're leading to. I even have had a couple of refugees 

from the philosophy department because of what I'm going to say now. I do 

not set out to be logical. I do not set out to prove a premise. There is no 

tremendous gratification of asking a question and finding the answer. The 

important thing is to ask the question and keep asking other questions, and to, 

perhaps, find fleeting answers, knowing that they're going to be overtaken by 

the next answer. And that is— I'm very glad you asked this, because that's 

what's very important in the Langer books. They state many questions, many 

answers, and open more questions than answers, which is the stuff of art. If 

you could ever light on the answer, you probably wouldn't continue to create. 

There is very little settling in, in art. There is the end of a composition or of a 

painting or of a statue, and it gives rise to the next, which is again a question. 

Your previous work does not answer anything for the next one. And until 

young artists understand that—they realize that they're going to have a very 



long life, however long they live, of questions and of uncertainty and of 

insecurity, and no amount of analysis is going to make them secure. Now I'm 

going to sound as if I am antipsychology, which is certainly not true. But I am 

antipsychology [in its] trying to shape the artist into something that would 

make sense on their next dissertation. They have to allow the artist to be the 

question. 

SMITH 

Do you find that the students come in with fairly clear ideas of symbols and 

symbolism? 

GILBERT 

No. They think of— I think many think of the symbolism that stopped with 

Graham, and has been overtaken, as an "ism. " And in many instances that's 

true, as far as modern dance is concerned. One did get tired of Graham's 

symbolism. Not of her works, but of it as an "ism" for other choreographers to 

continue with, because she did take it from the Greek myth as symbol, with 

the abstraction or extraction, if you will, of time and hierarchy, hierarchy of 

importance of the person, in terms of the event. But the concept of verbal 

symbols, gestural symbols, universal approaches to symbol, in symbolizing as 

being, as much as we know now, a uniquely human endeavor—when we 

attack it from that point of view it's fresh again. It's fresh and they're 

discovering all kinds of things that they didn't realize they had done, either all 

their lives or all of their artistic lives. Then the discrete difference between 

signs and symbols and the occasional merging of signs and symbols becomes 

interesting again, also. And then the difference in various cultures—you wave 

your hand and it means hello or it means good-bye, depending on where you 

do it—is shocking to them. [Also] certain other aspects of gestural symbols 

being obscene in one situation or certain movements being sacred in others. 

And that's when it's wonderful, when I have people from certain other 

cultures such as Dibia, the Balinese— No, it was Lendra, the Balinese dancer, 

who said his major shock in coming to UCLA was not the general culture shock 

that's always being talked about, but sitting on the floor in a modern dance 

class and going through some of the gyrations that we do and then having 

somebody's leg go over his head. He found that was the most shocking thing. 

He said, "If I could have fainted, I would have fainted. " Because in Bali, you do 



not put anything above a person's head. It is a sacred area, not to be invaded. 

And to have somebody's vulgar leg— And, of course, that person was 

completely innocent; it's just something you do in dance all the time. It was a 

major shock. And he said, even though he understood and gradually got used 

to all this, he said, "I doubt that I could ever do it. I could tolerate it, but I 

could never do it. " 

SMITH 

Do the dance ethnology students bring a different perspective? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. The dance ethnologists, of course, have the approach to 

world dance as something that is to be desired. Not just a sharing of ethnic 

differences, but the coming together as world dance. Now, the danger in that 

is that— Let's not talk about the danger first. Perhaps the benefits are 

obvious, to have world dance become something like world music, where we 

fuse. But you can also, then, get to something that might eventually be called 

"generic music" or "generic dance, " which could become not so much an 

interesting enrichment as a dilution. So we talk about that as a possible 

danger. These kinds of topics come up, and they become— They're filled with 

passion, which of course is very important. I personally am against 

indifference. 

SMITH 

What are the competencies you expect the students to leave the class with 

that they didn't have when they entered? 

GILBERT 

Not in order of importance— But perhaps if I had to have a hierarchy of 

importance, I would put conceptualization first. The probing in depth into 

something that they have been pursuing superficially but didn't want to know 

about. 

SMITH 

To be able to express their creative ideas? 

GILBERT 



To be able to express that. To be able to express it verbally. To be able to 

commit themselves verbally to something that is nonverbal but that has to be 

expressed. To also be able to write. They write two papers. They also do a 

presentation, a project presentation. They have to be able to say it. Now, they 

can accompany this with all kinds of diagrams or choreographic examples, but 

they have to be able to say it, as well. Musicians have had to learn it, painters 

have had to learn it. Theater people, of course, already— 

1.15. TAPE NUMBER: IX, Side One (March 12, 1986) 

SMITH 

You were mentioning your projects. 

GILBERT 

No, I think we already— Didn't we already finish that? I was just talking about 

the theater people having— 

SMITH 

Right, yes, being able to express yourself. 

GILBERT 

Being able to express themselves. They're not always— Even though they deal 

with the word, when it comes to that kind of conceptualization, they're at a 

loss, quite often, also. A couple of theater students I have in class are just 

beginning to blossom that way. And their training is somewhat different. Their 

training is to emerge amongst these hundreds of students to have a chance to 

appear on the stage at all. Although the dance students complain that they 

don't have enough experience, every one of them has a performance 

experience. Their works are being ( performed, you know. They have a chance 

to audition in and out of all kinds of events. But the theater majors, their life is 

much more competitive. They don't spend a great deal of time conceptualizing 

about the art of this, or the art of being in the theater as such. So they're 

doing quite well now. They're asking a lot of questions. Of course, the theater 

people I have are also interested in dance, or they wouldn't be looking for a 

course to take in the dance department. 

SMITH 



I noticed that you did have theater arts people, you had a music graduate. 

What does someone— 

GILBERT 

I've had quite a few music people in there. 

SMITH 

What do they come to the class looking for? 

GILBERT 

Some of them come because they're interested in what I do. Some come 

simply because they need another four graduate units. Some come because 

they need to write, and they find that this would be a good forum to learn to 

do more of that. All kinds of allied reasons like that. I've had one who was 

going to be a dance accompanist, and probably is going to be quite a good 

one, a graduate student in the music department. One came through my class 

and is now the awardee for the New York residency, which we can talk about 

at another time. Certainly there's no common denominator. The young man 

who is in the class now has already finished his master's, is going to eventually 

go into the doctoral program, but wrote on Wittgenstein. So you wouldn't 

think that he needed a class like this. He already knows a great deal about 

conceptualization and aesthetics and philosophy. He actually did very well on 

his first paper, but had lots of things that I felt he could still pull into more 

deeply. He wrote it in the form of a dialogue between two people who meet 

at intermission, and one of them starts ranting about Susanne Langer 

[laughter] and spews off long sections, by heart obviously, in the intermission 

of a concert! The dialogue is quite amusing, interesting, but unrealistic. 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

I don't really have any more questions on the philosophy class. 

GILBERT 

I just think that it's the class, at this point, that I think gives me the most 

pleasure, because it hasn't yet settled into something I know I simply must do 

every time. It's beginning to shape into something more predictable, but I 

think it gives me the most pleasure because it provides the most challenge. I 



never know for sure what the bone of contention is going to be in the next 

discussion, regardless of the assignment. The class asks a tremendous amount 

of concentration and preparation from me. Even though it causes a good deal 

of fatigue, I find it the most stimulating aspect of my pedagogic life at this 

point. 

SMITH 

Actually, I do have another question. 

GILBERT 

Oh, you do? [laughter] 

SMITH 

Do you discuss the class with your friends, such as [John] Cage or— 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. 

SMITH 

He's done some teaching. Do you get pointers, in terms of an approach, that—

? 

GILBERT 

I haven't gotten pointers. I've talked to— recently I've talked to Joseph 

Machlis, who teaches an aesthetics course at NYU [New York University]. I 

think he taught at [the] Juilliard [School]. He's very famous for his music 

education approach. We found that we do some very similar things, but, of 

course, he teaches music majors. I think that Juilliard is interested in having 

me do something like this within the next, whatever, few years. In fact, I just 

had a call from them that we're meeting in April to see whether this is feasible 

within their schedule. Or it may be about something else. But I don't think I've 

gotten— Maybe I should have asked; I didn't really ask for pointers. I then feel 

responsible about implementing these pointers. [laughter] I have only 

discussed what they do and what I do. Neither of us— I often find that if I talk 

to a composer— For instance, I would talk to Jacob Druckman or somebody 

about teaching a course in philosophy of dance and related arts. He says, 

"What on earth is that all about?" They know a great deal about philosophy, 



but how can it be— Because immediately, as anyone who knows anything 

about philosophy, how can you prove anything? How can you come up with 

some clear-cut premises even? 

SMITH 

Do you ever get the criticism, why are you using Langer? She is no longer 

considered— 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, I get that all the time, I get that all the time. I said, "I would stop using 

Langer if any one of you would write something that has that kind of depth. " 

In other words— Even in my syllabus I slightly apologize for using Langer, and I 

point to the other books I require, which have to do with something more au 

courant but are mostly opinions—if not opinionated—of the people who— 

Opinionated articles and approaches to what these people are saying, 

whether it's the critic or it's the choreographer or it's the composer. And it's 

not their fault. It usually has something to do with their having to explain what 

they're doing. Whereas, the Langer view, the panorama view, as I call it, I just 

don't find it anywhere else quite to this degree. 

SMITH 

Do you feel any obligation to introduce the students to concepts of just 

structuralism, semiotics, the current—? 

GILBERT 

Phenomenology mostly, yes. There is a book out on phenomenology of dance. 

They do have it, yes. Oh, I hope to be able to expand, and I think I will diminish 

some of the required Langer readings as more stuff emerges. Sure. I would 

welcome it right now. And I don't mean to wave the flag for Langer; I would 

like to wave the flag for someone else doing something similar that is more 

"as of now. " But, you know, ten years from now, twenty years from now, that 

will be overtaken. So in the meantime, I stick with what, at least, is well 

written, well researched, somewhat unbiased. There was a book 

called Philosophy of Art by [Virgil C. ] Aldrich. It's not very good. I was so 

pleased when I saw that come out, and so disappointed in the actual book, 

when I read it. 



1.16. TAPE NUMBER: X, Side One (March 15, 1986) 

SMITH 

I thought today we would backtrack a little bit and start by going back to some 

of the events in your personal life. In the mid-1950s you became a mother? 

GILBERT 

Yes, '53. 

SMITH 

'Fifty-three. When that happened, were you considering leaving the dance 

department and being a full-time mother for a while, or forever? 

GILBERT 

No, I didn't. By that time I felt that— I don't know quite why I felt it, but it 

seemed obvious that, number one, I had to assure myself some 

independence; and number two, I had gotten, really, very much involved with 

being a professional, something that I don't think I had pronounced before 

quite to that degree. AT though I was not yet, even then, career conscious, I 

was work conscious and interested in going on and curious about going on. I 

think I also felt that because the marriage was not all it should have been, I 

needed my own life along with the marriage. I think that would be probably 

true even if the marriage had been good. My daughter, Vivian, was born on 

October 21, 1953. Perhaps two or three months before she was born, I took 

leave from the university. It came to what was then a semester. The problem, 

of course, at the time, was to get the right kind of help—I think it's true 

anytime—and to try to mix all these various roles I was supposed to play in an 

intelligent and satisfying way. Although it can be done, I think it's very difficult. 

No liberation in the world is going to make it easy for women, regardless. 

From then on, and from here on, it's always going to be causing a certain 

amount of conflict, not necessarily with the other family members, but with 

themselves. And I'm not talking guilt now. I'm simply talking having enough 

time, having enough physical and emotional and mental energies to cope with 

so many "I's": I am this and I am that; I am the next and the next person as the 

day goes by, just within one day. I had so often the feeling, perhaps most 

often, that I was in the wrong place. Because when I was here, when I was at 



A, I should have been at B; when I was at B, I should have been at C. Or 

perhaps I should have been at A all the time. That never quite left me, and I 

think it's still with me as a problem, in retrospect. 

SMITH 

What were the options you had for taking care of your daughter? You went 

back to work— 

GILBERT 

I went back to work, and we hired a full-time person. When you have the kind 

of terribly elastic schedule that I had, where the classes were the only things 

set, but the rehearsals and the meetings and the whole departmental 

somewhat spontaneous scheduling from day to day—one couldn't have 

somebody from nine to five. And I must say, having to have somebody living 

with you day in and day out, and not having a large enough, I mean a very 

large, place where she could disappear into one wing— [laughter] I think that 

would be the only way to be able to handle that without feeling an enormous 

lack of privacy. I don't think I'll ever get over the relief of not having to have a 

housekeeper. Regardless of what happened in my life, I found that, especially 

after the breakup of my marriage, I found that was the most intrusive, privacy-

robbing experience. [I] had to have somebody there; couldn't manage it on my 

own. I could have done the work easily enough, but the timing! And when do 

you leave a little child alone? You don't ever. And then to have been able to 

find the babysitters from one event to the next would have been impossible. 

So that was the only solution, but it was a terribly expensive one in terms of 

lack of privacy, lack of being in charge at times, having to accommodate this 

person's—no matter how good she was— this person's quests for her own 

importance, etc. It was almost impossible to balance. Then when it was just 

the housekeeper, the baby, and I, the competition between what she assumed 

to be her role, a certain sense of needing to take over, and my having to 

defend my own territory just became a dreadful nuisance. And then an 

absorption of, where is the hierarchy here? A preoccupation with that. It 

became terribly difficult. So there had to be changes. But with each new 

arrival, that particular problem arose again and again. Certain jealousies of 

why was I going out and she was staying in, and things like that, that were 

almost impossible. Of course mistakes were made. I never should have done 



some of the things— I'm just saying this for other women who are listening 

into this ever or reading this: Don't have dinner together. Whatever happens, I 

think that the dinner should be only with the family members. That may sound 

very undemocratic and hierarchically oriented, but it doesn't work. By the 

same token, having a dinner conversation one to one with one's child without 

anyone else's chiming in is also very difficult. But then when you have 

somebody whose education is very different, and she chimes in in the wrong 

key— So everything was difficult at that time. It was nerve-racking. I'm just 

mentioning the problems; I'm not mentioning the joy of having a child. But it 

was overshadowed at times by the situation. 

SMITH 

You became a single mother not very long after your daughter was born. 

GILBERT 

She was three years old. There were many strains on the marriage before, and 

then there were some dramatic ones that I don't particularly feel we need to 

go into that brought about the divorce. So I was thrust into the role of a single 

mother, which at the time was not nearly as accepted as it is now. Being a 

single mother was fraught with pronounced and unpronounced reproaches 

from almost everybody, except my family. I think they were relieved. They 

knew it was going to be difficult, but they were relieved. It did, however, rob 

Vivian of the visits with her father, which at that time she seemed to still 

enjoy, but wasn't all that involved in. It was all right if he came to visit, but she 

somehow didn't make a big "do" if he didn't come. Nevertheless, in the long 

run she should have had maybe not that father, but a father to help in her 

upbringing. To also deflect the enormous importance I had to play in her life, 

which made her feel that, really, I was the only one she could stamp her foot 

against, because all the other relatives were in New York or in Paris. That's, of 

course, not enough. And it caused too close a relationship and, I think, also a 

certain amount of fear in her. Later on I think she was always worried that I 

might die. Then I think at some point she was always worried that I might 

never die, [laughter] which she may not agree with, but I'm sure it was part of 

her thinking about this enormous dependence. 

SMITH 



You had a lot of evenings out? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I had to have a lot of evenings out. I also had to think about my own 

sanity, about my own life. It was very difficult, as I said. Regardless of how I led 

my life, I wanted to be an example to her. And examples at the time led 

different lives than they do now. I think today a single mother feels perfectly 

at home having her own physical and emotional existence. At that time the 

moralism of— Everyone's morals pointed to different living. I was always 

feeling surreptitious and clandestine no matter what I did. So that was a great 

difficulty. 

SMITH 

Having a housekeeper is a terribly expensive business financially. I was 

wondering, in terms of— Given that period, was your university income 

sufficient to maintain you and your family? 

GILBERT 

We managed. Also, my parents and brother helped, to a degree, to defray the 

kind of support I should have had from my ex-husband. But I lived simply and 

yet I didn't lack anything. Later on, after— First my father died in '58, and then 

my mother followed him five years later in '63. My mother provided for my 

daughter's education. There was a trust fund to take care of things. And my 

brother [Hans Wertheimer] has always been more than generous, and was 

very tactful about giving me presents without making it look as if he were 

"supporting" us, in quotes. 

SMITH 

I wonder, at the time did you feel that you were being paid less than you were 

entitled to? 

GILBERT 

I didn't check that. It didn't come up at that time. There was no such 

movement under way about women. There was no revolution under way 

where people felt that men should not be paid more than women. Indeed, 

most women were being supported by men. The single ones were just out of 

luck. That was how it was looked at. So I was in no position or state of mind 



even, at that time, to think of it as anything but bad luck. And again, it wasn't 

my fault that the marriage broke up, but it was my bad fortune that it all 

happened this way. I had very little anger or resistance toward that part of it, 

because we were so primed or programmed to think this way. I get angry now 

when I think about it, as to how this was accepted and dealt with. No tax 

structure was accommodating it, nothing. It was also, by the same token— 

Even today you still see things on television or in the theater, or in the books 

where after a divorce it's assumed that the man will have affairs, but that if 

the woman does, she's a tramp and he's going to take the child away. You 

never hear of a man being called a tramp. Isn't that true? That still is the way 

it's looked at. He can have "the time of his life, " in quotes. I don't know that 

that's what it is, but it's not assumed that he is behaving amorally if he has 

whatever liasons he chooses when he's on his own. But when the woman is on 

her own, it is assumed that that is not the kind of behavior that would be right 

for the children to observe. But it would be perfectly all right if the children 

were with the father; then it was okay for them to observe that. That I find 

absolutely unacceptable now. Both of them should have that option if they so 

wished. After all, their physical and emotional make-up doesn't know they got 

a divorce! It's something that is a legal and, most of the time, wise decision. 

SMITH 

You placed Vivian— She went to school at UES [University Elementary 

School]? 

GILBERT 

Well, first she went to the neighborhood school, which was Brentwoood 

[Elementary School]. It was very difficult at the time to get into UES, but at 

some point I had put down an application. In fact, my husband did not like the 

idea of UES. I don't know how I had the courage to put in the application 

anyway. We were told that it was almost futile, because some parents were 

actually enrolling their children at birth. I had heard was—certainly not at 

birth. I don't know what year it was. But I then fell into an absolutely terribly 

desirable slot. I hope they spell this the right way. [laughter] It's S-L-O-T. I had 

been born in Europe and I was a single parent. They didn't have all that 

many— As I said before, there weren't that many single parents with a single 

child with the kind of background I had, and they practically begged me to 



bring Vivian in. Now, Vivian was perfectly happy at Brentwood Elementary 

School, but we went anyway for the interview. She fell in love with UES, and 

so that's where she was. She enjoyed it very much. Of course, like all children 

at UES, you get into one or the other experimental programs, which may or 

may not pan out. She was the first "new math" recipient. When she got to 

junior high school, they just began to implement that, so she was quite a few 

steps ahead. However, by the time she graduated from high school, I think the 

new math was already on its way out. She was still counting on her fingers 

because that's how it's done. Naturally, after a while it didn't matter, because 

now all children are taught math with their little calculators. That would have 

been perfect for me! [laughter] 

SMITH 

Did you get involved in UES at all as a parent? 

GILBERT 

Yes, oh, yes, every parent got involved. Yes. I couldn't do as much as I would 

have liked. It was the same thing with the Girl Scouts; it was the same thing 

with any kind of organization, because of my UCLA involvement. But the 

advantage at the time was that I was one of the few working mothers. It was 

still not thought of as being all that desirable. I think I earned a lot of 

sympathy and got out of some of the meetings and the parent/teacher stuff 

and all of that, although I think I might have enjoyed it. Naturally, I went to 

everything. I remember having pneumonia and getting out of bed because I 

would have been the only parent for Vivian who wasn't there when there was 

an evening when they were showing what they had built and so on. I 

remember upsetting everybody by going. Well, it didn't do me any harm, but it 

was the kind of thing, the kind of pressure, that I had to deal with all the time. 

SMITH 

I wonder, being a product of German education, how you felt as a parent 

about American education. Did it meet your expectations? 

GILBERT 

I thought it was really quite good. The only thing I minded was the other 

parents' lack of respect for what the children should be doing. This was the 



fringe of "do your own thing, " and "the child knows what she wants. " I just 

didn't think that the child would know what they want until they'd had 

enough exposure to make selections. Vivian proved me right at one point 

when I had been told I was too European and I was being too fussy about her 

keeping things tidy. One day I came home—and she was still very little, she 

was still struggling with some consonants such as s's—I came home from the 

university, and I was very tired. She was sitting on the floor in the middle of 

her room with a big mess of books and paints and what have you, and I 

thought to myself, "Well, I'm supposed to be tolerant. " I was too tired to say 

much anyway, so I went to my room, closed the door. Two minutes later, or 

less than that, two seconds later, she came in with her eyes blazing and 

pointed to her room and said, "I am not (s)upposed to do that!" She couldn't 

quite say the s for "supposed" yet. In other words, she was chiding me for not 

chiding her. It gave me a real lesson in that children feel neglected if you're 

not consistent about what's right and what's wrong. She was feeling very 

much neglected that I didn't point the finger, I didn't say a word. And it was 

much more painful to be ignored, than a barrage of scoldings. I thought it was 

a very valuable lesson. I learned later on that, yes, I had been right. I've 

certainly been wrong in many ways, but I was right in being consistent and in 

wanting her to want to do certain things even though she was resisting them. 

Also, there were many such anecdotes as to— That certain things were 

peculiar at our house. She also considered music as something you did around 

the house, like the dishes. It was simply being done in one's house. She found 

out later at other people's houses that it wasn't all that common and that 

other people's mothers didn't have to go to the university every day, etc. But 

when we talk about it today, she looks back on her childhood as having been a 

very good one. A couple of years ago she had some therapy, and the therapist 

kept trying to tell her that she had had a very difficult situation. And she kept 

bucking him instead of listening. She kept defending the fact that it was all 

quite wonderful, even though it wasn't, in quotes, "normal. " 

SMITH 

You mentioned last time after the session that you had some cousins here in 

Los Angeles who have been very helpful to you. 

GILBERT 



Yes, indeed. That's Ruth and Paul Lehmann. They were the ones here. They 

were the family here. Actually, we're fairly distant relatives. Ruth's father and 

my mother were second cousins. That's about the relationship. 

SMITH 

Are these Kippenheim people? 

GILBERT 

No. They lived in Frankfurt. Ruth remembers that when I came to visit—we 

had some common relatives in Frankfurt—she had to come and listen to me 

play. I remember being in Frankfurt and having to play for the family. So we 

both remember that as something that we would rather hadn't happened. 

[laughter] But when we found each other here and we found that we were 

each other's only relatives here—that wasn't the only thing—we really 

became very close. We have certain things in common, but not even all that 

much. But it is such a warm, I must say, unconditional situation. Then they also 

took, without really needing to, they took their relationship with Vivian very 

seriously. So she did have an aunt and an uncle, so to speak, on the locale 

where we lived, rather than three and six thousand miles away. She was able 

to communicate with them. And they were playing the role of the close 

relative very conscientiously and just beautifully, and still do. It's an absolutely 

marvelous relationship, because I don't remember any of us ever saying to the 

other one, "You should have" or "You shouldn't have. " I just don't remember 

that kind of banter or criticism ever. It was always accepted. We went through 

each other's problems both ways, both directions. It's something that I think 

of often with real gratitude and love. Something to be cherished. 

SMITH 

You had mentioned that one of the strong aspects of life in Kippenheim was 

the extended family. 

GILBERT 

Certainly, indeed. I have felt the loss for Vivian of not having that. Naturally 

you don't know what you've lost if you've never had it. But to me it seems like 

a loss for her that she hadn't had the relationship that she might have had in 

New York, had we stayed there, of being able to go to cousins, or even distant 



so-called aunts and uncles, and play and be told off and be loved and simply 

be accepted, simply belong. She has missed that. She's beginning to make up 

for it a little bit now in her fairly new, two-year-old marriage, where she has 

inherited two teenagers as quasi stepson and stepdaughter. I think she enjoys 

the concept of being part of a large group that belongs to her, a larger group. 

It makes me happy to see that. 

SMITH 

After your divorce, did you consider moving back to New York? Or to Paris 

even? 

GILBERT 

No, I never considered going to Paris. I thought at times that I would move 

back to New York eventually. I didn't think it would take me this long, but that 

was always the goal. And not because I wasn't happy here, but because I felt 

that when all was said and done I would eventually again belong there. There 

were all kinds of reasons, of course, why I didn't. The position at UCLA was so 

rich and interesting, and I didn't imagine that I could do that in New York quite 

that way. You certainly don't fall into it; you have to build it up. There was no 

way that, at the time, I would want to take a chance and start again at the 

beginning. This was just beginning to come into the blossoming that we had 

hoped. I didn't feel that I was trapped here, ever. The only trap was the car, 

the driving, because my eyesight is poor and driving has always been very 

strenuous. It's been a problem. Not that I don't see enough to see the other 

cars. So far, knock on wood, I've never had anything happen that shouldn't 

have happened. I've never even gotten a ticket because I drive so exemplarily 

so that I wouldn't get a ticket. So that the next time I have to pass the eye 

exam (which I never did), I would not be in the suspect rubric. What were we 

talking about? Oh, did I ever want to go back to New York: No, it didn't really 

come up until recently that it would become, again, a reality. I kept going back 

to New York; first of all, to see everybody, and secondly, to refuel in terms of 

the work, in terms of what was going on. Also, as long as I had the 

housekeeper and other people watching, I needed to get away from home, I 

needed to get away from that constant responsibility and give myself some 

freedom to be myself. 

SMITH 



So you'd go back for summers and— 

GILBERT 

Never more than three or four weeks. I'd go to Europe, I'd go to New York. I 

think we're going to talk about that a little later, yes. 

SMITH 

The other thing that I wanted to ask you about that you've mentioned in 

between the sessions is the relationship with your brother that is very close, 

very— 

GILBERT 

Very close. 

SMITH 

He helped you through the crises in your life. 

GILBERT 

I don't know what I would have done without him. I'm sure I wouldn't have 

fallen apart, because I don't fall apart. I was entitled to several nervous 

breakdowns, but somehow I never managed one. But to have the kind of 

support that both my parents and my brother gave me over the years— My 

brother's has always been unconditional. From the time he recognized me as 

his sister, which was from the time he was very little, and from the time that 

he could take care of anything or anyone, he's always been taking care of me, 

and in such a nice way. Even when he was a little boy. Something that I 

remember: I couldn't maneuver a sled, you know. I would not have known 

where the bottom of the hill was. He would take me up and down the hill on 

that sled. To the really big, all-embracing sense of he was always going to be 

there to take care of things. Not to catch me if I'm falling; that was not the 

point. But that I didn't have to have really big worries when there might have 

been. He always did it in such a loving, tactful, unburdening way that I don't 

know in anyone else. He was a bachelor for a very long time. My mother and I 

used to worry that he would not get married—not that everybody should get 

married, but we thought it would be nice. And of course, by the time we 

thought it would be nice, he was so independent and in a comfortable 

financial situation. There were so many people around him at all times, and he 



could do exactly as he pleased, that it was at times difficult to imagine that he 

would find the right person. Well, he did. He had, I thought, told himself that 

the criteria for such a lady would be that she looked a certain way, that she 

had a certain cultured education, that she spoke languages, she knew Europe, 

she knew America; and I used to think there is no such person. And indeed 

there is. He married her—my sister-in-law, Barbara. It's been, knock on wood, 

an ideal marriage, and they have three wonderful children [Rebeca, Jonathan, 

Sarah] whom I adore. Of course, that opened up Vivian's life as well, to have— 

In fact, when Barbara and Hans got married, Vivian's first question was "When 

are they going to have cousins?" Not "When are they going to have children?" 

[laughter] Again, it was her life, and they were going to have her cousins. 

[laughter] But just, you know, the whole point of having this kind of love and 

support, I think, saw me through a great deal. Also, it allowed me to take 

certain risks professionally that had I had to worry a little bit more about "Will 

this endanger my position?" perhaps certain aspects of what I was able to do 

might not have come to such flowering. 

SMITH 

What risks are you talking about? 

GILBERT 

Well, I'm talking about the risks that I will do such and such no matter what 

the university says. I will compose in such and such a way and do the dance 

concerts and do the committees in such and such a way, and I won't accept 

this, that, and the other. If I had had complete and utter dependence on 

myself and my earning power, which in the main was true— But it wasn't so 

true that, if it had stopped, I would have been on the street or starving, you 

see. I didn't have to consider that. I certainly wouldn't have wanted to take 

advantage of it. Just knowing that there was this support, I think, made me at 

times seem more courageous than I was to people who didn't know. 

SMITH 

I guess I'm still hot quite clear as to— Could you give me an example of one of 

the particular risks? You were saying in terms of the way you composed— 

GILBERT 



Well, I was for a long time considered to be terribly avant-garde and out of 

step. There were situations where my music was considered really crazy. I 

think that would have been discouraging had I had to think in terms of 

advancement. Another situation was during the time—which now seems 

almost impossible to think about— when I had the clash with Alma Hawkins. I 

was pregnant. I was up for something like "up or out" promotion. And I think if 

I had cared very much, X might not have been quite as vocal. And when I 

walked into her office one day to share some of my feelings, she looked at me 

and she said, "Well—" And I said, "Well, I—" And then at the end of it I said, "I 

guess this might have some influence on what you're thinking. You, after all, 

have to write the promotion letter. " She said, "Yes, it does, because [only 

someone] who cares this much would take such a chance at this point. " In 

other words, that— But again, I feel I got a little more credit than I quite 

deserved, do you understand? I think if my life, my professional and financial 

life, had depended on it, I might not have been quite so outspoken. I don't 

know that, but in all honesty, it's something I have to say. And it helped me to 

say things and do things that might have been—Inhibiting?—to a degree if I 

constantly had to be aware of the risk. That's what I mean. It's come up many 

times since. And to have a sense of inner and real independence certainly is 

helpful when you need to shape the philosophies of a department and your 

own view vis-a-vis your work, etc. To have that freedom, to be liberated from 

having to consider it, is certainly not only important but precious. I just have 

to add that what's so wonderful about this thing— That was not only the 

turning point for Alma and me in order for us to work well together, but we've 

become really very close friends, very, very close friends. And we both feel we 

can say anything to the other one and share anything, and do. She's been very 

helpful to me, both from, as I said before, liberating me to do my best, and 

also knowing when to say what. For instance, shortly after the divorce she 

called me into the office one day and said, "Now, you've been divorced for 

about a year, and you're running; you're always running!" And I understood 

immediately what she meant. I was running. I was running from one 

experience to another. I was running too hard at work; I was running too hard 

to take care of Vivian; I was running too hard in general. It was time for me to 

learn to sit and to lie down and to stop the motor. And I think if she hadn't 

said that, I probably would have run myself into some kind of dither. 

SMITH 



It's something you had to approach—I mean, you had to come to that 

yourself. 

GILBERT 

Yes, she could have said it and I could have been not ready to hear it. But I'm 

saying it because she, I think, knew I was ready to hear it. She could have said 

it sooner, or later. But she has, of course, a very good eye and ear for people. 

And she had had all this training and therapy and used it wisely without 

mouthing all the cliches that you hear from people who have had a little bit of 

exposure. She'd had a lot of work. So even though I was alone to the naked 

eye, I couldn't have had better, warmer, more important support all those 

years. Still do. 

SMITH 

When you came to Los Angeles, there was a rather large German emigre 

community here. How quickly did you start to get involved in the social life of 

the German community? 

GILBERT 

Well, during my marriage just in short spurts. I was recognized by some of the 

German and Viennese people and invited, and sporadically met and saw all 

the ones one reads about. The Feuchtwangers and the Manns, and the 

Schoenbergs, eventually. It bothers me a little bit that at the time I didn't 

appreciate it. It was not something I felt was all that important. Name 

dropping has never been one of my favorite occupations. It seems that way 

sometimes, because I've been connected with so many, quotes, "famous" 

people. At that time I was looked at as an interesting kid, I guess, I was still 

very young when I started at UCLA. 

SMITH 

How did people get to know about you? 

GILBERT 

Well, I played a lot. The things that I was doing at the university got around. 

The fact that I came from Germany, along with the "crazy" label, [laughter] got 

around. And I don't quite know what the sequence was, but I knew the 

Feuchtwangers, and I was at their house, met some of the others. I was at the 



Mann house, met— And then, of course, they were talking about each other. 

Some things are a little muddled in my mind as to what I experienced and 

what I heard. I was quite sure, and I am quite sure, that I heard Brecht say that 

he loved ice cream, and I saw him eat ice cream all the time. It was his favorite 

occupation in America. He had nothing much good else to say about it. But the 

ice cream was good. And then I was so amused when I did the music for the 

play about the Mann brothers [Heinrich and Thomas], Tales from Hollywood. 

Christopher [Hampton] had picked up, I guess from Mrs. Feuchtwanger, that 

same anecdote and brought it into the play as to everything's wrong in 

America but the ice cream is good. 

SMITH 

At one point you composed a song based on a [Lion] Feuchtwanger text. 

GILBERT 

That was only about a year ago. "Das Lied der Gefallenen. " Marta 

Feuchtwanger asked me to write the music for that text for the Feuchtwanger 

centennial celebration. Was it centennial? Just a year ago. And when I read 

that poem at first— It was one of his early ones, and terribly bloody. It's the 

"Song of the Fallen Soldiers, " and they're singing it in the ground. And it's 

quite maudlin but also quite strong and quite German, in that early part of the 

century after the war. The translation into English was even worse. Not that 

the translation was bad, but it made it worse. So I decided to have it only done 

in German. And to have it in a kind of Sprechstimme, rather than to have it 

sung as such, with very little, very simple instrumentation. It came off quite 

well. It's not something I'm anxious to keep as even a minor opus. It was 

simply done for the occasion. And we talked about it afterwards, and Marta 

thought that I hadn't given it enough guts, but I tried to diminish the guts, 

literally and figuratively, by softening it a bit. So I'll have to look at that again 

and see if I— Naturally it's the body of the work, but it's— I don't think it's a 

major effort at all. 

SMITH 

The style of the Sprechstimme brings to mind Schoenberg. 

GILBERT 



Yes, wouldn't it. 

SMITH 

Had you met him while he was teaching at UCLA? 

GILBERT 

It was later and he was teaching at his house. I was curious, and I had heard 

from some other people that these classes were— Like everybody else, I 

thought he would be teaching twelve-tone. And nothing of the kind ever 

happened. He did not teach his own approach. He taught music and form 

analysis, and people wrote material on assignment. As I say, I was only there a 

couple of times. He was more concerned with a body of music rather than 

with his own output. When I was there it never came up. And he was very 

strict and very particular, and you could feel it in the room: enormous 

devotion from the students. Just complete dedication. I had heard this, again, 

from John Cage, who had studied with him. And it's the only time I heard John 

say, "I was scared to death. " He remembers those lessons with Schoenberg, I 

think, more than anything else about his education. It just seems to stick. 

There was something about— There's something about that whole family 

that— Shall I go into this now? 

SMITH 

Sure. 

GILBERT 

It's all authentic and genuine and with, if such a thing is possible, one hundred 

per cent integrity. But of course I didn't meet them until, it must have been, 

oh, ' 56. 

SMITH 

So you didn't meet the Schoenberg family until after— 

GILBERT 

I did not meet them until after his death. After I met them, it became a kind of 

instant friendship and it just blossomed from there. It was, I think, one of the 

most profound influences on my life and still is. And I then also got to "know" 



Schoenberg very well. I read much of the correspondence. I had some kind of 

connection that we always thought of as rather mysterious. 
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SMITH 

You were saying that you could read his writing and no one else could? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, not that no one else could, but I could read it easily. And I would 

then be called on by Schoenberg's former assistant, Leonard Stein, to decipher 

certain letters and the text to his cabaret songs, Brettl Lieder. A couple of 

them took me a little while, but there was always— I had this connection, 

some kind of mystical connection to— The Schoenbergs and I sometimes 

laughed about it because it seemed as if I really did know him very well. I don't 

want to make this sound murky or peculiar, but it really was an absolutely 

natural thing. Also, I knew just what a close marriage, that was, although I'm 

sure that sometimes it was difficult for the three children [Lawrence, Ronald, 

and Nuria] because he had them, of course, very late in his life. He had had 

two children [Georg and Gerl] before, in the other marriage. Larry [Lawrence] 

was going to high school, and Ronnie [Ronald] was going to Notre Dame 

University, and later on was in the army. Nuria had already married Luigi 

Nono, and came in sporadically from Venice. But the two, at that time, boys—I 

always get upset when people call them that now—and Trude [Gertrud] 

Schoenberg and Trude's mother, whom I called Mama [Henrietta] Kolisch, this 

became a daily thing. Not that I saw them every day, but we certainly talked 

every day! I mean every day! And it went on even when my mother was still 

alive. And my mother and Mrs. Schoenberg had another special friendship 

going. Although my mother only came perhaps twice or sometimes three 

times a year, there was this wonderful connection between them. And the 

only times I ever saw Trude cry was when my mother died and when Alma 

Mahler died. Other than that, although she had one problem after another, 

not an easy life at all, she always found something funny. There was always 

something to be laughing about or something to be angry about, etc. But I 

never saw any tears except on those two occasions. Then when my mother 



died, it seemed as if Trude kind of took her role. Of course, she was a very 

bossy mother. [laughter] I depended on her approval, and even disapproval. 

SMITH 

Of your music, of your career, of your personal life? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no, no, no. Nothing— Well, occasionally she would push— Personal 

life, yes. She would push me, however, in the career also. Once she was asked 

to write me a letter of recommendation for some kind of a next promotion, 

and she put a Germanism at the end which sounded funny in English. She said, 

"The only thing Pia Gilbert doesn't know how to do is to sell herself. " 

[laughter] And of course, what she meant was obvious, but it looked funny. 

That letter must be on file somewhere at the university still. She pushed me. 

She said— Because I would not sell myself; I would not say this should be 

done or that somebody should play this or somebody should read that. And 

she said, "Yes, of course it's a ridiculous, awful thing to have to do, but you 

have to do it if you're going to get ahead. " And I felt I didn't want to get ahead 

that much. It wasn't worth it to me. I felt it was humiliating and insulting to 

have to tell people they should do something for me or with my music. 

Actually, I never had any problem with my music. It was always being 

performed; I never wrote anything that wasn't going to be performed. So that 

problem wasn't there. But I think the fact that the book [Music for the Modern 

Dance] finally came about was partially due to Trude Schoenberg's saying, 

"Yes, of course you should be doing this. " Because when Aileene Lockhart first 

asked me about it, I thought it would just be a lot of trouble and nobody 

would want to read it. I wouldn't want to read it, I thought. [laughter] So there 

were many situations like that when she and all of them made me feel that 

what I was doing was important. So again, there was another support group in 

my life that wasn't going to let me fall. 

SMITH 

Did the Schoenbergs participate in the German and Viennese communities 

here, or were they separated from them? 

GILBERT 



They did, but they were also very independent. There was a warm relationship 

with the Klemperers. There was a warm relationship with the Feuchtwangers, 

with— Other people came and went. People came and went. There was not— 

I don't remember. I think Mrs. Feuchtwanger— The children, the boys, I think, 

still called her "Feuchti"; that's what they called her when they were little. 

Things of that kind; you can tell that it was relaxed. With the Tochs, a little 

more distant, but warm. One certainly didn't mention the [Thomas] Manns; 

that was an obvious rift. 

SMITH 

Did you pick up any stories of how that developed? 

GILBERT 

No, I didn't. Unlike other situations they— Whatever was done was done. 

Nobody tried to change it; nobody tried to wallow in it or dwell on it. That was 

it. Go on to the next. But you couldn't bend them either. 

SMITH 

Had Mann gotten to know Schoenberg well? 

GILBERT 

I don't know that. I don't know that. I don't think so. The Manns, the little I 

knew, were fairly isolated. They lived in Pacific Palisades. I know the house 

quite well, and some other people are living in it now, the Lapins, who have 

changed it somehow. There was a sense of loftiness about the Manns. As I say, 

I think I wouldn't have known them too well even if there hadn't been this 

problem with the Schoenbergs. The Feuchtwangers and the Manns were 

close. But that's all. One would see them at the other house. I can't tell you 

much about that from any authentic, primary source. 

SMITH 

What about the Schoenbergs' relationship with [Theodor] Adorno? Did that 

continue? 

GILBERT 

That continued. Christmas parties, correspondence. Also a little bit of tongue 

in cheek—I often heard a slight bit of imitation of Adorno's speech style, which 



was very much like his writing style, labyrinthian sentences with words a la 

Slonimsky that one had to look up in the dictionary. There was another person 

I came to appreciate more later on when there wasn't the travel back and 

forth. 

SMITH 

There are so many things to discuss here. I wonder what your response was to 

twelve-tone music? 

GILBERT 

Well, originally I saw it as a curiosity—as something curious, in other words, 

and my curiosity was aroused. I did not have instant empathy or sympathy for 

that; it seemed too cerebral to me. It was something that— I think I have to 

say here that I was reminded of when [Darius] Milhaud once spoke in Aspen, 

and it pulled me up short when he said, "Once you ally yourself with a 

composer, you like everything he ever wrote. " And I thought, "I wonder if that 

is true?" In a way, if you really ally yourself— You know, not just "I love 

Beethoven, " but "Once I love Beethoven, I would like everything he ever 

wrote. " Not because everything is equally good, but because you know the 

music well enough to judge it by the time it was written and how it hooked up 

with its predecessor and his following output, and it all makes sense. So then, 

somehow falling into this Schoenberg heritage and learning, it all made sense. 

When you see the development from Verklärte Nacht and some of the songs, 

and even the cabaret songs, and the arrangements of the Viennese waltzes, to 

the atonal, to Pierrot Lunaire, to the following, the piano pieces, the twelve-

tone pieces— In other words, it's all so right. But before you see the volume of 

the work, and you hear for the first time the seemingly dry twelve-tone 

material— I didn't really hear it until later. So my first impression was that of 

admiration, but not the right connection. 

SMITH 

Was there much opportunity to hear his music in Los Angeles? 

GILBERT 

Not that much, no. Monday Evening Concerts really was the vehicle (first it 

was Evenings On The Roof). And [Otto] Klemperer did play quite a bit of— 



Klemperer was an admirer of Schoenberg's and a pioneer in getting the music 

played. When Schoenberg Hall opened at UCLA, Mrs. Schoenberg gave the 

opening address and was still very bitter about how little Schoenberg was 

being performed. 

SMITH 

Had you heard A Survivor From Warsaw? 

GILBERT 

Not until later, much later. 

SMITH 

Even in a piano reduction? 

GILBERT 

Well, I heard quite a few things, but I really had— The whole development, 

which I'm very grateful about was, to use Alma's term, organic. It was not that 

everything was thrown at me: "Now admire this!" It came a a development 

over the years. 

SMITH 

You've mentioned before that you've never composed a twelve-tone piece. 

GILBERT 

That's right. 

SMITH 

Why is that? 

GILBERT 

It's not part of my temperament. I would not want to invent a row and see it 

through all the permutations and transmutations and have that material ready 

to compose with. It would come out as rather artificial. However, the sound of 

the twelve-tone, or especially the atonal pieces, have appealed to me since 

then. And at times some of my work is being confused with having been 

written in the twelve-tone idiom. So I may have taken on some of the outer 

contours of the sound without using the technique of writing serially. 



SMITH 

Have you in your musical life been influenced by any of Schoenberg's musical 

philosophies? Have they worked their way into your own style? 

GILBERT 

Not consciously. In fact, I wouldn't be able to answer. I never am able to 

answer when people ask me what style I am writing. It's really not allied to 

anything specific. Neither does it go with the latest trend. I think I'm pretty 

much where I'm going to be. I hope the compositions get better. I doubt that 

I'll ever be a minimalist. I doubt that I'll ever go back to sheer tonality. I think 

I'm fairly well locked into a style that's open and that therefore allows various 

avenues, but not those two, for instance. I could easily do it. One could easily 

learn to adopt another approach and another approach; I do not want to be a 

chameleon. 

SMITH 

Did you see twelve-tone as having any use in dance, music for dance? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I've been very anxious, always, to have that enter the 

dancers' consciousness. And it has. There have been at least three different 

attempts at choreographing the Opus 9 [First Chamber Symphony] and the 

Opus 12 Schoenberg piano pieces. And they've been successful because they 

have that lovely unanchored sound which I think is very right for certain 

choreographic attempts. There are the subtle, if any, cadences. The dancers 

are not going to take a bath in that. They are going to have to be very much 

sure that they know what the music is all about. And each time it's been a 

successful attempt. In the music classes I spend a lot of time on this. And also, 

almost every time, somebody makes an attempt at composing, in quotes, "a 

little Schoenberg, " a little stretch of twelve-tone, not Schoenberg but twelve-

tone music. 

SMITH 

They set up a row? 

GILBERT 



They set up a couple of rows, and they go at it. Of course, they use it as a 

waysign, to work with the row and see what happens to it and manipulate it, 

as one should in that kind of a class. 

SMITH 

How have the faculty in the dance department, the choregraphers in the 

dance department, responded to that kind of music? Have you been able to 

interest them in it? 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know. I don't think so. I think they are usually more apt to 

gravitate toward things that are more accessible. Or they have things written 

that might be in that vein. And also I must say here that Schoenberg was not 

particularily anxious to have his music choreographed. There are letters to 

that effect. 

SMITH 

That's interesting. What you just said raises a question. You provided music for 

so many dances. 

GILBERT 

Yes, millions of them! 

SMITH 

At UCLA were you told to tone down some of the more atonal stuff 

frequently? Told to make it more accessible? 

GILBERT 

No, no. I think by that time that people, if they were going to have me write, 

knew it wasn't going to be something other than what I would ordinarily do. 

But I was very anxious to accommodate what the choreography was saying. 

And I had also written— Well, at times I wrote things, and I still do, that are 

completely tonal. Sometimes in the middle of a composition. I like to be 

mixing—not mixing together, but sequentially—styles that don't belong 

together because I think it's refreshing to then get back to what seems to be 

the major style of the piece; to take a little excursion and then come back. Or 



for humor. If there's a humorous dance, of course, that will allow for any kind 

of statement. 

SMITH 

What kind of music did you hear played at the Schoenberg house? 

GILBERT 

Not much. We didn't play much music there. Trude and I would go to all the 

Monday Evening Concerts and to anything, of course, that was— If the [Los 

Angeles] Philharmonic played Schoenberg, and so on, which didn't happen 

very often and still doesn't. But she also loved Mozart and Schubert and— Of 

course, she came from a very, very musical family. Her brother was the 

famous Rudolf Kolisch, who had the Kolisch Quartet, later on named the Pro 

Arte Quartet. Rudi was another important influence on me. Again, the 

absolutely unbending integrity which would make them say anything and 

everything that was important to be said. The other thing that I can't 

emphasize enough is that when you talk about integrity and having to fight 

and having to be sure that everything is always truthful, it all comes off as 

being terribly solemn and serious and what I call dark, charcoal gray. That is 

the truth. But the other truth is that every one of them was hilariously funny. 

By that I mean hilariously humorous, with a kind of right-on-the-bull's-eye 

humor; I mean, things that would hit the nail right on the head. One example, 

during this divorce period, when things were difficult, I went over there one 

day and sat on the floor and I guess was desperate and said, "I don't know 

why this is so difficult. Other people are getting divorces and it's all very 

friendly. They're such good friends afterwards. " And she said, "Well, if they're 

such good friends afterwards, then perhaps they were never anything else. " 

So I've often wondered in the meantime whether that's true or not. At one 

point there was a phone call which I took downstairs while she was upstairs, 

and it happened to be the Berlin Akademie der Künste, the Academy of the 

Arts, and they had expected her for a Schoenberg event in West Berlin. And I 

said, "Well, Mrs. Schoenberg is busy right now, but she can call back. " Oh, 

they said they suddenly find that they have so many important guests, and 

they're not sure they can give everybody a private bath, and how would she 

feel about that? I knew how she was going to feel about it. So I yelled upstairs 

(this was all in German), I said, "The Akademie der Künste is terribly filled up. 



How do you feel about having a room without a private bath?" And she yelled 

down, "Well, you can tell them I'll take a bath without a room, but not a room 

without a bath. " [laughter] So that told them. But I've always thought about 

that bath without a room because I think I'd feel the same way. You can put 

something in the bathtub and sleep in it, but you can't have the other 

accommodations with just a room. 

SMITH 

You also met Stravinsky at this time? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, certainly not through the Schoenbergs, but through UCLA and the 

Waxman Festival [The Los Angeles Music Festival under Franz Waxman]. That 

was a wonderful situation. There were occasional dinner parties that I was 

invited to. And you see, I never had to feel that I can't do that because I'm 

connected to the Schoenbergs. Neither would they have felt that. Or the fact 

that I'm now going in a few weeks to the opening of the Sacher Institute in 

Basel, and a lot of that is the opening of the Stravinsky Archives. But the feud 

that had been started was very much in that family. Except for Rudi. Rudi 

Kolisch never felt that he had to be loyal to the feud. And also, it was 

Stravinsky who— I think I mentioned this before. At the dinner party. Did I not 

mention that? Some of the other composers were teasing me, knowing that I 

always wrote at the piano. I just have to sit at the piano to compose. And I 

always felt it was somewhat like the doctor putting on the white coat—they 

don't have to have it. I think I've mentioned this before. 

SMITH 

Yes, you did mention it. 

GILBERT 

So we won't mention this again. That was one of those dinner parties where— 

SMITH 

Did you have a chance to talk to Stravinsky at all? 

GILBERT 



No, not more than— Not seriously, just friendly, unimportant banter and 

chatter. 

SMITH 

Well, I was going to ask you— Adorno poses in his book Philosophy of Modern 

Music that Schoenberg is the music of the future and of honesty, and that 

Stravinsky, whose level of composing is very high, is nonetheless a retrograde 

composer, a person who has betrayed his talent. Did you have any feelings 

about that? 

GILBERT 

No, I never agreed with that. I don't think— I don't know who's going to 

survive; I don't think anybody knows that. And I also don't know whether 

Stravinsky ever would have become "Stravinsky" without [Sergei] Diaghilev, 

without those early ballets catapulting him into this style. But then one never 

knows what would have happened "if. " I think his neoclassic material had 

marvelous things to offer. And then the absolute irony of turning toward 

twelve-tone after Schoenberg's death—not because of Schoenberg's death, 

but its happening then, where perhaps the two men could have become very 

good friends, or who knows. I think that the bulk of his material is very 

interesting. And maybe Adorno would have thought that finally he's doing the 

right thing. But again, it was the way he developed, and whether he would 

have developed this way without his neoclassical period, who knows? I don't 

think that's for anyone to judge. There's a lot of Stravinsky stuff—and I guess 

it's because I don't ally myself with him quite the same way—that I think is 

close to vulgar or cheap. But there are also the monumental works, which are 

terribly important. And they're not necessarily only the twelve-tone, not at all. 

SMITH 

I guess this kind of underscores the idea that you didn't really ally yourself 

with any school of thought. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

You were not a certain kind of modernist. 



GILBERT 

I'm not an "1st" of any kind. Perhaps if I had become a composer as such, I 

might have had to commit myself. But having written for such a long time, the 

bulk of my work has been written—and some of it disposed offer dance, for 

theater, for events that often asked for a certain approach, if not a certain 

style, [so] that I don't think you could look at the main portion and say, "Ah-

ha, that's Pia Gilbert. " Although some of the sound, when I listen, certain 

progressions—and I think they do come from the piano—are a common 

denominator throughout. 

SMITH 

Can you define those? Would you care to? 

GILBERT 

They are harmonic. Lots of fifths, certain jumps, certain melodic jumps that 

seem to reappear. Perhaps I need to examine them so as to either strengthen 

them or avoid them as I go on, because I'm hoping to still be growing and 

making things better. 

SMITH 

I also wanted to ask you to what degree, do you know, that Schoenberg was 

knowledgeable in non-Western music forms? 

GILBERT 

I don't know that to be sure. He was always curious and interested in 

everything. He was one of the first people to recognize [Charles] Ives, for 

instance. That's not non-Western, but— I don't know how much exposure he 

had to, say, African or Balinese or Asian music. It was not something that 

preoccupied him, certainly. But the very fact that he democratized the scale, 

liberated it from heavy and lighter tones, gave the music a relationship to 

other cultures. But that was not the aim. I do need to get back for one 

moment to the Stravinsky-Schoenberg rift, because I felt a little bit responsible 

about mending it, to a degree, in that— We often still laugh about that today. 

Several times the Stravinskys asked Mrs. Schoenberg to tea or to dinner, and 

she always felt almost as if it were disloyal if she accepted the invitation, 

because of the feud. I finally said, "You really must go. You really ought to go. 



They're bending backwards to be nice and to invite you and to be gracious, " I 

said. "And besides, you can't have a feud-in-law. " So we both got hysterical at 

that, and she did accept the next invitation. I mean, they didn't become good 

friends, but they did become civilized and [said] "hello" after Monday Evening 

Concerts and seeing her into the car, and all of that. 

SMITH 

I think an important thing that we really need to discuss is the story behind 

the Schoenberg Institute. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Do you want to go into that at this point? Do we have tape left to wallow? 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

Yes. Well, the big question is, why didn't it come to UCLA? I understand 

originally it was offered to UCLA. 

GILBERT 

There were several times, even during Trude Schoenberg's life, that the idea 

of the manuscripts being— The manuscripts were to stay together, and that 

they either be sold or given to an institution. And naturally, UCLA was the 

logical place. There were some inquiries from Lincoln Center. There were 

other inquiries. And at the time that this was being discussed with the 

chancellors and Trude Schoenberg, I think it had something to do with buying 

them, for whatever amount. 

SMITH 

Are we talking in the mid-sixties, initially? 

GILBERT 

Well, she died in '67, and so it was a little bit earlier, maybe '64, that these 

fairly loose, not informal, but not formal either, negotiations were taking 

place. And nothing happened. It wasn't terribly clear as to how it was to be 

brought about. After her death, the first discussions came about. Should there 

be a museum? Should everything stay at the Schoenberg house on 

Rockingham Avenue? Nuria and I talked about that on the phone, because I 



was still in New York. I had a year there. I have to go back to that at some 

point. But I took— Can I just go back to this for a moment? In '66, both my 

brother and Trude apparently felt that I was getting close to some kind of 

collapse. I was just getting too much pressure from all sides, and they and I 

agreed that I should take a year off. I had a little bit of sabbatical coming, and 

the rest I would just take as a leave without salary. And it was obvious that the 

best thing for me to do would be to go to New York and stay in New York for a 

year. I will never forget flying from the Los Angeles airport with Vivian. A 

whole group of people came, and Trude Schoenberg threw a champagne party 

for me. She and Hans, my brother Hans, had agreed that I should have a very 

nice apartment and I should just be able to live it up. I remember her saying, 

"Well, I think this would be a lot less expensive than a nervous breakdown. " 

[laughter] Well, again, I don't think I would have had one, but it was good to 

have that help. Also to be able to put Vivian in a boarding school she adored 

for a year, right near New York. She came home on weekends. But that was 

the year— I never saw Trude again after the champagne party. She developed 

a cancer. I was on the phone all the time. They (the children) and I both 

decided that because she was so instrumental and so knowledgeable about 

my having to get away from UCLA and everybody in the house and the whole 

pressure, that, if I came home because she was sick, she would have to be 

very, very sick. So I never did come to visit or to be involved in that, except on 

the telephone. That was the year she died. So then, after the death, the whole 

worry about what would be the right thing to do with all this material. All 

three children knew that it should stay together. And the best way to handle 

this was certainly not to sell it, but to make a gift to whichever institution 

would, for the gift, erect a freestanding building for the Schoenberg 

manuscripts, correspondence, books, everything—the whole Schoenberg 

Room, which was in the Schoenberg house (the one we used to call the 

Schoenberg Room), where he worked and where all his inventions— Those 

inventions nobody even knew about were housed there. He invented the 

freeway [concept]. He invented a special chess set. He invented all kinds of 

marvelous models for things that have in the meantime been brought about, 

or I suppose will be brought about. All those were standing in that room. UCLA 

said, well, it wouldn't build a building, but it would use the second floor of the 

music library, which was something one could think about. But after many 

months and months of back and forth with the chancellors and the in- 



between chancellors and the deans, all X ever heard was how difficult "the 

boys" were. Well, "the boys" were the two men now, Lawrence and Ronald, 

Larry and Ronny Schoenberg, who were highly professional citizens of Los 

Angeles by this time. Larry is a mathematician and a computer scientist; 

Ronald was a lawyer and is now a judge. They were hardly "the boys" who 

were being naughty and couldn't be told what to do. It was obviously going to 

collapse with UCLA because they could not be told— I could not convince 

them. And it was very difficult for me, because, after all, I was a professor at 

UCLA. Whenever I would say "we, " I was in the wrong place. 

SMITH 

Yes, what was your role? 

GILBERT 

When I talked to the Schoenbergs and I would say "we, " even though they 

knew I was completely faithful to the whole thing, I was talking UCLA. When I 

talked to UCLA and I said "we, " I was talking for the Schoenbergs. You 

couldn't be in a more difficult, unpleasant situation than to be smack in the 

middle. You know how one always says, "I'm not going to get in the middle of 

this?" I knew I was going to get into the middle of this, and I wanted to be in 

the middle of this even if it was disagreeable, because I felt I could interpret. I 

could not, however, interpret to the UCLA administration that when the 

Schoenbergs said something, it was not the beginning salvo for a following 

negotiation. That was it, period. And so it fell apart. 

SMITH 

You were in the middle of the negotiations then? 

GILBERT 

I wasn't in the middle of the negotiations, because that had nothing to do with 

me. But I was in the middle of the interpretation. If they said, "Well, do they 

really mean such and such?" And, "Couldn't we do such and such?" I would 

always have to say no: "No, they mean this and only this. They've given it so 

much thought, and we've been sitting for hours and hours, 'How should this 

be?' And nothing else will do. " They weren't going to sell it; they weren't 

going to have it behind glass in a library like the [Elmer] Belt [Library of 



Vinciana] or any of the others. It had to be what we decided to call "a living 

memorial, " meaning a study center with the material well taken care of 

archivistically, but available, and so on. It was clearly written down, very 

carefully documented. So when the situation at UCLA came to a halt, 

Michigan, the University of Michigan, offered exactly what the Schoenbergs 

had in mind. And contracts were already being written. Signatures had already 

been affixed to certain aspects of this transaction when Dean [Grant] 

Beglarian from USC [University of Southern California] called me (and I wasn't 

even that close to him, I knew him and admired him) and said, "Could 

wetalk?" I said, "Of course. " So he came over and he said, "I can't stand the 

fact that the Schoenberg Institute should go to Michigan. " I said, "Well, I can 

stand it better than its going to Berlin or Vienna. " That really would have been 

against Schoenberg's wishes. But that was also on the docket, because they 

had offered. I said, "At least it would stay in America. " He said, "Well, how 

would you feel if I tried for 'SC?" I said, "I would feel wonderful. " He said, 

"Wouldn't it upset you at UCLA?" I said, "I don't think so, but now that you 

mention it, I better check with my chancellors to see if I can work with you on 

this. " So I called [Vice-]Chancellor [Elwin V. ] Svenson and Chancellor [Charles 

E. ] Young. They said, "No, that would be just fine. We have library exchanges 

with all kinds of universities. " I had the feeling they were glad to get it out of 

their hair by now. It was just too— They could not work this way. They just 

couldn't seem to understand, I'm sorry to say. The one who did understand 

was Frank D'Accone, who was in charge of the music department at the time. 

And, of course, his voice was not so strong as to override what the chancellors 

and also Dean [Charles] Speroni, whom I adored, but who also thought of this 

as getting to be a big nuisance— So I got the green light to work with 

Beglarian. And I told him at the outset, "This is what's going wrong here, and if 

you think you can negotiate, you might as well not start. " And we started to 

form a committee. I don't know how long I should make this story. Gradually it 

became obvious that USC could raise the funds and that an appraiser was to 

be named to look at all the material. And we found the architect, found the 

archivist, Clara Steuermann. It was all in excellent shape to go ahead. Then, of 

course, there were all kinds of roadblocks along the way. This not coming 

through and that not coming through. Will the money be available? After the 

groundbreaking concert and ceremony, we couldn't believe it when that 

building was finally, when it finally stood there. I remember we all walked up 



the steps and were teary eyed. The institute has had a couple of difficulties 

along the way. It had a real difficulty last year when, after Beglarian left, the 

joy and the passion for this project couldn't be inherited by anybody else. 

Leonard Stein, of course, is a very fine director, but didn't realize that certain 

things were happening that were smack against the contract. So there was a 

real crisis last year. It has since been overcome. 

SMITH 

Is there a board of directors for the institution? 

GILBERT 

Well, they have started now to— There was a committee. It's now much more 

closely allied with the Schoenberg brothers. [They are] much more in charge 

than they had been allowed to be, even though the contract said so. I think it's 

all now back on track, but it looked dangerous. See, again, they warned USC a 

couple of times, this is not [to be] an ordinary building: it should not house 

guitar classes and faculty meetings; it should be not [only] Schoenberg, but 

[have] concerts that have something to do with [him] and [have] the study 

that has something to do with what he did and what happened afterwards. 

And when it wasn't being obeyed (and it wasn't being obeyed), they were 

ready to withdraw the whole thing. And only then did everybody realize that, 

again, they meant what they said. It was not a negotiation ploy. 

SMITH 

Were you involved in that? 

GILBERT 

I was involved, yes. I was involved on the telephone. Again, a very difficult 

situation, because I thought, "Really, I can't bear the thought of its going out 

of this building. On the other hand, they're right. If the institution will not 

continue what has been started as a tradition for the Schoenberg Institute, 

and will not honor the contract, then it's only going to get worse. " But 

fortunately, there were a few energetic people who took it on and put it back 

on track, and it looks as if it's healed. 

SMITH 



Coming back to UCLA, I'd like to explore that more in terms of who in the 

administration was involved. Who did you have discussions with? 

GILBERT 

I had discussions with Frank D'Accone and Henri Lazarof, who, as I said, were 

really passionate and sincere about knowing the importance of this. Dean 

Speroni, who also understood it, but I don't think wanted to get into a 

tremendous hassle over it, and, again, couldn't quite understand why it 

couldn't be the same as other "acquisitions. " And I think that's where the 

problem was. I'm not really faulting anyone so much. And then the two 

chancellors, Svenson and Young. Somehow, it just didn't sink in that this was 

not an acquisition. Also, at that point, and then later on, it was [David] Saxon. 

See, it went on for over a period of years, until it seemed obvious that it 

wasn't going to work. They looked at things like, "Well, perhaps then the 

house should be part of it; that's important real estate. " All these kinds of 

things entered the picture and were being discussed in a very bona fide way. 

But there was, I think, a real lack of understanding. And, of course, my close 

connection to that family did not give me what they thought was the 

objectivity I should have had. 
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SMITH 

The administration felt that you were not being objective enough or— 

GILBERT 

No, there was no question that I wasn't objective. I was just as subjective 

toward wanting it to go to UCLA. I did not look at the other institutions at the 

time as being worthy. And if [Grant] Beglarian hadn't called, it wouldn't even 

have occurred to me to think of 'SC [University of Southern California], mostly 

because there was still the rivalry between 'SC and UCLA, and I was UCLA. 

[University of] Michigan was far enough away, and, after all, they have a very 

good music department, so I couldn't really fault that if it had gone through. 

But as I said, there was a lack of acceptance of what this would mean. I think 

also there was always the sense of "We wish it was Stravinsky, " whom 

everybody would know, and it would be more attractive. But they didn't know 



that the Stravinsky family would only sell page by page and— Especially since 

there were such rifts in that family. 

SMITH 

Well, there was an attempt to get the Stravinsky collection. 

GILBERT 

Yes, that was later. That was later. But I just want to say here on the record 

that that one situation with Dean [Charles] Speroni was completely unlike any 

other situation that I had with Dean Speroni. And even here we didn't quarrel. 

It was just a difference of approach. Because he had been— I loved him as 

dean, and I loved him as my dean. He couldn't have been more supportive and 

more accepting of what I was doing, in fact, encouraging of what I was doing. I 

just felt he was ideal for my situation at UCLA. And this never caused any kind 

of negative anything. But it was a pity, because I think with a little push from 

the dean's office, more push from one of the other chancellor's offices, it 

might have worked. Of course, it may have never worked. 

SMITH 

Well, one of the things that's— 

GILBERT 

The music department, I must say, other than Frank D'Accone and Henri 

Lazarof, who were of course very anxious for it to happen, offered a lot of 

resistance. They worried about who was going to be the director and how 

much would it have to do with the music department. And when the 

Schoenbergs said it should have nothing to do with the music department, 

they were offended too. [laughter] 

SMITH 

How did you understand, how did you explain to yourself, these feelings in the 

music department? One would think of it as a great opportunity for the music 

department. 

GILBERT 

I couldn't. I have had real trouble over all the years understanding the inner 

twists and turns of the faculty in the music department. They have rarely been 



a solidarity group toward anything that happened. In other words, here there 

were many of them who felt this was just going to be a lot of money spent. 

Because there would have had to be a lot of money spent for building the 

thing and to house it and to have a lot of people come. It would have perhaps 

been an encroachment on the general running of the department. Actually, it 

would have had very little to do with it, because there was going to be an 

outside director. Then they felt they had to have something to do with the 

nomination of the outside director, and again the Schoenbergs said no, that 

was going to be their choice. So all of it became a problem in terms of 

university policy, and no one wanted to give anymore at the end—I mean give 

SMITH 

Well, one of the things that strikes me is the length of time that was involved. 

If we say that the process began in '64, more or less began— 

GILBERT 

More or less, little germinations of— 

SMITH 

And yet by, oh, '76, there still hadn't been a determination one way or the 

other. That seems kind of strange. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

It couldn't be "These are our final terms, " both sides. 

GILBERT 

The final terms were always clear from the Schoenberg side. 

SMITH 

That would imply, then, that there was somebody in the university, on the 

university side, who figured that there was room for negotiating. 

GILBERT 



I think so. You see, that was never quite understood, no matter what anybody 

said. Beglarian understood it. He worked tremendously hard to bring it about 

and brought it about. 

SMITH 

Can we try to identify what some of the issues were? You mentioned the 

freestanding building. 

GILBERT 

Freestanding building; control over what was happening in the institute. And 

as I said, this was always a bit of a problem, in that, as is often the case, "the 

heirs don't know enough about what they've inherited. " But in this case that 

was not true. Many of these preconceived ideas— Who should be in charge, 

and who should not have anything to do with it? Will it fit in with the general 

teaching and policies of the university? A lot of it didn't. This is something you 

can't blame a faculty for. I really think it's just a tremendous pity that we 

didn't get it. But by the same token, I think that some other universities have a 

little more leeway about incorporating things that are not, in quotes, "normal 

procedure" and are simply acquisitions. 

SMITH 

Were there any middle-ground positions that were available, say in terms of 

the control question? 

GILBERT 

I think that was very difficult, and I think there was an unbending attitude on 

both sides. No, I really don't know. I don't think there was any way that 

anyone else could have interfered and made it come about. 

SMITH 

So the position of the administration was that the university, once it took it 

over, had to be in complete charge of its organization? 

GILBERT 

Not complete, but more than they were offered, yes, yes. 

SMITH 



Was that for economic reasons or academic reasons? 

GILBERT 

I think it was policy, academic, not having something that autonomous be part 

of the university structure. It wasn't going to be a department; it wasn't going 

to be an institute that was run by our professors. They brought in Jan 

Maegaard, a Schoenberg scholar who was on the university faculty, and they 

thought he would have made the ideal director, but honestly he wouldn't 

have. He should have continued his scholarship, because that was his best 

contribution. He would not have been the kind of person that Leonard Stein 

was, who could direct and conduct and play and be available to all the foreign 

and other scholars who came to the institute, and, after all, had been 

Schoenberg"s assistant. Who could have been a better director in our opinion 

at the time? Who could have been better? By the same token, Clara 

Steuermann—who could have been a better archivist? She was close to 

Schoenberg; her husband [Eduard Steuermann] had been close to 

Schoenberg. There was no question that she was the ideal person for it. 

Nobody is ideal; everybody has faults. But it was so clear that those two would 

have been the ones to take these two positions. But UCLA did feel that it was 

going to be faculty, you see, and they had the say over who was faculty. The 

institute was a consortium in the beginning, UCLA being one aspect of the 

consortium. There was Cal Arts [California Institute of the Arts], there was Cal 

State [California State University] Northridge and [California State University, 

Los Angeles]. There were about five. UCLA was to pay the salary of the 

director, and as long as we were going to do that, we were going to choose 

the director. So some of this really makes sense if you don't know the whole 

makeup of the situation, but it was difficult to clarify that. 

SMITH 

How important was the issue of the freestanding building? 

GILBERT 

Well, I was just going to say, the Schoenbergs were able to compromise on 

that one if that second floor had indeed been only the Schoenberg Institute. I 

think they were close enough to accept that. It would have been a separate 

unit with a separate entrance, and so on, the way it was conceived by an 



architect. They would have preferred the freestanding building, but everybody 

said, it's already Schoenberg Hall, the building is already called Schoenberg 

Hall, and so on. I think if everything else had been equal or had been followed, 

that would have been one point they would have conceded. 

SMITH 

What were the issues involving financing? Was the institute conceived as 

something that would be endowed, or was the university supposed to—? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I don't know the exact terms of the contract, but yes, one had to raise the 

money. The institution that was going to house it was going to have to raise 

the money for its continuance: for the staffing, for the concerts, for the large 

computerization of all the material. 

SMITH 

Was that an issue, the financial—? 

GILBERT 

Yes, that was an issue, yes. After all, they were getting millions of dollars 

worth of manuscripts. They were estimated at that time at quite a few million, 

which is what they would sell for. Today there would be a few more millions if 

they were to sell it. 

SMITH 

You mentioned— In '64, [Franklin] Murphy was chancellor, and he had such an 

ability to get cultural things going on this campus. 

GILBERT 

Yes, but his interest was in the visual arts. I think even then, although one 

began to think of manuscripts as being valuable, they were not yet as 

marketable as, say, pictures and sculptures that you could point to and that 

were going to stay there. They didn't have to be reinterpreted; they didn't 

have to be played. But they were being performed day and night. Murphy had 

a wonderful sense of acquisitions, as we were talking about before, and 

indeed gave us all these treasures that we have. I don't think he would have 

been passionate about the institute. Only, as I said before, in terms of an 



acquisition, and it was not something at the time that he could have seen as 

equal to another Moore sculpture or an Arp or whatever it was we were 

acquiring. 

SMITH 

Was Chancellor [Charles E. ] Young directly involved in this negotiation? 

GILBERT 

Yes, Chancellor Young was directly involved; Chancellor [Elwin V. ] Svenson, 

[David S. ] Saxon, Speroni, D'Accone. 

SMITH 

Has Chancellor Young had the same kind of empathy for the arts that Murphy 

had? 

GILBERT 

I don't think so. I think he's interested. He's very much interested in furthering 

what we have and adding to it, and he certainly has been very helpful in many 

instances. Svenson even more so. I don't know what else to say there. 

SMITH 

The story of the Schoenberg Institute has parallels with other lost 

opportunities. You mentioned before the opportunity to get the [Harry] Partch 

instrumentarium. Could you discuss that a little bit? 

GILBERT 

Well, I can just simply tell you that I was a good friend of Harry Partch's, as 

good a friend as one could be. He was a loner. He was an interesting hermit in 

a way, but friendly—not wanting to be away from people, just being away 

from people because he needed to do his stuff. He'd always had a financial 

struggle. He'd also had a problem with alcoholism and with certainly not 

having a profusion of performances. He built this marvelous set of very large, 

cumbersome instruments (I mean cumbersome in terms of that they were 

enormous). It became quite a collection; you could not just put it down 

anywhere. At one point, I don't know the year, he called and said, "I have to 

find a home for these instruments. I don't know what to do with them. If 

somebody will just house them for me, I'll let them have them eventually. " I 



said, "Well, Harry, don't even go on. I'm just going to hang up and call my 

deans and my chancellors." And at that point, there were a million Quonset 

huts all over the campus because so much was being built. I mean, we were 

living with bulldozers day and night, because Schoenberg Hall was being 

built—had been built—and other buildings all over the campus. So I called 

Dean [William W. ] Melnitz and— Well, it never got much further. It went on 

for weeks and weeks, and Harry had to have a place for them now. By the 

time they had called a committee and a meeting and this and that and the 

other in quintuplicate, Betty Freeman had leased either an old market or an 

old laundry on Venice Boulevard and had Harry deposit the instruments there, 

so that he could work and he could give small concerts and people could 

come. And we lost it. Then after Harry's death, seemingly a very short time 

afterwards, like a very few years, the person who had worked with him, 

Danlee Mitchell, had inherited the instruments more or less, either by default 

or by decree, I don't know exactly. He took them to his campus, which is 

[University of California] San Diego, did some performances, and nobody quite 

knows what's happening with them now. In other words— I've talked to Betty 

Freeman, who did a beautiful film on Harry Partch, and I don't know quite 

what's happening. But we should have had those instruments. Their value—

talk about acquisition—would be going up decade after decade. That would 

have been an easy one. It was just a matter of housing them. It wasn't even a 

big contract or any kind of commitments or any kind of faculty involvement. A 

Quonset hut! So I really think that was just neglect, or the lack of appreciation 

of what we could have had. 

SMITH 

To what degree was it involved with the administrators not appreciating 

Partch's importance? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. Well, you know, you can't rhapsodize about how important 

somebody is just because you think so. Even today, there are lots of people 

who think nothing of Partch's music, people whom I appreciate. And there are 

others who think of him as a cult figure, and others who think his music and 

his work is absolutely fascinating. Put all these three together—a university 



should house something of that ilk, if for nothing else but historical 

significance. 

SMITH 

UCLA had, I guess it was in the mid-sixties—one of his productions had been 

mounted here. 

GILBERT 

That's right, that's right. 

SMITH 

Had you been involved in that, the Delusion of the Fury? 

GILBERT 

Only as being on the campus and being helpful. 

SMITH 

That was not a dance department— 

GILBERT 

Our dancers were dancing, yes; it was a combination. In fact, most of the 

effort came from the dance department. Virginia Storie Crawford and her 

husband, John Crawford, were very much interested in it and did a lot of the— 

John did a lot of the staging and Ginny did a lot of the choreography. Some of 

it came from San Diego and— I don't know any longer exactly how it all came 

about, but it was quite successful. 

SMITH 

Since we're on the subject, what about the Martha Graham papers? I 

understand the university had the opportunity to acquire the Martha Graham 

archives. 

GILBERT 

Yes. That was, however, indeed a negotiable situation, one which would have 

gone on for—and might again go on, I don't know—for quite a long time, in 

that people around Martha Graham and others are interested in having 

another home for the company. The home which would get the company 



would then also eventually get the archives. This would have been a very 

expensive proposition as compared to the other, say, the Schoenberg. But 

there was certainly not a uniform approach or uniform enthusiasm for this 

project. Some of us felt it was more important than others of us. 

SMITH 

Within the dance department? 

GILBERT 

Within the dance department. I think I, perhaps, was more enthusiastic than 

others. In fact, there was the fear in the dance department that if we did this, 

we would look as if we are Graham-oriented, which we're not. That we would 

be saddled with a lot of extra faculty that perhaps we didn't want or need in a 

particular approach. It's all very understandable. I saw it more as an influx of 

something terribly interesting, of something to do with the history of modern 

dance. Eventually we would have this important material: costumes, sets, 

notation, films, people who were still connected with it. Again, as a study 

forum for Martha Graham. And I think the Graham forces saw it as, "Well, 

we'll have to give this up, but it will give us the chance to have a lot of 

rehearsal space and connection with an institution like that where all kinds of 

things are available. " So there were very not very well hidden agendas on 

both sides. 

SMITH 

What was your role in the negotiations? 

GILBERT 

My role was simply that I knew the people on both sides again. And Dean 

[Robert H. ] Gray, I think, was quite interested in it, and I was simply one of 

those people involved. I wrote up the possibility of a policy position for the 

institute. I saw the students being involved as graduate fellows in the Martha 

Graham Institute, as we were beginning to envision it; to have the archives, to 

have a study center. I didn't see it as being that top-heavily reflecting anything 

we were doing in the department. But it's like a music department having a 

Bartók center. It doesn't mean that the music department would be 

necessarily only devoted to Bartók. I don't think an intelligent music 



department would feel that it was being perceived that way. Yale [University], 

I think, has a Bartók repository, and I don't think one thinks of Bartók as being 

at Yale or Yale being Bartók oriented in its music department. But that was the 

general fear. And, of course, if you don't have complete enthusiasm for 

something like that, then it shouldn't even be touched. My enthusiasm wasn't 

such that I would spend that kind of time and exert that kind of emotional and 

mental and physical energy as I did with the Schoenberg Institute, where I was 

sure that it was something we should have or some university in this area 

should have. And, of course, in the beginning, until Dean Gray withdrew it, we 

did have an important investment in the Schoenberg Institute. UCLA was the 

initial fourth member of the consortium. 

SMITH 

And provided funds? 

GILBERT 

Provided funds. 

SMITH 

Sticking with the Graham thing, actually going beyond that, how have the 

relationships of the dance department with professional dance companies 

been? You've had a number of guest choreographers. Are there companies 

which the dance department is in effect closer to, closest to? 

GILBERT 

I think closest to [Alwin] Nikolais and Louis, Murray Louis. Also, we were very 

close to Jose Limón. There have been some very happy associations with 

visiting artists: Anna Markard doing the The Green Table for Kurt Jooss. 

Elizabeth Keane's works. We have felt over the years that we needed this kind 

of infusion from artists who were not on the campus and especially artists 

who were in New York, to have the contact with the students and for the 

students to have the opportunity to help re-create repertoire, which is not 

something that's being taught in the department ordinarily, just one or two 

pieces here and there. So the dance student does not have the opportunity, or 

even at times the wish, to re-create works the way the music student or the 

theater student is conditioned to think. 



SMITH 

For instance, last night, when the Porcelain Dialogues was re-created, was 

someone from the Louis company involved in those rehearsals? 

GILBERT 

Yes, Betsy Fisher, who is one of Louis's soloists, stayed at UCLA for a few 

weeks to do the initial staging of the work, and she did a beautiful job. She 

was so positive and so aware of where their level was. Of course, there was 

also a faculty member dancing in it. She did the initial teaching of the work, 

and then when Murray was here for his concert, he stayed over a few days 

and put the finishing touches on it. In the meantime, we had gotten a string 

quartet, and the string quartet was working with the tempi of the videotape, 

or film, that was available. 

SMITH 

Of the UCLA dancers or the Louis dancers? 

GILBERT 

No, no, of the Murray Louis dancers. And then with Murray and Betsy there, 

also with the string quartet there, they had their final coaching about a week 

and a half ago. By then it was thoroughly taught. And frankly, I think they did a 

smashing job, just wonderful. I thought, as a matter of fact—and I need to 

discuss this with Murray Louis—that in our evening the work was so exciting. 

On a Murray Louis evening, the work is one of more— It creates a calm, 

leisurely repose. Where in our program, it was one of the most exciting 

events. Because Murray's compositions are usually somewhat quirky and 

quick and nervous and electric, and then this piece is a relief; whereas in our 

program, this piece really came into its own drama, because it wasn't 

surrounded by the other Murray Louis compositions. So it really had its own 

life finally, I think. 

SMITH 

Who did the auditioning and the casting? 

GILBERT 

I believe it was Betsy. 



SMITH 

Was there a decision to try to have the tempi correlated to the original Murray 

Louis? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. And the music director, who really came out of one of my 

classes, and who is doing a beautiful job—I'm very proud of David 

[Karagianis]—knew that in order to convince the quartet that certain things 

had to be done at certain tempi, they would have to watch it and not be 

offended that it was being pushed upon them. And it worked very well. It was 

really beautiful. 

SMITH 

Has the dance department been able to place any of its graduates with 

professional companies? 

GILBERT 

Yes, we had— I have a feeling that this year's crop is going to be placed. They 

look really quite wonderful. Some years ago when we had the Graduate Dance 

Center, almost every one of them was placed. There were two that went into 

Nikolais and three that went into Murray Louis, and we thought this was the 

way it's going to be. And then it's like the football team: you get one [team] 

that graduates all at once, and then you have to worry about the next, more 

long-range development—push out another one just like that. Actually, we 

haven't had another really good crop, I think, until this one again. We don't 

think in those terms. 

SMITH 

The department doesn't have an affirmative program for placement then. 

GILBERT 

No, we don't think— 

SMITH 

You don't call up Nikolais and say, "Here's a dancer that I think you should 

take a look at. " 



GILBERT 

No, no, not at all, not at all. That would muddy the waters, so to speak. I don't 

think we think [about it] unless they ask. We don't think about being 

aggressive about placing our talented people, because then it would look as if 

that is our goal. Sometimes it happens informally, over a cup of coffee or 

something like that. He says, "Do you have a such and such?, " and we happen 

to have a such and such. But as I said before, it's not a professional school that 

wants to point toward its graduates as having been "successful, " in quotes. 

But there have been quite a few over the years. Quite a few. 

SMITH 

Dance companies tend to have financial problems. Do you feel that there has 

been a tendency for dance companies to take advantage of the university's 

largess? 

GILBERT 

Yes, in some ways. We were pleased, of course, when the National 

Endowment [for the Arts] made provisions for dance companies to travel and 

to tour. And we're feeling the pinch now that that has been withdrawn. When 

they were traveling and touring, we had control over how much time they 

would spend with the department. If they were to come here, it was assumed 

that they would make a contribution toward the education of our students, 

which meant not a kind of cavalier look toward a master class and run, but a 

residency of several days. That has been diminished tremendously, because 

they now have to look to their own touring schedule and make it worthwhile, 

so they keep running after they finish. I've had some quarrels with what I call 

"the hit-and-run artist. " But just as we are anxious to have them, they are 

anxious to be appearing on our campus. In fact, UCLA is the most important 

campus to them because of the concert series that we have, and that if they 

appear at UCLA, certainly the other western campuses would want to have 

them. They have taken advantage at times by not doing the same thing they 

would do in New York: by leaving certain stage pieces behind, by leaving live 

music behind, by saying they couldn't afford to travel that way. And we had to 

discover at times that, yes, it was just a convenience to them. The cavalier 

look at Los Angeles and the provinces was something we had to counter. But 

in the main it's been a very pleasant relationship with all of the companies. I 



mean, there's never been anything really ugly or upsetting or that we were 

cheated, other than the things like the ones I've just mentioned, some of 

which I took very seriously. And then as chair of the committee, I would have 

to say, "This mustn't happen again. You either come with all the equipment or 

we can't present you, because we're not presenting you. " I mean, we're not 

presenting them properly. Whether they are willing to give up certain aspects 

of their work is not up to them. It's up to us to want the work as it is, not as 

watered down for touring. 

SMITH 

But you also have to pay for it then. 

GILBERT 

Well, they have a certain fee, for which they should supply us with— This 

happened with [Maurice] Béjart [Ballet of the Twentieth Century]. Béjart 

came, and two days before, neither Marcia Haydée nor Jorge [Donne] were 

coming to do the Bolero. And we on the committee said, then we won't have 

them at all. Jorge was already poised to take the plane to Japan, where he was 

appearing, and he was yanked back to appear at least the first night at UCLA. 

So when you put your foot down, all of a sudden things can happen. 

SMITH 

Do the dance companies take the Los Angeles dance community seriously? Do 

they pay attention to the Los Angeles Times reviews? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. Oh, yes. They're interested in having a good response and a good 

review in the Times and from the dance community. It's not that there is a 

completely cavalier attitude toward Los Angeles, but there's room for 

improvement as to what they think we know and don't know. 

SMITH 

Completely shifting the subject, I would like to talk about when you came to 

the West Coast, going back in time again to your involvement with West Coast 

experimentalists. People like Harry Partch, how did you get to know him? 

GILBERT 



You know, I don't know. These things developed. I can't remember the exact 

evening or why, but I think again it was at somebody's house. Harry and I 

gravitated towards each other because we were doing odd things. Also, I saw 

him smoke a pipe, and he said, "I'm having trouble getting pipes, and they're 

expensive. " I said, "Well, now, that's the easiest thing in the world. " You see, 

in the meantime my father had built up quite a large business, and not just the 

Denicotea cigarette holders, by the way. (They were cigarette holders. And 

they were connected with Dunhill, and it was all very elegant. ) But he had, of 

course, all kinds of pipelines to pipes. [laughter] So Harry's pipes from that 

point on were furnished by my father. It's little things like that. It's not always 

an important first conversation. I do remember that about the first 

conversation. 

SMITH 

Did you go hear his music performed? 

GILBERT 

Of course. 

SMITH 

In his studio, or was it a public—? 

GILBERT 

Some of it was public and some of it was in— I think there was a studio in 

Hollywood, some kind of a home, pretty battered but— Again, it was not 

something I really cherished at first. I'm not so sure that I'm crazy about 

Harry's music altogether. I think it is interesting, it is worthwhile. It's not 

something that I would really fight for, the way I would really fight for 

anything Schoenberg, as I did; or some other people, [Pierre] Boulez and some 

others, that I'm just convinced are wonderful. I felt that he had more than a 

right to exist and to be appreciated. 

SMITH 

What about other West Coast experimentalists? 

GILBERT 



Well, you know [Lester] Horton was considered one. There weren't— Whom 

would I consider an experimentalist? We were all doing experimental things, 

but we weren't concerned with it. There were people who were doing 

seemingly conventional things, like Ernst Toch, but to him and to people 

around him, even though it was perhaps in some ways a conventional model, 

it was always a new piece. I wasn't just simply interested in people doing 

outrageous things. As long as it was new within their confines, I found it 

interesting. Still do. 

SMITH 

Did you have an interest in microtones? 

GILBERT 

Yes, as I got more interested in music and dance of India. I was interested in it 

early, and an Indian dancer came to the department. Her name was Sundari 

Shridharani, and she and I became fast friends. She was going to study some 

Western music and also do some study of Western dance at UCLA. We—again 

the word, I guess, gravitated toward each other. I learned a great deal, and I 

hope she learned something. I certainly have been the possessor of a beautiful 

collection of miniature Indian instruments. When she left she gave those to 

me. Also, one of my favorite anecdotes is when we were both invited to 

dinner at a nameless house in Beverly Hills where the hostess was gauche 

enough to ask Sundari whether they were still eating with their fingers in 

India. Sundari nodded. And as soon as the hostess left she said to me— That 

was the only time I ever saw her be catty, and I don't think she was catty even 

then, but it was wonderful to see her somewhat negative. She said, "Well, I 

know that my hands are clean. I'm not so sure about her silverware. " 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

Have you used— 

GILBERT 

I have not used microtones, other than using things such as toys, tuning 

certain instruments so that microtones were emitted. It was not the idea to 

emit microtones, but to get that specific result of just being "off. " 



SMITH 

This was in your dance compositions? 

GILBERT 

In the dance compositions. In other compositions, such as Spirals and 

Interpolations, there is some stuff that was written for the saxophone and the 

clarinet. There is one part where the percussionist plays on pot lids. As he 

moves the bow on the pot lid, there are sounds that are microtonal. But that's 

the way it emerges. I'm not asking for it; that's what emerges. 

SMITH 

What about some of the concepts? The melodic scale concept of the raga, 

have you ever—? 

GILBERT 

No, I haven't incorporated it other than— No, I haven't incorporated any of 

that. I've been fascinated with Balinese music and have learned a lot from the 

Balinese people who have come through the department. And also, earlier 

than that, sitting in on the gamelan sessions in the ethnomusicology 

department [Institute of Ethnomusicology] in the music department. 

SMITH 

Did you learn to play it, then? 

GILBERT 

I played a little bit, yes, a little bit, but not enough to say that I can do it. The 

same thing with some of the Japanese music. I'm just always curious. And then 

I learn enough to know that some of this could be emerging from some of my 

work, and some of it can't because it would sound unnatural, if not artificial. 

SMITH 

I wonder if there's an underlying musical concept, the basic principles of which 

could be applied in a Western musical piece without making it sound Balinese 

or Indian or Japanese. 

GILBERT 



Yes, it's very difficult. It's very difficult. Lots of people are working on it, and 

very few are successful. If they try to westernize— For instance, Dibia, whom I 

was talking about before, who's very musical, has done some work in getting 

some influences of Western dance into his compositions of Balinese 

choreography. And he's tried some of the same thing with some of the music, 

playing more Western-oriented material on the gamelan instruments. I find 

that so far all these attempts that I have seen have not been as enriching as 

one would think. In fact, they've been diluting. Certainly a lot of the work that 

Ravi Shankar has done, I think, is close to vulgar, when he can do such 

gorgeous stuff on the actual material. Now, I'm not jealous of protecting the 

original, but I think until we know more about how this can be done, we'll just 

get some not very good mixtures. It doesn't quite mix. It still stays separate 

and, as I say— I'm not saying that it can't be done; I'm sure it will be done. But 

when it's done I think it should be done more nonchalantly as an—again, this 

word—organic thing that will emerge, rather than trying to push them 

together. 

SMITH 

I wonder, in some of the dances that you've composed music for, there must 

have been an ethnic theme. 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. I did something for Al Huang called The Chinese Flute, and it's of 

course a pentatonic piece. I used a Chinese flute, and it sounds very unlike my 

other music. There is another section in one of Carol Scothorn's pieces 

[Metamorphoses] where I had the musicians play into the mouthpieces of 

their instruments, sing into them, in other words. There are lots of microtonal 

outcomes there. It sounds like a toy section, toys, you know. When you play 

on toys you get that— 

SMITH 

Singing into a trumpet— 

GILBERT 

Singing into trumpets, but they also sang in, for instance, the sax. The 

clarinetists and the others just sang into their mouthpieces. You get a 



wonderfully nasal, not clearly pitched outcome which is reminiscent of some 

other, quotes, "ethnic" material. I've at times been asked to make something 

sound more like a locale. Or The Bride: A Macedonian Dance[choreographed 

by Elsie Ivancich Dunin]: I had to do some study of that part of Europe where it 

wasn't just an augmented second but certain other qualities, such as a nasal 

quality, in the singing and in the instruments. As these things happen and I'm 

forced to discover things I didn't know, or to make sure that what I knew was 

correct and then take off from it— Not be correct, but to have the underlying 

material there. 
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SMITH 

When did you first return to Europe? 

GILBERT 

I first returned to Europe in '59, and it came about— My father died, whom 

we all loved so much, not just because he was my father, but he was a kind of 

special person in the family, really revered by everybody in the family. So that 

was a very big blow. My father died in '58. And then I think my mother and my 

brother decided that I would be invited to take a European trip, my first 

European trip, in '59. In other words, my father died in January '58 and I left 

the summer of '59. 

SMITH 

Had your parents remained in New York? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, in the same apartment on 110th Street. 

SMITH 

Had they ever thought of going back to Europe? 

GILBERT 

Never. Oh, never. No, none of us. Of course, my brother [Hans Wertheimer] 

returned to Europe (on business), but always remained very American, just 

happened to live in Europe. No, it never occurred to any of us to go back to 



Europe to live. So my brother did invite me to come to Europe. He had made 

all the hotel reservations, and all was very terribly first-class and very 

beautiful. I left Vivian with my mother, and this was very good. Before I even 

went to Europe, we stopped in New York and left Vivian with her 

grandmother. It was one of those very good times for her, when I was gone 

for a few weeks and she had a good chance to be the one with the family and 

again meet everybody and be somewhat the center of attention. My favorite 

aunt, Tante Jenny [Heumann], whom I haven't mentioned earlier, I don't think, 

because she didn't live in Kippenheim— She came from Kippenheim, but she 

married to a place called Laupheim, and also eventually arrived in New York. 

But she was, I think, my favorite aunt and also Vivian's favorite great-aunt. 

SMITH 

Did you teach Vivian German? 

GILBERT 

Vivian learned quite a bit of German, not only because I spoke some of it to 

her— It is really not a natural thing, you know, unless it's spoken naturally in 

the house. But I often, most often, had German housekeepers, so she did pick 

up quite a bit that way. And to this day she says she doesn't speak it too well 

but she understands it fluently. [laughter] So then I left New York, and my first 

European arrival was London. I had quite a bit of family in London, too. And 

they were all at the airport; it was so lovely. My brother had come in from 

Paris, where he lived at the time. I was terribly excited about being back in 

Europe. And also, to arrive in London was wonderful. I had not really been to 

London before, and yet having been an Anglophile—as we all were to a 

degree, I guess, left over from the Victorian Forsyte Saga approach. In fact, 

when I saw that television play, so many of those aunts and uncles reminded 

me of mine. Not what they did, but the approach to what's correct and what's 

not and how one behaved. So I had several days in London; went to all the 

tourist places. I love being a tourist. I can't understand why people sneer at it. 

When you first encounter a place, you're a tourist. I love to go on those tourist 

buses, and I love to see it all the way one should see it the first time. Then, 

after I've taken the tour, I like to go back to where I want to spend more time, 

such as I wanted to spend more time in the Tower of London and at the 

[British] Museum. I also met Clive Barnes, who was at the time just a small 



editorial writer for Dance Magazine. And that started a long friendship with 

Clive Barnes as he climbed from there to there to the New York Times, and 

also then climbed down to the New York Post. I somehow went through all 

that with him. But that was my first encounter with Clive Barnes. 

SMITH 

Did you go to see dance in England? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I went to a couple of ballets with Clive when I was there, but mostly I was 

with the family and my brother and was just anxious to swallow London, 

[laughter] I did, in big gulps, and loved it. I was very happy to be back in the 

European atmosphere. Not that that's what I was pining for, it was just— This 

is always difficult to explain, why one wanted so much to become so 

American, and yet there is the magnet pull back to Europe. And it's that kind 

of mixture, I think, that none of us have ever quite gotten rid of. 

SMITH 

Was your brother married at that time? 

GILBERT 

No, not yet. No, he didn't get married until '62. So at that time I didn't know 

yet that in a few years I would have my really beloved sister-in-law. I can't say 

enough about her. She is an absolute paragon. Really, I've just never met 

anybody—and I don't think anybody else has either—met anybody like my 

Barbara. From there— Shall I go on to— 

SMITH 

Sure, where did you go from London? 

GILBERT 

From London I went to Frankfurt, and that was the first step back to Germany. 

I really didn't want to go to Frankfurt. I wanted to go to Baden-Baden, because 

I had an invitation to visit a Mr. Heinrich Strobel, who was in charge of the 

Südwestfunk. He was a good friend of the Schoenbergs, and I had a letter and 

he already knew that I was coming. [Pierre] Boulez also happened to live in 



Baden-Baden. I had a letter for Boulez. I must say Trude [Gertrud] Schoenberg 

just— What I also forgot to say, may I step back for a moment in this tale? 

SMITH 

Certainly. 

GILBERT 

No, it's all right, I can go on here because this was— Yes, this was of course 

before the big trip to New York where she had the champagne party for me. 

But there was a little party here also, and everybody was at the airport in Los 

Angeles to wish me well and Vivian too. I could still—if I could paint—paint her 

with her little hat on. We have all kinds of pictures of that airport, that leave-

taking. Now came the moment to step back into Germany. My great-aunt and 

uncle in London said, "You will see, at first you think they're all murderers, but 

you'll get past that. " And I somehow didn't think I would feel that way, but I 

did have a sense of wanting to right certain things, even though there was no 

way one could do that. And the arrival in— Now I must step back for a 

moment. To this day, I have the same nightmare: we're all left back in 

Germany and we can't get out. Somehow it's my fault because I didn't pass 

the medical exam in Stuttgart at the consulate, etc., which almost happened. 

It almost happened! I think I mentioned it once before. Suddenly, I was in 

Frankfurt at the airport; everybody was speaking German; I thought I couldn't 

find my passport, and I couldn't get out. It was just unbelievable, stepping off 

that plane at the Frankfurt airport. I knew I would stay over at the Frankfurter 

Hof, which is a very nice hotel, and then go on to Baden-Baden the next day, 

because it was a bit late in the day. Well, I got to the Frankfurter Hof and I 

went upstairs; they took my baggage and everything upstairs. All of a sudden I 

hear the same music, the same marching; I see the torches. And I get panicky. 

I left the room and ran down in the lobby. Well, what it was was simply that 

the Frankfurter soccer team had won a victory over Darmstadt, which is the 

next town. But to me it sounded exactly the same. They weren't singing the 

Nazi songs, but it was that band and those torches. Now, the rest of this story I 

wouldn't be able to tell if I didn't have witnesses. As I was down there in that 

lobby getting absolutely hysterical about "I can't "stay here, I've got to get out 

of here"—nobody would listen, I was just in a state—in walks a contingent of 

the UCLA theater department. And they still remember it. I think [James] 



Kerans was with them. I can't tell you what this was like. They got hysterical 

seeing me, and you can imagine what I felt seeing them. If that were in a play, 

nobody would believe it. I wouldn't believe it. We were making an awful lot of 

noise, and the concierge came over to tell us to be quiet. Here comes my first 

German telling me anything, to do anything. 

SMITH 

In uniform. 

GILBERT 

In uniform; but it was a benign kind of fancy thing. And I let him have it! Our 

poor theater department never thought that I would scream and yell like that, 

and in German yet. They stood there with their mouths open, and I just let go. 

It was quite a catharsis. The poor concierge, who really, after all, only did his 

job— So we all calmed me down. [laughter] I went back upstairs, and then I 

couldn't open the suitcase. So I called down, and they sent up a little page boy 

with an instrument you'd only get in Germany that would open anything. And 

the kid was so afraid of me because my friend the concierge apparently told 

him what an awful witch was up in that room. [laughter] And so his hand was 

shaking; I felt terribly sorry for him. So I said in German, "Well, what's the 

weather like in Frankfurt?" Very intelligent question, naturally. This poor kid 

actually snapped his heels and gave me a weather report, complete with the 

wind velocity and everything—very German. I got my sense of humor back 

and went to sleep. The next day I went on to Baden-Baden, met Mr. and Mrs. 

Strobel, and went to the Südwestfunk, which is the main radio station there 

with a large orchestra. Then I met with Boulez. I knew that after that I would 

go to Darmstadt where they had the— Well, it's called— They had something, 

roughly translated into English, Conference on Modern Music. [Karlheinz] 

Stockhausen was going to be there and [Henri] Pousseur and several other 

people, and I was looking forward to it. And Boulez was wonderful. He invited 

me for lunch. We talked about Schoenberg, we talked about music for dance. 

And there was one wonderful moment where I thought he was being a little 

bit patronizing, because he said, "Well, I suppose you like the music for Giselle. 

" I said rather militantly, "As a matter of fact, I love Giselle. " And he said, "Oh, 

me too, I love Giselle!" Which was a very big surprise, to hear it coming out of 

Boulez just quite like that. But it turned out that he had worked with—I was 



going to look that up, but I'm going to have to look it up again—with the 

French company that was also the one that did the theater. It will come to me. 

I'll have to look it up if it doesn't come to me this evening. But he had done 

some music for dance and was also very much interested in dance notation. 

He had, in fact, some samples of notation there in his house. He thought it 

would make sense to develop that. So we both agreed on that. 

SMITH 

I thought he had worked with Jean-Louis Barrault. 

GILBERT 

Barrault, exactly. Thank you. He had worked with Jean-Louis Barrault and that 

whole company. So that was very, very nice. And then I did go to Darmstadt 

and sat in on all the lectures. Heard Stockhausen say something very odd, 

which made me laugh and which started our quasi friendship. Because he said 

in very solemn tones that the next piece that he was going to present to us 

was done in conventional notation and that it was determined, as if that were 

the great coming thing, instead of its being by chance and being done in 

graphic notation. [laughter] So, of course, I thought he was being funny and I 

laughed out loud. Afterwards he said, "Why did you think that was so funny?" 

And I told him, so then he laughed. So then we started to talk, and that's, I 

think, how he later on came back to UCLA. Later on I was in charge of the 

public lectures, and we had him give a talk, but that's another story. 

SMITH 

We will get to that. 

GILBERT 

Yes. So I don't know the exact sequence, but I have now met Strobel and 

Boulez and Stockhausen. I then went on to Munich, where I met a very, very 

interesting composer by the name of Karl Amadeus Hartmann. And not only is 

his work interesting—though it might be considered conventional, it's 

beautifully crafted—but he was interesting. He died a few years ago, and I'm 

still very close to his widow, although we don't have that much contact 

anymore; we write to each other. He was a very pronounced anti-Nazi; he 

somehow went, not exactly underground, but was not allowed to have 



performances, similar to what also happened, to a degree, to [Wilhelm] 

Furtwängler and some of the others who stayed but made it very clear how 

they stood. He then gave a dinner party for me and invited Henze, Hans 

Werner Henze. I met Henze and met all kinds of other people that were in that 

area, including the ex—whatever the empress is—Soraya, who happened to 

be in Munich, which was an odd coincidence, but there she was. 

SMITH 

The empress of Iran. 

GILBERT 

The ex-empress, yes. She was there with some other artists, and she came 

over to our table. And really, honestly, at first I thought she looked so familiar, 

but I didn't know who it was. Everybody knew who she was, and I thought, "I'll 

find out. " It was a little while later when I had that shock of recognition. She 

spoke quite good German. Then I had several sessions with Hartmann, and 

that developed into a really, really close, warm, loving friendship right up to 

the time that he died of cancer about ten years afterwards. No, he died only a 

few years after that, because he died before Trude Schoenberg. Hartmann 

thought I should meet Carl Orff. And I said yes, I'd be very interested. So he 

right then and there called him up, called Salzburg. And Orff said yes, he'd love 

for me to come; he was going to do something rather interesting the next day. 

So the next day I went to Salzburg on the train. At that time the Orffschulwerk 

was still housed in the Mozarteum. They were already building the new 

Orffschulwerk building up near the castle. And as I walked in, I realized they 

were taping something. They were all sitting on the floor with this fairly well 

known Orff instrumentarium, which consists of quite a few xylophones and 

metallophones; lots of drums; a viol, similar to a kind of crude viola da gamba; 

recorders; early flutes. There were several of them, maybe ten of them, sitting 

on the floor playing something quite pentatonic. I recognized Orff from his 

pictures, so he beckoned me to come over and sit, and he gave me a 

xylophone and said, "Here, you're used to exotic material. Play!" So I became 

a busy little elf also, [laughter] and we made—I just kind of played along with 

them. It wasn't very difficult. So when they finished that particular session and 

they took a break, he told me that it was a recording they were making for 

Japan. The reason they were making the recording is that the Japanese 



wanted the German recordings for their schools. And he wrote back and said 

no, that's not a good idea. The whole thing, the whole concept of the 

Orffschulwerk, is that it be coming from the ethnic folk musical groundings of 

whatever country the child is growing up in. So we talked about the fact that 

all children first sing two notes. Now, if I sing those, they won't make any 

sense on paper, or do they? 

SMITH 

Go ahead. 

GILBERT 

[Sings] Da da dada da— m —# Every child—African, German, you know, 

Alaskan, whatever. Then they graduate to three tones: da dadada da 

dadada— 0 § *J Not necessarily with that rhythm, but these three tones all 

children have in common. That's what they all first— They all say dada, and 

they say certain things that are absolutely universal. And from then on, it 

breaks into whatever the tonality and the underlying modes or scales of the 

country are, whatever that tonality consists of. Obviously in Orff's mind, Japan 

did not have the German underpinnings musically. And the Japanese said yes, 

they did. So there was this correspondence back and forth. Well, they were 

both right in a way, because there was a lot of German teaching. I just did this 

lecture in the music class the other day, and there are two Japanese students 

in there. They said, "Yes, we did; we had German teachers. " And Tokyo had 

German conductors, a lot more than they had their own for quite a while. 

Now it's changed, but apparently there was quite an influx of German 

musicians. And they took over. So in a way it made sense; but they also 

understood, of course, in the meantime, that their own material, their own 

Japanese folk material, is different from all of that. So what we were doing 

was a handful of little folk songs that they did finally permit themselves to 

send to Carl Orff. We based this whole tape on that, sent it back with his 

instructions, and that's how it's being taught there now. But I think they're 

using both: they're using the German records and instructions and the 

Japanese. Which is, I think, in this situation quite plausible. I spent a couple of 

days there, learned quite a bit. I was also interested that they used 

movement. I found out that Orff, as I've mentioned before, had done music 

for dance and had kept that, certainly, the underlying pulse, for which he used 



to get criticized quite a lot because it is so ostinato. But he felt that that was 

his signature, and it appears in every one of his compositions. So that was a 

big eye and ear opener. I went back to Salzburg at least twice more in 

subsequent trips to Europe. Then I went to Paris and stayed with my brother. 

And there I also had recommendations, again. But other than really seeing 

Paris for the first time, going crazy, as you can imagine, I also met René 

Leibowitz, who was very close to Schoenberg. They were very, very nice and 

wanted to know, of course, all the recent developments with the Schoenberg 

children and with Trude Schoenberg and the house, and was this still the 

same, etc. So that was awfully nice. I also met a Marya Freund, who felt that 

she had been neglected by the Schoenbergs, and so she was ready to neglect 

me too. I often got too much credit one way or another. We had a long 

telephone conversation, and I met her somewhere in Paris and had a cup of 

tea, and she did nothing but complain. 

SMITH 

Did you meet [Olivier] Messiaen? 

GILBERT 

No, I met some of his students. I met Messiaen, but not in connection with 

anything. It was coincidence. That was later, through a person [Paul Méfano] 

who had been at UCLA whose wife had been his student, and I'll need to to— 

Like other people, who have met somebody once, saying I now know "this 

person, you know. It was really just very casual. But I felt I got to know all the 

people I'm mentioning here (other than Mrs. Freund) who were important in 

the Schoenberg history. Shall I go on to the second time? After that there 

were many more, but the second time I went with my mother, because it was 

her seventieth birthday in '62. We went to Paris. Now, my brother had just 

gotten married in '62, and that was the first time I met Barbara. And that was 

quite a wonderful collision. We celebrated Mama's seventieth birthday. She 

then went on to the family in London and went back to New York, and I went 

on to Israel. That was my first trip to Israel. Again saw my Tante Lina 

[Wertheimer] and my two cousins, Stefan [Wertheimer], the one I've talked 

about before, and my favorite male cousin, whom I went to Ettenheim with on 

the bicycle every day, Erich, Erich Valfer. And that was quite a reunion. It was 

such an emotional thing at that airport. First of all, they remembered me still 



with the palsy and hadn't see me grow into anything. There was always that 

love and the music, etc., but Tante Lina couldn't get over the fact of how I had 

grown. [laughter] Erich and I had immediate—Just picked up where we left 

off. Then I got to know Stefan, whom I had really only known as a little boy, 

and his family. And in the midst of all this reunion, I saw the Coca Cola sign go 

in the wrong direction, you know, because it was in Hebrew. And I hadn't seen 

that at all. [laughter] That first time in Israel was quite—Remarkable is all I can 

say. And both cousins took me everywhere. 

SMITH 

You said when you were in Germany as a teenager you were a Zionist. Did you 

still have those kinds of beliefs? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I had a lot of that still. Also, that first time in Germany, I must say— I 

didn't put that in. From Baden-Baden I took a taxi to Kippenheim. I just 

wanted to be completely anonymous and to have the taxi stop and just take a 

whiff and get out. I wasn't there for two minutes when the neighbors 

recognized me. And I thought I had changed so! They came out of the house 

and said, "Pia Wertheimer. " So I didn't escape that. And I went quickly back to 

Baden-Baden and just left that. The second time I went back, I let Annemarie 

[Kayser] know that I was there, and she arranged for some of the former 

school chums, whom I didn't want to see. She quickly learned that, so we 

didn't do that anymore. But all this is difficult to say in a sequence that makes 

sense somehow; it's not going to seem logical. I don't know how this is going 

to make sense. Eventually it might just come together, it might not. So we may 

have to edit the sequence. [laughter] So where are we? We're in Israel. 

SMITH 

Yes, you went to Israel. 

GILBERT 

I went to Israel and it was just— That's really such a difficult impression to 

describe, because all of my idealism from the teenage years came back. I really 

wanted to see a kibbutz. I really wanted to see the whole— And at that time 

the country was still, Jerusalem was still not united. I had a cousin in Jerusalem 



whom I love very much, Use, also a Wertheimer, a different Wertheimer, 

[laughter] on my mother's side. And Stefan Wertheimer was from my father's 

side. They were all Wertheimers and they all knew each other. The impression 

of seeing this country where indeed everybody was Jewish and indeed 

everybody spoke Hebrew— They also spoke other languages. I managed, but 

the Hebrew I had learned was the archaic one, of course, only to do with 

religious, liturgical services, etc. I met for the first time the Inbal [Dance 

Theatre] company. I have to go back to Los Angeles for a moment. They had 

been to Los Angeles. I saw them there. I went backstage and met Sara Levi-

Tanai, who was the founder of the Inbal group, and we talked a little bit. 

Apparently I said something very offensive, such as it reminded me of 

[Martha] Graham. And she said, "What do you mean? Who's the primitive? Is 

Graham the primitive? I'm the primitive!" Of course that was true, but I had 

seen Graham first. Whatever you see first, you think whatever you see next is 

derivative. She said, "When you come to Israel, you come visit. " At that point, 

I had no intention of going to Israel that soon; I always wanted to go at some 

point. But half a year later I was in Israel and had let her know. I was at a 

hotel, and the very first morning I had an appointment to see the Inbal group 

at a theater fairly close to the hotel. So we called a taxi. The taxi driver was 

obviously Yemenite. You can tell. They have these almond eyes and— They 

just have a certain look: olive skin, very beautiful, almost all of them are very 

beautiful. So he said, "Where would you like to go?" And I said I wanted to go 

to the "XYZ" Theater. I can't think of the name of it now. And—this is also 

typically Israeli—he said, "Why?" He wants to know; it was his business. I was 

so quickly caught up in this, I said, "Well, the Inbal group is rehearsing there 

this morning and they invited me. " He said, "They're not rehearsing this 

morning. If they were rehearsing, I would know it. " I said, "Well, I just talked 

to—" [laughter] Instead of saying, "Go get me there, " as one would in any 

other country, I got into this conversation. I said, "I just spoke to Mrs. Levi and 

she said they were rehearsing at this theater and they were doing a special, in 

fact, a special performance for me. " Well, he was absolutely offended that he 

didn't know about this, but he deigned to take me to the theater. In front of 

the theater was a person I somewhat recognized as the flutist of the Inbal 

group. He and the chauffeur got into some kind of a discussion, got into the 

taxi, and the chauffeur turned back, looked at me, and said, "Well, I told you. " 

They went on in rapid-fire Hebrew. This was my first morning in Israel. I was 



being kidnapped! I had no idea what was happening. It went on for about half 

an hour; they drove to the other side of Tel Aviv. Finally they stopped. My 

heart was pounding; I was really in a state. They got out and said, "The group 

is rehearsing here. They're at their studio. " The chauffeur was very much 

mollified that he had been included in this. So when I was ready to take out 

my Israeli pounds to pay him (after all it was an hour by then), he said—he 

was again offended—he said, "But you are a friend of Inbal; that means you 

are a guest of mine. " He wouldn't take a penny. He came in, of course, to 

watch the, [laughter] to watch the performance. I mean, I'm telling this story 

only because it is so very Israeli. In fact, just the taxis alone—you sit in front 

with the driver. You don't sit in the back; that's not the way it's done. He 

wants to talk to you. You jolly well sit where he can talk to you. Many of these 

things are completely different from what one's used to. You get used to it in 

five minutes. It's just a different atmosphere. It doesn't say socialist in big 

capital S; it's just that everybody belongs to everybody. And indeed, there 

wasn't much talk. They greeted me. I sat there. I was the audience. They did 

this whole wonderful "The Bride, " something about a holiday, a work of 

Sara's. No, it wasn't called "The Bride. " It was something like that. Afterwards, 

she said, "Did you notice anyone at all of special interest?" I said, "I think 

they're all wonderful, but I loved that particular dancer. " And I pointed to 

Margalit [Oved Marshall], who was their main soloist dancer, the one who's 

now at UCLA. She remembers to this day my visit to the studio. And then 

afterwards, Sara and I had lunch, and she told me these wonderful Yemenite 

stories and how she came to Palestine as a little girl. She told me also the story 

of how they had always been told that a big bird would come and fly them to 

the promised land. Then they were told the day was approaching where the 

Yemenites were to go to Palestine, but no bird came. A big snake came, a 

train. They wouldn't go into the snake. They waited until a big bird came. Can 

you imagine these fairly primitive people? They would go in the plane, but 

they wouldn't go in the train. So then the big bird came. They went into all 

those big birds and arrived. I think it's a wonderful story, isn't it? It's so 

moving, because the train was not what they were told and that was not how 

they were going to go. She developed this whole wonderful music and dance 

group. I mean, musicians and dancers; again, we belong together. There's not 

another word for it. I couldn't understand how ten years later she would use a 

tape. We had such a big argument, a loving one, but oh— 



SMITH 

Even in Israel, she would use a tape? 

GILBERT 

Well, even in Israel, at times when they were traveling. Not for the big 

concerts, but to travel. I just felt betrayed because this is a situation where no 

one had ever been in the pit. But when they got to the proscenium arches, 

they would then think that's the way it's done. Again, it was, in a way, the bird 

and not the train, you know. [laughter] But I think I got through, because 

Margalit said that they went back eventually. I'm sure I wasn't the only one. I 

also had an interview with the Jerusalem Post where I made my big noise 

about— I think it's in the archives, the article in the Jerusalem Post about how 

I believe in live music and no other. That may have been the year after that. I 

mean, on one of the trips afterwards. But this whole time, this first wonderful 

collision with Israel, is indelible. I went back twice more, at least twice more. 

But that first shock of really seeing it as an actuality was quite, is still in my 

bones. 

SMITH 

Have you seen the deaf dance group, the Kol Demama Dance Company, in 

Israel? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Not then. Actually, I only saw them rehearse a little bit, but I saw them at 

UCLA and I was disappointed. I think it's wonderful that they have the deaf 

dance group, but I wish they had more choreographers, because the 

choreography is very meager, very superficial. It's marvelous what they're 

doing, but the pieces aren't marvelous. 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

Did you see them? 

SMITH 



Yes, I have. 

GILBERT 

Not on that trip, but on the next trip, if you want to jump ahead, I did meet 

the two dance groups Batsheva [Dance Company] and Bat-Dor [Dance 

Company of Israel]. I was invited by the manager of Bat-Dor, Barry Swersky, 

and also by Madame de Rothschild, who originally had been the Graham 

patroness, and still is to a degree, and started the company. Her name, first 

name, was Betsabe, but then when she moved, actually immigrated, to Israel, 

she changed it to Bathsheba and started a dance group, called it Batsheva, and 

then, some years later, started another dance group called Bat-Dor. Somehow 

she let the Batsheva group fend for itself. That was perceived, of course, as a 

big betrayal. When I was there that year, there was tremendous competition 

and ill will between the two groups, and that was very sad. But they both do 

very well. The Bat-Dor has more money, of course, and has the better subsidy, 

and therefore can afford more of the incoming choreographers. But there was 

something else that happened there that was very moving. I watched many 

classes in both companies, and then I was asked if I wanted to watch a ballet 

class, because it was being taught by a Russian emigre. I said, "Of course. " It 

was already getting toward late afternoon. This was during the war; there was 

already quite a bit of fighting going on at the Golan Heights. (Erich's son was 

already in the army. Everybody goes into the army, of course, men and 

women. At eighteen, they all go into the army. We were worried about him. ) 

As the ballet class started, in the middle of it, two very tough soldiers with 

guns and everything came into the room. I couldn't tell what they were: khaki, 

mustachioed, very rough looking, big guns. I was quite stricken by this sight, 

wondering what it meant. Nobody seemed to pay any attention, so I thought, 

"Either they're all very tough or it's okay or—" I didn't know what to think. I 

started to look down, you know, the way one does and wonders if one looked 

up things would be all right. Well, indeed, when I looked up, they had put their 

guns on the piano, had taken off their boots, had put on ballet slippers, and 

were ready to take the class. That's when I burst into tears. It was such a sight: 

these tough fellows just put on a T-shirt, and suddenly their arms were out in 

fifth position and they were taking the ballet class. Of course, I couldn't wait 

for the class to be over. I said, "What are you doing now? I can't believe this. " 

They said, "Well, we come in whenever we can to take the class, and now we 



have to go back to the Golan. " So that was quite an experience. They were 

completely used to it; nobody in the class blinked. I couldn't quite understand 

why they were so relaxed; then of course I did. It was nothing new to them. 

I'm now back to the first [trip], that first time. It was also my first time in 

Greece. I went from Israel to Greece, from Greece to Vienna. Greece was— I 

had all these first impressions that one imagines. Through my brother and the 

Greek tobacco monopoly, I had an absolutely marvelous room facing the 

Acropolis. I just cried my way through Greece. [laughter] Everything I saw 

moved me to tears. It is really so shattering when you see it for the first time. I 

also went to Delphi on a most rickety bus that nobody thought would ever 

make it up or down those winding roads. I have never gone back to Greece. 

I'm anxious to go back and spend more time. I really think how foolish people 

are when they say, "Well, if you don't have at least three or four weeks—" I 

had three days and I saw so much, and it's absolutely etched into my brain. 

Naturally, I want to go back and spend more time, but if you have three days, 

go for three days. I met some of the people at the conservatory. This was 

mainly music; there wasn't much dance going on there other than the Greek 

folk dancing, which I watched, of course. 

SMITH 

Did you meet [Iannis] Xenakis? 

GILBERT 

No, Xenakis I met in Paris. He comes from Greece, but he lives in Paris. I did 

meet him in Paris on one of the many trips to Paris. That's another— It's not 

much of a story, but it's interesting. Over the years, I met everybody, I guess. 

[laughter] That's what I'm supposed to have done. From Greece I went to 

Vienna. I may have to go back to Greece, but we'll just kind of roller-skate 

through Europe for now. In Vienna, I had several appointments, one with the 

Schnitzlers, because Henry Schnitzler had gone back to Vienna from UCLA. Did 

you know him? 

SMITH 

No. 

GILBERT 



You didn't know him. He was given the chance to head the Josefstadttheater, 

which is the next in line after the Burgtheater. They had gotten back into their 

old house, which is gorgeous, and brought the children. Their first shock was 

that when they went back to Vienna, they were told that they had forfeited 

their American citizenship. Really, it's true. The oath was that you would give 

up your citizenship, if you would return to your original country. It took an act 

of Congress to reinstate him as an American citizen, to reinstate the whole 

family. The children were okay. One of the children, in fact, Peter—who later 

became, and probably still is, a member of the Wiener Solisten, the Vienna 

soloists, and played the violin very well—said something wonderful. He said, 

"You know, the difference between Los Angeles—I miss Los Angeles, but the 

difference between Los Angeles and Vienna is that when somebody asks me 

here what I like to do and I say, 'I like to play the violin, ' they act as if 

somebody in Los Angeles had asked me what I like to do and I would have 

said, 'I like to play baseball. '" [laughter] Which I thought was a wonderful 

anecdote of the difference between what one does and— 

1.20. TAPE NUMBER: XII, Side Two (March 17, 1986) 

SMITH 

So you also wanted to talk about meeting Helene Berg? 

GILBERT 

Yes. In Vienna I met some of the musicians. I must say that Trude Schoenberg, 

on either this trip or another, gave me a long list. I mean, this is where I had a 

long list of people: she had a girlfriend in London whom I met, another one 

whom she went to school with. She didn't make any kind of hierarchical 

asterisks as to who was more important or less important; she simply wanted 

me to look up these people. To my shame, I must admit that when I saw 

Helene Berg on this list, I didn't make the connection. I thought it was another 

Hansi Mandel, who was one of the girlfriends in London, [one of] the people 

she went to school with. I realized that there was no telephone, but that I had 

an address. So I wrote a postcard from the— I stayed at a wonderful Pension 

called the Opernpension, which was right across from the opera house. Very, 

very elegant. I think the Schnitzlers had recommended it. So I wrote from the 

Opernpension and said, "This is where I'm staying. I have greetings from Trude 



Schoenberg and from the children. I can't reach you by telephone, but you can 

call me. " Well, the day before I left, where I had all kinds of social and other 

appointments and even a date at the opera, she called and sounded just 

almost in tears. She had been away and this was so important and she wanted 

to hear all about the Schoenbergs and some of her other friends and couldn't I 

come. I said, well, I didn't know how. I had a whole day of appointments. She 

sounded so down and depressed about it that—luckily I'm good-natured or I 

would have missed a big opportunity—! said, "Well, I'll change something and 

I'll take a taxi. " I said, "What is the address?" She said whatever number 

Trautmannsdorfer-strasse. I thought, "That sounds familiar. " Still I didn't 

make the connection. I said, "Can you tell me the apartment? Because I'm 

nearsighted, I have to know how many staircases I am to—" "Oh, " she said, 

"you'll recognize it right away. Downstairs it says in big letters 'Alban Berg. '" I 

thought, [gasp] "My god, I'm going to meet Helene Berg. Of course!" It did 

not— You know, the nickel didn't fall until that moment. I was so glad. I was 

supposed to be there at three o'clock and we were going to have tea or 

coffee. So indeed I found her, and she looked like her picture. Oh, now I do 

have to go back for a moment. In Munich both Hartmann and Orff had talked 

about Mrs. Berg, Helene Berg. You see how stupid I was? I didn't make the 

connection. They said that they had both known that she had forbidden the 

completion of the opera Lulu and that she was an absolutely crazy lady 

[laughter]—which is something I had been used to hearing. That you couldn't 

get through to her, that she was out of her mind and she believed in spiritual 

seances, etc., and [that] whenever someone talked to her [about 

finishing Lulu], she would knock on the table a few times and then she would 

go into a trance, and in the trance she would say, "Alban sagt nein. " ("Alban 

says no. ") And so one simply couldn't convince her. Well, we started talking 

and became quite warm and friendly very soon, and she not only wanted to 

know everything about the friends whom we had in common, but also about 

me. She talked about herself and the plans she had for all the Berg 

manuscripts. They were all to go to the Rathaus in Vienna, and they did. She 

had saved every penny to leave a place called Das Waldhaus, which was their 

house out in the Vienna Woods, for Berg scholars and students, so that they 

could stay there, that they could study. Then she said, did I want to see the 

room where he composed? I said, yes, of course I would want to see it. So we 

went into that room and there was the piano. I guess I got a little too close to 



the piano. She said, "Oh, you mustn't touch it. Alban's cigarette ashes are still 

in it. " I said, "I wasn't going to touch it. " But I thought, "My goodness, the 

cigarette ashes!" So I thought, "Well, they're right. I guess she's a little bit out 

of her mind. " And then it became more. Then she said, "You know, Boulez is 

going to do Wozzeck, and he's invited me. Do you think I need a new dress?" I 

said, "Well, I don't know. Let's look at your dresses. " I got interested. Clothes 

always interest me. Well, we went to the closet, and there were beautiful 

dresses, but as of thirty, forty years ago. Kind of the old-fashioned beautiful 

that would have looked like a costume had she appeared in it in the box. I 

said, "Yes, you need a new dress. " We went and bought a black dress! Then 

we went back. By this time, I called everybody else off, of course. This was too 

interesting and also very nice. In other words, it wasn't just curiosity. I really 

liked her. So we got back. She had some very old cake left over from before 

the trip, and we made some tea and we talked. She also was very fond of the 

Nonos. I hadn't known Nuria [Schoenberg Nono] that well yet at the time. She 

was very fond of Nuria. So were the Hartmanns. I knew her only from the 

Christmas parties, and would like to have very much, too, but I didn't have the 

connection with her the way I did with the two sons. So we talked about Nuria 

and we talked— Then all of a sudden she said, "You know, they all think I'm 

crazy. " I did, whatever, a triple take. She said, "I know that he didn't want to 

finish Lulu. He did not want to finish it and the other sketches. Everybody 

wants to finish it. Even though he died, he probably would have finished it 

before. " I thought, well, he couldn't; he died such a peculiar death. And she 

said, "But I get around it. They come. I sit down. I knock on the table. I say, 

'Alban sagt nein. '" [laughter] So she had them all. I must say I got upset when 

I read some of the biographies where they really describe her as having been 

out of her mind. They were bothered, obviously, to get this information. By 

the time I got the information— Not that I would even bother, because I don't 

like personal anecdotes like that to become official, but that's what she said. 

It's exactly what she said. And if Hartmann and Orff hadn't talked about this, it 

wouldn't have struck me so dramatically, you see. Anyway, that was another 

indelible experience. We had a couple of exchanges, postcards. I don't know 

whether I have them still. I probably do. A few years later, she died. 

SMITH 

Did you meet any of the Weberns? 



GILBERT 

I met one daughter, but that was at the Schoenbergs, Mali [Amalie]. Again, 

this was— Webern I met only as filtered through [Hans] Moldenhauer. We can 

talk about Moldenhauer another time. A very important person as far as 

manuscripts and such. So that was Vienna. I think the next day I left Vienna. I 

forget now, on that trip— I think I went back to London. Yes, I went back to 

London, and the first time I hadn't yet met Earl and Lady Harwood—the Lord 

Harwood who was a fine music patron, knew a lot about music. Later on they 

got divorced; that was a big scandal. They wanted to know about the 

Schoenbergs, and so they came to the hotel. Again, I didn't appreciate it as 

much as later. So I think maybe this is a good time to take a little break. Just to 

say that I then went back to Europe and Israel many more times. Now, Israel 

only twice more, but Europe many more times. I always went back to 

Germany, got past the threshold each time. But then I think we want to talk 

about Düsseldorf, Essen, and Kurt Jooss, because that was an important 

addition on one of the succeeding trips. 
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SMITH 

I'd like to start out today by discussing the dance contacts that you made in 

Europe. 

GILBERT 

Such as with Kurt Jooss. 

SMITH 

Kurt Jooss. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. Then after Kurt Jooss— During that whole time, I met some of the 

German dance critics, and through them some of the dancers. But the initial, I 

thought, important connection was Kurt Jooss, as far as the choreographers 

were concerned. Later on, I met some of the young German choreographers. 

The first time I met him—I don't know the exact year, I think it was in the first 

trip—was through a connection with Fritz and Elsa Cohen. Fritz Cohen wrote 



the music for the The Green Table, and Elsa was one of the main soloists in the 

early Jooss company, in the original Jooss company. And they were both at 

[the] Juilliard [School]: Fritz was the opera director and Elsa was teaching that 

kind of dance and choreography before Juilliard went completely [Martha] 

Graham and [Jose] Limón. So they had written to Jooss, and he called me 

wherever I was and invited me to come to Düsseldorf. So of course I wanted 

to go and went. We had, again, one of those instant-connection friendships 

that lasted for whatever time it did, until his death really. The very first time 

we were discussing all kinds of things: differences between Europe and 

America, in terms of the attitude of choreographers and performers. Europe 

was still very much ballet based at the time. He felt that he was very much 

ballet based, and he didn't think that The Green Table could be revived. He 

felt that it was probably going to be looked at as being dated. And there were 

already little nibbles from ballet companies in America to reconstruct The 

Green Table, and he was hesitant. Of course, I had not seen it. I had only 

known about it. Yes, I had seen excerpts from it when the Jooss company once 

came through New York, when I was still in New York, and I didn't think that it 

was that dated. 1 thought at the time that it was a classic and that it could be 

revived. Anyway, we talked about it a long time, just from what I had 

remembered. And of course, everybody who had ever seen it would 

remember the gentlemen in black, and the green table and the death figure, 

and so on. I didn't remember all the particulars, the couples and what 

happened to whom, but those strong choreographic instances were absolutely 

permanent, in my memory at least. Then I met his daughter, Anna [Markard]. 

Anna took me to the Folkwangschule, where she taught classes in the Jooss 

approach and technique. The whole Folkwangschule really was very much 

influenced by Jooss and by [Rudolf von] Laban. It was this general spirit of that 

part of the German dance development. We talked, also, a great deal about 

their time in England. They were all fluent in English, but Anna really was 

almost like an English girl, an English lady, because quite a large part of her 

childhood was at Dartington Hall. So to watch that, and to watch a private 

school like this that was mainly geared to dance and music and theater 

without pronouncing itself a conservatory or a Hochschule or anything like 

that, it was very, very interesting. Very focused, motivated students; 

interesting faculty. They were taking notation very seriously, which is a little 

bit before we delved into it quite so seriously at UCLA. Then we went back— 



Well, the Folkwangschule was in Essen; we went back to Düsseldorf, to the 

Joosses. Mrs. Jooss [Aino Siimola] was also a wonderful person. She was from 

Russia, I believe, or from Estonia or somewhere there. Beautiful woman, very 

fine dancer in her time. I didn't meet the second daughter until a few years 

later. That afternoon, coming back from Essen, there were a couple of 

students just relaxing at the Jooss house. One of them, terribly, terribly thin, 

what we now would think of as looking anorexic, was introduced to me as Pina 

Bausch. Pina was learning choreography and already was terribly, painfully 

aware of what she thought she was doing wrong. So I guess she always was, 

and still is, long-suffering in her approach to herself and to her work. It is 

interesting to look back on that, it really is, because I did follow Pina's success, 

first at the opera house in Wuppertal— That was several years down the road, 

except that it makes sense here [because] several years later I was taken by 

the critic Horst Koegler to see this work of a young choreographer at the 

Wuppertal opera house, and I'd never seen anything like it. The push and the 

suffering and the pain, etc., really, it was remarkable. It was not the kind of 

thing she brought to the Olympics. It was a marvelous staging of Iphigenia auf 

Aulis. All the singers were in boxes, I mean actual theater boxes, and the 

dancers were on stage. So the whole opera was sung from the first tier boxes 

and was danced on the stage. It was absolutely fascinating and a very real 

development, I think, of the Jooss approach, except that it more and more, 

then— Every time I saw her after that it became more hard-edged and more 

Pina Bausch. But after that first opera, I went back, I was so fascinated with it. 

She had already such a talent for duets. Now I'm back at the Jooss house. I'm 

sorry, but this excursion seemed logical somehow. Kurt was also asked, I mean 

at that time, to do the choreography for an opera. I think it was Orfeo, the 

Monteverdi. And he said, did I want to come along to the planning session? I 

said of course. Anything to learn something and to watch him work. And it was 

the typical planning session around the table with the designers and the 

conductor and the director. They had the kind of approach that I like so much 

with Gordon [Davidson] and the people around him, especially in the early 

plays we did. Everybody had an important conceptual contribution to make to 

the total. This took about three hours, and they came up with a concept, 

indeed, as to how to stage this work. When we walked out of the room and 

went to the car, Jooss sighed and said—I'll say it first in German—"Jetzt is das 

Schönste schon vorbei. " ("Now the nicest, most beautiful part is over, it's 



already gone. ") Meaning that, really, the best part of doing anything in the 

theater is the planning session where you envision all this magic. I've always 

remembered that because it's so true. Of course, that was then an obvious 

link to what do the choreographer and the composer think about theater itself 

and how one brings it about, whether it's dance theater or actual theater or 

opera theater or theater in the round or the square or whatever. And he said, 

"If one just would remember that in the theater the very best is just barely 

good enough, one could get there. " That is another thing I've usually 

remembered: When there is a choice, could we make do? I like to not make 

do, and [I'd] rather let go of something else, but get the very best. If there's a 

choice to be made. So that was a very good lesson for life. We then met 

several times after that in Europe and also in New York and in Santa Barbara, 

where he taught for a summer session. The Green Table was being revived by 

the Joffrey [Robert Joffrey Ballet], and I was in New York the very first time it 

was done. That was the year I was in New York for the year, Jooss visited me 

and invited me for the first performance. So we had dinner and went to the 

first performance, and he was very nervous and I was very nervous for him. 

And, of course, it was a very big success. Well, after I went back to UCLA, I 

thought the UCLA [Dance] Company should do part of The Green Table. They 

thought it might be interesting, and we thought we could get Kurt Jooss to 

come and stage it. And he thought so too, but then there were difficulties. I 

know there is something in my correspondence where he then suggested that 

he can't come, but that his daughter Anna had done some reconstructions and 

he recommended her very highly. And I knew he wouldn't just recommend 

her because she was his daughter. I saw her teach and I saw her at work, and 

knew that she knew. So we had Anna come and stage it at UCLA. And that 

was, I thought, a very happy situation for everybody. 

SMITH 

Which section did you stage? 

GILBERT 

We staged the green table. I mean the green table section, the diplomats. 

SMITH 

Why didn't you stage the whole thing? 



GILBERT 

We didn't have the kind of students who could do the balletic sequences well. 

Also, that was as much as the UCLA company wanted for part of an evening. I 

don't think at that point anybody wanted to stage an evening-filling, main 

work like that for what at that point was still mainly student choreography, a 

lot of student choreography, in the UCLA Dance Company. It gradually grew 

away from that, because we got more and more young faculty and other 

faculty that wished to, and should have had the chance to, present—since we 

have other avenues for student choreography. And of course, it was so nice to 

be able to recreate the score, which is still more or less a copy of the pencil 

copy. It's never been published as such or made available in a less than 

handwritten copy. Let's see if I've left anything out. No, I think that's mainly it. 

I then saw Jooss, really, up to the time that he died. He died as the result of 

another automobile accident. He was a terrible driver. I mean it was really— 

You took your life in your hands if you sat in the car when he was driving. I 

didn't mind; I always think it's much safer if I don't drive. [laughter] Anybody 

else's is safer than my driving. Although I noticed that he drove like a maniac, I 

enjoyed it. We had a good talk every time back and forth from Düsseldorf to 

Essen or from Düsseldorf to Cologne, or wherever. Later he moved to the 

Starnberger See, I believe it is, outside of Munich, and I saw him whenever I 

went to Munich. And Anna and I would get together. Anna's husband is a very 

fine theater designer, Herrmann Markard. But he gave that up just the last 

two years. I heard from— I saw Anna half a year ago, or less than that. And 

he's now painting; he's given up the theater design. I thought a little bit similar 

to what has happened to me the last few years, in that I went from music for 

dance and theater to music as such, "music per se. " And Herrmann obviously 

has gone from painting for the theater to painting as such. Although he, I 

understand, feels the same way that I do: that once one has done these things 

for the stage, the theater stays in the music for me, and I'm sure the theater 

stays in paintings for him—to have it be really genuine and authentic. 

SMITH 

Could you mention something about the German dance critics that you met? 

GILBERT 



Yes. In Germany, as was true in America, music and dance critics are often the 

same. The main dance critic in Germany's name is Horst Koegler—at least it 

was. Not that it was; his name is still Horst Koegler, but he was the main dance 

critic when I first met him. I met him because he wrote for Dance Magazine. 

We had a little correspondence going, and at that time he was the critic in 

Cologne and in that whole area of Cologne. In fact, he was the one who took 

me to Pina Bausch. He had an enormous knowledge of music; he knew all the 

people in dance; he was very much aware of what was going on. He had a 

problem in that he felt the paper didn't give him enough chance to also travel 

to America, although he had come to UCLA at one point in his travels, and 

that's where I met him. He came to watch the dance concert and was amazed 

that we pushed things together so quickly. He felt, I think rightly so, that the 

rehearsal span was too short and too explosive, which it was at the time. And I 

think it still is at times, because dancers, not having a score, still feel right up 

to the last minute that things should and can and will want to be changed, and 

therefore it doesn't quite jell sometimes until the thing is over, and they don't 

know what they have. So we had some discussions about that already at 

UCLA, and they continued in Cologne. He had me speak to some of the 

dancers there at his house. We always had very nice evenings, very informal 

evenings, and whenever— I came to Cologne several times, because it was 

always so interesting. He always invited, at that time, important young 

choreographers and composers for me to meet and for them to find out what 

was happening in America. I've always been this in-between person; wherever 

I am, I represent the other. Then a few years ago he was given the opportunity 

to become the music critic of the Stuttgarter Zeitung. That was, of course, a 

very big switch. He still also reviews dance, but the main thrust is on music. 

And at the time I thought, "How on earth does he think he can do that?" He 

had a remarkable knowledge of music, I thought, for a dance critic, but 

whether it was remarkable for a music critic was still to be discovered. Well, 

sure enough, he's doing very well. He already had the biggest record collection 

I had ever seen. I had never seen a whole houseful of them; every wall was a 

record collection from floor to ceiling. So he'd obviously done a lot of listening, 

but how much he'd actually studied or what his score reading was like I don't 

know to this day. But he writes beautifully about music. And then, of course, 

the Stuttgarter Zeitung gave him much more of a chance to travel. He's been 

to New York several times. He's been traveling in Europe wherever anything 



important is happening. The last couple of times we met in Stuttgart. So there, 

of course, was the Stuttgart Ballet and Marcia Haydee and her partner, whom 

I can't think of now. 

SMITH 

Jorge [Donne]? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no, no. That was with the— 

SMITH 

Béjart [Ballet of the Twentieth Century]. 

GILBERT 

Béjart. This is the Stuttgart Ballet. It will come to me and we'll put it in there 

[Richard Cragun]. There was all kinds of gossip flying about this connection 

and that connection, this love affair and that love affair, and I waited for them 

to really tell me about the ballet. Then I also had a chance to watch rehearsals. 

I was introduced to a very young American choreographer by the name of Bill 

[William] Forsythe, who of course in the meantime made quite a big splash in 

America with the Joffrey Ballet and did some interesting things there. He's 

doing some interesting things now, although I think he still has a lot to learn. It 

is just a big splash in many ways. He was not in good shape at the time and 

really had to scrounge for a living. He was talking an interesting choreography 

as well as doing it, so I was interested in him and came back and thought there 

was somebody who just might rise to some stature, and he's doing that. 

Although in the last year or so one hasn't heard that much about him. 

Anyway, that's a lively scene in Stuttgart. I also met a German music critic who 

also does dance by the name of Reinhard Beuth, who was first in Cologne and 

then was transferred to Munich, or rather he accepted a better position in 

Munich. One day when I was at Horst Koegler's for dinner, the phone rang and 

it was Beuth. He was saying he would like to invite me to Arabella, which was 

being done in Munich with one of the very, very best productions, best cast, 

etc. And Koegler, without asking me, said—apparently said—that it wouldn't 

interest me; I was mainly interested in new music. So when he came back and 

told me what he had said to Beuth, I said, "Oh, no, I'd love to see Arabella with 



[Dietrich] Fischer-Dieskau, and all those people. " So I had to call him back. 

And, indeed, I went to Munich to see this glorious production of Arabella at 

the Munich opera house. Then when I asked Reinhard how he was enjoying 

his new position in Munich, he said, "I can't understand the people. " Well, I 

understood the people perfectly well. They were speaking something similar 

to my dialect from Baden. In other words, the Bayerisch dialect is not that far 

removed. I had to translate, again, from some German into some German. He 

couldn't stay in Munich. It just made him very nervous to listen to what he 

thought was such faulty German. He was transferred back to Die Welt, the 

main German paper, where he still is, as the main music and dance critic. We 

keep up this contact. In fact, he was already at my new apartment in New York 

the last time he traveled with the Munich symphony to give a report 

afterwards about their American tour. [tape recorder off] 

SMITH 

Did you meet any other critics of note? 

GILBERT 

Only casually, not to have this kind of correspondence or almost working with 

them, you know, and on a professional, personal basis of pursuing what's 

happening there, what's happening here. With these two it's still a constant 

exchange. And sometimes, even when I was still living here, we would be 

together in New York and catch up on the New York scene, and my being able 

to catch up, at least in conversation, as to what was happening over there. 

SMITH 

They were relatively familiar with the New York modern dance? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, but also even more so with the music. Well, Koegler still continued to 

be very much interested in all the dance events. Beuth was getting away from 

it a little bit more, although he was still covering it. For some reason, he got 

himself terribly much interested in painting and the visual arts scene, and he's 

gradually, my guess is, gradually getting into that. This last trip he went to 

absolutely every gallery in New York, from morning to night. Even though he 

was with the orchestra, he caught only a modicum of the music and dance 



scene. So I get a whiff of a change there for him professionally. What we do 

want to talk about at some point, and what I didn't put down in the notes, is 

the Berlin-Los Angeles Festival, which is an outcome of all of these European 

connections. Because in Cologne, while I met Reinhard Beuth, I also met their 

Kulturdezernent, who is the minister of culture, I guess, for that area, by the 

name of Peter Nestler. And that will become important when we talk about 

the Berlin-Los Angeles Festival, at whatever time we talk about it. 

SMITH 

Meanwhile, your connections in the United States were expanding at the 

same time. You were invited to participate at the Rockford College Summer 

Festival in what year? Do you remember? 

GILBERT 

I should have looked that up. Well, I think— 

SMITH 

'Fifty-nine or 'sixty? 

GILBERT 

Yes, it must have been '61, I would imagine. 'Sixty, sixties. We'll have to look at 

that. I'm very good at remembering everything that happened, but not when, 

as far as the calendar goes. That's a real weakness in my left brain. [laughter] 

SMITH 

How did that come about, that invitation? 

GILBERT 

That invitation came about twofold: One, Knox Fowler, Knox and Susi Fowler 

were at UCLA. Knox Fowler was in the theater department and Susi was doing 

some beginning dance teaching in the dance department. They were just a 

delightful young couple, very knowledgeable, at the time very progressive, 

doing new things. They met Lotte Goslar through me. Then Knox got a position 

at Rockford College as professor in theater. He got together the summer 

festival, with Lotte being the main attraction and my being, whatever, not 

main, but an associate attraction. 



SMITH 

Did you come as a music director? 

GILBERT 

I came as a music, yes, as a music director, doing some lecturing, composing 

for the plays that Knox had in mind to do, and also playing for Lotte Goslar's 

concerts, because after all, I had done that many times before in my youth, 

and we both looked forward to doing this again. We all looked forward to it. 

So once in Rockford—and we'll go back to before Rockford when we talk 

about [John] Cage—we prepared for several concerts, several dance concerts. 

I did a couple of lecture- demonstrations—! think three in all—on music for 

dance, new music, and again, music for theater. Not each one separate, but a 

series of three, which developed in sequence. And then I also did a new score 

for the [Eugene] Ionesco The Bald Soprano and [Edward] Albee, The 

Sandbox and The Zoo Story. And it seems to me I did something else; that I 

would have to look up. Then Lotte did most of her repertoire over the few 

weeks that we were there. In other words, there were public performances 

and then there were the sessions with the students. Now, the three public 

lectures that I gave were alongside the teaching that I did with the students. 

And they were a delightful bunch of students. Again, here was Rockford, 

Illinois, and I had never even heard of it. In fact, the first few letters I wrote 

back, I somehow didn't even catch the spelling, and I spelled it like the cheese. 

They arrived, but I was certainly teased for a long time. Whenever anybody 

wanted to tease me, that was the quickest handle to accomplishing that. It 

was a lovely little town, tree-lined streets. The campus was both old and new. 

The old campus was in another part of town and the new campus was where 

we were, where the theater buildings were being developed. There was not 

yet a theater as such. We performed at something called the Mendelssohn 

Club, which had a stage. That was enjoyable too, just getting to various parts 

of the town, and not always being on the campus. So it was a very special 

excursion for me. 

SMITH 

Were these regular Rockford students who were attending? 

GILBERT 



That's right, yes. It was part of their curriculum, and it was a summer session. 

Now, I don't know whether there were a few out of town students, but it was 

not a national or international summer festival. It was mainly Rockford. 

SMITH 

How did you approach The Bald Soprano from a musical point of view? 

GILBERT 

I did the fireman's speech first. 

SMITH 

You set that to— 

GILBERT 

I set that to— 

SMITH 

To music as a— 

GILBERT 

Not to be sung. 

SMITH 

Sprechstimme? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. And from the rhythm of that I went to the other parts of the play. I 

sometimes do that, not to go chronologically, but to see what is the most 

important aspect of the play and then weave that all the way through, almost 

like a leitmotiv or something that can develop. And I also like to start a play 

with an overture of some kind that projects the thematic material. 

SMITH 

Did you approach it in a neoclassicist form? 

GILBERT 

Yes, more than anything else. In fact, at that time that was mainly what I did. 



SMITH 

What about the Albee pieces, The Sandbox and The Zoo Story 

GILBERT 

Well, one of them has the clarinetist, you know, and that was mainly what I 

did. The rest was very simple, natural sound, percussion effects more than a 

score. 

SMITH 

Getting back to The Bald Soprano, did you have music underlying the whole 

play? 

GILBERT 

Not the whole play, no, but sections of it. Knox was also one of these people—

I am sorry to say he was, because he died quite young of cancer—who liked to 

change things right up to the last moment in his choreography, if you will, of 

the play. And it was a challenge, if not irritating at times, to have things set 

and then have to get them unset and reset. 

SMITH 

Did you use live music, or did you record it on tape for that? 

GILBERT 

Both. I have an approach— I don't know whether we've discussed this, but I 

somehow divide the sound for theater into editorial sound and actual sound 

or functional sound. When it's editorial sound, sometimes that's nice to have 

on tape, because then you put that on locale speakers in the house. The 

functional sound I like to have on the stage, whether it is live or a radio is 

playing or whatever is the sound itself. So that division makes a difference, 

and is immediately caught by the audience as one being almost like a Greek 

chorus in sound and the other being what's really happening. 

SMITH 

How many years did you go back to Rockford? 

GILBERT 



I only did that once; that was only once, yes. I think I went through once just 

to visit Knox and Susi, but we did that festival only once. It was very highly 

concentrated. We were busy from morning to night; that was all we did. There 

wasn't that much more to do in Rockford, Illinois, although there were awfully 

nice people and dinner parties and a real sense of the university's belonging to 

the community. 

SMITH 

Another important development in your life was the invitation to participate 

in the Aspen Music Festival. 

GILBERT 

Yes, shall we skip to that? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

I first went to Aspen because I was told what a wonderful place it was. So the 

first few times, I was there simply as somebody who was listening and 

watching and observing. But in that capacity, I got to know many of the 

musicians. Lifelong friendships were formed. I can't mention them all, it's such 

a long list. Gradually I got involved in the whole concept of Aspen as being 

more of a participant, until a few years ago I was at a dinner party and sat next 

to somebody who started to ask me all kinds of questions about what I was 

teaching and what my approach was. Finally he said, "Well, you know that's all 

so interesting, you should be a part of the humanities institute [Aspen 

Institute for Humanistic Studies]. " And I said, "Well, how can you just say 

that? I mean, it takes quite a bit to get into that, I understand. " He said, "No, 

it's not difficult for me. I'm the president. " [laughter] So I realized that he 

wasn't being pompous, he was really inviting me. It was Joe [Joseph] Slater. 

And the following year I was, for the first time, a fellow at the Aspen 

Humanistic Institute. By that time, however— This was in '79, '80. 

SMITH 

But you had started going to Aspen much earlier. 



GILBERT 

I went to Aspen much earlier and went almost every year. I'm just talking 

about an official situation. Now, before then, I was very much involved, not in 

the running of the festival, but in being involved with the musicians there. 

They really treated me as an official guest. I was always given a piano; I was 

always given a pass to all the concerts; I was invited to sit in on planning 

sessions. So I was an unofficial adjunct to the festival and enjoyed that very 

much. Just for the record, I suppose the official hookup in Aspen was as a 

fellow in the Humanistic Institute, and then as resident composer a couple of 

years where Vociano was performed. Then in some workshops some of my 

other pieces were played. That all developed gradually, and I've become part 

of the official and unofficial aspect of Aspen and have loved the place. There 

are lots of things wrong with it, but I don't know of any situation where you 

can't say that. What's right with it you can't find anywhere else. The 

combination of that much music, that many interesting composers and 

conductors and musicians and students, in that kind of setting, where when 

you wake up in the morning there's the mountain, there's the snow, there's 

that beautiful scenery, that little village that used to be a silver mine village in 

the Rockies. It's unbelievable! And then, of course, also the Humanistic 

Institute where the best brains, not necessarily the musical ones, in fact not 

the musical ones but the other kind, get together and share current concerns 

and problems. The first institute I was involved in was called the executive 

seminar, which meant that the bigwigs of industry were getting together to 

share under some very powerful leaders such as Mortimer Adler, [Zygmunt] 

Nagorski, and some other people who were involved in that. One was given 

reading assignments all the way from Plato to Martin Luther King [Jr. ]. We 

had to read [Friedrich] Dürrenmatt, The Visit. We had to stage Antigone, and 

guess who had to stage it. [laughter] Well, now, you see, I had to 

stage Antigone with the head of the Harvard Law School, the head of General 

Electric, General Telephone, General Motors, Ford. 

SMITH 

Who read Antigone's role? 

GILBERT 



The solo? The Antigone character? That was the daughter of the ambassador 

to Italy at the time; I have to look up what her name was. 

SMITH 

And Creon? 

GILBERT 

Creon was a black judge from Detroit. It was quite— 

SMITH 

What about Tiresias? 

GILBERT 

Well, don't get me all involved in who did what! As a matter of fact, I'm wrong. 

Tiresias was the judge from Detroit, because he didn't want to say too much 

and he wanted to be a minority. I said, "All right, you can be the blind 

minority. " He and I had a wonderful time because we were sharing the 

difference between what he went through and what I went through. We also 

shared it with the group. And I even said to him that he has to somehow not 

see everything through the eyes of the black judge, because I also had to get 

rid of some of that. You can't continue through life like that. We had some 

really wonderful arguments, if you will, in front Of the group, as to how long 

does everything have to be treated because one wants to right things. In fact, 

that whole seminar is still very much in my bones because, number one, one 

has, I think, a certain cavalier attitude toward the industrialist, the rich 

capitalist, the people in charge of large corporations, or the head of the law 

school at Harvard. I was the token artist. I was really the person who was 

supposed to represent that whole area. Except that there was also [Leon] 

Botstein, who's the president of Bard College, who's also a violinist. So he was 

there as the president of the college, but it was very good for me to have him 

there, because he at least was also able to chime in on the art concepts. What 

I learned very quickly was not only were these interesting, cultivated, well-

educated people, not just manipulators, but what I didn't know about their 

world in comparison to what they knew about mine was embarrassing. We 

just kind of dismiss anything to do with industry. And they take a lot of pain 

and time to learn something about the humanities and the arts. They were 



very well read, quite well informed, went to the concerts as much as they 

could, and I knew nothing about their problems, really, in comparison. Surely, 

X knew something. I knew enough about certain aspects of the problems and 

the depth of what one had to work with as an industrialist from people in my 

own family, but I was really quite disturbed at how little I knew about what 

they needed to know. Not just to make money. But they were heads of these 

multinational corporations, and they were very civilized, cultivated people, not 

the way they're always being portrayed. Not only that, they knew a great deal. 

And so to direct Antigone was really quite marvelous. I put them in what is 

called a little sculpture garden right next to the Buckminster Fuller structure 

there in Aspen. And I had them collect twigs and stones and all kinds of 

material that would become percussion, so that the play had music. And they 

were making the music. So they were playing on these stones. Here was the 

judge and the president of this— [laughter] And I had a chorus, and the wives 

and other people made togas out of sheets so that they would be dressed 

somehow. And little, just little indications. The whole institute, all of the other 

people, came to watch this performance. Each institute also had to 

do Antigone, but they just read it and let it go. And ours decided to stage it. 

We had a most wonderful performance. And the music for it, with just the 

natural material— They stole knives and forks from the dining room, I mean 

borrowed, took them for the event, played on those stone statues. I still get 

Christmas cards where we remember this. 

1.22. TAPE NUMBER: XIII, Side Two (March 19, 1986) 

SMITH 

What was the general thrust of the seminar? You were discussing Plato, and 

Martin Luther King [Jr. ], Antigone. 

GILBERT 

We were discussing— Yes. There was a large book of readings going, as I say, 

all the way from Plato to current literature. Aristotle to Marx, literally. Every 

day one had an assignment. Really, an assignment such as in school, and we 

reported on it and we argued. 

SMITH 



What was this particular seminar trying to elucidate? 

GILBERT 

The seminar was to bring together thought, philosophic thought, on present-

day conditions. So that whatever the topic was, it came from the literature, 

and was naturally treated about the acute conditions of all the people in the 

seminar. So we learned a great deal about the concept, and then we learned a 

great deal about each other and general present-day problems. And it was up 

to the moderator, of course, to keep us on the track. It really had something 

to do with aesthetics, with ethics, with man-to-man, I mean mankind, 

relationships. I was sorry when it was over. I learned so much. I didn't learn 

anything from the literature; I'd read all that stuff, and so, I think, had many 

people. But the way it was approached and the way it then radiated to current 

problems and attitudes and who's in charge of the world and then who's in 

charge of your world— It was really fascinating, and very hard work. And 

Nagorski was a tough moderator. I must say here that originally I was 

scheduled to be in Mortimer Adler's seminar. I went to the so-called 

orientation session with Larry [Lawrence] Schoenberg, who happened to be in 

Aspen because the Gurre-Lieder were being done that summer. Larry and I 

looked at each other, and he said, "You don't want to be in this seminar. " I 

said, "No, I don't, but what am I going to do?" Because we both had this whiff 

of Mortimer Adler's being a dictator, and nothing but his ideas would come 

across. Also, I felt as if I were a student in college, which would have been fun 

if it had been done with a light hand. So I went to Joe [Joseph] Slater, who 

Was sitting there. I said, "I don't think I'm going to enjoy this at all. " "Oh, " he 

said, "let's do something very quickly here and let's just change it. " There was 

a space open; the Nagorski seminar didn't have enough women in it. In fact, I 

think there were only three of us. So I got an opening in that seminar. 

SMITH 

How many people were in each seminar? 

GILBERT 

Oh, I would say about fifteen, something like that. And then there were always 

a lot of auditors, who could not speak but who could sit and observe. 

SMITH 



And you met for a week? 

GILBERT 

Oh, no, we met for two weeks every day, morning session, afternoon session. 

They've shortened it since to just morning sessions and weekends. It was very 

highly concentrated. These were the so-called executive seminars. Then they 

also had seminars given by Supreme Court judges. Those seminars were called 

something something and the law—Society and the Law. And they were 

interesting also. I started then to rove around after I finished with mine to see 

what else I could learn. But I was exhausted after that seminar. Absolutely 

finished. I'm sure everybody else was too. I'm still in touch with the Nagorskis 

and with some of the people. I get Christmas cards from General Telephone of 

Salt Lake City, and so on. 

SMITH 

You had mentioned before that one of the people you had met at Aspen was 

[Krzysztof] Penderecki. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Oh, you met every composer there eventually. But you seem to be 

interested in Penderecki, so we'll talk about him. He was there because his 

mass, Utrenia, was being done that summer, and also some of his other 

compositions. In other words. Aspen usually has a famous composer in 

residence. So every year— The first years I was there—let me just back up a 

little bit— [Darius] Milhaud was always there. Milhaud was already quite 

crippled with, I think it was arthritis, and he couldn't walk. I could sit in on his 

composition classes, assisting and also just listening. 

SMITH 

Did you have a chance to talk to Milhaud? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. He was also very close to the Schoenbergs, so we had that in 

common. Yes, we often had dinner and teas. Madame Milhaud did the staging 

for the operas. Roger Sessions was there and Elliott Carter and [Aaron] 

Copland. Copland had his seventy-fifth birthday in Aspen. Not the birthday 

itself, but the celebration. There was one day when we had lunch, and I said, 



"Well, you know, Aaron, I've always loved the fact that you said in your book, 

'I'm so glad I was in my twenties in the twenties. '" And he turned to me and 

said, "Well, Pia, I'm not glad anymore. " [laughter] But it was all these 

composers who were there. Earle Brown, I mean you name them, they were 

all in Aspen. That was a wonderful way to meet other composers and to learn 

from them. Penderecki was also one of them. He also happened to live in the 

same apartment building. And there was again this quick association with 

having many things in common. His wife and children were a joy also, so it was 

a family feeling for that summer. And one morning, as a matter of fact, he 

came to the door and he said, "You've got to come to the gas station with me. 

" And I thought, "Why would I have to go to the gas station? I don't have a car. 

" Anyway, to make a very long story very short, there was a person at the gas 

station pumping gas, a young person with a fantastic basso voice. And for 

Utrenia you have to go way down the Russian basso range that nobody in 

America can usually reach. Penderecki says, "Sing this, " and he sang the note. 

The fellow sang it without any problem: down, lower, lower, lower, no 

problem. He just sang, holding this gas nozzle in his hand all the time. Anyway, 

he did sing the basso part in the mass, at least the rehearsal I remember. 

SMITH 

Was he a music student? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. I don't think he was very musically literate. It was one of these 

wonderful situations. Also, that was the summer I first heard Yo-Yo Ma play. 

He played Penderecki's cello sonata, and we both agreed that in spite of his 

name, this was the best young cellist. Because when you first heard somebody 

yelling, "Yo-Yo, come over here, " you know, it sounded odd. Now, of course, 

you can't imagine his having any other name, but when you first heard it, it did 

sound a little peculiar. That was, I think, the first time anybody heard Yo-Yo 

Ma in an official concert situation. We were all enchanted. I still am. I think 

he's marvelous. There were several such situations where one heard people 

for the first time in Aspen, because they would have just come out of either 

Dorothy DeLay's class or had just come into being. That summer was one of 

those. Penderecki is a most enjoyable person who loves living in a communist 

country as long as he's got his two or three homes, which look very palatial to 



me in photographs. Then he was also teaching at Yale [University] and was 

being generally elegantly cosmopolitan, but a national hero. And he was 

wonderful about being teased about that, as a matter of fact. He also spoke 

perfect German. He didn't mind being teased at all, because, as you know, I 

would tease him about that. I said, "That's the kind of communist I would 

want to be. " [laughter] 

SMITH 

Certainly an important person that we've alluded to many times but haven't 

really discussed in detail is John Cage. Would you tell me how you came to 

meet John Cage? 

GILBERT 

Yes, that's one of my favorite stories. [That was] before I went to Rockford. I 

realized I was to talk about present-day music and realized I had somehow 

avoided some of the then present-day aspects of music, such as chance 

operations—had dismissed it a little bit as something haphazard. And other 

approaches to music, such as if you pronounce it your music, it is; such as a 

plane going by or a bird singing outside your window. It was something I could 

not ally myself with, but I felt I certainly had the responsibility of bringing it to 

the Rockford audience in a serious way, whether I was going to do this ever or 

not. I've always felt that way, as a matter of fact. Since John Cage was the 

person who was philosophically most allied to these concepts, I decided to be 

courageous and call him up when I got to New York. Well, I must mention that 

I took my then, I guess, nine-year-old daughter to stay with my mother, and 

then would go on to Rockford from New York. At that point she was still 

getting adjusted to the new surroundings, and I was only going to be in New 

York for a week. So I did call John Cage, and he immediately said yes, of course 

he would like to talk to me about it, and let's get together. I realized that 

getting together wasn't going to be all that easy. I said, "Well, I'm staying at 

my mother's; perhaps we should just talk on the telephone. " He said, "No, I'll 

come to your mother's. " So he came that day to 110th Street, and we talked 

and talked and talked for hours and hours. My mother brought us tea and 

cookies, and he loved the tea and cookies. My mother thought that was the 

nicest young man she'd met in a long time. [laughter] It was so funny, because 

everybody thought of him as something akin to Mephistopheles, and here was 



this really lovely person. And after these hours of conversation and I had 

scribbled things down, we then said, well, we must meet again. I was ready to 

go to Rockford, and for the life of me I couldn't remember— Not that I 

couldn't remember what he said, but I didn't think X could really do a good job 

of repeating any of it. And I did stumble all the way through this in Rockford 

and apologized for what I still didn't know. I could only give them impressions, 

because really it takes a while to understand what John's operations are all 

about, what those so-called chance machines can issue and that you need to 

be connected to a certain mind-set to bring it about and to obey in a Zen-like 

fashion. So I did learn that much. But I could not somehow pull it together and 

make it mine until much later. But the friendship with John Cage just really 

blossomed and has stayed blossomed for all these years. Actually, how long 

has this been? A long time. 

SMITH 

Twenty-five years. 

GILBERT 

Twenty-five years, yes. We feel very close, and it's constant telephone 

conversations, and I think one of these so-called unconditional friendships 

where one can say anything. Not that we do, but one could. And, of course, 

with his connection to [Merce] Cunningham; that's the added friendship with 

Merce, which is different. It's just as close but different, because we talk in a 

different key somehow from the way John and I talk. 

SMITH 

Can you define that a little bit more? 

GILBERT 

I don't know whether I can, because I'm surprised I said that. I think because 

John and I are in exactly the same field. Also, we're apt to be quite 

spontaneous about what we're going to say. Merce is more objective, a little 

more— Has a little more distance toward what he's doing and what he's 

saying, although there's the same warmth. I don't mean that I'm less 

connected to Merce. It seems that I'm closer to John because of the many 

things we have in common, even though we don't do anything the same as far 



as music is concerned. We have some of the same emotional approaches 

toward some of it. Certainly not toward Beethoven. He doesn't like 

Beethoven; I love Beethoven, [laughter] He doesn't like any emotional music; I 

do. But Merce is— You know, when I say cooler, 1 don't mean less warm, I 

mean more objective. Again, the same term. 

SMITH 

Vis-a-vis your relationship or vis-a-vis his work? Or in general? 

GILBERT 

No, no, in general, his life, his work. He has a certain distance from it which 

makes him capable of overseeing the whole thing so much more coolly until 

it's right. John works intellectually also, and, of course, when you watch him 

work with his many, many papers— For instance, once he was staying in my 

house in Los Angeles and was doing a book and took out all the terms—took 

the book Finnegan's Wake and extracted all the terms that had anything to do 

with sound and music. Then he put them into a chance operation machine, so 

to speak. 

SMITH 

Which was? 

GILBERT 

Which was to arrange them according to the I Ching. And then according to 

the I Ching (or "I King" or however you pronounce it), it determined the 

sequence of the words, the size of the print, the color, if it was going to be 

used, any of those sequences, and that became the sequence of that chapter. 

SMITH 

I'm not clear on how you go from one thing, which is the I Ching, to how that 

tells you how the words are to be organized and presented. 

GILBERT 

Well, it's a very sophisticated thing; I can't say it in two sentences. It takes a 

long time to learn, like chess. There are certain rules, but then to do it with 

finesse— I wouldn't begin to try to probe it, let alone explain it, because you 

really have to do it. And I don't do it. I would not obey that machine if I didn't 



think it was going to represent me. So there is some vanity there that he 

doesn't have, you see. Once it's his material being manipulated by the I Ching, 

then that's his work. His sense of what is beautiful, what is pleasing, and 

makes him happy is very often a coincidence of what happened. It's very 

touching to see, you know, when he starts beaming. 

SMITH 

I presume he probably also talked about Schoenberg to some degree? 

GILBERT 

Oh, indeed, indeed. I think that was, perhaps, if not the most profound 

impression, one of the most profound impressions in his life. And, of course, I 

knew him when Mrs. [Gertrud] Schoenberg was still alive, and we visited her 

quite a few times together. She once told me to tell him to stop inventing and 

go to work. I gave him that exact message, and he said, "Tell Mrs. Schoenberg 

I'm going back to work. " [laughter] Now, I don't think it changed anything in 

what he was doing, but I think he had the feeling that, you know, turn out 

more music, which got him back again to that after the many other kinds of 

writings and the work with [Marcel] Duchamp, " and so on. I have a wonderful 

little book at home which is Cage and Duchamp playing chess, having recorded 

by contact microphones all the moves of the chess game. There are pictures 

and a regiving of the conversation during the chess game. It's out of print; it 

was, I think, just the one printing. It's quite beautiful and very interesting to 

listen to. 

SMITH 

There was also the dance connection which you'd mentioned in terms of 

Merce Cunningham, or alluded to. You must have discussed the composing for 

dance at length, I would imagine. 

GILBERT 

Not so much with Merce. Really, with Merce I've mostly discussed, or learned 

about, his work. And I think Merce has always seen me as part of the dance 

world even more than part of the music world, for some reason. And of 

course, he's been to UCLA quite a few times. The very first time he came, as I 

mentioned before, there were something like fifty people in the audience. 



Now when he comes, wherever he goes, he fills the houses. To me that's not 

necessarily the mark of success. But it's been wonderful to see the 

development of Merce Cunningham over the years from the very stark, very 

hard-edged approach to the chance operations, to what now looks in many 

ways like quite lyrical Cunningham, but still using some of the same 

approaches. Both with the video camera—I mean choreographing for the 

camera, not recording by camera. The gradual development to this point has 

been most enlightening, and it makes me very happy to see what's happening 

now. I mean, I've been happy all along, but it's marvelous to see this softening 

of style without giving in to anything that might be, in quotes, "pleasing to the 

audience. " 

SMITH 

I wonder, when Cage composes music for dance, is he composing it for the 

dance or to be played along with the dance? 

GILBERT 

To be played, yes. This is, I think, by now common knowledge, that their work 

coexists, and that the only thing they know about it before they get the work 

together is the length and maybe the title. Then they both work according to 

their chance operations. And the piece gets together, at times much to the 

dismay of the dancers, somehow shortly before the dress rehearsal. Certain 

pieces, such as How to Pass, Kick, Fall, and Run, where John Cage was sitting at 

the side of the proscenium arch and was reading anecdotes—where 

sometimes the anecdotes were more interesting than anything that could be 

happening on the stage—made the dancers feel that they weren't being 

observed. Or other times, when there would be very loud or very soft or very 

what-have-you sounds coming into the auditorium that were seemingly 

unrelated' to the action. But since the two had worked together for so many 

years, I don't think it was really unrelated. And so many, again the word, 

coincidences came about; it must have been because of that relationship. 

SMITH 

Have you ever been tempted to compose music for dance without knowing 

anything about the choreography? 

GILBERT 



No, never. It wouldn't interest me. I'm interested in their doing it. Again, you 

see, I can be very much involved in what somebody else is doing from the 

point of view of finding it fascinating, but not wanting to do it. I don't have to 

do something I'm interested in. I have to do what I need to do and be true to 

what I need to do as my own artist. 

SMITH 

Well, what did chance theory mean to you at first when you were trying to 

grapple with it after you had that conversation with him? 

GILBERT 

Oh, it meant a philosophic approach to something, a cerebral approach to 

something, not necessarily making music. It took me a long time to get to that. 

At first I thought that John was really more of a philosopher and an inventor 

than a musician. And the more I found out, not only what he knew about 

music and that he was a very good pianist at one point— Really, he did this 

not by default or by any other means, but this was interesting to him because 

of his work in Japan with [D. T. | Suzuki and in India and his whole Zen 

readings. The living of that philosophy got him into this. Probably the only way 

one should get into it is to have that philosophic base where one can manage 

it artistically and emotionally and mentally. The more I learned about it, the 

more I could tune in on it and read it as an artistic, musical undertaking as well 

as an intellectual one. It took me a while, however, to tune in on his not 

wanting any value judgment, on his being completely aloof to "This is better 

than that" or "This is more beautiful than that. " In fact, he found almost 

everything beautiful that he was commenting on. Even if it was graffiti, which I 

found ugly. No matter how I looked at it, I didn't find it beautiful, but I could 

see that he did. Or we would go to an art gallery where— I remember one we 

went to where all the pictures were legal pads like this, but ten feet high and 

that many feet wide and in exact reproduction. And I said, "Well, I'm tempted 

to write on them. " We both got a little bit hysterical because the lady from 

the gallery heard that and came over immediately to see if I was going to 

deface the painting. [laughter] But we had very distinctly different approaches 

to perception of certain aspects of life. I never thought that birds singing 

outside of my window was my composition. And, of course, he's gotten away 

from that a little bit also. Then he also was very much concerned that no one 



should be owning any property. That takes me to a little anecdote at Earle 

Brown's house. I got there in the taxi— That whole story is told in Cage's diary, 

and I don't want to get into that now because that can be read anywhere. I 

think this story's also told in one of the later diaries. I got upset when this 

conversation kept on going about how one should not own anything. And I 

said, "Well, it's very easy for you to say this, but you do feel very strongly 

about owning property when it's been taken away from you. " And it 

somehow got into the whole German refugee situation and how one feels lost 

when one has lost property. So I suppose I sounded rather impassioned about 

it. It was not that I wanted to protect people's belongings, but I certainly did 

not think that it was natural for people not to own anything. And just as I was 

coming to the end of this—to me it was beginning to get a little embarrassing, 

because I couldn't get out of it— Earle and Carolyn's, Carolyn Brown's, cat 

came and started to march across the living room, and sat on a pile of 

cushions that were so obviously hers. "My cushion!" There couldn't have been 

a better example of what it meant to a living being to— That's mine! So the 

cat won my argument. John also put that into one of the diary anecdotes. I 

think he certainly still feels very strongly that there should be no nations. That, 

of course, would eliminate wars and certainly prevent us from having a 

nuclear one. His political idealism is as intact as it always was. It switches a 

little bit, the variations on the theme, but that's his main concern. Of course, 

he was very close to Buckminster Fuller. There was another person we had in 

common. I think he's just altogether one twentieth-century giant. I can't see 

him any other way: an original, an American original. I think a person, a mind 

like that, could only flourish in America. 

SMITH 

Why do you say that? 

GILBERT 

Because it has that kind of independence. It has that kind of courage of— Not 

"me against the world, " but "I have to tell you what I believe, " which is, I 

think, that kind of American independence that I find enormously endearing 

and feel very protective toward that it stay, that it please stay intact. Because 

you don't find it much anywhere else. 

SMITH 



You've talked a little bit about his beliefs, and you've probably discussed them 

with him a lot, but what about your beliefs? What do you say to him from your 

side of the fence? 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't have to say that much. What I do and think is very obvious. My 

cards are on the table all the time, both when I'm teaching and when I'm 

composing, when I'm writing and when I'm talking. We don't have to argue; he 

knows exactly where I am. He also knows that I am somewhat of a paradox 

who will do, if you will, avant-garde kind of material when it's asked for, when 

I'm asking for it, and who lives a fairly conservative life. I will just have done 

perhaps a very interesting, completely out-of-left-field concert, and then ask 

people to my house and the table is set just so, with porcelain and silver and 

nineteenth-century what-you-will. Perhaps that kind of approach to living. I 

love the combination. I don't want to have a one-way—I don't want to have 

life in one key. So I'm not easily described in one adjective. And I think John 

absolutely wouldn't want to change it. 

SMITH 

Do you sympathize with his anarchist opinions? 

GILBERT 

I find it interesting. We have not argued, but discussed that aspect of one 

government overthrowing another. What has happened every time is that the 

next one has just become the next dictator, every so often. It's not always that 

you fight the previous one in order to improve, but you fight the previous one 

in order to get his power. I mean, look at history. That isn't the way it has to 

be, but that's the way it often has been. Again, I would prefer to bring about 

change in a more organic way rather than in an overthrowing way. "And I 

think he may or may not agree, but we listen to each other; you know, we 

don't need to win an argument. 

SMITH 

You've mentioned a couple of times that you've never used chance 

operations. 

GILBERT 



Oh, I've used it in class to put students through it. I have not used it in my 

compositions. 

SMITH 

Why not? 

GILBERT 

It's not part of my temperament. I think perhaps I'm not able to give up 

control. You do have to give in to, if you're doing it authentically— Then, first 

of all, you have to know more about it than many of us do. Many people who 

do do it don't know enough about it, I feel. And secondly, I like to be in control 

of what the next phrase or the next theme or the next development is, be 

responsible for it, feel that if it's beautiful I did do it and if it isn't beautiful I did 

it. Naturally, you don't know where the inspiration comes from half the time, 

but I feel it came from within me, or from without me, but from somewhere 

that has to do with my having made that decision about the next little black 

dot I put down. I would not enjoy putting myself in the hands of the I Ching or 

whatever other chance operation machine I would be using. But, of course, I 

have felt responsible for sharing some of the approaches with the students. 

We've done some little etudes along those lines, and they have always found 

it difficult to present something that was seemingly theirs, that they then had 

to be responsible for, even though it wasn't really theirs. Whether it was an 

inspired, interesting piece or not. 

SMITH 

This is in the music classes? 

GILBERT 

Yes, in the music classes. Also, for a while some years ago, Carol Scothorn and 

I taught the choreography classes together, and we did it in those classes from 

the point of view of movement. 

SMITH 

Did you use the I Ching as your machine? 

GILBERT 



No. We used other kinds of "machines, " such as putting little slips of paper 

with directions in a hat or in a bowl. You took them out as in a lottery, and you 

obeyed the sequence of what you took out of the hat, for instance. That's one 

of the simplest approaches. And then [there are] more complex approaches. 

SMITH 

Certainly Cage has many other ideas besides chance operations. Have you 

found in solving your creative problems that some of his musical ideas have 

been of value to you? 

GILBERT 

I think more, to use Rollo May's expression, the courage to create and the 

courage to see something through. But also we talked a great deal about 

silence and the value of silence in this part of the century. I think it did provide 

another sense of what Is available. I learned that silence is very rarely that, but 

that natural noises that occur when you simply don't play music, if those 

noises are in your piece, then they're part of the composition. Sometimes I let 

that happen. In a dance concert it's difficult, because when the music stops, 

the audience wakes up to the fact that the music stopped, rather than to 

thinking it's now a work in silence. So I have learned to not just let the noises 

happen, unless it's a theater piece, I mean a dance theater piece, a music 

theater piece. I have learned to create the equivalence of silence by 

depressing a tone cluster on the pipe organ or filling the space with white 

sound, white noise, through an electronic tape. That creates a very nice 

vacuum, and the audience does not feel the music stopped. The audience 

feels silence, even though that's not silence either. You don't really have 

silence, but it's the best equivalent of silence that I've been able to come up 

with. 

SMITH 

To what degree have you influenced Cage's thinking in music? 

GILBERT 

I don't think at all. I can't imagine that I would have influenced him. I think we 

occasionally talk about how to bring things about. He's now writing an opera, 

and we've been talking about that. Should he or shouldn't he? This is a daily 



yes/no. But not to influence what he's doing. I don't think anybody influences 

him that way. I certainly wouldn't want that responsibility. It's not something 

that I think either of us would know. We do talk a great deal, and I'm always 

so pleased because he's so involved. He was also involved with the bringing up 

of Vivian. It wasn't just what you write, but what's happening in one's life. I 

think every time I sneezed, he'd come over and make sure it's all right. He's a 

very, very warmhearted, concerned human being. It's just never written up. 

And he's quite emotional; he even cries easily when something is beautiful or 

when he gets moved. For instance, I played him— He wanted to hear Larry 

[Lawrence] Schoenberg's and Ernest Fleischmann's speeches on my, quotes, 

"graduation" from UCLA. When I next looked around, he was just dissolved; he 

was so moved by hearing all these speeches. I thought he would go to 

Washington to watch Cunningham getting the presidential citation at the 

Kennedy Center. He said no, he couldn't go; he would have to wear a tuxedo. 

That wasn't what he was going to do. Also, I think it was not being there with 

[Ronald] Reagan. I said, "Well, you're not going to be there for Merce's—" 

"No, " he said. They were going to send Carolyn Brown, who was, after all, the 

prima donna assoluta for a great many years. And he said, "I think I'll just stay 

home and cry watching. " We laughed about it, but I wouldn't be surprised. He 

gets very emotional about things that are moving to him. But it can also be 

something like a fruit salad that is beautiful. It doesn't have to be a— Again, 

that is where we make—"we"—I think most of us—have a more hierarchical 

approach to what is really important or what is really beautiful, and he can be 

as emotional about the fruit salad, let's say, as about something that we 

would consider important happening. There's something, I guess, very young 

about him that way, almost childlike—and he's going to be seventy-five next 

year. 

SMITH 

Would you allow students in your class to use chance operations to develop a 

piece? 

GILBERT 

Of course, if they do it with dedication. I don't not allow anything that is done 

seriously. I just can't imagine their wanting to undertake something without a 

dedicated approach, whether I believe in that approach or not. But when 



they're doing it, I will not—like John Cage—not use value judgments. I will use 

value judgments and go over it with the student as to why this is wonderful, 

awful, good, bad, just nice, or needs work, or don't undertake this, you're not 

ready. 

SMITH 

But isn't that using one set of criteria to judge something that's—? 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know. I don't think that he equates the fact that chance 

operations are not to be judged. He doesn't judge them. You see? For 

instance, Earle Brown uses chance operations, Morton Feldman uses chance 

operations; I don't think they want them not to be judged. It's not that in itself 

that causes the other, but I think when you are devoted to the philosophy it 

causes it. So it does hang together for John Cage. In other words, the chance 

operations and the not judging. What he does mind, and where he did get 

angry once, was in Holland where the musicians felt, well, they were doing 

John Cage, so they could do anything. And they had not prepared what they 

were going to do with the directions that were given to the orchestra. He got 

very cross about that incident, and I think from then on he became a little bit 

more judgmental. Certainly about the rehearsals. 
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SMITH 

Continuing our discussion about the shape of music in the post-World War II 

period, one of the things that developed was really an attack on unity of form. 

[Pierre] Boulez explicitly did, I think, and in some respects [John] Cage was 

moving in that direction. [Karlheinz] Stockhausen. A lot of it took the form of a 

critique, and a very severe critique, of Schoenberg in particular. Here you 

were, really quite devoted to Schoenberg and moving in these circles, in a 

sense part of these circles. 

GILBERT 

The criticism of Schoenberg didn't last long. Boulez, indeed, said in '51 when 

Schoenberg died, "Schoenberg is dead and so is his music, " which was quite a 



statement. But the next thing I knew was Boulez at the Schoenberg house 

talking— That's when I first met him. I think that's when I first met him, talking 

with Mrs. [Gertrud] Schoenberg and her teasing him about what he said. She 

was never very careful about what she said. And he [was], if not apologizing, 

smiling about it. I also saw Stockhausen at the— In fact, I received him there 

at the Schoenberg house; I think he was there partly out of curiosity and 

wanting to see the Schoenberg Room. That was a whole evening that was 

absolutely like a bad play. 

SMITH 

In what sense? 

GILBERT 

Well, he was late and had come from [Richard] Neutra's house. He came with 

Mrs. [Marta] Feuchtwanger, and he had to go somewhere, had to go back to 

Neutra's. He wanted to just kind of barrel through the Schoenberg visit. She 

had invited some other people, and there was a bad feeling. He had also come 

with a girlfriend, and Trude didn't know that he wasn't coming with his wife. I 

mean, there were all kinds of "bad vibes, " as the kids would say. And then 

when he wanted to see the Schoenberg Room, Trude said, "Well, there is no 

time, you're too busy. You're going to have to go back to Neutra's, and if 

you're going to see the room you have to take your time. " It was that kind of 

an evening. Larry [Lawrence] Schoenberg thought that wasn't nice, and he did 

take him into the room. So the air got thicker and thicker. But the criticism of 

Schoenberg by The people who were now trying to explode the boundaries of 

the system, going into the serial aspects of it— Of course, Webern had done 

that already. I think that was an initial push away from — And it took the form 

of "Schoenberg is dead, " etc. Boulez also said that about opera. He said that 

about several things when he was first making various splashes. But Boulez 

has never been one to be consistent about what he said or what he did, and I 

think that makes him so interesting. I just find him always fascinating in what 

he's doing now. He doesn't have to hook up with what he did then. I was 

rather dismayed to read in the Sunday New York Times the critique of his 

latest piece [that said], "Boulez is now completely technologically oriented, 

and what if Beethoven had been that way?" Which is such a stupid— 

SMITH 



A critique of Répons? 

GILBERT 

Of Répons. Just really quite vicious. I don't know that the push was against 

form. I think the push was toward open forms, rather than manipulated, 

traditional ones. Earle Brown has pieces called Available Forms [1 and 2], 

where some chance operations are happening in the performance and you 

have two conductors with the orchestras. This is also true of some of Boulez's 

pieces, not necessarily the two orchestras, but certain signals refer to certain 

constellations in the music and they may happen at various points. So of 

course the form is not determined from the beginning. But indeterminacy, 

both in composition and in performance, was a preoccupation for a while. In 

some instances it still is, but I think it's already again being taken over by 

another approach. His spiraling that one observes— I don't know exactly what 

Stockhausen is doing these days, but his Zodiac piece that was performed in 

the park last year, or two years ago I think it was, has these aspects. The 

audience travels from one performance group to another, and much of it is 

determined and much of it is indeterminate. And that, of course, makes a new 

form; it doesn't get rid of old forms so much. In my opinion. 

SMITH 

I would think that indeterminacy of form is something that's very difficult to 

handle—I'm not sure if that's the right word—to deal with in an academic 

situation. 

GILBERT 

Well, it's difficult to deal with because it's elusive. In other words, if we worry 

again about value judgments, and indeterminacy means you're doing it this 

way now and you're doing it that way tomorrow, then how does one evaluate 

the work other than will it work today and will it work tomorrow? It certainly 

is introduced into the academic teaching situation as something that is 

happening. I wouldn't leave it out because It's slippery, [laughter] There are 

many things that are somewhat slippery that one nevertheless has to share. 

SMITH 



What about in terms of your composition? The dance has a form, but does the 

music for dance have a form? 

GILBERT 

Not on its own when I do it. There are very few dance pieces of mine that are 

performable without the dance. For a long time I didn't mind. The one piece of 

mine that is a success as a piece—and was close, I think, to a failure as a work 

for dance—was Transmutations, which is one of my more successful 

compositions. But once I got to that organ, and the organ and percussion, the 

piece took off. And although it was written with Carol Scothorn's very 

interesting choreography in mind, it overwhelmed it. It did exactly what I 

always preach not to do: It stood on its own, and it swallowed some of the 

really important dance sections. But I had some of my own musical integrity to 

protect at that point, because not only was the piece written for the dance, it 

was commissioned by the American Guild of Organists, five hundred of whom 

came to the dance concert. And again, without the dance I may not have come 

to the most interesting aspect of that piece, which was asking Tom [Thomas F. 

] Harmon how we could get the pitchless sound. Have we discussed this 

before? 

SMITH 

No, we haven't discussed Transmutations. 

GILBERT 

I wanted a sound that would become something like a hurricane in the 

auditorium. He said, "Well, you can't do that on the organ. If one could do it, 

one would have to remove a whole series of organ pipes. " And I apparently lit 

up [laughter] and said, "Why don't we remove a whole series of organ pipes?" 

So we removed a whole series of organ pipes and got my hurricane. 

SMITH 

That's something that has to be experienced live, isn't it? 

GILBERT 

Well, it's recorded. 

SMITH 



But the recorded experience— 

GILBERT 

The recording does not do it justice because you're not in that sound. But it 

does regive the sound, as one of course can hear it on the recording. The 

important aspect of that sound when it's done live is that it envelops the 

auditorium, and you are in this pitchless wheeze that is quite strong. Then the 

organ comes back again, and, of course, those particular notes had to be left 

off in the composition. 

SMITH 

How did Carol Scothorn respond to what you were doing? 

GILBERT 

Well, she was getting more and more disturbed during the rehearsals, and I 

was getting more and more rigid. It was the one time I think our collaboration 

was not ideal. I felt sympathetic, but unbending. As I said, the piece took over. 

It's a successful piece, as a piece of music. I gave into its coming about and 

gave up my idealized concept that music for dance has to be a service to the 

dance. 

SMITH 

Do you try to achieve a unity to the music for dance? In many cases, the music 

for dance consists of little bits and pieces. Not always, of course, but in some 

cases. 

GILBERT 

Quite often, yes. 

SMITH 

Which may have very distinct characters: tempi, tonality, and so forth. Within 

that context, how do you shape the music so it has a unity that supports the 

unity of the choreography? 

GILBERT 

I don't aim for that. I think I have a natural sense of form that helps me. I'm 

blessed with that. So even though the piece may be kaleidoscopic, I don't 



think it's ever so far afield one section to another that it doesn't finally hang 

together. Even though it may be sporadic and stylistically different, within its 

own context, it's— I don't know of a piece where I would feel that it doesn't 

have this unity, even if the unity has several approaches simultaneously or in 

quick sequence. I think they usually made sense in light of what was 

happening on the stage, so that you didn't feel that they were just splotches 

of music, unless splotches of music were indicated. I think the form was a 

given by the sequence of the theater work or the dance work. 

SMITH 

And your "music per se" pieces: Bells has an open form, but it still has a unity 

to it, a very strong unity. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I hope so. As I say, it's not something I strive for as much as I am pushed 

by my own sense of form. There are several completely diverse styles in that 

piece, but also I bring back the very beginning. Not just because I needed to 

bring back the cows, but because I had to bring back that style. And there are 

several sections— The same thing with Vociano: it's diverse also, but the 

beginning, the opening section, reappears, reappears, reappears right up to 

the end. And it's the material that— I don't want to say "glues" it together, 

because it's not supposed to be pasted together. It's supposed to develop 

organically—again that word. Even though the components are different, the 

general material will bind 

SMITH 

The concept holds it together. 

GILBERT 

That's what I'm hoping, that the concept will hold it together. And again, it's a 

theater concept. 

SMITH 

Another vocal piece of yours which I wanted to discuss is Food, which is a John 

Cage text. 

GILBERT 



Yes. 

SMITH 

How did that come to be written? 

GILBERT 

Well, it has a little history. I was asked by my publishers, [C. F. ] Peters 

[Editions], to judge a composition contest. It was women composers. Now, a 

red flag goes up for me when I hear women composers, women anything. I 

feel anybody is supposed to be a composer. They don't say men composers. 

And I mind the distinction, even though I know it's helpful. I don't like any kind 

of segregationist approach to music or musicians or composers, or what have 

you. I'm sorry that there are so many modern music festivals. I feel that 

modern music should be integrated into music programs and that people 

should not be comfortable and make it convenient for themselves to have a 

little segregated festival and get rid of it that way. I also feel that any one of 

those pieces would be better flanked by two of a different century. So given 

this prelude to how I wasn't going to judge the women composers, I did get a 

little, very benign pressure from Peters to judge it with another "woman 

composer" whom I like very much, Ursula Mamlock. Also, the reward for 

judging it would be a publication by Peters of a vocal work of my choosing. 

John [Cage]'s seventieth birthday was coming up, or had just happened, and 

the Cal Arts [California Institute of the Arts] Festival had asked for a piece. 

Anyhow, all these situations drew together. I was sitting with John and Merce 

[Cunningham] having dinner, and I said, "I would like to use one of your texts. 

May I use one of your texts?" And he said, "Yes, of course, any one. " He said, 

"You just have to get permission from the publisher. " You see, he would give 

me permission, but I also had to get it [from the publisher]. We were having a 

macrobiotic dinner. John and Merce have turned to macrobiotic food for the 

last few years, and are thriving on it, both of them. They are nice and slim; 

John hasn't had arthritis since, and Merce's general physical condition has 

improved. They are just swearing by this diet. But it's not an easy diet to 

prepare or consume, although much of it is really quite delicious. I had heard 

of it before because Rudi [Rudolf] Kolisch was on it also, and so I was not not 

acquainted with it, because I had cooked it for Rudi. In John's diaries and in 

some of his books, the article on "what are we eating, where are we eating" 



appears quite often. And also his description of the macrobiotic diet appears 

in another book. And it gave me the idea—I don't know when it happened, 

some thinking about it—that that's what I would use. I would take excerpts 

from before the macrobiotic diet and after the macrobiotic diet. That's how 

this came about. Really, I had a lot of fun writing that piece. Then I gave it to 

Marvin Hayes and Susan Judy at Cal Arts. It was written for baritone, soprano, 

piano, and snare drum. When they started to rehearse it, they called me up 

and said, "We can hardly rehearse this, we're laughing so much. " I thought, 

"Well, all right. " [laughter] It's being perceived as humorous, but it was also 

very difficult to do. The balance between the piano, the snare drum, and the 

two voices wasn't easy. We had to almost stage it to get it into the right 

perspective. The recording I have from that performance favors the snare 

drum more than it should be favored. But that was a joyous thing to do. John 

came to one of the rehearsals, and I hadn't even seen him. I looked around, 

and this time he was laughing so the tears were running down his cheeks. 

Again, he was getting emotional about it, but not— It was just that kind of 

really good laugh. 

SMITH 

Because it was a Cage text, did you treat it in a kind of Cageian manner? 

GILBERT 

No. No, I didn't. It's Gilbert, whatever that means. Again, going with the text, 

going with the structure and the rhythm of the words. A couple of times it 

sounds as if he's longing for the other food. Also, the fact that, in spite of the 

macrobiotic diet, he now and then has a glass of vodka and some wine, and 

feels he is entitled to a little sinning, is part of the text. By the very same thing, 

when Marvin Hayes met John Cage for the first time, he came running down 

the corridor and said, "Please let me change my interpretation. Now that I've 

heard his voice, I can do his voice. " I said, "No, I don't want you to do his 

voice. I want you to do yours. " But there is always that temptation to make it, 

as you say, Cagey or Cageian. 

SMITH 

Cagey may be better. [laughter] 

GILBERT 



Yes. 

SMITH 

Another aspect of the Schoenberg heritage and also the post-Second World 

War period is the independence of the elements in the composition, melody 

and rhythm separating, and the Klangfarbenmelodie concept. Have you been 

influenced by those ideas? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think that has influenced me. I do enjoy sound for sound's sake. It's 

helped me a great deal in the theater scores. I'm fascinated by what makes 

what sound. I don't care if it's in a conventional instrument. And I don't care if 

one doesn't ordinarily combine those instruments. I will. From the sounds of 

the prepared piano on up or down to twigs, to somebody singing into a leaf 

from a tree outside—which I've used. I find that kind of availability, that kind 

of liberation, very much home for me. Combination, Klangfarben combination, 

clusters, disembodied sounds, disembodied material that just hangs there and 

will appear or reappear or will emerge and submerge, I love that; that's very 

much a part of my vocabulary. 

SMITH 

Your vocabulary, your approach, has developed over the years. Game of Gods, 

I think, is more or less neoclassicist. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, and quite conventional in a way. It wasn't at the time. 

SMITH 

At that time, contemporaneously with that, were you also composing a more 

avant-garde kind of music? 

GILBERT 

No, I think that was the style that I was using at the time. I do think it's 

interesting to watch the development from there to now. Although I haven't 

taken such enormous jumps, it still—by subtle increments it became looser 

and looser. 



SMITH 

Is that partly also because of the changes in dance choreography and dance 

thinking? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I'm sure, yes. Partly that, and also partly the change in general, the 

loosening of the barriers. But as I said before, my sense of form doesn't allow 

me to loosen them completely; I do have to put them into a configuration. 

SMITH 

Game of Gods uses a lot of percussion instruments, xylophones, 

metallophones. 

GILBERT 

Metallophones, xylophones, drums; even the harp is used as a percussion 

instrument. I used two pianos, both conventionally and unconventionally; 

flute. I forget the exact voices. I think perhaps it's in some ways— As 

somebody said walking into the hall, "Bartók could have used this. " It is 

somewhat Bartókian. 

SMITH 

What about Orffian? Were you influenced by Carl Orff? 

GILBERT 

More by his thinking than by the music itself. Although I've been known to use 

ostinato when it's indicated, it's not something I use more than it's needed for 

choreography. Also, his material is really much more conservative than I have 

ever used. 

SMITH 

I was wondering, in terms of Game of Gods, is there a residual Henry Cowell 

influence that's—? 

GILBERT 

Very possibly, very possibly. I think it's not as imaginative as some of Henry 

Cowell's material, in my mind. It's more settled. I do feel strong gratitude to 



Cowell and the loosening of the tone clusters and the approach to percussion 

and the approach to the piano and to free-flowing melodic material. I don't 

think Game of Gods would be as good an hommage à Cowell as perhaps some 

of the later works. 

SMITH 

Such as? 

GILBERT 

Well, in fact, Transmutations and Spirals and Interpolations, but really not 

consciously. I do know why you are asking this question. Yes, I see that I was 

pushed by him, without his pushing me; the doors were opened, yes. 

SMITH 

There's also the aspect that there's a natural development out of your music 

for dance in New York. Just the kinds of, as you put it, "crazy things" that you 

do, like playing the windows. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, yes. 

SMITH 

In your own mind, were you progressing in a kind of step-by-step manner 

from that start? 

GILBERT 

I've never been terribly self-observing; it's only questions like this that make 

me do that. Yes, from playing the Venetian blinds to putting that kind of sound 

where I could get it into the orchestra pit; from singing into leaves or grass to 

getting that sound on kazoos, I do think that— What was the question 

exactly? That the development was — 

SMITH 

A step-by-step— 

GILBERT 



Well, sometimes two steps forward and one back, which is a processional 

that's still done in Germany. They go literally two steps forward and one back 

to make it more painful to get to the goal. I sometimes take a jump forward 

and then realize that in order to shape it, I have to take another step back and 

then go forward again. But it's not all that conscious. I think it's again that 

sense of shape, that sense of drama that doesn't always allow me to light and 

to stay there without fiddling with it. 

SMITH 

Have you ever looked at your work, at points in your life, and said, "Oh, god—

" 

GILBERT 

"Why am I doing this?" 

SMITH 

"Why am I doing this?" 

GILBERT 

I do that all the time. Every time I do something, I say, "Oh, god, why am I 

doing this?" [laughter] I always somehow feel that it's like giving birth: it's 

always that sense of anticipation and being pregnant with a work, and then 

the painful labor and those first few weeks of getting it into being, and then 

gradually also allowing it to live its own life. That's the hard part, letting go, 

letting go of the control and allowing it to develop. I think the parallel may 

limp a little, but it's something like that. 

SMITH 

You mentioned just a minute ago that you were more impressed by Orff's 

ideas than by his music. What was it in his ideas that you liked? 

GILBERT 

Well, the whole concept of the Schulwerk and how that material is built into 

his compositions. But I think his compositions are not as interesting as what's 

behind them. They are attractive, certainly, Carmina Burana and the operas, 

but I get a little impatient with the driving ostinati, which become very 



seductive and very accessible, of course. So the outcome I don't think is as 

interesting as the process. 

SMITH 

I have been meaning to ask you this question: When you went to meet Orff, 

you were going to meet one of the few notable German composers who 

remained, who in fact actually made a splash, during the Nazi period. His fame 

was built up partly no doubt because the Nazi regime felt there was 

something in his music that was sympathetic to what they were doing. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Did you have any feelings about that? 

GILBERT 

I did have, because I was also reminded of this by [Karl Amadeus] Hartmann. 

He said, "You are going to have a little problem because—" Well, he didn't put 

it, "Orff, unlike me—" But it was obvious that Hartmann was a kind of heroic 

figure in retrospect, and Orff— I don't think he was ever a Nazi, but he 

certainly didn't go against it. And he brought it up; he brought it up. It was 

something that had disturbed him, but there was no way he could stop it. 

When you are a composer you have to compose. It's true. When you are an 

actor you have to act. It's a little like the Mephisto film, some of this. 

SMITH 

Klaus Mann's point was that the actor, in order to act, had to do more than 

act. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

He had to become a police agent— 

GILBERT 



Yes. I don't know that it went that far with Orff. I didn't find any material that 

said any more than he was a composer. It never quite said that he was a 

national socialist. I don't even know that he belonged to the party. He may 

have. Anyway, that was a gray area, and I think we both felt we had to do 

something about it. He didn't apologize; he didn't have to apologize to me. But 

he did try to clarify, and I just kind of dropped it, because I would have felt 

very uncomfortable. What was I doing talking to Orff if I'm going to feel that 

way? But I wasn't going to talk to an ex-Nazi; I was going to find out about this 

Schulwerk. And the truth is that after the war, apparently, this did a lot of 

good as rehabilitation and was then used therapeutically in other countries. 

SMITH 

There were plans for a while for starting an Orffschulwerk in the United 

States. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Did he propose that to you? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was already in the United States when I met him. It was being taught 

in Indiana and in Illinois. And it was going to go to Bellflower, California. Of all 

places—Bellflower. I don't know why. And it did go to Bellflower. Then Bob 

[Robert B. ] Haas, who was in charge of the arts and humanities in [UCLA] 

Extension, said that he would like me to do it. I didn't say no right away. I 

thought it might be better than nothing, the little I did know, to teach it to 

teachers. Then I got a little more disturbed because I felt I really hadn't had 

the proper preparation for it. However, there was a workshop going on at the 

Westlake School. I went up there and "taught, " in quotes, a session, and the 

people who were there from the Orffschulwerk thought it was wonderful, so I 

was encouraged some more. But then I was rescued by getting pneumonia. 

[laughter] I never did do the course. 

SMITH 



How did you deal with the whole aspect of using the national folk music as the 

base? 

GILBERT 

Well, I was going to use American folk material. Even though it wasn't my folk 

material, I certainly had no problem. I knew enough by then about children's 

songs—after all, I was bringing up an American child—and had heard enough, 

I knew how to start it. Even without that pentatonic material that was always 

part of the Orffschulwerk, and movement and the playing of the 

instruments— I was going to do it my way, even though— I had those 

discussions with Orff about, "Can you use the piano?" "No, you can't; yes, 

maybe you can, your way. " Those letters, I think some of them, are already in 

the archives. I was going to do it somewhat differently, with the main aspect 

of it intact, but, perhaps, manipulating it so it would make sense that I was 

doing it, since I was not a diplomaed Orffschulwerk teacher. But I am very glad 

I didn't do it. I think I really would have done it quite far afield from what they 

were doing in Salzburg. 

SMITH 

Did you find that Orff's pedagogical concepts could be incorporated into your 

teaching at the university? 

GILBERT 

I used a little of it. I certainly share the two-notes, three-notes approach. I 

share the idea of I wish people would teach children from the sound first, not 

from the notation first. But I felt this already, even before I met Orff. I already 

had written that I wish people wouldn't teach music this way. After all, they 

don't teach language this way. They don't say to a child, "Don't you dare say 

anything until you know how to spell. " The spelling comes after the speaking, 

and therefore the playing should come before the notation. The notation 

should come much later. How much later is still a problem. And as a matter of 

fact, the transition from the Orff approach to teaching music, to when do you 

start saying this is whatever note—not as compared to whatever tone—that 

transition is not good yet; it is not easy. One starts over again. I should like to 

find a way where it becomes a natural thing to do. This is the code for this. 

SMITH 



Isn't that what do-re-mi was supposed to be? 

GILBERT 

That works a little better. The so-called "Tonica Do" that was developed by 

[Zoltán] Kodály. But again, there is the shift from do-re-mi to C-sharp. Because 

once the kids learn the note, this is do, and a moveable do, they will have 

trouble with the instrument. I'm glad you brought this up, because it is a 

better way than the big jump from no notation to that notation. 

SMITH 

Were other teachers at UCLA interested in your explorations? 

GILBERT 

Not as far as I know. I don't think so. I think there is more of it now, because 

after all, what is no longer all that mad. It's now become, if convention, at 

least acceptable, accepted. 

1.24. TAPE NUMBER: XV, Side One (March 22, 1986) 

SMITH 

I'd like to start off today by discussing your friendship with Virgil Thomson. 

First question, how did you come to meet Mr. Thomson? 

GILBERT 

Again, I don't know the exact year, but it should be easy to check. Virgil was at 

UCLA to oversee the production of The Mother of Us All. It was at a [UCLA] 

Extension festival of some kind that Bob [Robert B. ] Haas organized because 

of Bob's own fascination with Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. He called it 

the Banquet Years Festival. Naturally, it was a logical thing to invite Virgil 

Thomson to come and be part of the festivities as lecturer, and having his 

opera performed. This was still during the time where if the university budget 

wasn't a bottomless pit, the bottom was barely put in. Later on we got the lid. 

But it was a very, very elegant and beautifully endowed event. I think that 

Thomson was about as pleased with the production of The Mother of Us All at 

UCLA as with any other, if not most pleased with it. I met him at one of the 

rehearsals where I saw him backstage, and we kind of introduced ourselves. 



He said something about the prepared piano, and we went and prepared one 

and had a most wonderful time. That was the beginning of that friendship. 

SMITH 

You were improvising pieces? 

GILBERT 

A little bit. We were just hopping around the piano and getting slightly 

hysterical about what else to put in there. He said, "Now do something else!" 

He's always been that way. He's imperious, and he tells you what to do: when 

to sit down, when to get up, what to cook. This has been this kind of 

friendship ever since, for that many years. But he's always bossing me. I seem 

to attract people who want to boss me. [laughter] I really think that since 

then, whatever time that was, I guess in the fifties— 

SMITH 

Late fifties or early sixties? 

GILBERT 

Late fifties, something like that; late fifties, I would think. I've seen him every 

trip to New York unless he was in Europe, and he has been out here a couple 

of times since then. At one point he was supposed to be a guest in the music 

department. Actually, the music department's composers were not too 

anxious to have him lecturing to their classes for some reason. I guess they 

think of him as being passe or conservative or not interesting. So the music 

department called me and said, "What should we do with Mr. Thomson? We 

don't seem to have any lectures other than the open public lectures. " I said, 

"Oh, I know what to do with him. " So he was brought over to the dance 

department, and he came to two of my music classes, a first music class like 

the one that I'm teaching this quarter. He came, and the first question asked 

was about the speech rhythms, the patter, of Gertrude Stein. He looked 

around, he saw the piano. Of course there was no piano bench; I always have 

to run after a piano bench, because the dancers always use it as a prop. I now 

have big red letters on the piano bench, "This not a prop. This is for a pianist 

to sit on!" But at the time I hadn't had the courage to do that yet. There was 

no chance to run after a piano bench. So here is Virgil Thomson in my class 



with just a sprinkling of music students who heard about it, standing at the 

piano. And if you know what he looks like, he looks a little bit like a cross 

between Buddha and Humpty-Dumpty. And he stood there looking like that 

and played and sang the whole opening of Four Saints in Three Acts. I don't 

have a tape of that, for which I'll never forgive myself. We just didn't think of 

posterity at that point. It was simply important to have him there. But I would 

give anything if I had a videotape of that. That's how he explained the whole 

thing, how the speech rhythms affected his rhythms, and how you had to 

catch the element of the Gertrude Stein patter. And of course, I learned from 

that lecture, which I've heard several times, what to do with my little segment 

of the Gertrude Stein patter in Bells. At least I felt that I had to honor that 

truth that he had obviously found out working with her. He also then sat down 

and told the dancers what he thought about music for dance, which was 

smack in opposition of what I had been saying all quarter. 

SMITH 

What was he saying? 

GILBERT 

He said, "You write the music, and the dancers jolly well do what—" [laughter] 

He said there used to be a time when one talked about a Thomson ballet and 

an [Aaron] Copland ballet and no one knew the choreographer, [laughter] So 

anyway, they let him know in no uncertain terms what their professor had 

said. Later on, at my sixtieth birthday "do, " my daughter, Vivian, had arranged 

for everyone to write a letter. I have a bookful of letters from everybody. And 

Virgil's letter toward the end said, "And I was telling your students everything 

you told them not to do. Perhaps that was a good thing, although I'm not sure. 

" [laughter] At least something to that effect, because he thought it was 

terribly amusing that he would come in— And of course, because he's so sure 

of himself, he was quite sure he had just neutralized everything I had done all 

quarter long. He didn't realize that it was just an interesting contradiction, and 

that I love contradictions and paradoxes and the students know that. 

However, I don't think anyone who was there that day will ever forget it. It's 

something that the university just should do so much more. I try to do it in my 

classes. Whoever comes through Los Angeles, I stop [them] and have them 

come to the music class, the philosophy class. And if they say exactly the 



opposite of what I've been saying, tant mieux. It simply means that they hear 

another approach. They can then choose the new one or mine or float 

somewhere in the middle. That's the whole point. In other words, I'm not 

there to make pronouncements that are to last forever or are not to be 

attacked or are not to be violated. I violate them myself constantly. I love to 

say "however, " "nevertheless, " and all these qualifying terms. 

SMITH 

Were you recently involved with the production of Lord Byron? 

GILBERT 

Only as a spectator, but I have been involved once with a— Shall I go into 

that? 

SMITH 

Sure. 

GILBERT 

As I say, I see Virgil every time I'm in New York, and we're on the phone when 

I'm not in New York. And perhaps almost two years ago now— Well, I have to 

preface this by the fact that unfortunately Virgil has turned quite deaf. He 

really has an almost ninety percent hearing loss now. And one ear, his so-

called good ear, he manages a powerful hearing aid. I guess I should have said, 

"in one ear. " I'm getting very concerned now about little words that are going 

to have to be bracketed. So his hearing loss is of course very, very sad. Not 

that he went to concerts much. He said that when he had to go to concerts all 

the time— And I'll have to come back to that; remind me. He just didn't 

choose to go to concerts after he stopped being a critic for the [New York] 

Herald Tribune. Anyway, a year and half ago, or whenever that was, they did 

the score to The Plough That Broke The Plains at the Cathedral of Saint John 

the Divine, which is right close to where we used to live on 110th Street and 

Amsterdam [Avenue]. He called just before I was leaving the hotel and said, 

"You must come to rehearsal with me. " And of course, when Virgil says you 

must come, I call off— I'm still obeying—my previous engagements. And it 

was a good thing, because he had to read the text and the orchestra was 

playing the score, which is the way it's very often done. In this particular 



cathedral, which is I think— To me it looks bigger than Saint Peter's in Rome, it 

really does. I don't think it will ever be completed. It's enormous, and the 

acoustics are such that you hear everything, but you also hear a somewhat 

dovetailing sound of the previous one. So unless things are played more slowly 

than the actual tempo, you get the previous sound, a remnant of the previous 

tone onto the next one. So I sat in the auditorium, and when I first heard the 

orchestra play, I already heard this kind of lapping. As the ocean laps, bom, 

bom, bom, against the shore, these tones were doing that. Then Virgil went up 

to one of those little altars, if you will, and that's from where he was supposed 

to speak. And between the orchestra's overlapping tones and Virgil's 

overlapping words, it was just one garbled montage. He came down and said, 

"How did it go?" So I told him he would have to speak much more slowly, and 

the orchestra would have to play, also, much more slowly. Whereupon he 

marched down the aisle of the church, walked up to the conductor, pointed at 

me, and said, "She says we're much too fast and we're supposed to go much 

more slowly, ever so much more slowly. " Of course, I was the darling of that 

conductor, you can imagine. Well, they did slow it down, and finally had to 

slow down Virgil even more. It came off very well, but that could have been a 

disaster if no one had been at the— I mean, anyone would have recognized it, 

but he felt comfortable with my finding the balance for that. 

GILBERT 

He was already deaf at this point? 

SMITH 

Oh, yes, he's been gradually getting more deaf ever since I've known him. For 

quite a long time when I first knew him he had an obvious hearing loss, but 

you could converse. Now the best conversations are on the telephone, 

because he has that— The instrument is wired in such a way that he can hear 

pretty well on the phone. Just a few weeks ago I had him with some other 

people, had him for dinner, and it was difficult for the people to understand 

that they really had to yell. Of course, occasionally after I'm used to yelling at 

him, he will turn to me—because just then the hearing loss is less so—and 

he'll say, "Why on earth are you shouting?" And I know how that is; I've got 

the same thing with my eyes. All of a sudden I see something that I couldn't 

have seen perhaps a few minutes ago, and then it disappears again. So that is 



the way of physical handicaps, depending on one's general condition. Even for 

a momentary situation, one will hear or see better than the norm, one's own 

norm. He is just a fascinating gentleman. He's one of the few people I call 

American aristocrats, with that wonderful American independence of spirit 

coupled with an overlay of European know-how and good manners. Not that 

Americans don't have good manners. I mean a certain elegance that you get, a 

certain patina that you get in Europe. And combining this independence with 

that patina, and vice versa, just makes for a very interesting constellation. To 

me, that's Virgil. I mean, you go to his house for dinner, and— He and I both 

love to cook, so that's always a pleasure. Everything will be set, the table will 

be set with beautiful French— After all, he lived in Paris for a long time, had a 

gorgeous apartment in Paris. Now, his apartment is also gorgeous in the 

Chelsea Hotel: very large, very combination French-American. The china and 

the silver, which is gold, is quite something to behold. Then he will have the 

same thing with the dinner: whatever is European is very French, and then 

he'll have something like cornbread or spoonbread. Spoonbread, you know, 

right along with that! Things like that. It's just wonderful! I just am always 

enchanted with just any evening there. And of course the people he has are 

interesting. It's always a kind of salon of artists, people from the theater, and 

people from the visual arts world. It's very, very nice; I feel very fortunate to 

have him that close. 

SMITH 

You mentioned that he chose not to go to concerts after he left the 

newspaper? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I suppose it's well known that he was the most powerful music critic in 

New York, I think, ever. Some people also, the envious ones, feel that his 

compositions never would have been performed if people hadn't wanted to 

endear themselves to him by performing his works, but after all, they were 

performed before he was a critic. He was most articulate; stylish, and right to 

the point, right to the heart if necessary; sharp, analytical. There are several 

collections of his reviews, and they're a joy to read because they're so 

beautifully written. Not just what he says, but how he says it are examples. 

But he says he just had had his fill of concert going, plus the gradual loss of 



hearing. The first time he described it to me was that he really couldn't hear 

properly, and when he put in the hearing aid, it all sounded as if it came over a 

bad radio. That's a direct quote, "bad radio. " I mean, you know just what he 

means, with the distortion and the crackle. Then later on, he couldn't tell 

pitches, so it all sounded gray. I haven't heard a description recently; I think 

it's just gotten less and less. But there's this wonderful story about him that I 

think very much describes him at his most irritable best. He has a way of 

falling asleep at any time, anywhere, as it suits him. I think that's how he 

gathers all his energy. He'll certainly always fall asleep at the end of a meal, no 

matter where he is. He also always falls asleep somewhere in a concert. He 

usually knows when it's going to happen, and he'll somehow tell me to wake 

him up at a certain point. He was once accosted on the street by either a 

performer or composer who said, how could he have written such a bad 

review? Everybody told him—the composer or performer—that Virgil 

Thomson had fallen fast asleep. So Virgil looked him in the eye and said, "My 

dear fellow"—I wish I could do the nasal imitation—"I am like the good old 

French gouvernantes"—governesses—"when something significant happens, I 

wake up. " [laughter] And that's very Virgil. 

SMITH 

When his pieces are being performed and he is participating in it, does he 

frequently request you to come along? 

GILBERT 

Not frequently. He did on the Lord Byron revival. It's actually only been done 

once before, with Gerhard Samuel conducting and John Houseman directing. 

And of course, he and Houseman, that friendship has been going on ever 

since— Who knows? Forever. I missed that performance, because it was at 

[the] Juilliard [School] and I couldn't go. But I'd heard the tape. Then for this 

performance in [Alice] Tully Hall, he wanted me to come to a dress rehearsal, 

but mainly just to sit with him. He was pleased with this one. That's a rare 

thing, too. But I couldn't go, because I think I had to go out of town. Anyway, I 

couldn't go until the very performance, where we sat together. That was just a 

pleasure. I hope to bring it to Los Angeles. At least there are some, not 

transactions yet, but some discussions going on about bringing it here next 

year. Next year will be his ninetieth birthday. 



SMITH 

To UCLA or— 

GILBERT 

Well, UCLA, but possibly at the [James A. ] Doolittle [Theatre]. In other words, 

since we now own that theater, I think the Doolittle would be the best place 

to stage this opera. In a way even better than Royce Hall, because the 

expectations in Royce Hall are that the opera be completely staged and the 

orchestra be in the pit, and so on. When I saw it in Tully Hall, the limitations of 

the hall somehow forced the opera into being performed the way it should be 

performed, I think: not fully staged, just indicated, with the orchestra on the 

stage and the audience simply adding what isn't seen. I thought it worked so 

well, and probably because one had to supply what wasn't there. Now, they 

wanted to take it on tour completely staged, and I said, "Please don't do that 

to us. " I've talked to the conductor and to the director and to Virgil, who 

agrees, and to Jack Larson, who agrees that it was best just that way. Perhaps 

what was wrong with the Juilliard performance was that because the libretto 

in the opera itself is not that highly dramatic, not much "happens. " Lots 

happens in the wings, and somebody reacts to it when they come out on 

stage, so that you can have much more of the inner imagery going on in the 

audience's mind if you don't stage it. Anyway, I'm not trying to belabor this, 

but it went very well. It was a wonderfully festive evening with just about 

"everybody, " in quotes, there—all the composers and the conductors and the 

critics, and so on. It was absolutely full, Tully Hall. 

SMITH 

I was wondering how he could, how he evaluates the performances such as 

that now, if he can't really hear very well. 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know what happens there. Since he knows it so well, you know— 

It's very often the case that when you know something, you think you see it; 

when you know something, you think you hear it. And perhaps you do. In 

other words, I know what that is, or I know who that person is, because I know 

just how they walk or how they stand. If I had to recognize them by their 

features, I would have a problem at a distance, even at a little distance, you 



know, coming down the hall' or "such. But I never make a mistake if I know 

the people, because I learned a long time ago to appreciate the holistic look. 

And I think when you have your hearing loss, I guess it's the same thing. Of 

course, he's much more handicapped aurally than I am visually. But I'm sure it 

just gets even better, that sense of knowing what you think you hear. He's so 

secure; I don't think he worries about the music. He worried about the 

staging. He worried much more about the theater. He knew that somebody 

would take care of the balances and would take care of the musical aspects of 

it. But I have a feeling he heard it. And he did go to almost every rehearsal. 

Now, ordinarily, he's impossible at rehearsals if it's one of his pieces. He gets 

so irritable. He's always polite, but he can shout and he can— I had heard first 

that the conductor didn't want him there until perhaps the very last rehearsal. 

But when he did come to a rehearsal anyway— because, of course, he's very 

close to the librettist, Jack Larson, and Jack took him—there was already a 

very benign reaction to the whole thing. So he went to several of the 

rehearsals just to enjoy himself, I think. When he asked me to come to that 

rehearsal, it was not to assist him, but to just be there and share it. 

SMITH 

Have you in any way in your composing been influenced by Thomson? 

GILBERT 

No, it's the same story. I just feel again that certainly— You know, when I say 

I'm not influenced by any of these people, that's not what I mean. It's not 

something that I feel that I am ever consciously fashioning my own material 

because I admire that material. It's the same thing again. I really don't think 

so, other than by the general infusion of all these impressions on my being. 

Obviously, I'm sure something has influenced something along the way, 

naturally, naturally. But not in a conscious way that I would say, "Well, I'm 

going to try this because I like it so much, " and try to do it myself. I like it, and 

I think that's that. That's his or hers, whosever work I admire. It doesn't 

somehow then go home with me as something I must try next. It may have 

found a place along the way, but in a more developmental fashion. 

SMITH 



I was wondering, of the composers that you seem to be close to, Schoenberg 

on the one hand, [John] Cage, and— 

GILBERT 

Thomson. I couldn't be farther afield. Ned Rorem. 

SMITH 

Is there a common denominator in these associations? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't see it. No. When I think about the composers I'm fairly close to, I 

think perhaps— No. I admire Henri Lazarof here at UCLA. I admire Gerhard 

Samuel. I admire Ned Rorem. But I just seem to be doing my thing. That is 

partly because for so many years I didn't do anything they did. And I have to, 

at some point insert how I then somehow, the last few years, have gotten—

not gotten away from the theater and dance, but gotten to "music per se. " It 

was a push I got from John Cage. 

SMITH 

Could you discuss that a little? 

GILBERT 

Well, yes. I was in New York, and I was having dinner at— That was still the old 

basement apartment they had in the village. We were talking about music, 

and we were talking about the state of my music. And I said, "Well, you know, 

it's just a mess. " Because I was never concerned about keeping it intact, about 

making it accessible, because I felt—I really don't like the word "disposable, " 

but it's a term, you know—that it's disposable sound with the play or with the 

dance, and I was content with that. Well, he didn't seem to be content with 

that. He said, "Well, you should have a publisher. " And we almost argued 

about that; he thought I should have a publisher, and I didn't think it was so 

important. [laughter] So the next day I get a call from Mrs. Hinrichsen at 

Peters, C. F. Peters [Editions], the best publishing house in the world as far as 

I'm concerned. Not necessarily professionally so much, but has such nice 

people, and also a lovely combination of Europe and America. Mrs. Hinrichsen 

invited me for lunch. So I met Mrs. Hinrichsen for lunch, lady—I mean a young 

old lady, very young old lady, very young lady [laughter] who in her, at that 



time I guess, in her late seventies just fascinated me with this lovely, generous, 

pleasant, knowledgeable approach to what the Hinrichsens were doing with 

Peters Editions, which had always been the family house. She invited me to 

send a score. 

SMITH 

The score of which piece? 

GILBERT 

Of anything. Transmutations was the first score I sent. The second score I sent 

was the Interrupted Suite. The Interrupted Suite was the first score to come out 

with that lovely green cover that one was always used to—the green cover 

with the black, bold print. I'm used seeing Peters saying "Bach" or 

"Beethoven" or "Cage" or— And it said "Gilbert. " [laughter] I never quite got 

over that shock of joy of being that official. Well, I think really it was partly 

that push that gave me license to go on writing music as such. It's a superficial, 

artificial layer, but sometimes these things come about that way. 

SMITH 

Well, it is— I mean there are many established composers in the music 

department who do not have a publisher. 

GILBERT 

I know, and it almost seems unfair to me because I have always considered 

myself a composer when asked. It's still true. I do not write into the blue. I 

don't write unless there's an opportunity for it to be performed. Not because 

I'm that anxious to have performances, but because when I'm not composing 

because I'm asked, I feel like doing other things. I would just a well play the 

piano, do things to do with lecturing and teaching and getting other people's 

work performed, or cook, or whatever is part of the rest of my life. I'm also—I 

must say this to my credit—very good about other people's works, to the 

degree that I quite often get scores sent to me by other composers who trust 

me to red pencil or say it should be this or that or it's marvelous. Again, unlike 

many of my composer colleagues, I go to a concert of new music or a concert 

where there is a new piece and I sit down and I want it to be marvelous. And I 

notice that some of my colleagues in composition sit down and worry that it 



might be marvelous, or even though they're not sadistic or mean, they're just 

slightly pleased when it isn't successful. Because they feel, I think, so 

threatened or so anxious for their own works to come through like that. I'm 

only anxious when a work of mine is being performed, but when I'm listening 

to other works, I want them to be good. I'm delighted when they're good and 

upset when they're not good. 

SMITH 

I wonder, are there women composers and conductors who come to you for 

inspiration or material? 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know whether we've discussed this, but of course I have a— I 

don't think the women composers groups are too pleased with me, because I 

don't like to belong to anything that's organized under the aegis of women 

composers. I certainly have been active in getting women to have equal rights, 

but this is not the same thing. I don't want to be accepted because I'm a 

woman. I want my music to be accepted because it's good music or it isn't—or 

not accepted because it isn't. 

SMITH 

But do you think that for a while women had a harder time getting their music 

evaluated? 

GILBERT 

Definitely. 

SMITH 

And performed? 

SMITH 

Sure. But I think women have always had a difficult time. My mother once 

said, "If men had to have the babies, the race would have died out long ago. " 

[laughter] So you know, women just have a harder time in many ways. It takes 

a certain kind of energy to come through. But music composition has been 

particularly difficult and has also been something that apparently was 

considered not very feminine. Because there are women painters and women 



poets, and there was no problem there. I mean, nobody said that—now I can't 

think of a single woman poet—Emily Dickinson was not a woman poet. Emily 

Dickinson was a poet. Or that any of the women writers were women writers; 

one just simply mentioned them and she was a writer. Or with painters for 

that matter. Georgia O'Keeffe wasn't a women painter; Georgia O'Keeffe was 

a painter. But every time it comes to composers, it's a woman composer. And 

a woman conductor has a tough time too. I certainly had a difficult time. And I 

didn't even want to be a conductor; I still don't. It would take a lot more 

training for me to even say I'm one. I was simply doing the best possible job 

for getting the dance concerts, mainly, and sometimes theater works, get 

them onto the stage. But I did not pronounce myself a conductor because I 

was conducting. That would be absolutely false. 

SMITH 

But I wonder if women composition students in the UCLA music department 

ever came to you? 

GILBERT 

Yes, a couple, yes, yes. They did feel, I think— Just because they did feel out of 

the mainstream of what women did in the music department, and they found 

me over there. So that did happen. 

SMITH 

They would take your class or just come over and talk? 

GILBERT 

They would come and either sit in— I usually didn't have them take the class, 

because that would have been almost insulting to them when they were at 

that point. But they usually came and audited the class, because they wanted 

to see how one taught this—because they may want to teach it—and the 

kinds of approaches that I had developed over so many years of learning how 

to bring this material to students and how to liberate students to be creative. 

They found the dancers enormously creative in comparison to what the music 

students had been inhibited from doing over so many years of being taught 

repertoire and score reading. Some of the spontaneity gets locked out for a 

while. Sometimes it never gets invited back in. 



SMITH 

Coming back to your acquaintances, I'd like to talk about Ned Rorem. How did 

you come to meet him? 

GILBERT 

How did I come to meet Ned? I met Ned through other friends in New York 

the first time, and that's several years ago, at Henson and Julia Markham's, 

who've since been divorced, but are both very good friends of mine, very 

close. It was at a dinner party. Ned and I are not close friends, but we are very 

friendly friends. Ned is a very interesting, terribly articulate, and very 

outspoken person whom I enjoy. The only trouble with Ned's friendship is that 

whenever you do anything or say anything, you know it goes into his diary 

computer brain and it comes back some years later; even though he says this 

was the last diary, you know there's another one around the corner, and then 

I appear in it. For me it's a little bit inhibiting, because he puts it only the way 

he perceives it. I mean, it's all right; I come off okay in it. But it puts a slight 

theatrical angle on a friendship. ' And he's so used to doing it that, you know, 

no matter what he sees, no matter what he thinks, no matter what he hears, 

no matter what he eats, it goes into that diary. Whether he then will publish it 

or not, I don't know. But he's, I think, absolutely by now self-programmed to 

see what happens in light of how it looks in writing. He's fascinating. He's a 

very warm, concerned friend. And I also like his friend, Jim Holmes, but I don't 

see Jim as much. In fact, sometimes a year or two will go by and we'll have a 

card, or Ned writes from Nantucket, where he has another home. Now, of 

course, he lives just one block away from where I live, so we sometimes meet 

on the street. The other day I was in the drugstore and there was a big 

reunion, [laughter] in the drugstore in New York. Because I hadn't seen Ned 

yet; we'd only talked about getting together. Now that we're neighbors we 

don't get together as much because we feel we can always get together, so we 

don't. I've also seen him in Aspen a couple of times. 

SMITH 

He's considered one of the foremost art-song writers. 

GILBERT 

He is. 



SMITH 

Have any of his solutions to the setting of text influenced you or impressed 

you? 

GILBERT 

Impressed me very much; I think he does that just exquisitely. I really like his 

songs! In fact, there's much about his music I like very much. It is truly 

neoromantic, I would say. Maybe he doesn't; that's how it strikes me. And I 

think he is a neoromantic. He is also a Francophile. A little different from 

Virgil. With Virgil it is, I think, more organic; it's really part of him. With Ned 

it's a nice overlay. They both speak excellent French, fluent French. But again, I 

think even there Virgil's is more cultivated, kultiviert, rather than the social 

elegance. 

SMITH 

I may come back to this when we discuss Vociano, Vociano's comment on art 

songs. 

GILBERT 

That was actually not my comment. That was the New York critic's comment, 

which surprised me. 

SMITH 

Which was? What was it that he said? 

GILBERT 

Which was something to the effect that since you can't hear what they're 

singing anyway, he assumed that that's what I was doing. When we get to 

that— But one of the most marvelous comments came from Mrs. [Elisabeth] 

Paepcke in Aspen, who said, "Well, that's the first time I understood every 

word. " [laughter] 

SMITH 

I wonder, is iconoclasm something that you value in composers? 

GILBERT 



I value it in general. If it's not just to be against. In other words, you're talking 

about the artist as rebel? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

If it's a natural rebellion. If it isn't just to go against. If it isn't just to do 

something different in order to stand out. If it's the real thing. If what one is 

doing is what one needs to do, whether it goes with or against the stream. 

Then, of course, you find it more often against the stream. In the new artist, it 

has always been true. In modern music, from the renaissance on, from earlier 

than that, [it] was always that. I value it in a way that I don't think that that's 

what's as important as is what they are doing valuable, whether it's rebellious 

or conformist in a new sense, which perhaps is also rebellious. In other 

words— 

SMITH 

Do you mean somebody like Thomson? 

GILBERT 

Well, yes, for instance somebody like Thomson, where the increment toward 

rebellion is very subtle. You suddenly realize, well, no, it's not in this rhythm, 

it's shifting. But since the underlying pulse fairly well stays intact, it's not that 

obvious. And that, yes, it shifted keys, but that was also subtle. So I find that in 

some ways quite fascinating, because when you take the serialists or the 

atonalists, it's so obvious. It seems like more of a rebellion. And it probably 

was. 

1.25. TAPE NUMBER: XV, Side Two (March 22, 1986) 

SMITH 

Actually, one name that has not been mentioned once in all these sessions, 

and I think that's interesting, is Milton Babbitt. Is there a reason for that? 

GILBERT 



I think so. I don't quite know how I feel about Milton's music. I know I like him 

very much as a person. He is amusing; he is highly articulate; he knows 

seemingly everything from science to art. His Princeton [University] years are 

reflected in his intellectual and musical and whole logical stance. I think I 

admire his music more than I like it. And perhaps that's what's asked for, 

because everything is done with such intellectual brilliance, perhaps more 

than anything else. I did have a problem with some of his articles, the early 

articles, in theMusical Perspectives, which was a magazine that I think has 

been reissued, where his treatment is all based on mathematical formulae. 

Now, having already admitted to being a mathematical idiot, my being a 

mathematical idiot, I guess I was hostile to even having to read such a thing 

when I can just about add, subtract, multiply, and divide with some luck. So I 

thought, "But I have to learn some of this; it's obviously the thing of the 

future. " This was already in the fifties. So I took it to UCLA and found 

somebody in the mathematics department at the Faculty Center. And we sat, 

and I said, "Could you look at this?" And it seemed to me as if it didn't make 

any sense to the mathematician either. So I've always been a little bit 

skeptical. Not to say that what he did isn't scientifically correct or verifiable, 

but if it was that complicated, I wonder where it belongs in music. Well, in the 

meantime I think Milton's done a lot of other work, and he's always been 

revered, I think just by his brilliance, by almost everybody, including me. And 

I've enjoyed meeting him. I met him several times, especially also during the 

opening of the Schoenberg Institute, and since then. I've just seen him two 

weeks ago, an afternoon. We always have a very warm getting together, but I 

don't know him very well. I think I'm going to get to know him better now that 

I'm in New York, because we already have some dinners and such in common 

coming up on the calendar in April. [Since my move to New York, I have had 

many opportunities — all of them very pleasant—to renew my acquaintance 

with Milton Babbit, both on a conversational basis and to hear a good many of 

his compositions, this being his seventieth birthday year. I am anxious to 

somewhat neutralize an impression I may have left in last year's interview 

about his overly cerebral approach to composition. His work is, of course, still 

highly "intellectual, " but definitely not exclusively that. The compositions, 

especially some of the more recent ones, are simply "good music, " regardless 

of his chosen approach or style. ] 

SMITH 



Did you know Roy Harris very well? 

GILBERT 

Not very well. Friendly. Colleague. Meeting at the Faculty Center. Being at one 

or the other's house. I always have liked Johana [Harris] very much and 

admired her playing and her friendly, intelligent warmth. I still do. I saw Roy as 

a very complex, somehow a little bit vain, different Americana, say, from Virgil 

[Thomson]'s, even though they are always thrown together by people who put 

them, Thomson and Harris, together. I don't think it's done much any more, 

but for a while that was it. Now it's more Thomson and [Aaron] Copland, 

which isn't correct either. But all through the history of music, somehow the 

attraction was to couple composers: Bach and Handel, Haydn and Mozart, 

Schumann and Mendelssohn. Nobody ever said Beethoven and. Then it goes 

Debussy and Ravel, [Karlheinz] Stockhausen and [Pierre] Boulez. It goes 

[Steve] Reich and [Philip] Glass. None of them wants to be coupled ever with 

the other one. They always make an enormous point of how different they 

are. And of course, they are. 

SMITH 

Well, there's one other person that I'd like to talk about: your relationship 

with Hans Moldenhauer. 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. 

SMITH 

A slightly different kind. 

GILBERT 

Yes, very different. Over the years one realizes—or some people have realized, 

I never would have—that music manuscripts are gradually being looked at the 

way any visual art is looked at. Not in terms of how moving it is to hold the 

Mozart manuscripts in one's hand, but how much worth that is in dollars or 

whatever currency. Some people have gotten involved in this early, Hans 

Moldenhauer being one of them. There's another man whom I was very close 

to, Erwin Rosenthal. His son Albi Rosenthal is now doing the same thing in 

general, being in charge of getting the Stravinsky Archives to Basel [Sacher 



Institute], and having all this knowledge about whoever has manuscript 

collections. And Mr. Rosenthal and Mr. Moldenhauer, of course, are close. I 

met Hans Moldenhauer many years ago at Trude [Gertrud] Schoenberg's. And 

he was there, oh, I don't know, to get some manuscript from her. Of course he 

couldn't, but he already had had some. He has an absolutely enormous 

collection of manuscripts, and I mean from Beethoven to Boulez and beyond. 

Whole Mahler symphonies, not just little excerpts. 

SMITH 

Original manuscripts? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes, yes, of course. 

SMITH 

The autographed copies. 

GILBERT 

Yes! Yes! You can't imagine! You just can't imagine. I mean, I couldn't imagine. 

And it's a fascinating history. I don't know the whole aspect of the history, but 

he also came over from Germany and settled first in New York. He then for 

some reason wanted to be closer to mountains and the country and moved to 

Spokane, Washington, where he has been ever since, when he isn't traveling 

all over the globe, or mostly all over Europe. He is, I think, the recognized 

collector of manuscripts. But ever since that meeting at Mrs. Schoenberg's, we 

have been in touch, always see each other. At that time he—Well, he had 

been married for many, many years to Rosaleen Moldenhauer, who was not 

only a fantastic wife, colleague, etc., but— I have to insert here that 

Moldenhauer gradually grew blind. Can you imagine somebody with 

manuscripts— It's that pigmentosis, what is it called? I'll have to look that up. 

Retinitis pigmentosa, which is a gradually degenerative illness of the eye. 

When I first met him he had some kind of tunnel vision. He could see you if 

you were standing in a certain direction. He could see in a dark theater if the 

light was on the stage, etc. But all that gradually diminished and diminished, 

and now I think he can't see anything, or only certain shapes. But he is so 

tenacious. I think it is the collector, that collector's tenacity, that I've noticed 



in a few other people who are doing that. Actually, [Lion] Feuchtwanger was 

one of them. He kept getting a new library every time he lost one, whether he 

lost it in Germany or in Paris. Then he had the twenty-four-room house in Los 

Angeles, which is at this point still filled with books from one end to the other. 

And I don't mean just books. I mean, again, manuscripts and first editions. But 

the Moldenhauer collection is only manuscripts. It's almost impossible to 

fathom what it's worth. But every time he sells part of it (he sold a whole big 

part of it first to Evanston [Northwestern University], and now to Harvard, and 

now some of it is at the Sacher Institute in Basel, where I will see the opening 

of that whole collection along with the Stravinsky Archives) he gets another 

collection just like it. It's really a bottomless pit. 

SMITH 

Has UCLA ever gone to him for—? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, there's another example. I've gotten UCLA Library and Moldenhauer 

together, and then also gotten Moldenhauer, Albi Rosenthal, and the library 

together. But this was really a situation of acquisition, meaning lots of money. 

And by the time— Well, I don't think we ever had that kind of money to 

spend. Or at least they were going to take a lot of time, and by the time they 

took a lot of time, the budget crunch came around. This was not something 

that was bungled. This was simply something that would have taken a lot of 

time to bring about. It's a matter—here it is a matter of money. With the 

Schoenberg, and even part of the Stravinsky material, it could have happened 

because Madame [Vera] Stravinsky looked at the Schoenberg Institute and 

decided she would like that for Stravinsky also, to have a living memorial. But 

his other heirs did not want that; they wanted to sell it. And so by the time all 

this was not straightened out, it was easy for, first, [University of] Texas to 

make the right overtures, and then the New York [Public] Library, and finally 

Sacher, who has more money than anyone and was able to just acquire it. 

SMITH 

The initial discussions with Moldenhauer and UCLA were in the mid-sixties? 

GILBERT 



No, in the early seventies, yes. There were two or three such discussions. First, 

just little, let's get together, and then more official. But nothing was ever— 

There was no committee; there was nothing that was already in the works to 

bring it about. But there were some informal discussions with Moldenhauer 

and the music librarian, the dean, but it was not— I really don't want to put it 

in the same situation, which was upsetting, because this would have taken a 

lot of time and everything in quintuplicate and the university lawyers and all 

of that, that we know how to do when it's an acquisition. 

SMITH 

Still, the university seems to know how to acquire art, but doesn't know how 

to acquire music. 

GILBERT 

Well, it has a problem. I think it might have known how to acquire this if it had 

been made clear how much it was worth to buy it. And this time it would have 

been under glass; it would have been like the Belt collection [Elmer Belt 

Library of Vinciana]. 

SMITH 

Actually, we've been talking a great deal about your connections and 

friendships in Europe and New York, and we've alluded to how this has fed 

back into the UCLA community, but I think it's time now to really kind of pull it 

all together and— 

GILBERT 

Well, there are still some things— 

SMITH 

How did all of this—? 

GILBERT 

There are certain obvious examples as to how things were pulled together to 

UCLA, like the Berlin[-Los Angeles] Festival, which we get to later, right? Or do 

we get to it now? 

SMITH 



We can talk about that now. 

GILBERT 

Well, it's a fairly concrete example of how certain connections then have a 

direct result on what was happening with, or at, UCLA. But I think before we 

even get to that, I— Some of the other simply has to do with "Well, I know this 

person, why not bring him to the department?" Which has happened 

certainly. I mean, who would have thought that John Cage and Merce 

Cunningham would speak to the Philosophy of Dance class for three hours? 

And did, nonstop. Word got around, and people came from all the 

departments. We had to push the class into the large gym, because my 

classroom didn't hold them. Or even local—at the time local—people like 

Morton Subotnick, who talked to the class, and critics and people who came 

from anywhere. So that part of it, that's perhaps a direct thing. But indirectly, 

my just being curious and having been to all these places, having met all these 

people— You ask me how did it influence my composition, and I keep saying 

perhaps yes, perhaps no. But certainly, what I saw and heard in Europe and in 

New York all the time certainly influenced my teaching in that I couldn't just 

teach what I knew; I had to teach what I had just recently discovered, also. I 

had to say, "This is what I believe in, but this is what's happening. " It may 

upset what I believe in, or it may, simply because I don't like what's 

happening, substantiate it and enforce it. My sense of staying with what is 

happening in the arts is not just to be fashionable, not at all, but I think it's the 

responsibility of a professor to stay in touch at all times. And, of course, I have 

to admit that staying in touch at all times has been an enormous pleasure. It 

may look as if something I've done [is] because I think one should. I do think 

one should, but I probably would do it even if one shouldn't. Because I've 

enjoyed finding out what's on the current music, theater, dance scene—not in 

that order; whatever order it would come. And that has been, I think, a very 

important flowing back into the classroom, flowing back, I'm sure, into what I 

was doing in general, sharing it with my colleagues and with my students. And 

having to write a report on the sabbatical, wherever it happened, kept these 

things in flux and in perspective. I think that's mainly been the really good 

outcome. Also, a certain sense of validation. As my colleagues and my 

students find out well, I know this one, I know that one, I know the other one, 

my goodness, I know everybody— which is not true, but that seems to be the 



impression—my stock goes up [laughter] when I say certain things, because 

I'm not saying them as my own opinion, but I can represent other people's 

opinions. I always represent them as "He said that yesterday; he may say 

something else today. " 

SMITH 

Let's move on to the Berlin-Los Angeles Festival. 

GILBERT 

All right. 

SMITH 

That seems quite specific. 

GILBERT 

It is specific, and it was an interesting development. I think I made a mistake 

on last week's tape when I said I first met Peter Nestler in Berlin or Cologne. 

Actually, I met Peter Nestler in Aspen where he was part of an [Aspen Institute 

for] Humanistic [Studies] seminar. Before I was a fellow, he was a fellow. They 

had imported him from Berlin, which has an Aspen component, as does 

Jerusalem, as do some other places on the globe. And Earle Brown, who was 

the composer in residence in Aspen that summer, had been part of the Berlin 

Cultural Exchange Program and had met Nestler and introduced me to 

Nestler. That led to an invitation to come to Berlin sometime soon. Well, I 

didn't come right away that year, but the following Aspen season was 

peculiarly Berlin again. There was the composer Aribert Reimann, who later on 

wrote King Lear. He was quite well known then. He was also [Dietrich] Fischer-

Dieskau's accompanist still, and that was an ongoing friendship. Gerti Blacher, 

Boris Blacher's widow, who was a fabulous pianist, was in Aspen not to just 

learn about Aspen, but also had a son who was studying with Dorothy DeLay. 

And also the, I think, head of the [Max] Planck Institute, Helmut Becker, and 

his wife were there. So there was certainly a Berlin contingent. I had never 

been to Berlin yet at that point. So then the following year I indeed was in 

Berlin by their invitation, somewhere in the late seventies, I guess. I had a 

reunion with Nestler and Reimann and Blacher, and learned about that 

wonderful theater situation they have there called Die Schaubühne. At that 



point they were learning, or they were telling themselves they had to learn, 

more about doing Shakespeare, and had rented one of the large, early UFA 

soundstages, enormous, somewhere outside of Berlin. This was my first day in 

Berlin, and the Nestlers took me to this event. It was quite an event. They 

didn't do a Shakespeare play. They did the kind of things that happen in 

Shakespeare plays: the singing, the fencing, the jousting, the food. All of a 

sudden the audience and everybody sat down with these renaissance people 

who were running around before. We were eating things with whatever 

utensils were available. A kind of variety show, street theater. Fascinating. It 

was absolutely one of the most fascinating evenings in a kind of theater I'd 

ever spent. It was ice-cold, and it took place outside, most of it, in the evening. 

It was a wonderful introduction to a Berlin theater situation that I hadn't 

expected. I knew about the Akademie der Künste. I was taken there, and they 

had some wonderful exhibits. They had just had Bella Lewitzky, whom I missed 

by about two days. Another composer, who had the same position that Earle 

Brown had had several years ago, a good friend of mine, Charles Boone, who's 

ordinarily in San Francisco, then showed me around Berlin and had me meet 

Isang Yun, the Korean composer who'd escaped and settled in Berlin—spoke 

very good German—who had also been in Aspen. The network is just amazing 

once it gets together. It just includes and magnetizes everybody into it. Well, 

then the following year, Nestler and his deputy—Well, Nestler at that time—

I'm going to have to correct something else. Nestler was not Kulturdezernent 

in Berlin. He was Senator; he was a senator for the arts and humanities. It was 

in Cologne that he was Kulturdezernent. I'm sorry, I was confused. We'll have 

to bracket and go on like crazy. Anyway, he came to Los Angeles because we 

had discussed this in Berlin, that perhaps it would be interesting to have a Los 

Angeles-Berlin Festival, as they had had a Berlin-Paris, and I think at one point 

a Berlin-New York Festival. But we had not at that point considered it a UCLA 

undertaking at all. The connections had been with the [Los Angeles] County 

Museum [of Art] and with the Music Center [of Los Angeles County]. So 

Nestler and Ingo Weber, his deputy senator, came to Los Angeles, and our first 

meetings were indeed at the County Museum with the people from the Music 

Center in attendance. It was a very large group, and it seemed to me a very 

unwieldy group of people to administer such a situation. The schedule at the 

Music Center and the schedule at the museum were just never going to get 

together. They were rather inelastic or inflexible in terms of changing anything 



to accommodate the festival. Also, I could see right away that where we 

thought—I mean Nestler and Weber and some of the other people and I—that 

this should be an innovative, young, in some ways fun, showing-all-kinds-of-

the-new-Berlin festival, the people at the museum and at the Music Center— 

Certainly not [Ernest] Fleischmann, he wasn't involved at this point. But some 

of the other people on that blue- ribbon deal were very much concerned with 

"Let's bring the Berlin Opera doing La Traviata. Let's bring the Berlin 

Philharmonic with [Herbert] von Karajan doing Beethoven, " and so on, so that 

it would look like a very prestigious event. I shuddered a little bit at that. I 

thought, well, it would be fine; I'd love to have the Berlin Opera and the Berlin 

Philharmonic, but that's not a festival. So Nestler and Weber and some of the 

other people and I stood in the parking lot waiting to be picked up to go to 

some meal. We all looked a little glum, and Nestler said, "What about your 

committee? What about your concert series? What about UCLA?" I said, 

"Well, what about it? Why don't I bring it up? I think we would have more 

leeway. I think we could do this better than the powers that be. " And indeed, 

that's how it came about. The UCLA [Department of] Fine Arts Productions 

was asked to oversee and administrate the whole thing. Now, since I'm very 

ecumenical in my approach to who's supposed to do what, I felt from the 

beginning that we should have a consortium. And Pebbles Wadsworth—at 

that time still Pebbles Taylor—was completely in accord. We got together 

several of the other universities and the other administrative powers and 

organizations to join. We would have the umbrella administration, but we 

wanted not only their input, but also their venues. From the beginning, even 

though it was a UCLA undertaking, it was of course Berlin-Los Angeles, not 

Berlin-UCLA. And I, m my innocence and naivete thought this might well be 

something that brings Los Angeles together. If we had, under the umbrella of 

the Berlin-Los Angeles Festival, things happening at Cal Arts [California 

Institute of the Arts], in Pasadena, downtown, in lofts, in museums, also on 

the campus, we might have a fusion. Because ordinarily, things always happen 

and then evaporate in Los Angeles. You do not have a sense of what's 

happening, and so much is happening at all times. But one doesn't have that 

communal concentration that one has in New York and most other cities. It's 

one of the really big drawbacks of this enormous amoeba that's Los Angeles, 

that's always changing. So everybody was delighted with this concept. 

Anyway, it was now time for Pebbles and me to go to Berlin and finalize which 



groups (I had a pretty good idea), what they should bring, whom they should 

bring. The irony of all this is now here I am, if you go back to our first tape—

Pia Wertheimer from Kippenheim is now Pia Gilbert, the honored guest of the 

senate of Berlin, [laughter] When I came to the end of that visit— It was one 

of the more peculiar situations in my life. It was a funny feeling to be officially 

the guest of the government. Anyway, we had appointments. Pebbles had the 

contractual appointments, I had the ones where we chose what to do. We 

chose, number one, to do a new opera that had been a big success in Berlin 

called The Sinking of the Titanic, by Wilhelm Siebert. We had to find the right 

venue for that because it had to have all kinds of catacomb-like passages. In 

other words, the theater becomes the Titanic and it sinks. That's the end of 

the opera; the audience sinks with the Titanic. I don't want to describe all this, 

but it was, of course, terribly interesting. I went to meet Siegfried Palm, whom 

I had met once before in Aspen, because he performed there as a cellist. He 

was now, at least temporarily, the director of the Berlin Opera. We walked 

around and I saw what was happening there, and I had an idea it might work 

in Royce Hall. But we had to get the various directors together. And we had, 

really before this trip to Berlin— Now I have to backtrack again. Before this 

trip to Berlin, people from the Berlin Opera had come to Los Angeles to look 

around a little bit. So I had met the designers, the lighting designers, the 

costume designer, some of the other directors. They had been to my house for 

dinner, so there was already a nice sense of "we're going to do this together. " 

Then I met the composer and X met the people who had something to do with 

this, and I was more and more convinced that that was what we should do, 

much to the chagrin of many people in Los Angeles who said, "Why bring this 

if you're going to bring the Berlin Opera? Why not bring Turandot or bring 

Madame Butterfly or bring Don Giovanni, etc. ?" We were all quite convinced 

that what we should be doing is something fresh and new. So anyway, here I 

was in Berlin meeting the people from the Berlin Opera. The Triadic Ballet, 

which originated through the aegis of the Akademie der Künste and had never 

performed in the United States before, really their debut was in Royce Hall. 

And I was annoyed last spring, last winter, when they came to New York and 

said this was their American debut. When their director saw me come into the 

theater, he was very upset. He thought I was in Los Angeles, [laughter] So I 

said, "You better put a program note in there or I'm going to tell the critics. " 

The Tangerine Dream people, the new music group, the old music group, 



exhibits; what we brought that was old and new was old Berlin of the 

twenties, if you will, old Berlin of this century, and new Berlin of the early 

eighties. Baldine Ebinger, who was the biggest variety star kind of— Who did 

all the first performances of [Friedrich] Hollander, and also some early [Kurt] 

Weill in the cabaret, Berlin cabaret. Well, she was in her eighties, and she was 

as cute and as— [laughter] She did that whole repertoire at the International 

Student Center. But this is still in the—we're still in the planning stages. 

Anyway, I met with Baldine Ebinger. I met with all of these people, the solo 

recitalists. Siegfried Palm was scheduled to do a cello recital. Catherine Gayer, 

who's originally from Los Angeles, did a solo recital. All this was planned in the 

Kempinski Hotel lobby. Originally, I was supposed to go to all these people, 

but then I realized it would be better if all these people came to the hotel so 

that I could make much faster-paced appointments. The new music group, 

under Gerald Hummel, an American who's been settled in Berlin for a long 

time, does a wonderful job. An enormous array of presentations, all a gift from 

Berlin to Los Angeles. We're supposedly sister cities. But also Berlin— They 

don't like to hear this, but they are a kind of ghetto, in that here's West Berlin, 

surrounded by everything East. In order to get out and in, they have to have 

all kinds of papers. They are very anxious to be known and recognized as the 

cultural hub they are by doing these kinds of presentations. And they have, 

apparently, quite a lot of money available to do this. Because can you imagine 

what it took to bring all these forces to UCLA? To just stage the opera, the 

whole of Royce Hall was turned into the ship. I mean, catacombs, the bowel of 

Royce Hall, where the various machinery for the pipes, for the electricity, 

water, etc., is housed, it was ideal for the ship. Well, later, when the festival 

then finally was brought about, this was perhaps the most significant event in 

it. I thought it was quite wonderful. What it did not accomplish was what I 

thought it would accomplish, which is to fuse Los Angeles into a cultural unit. 

It just simply still was the same. It happened in Pasadena, it happened 

downtown, it happened on the UCLA campus, it happened in Cal Arts. We 

went as far as La Jolla, you know, everywhere. But it was still perceived as 

singular events rather than as a network. I mean, on paper it looked like a 

network, but it still had to do with who was in which neighborhood. 

SMITH 

Did UCLA have to pay for— Did Berlin underwrite everything? 



GILBERT 

Most everything. We only had to underwrite the presentation costs. That was 

not insignificant for the opera and for some of the other happenings. As you 

know, it takes a few hundred dollars just to open the door in any one of our 

own auditoria. 

SMITH 

Another thing I understand you were involved with was setting up the [Pierre] 

Boulez residency. 

GILBERT 

Yes, it was another big pleasure. 

1.26. TAPE NUMBER: XVI, Side One (March 24, 1986) 

SMITH 

You were mentioning that you wanted to say a few words about Rosaleen 

Moldenhauer. 

GILBERT 

Yes. I somehow was diverted when I tried to talk about her being an 

absolutely exemplary wife to somebody who was turning blind gradually. Not 

only did she know everything about the collection, because she was a very fine 

pianist when she met [Hans] Moldenhauer, but the way she handled his 

blindness was really so beautiful and tactful and at all times attentive without 

being obtrusive, that I've somehow never lost my admiration. She died a 

couple of years ago of cancer, and I was very sad and quite concerned about 

what was going to happen to Moldenhauer. As it turned out, he's remarried. 

There is a wonderful ongoing tribute to Rosaleen in that much of the 

collection is hers, is dedicated to her, is the Rosaleen Moldenhauer Collection. 

There are concerts in her honor, in her memory. I just really feel that she 

deserves a special tribute, because I don't think Moldenhauer would have 

been Moldenhauer without Rosaleen. He never could have managed. The 

correspondence; the driving, everywhere, not just in America, but everywhere 

in Europe; all the things she did behind the scenes that I think he was only 

partially or fractionally aware of at all. Her lack of ego involvement in this, 



which was ongoing, I think is something very special. And at no point did she 

seem servile. She was always in charge, but managed this in such a wonderful 

way that I wish it could have been patented. [laughter] It really needs special 

mention. 

SMITH 

Another person you wanted to come back to was Marta Feuchtwanger? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I think when we talked about the whole refugee literati community, there 

was no chance for me to also pay tribute to Marta Feuchtwanger, who is still a 

marvelously attentive, maternal creature in my life. She's now in her nineties 

and had recently been hospitalized, but she's all right again, at least seemingly 

all right again. She has been a wonderfully steady, encouraging, supportive 

presence in my life. Different, of course, from Trude [Gertrud] Schoenberg's. It 

was never that close, nor would she have been that revered a person in my 

life, but as a very special older friend and advisor. And also as somebody who 

would take care and be concerned and know that I would be there in a flash if 

anything went wrong. It was such a very nice feeling. She really championed 

me from the very beginning. She did some similar encouraging "feeds. " 

Because I'm always the one who doesn't fill myself with confidence, she 

managed to pour in a few drops here and then. And still does. Even though we 

were both rather concerned about my leaving to New York recently, she was 

one of the few very good friends who thought it was a marvelous idea. So 

many of my other friends, who were indeed good friends but also depended 

on me, felt that it was a mistake. She never did. Even though we knew we 

would miss each other very much, there was such encouragement that I was 

doing the right thing indeed, and that if X [wasn't], I could just come back. It 

was that kind of don't-worry-about-the-risk advice that she's given me, really, 

all the time that I was in Los Angeles. And of course, I've admired her spunk 

and her honesty. Because she's had some problems at times with publishers, 

the same thing that all people go through when they suddenly are in charge of 

somebody else's life's work. And [Lion] Feuchtwanger in the last twenty years 

or so has had quite a renaissance, in Germany especially. "Especially in East 

Germany, of course, where he was looked at as one of theirs. I don't know 

whether he would have thought so, but it's the way he is being treated. Marta 



has had one film crew after another come to the big house to do interviews, 

and they appear all over Europe. Every so often I get a phone call or some kind 

of a report from my family or friends that they've just seen my friend Marta 

Feuchtwanger on television again. She goes to concerts; she goes to 

everything. She never left out a concert of mine. She also goes to many new 

works, and she wants to be there to be supportive as well as just listening. 

She's a gem. So I really didn't want to not have this on the record. 

SMITH 

Getting back to where we left off the last time, are you going to start off today 

by talking about the [Pierre] Boulez residency and your involvement in making 

that a reality? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, it must have come up somewhere in 1983. Actually, I'm trying to 

think of exactly what the time was, because I couldn't reconstitute that from 

my notes. Ernest Fleischmann came to the Committee on Fine Arts 

Productions, and we discussed the concept of having the Los Angeles 

Philharmonic with Boulez come to the campus. That was to be in the spring of 

'84. And as we talked about it, I thought, "Well, it's nice to have the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic and Boulez come to the campus, but as long as they're 

coming to the campus, let's make it a campus event, not just something 

happening in Royce Hall. " And everybody agreed that it would be a good idea. 

The more we talked, the better the idea seemed to all of us. Namely, a 

campus event including faculty, including students—underline the students—

and make it more of a residency, rather than a different venue for the 

Philharmonic. And occasionally UCLA really is just a different venue for the 

Philharmonic. But this seemed so special. And then, as I usually am 

ecumenical, I thought, "This would be a pity to just only have the UCLA music 

department involved. Let's make it a consortium. " So we invited Cal Arts 

[California Institute of the Arts], [California State University] Northridge, and 

USC [University of Southern California], two or three other campuses to have 

their music students and their faculty involved in bringing this about. Then as 

soon as we thought it was a good idea, we thought we'd better check with 

Boulez and see if it's a good idea. Of course, I had heard at times that he may 

want to do something like that, but then at the last minute it seems too much 



or he can't really spend the time with students while he's doing all this work. 

We also had Ojai [Music Festival] on the horizon for that same spring. So I 

wrote him a letter and had Ernest Fleischmann hand deliver it, because he 

happened to be there in January. I'll just read this letter: This is merely an 

informal note which Ernest Fleischmann kindly consented to deliver to you 

next week. A more official, definitive letter issued by Robert [H. ] Gray, Dean 

of the College of Fine Arts, should reach you in the near future. I find it hard to 

believe that it will soon be three years since we last saw each other, but I 

recall our conversation and that most impressive tour of IRCAM [Institut de 

Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique] fondly. Indeed, all of it quite 

indelibly retained in my memory. Discussions about plans for your UCLA 

residency with the L. A. Philharmonic have brought forth some ideas which I 

should like to share with you at this point. These concepts are of course still 

very much in the formative stage, but it would help greatly to hear your 

reactions to any or all of them in order for us to begin to implement or realize 

next steps when Ernest returns and our new academic quarter or semester 

begins. The University Planning Office is optimistic about an early completion 

of the Royce Hall restoration project. This means that when you arrive here on 

or about May 1, 1984, rehearsals can begin in the new Royce Hall rehearsal 

space, an exact replica of the stage dimensions. Rehearsal time and space will 

be available on Wednesdays through Saturdays. Concerts are projected for 

Sundays the 6th, 13th, and 20th of May, with your Ojai stint to follow in early 

June. We are of course most anxious that talented conducting and performing 

students from the L. A. area be able to attend and observe designated 

rehearsal sessions and that you might be willing to address them in occasional 

workshops. The possibility of a public lecture was mentioned as well. I am very 

much looking forward to this residency, to say the least, shall be in Europe 

some time during the fall quarter of 1983, probably in November, and shall let 

you know the exact dates as soon as they are crystallized. That may well be a 

good time for some relatively last-minute talks. In the meantime, Prost 

Neujahr and all good wishes, —Pia. So I didn't hear a word from Boulez after I 

sent this letter except that Fleischmann said he nodded. So then when I did 

get to Europe, got to Geneva in the fall of 1983, I called him up and said, 

"Pierre, we haven't heard. " He said, "But I didn't say no. I meant, of course, if 

you didn't hear, it meant yes. " I said, "Does 'yes' mean workshop? Does 'yes' 

mean working with the students? Does 'yes' mean having the Boulez fellows, " 



as we then called them, "be available to you, or rather you to them?" He said, 

"Yes, yes, yes, yes. " So I felt that even though we didn't have such an 

agreement in writing, he was quite cheery and pleased to do it. Afterwards, I 

heard from some people in Freiburg and in Berlin and somewhere else that 

sometimes he says yes and then he won't do it, but I felt really quite 

confident. By the time he arrived in Los Angeles to start the rehearsals, we 

had picked the Boulez fellows from the various institutions. They were a 

wonderful group of students, really young professionals, and he spent every 

free hour with them. Not only in talking about what happened at rehearsals, 

but we had a session where some of their pieces were being played. We had 

an open forum. I have to insert here that I thought as long as he was doing a 

piece of Elliott Carter's, perhaps we could have Elliott Carter come in from 

New York. I called Elliott, who's also a good friend, to see if he would be 

available during that time, and he was not only available, but very pleased to 

come. So that added a little extra luster to it. Both Boulez and Carter did one 

session, an open forum session (open to the public in other words) with the 

students, and [had] their compositions played. So it really was, as far as I'm 

concerned, one of the most, if not the most, successful events of this kind that 

we've ever had. It opened Royce Hall. It did all the things I thought it would do 

when I wrote the letter a year before. Not that I thought it would be— I hoped 

it would be that way. Nobody knows about architects and contractors. And 

Royce Hall looked like the biggest mess anybody ever saw, even some weeks 

before the event. You remember that. I couldn't imagine it ever coming 

together in time, but it did. The rehearsal hall was ready; the hall was ready. 

To all of our joy it sounded marvelous. Of course, I don't care what anybody 

says, acoustics are not predictable, absolutely not. A lot of it is a lot of luck. 

And we were lucky. We had good acoustical experts. I don't mean to diminish 

their contribution, but I think they were just as apprehensive as all of us. 

SMITH 

I suppose the question that needs to be asked is if you hadn't known Boulez 

for so many years, and with the connection to Trude Schoenberg and— 

GILBERT 

The whole clan. [laughter] 

SMITH 



—the whole clan, do you think he would have come anyway? 

GILBERT 

Oh, he would have come, because he's very close to Ernest Fleischmann. The 

original push came from Ernest. But whether he would have been able, 

whether he would have— Well, I don't know whether it even would have 

come up if I hadn't mentioned the fact that we should make this more of a 

university-oriented project. It would have been a stellar event in any case, but 

it would not have had this extra dimension. I don't need to take credit for it, 

but it probably wouldn't have come off quite this way. Maybe somebody else 

would have had a different idea, I don't know. But it really did not involve a 

great deal of persuasion. We did have a very fine committee that worked on 

the whole Boulez residency. It took an enormous amount of coordination to 

get several institutions with all their different schedules to come together on 

one campus and to get these fellows back and forth. They were housed at— 

They weren't housed, but they were fed and taken care of at UCLA, because it 

was a morning to evening thing. Places like 'SC, those students were quite 

fortunate, because their semester had already stopped. We were about to 

approach final exams. So the schedule was different for each group, and it's 

amazing that it worked anyway. Northridge also was about to stop. Cal Arts is 

fairly flexible no matter what, because their push is toward exactly this kind of 

thing. 

SMITH 

I understand, in terms of the Committee on Fine Arts Productions, that you 

were quite instrumental in getting the Lieder series going. 

GILBERT 

Well, we all were. I think we realized at one point that that was being 

neglected nationally, because singers doing Lieder evenings just didn't fill any 

houses. I thought they wouldn't fill ours either, but that's the whole point of 

having a university concert series. This has been my fight, if you will, all along, 

that we were not to be compared to Ambassador [Auditorium] or the Music 

Center [of Los Angeles County], that we could do things they couldn't and they 

could do things we couldn't. We had a certain responsibility—budget or no — 

to bring new artists; young artists; old artists who needed to be perceived, 



heard, and seen still; special aspects of music, dance, and theater. Well, 

theater, of course, is now just coming back in, but we did do some, such as the 

Acting Company and the Royal Shakespeare Company, etc., that couldn't be 

housed very easily anywhere else in Los Angeles. So the Lieder evenings were 

just part of that philosophy, you see. I felt very strongly about it and had 

several discussions with the administration that we were— UCLA really, 

nationally, internationally, is the concert series on a campus and is being 

looked at as a model. Artists love to come to UCLA for that reason. The 

problem is that our budget is dwindling and dwindling, and they'll just have to 

come for less, or not come. Unfortunately, as our budget is dwindling, the 

artists' salaries seem to be going up. Where that ratio of comparison comes in, 

I don't know. 

SMITH 

Did you have problems convincing adminstrators that the Lieder series would 

be viable? 

GILBERT 

It wasn't just the Lieder series, you see. It was all these things. It always hits 

people who have been pining for something, and then it comes back or it 

doesn't come back and they make a "do. " But this comes under the general 

umbrella of what should be done, including that. At one point, Larry 

[Lawrence] Kruger, who's now the chair of the series, felt that chamber music 

was being neglected. And he, being part of the medical school, got his 

colleagues in the medical school to start pouring some money into that, and 

we now have a chamber music series that indeed fills the houses that we put 

it in. It was similar to the beginning of the dance series, where people would 

come, not in droves, and now it's fairly well filled. 

SMITH 

Have you been, yourself personally, concerned with things such as advertising, 

how to get people to come to these things? Have you given much thought to 

that? 

GILBERT 



Well, the thought that I had given to it was— I must go back a little bit. When 

we first started, we weren't even allowed to advertise. It was beneath the 

university's dignity to have any advertisement anywhere. All we were able to 

have were black and white official posters on the campus that such and such 

was arriving, right next to the lectures (we need to go into the lecture series 

too, at some point) right next to student enrollment. You couldn't tell that it 

had anything to do with anything else. So when Frances Inglis came on the 

campus, she asked why we couldn't have different colors, and nobody had any 

good reason. So suddenly we had pink and green and blue and yellow posters, 

at least, saying that this is the concert series. But no advertising, only 

announcements in the paper. It really reminded me of my father's feelings 

early on. He felt that advertising was rather vulgar, that a good firm like 

Dunhill would not stoop to an advertisement. It took quite a conversion of 

thought to get rid of the idea that if you were a good company, money or no, 

you wouldn't stoop to that. And I think the university's approach was also not 

the money—there was plenty of money at the time—but that it was beneath 

the university's dignity to put an ad in the Los Angeles Times. 

SMITH 

Did that come from President [Robert Gordon] Sproul or was it local? 

GILBERT 

I think it was a general university stance, not just UCLA. Gradually, that gave 

way to the university's becoming more a part of the general community. Not 

just in that respect, but— Not just outreach, but I guess "inreach" from where 

the university was, the rise of Los Angeles and Westwood and West L. A. I 

don't quite know how it came about. It somehow [was] like certain 

developmental things that seem to happen overnight, but they've been 

coming and one hasn't watched that they were coming. So, gradually, there 

was a little ad here and a bigger ad there. No one had yet coined the term 

marketing for concerts. It was also still during the time when agents were 

"born. " No one would have thought that [Sol] Hurok would have to go 

through an arts management program to be who he was. That gradually came 

about, that agents were schooled and had a degree and knew about 

accounting and computers and all the kinds of things one talks about now in 

light of the jet-set concert management. So with all of that, the marketing 



approach came more and more to the surface. Not only did we have to be 

aware of it, but we had to get somebody who was professional. We've had 

several people in that position. Now, what did concern me—I'll get back to 

what didn't concern me—is that some of the ads as they developed became 

much too garish, really un-university, and I made a big fuss. 

SMITH 

Can you think of any particular ads? 

GILBERT 

Well, it all started to look like the Capezio catalogue, if you know what I mean, 

with lots of color. No, the ads for our concert series, never one particular one. 

Though I was told that they drew a lot of attention, that the ticket sales went 

up, I was really quite adamant and vocal and had some people behind me to 

say, "This can't be our advertisement. It can't look like 'take a cruise to 

somewhere. '" So it was toned down and has stayed toned down. I don't 

know, maybe something will happen now that I'm no longer in charge. But I 

trust the committee that I left, and also Pebbles [Wadsworth], to make sure 

that "good taste" will prevail, in quotes. 

SMITH 

What about ticket prices? 

GILBERT 

That's again determined by the marketing. I was also the one who didn't like 

to see people having to pay fifty cents for programs, but I lost that argument. 

Because we did waste a lot of programs that were just being thrown away. 

There was talk of a monthly program—each time somebody came they would 

be given a monthly program. When the fifty-cent-program policy was 

implemented, we did save a lot of money. Ticket prices are determined not— I 

really wanted very little to do with the budget altogether. I felt that if I— Not 

only because I'm mathematically underprivileged, but I would be inhibited if I 

were to consider the artists' salaries, the fees, the ticket prices, the marketing 

of the event. I probably would not have been able to do such courageous 

programming. I always had people, especially for a long time Vice-Chancellor 

[Elwin V. ] Svenson, who kept a good eye on these things and always managed 



to find some money. I was very sorry when he couldn't continue. Now, of 

course, Dean Gray keeps a weather eye out on these things as well. It's being 

managed, but we have to be more circumspect than we used to be. 

SMITH 

I understand that some of the programs have been underwritten by patrons, 

such as Betty Freeman. 

GILBERT 

Not whole programs, but certain events would have gotten her financial help. 

She is a gem, another gem in my life. Because Betty is one of the few patrons 

in the arts who manages to keep everybody's respect even though she gives 

the money. [laughter] Because so often it works in such a peculiar way: the 

very people who are helping are being sneered at. No one sneers at Betty. She 

has her independence; she'll do exactly as she pleases. She knows music; she 

makes no bones about whom she likes and doesn't like, or when she will or 

won't support. She can't be wheedled into something she doesn't want to do. 

And also, one perceives a very good human being. So I find her quite— I wish 

other people would take an example from the way she behaves with her 

money, which is, really, when she spends it, it's usually spent wisely. It's done 

with taste and with discretion and she doesn't beat around the bush. Now, all 

these combinations are very rare. 

SMITH 

Did you meet her through the university or through your Schoenberg 

connections? 

GILBERT 

No, I met her some years ago because she was taking piano lessons from a 

very good friend of mine. You may know Theodore Front, who has the musical 

literature store here in Los Angeles. His wife, who died several years ago, 

Victoria Front, was an excellent piano teacher, from whom I also took an 

occasional lesson and who also was a very dear friend. That's how I first met 

Betty. Then later on, I met her again through John Cage, whose works she had 

supported financially. He even dedicated a whole set of violin etudes, called 

the Freeman Etudes, to her. But again, it's done in such a way that John, who 



would not want to be connected with somebody who would be patronizing 

about the patronage, loves Betty. We just recently had a reunion in New York 

when Betty was there. She hadn't been to my new apartment, and everybody, 

well, John Cage and Paul Zukofsky, who had done the Freeman Etudes, and so 

on, were all— We had a lovely lunch. We went to Lou Harrison's concert in 

Carnegie Hall. She's also helped Lou Harrison a great deal. She's helped [Terry] 

Riley and [Roger] Reynolds, and of course [Harry] Partch we already talked 

about. So Betty is quite a figure in that she really does know new music. She is 

helpful. She's also a good friend of Virgil Thomson's, a very good friend. She's 

special. 

SMITH 

Did you ever personally get involved in asking for funds to underwrite aspects 

of programs? 

GILBERT 

Never! Never. I refuse to do it. I would turn maroon, or whatever, the darkest 

color of purple. I also felt I couldn't talk to these people because I would 

always be perceived as somebody who's asking for money. I left that to the 

people who know how to do that. There are some people who are really 

talented. I think Pebbles is one of them. She can do it with ease and without 

being cloying or coy. She does it in a nice, direct way. That's her job. My job 

had nothing to do with that, I felt. Now, it may be perceived differently by 

succeeding chairs. I was chair for much too long. I set certain tones that 

perhaps are ripe to be unset by now. But I could not do that and then ask for 

the things I needed to ask for from the artist, from the administration. 

Whenever the word money came up, I said, "Well, that's something you need 

to discuss with X or Y or Z. We're talking policy and principles and taste and 

programming. " I felt my main concern was quality control, and I wouldn't let 

go of that, not for an inch. 

SMITH 

Let's explore that a little bit. What do you mean by quality control? 

GILBERT 



By quality control, I mean a very subjective approach to what I think is good. 

Not just "I" only. I also, I think, perhaps saw to it that the people who were on 

the committee who were recommended were not the ones who would have 

direct opposite views. The only ones I was ever, in quotes, "stuck with"—and I 

was lucky there—were the chairs of the departments. Other than that, I would 

see who would recommend whom, and then get several recommendations 

and look into them, then take them back to the committee with my own 

subjective observation. Usually, that is how it was. Then the recommendations 

went up to the chancellor, and I don't think Chuck [Charles E. Young] ever 

worried about— Now mind you, this was not "I'll get my party around me. " 

But in order to get— How do you say the best? Who says it's the best? 

Somebody has to say so, otherwise we would have— I don't think you can 

compromise on what's the best. You get a committee voting on it and you 

get— You know the whole joke about a camel [being] a horse that was 

designed by a committee. You would get a camel every time. I really wanted a 

horse, the best racehorse, each time. Now, I didn't always; we didn't always. 

And please, I don't want this to come off as my having made all these 

selections. Let me just say again that there was a large committee—in fact, I 

felt strongly about that—subdivided into subcommittees: music, dance, 

theater. I sat in on all the subcommittee meetings, and it was all discussion. It 

was not my saying we must or we should, or else. Nothing of that kind. I did 

do a lot of the collecting of whom should we have in this area and that area, 

and then we would discuss it. Other people would bring things, but because 

I've traveled so much and heard so much on the East Coast as well, I was in a 

good position to say, "Well, this is getting a lot of publicity, but it isn't all that 

wonderful—just a very good press agent. " Or something isn't getting any 

publicity because they don't know how to get a press agent, but they're 

marvelous. They would either take my word for it or not. Occasionally I was 

wrong, of course. Not only occasionally. We were all right or wrong, if you will, 

by taking certain chances. But I really felt that taking a risk is part of the 

university existence. And this I've said and written many times: the concert 

series is a laboratory for the arts at the university. How else are people going 

to hear what they need to hear? They can't count on the commercial venues. 

We have to bring in the young artists, the experimental work. For that matter, 

whatever the musica antiqua ensembles were, because they for a long time 

were not chic. It's just now having a little spurt of recognition again with the 



revival of "Let's use original instruments. " So actually, I must say I enjoyed 

that job a great deal. And "job" is quite a peculiar statement, because I was 

never given any extra salary for doing that. And I probably wouldn't have 

accepted it, because I wanted to have the freedom of being independent. I 

mean, the freedom that comes along with being independent of that kind of 

remuneration. In some ways it was foolish. In other ways, it really made it 

more enjoyable, because I could speak up. I was not having to consider an 

extra job that was being paid, in other words. 

SMITH 

Are there objective standards for excellence, in your opinion? 

GILBERT 

Well, I think there are more objective standards for what's no good. But I 

would not risk— Not because I don't want to risk, but because I think it 

wouldn't make any sense. Each situation is again to be evaluated on its own 

terms. When you start comparing, even from one, say, modern composer or 

choreographer to another, you would have to say, "I like this and I don't like 

that. " And that's not it; that's the same thing that we were discussing before. 

So I can admire chance operations and twelve-tone writing, but I myself don't 

do it. And whether I do it or not, or admire it or not, it has a right to be heard. 

So then, where do you start saying, "This should be heard" or "This is 

excellent"? Now, just because something is new does not mean that it has a 

right to be heard. Besides, there's nothing new under the sun. It's really more 

and more true in the arts. I don't believe in objective criteria. I have to look at 

each work. This is also true of my professorship, if you will. You do talk about 

form and forming in light of artistic creation, but then somebody comes along 

at the very next moment and does something that is seemingly unformed but 

ingenious. In order for it to have that ingenuity, it had to be unformed. So 

there goes the criterion for what's good form. Of course, you have to set it up 

first, and then come all the howevers and neverthelesses. Those are terribly 

important when you get to the finely honed professional levels. Anyone who 

first heard [Terry] Riley's In C was somehow shaken by it. It's now almost a 

classic. I remember hearing that in Schoenberg Hall and everybody walking 

out. And I think I almost felt like walking out too, but I was too curious to see 

how long it was going to last and when it was going to stop, if ever. At the first 



hearing. We had not yet gotten used to the approach of, say, Bali or Java, 

where you don't have to sit through the whole thing. You can come in, come 

back, go out, have a cigarette if you like, ana come back in and it's still going 

on. Of course, that doesn't make too much sense in a proscenium-arch 

theater, where you're plunked into a seat and when you get up you disturb 

everybody. 

SMITH 

Of course, in terms of your connections, a lot of what you've done has been 

really closely involved with the dance department, bringing in dancers, 

choreographers, critics into the faculty either on a short-term basis or a 

longer-term basis. Let's get into that. I suppose a place to start would be the 

recruiting of John Martin to the dance faculty. 

GILBERT 

Well, that's an interesting way to start, because I didn't know John Martin 

before he came to UCLA. I was one of his admirers like everybody else. When 

the idea came that we needed somebody to do criticism and aesthetics, his 

name came to mind. It came to my mind, it came to Alma [Hawkins]'s mind. 

None of us knew him except Marion Scott. Marion said, "Don't even bother. 

He's ill. He's not ready to leave New York. He doesn't talk to anybody. " And 

the more she talked—as you remember we're good friends—I said, "What is 

the harm in asking him?" "Oh, " she said, "it just doesn't make any sense. 

Don't even ask him. " Somehow that started a very perverse [laughter] 

something in my mind. I said, "Well, let's just ask him. All that can happen is 

that he can say no. " This went on for about three quarters of an hour in a 

faculty meeting. I said to Alma, "I'll write to him if—" "No, " she said, "I'll write 

to him. " I mean, she felt the same way—why not ask? So we wrote, and he 

said he would be delighted. Which was one of these situations that apparently 

really, according to Marion, who knew him, didn't make any sense. And 

according to John later on, it was just one of these things that fell in from the 

sky, where he had been rather at sea as to what his position was now and 

where he was and who he was. It was certainly the best thing that could have 

happened to us. I think he was there for almost eight years on and off, if not 

more. He and I had another instant friendship. He stayed at a little place in the 

village, and suddenly we realized there weren't any sheets and towels. So I 



went over there with sheets and towels and pots and pans and sat down for 

five minutes to talk to him, and that took up the whole day. We talked all day. 

I've never forgotten it. He was not only naturally so knowledgeable, but had 

this special approach to what he believed in. After all, he was perhaps 

responsible in many ways for giving the modern dance, as of the Martha 

Graham days, its validity. His first review of Martha Graham—I hope I can 

restate that—was to say that her works don't unroll like a carpet; they unfold 

petal by petal like a flower. Now, when you read something like that, you have 

an instant sense of its becoming a flower. It doesn't just tell a story, it 

becomes something that is a totality. From then on, he was the champion of 

modern dance, as well as loving ballet. He never had to give up one to 

champion the other. Of course, I had read most things that he had written. 

Anyway, it was another wonderful influence in my life, the time he was in Los 

Angeles. I think we saw each other every day at school. He often came over 

for dinner. He was just part of my social circle. He gave wonderful lectures. It 

was really interesting. All the music critics at that time were the dance critics 

on the [Los Angeles] Times. They all came to his public lectures every time. The 

lectures were amusing and entertaining, as well as informative and instructive. 

He also did a wonderful thing once when I came reeling out of my music class 

very upset because again they were talking about having seen the Los Angeles 

Philharmonic, having seen [Artur] Rubinstein. I got so annoyed—I don't 

anymore—at that time, thinking they'd only worked with their eyes. I mean, 

you go and you hear [Jascha] Heifetz and you hear the Guarnieri Quartet. You 

don't go to see them. Well, as I walked out of there, and he said, "What's the 

matter, sweetie?, " which was his usual greeting. So I told him what was the 

matter, still raging. He said, "Now, you sit down and I'll tell you a story." And 

the story was that— Well, I'll tell it in first person: "So here I was a young 

reporter at the New York Times. No one had ever reviewed dance before, 

except [Carl] van Vechten, and those were articles more than journalistic 

reportage. " He said, "They gave me a little cubicle. So I sat in my cubicle, and 

one morning Olin Downes came in and said, 'Mr. Martin. Oh, Mr. Martin! I had 

the most wonderful experience last night. I went and I heard [Anna] Pavlova. 

'" So all right, okay, if the music critic hears dance, I guess the rest of the world 

can see music, [laughter] So he put me in a better state over that one. It was 

really an era, I think, that John Martin stayed with us. For anyone who was 



there, I think it's still in our bones. The whole approach to the art, to 

performance. 

1.27. TAPE NUMBER: XVI, Side Two (March 24, 1986) 

GILBERT 

One didn't argue with him, not because he was John Martin, but because one 

knew he was very set in his ways. I'm not saying that as a criticism or that he 

was an elderly gentleman. I think there are certain conclusions one comes to, 

and he came to certain conclusions. Now, we were at that time involved with 

a Judson Church-like beginning of the postmodern era, [Merce] 

Cunninghamesque approaches to things, and the happenings. John Martin had 

no intentions of being involved in any of that. And as it turned out, really, 

much of this has evaporated. He was visibly unhappy at one point when I used 

a vacuum cleaner as a score, for a work that asked for a vacuum cleaner being 

turned on and off. 

SMITH 

Was that Arena for One? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no, no. No, that was just like an etude. The whole task was to turn it 

on and off at certain times when the dancers did such and such. It was a task-

oriented score; I certainly wasn't going to publish it. At that time I didn't even 

think of publishing. But I do remember that. He said, "Now, sweetie, you're 

not going to do this again, are you?" [laughter] And I wasn't so sure. 

SMITH 

In terms of developing the critical and historical program, what role did he 

play? 

GILBERT 

Well, that's difficult to assess. I think he did press the button to make us aware 

of how important it was to have that kind of theory attached to both the 

undergraduate and the graduate programs. Not just criticism, but being able 

to articulate, being able to become literate in the art of criticism. And not just 

students' works, but being aware of what was going on. Because so much of 



the department was oriented to what do they do: What did the students do? 

How can we get them to do it better? But we didn't worry about whether they 

knew any of the dances. It's still not where it should be. I mean, I can't imagine 

a music student not knowing all the Beethoven sonatas, but I can very well 

imagine the dance students not knowing any of the ballets, except in just the 

most cursory way. 

SMITH 

Wouldn't that seem to be a lack that would need a mandatory class to fill? 

GILBERT 

Well, that's what happened eventually. It happened with Alma [Hawkins] 

doing the course that I've been teaching all these years. It happened with the 

aesthetics course then being taken over by other people coming in. But of 

course you can't replace a John Martin. The fact that that part of the discipline 

had to be added and become part of the fabric of the department certainly 

was a big push from him. It was invaluable. I miss him. When he left UCLA we 

just stayed in touch on the telephone and whenever I came to New York. Even 

when he was ill these last two years we had our chats. 

SMITH 

Another person who was involved, brought into the dance department, was 

Jack Cole. 

GILBERT 

Well, he was brought in the way all the other visiting artists were brought in. 

He was a special case, if one would put it that way, in that he came from a 

somewhat different world, the world of jazz (although he didn't think that's 

what he was doing so much) and the world of commercial filmmaking and 

Broadway. And again, here was a really interesting addition. The no-nonsense, 

you do it or you don't do it, no coddling. He couldn't be persuaded by any kind 

of wheedling or tears. Whatever happened, he was tough, but he was a dear. I 

did some music for his, oh, what is it? Not Hommage a Jimmy Dean. Memory? 

What was the piece called? Something to Jimmy Dean. 

SMITH 

I know that. In fact I— 



GILBERT 

The piece was called Requiem for Jimmy Dean. When he first— We had some 

lunch, and he'd said, "Would you like to do a score for me?" I thought that 

probably I wouldn't, because that's not my area. He said he had certain 

sections for the piece that were going to be on tape. They were certain jazz 

ensemble pieces that were done by specific groups that certainly couldn't be 

done by any other, and in between those there would be my kind of music. So 

I thought, "I wonder what he thinks my kind of music would be?" But he'd 

heard some. Well, it did become a peculiar melange of certainly not seamless 

patchings, and I don't think the piece was ever really finished. It certainly 

wasn't finished at its first performance. It had some very lively, good moments 

in it, but it really very much escaped my memory, and that's a very rare thing 

to have happened. It just evaporated in my mind. I see some people jumping 

around up there; I see a whole group of musicians in the pit, and my having to 

give my very unorthodox signals again to everybody backstage. I even had to 

have a musician to run the tape. It couldn't just be a sound person, because 

the musician had to watch the score and then had to get a signal to start the 

tape in the middle of a quarter note. That had to be rehearsed almost more 

than the choreography on the stage. I have no sense of that piece having 

worked or not worked. It's something that has completely left my memory as 

something that was important other than the process. The process was very 

pleasant with Jack, but when we got into the hall, he got nervous and was 

telling me what to do when and where. And I said—and the students who 

were so afraid of him wrote me notes as if I were Joan of Arc for having 

spoken up to Jack—I said, "Now, Jack, I'm in charge here, and you're in charge 

there, " my pointing to the pit and pointing to the stage as far to where our 

various territories were. And to everybody's surprise, he laughed. He said, 

"Well, no one's ever told me off before. " [laughter] I said, "I wasn't telling you 

off either. I was just pointing out where we both belong. " So that apparently 

was an event. I was very sad; he died about, well, within the year, seems to 

me, after his residency at UCLA. He did smoke a lot, but we had no sense of his 

being ill. He was so full of energy, more energy than ten of us combined. 

SMITH 

The Cole papers have come to UCLA? 



GILBERT 

Yes, I believe so, yes. 

SMITH 

To the dance department? 

GILBERT 

I don't think so. I think to the general library. I think something about that just 

came up fairly recently. I don't know the exact status of that. 

SMITH 

I was wondering if the dance department was involved in the—? 

GILBERT 

Well, I'm sure. Of course. Well, we weren't involved financially, but we 

certainly would have wanted it. But we need more space. I mean, we have the 

Ruth St. Denis Collection, and it's in boxes. It should be in beautiful glass cases, 

and it's rotting away. Until we get the new building and spaces to at least 

house, if not exhibit, what we own, these kind of acquisitions are fairly 

meaningless. 

SMITH 

Let's talk about some of the other artists who've been brought here. Jose 

Limón, of course, we need to talk about and the productions that were 

mounted with him. 

GILBERT 

Well, mainly the production that was mounted by the department was 

the Missa Brevis with the music by [Zoltán] Kodály. And Jose, who was one of 

the most wonderful— I keep rhapsodizing about some of these people, but we 

really had good ones. They were all different. 

SMITH 

Had you—? 

GILBERT 



Had I met him before? 

SMITH 

Yes. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I'd met him before because of Doris [Humphrey]. " 

SMITH 

Had you been involved in bringing him to UCLA? 

GILBERT 

No, this was always a departmental decision. In fact, much of where they say, 

"Well, Pia was responsible for it, " I was never single-handedly responsible for 

anything, because it's not the way I work. And also, I don't think it's the way 

one should be able to work at the university level. But I was able to help 

persuade at times. And when they'd say, "Well, you know him, you go talk to 

him, " I did. But it didn't take much persuasion, and Alma was always very 

good about bringing about situations like that. So then when Jose did come, 

we had our meetings. I had already told him that if we were going to do it, it 

was going to be done live, and had alerted Donn Weiss, our chorus master, 

who was very excited because he had been a student at the University of 

Wisconsin where Jose was in residence for some time. Being at Wisconsin at 

that time meant knowing a great deal about modern dance, because for a 

while that was a modern dance mecca, with Marge [Margaret] H'Doubler and 

people like that. It was wonderful not to have to persuade the music 

department to give up any of its concerts, because Donn was more than happy 

to substitute this as another public arena for his chorus. The university 

organist, Tom [Thomas F. ] Harmon, was as easily persuaded and delighted. so 

although Jose knew that it would be a little more difficult to get all these 

forces together and to get student dancers to do his work, and so on, he was 

right with us. In fact, I remember his saying, "But of course! A chorus is a noble 

thing. " It stuck in my mind. 

SMITH 

Where did you place the chorus? 



GILBERT 

Well, that was very— It was wonderful, because as we finally arrived at a 

solution to where do we put the chorus, we had the chorus walk in in a 

procession into the pit. But the pit was elevated, so you saw the chorus, but 

without offending the sight lines. I always had that for a dance pit anyway. I 

always wanted the musicians to be seen. This was not opera, where the 

musicians should be heard and not seen. In dance, it's my conviction that they 

should be heard and seen. And so a big chorus like that, it was so moving just 

to see them walking in with their gray robes. The organ had to be pushed 

closer to the proscenium because of the delay factor. There is an acoustical 

delay in Royce Hall that has to be overcome when you play for something 

visual. So the dancers had to have an audio monitor on stage, because the 

sound reached them a little late. Tom had to be able to see Donn's conducting 

in order to stay with the chorus. So there was a little bit of maneuvering that 

had to be done that intrigued Jose to no end. Jose is very musical, very 

musical. And also very knowledgeable about old, middle, and new music. I 

must say, much more so than, say, his mentor, Doris Humphrey, who was 

musical, but not that knowledgeable. Well, it was, I think, one of our most 

successful ventures. It was simply beautiful. Everybody was wonderful. Doris 

Siegel's lighting was superb. The dancers were marvelous; we had a very good 

crop that year. Jose was really very happy. He came after the work had already 

been taught by his assistant, Daniel Lewis, who later on wrote the Limón 

biography [The Illustrated Dance Technique of Jose Limón], and is still very 

active at Juilliard [School] teaching both the Limón technique and repertoire 

and his own. Later I did a work for Daniel Lewis. 

SMITH 

Which was? 

GILBERT 

Which was Irving, the Terrific. 

SMITH 

There were so many people who came. It's hard to talk about them 

GILBERT 



We can't really. [Alwin] Nikolais came and Murray Louis. We did a couple of 

works already; we talked about a recent one. Gus Solomon's, that was an 

interesting residency, because Gus was one of the, quotes, "avant- garde" 

people. He had been with Cunningham and started his own work. This was 

during the time when we were anxious to be outrageous. He did a work with 

the UCLA company called [Freke-Phreec-Freake-Phreaque-]Freak and spelled 

it about five different ways as the title. And, again over lunch, he said, "I want 

you to make a very violent score. " I said, "Well, I'm not given to violent 

scores, but I'll see the dance. " Well, the dance was done, number one, in 

underwear. In other words, men's and women's underwear. It was done up 

and down this high, ladderlike— Cherry pickers, I think that's what they're 

called. He had some tapes that had to be used, and Ellen Sinatra, one of the 

accompanists in the department, helped put some of these tapes together. I 

had whatever musicians I had for the concert anyway primed to improvise 

according to some material I gave them at signals. He said he wanted a really 

violent ending. Well, now here we have the dancers in their underwear 

climbing up and down those cherry pickers, a very violent, loud tape in the 

auditorium, and blaring instrumentalists all over the auditorium. In other 

words, you might have been sitting next to a trumpet player who suddenly 

pulls out his instrument and plays. People up in the balconies playing. It was 

hard to top that with something more violent at the end, and Gus absolutely 

insisted. So then, after all, I was in the Women's Gym, and the Women's Gym 

still housed the women's sports. It occurred to me that you start a race with a 

pistol, so I ended that dance with one of those pistols being shot off in the 

auditorium. That was the score. Needless to say, I didn't keep the score. 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

Another person you worked with was Valerie Bettis. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Now, that was a whole other thing. 

SMITH 

She came for the semester or quarter? 

GILBERT 



She came for most of the year. I think she came for the whole year. Her task 

was to do a work for the company and to teach the seniors. Now, this was also 

still at the time where we were very much concerned with process, and who's 

in charge here anyway. I was assigned to work with Valerie as a co-teacher for 

the seniors. Not just music or whatever, but also the whole choreographic 

end, a kind of homeroom person assigned to Valerie. Valerie came from this 

whole New York environment and from her studio, and took one look at our 

situation and wondered what she had gotten herself into. But then [she] got 

rather intrigued by it. And also, at one point, the students, who were used to 

being quite critical of the teacher, said, "We shouldn't be taught this way, we 

should be taught that way, " which was still left over from the physical 

education group dynamics. Valerie said, "Really? I don't care how you want to 

be taught. I don't care what you think of me. This is not a popularity contest. " 

She hit them with these outlandish sentences. [laughter] It was like a dash of 

cold water. And somehow it worked. The students still kept some of their 

autonomy, but Valerie came in there like a storm and said, "You don't stand 

this way, you stand that way, " and group dynamics— Not be damned, but she 

wasn't going to worry about it. Because you didn't vote on where the fifth 

position was, if that was the question. Anyway, we had a rather good time 

with getting that going. Then she had had an idea about the choreography 

for Arena for One. It was to be quasi-autobiographical, in that the woman, the 

main character, was in a quasi circus with a quasi circus master telling her 

what to do. And people always asking where did you come from, who are you, 

what are you doing; and going back to childhood, going into love duets. She 

had it pretty well mapped out. I was to do the music. There I knew that I 

needed to do a live tape of some material and an overlay of live instruments. 

This was long before Gus, of course. Every time I started to do something, 

Valerie started to change the choreography. Usually the UCLA dance concert is 

in March, and this was now November. I said, "Valerie, we've got to stick to 

something, because eventually I'm going to have to write this stuff down and 

eventually I'm going to have to make a tape that's going to be such and such. " 

Well, she was still changing it by the end of November. She was going to go 

back to New York for Christmas vacation, which in our case is almost a month. 

I gradually put it in my mind that during that month I was going to do the 

music, and after that it was going to stay. So I asked Valerie to do the thing I've 

often asked choreographers to do, namely, not only to give me an outline of 



the work with an approximation of timings, but a humming, stamping, singing, 

shouting, counting tape, audiotape, that I could work with in the electronic 

studio when it came time to put the work together. I still have that tape. She 

did a wonderful tape, and I think it's really now a historical monument, in a 

way. 

SMITH 

She did it, or she and the dancers? 

GILBERT 

She did it while they were dancing, so you not only hear, "Four, five, six, 

seven, eight, " but "Gary, that's much better!" Nevertheless, I knew that was 

Gary and I knew the dancers. I had seen the dance, and therefore, from the 

tape and from what she was saying, I knew exactly, with the help of a 

stopwatch, how long each section would be. And it wasn't just her guessing; it 

was really how long it took. Then I worked with Ralph Swickard, with whom 

I've worked on many of the, in fact all of the [Mark] Taper [Forum Theatre 

Group] productions. He is a fine musician, has an electronic studio, complete 

with synthesizers, which at the time were new. And they were new in people's 

consciousness. It was not something everybody had. Ralph was intrigued by 

what we were going to do. We recorded both the live and the synthetic 

sounds for that whole month, almost every day. Recording not only a 

synthetic tango, etc., which came in the festival section, but his children, who 

were the children speaking in the childhood scenes. It was a long process. 

There are certain elements of it which certainly could have been shortened 

were we to do it today, such as layerings. We really had to layer, where you 

now turn on six different channels and get it almost all at once. But I think 

with the simultaneous channeling you don't get as interesting a layering as the 

other way. And then we finished it. I sent it to Valerie saying, "This is it, and 

I'm not going to change much of it. I hope it's going to do. " And she called me 

at five in the morning, because it was eight in the morning New York time, 

being absolutely enthusiastic. Now she had everything in hand and she didn't 

want to change it. I was so relieved. So then all that was left to do when I had 

the musicians was to cue them as to what came in. But the tape is quite 

independent. 

SMITH 



When you're composing for dance, do you often find that it's a problem to get 

exact settings of the relationship of the dance to the music? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Not only do the choreographers occasionally have either an exaggerated 

sense of how long or how short something is, but if they give me counts, 

they're not always reliable. Now, with Carol Scothorn it was always reliable. 

She just is quite exact. But others I've worked with said, "Oh, well, I was 

counting: one, two, threefourfivesix, one, two. " And I'm supposed to know 

what that meant when I see one, two, three, four, five, six, with the accents 

coming on three. So I had to make sure that the translation from the counts to 

the proper counts was taken care of. That's why I've learned early on that as 

soon as one could tape that kind of regiving of a rehearsal— I would then 

[start composing with] the outline that I had from the choreographer and the 

audiotape. I prefer it almost to the videotape. I would know what was going 

on. 

SMITH 

Does the choreography tend to be fluid until quite close to opening? 

GILBERT 

Yes. It depends on the choreographers. I always like to have them go ahead 

and begin. I rarely start it without having seen some of the movement. But 

then very often I will say, "Now, you just wait a moment. I've got to go on with 

this section, it can't just stop. " That's a nice way of working, so that there is a 

meshing of the process. Other times, they will give me just a general outline 

and say this is approximately so long, and I will write a piece. But that's rare. 

Usually I go after the choreographic concepts are firmly established. And 

sometimes they are completely established, but there is always a chance to— 

Of course, naturally, I prefer that they extend or contract the choreography, 

because it's easier for them to tell the dancers what to do and the dancer's 

memory is so well trained. If I have to change the score, it means not only 

erasures— And of course, I've crossed out many sections in the timespan of 

this endeavor, but then it's not a matter of I don't want to get rid of this 

section, I've worked so hard on it. It's a matter of hooking the previous section 

onto whatever it is I have crossed out that's now coming up in the score. And 



often it's not only in a different key, but a whole different genre of writing 

within the same composition. So that's always much more cumbersome. 

SMITH 

Do you discuss keys with the choreographer? 

GILBERT 

No, not keys, but I can say this has to run its course; we can't cut this. We may 

be able to cut here, because as I go on to the next thing it won't sound as if it's 

been chopped off. It has to sound organic. 

SMITH 

What about instrumentation? Is that a collective— 

GILBERT 

We do discuss that, yes. We do discuss that, and I very often listen to what the 

dancers "hear, " in quotes, in their minds. Occasionally, what they hear is too 

obvious: something very, well, let's just be simplistic, something very military, 

and they want to have trumpets and kettledrums. Well, if the thing is already 

so military, and I add trumpets and kettledrums, it's going to be an 

overstatement. So at times, I have to make a decision where I have their ideas 

firmly in mind, but need to adjust them slightly. Other times they're exactly on 

course. That's what it should be. 

SMITH 

Another piece for dance that you've composed. actually very recently, that 

seems very interesting is Legend, with Marion Scott. 

SMITH 

Yes. When Marion approached me about the piece, she said, "In the first 

place, this is your final concert at UCLA before you retire. The whole concert is 

dedicated to you and there isn't a piece on it by you. " I said, "Well, that 

doesn't bother me at all. " But then when she told me about the 

choreography, it was something that did interest me. The choreography had 

something to do with the mystery of early man and a general approach to—I 

have to think about it once more, because it's so recent—to that kind of 

configuration being self-contained in the dance. She first wondered whether it 



should have instrumentation. The minute I heard what was happening, and 

that it was based on very early ritual, I felt that I didn't want any intrusion 

from the outside of the piece; "I wanted it to be completely interior and self-

contained. And that meant, of course, that we had to cast it with dancers 

whom I knew were musical, could sing, could play rhythmical notation. We 

were fortunate. We found not only very good dancers who were also fairly 

good musicians, not official musicians, but could play, could sing, were 

involved in a literate way in music, but we found one singer who was also a 

very good dancer, who was one of the soloists. I don't know, did you see that 

work? 

SMITH 

No, I didn't. 

GILBERT 

So then the choreography and the "music, " in quotes, grew together. I had 

done, I think, three fairly concentrated sessions with the dancers on "Let me 

hear you do such and such a sound. Let me hear the highest, the loudest, the 

lowest. Can you growl? Can you sound like an animal? Can you play on stones? 

Can you play on wood? Go out and collect stones and wood. " And they did. 

So it was a very closely knit progression. When I had all that input from them, 

and they were very excited about it, I wrote a score. I gave two of the 

dancers—the one I mentioned who was a singer-dancer, the other was a 

dancer-singer—gave them the solo parts to do. But the group also had very 

important vocal sounds. We found some beautiful Japanese stones that 

sounded just marvelous to play on. And the stones became part of the ritual, 

not only to be played, but the way they were put on the ground and the way 

Doris [Siegel] lit them, they looked absolutely gorgeous. So the whole thing 

really became something I would like to do more of. It was almost like a dance 

opera in that primitive sound. But they were magnificent. I'm now looking at 

the score again, because it had never really been put into a fair copy. So I need 

to do that when I get back to New York so that it's available. 

SMITH 



Have many of your pieces, the dances that you've written music for, been 

recreated outside of UCLA, where the music needed to be shipped off 

somewhere? 

GILBERT 

Yes, like the piece of Danny Lewis's [Irving, the Terrific]. Several, but I can't 

remember them all now. At other universities, usually. But not that much. 

That's why I've always felt "that was that, " and when the event is over the 

score is over. I've only recently begun to look through all this material, thanks 

to John Cage and Pia's UCLA archives, to make it look a little more 

presentable. 

SMITH 

So your dance scores are finalized, but you've never put them into a 

holograph? 

GILBERT 

Yes, they're all in scores and they are playable, but I have not looked at them 

to see whether some of them— And I'm sure that's true. Some of them could 

be put into a suite, let's say. Get rid of the deadwood in it that's only there for 

choreography's sake and work with some of that material. I don't know that I 

want to do that. I may want to do that at some point. I'm getting a little less 

nonchalant or cavalier about its worth. Maybe it's worth more than just to sit 

there as a memento of dance concerts past. 

SMITH 

I'd like to ask you a little bit about the famous Pia Gilbert salon. 

GILBERT 

Before we get to the other compositions? 

SMITH 

Right. Because that is one of the ways that all of your connections around the 

world have come back to Los Angeles. 

GILBERT 

Yes, and I'm always— 



SMITH 

Everyone brings it up. 

GILBERT 

Everybody brings that up, and I've never called it that; I wouldn't think of 

calling it that. It would make me into another Madame de Staël, which is not— 

Or Madame Récamier, and I never recline. [laughter] I think it has something 

to do with my not just knowing these people and being friends and enjoying 

them and their enjoying me, perhaps, but that I am basically a very maternal 

person. Meaning that I love to have a nice home for people to come to. I am a 

passionate cook, [laughter] I mean, I am somebody who is passionate about 

cooking. I think this whole maternal thing has to do with getting people 

together, having them love being there, feeding them, taking care of them, as 

well as knowing what they're doing. And they're perhaps appreciating what I 

am doing. So I think it goes back to something rather basic, but I've never 

analyzed it until you just asked me. It seems to have been taken for granted—

not only in Los Angeles, but in New York or even if I'm in a hotel—that people 

come to wherever I am after a concert. And at times it could take the shape of 

whatever is available in the refrigerator (it usually turns into a giant omelet 

with variations on a theme of that), to something I've prepared for days in 

advance, which can be quite elegant and an "event. " And not just after the 

concert, but whenever they come to town, I think, then it just seems to be 

taken for granted that they meet their friends at my place. It's happening 

again in New York, and I've only just gotten there. I must say, I love it. And 

perhaps because I love it and because I feel warmly toward doing it, it doesn't 

seem like an imposition for them to consider it such or for me to consider it 

such. So then all these interesting people get together, and they talk about it. 

It's not talk about my keeping the salon, but having been at my house and 

having said such and such to somebody else. Somehow that gets around and it 

becomes a network. This is true in Aspen, too. I wonder what would happen if 

I got to an island. Obviously, it's something I must be encouraging or it 

wouldn't be happening. I'm certainly not complaining. I love it. I love playing 

that role, if it's a role; I think it's not even a role, it's something very natural. I 

don't know what else I can say about that. 

SMITH 



Except that you facilitate people meeting each other. 

GILBERT 

I facilitate people meeting each other, and I love that. I love being responsible 

for that happening. Then I like the idea of their discussing that that happened 

at Pia's house, wherever that is, whether it was in Los Angeles or in Aspen or 

in New York or in, as I say, even a European hotel room. I've had composers 

sitting on the floor and talking to each other. 

SMITH 

I wanted to talk to you a little bit further about Schoenberg. You had a very 

close glimpse of him through his papers and through his family. As you 

traveled around and met other composers, and Schoenberg was a connection, 

did you get new insights into him? Or did you help the others get insights into 

him? 

GILBERT 

I didn't get very much more insight from them. If they really, indeed, sat in on 

the classes, I had gotten something from people who were really faithfully 

involved in that. And also from Richard Hoffman, who was part of the Kolisch 

family. He's a very fine composer and was very close to the family as such. I 

think I was more there for their curiosity. There is something very, very, not 

mysterious, but something to do with mystique, a cultlike approach to having 

had anything to do with Schoenberg. They can't get enough of any kind of 

anecdote, even about the family. They just want to know more. Even if they've 

just sat in on one class, they are not at all embarrassed to say they were a 

student of Schoenberg's. And this always gets me, because I would never say 

that. But it's a very strong mystery to me, as to not the people who really 

knew him, but anyone who had anything to— If they were just at the 

Schoenberg house once. It's an amazing phenomenon. For instance, once I 

talked to somebody, I think it was in Cologne, and we were talking about food. 

And I said, "Well, nobody seems to know that Schoenberg quite often, when 

the then still kids went to school, would get the lunches ready for them. Not 

only did he make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, because he heard once 

that they liked it (and no European likes peanut butter)— He would make little 

peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for them, but he'd cut them out in the 



shape of musical instruments. " Now, of course I wasn't there. I heard this 

from Ronnie [Ronald] and Larry [Lawrence], who were of course interested in 

what the musical instrument of the day would be, but were a little tired of 

peanut butter and jam. Also, Ronnie was quite a good cellist, but Larry wanted 

to learn the violin. Schoenberg was already ill when Larry was still a child. 

Larry would start playing, and the voice would come down from upstairs 

saying, "Falsch! Falsch!" ("Wrong! Wrong!"), which did not further Larry's 

violin career. So anecdotes like that just nobody could seem to get enough of. 

And of course, I had thought at one point— Well, at one point, actually, when 

Trude was alive, we thought we would write her biography. And that would, 

by default, become a Schoenberg biography, which would be much more 

human than any other that was ever written. But we didn't get past the first 

beginnings of it; we didn't get past those. 

SMITH 

Did you feel that you had met him differently in a sense, so that you saw him 

differently than many other—? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. I felt, and I still always feel, a tremendous responsibility toward 

showing the more human Schoenberg, not just the forbidding one or the 

serious one—everybody knows that. Very few people know the humor. It was 

some rather biting humor at that. He said once, "Eine schmutzige Hand wäscht 

die andere." ("One dirty hand washes the other. ") 
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SMITH 

If you could go back a little bit, "Eine schmutzige Hand— " 

GILBERT 

"Eine schmutzige Hand wäscht die andere, " meaning, "One dirty hand washes 

the other, " not just one ordinary hand. This had to do with his absolute horror 

of cultivating someone or some institution just to get something done and 

then having to pay in return. He was just always independent. I got this from 

the correspondence and from the— And Trude [Gertrud Schoenberg] was 



exactly the same. He also at one point when— The general statement is, 

"Wien bleibt Wien. " (Vienna remains Vienna). And he said, "Yes, Wien bleibt 

leider Wien. " (Sadly, Vienna remains Vienna). [laughter] 

SMITH 

I'm sure we could go on for a whole tapeful of anecdotes. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Oh, yes. This is something I need to do at some point is to write it all 

down. Not because I need to do it, but because I think it's important that 

there be other colors in the Schoenberg biographies. They're all rather stern 

and charcoal grey. So I would like to infuse not just the obvious integrity that 

we've talked about earlier, but also that there was lots of humor. There was 

levity. There was not just thou shalt or thou shalt not. 

SMITH 

One of the things I wanted to discuss was the place of the performing arts in 

the university. You were involved willy-nilly in that through the formation of 

the Department of Dance and the formation of the College of Fine Arts. And 

then, particularly in the late fifties and the sixties, it was a rather hotly 

debated question: whether performing arts should even have a place in the 

modern university. 

GILBERT 

That was the most peculiar thing. Because it took quite a lot of doing to get—I 

assume even before I came—a College of Applied Arts, which however 

included things like home economics, the military, physical education, nursing, 

and I don't know what else, for some reason. Plus, however loosely structured 

they were, music, dance and theater. Then they did give birth to a College of 

Fine Arts under Dean [William W. ] Melnitz, which first, I think, originally had 

music, theater, and the fine arts, with dance to follow. Dance followed very 

quickly. Anyway, we all became a college, and dance became a department. I 

think we discussed this earlier. It seems to me that no time had elapsed when 

there was another attack on the College of Fine Arts coming from I don't know 

whom. But certainly, Dean [Charles] Speroni—to whom I really would like to 

pay tribute here also— He was a wonderful, marvelous, visionary personality, 



and so supportive of what we were doing and also of what I was doing—he 

came to me and said, "Would you head a committee that needs to justify the 

existence of the College of Fine Arts?" I couldn't believe that such a committee 

was being formed. 

SMITH 

This must then have been at least ten years after the college came into 

existence? 

GILBERT 

Something like that. Yes, yes. Early seventies. I was so shocked. I said yes I 

would chair such a committee. Well, it turned into an enormously large 

committee, not only people from the college, but people from without the 

college. 

SMITH 

Was this a college committee, or an Academic Senate committee? 

GILBERT 

No, it was a— I don't know. It was, of course, ad hoc, so it couldn't have been 

Academic Senate. Our charge was to report back to then Vice-Chancellor 

[David S. ] Saxon. Immediately, I said, "I don't want this to be the kind of 

committee, the kind of report that has a lot of statistics in it. " I knew nobody 

was going to read the report anyway, and that we were going to suffer for a 

year on it, and we did. But their main thrust seemed to have been that, yes, 

it's all right to have theory and history of music, history of theater, and history 

of painting. In other words, art history had a place in the university but 

painting and sculpture and printmaking, etc., did not. I got more and more 

angry and, with the blessing of the committee, wrote and said to the 

chancellor, "All right, we can save a lot of time here let's say, we say we give 

up doing painting, music, theater, and the fine arts if you will give up turning 

out doctors and lawyers. We will have historians and theoreticians of 

medicine, and historians and theoreticians of law, and of engineering. We 

don't turn out engineers and doctors and lawyers, and then we won't turn out 

musicians, painters, and actors, etc. " That was a good argument, obviously. 

We could now go on and do our work and tell the world what the college was 



all about. There were wonderful people on the committee like Rosemary Park, 

whom we talked about earlier, and Jascha Kessler. I didn't put the committee 

together; I mean, I inherited a very fine committee. 

SMITH 

The chancellor appointed the committee? 

GILBERT 

I think with Speroni. I think Speroni probably chose at least the people from 

the college, and then there were others that were obvious to be on there. Not 

all necessarily sympathetic, but very eager to work on it. What was the 

beginning of this sentence? Oh yes, our report looked— Dave Saxon said, "I've 

never seen anything like this. This is the damnedest report I've ever seen. " 

Because not only did I avoid whenever possible the statistical-looking pages, 

but had things printed up in various positions on the page. Not by the I Ching, 

but because parts would look important, or not so important, or really, "You 

must look at this because that's what we mean to say. " 

SMITH 

You had— 

GILBERT 

Yes. It would be on the diagonal, in small print, in big print. If I had had colors, 

I would have done it that way. Well, after a couple more revisions which came 

as a push from within and without the committee, the report was on file and 

we were able to breathe again. 

SMITH 

Did you take testimony? Was it that kind of thing? 

GILBERT 

Oh yes, we did that. But we also did a self-look. A very objective one, I think. If 

you can be passionately objective, I guess. We were both. We weren't fighting 

for our lives, but we were fighting for the college to be what it set out to be. 

SMITH 

Was this related to budgetary matters? 



GILBERT 

I'm sure. That happens the minute there is a budgetary threat: They look at 

what can they get rid of. And this is so upsetting, because, I think, this is very 

much a United States approach. The arts are frills. The arts are something you 

can do without. 

SMITH 

Were there people who came forward to the committee and said, "Let's get 

rid of the practice classes, " I mean, that bluntly? 

GILBERT 

There were people who asked the same questions. Should we turn out 

practicing artists? Is that the place of the university, since the university's not, 

as I have said before, a vocational school. And of course, I immediately felt, 

well, should we turn out engineers? We do turn out engineers. We don't set 

out to issue dancers, painters, and musicians, but how can you have dance, 

music, and theater without doing it? 

SMITH 

But the medical school and the engineering school and the law school are 

professional schools. 

GILBERT 

That's right, so— 

SMITH 

But you said several times that— 

GILBERT 

We are not a professional school. We are not professional schools. But you 

can't stop the artist from emerging whether you put him under this title or 

that title his development. And actually, fewer artists emerge than "-ologists, " 

in a way, or teachers. That's still true, and that's natural. However, less and 

less so since there is a decline, an enormous decline, in the conservatories and 

in the professional art schools. Much of it is now flowing into the university 

situation. It's even happening in Europe now, where in Europe that would 



have been unthinkable even fifteen years ago. I was recently in Sweden where 

they are beginning to think about it. I don't know whether we will ever want 

professional art, music, theater schools in the university. I don't think that the 

art, music, and theater schools in the university should only deal with what's 

in the books. I think it's a pity that the art historians practically sneer at doing 

it and only want to measure. I do think any musicologist I've ever known was 

so much richer for also being a musician than the ones I've know who were, 

again, only measuring. 

SMITH 

Has the dance department faculty been able to get promotions readily? How 

do the performance, the artistic faculty fare in the university? 

GILBERT 

Much better than they used to. When I first came on the scene, I wasn't 

particularly worried about promotion or concerned with it, but the idea of the 

"publish or perish" concept was still very much intact. So people would indeed 

publish articles and books for the sake of doing it rather than because they 

needed to do it for their own professional outlet. I think because of the 

College of Fine Arts's existence, creating art works came under research. It 

also came under publications, if indeed it was published. So there was a 

tremendous relief in that whole community that they could now do what they 

were going to do best and have it recognized, instead of saying well, they're 

dabbling in whatever. And our studios were indeed considered laboratories. 

SMITH 

When you wrote your book did you have in mind that you needed to write 

that book for your promotion? 

GILBERT 

No. I'm glad you asked that. In fact, I didn't have in mind to write the book 

[Music for the Modern Dance]. If it hadn't been for Aileene [Lockhart], I 

probably wouldn't have written it and [would have gone] on for the rest of my 

life with dittos and collected hand-written handouts, which is what I was doing 

before. It did help, of course. 

SMITH 



Yes. I have a few odds and ends— 

GILBERT 

Yes, before we go to other— 

SMITH 

Big subjects. 

GILBERT 

Yes, big subjects. 

SMITH 

What was your involvement in the Olympic Arts Festival? 

GILBERT 

Only adjunct. I knew [Robert] Fitzpatrick, and we talked; I knew Bella Lewitzky, 

and we talked; I knew the musicians, and we talked. But I had no official 

connection with it, I just really felt I wanted to stay around because I knew a 

lot of the companies that were coming from Europe. I also felt that if this were 

happening anywhere else, I'd go there. So I gave up the summer in Aspen to 

[be] where I would have gone had it been somewhere else, because that was 

quite a remarkable festival. The difficulty again being the same as with the 

Berlin[-Los Angeles] Festival in that it didn't really hang together any more 

than that one did. One went to the various events under the umbrella of the 

Olympic Arts Festival, but it didn't fuse Los Angeles any more than the other 

one did. People in Pasadena went to Pasadena. The people in Beverly Hills 

went to UCLA, and so on. 

SMITH 

I'm sure you traveled out to Pasadena to see Pina Bausch. 

GILBERT 

Absolutely. Absolutely. So did a lot of people. I went to her first evening and 

found a lot of disgruntled people in the audience. I found more people who 

just hated it. Even people who I would have been sure would have enjoyed it. I 

think what they didn't expect, because usually when something is that 



militant, it's colorful. They were, I think, upset that it was militant and drab. 

That's my expression, now. 

SMITH 

Not the term I would use, but— 

GILBERT 

No. No, but that's what I think is the sense I got from them. It was grey, and it 

was down, and it was certainly not upliftingly militant. [laughter] 

SMITH 

No. 

GILBERT 

I meant that color, you know. 

SMITH 

Let's talk a little bit about your involvement on the Committee on Public 

Lectures. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

You were appointed to that committee? 

GILBERT 

I'm sure you know the year, I don't. 

SMITH 

No. 

GILBERT 

Well, I was appointed to that committee as a member, and as is my want, I 

immediately felt that this and that and the other could be added as a public 

lecture, even though somebody wasn't "lecturing. " Since it was under, at that 

time and for quite a long time, under the aegis also of the [Department of] 



Fine Arts Productions, it seemed odd to me that certain aspects of a quasi 

lecture were not considered as part of that committee. So I started to get 

agitated about certain aspects. I also found it very exciting because this was 

the time where, really, still a great deal of money was available for getting 

very powerful public figures to come to the campus and speak. Not just to the 

campus audience, but to the general audience. At the end of, I think it was, 

the first year I was there, there was supposed to have been a change in chair. 

And really, that was one of the biggest surprises in my life, when they 

nominated me to be chairman of that committee. I remember letting out a 

shriek, and saying, "Oh no, that's not— Oh no, I can't, " you know, being 

completely flabbergasted. It was almost like the time Martha Deane said, 

"Would you do this?" I had to have a little bit of persuasion to chair anything. I 

soon found that was a very good office, with a wonderful person in it by the 

name of Pearl Letz, who was a marvelous administrator. We had excellent 

series in the sciences, in the arts, in politics, panels. It was open; there was 

very little constraint on the budget. The most interesting people came 

through. There was one I think marvelous anecdote when Stewart Udall, who 

was then the Secretary of the Interior under Lyndon Johnson—see, it goes 

back that far—was scheduled to come and give a main lecture. Shall I go into 

this? It's just an anecdote, really. 

SMITH 

That's fine. 

GILBERT 

I mean, we had everybody there. We had everybody you can imagine. I have a 

whole book that I'll show you when you come to New York, and we may go 

back to this as to some of the lectures. Stewart Udall was scheduled to come, 

and up to that time—and this was a little bit still pre-liberation—he had 

always written, "Professor Gilbert, Professor Pia Gilbert, da da da da, Dear Sir. 

" And I had found this a little bit peculiar, but I didn't get too upset about it. 

There weren't too many chairs of situations that were women, really. I was 

the first woman to hold that post at UCLA, and it was always written up in 

biographies, etc., that that was the case. So when he arrived in Los Angeles, he 

had just been arrested for shoplifting, and it was in all the papers. I was really 

quite concerned about what was going to happen, so I decided to meet with 



him at the hotel first. For some reason he was at the Bel-Air Sands. I walked 

into the lobby, and there he was. I naturally recognized him from the pictures. 

I said, "Mr. Udall, " and he took out his pencil; he thought I wanted his 

autograph. I said, "Well yes, that would be nice, but I'm Pia Gilbert, and I'm in 

charge of your lecture tonight. " He said, "Oh my god, you're Gilbert!" So we 

had a very odd, almost like a reunion. But he was so surprised that I was who I 

was and looked the way I looked that he went on and on about that. So then I 

said, "What we really need to settle here before the others come—" The 

others were head of the sociology department, and Vice-Chancellor [Norman 

P. ] Miller, and so on, that we were going to have dinner with. I said, "I have to 

know what to do about this whole shoplifting thing. " He said, "Well, I almost 

didn't come out. " I said, "Well, what happened?" Well, quickly, what 

happened was that obviously there were people out to get him. He had 

walked into the same market he goes into every Sunday morning. He said, "I'm 

absentminded. I had paid for all my groceries, and on the way out I picked up 

two cigars from the checkstand and walked out. " And of course, the police, 

everybody always watching, stopped him for "shoplifting. " It got into 

the Washington Post, the L. A. Times. He said, "Now, I know all these reporters 

are going to come. Will you please see to it that they don't ask me about that, 

because I don't want to talk about it. " I said, "I'll try my best. " I'd not had any 

such experience. Well, the first person who came up was from the Van Nuys 

High School. That was the first reporter. And the [reporter from] Van Nuys 

High School was the first reporter he wanted to see, which was already 

wonderful. And the Times, everybody I talked to, said, "Okay, all right, could 

we ask him other questions?" Because his whole slant at the time was on 

population control, and he has I don't know how many children. But that was 

the question he answered, and then went on as to why he wouldn't do that 

anymore. So that was gotten out of the way, but the whole thing had such an 

air of tension. Then afterwards, I was quite sure that all these people who had 

been at the dinner before would then have something for him after the 

speech, have some kind of a big reception. After all, it was Stewart Udall. Well, 

I went backstage, and there was Stewart Udall and practically nobody. So I 

looked a little— I mean, I'm very transparent that way, I just didn't know quite 

what to do. So he said, "Well, why don't we go to your house?" Now, he didn't 

know about the Pia Gilbert salon. [laughter] He just could see that I was 

embarrassed and didn't want him to just go home. Well, what happened was 



that I then quickly called my daughter, Vivian, who was still at home, and I 

said, "Stewart Udall is coming, you have to do some—" She said, "Stewart 

Whodall?" She had no idea. I said, "Get something out of the refrigerator, 

make some coffee, and we'll be home in half an hour. " Well, it meant that 

Stewart Udall, and one of the people from social sciences whose name I 

forget, and [Fawn] Brodie, who did the [Richard M. ] Nixon biography, came 

from UCLA, that was the "party. " Stewart got nicely drunk and started to talk 

about Lyndon Johnson. I wish I had a tape of it. He was no admirer of Lyndon 

Johnson. [laughter] He was, however, a great admirer of Lady Bird, who he 

thought ran the whole country and saw to it that he didn't fly off the handle 

and that nobody pushed the button. It was simply unbelievable, it went on 

until two in the morning. Something I never could have experienced without 

being the chairman of the public lecture series. There were other wonderful 

situations like that, with everybody coming through, and my getting to know 

all these wonderful people that have nothing much to do with music and 

dance, although we had some of course, in the arts. 

SMITH 

You were chairman during the Vietnam War and during the period when the 

civil rights movement was turning into the Black Power movement. How did 

the committee respond to Black Power and the antiwar movement? 

GILBERT 

Very well. We had everybody. We had, certainly, black speakers. I wish I had 

that book in front of me now to go through all those names. We also had 

some demonstrations after lectures. They had nothing to do with the Black 

Power, but with somebody on the faculty who talked about cybernetics, but 

apparently was very much with Nixon, actually worked with Nixon. There was 

such a to-do afterwards, placards. I had no idea that this was the case. I had to 

get up in front of that audience. It was hardly an audience, it was a screaming 

mob. But I had the microphone, and I said, "Now look, this is what the 

university's all about. I will schedule immediately a rebuttal where you and 

you and you and you can speak, and have an open forum. Will you just stay 

and we'll schedule, together, such a forum?" But you know, it was never 

scheduled. They never wanted that chance. And I was really looking forward 

to it. I had to call them to say, "Now, look, you wanted so much to do this, and 



I am willing, and so is the committee willing, to have this official forum for 

your voice. And then the others can protest, or whatever. " It never came 

about. 

SMITH 

Did you schedule any debates on the Vietnam War? 

GILBERT 

Oh, those were so well taken care of. We would have scheduled them if they 

had been asked for. There was so much commotion on the campus. I got 

involved in that when I was worried about the students marching in lockstep 

and all wearing uniforms. I said, "I'll take you to Sacramento so you can talk, 

but not this way, not screaming In unison. That reminds me of the Nazis. " I 

had another encounter like that at [University of California] Berkeley. We had 

a session in Berkeley for the Inter-Campus Cultural Commission. Berkeley had 

just been on strike, and it was a mess. I just have to say that I wore a beige 

suit, beige boots or something like that, and you had to go through the 

campus watching what was on the ground. And as I was doing that—and I was 

going to a meeting—l collided head on with a whole group of hippies. And one 

of them said, "Well, isn't that just like the establishment, " as if I had planned 

to bump into them. I wasn't in a very good mood that morning. It was an early 

meeting, and all I needed, aside from the mess on the floor, was to have 

somebody tell me I was the establishment. So I said, "Well, who's the 

establishment here? Look at you, look at me. I'm the only one who looks 

different. " Everyone was wearing leather jackets with fringes, hats, and 

streaming hair. You couldn't tell one from the other. You couldn't even tell 

who was a boy and who was a girl, they all looked exactly the same. And I said 

it in such a "tone of voice, which I can use at times, that we all stopped. I was 

worried about what I was doing, how do I get to my meeting. They looked at 

each other and we all burst out laughing. We then sat on a bench which they 

cleared off for me [laughter] so that I could sit on it. We talked for an hour; I 

never got to the meeting. We talked about uniforms; we talked about 

marching in lockstep we talked about everybody saying this in this rhythmic 

tone, rhythmic patter, and that it annoyed me [to] no end because it 

reminded me of what it reminded me of. And do y know I still get Christmas 

cards from a couple of them? Of course, I had to apologize to the committee 



that I wasn't there for a very important meeting because I had to do this other 

thing which was more important at the time. But a lot of that was going on. I 

just so often wished that some of the protests had been in a different key. 

SMITH 

Was the dance department affected by the turmoil of the antiwar movement? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, there were a couple of times when— There were two master's thesis 

concerts I remember where everybody went on strike. They would not 

perform and they would dedicate the strike to the Vietnam War. Then of 

course, the question was that if you went on strike, did you get your degree? 

And I thought no. 

SMITH 

Was the whole campus on strike? 

GILBERT 

No. Well, there were always these strikes in various parts of the campus. At 

times, the whole campus was on strike. But if you did not do your work, did 

you earn your degree by going on strike? It's like saying, "I'm going on strike 

and I want my salary. " So then there was a turnabout in a couple of those, 

and they dedicated the concert to the strike. Well, that meant having your 

cake and eating it, whatever that saying is. There was a lot of concern. It was 

really a dreadful time. I thought the worst part of the war was that all these 

lovely young people were being killed and maimed, and nobody even gave 

them the credit for defending their country! At least in an ordinary war, 

soldiers are being sent off with flags flying and bands playing and the 

population believing that they were doing the right thing for them. This was 

the most horrible situation, aside from the fact that the war was not justified, 

that's something else. But the fact that these kids, as I saw them, had to go off 

to war, get killed and maimed with no one applauding, seemed to me the 

worst part of it. 

SMITH 

Did you have any students who were Vietnam veterans come back and 

become dance majors? 



GILBERT 

Not yet, not yet, no. They were going. 

SMITH 

You had some who went, none who— 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know that they came back as dance or music majors. No, I'm 

sorry, I don't know. 

SMITH 

What about the impact of the women's consciousness raising that was so 

strong in the early seventies? Was that reflected in the dance department in 

terms of how the students—? 

GILBERT 

Well, since we were always the majority in the dance department, it didn't 

have that kind of an impact. I think what was more important was the men's 

liberation toward dance that has come about fairly recently: that it did not 

only include hypersensitive or homosexual men; that that part was, if so, all 

right and if not, you did not have to worry about being heterosexual in the 

dance department anymore, not at all; that you were not threatened by that. I 

don't know whether I should— Let me just think about that, [tape recorder 

off] Oh well, what you were talking about was, did the liberation of women 

have an impact on the dance department students or faculty: yes, of course it 

did. But your question about the students [becoming] more aggressive in 

contradicting me or in challenging me or needing to defend themselves, that 

really, I must say to my credit, was never a problem in my classes. There 

would never be anything punitive connected with that. We would argue, and 

at times the argument would be won by one or the other, or the argument 

would simply stay, with no one getting the upper hand. But as long as the 

work was done, as long as the reading was done, as long as the work was 

done, as long as it wasn't an escape or a diversionary tactic, having a different 

opinion was in no way a threat to them or to me. I think that was true from 

the very beginning. Surely, I have certain convictions and want to impart those 

and perhaps influence them with what I think I know is so. But if they don't 



want to accept it, that's perfectly all right. That does not mean that they 

would get a lower grade, or heaven forbid, anything of that kind. However, 

now getting back to the essence of your question, where the dance 

department acted like a minority, even though it was a majority, but acted like 

one, which is something I'm very sensitive to. "Let's be quiet and they won't 

persecute us. " It, I think, has become much more self-conscious, meaning 

conscious of its own value as we developed. And where in the beginning we 

wouldn't even take sabbaticals because we didn't think we could afford the 

time, we now do all the things that we are entitled to. We have been rather 

stingy with our own promotions. We hardly ever accelerated ourselves or 

anyone in the department. 

SMITH 

Why is that? 

GILBERT 

Just foolishness. Not being aware of how grand we were. Unless the push 

came from another source, we would just plod along. And also, again, not 

taking too much time in justifying the fact that we should be promoted. So in 

that respect we were rather too self-effacing, and I don't think we've made 

any enormous strides, but we've made some strides. Also, we have in the 

meantime become much more active in general, academic committees— The 

whole college, however, has to make another point, and this is not just 

women, this has to do with the arts in the university. For instance, on all of 

our promotion committees, there's always somebody from chemistry, or from 

engineering, who thinks he knows something about whatever art he's 

interested in, but the knowledge is usually cursory or no more than anyone's 

who has a kind of civilized approach to the arts. Well, those of us who, and I'm 

not including myself, who have a civilized approach to science and know 

enough about physics, and chemistry, and engineering, are never asked to sit 

on their promotion committees. I have in all those years ever to sit on a 

promotion committee in the College of Letters and Science. I think there's 

something terribly wrong with that. I have expressed it, and I'll continue to 

express it until it gets implemented, [laughter] even from three thousand 

miles away. So there are several, not just women, several situations in the arts 

where I think it's just now coming about that we're being looked at as bona 



fide members of the university community. The women have organized this— 

There are the faculty women; I forget the exact title. [Association of Academic 

Women] They have made quite a point of the fact that they are not the wives 

of faculty members, but that they are professors just the same way that the 

group of faculty men have their own functions. Again, I wish they would just 

make it the faculty society, or whatever, men and women who get together 

and have extra lectures, and have extra forums to address problems that 

should be common to both. And if it's a women's problem, the men should 

hear about it. And if it's a problem that's peculiar to men, the women should 

hear about it. 

SMITH 

Did you participate in the women's faculty association? 

GILBERT 

Well, I gave some lectures; but I've always been a little queasy about these 

things. Again, not to say that there shouldn't be any women's organizations, 

but I wish they weren't necessary. At this point in the century, I think it should 

all be "coeducational. " We should all be entitled to hear what the other's 

problems are, and not keep it segregated any longer. By that I don't mean to 

say women and men are the same. I've said that before, I certainly don't think 

so. I'm very much with vive la difference. But the questions and the problems 

that are being addressed should be heard by both. If they're peculiar to men, 

we would understand so much more about it; if they're peculiar to women, 

they would understand so much more about it. It wouldn't be, "Oh, that's 

women's problems, " or, "That's men's problems, " but we would gather an 

understanding. It wouldn't be the enemy camp when things came up that had 

to be settled by one or the other as a hostile move, rather than as something 

we can solve. 

SMITH 

Are the relationships between men and women within the dance 

department—? 

GILBERT 



It's very cordial. Oh, yes. I wish we had more men. We have just a handful, 

always. Because I think for the men dance students, it's encouraging. Also, 

there are certain things, like jumps and such, that men do differently from 

women because their center of gravity is different. To have them see a man 

do that, and show them, just from the technical point of view, the natural way 

of doing it, I think would be very helpful. It would be, again, helpful for women 

to see how it's done, and how to perceive that, things like partnering in ballet. 

The whole elevation aspect of dance is so much more pronounced with men. 

In other words, men can jump higher; it's a simple truth. Not because they're 

bigger, but because of the way they're built. Women can do other things 

better. It's nothing one needs to correct, it's simply that way, but the 

understanding would help the choreographers, certainly. 

SMITH 

I'd like to switch the subject again to your composing for the theater. We 

discussed the composition that you did for The Deputy. That was your first 

composition for Gordon Davidson? 

GILBERT 

For Gordon Davidson, but I had done a lot of music for the theater at UCLA. I 

mean, really, an awful lot of it. And enjoyed it. I was very often quite anxious 

to do it. I liked working with Henry Goodman and with James Kerans very 

much. Their approach was completely professional. By that I don't mean that 

they had professionals to work with, but the way they worked was 

professional. We had interesting sessions of planning and of seeing it through. 

It was a pleasure. I had to give it up eventually because it asked for too much 

time. 

SMITH 

With the theater arts department? 

GILBERT 

With the theater arts department. Because my work in the dance department 

just kept on expanding. 

SMITH 

You continued to provide scores for the Mark Taper [Forum Theatre Group]. 



GILBERT 

Yes, and you see, the word composition here is a little different from 

composing for dance. Occasionally, it was making montages and collages of 

something similar to found objects in the visual arts. Real musical material; in 

other words, precomposed or available—let's say available—musical material 

that was right, and then adding my own when that was right. So each time it 

was making a score, composing a score, of both elements of things that were 

already available and things that had to be written or least put together for 

the event. One of the interesting situations was Marat-Sade which, now that I 

think about it, was a kind of precursor to Legend in that the whole score was 

done by an ensemble that could play simple musical material (by the 

prisoners). The actors did all the music. 

SMITH 

That was done here at UCLA, right? 

GILBERT 

Yes, and it was the best, one of the best, Marat- Sade's, I'm sure. I did not 

want to use the music that was used on the Broadway play. 

SMITH 

Why was that? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. We just decided to make it our own. The set was so intriguing, 

and I realized right away that that set was what I was going to play. That was 

going to be one of the main instruments. The prisoners were using again also a 

precursor of the Antigone in Aspen—the prisoners were using whatever 

utensils they had to play, and bang, and sing, and make whatever was 

available on that stage their own. It was quite a score because the actors 

helped, of course, a great deal. And the songs were written and rewritten. The 

actors sang them. There was, as I say, a harmonium on stage, that could be 

played by one of them, it was actually a musician but he played a prisoner. 

The natural material that would have been available there was used. So it was 

not just a tape, or there was some tape but most of it was live. 

SMITH 



You did The Devils after doing The Deputy with Gordon Davidson. 

GILBERT 

Yes. That opened the Mark Taper Forum. That was the year I was in New York, 

the year I spent in New York, when I got a call from Gordon: Did I want to 

do The Devils? and could it be done in absentia? That was, of course, a big 

question, and I right away called Ralph Swickard to see if it could be done that 

way. In other words, I would come back before a certain time. 
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SMITH 

So The Devils, you were doing that in absentia? 

GILBERT 

I was making all the plans for it in absentia, and got all the material for it in 

New York, having read the play before anyhow, and knowing it fairly well. So I 

came to Los Angeles with all of the raw material. Having worked with Ralph 

[Swickard] a couple of times before, he was all ready to go and make the 

actual tape collages and the montages for me. It was an interesting 

assignment because we were going to open the Mark Taper Forum. We were 

going to open the Music Center [of Los Angeles County], as a matter of fact. I 

don't think the other theaters were ready yet. And here was the opening, with 

Governor [Ronald] Reagan attending and not liking what he saw! The first 

thing that happened was a big blast on the organ, and when the lights went 

up, there was somebody hanging. I don't think he was pleased that we opened 

the Los Angeles Music Center with quite such a, that kind of dramatic signal. 

SMITH 

What kind of musical concepts or dramatic concepts were you working with 

in The Devils? 

GILBERT 

In The Devils? Well, I had some wonderful material. I had devils' music that I 

had written before for a whole other dance thing, for Metamorphoses, as a 

matter of fact, where they were playing on their mouthpieces. We talked 

about that before. I extracted that section; it sounded exactly right for the 



imagined devils. And it was. I used some organ sounds that I had done before. 

A lot of material was available from my own scores. This was a lot of my own 

scores, plus things from renaissance material and, again liturgical material. It 

was a large amount of raw data, if you will, to braid into montages and 

collages. And again, it was the same approach when the young lady was 

playing the harpsichord: I had to have somebody play the harpsichord poorly 

to record, and have that sound functionally. Much of the other material, other 

than again the liturgical, military, whatever was happening in the play, the real 

sound then became the editorial sound, and on top of that, my own music. 

That play worked quite well, again. I think one of my favorites was Murderous 

Angels. Murderous Angels was a wonderful, wonderful assignment. Because 

I've always been interested in African music, and already had miles of tape of 

African sound. But at the time I knew two Africanists—well, especially one 

very fine musicologist. Dr. [Klaus] Wachsman. Dr. [Hugh] Tracy, who was in 

Washington, whom I didn't know, and Conor Cruise O'Brien, who had written 

the play, had been in touch by letter: This is what I was doing, and that is what 

I was doing. I remember at one point I said, "Yes, the dogs are barking, but I 

want it to be something more in the atmosphere. " And he wrote back, 

"Couldn't I have real dogs barking?" [laughter] So we made a compromise. All 

through the play he kept referring to the "Lumumba cha-cha-cha, " and I 

didn't know what that was. So I called Klaus Wachsman in Illinois—he was at 

Evanston [Northwestern University] by then; had left UCLA—said, "Do you 

know something called the 'Lumumba cha-cha-cha?'" And he said, "Yes, I do. " 

I said, "Could you sing it to me, because I need it for the play. " He said, "Well, 

I can't think of it right now, " just the way I'm behaving here during the—"I'll 

call you back when I can think of it. " I said, "Fine. " He didn't call and he didn't 

call. So then I wrote to Tracy, and he wrote back the same thing. He can't think 

of it now, but when he has it, he'll sketch it out and I'll get it. Well, this went 

on for weeks, and we were getting close to dress rehearsal. In the meantime, 

the actors and I— And that was a very interesting situation, because other 

than Lou Gossett, who knew me a little bit, when I first came to do the music, 

and Gordon introduced me, there was a little bit of a sneer, and I could pick it 

up right away. I said, "What's the matter?" And they said, "Well, I don't know 

why we have to have a white composer doing all this African music. " So I 

didn't say anything. Then one of them piped up and said, "Besides, you don't 

know anything about persecution. " I said, "Sit down!, " like that, you know, 



and gave them a nice little lecture about what I knew about persecution that I 

hoped they would never have to know. We became good friends after that. 

There was only one little embarrassing moment when one of the actors asked 

me whether I would come and hear him sing at his church. He had a lovely 

voice. I said, "Oh, I'd love to hear you sing, and I've never been to a black 

church. " He said, "I'm not singing at a black church, I'm singing in a white 

church in Culver City. " So I had made the wrong connection there. That of 

course is, I think, forgivable. Nevertheless, by this time now we are good 

friends. They were at my house and we were going to do something about this 

"Lumumba cha-cha-cha. " Robert Doqui and some of the other actors just 

started to improvise, and we settled on something. I said, "Well, don't get too 

fond of it, because we'll have to change it as soon as we get the authentic one. 

" Well, nothing came. Nothing came from Conor; nothing came from Klaus; 

nothing came from Tracy. And we're going into, close to previews. Conor 

arrived at one of those run-throughs. The Taper is really quite raked, and he 

sat in back of me. My heart started to pound when we got close the the 

"Lumumba cha-cha-cha. " I was just about to turn around and say something 

to him when they went into it. He tapped me on the shoulder and said, "See? 

You found it!" Well, I couldn't believe my ears. Either there was some—he 

didn't know it, or we had hit on it by osmosis, or whatever. So I just left it 

alone. Nothing came from Klaus Wachsman, and nothing came from Tracy. 

Well, this went on for the whole run of Los Angeles. We had what I assumed 

was the fake "Lumumba cha-cha-cha. " Then the play went to New York. It 

wasn't really as successful there because the Taper had the right ambience for 

it. It had gotten wonderful reviews everywhere, in the New York Times. It was 

just really marvelous. It got pretty good reviews in New York, again, because 

the same persons came again. But here came the United Nations! All those 

African countries in their beautiful gowns came to the premiere. All of a 

sudden I have this horrible feeling. We never did settle the "Lumumba cha-

cha-cha. " Luckily, I had gotten all the national anthems. I had been writing to 

all those countries and getting a tape. There were a couple of them that were 

involved at an airport scene with [Dag] Hammarskjöld. Nobody said a word. 

Here were the authentic people representing that population. We never— I 

don't know. I mean, to me it seems almost like a mystical thing. We must have 

hit on something so close that nobody knew the difference. 

SMITH 



Did you ever call the ethnomusicology institute? 

GILBERT 

Of course. That was the ethnomusicology institute who didn't know either. 

That's why I then went to Evanston and to Washington. Anyway, that's still a 

question in my mind. But that was a wonderful— That was one of these happy 

situations where the music really worked. 

SMITH 

Then recently you did Tales From Hollywood at the Taper. 

GILBERT 

Yes. I did not find that quite as happy a situation. I again loved working with 

Gordon, and I loved working with Chris [Christopher] Hampton, but they had 

very settled musical concepts in mind for that: Marlene Dietrich songs, and 

[Kurt] Weill, and some others that were all right, but they didn't like me to 

what I call "fiddle with it. " I wanted to work with it rather than just insert the 

actual material. Christopher really wanted it to be that way, and there wasn't 

enough time. Mrs. [Marta] Feuchtwanger had told them all along that I should 

be the only one to do the music. So I felt that I was foisted upon them a little 

bit, and that really they could have done what they asked me to do without 

my doing it quite to that degree. I was not happy with the score. I wasn't 

unhappy with it. Naturally, I kept control over it as much as I could. But I 

would have done more in the way of abstraction. I also would have shortened 

the play. But it was interesting, the people who enjoyed it and the people who 

didn't. Shortly after it opened, John Cage and Merce Cunningham were in 

town, and they wanted to go just simply because I had done the music. I was 

really terrified, because nothing much had happened to the material, and it 

certainly didn't represent what I ordinarily do. And they loved it. Other people 

who I thought were really close to that whole genre hated it. Thomas Mann's 

secretary wrote a scathing letter about how everything was wrong. Naturally, 

he didn't come off too well in it. Of course, the play was mainly about Klaus 

Mann. I mean, there were all kinds of odd, out-of-nowhere, very highly 

committed pros and cons. But I do think the play still needs a lot of work. 

Certainly, if I ever did it again, I would not want to do it with that kind of time 

constraint. 



SMITH 

How long? 

GILBERT 

Just a very few weeks. It was practically ready to go. Then I did the same thing 

again. I wanted to do an overture which had some very nice film of the period. 

Well, that's what they cut instead of some of the dialogue. Chris just wasn't 

going to cut any of the dialogue. And by cutting that overture, not because of 

my work, but because the film that was involved in it was actually referred to 

at times, the play occasionally just somehow was mystifying. 

SMITH 

You've worked with Gordon Davidson for twenty, over a period of twenty-five 

years. 

GILBERT 

Yes; ray god. 

SMITH 

What kind of changes have you seen in his directing and scoring procedures, 

his approach to music in the theatrical production? 

GILBERT 

I think Gordon has stayed, for anyone that successful, has stayed very close to 

the mark. Naturally, everybody develops; but his interest in controversial 

causes, his interest in protecting the integrity of the situation, has stayed 

intact. I think that like everyone as they get more institutionalized, [they] lose 

some of the initial thrust of enthusiasm and risk-taking. But I would think that 

in light of all of that, it has been minimal. That's how I perceive it. He may be 

asked to do too much at times. I think there have been all these various 

attractive offers that have had an impact on where should he be, what should 

he be doing. I think finally he realizes this is the best place. He couldn't do 

these kinds of things in New York or anywhere else quite to that degree, or 

have that kind of, in a way, autonomous say-so. 
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SMITH 

Today we're going to discuss some of your more recent compositions, in 

particular, "music per se. " I was wondering where you came up with that 

term, "music per se. " 

GILBERT 

I don't know where I came up— 

SMITH 

Is that a Gilbertism? 

GILBERT 

It may well be. I suppose it is because of what I hadn't done before I coined 

the term, which was not music as an independent entity, but music that was 

written to serve or complement or somehow be the underlying or overlaying 

overlay. Let me start that again. [laughter] Music that is not independent, but 

in a way depends on the theater piece, be it dance or actual theater. So it was 

written for something to be perceived not merely by the ear, [but] in 

connection with whatever the theatrical event would need. As things peeled 

out, and as I said before, as I was suddenly faced with having a publisher, 

somehow all kinds of things converged, as things will, by whatever fates, 

converge also. By the time that happened, the Transmutations work, which 

we talked about last time or the time before, seemed to take off and have its 

own life and would not bend to whatever it was supposed to do. The UCLA 

Composers Council asked me to write a piece for its concert that year. Now, 

where should we go from here? 

SMITH 

Let's go back and discuss Transmutations more. I wanted to ask you if you 

could explain where the conception of that particular piece came from. 

GILBERT 

Actually, it was originally called Continuum. The choreography had to do 

with—it sounds rather simplistic—the development of man from primitive 

man to man with the telephone. Which is a rather speeded-up version of 

whatever Darwinesque follow-up one would try to describe in the theater. I 



immediately thought of an all-enveloping sound. And an all-enveloping sound 

in an auditorium would be a pipe organ, especially a gorgeous one like the one 

in Royce Hall. I also knew that it would have to have percussion, because 

percussion is the most universal instrument that man has employed for music 

in every culture. So that choice was easy. I also then, by the discussions with 

Tom [Thomas F. ] Harmon and Scott Shepherd, found interesting ways to 

begin getting some of the textures I needed. So I made a kind of texture 

palette to work with. Once that was established, I had Carol Scothorn's outline 

for the piece. Also, as soon as I had started to write it, I was told that it was to 

be commissioned by the American Guild of Organists. So of course, that had a 

somewhat, if you will, inhibiting or liberating effect on my writing, in that my 

composer's honor or vanity, or whichever way one would want to put it, came 

into play. It had to be a piece worth listening to as well as serving the 

choreography. When we made a rehearsal tape for Carol, there didn't seem to 

be a problem, obviously, because the tape didn't have the presence that the 

actual instruments brought to the hall. Even though the piece had taken on its 

own shape and its own textures and its own development, it was very much 

exactly following the choreographic intent. By the time we heard it for the first 

time in the hall, there was already some concern that this, that, and the other 

section was overpowering the movement. Well, neither Tom, nor Scott, nor I 

were ready to do anything about it. It was too late. The piece was where it 

was. I didn't think that anything could overpower that many people moving 

around and jumping around on such a big stage. But the truth is that it did 

take off. It did, if not overpower, certainly no longer just serve the dance. And 

even though I understood Carol's concern and consternation, and the dancers' 

sense of being pushed by all this sound, I was by that time, if you will, 

egotistical enough not to give an inch. And no inch was given. 

SMITH 

Now, the piece was— You used the word palette. The piece can be listened to 

as an exploration of the palette of percussion and organ contrasted to each 

other. 

GILBERT 

Well, I don't know whether I mentioned that I thought that after that 

performance—and I had no idea yet that the piece would be recorded—! 



would then need to work on the piece and make it self-propelled, self-

contained, without the sections being that obviously sections. I was going to 

smooth out the so-called seams. Did we talk about that at all? 

SMITH 

Not at all. 

GILBERT 

Well, our friend Virgil Thomson came to town. I had, the day before, played 

the work for Lucia Dlugoszewski, who is the composer for one of our main 

choreographers in the world, whom I will think of in a moment. Let's just let 

that be and I'll think of it, because it's embarrassing. She liked the piece very 

much, and she told Virgil about it. So since they were both coming to lunch 

anyway the next day, Virgil said, "Well, I want to hear this piece that Lucy 

talked about. " And I said, "Well, Virgil, Lucy is another dance composer. I 

don't know that I should play it for you because all the seams are still showing. 

" "Oh, " he said, "let's listen to it, and then let's have lunch. " Lunch is very 

important to Virgil, [laughter] I put the tape on and warned Virgil about all the 

seams showing, etc. When I had finished playing it, he said, "Well, can we 

have lunch now?" And I thought, "Well, all right, I shouldn't have played it for 

him in the first place. " So we went and had lunch, and right in the middle of 

lunch he said, "Well, what I want to tell you is there's nothing wrong with 

seams. Just leave that thing alone. " And I thought, well, he was such a tough 

critic, he wasn't going to be anything but tough with me. I listened to it again, 

as fresh, and played it for a couple of other people and got the same reaction 

every time. So I didn't smooth out what I thought were the rough edges and 

just left it. That piece just went on without me. 

SMITH 

But you changed the title? 

GILBERT 

Only changed the title. And again, I changed the title not because it wasn't a 

good title—it could have done quite well—but it was the title for the 

choreography. Also, there are several musical pieces called Continuum. I don't 

know of any that are called Transmutations, which is really what it is. But 



when I had that title, I thought the transmututation would be from one 

section to another and it would be somewhat subtle. Now that it isn't subtle, I 

think that Virgil was right. I think that's perhaps just exactly the way it should 

have been. 

SMITH 

So the use of, say, the snare drum, the bass drum, the tympani, the blocks; 

each of those has a programmatic content, then? 

GILBERT 

Not really. Not each of those; each section only. All the percussion came to 

mind immediately. The only thing I knew was that it had to be one person 

manipulating all of these. If I had had two or three percussionists, it would 

have sounded percussiony. With one person I knew it would be—here comes 

my word again—organic, even though he had to turn into an octopus at times. 

He knew that nobody else would tackle it unless he made a really sensible 

diagram for the next percussionist. And that's in the score, just how to set it 

up so that one can reach all these various drum heads and with which mallets. 

Scott was most helpful about putting it all into the published score. 

SMITH 

In terms of the organ sound, it struck me that the sculpting aspect is really the 

key, because you start with just pure sculpting of tonal sound, or of sound, 

that prefigures the soundless sculptings. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I wanted both: Pitched sculpting and unpitched. The pitched one, we 

had— Tom just gave me all kinds of material to choose from. I would run 

around the hall and say this is very close, can we have a bit more such and 

such, or higher, or lower, or closer to the general wash that has a clarinet 

sound rather than the general wash of a trumpet sound or a bass. I call them 

washes. Again, I have so much praise for Tom Harmon because his empathy 

for the piece was just unbelievable. So the textures and the colors that I 

needed were established immediately. Everything was used, but—for 

instance, the temple blocks were only used once, in a particular section where 

they needed to be there and not appear ever again. The final whip had to 



appear at the end and nowhere else. Usually I'm very particular about—like a 

prop in a scene, you use it, you don't just have it there. But I knew I would use 

those two sounds only once and the others were the ones that were being 

formed. 

SMITH 

You said that the percussion actually came together first. Was the organ then 

composed to contrast against the percussion? 

GILBERT 

No, no, everything was written together. No. I didn't write first the percussion 

and then the organ. From measure to measure, the organ and percussion 

were interwoven in the early pencil score. 

SMITH 

It seems an unusual combination. Have other composers that you know of—? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't know. Very few. But it's also unwieldy. Tom has wanted to take it 

on tour, but to take all this percussion equipment and the percussionist is— 

And you can't just set it up anywhere. It has to really be rehearsed. So that has 

been a drawback on the piece. Even though it has been done. 

SMITH 

Within the concept of continuous transmutations are there germ-motifs that 

you— 

GILBERT 

Excuse me? 

SMITH 

Are there germ-motifs that you set up and played with? 

GILBERT 

I always do. In this case, it wasn't just the sculpting, but it was also the 

harmonic structure of the very first part of the exposition that comes back. 

Then there is the so-called telephone section, which is very rhythmical and 



very insistent. That, however, also came out of what went before. I don't 

make sketches for, this will be the beginning, and sometime when I finish that 

I'll go to this, [and this] will be the middle. I let it evolve. I think we've talked 

about this before. I must say, even though I never fill myself with confidence, I 

know that I have an innate sense of form. I'm not going to violate that. Even 

when I consciously violate it, such as I'm not going to bring back the A-theme, I 

know that it's right for that piece. I may not know that anything else is right 

for that piece, but I'm very conscious of having a sense of forming that's quite 

reliable. 

SMITH 

In composing it, I presume you had to work very closely with Harmon to test 

out ideas. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. Well, actually, not during the composition, no. Let me say the 

composition was done without Tom. But the instructions for performance for 

him and for succeeding organists, the registration of the instrument, had to be 

worked out to the millimeter with Tom. All of his instructions in the score are 

so clear and easily translatable to any other organs. Since none of them are 

really alike. By the way, to get back to Lucy Dlugoszewski, it's Erick Hawkins I 

couldn't think of, which is very upsetting. Not only to him, but to me. 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

That happens. 

GILBERT 

I never forget anything, but I am wonderful about forgetting names and dates. 

SMITH 

Had you composed for the organ before? 

GILBERT 

I had done some work for organ, but mostly on instructions for improvisations 

around themes. I myself, although I'd never had an organ lesson in my life, 



had used the organ for theater, for plays, because it records so well for, again, 

what I call "washes, " to cover the interesting moments in theater scenes. 

SMITH 

I was wondering with all your liturgical background as an adolescent— 

GILBERT 

As a child, again I did it; I just did it. 

SMITH 

Had you played the organ in the churches? 

GILBERT 

I played the organ in Kippenheim. Nobody cared whether I had ever had a 

lesson or not, and neither did I. There are certain aspects you can play like the 

piano. The trouble is that you don't get any dynamic range by pressing harder 

or less hard. I still can't get past that point. The same thing happens when Tom 

plays the piano, it all sounds rather bland dynamically because he wants to 

pull out the stops to make it louder and softer. That's the one thing that you 

have to learn very quickly in the shift: not only the different keyboards and the 

footpedals, I mean the footpedals that play notes, but the pulling out of the 

registration knobs to get the various tone colors and to get the dynamics. The 

swell and the diminuendo is— It's just wonderful. 

SMITH 

When you were composing the piece, did you sit down at the organ and just 

practice? 

GILBERT 

No, no. I knew enough about what Tom could do and what that instrument 

could do. He has learned over the years to understand my vocabulary so that 

he always got close to what I wanted and then we wanted to get it even 

better. Finally, sometimes it was like being at the eye doctor, saying, "Is it 

better this way or that way?" and you can hardly tell. So I would sometimes 

say, "Let's go on to the next one and then go back to that one, " because he 

was so close, and then he wanted to get it a little better still, and I could 



hardly distinguish. But then there was always that fine line where it was better 

then, or better the first time. 

SMITH 

So the piece evolved on the piano? 

GILBERT 

The piece evolved on the piano as far as pitches and harmonics and dynamics. 

It was written as if it were to be played on the piano, except for the footpedal 

sections and some others. No, I wrote it knowing that there would be that 

many keyboards. All the registration was then added by Dr. Harmon. 

SMITH 

Well, let's move on to Interrupted— 

GILBERT 

I just need to say something here. I make no bones about what I don't know 

about instruments. I like to depend on the people who are going to play them, 

other than pianists, as to what else can this instrument do. And I have found 

out— I mean, now it has almost become a strategy, but it really wasn't. I find 

that when I ask an instrumentalist whether it's possible to do this, they usually 

find a way. But if I just write it into the score, they'll tell me, "My instrument 

doesn't go that low or that high, " with the innuendo being that I should have 

studied the range of the instrument. And it's not just the range, it's also 

certain things that are comfortable and not comfortable. That's true of the 

human voice. I remember writing to—if we can jump ahead for a second 

here—to Jan De Gaetani and saying, "What will you have to strain for in the 

high notes and the low notes? Above which tone and below which tone is it 

uncomfortable?" I wanted to know what was uncomfortable because I wanted 

her to reach. And, "Which are the comfortable ranges where you can sing in 

any dynamic, and which tones should I avoid?" And she immediately sent me 

back the ranges: This is comfortable. And where I asked the question, "How 

high can you go even though you need to strain?" she wrote down the notes; 

"how low?" she wrote down the notes. And when I said, "Which tones should I 

avoid?, " she wrote, "The ones I don't have. " [laughter] 

SMITH 



In Interrupted Suite you have that section where you give fingerings to the 

clarinetist to get— 

GILBERT 

Yes, those were his fingerings. 

SMITH 

Had you conceived those before or just the concept of—? 

GILBERT 

I had the concept of the tones and the microtones that were absolutely 

necessary there. Then we settled on them. Well, sometimes they came and 

sometimes they didn't. These were things that, on the recording especially, we 

sometimes had to do several times to get just that tone. Because in the 

performance it could be a little higher, a little lower; did you hear this? didn't 

you hear it? it's all right. But on the recording it had to have the exact 

distortion—multiphonics is what it's called—for that. So it makes a difference 

as to whether it's a fleeting performance or whether it's one that stays. 

SMITH 

Let's move on to Interrupted Suite, or do you know of anything that—? 

GILBERT 

No, I just want to say one more thing about Transmutations. When it's 

performed live, the initial, what I call the subliminal section, where you think 

you hear something but you're not sure, and gradually you're sure you hear 

something, and gradually you know you hear something, and gradually you 

know what you hear, takes much longer. In other words, that should be a 

leisurely coming-about. On the recording, that would be a deadly bore. You 

would just pick up the knob to make it louder. Which is also something I want 

to say about Vivian's education as to— Shall I say it now? 

SMITH 

Yes, why not? 

GILBERT 



Well, about making louder: when she was about five years old— Here is a 

child born into the television age—even though it was restricted for her—

growing up in a musical household. That is, lots of musicians, lots of music, 

something, as we said, she used to think about as something you do around 

the house like the dishes. I took her to her first opera, called Babar the 

Elephant, and she was very excited. She knew that her Aunt Natalie, Natalie 

Limónick, was going to be playing one of the pianos. There were two pianos, 

and she wanted to sit fairly close up front. So all this was arranged. The lights 

started to go down, and the curtains started to go up. There was this gradual 

sound, and the gradual coming into being of the scene. She turned to me and 

said—in a whisper, because I had told her ahead of time that these people 

were real, and they could hear and see if you're going to say something or get 

up—she said, "Could you perhaps make it a little louder and a little brighter?, " 

thinking that I could turn a knob. Shall we, I just— 

SMITH 

You were talking about turning up the gain on Transmutations. 

GILBERT 

Yes, and taking a little excursion to what it means to bring up a child. Well, 

actually, the end of that thing with Vivian, not only did she have to whisper, 

she felt, and could I make it louder or brighter, but in the last act, she turned 

into the child of a musician. [It] almost stopped Natalie from being able to play 

because Natalie heard this. When Babar goes to school, there's a duet 

between him and the teacher. Vivian turns back to me and says, "Does he 

have to study very hard?" I said, yes, I allowed that he had to study very hard. 

And she kept on whispering and said, "I don't know why he has to study so 

hard, he sings a lot better than the teacher does. " Which gave her away as—

however she evaluated that. [laughter] Now we can go back to 

Transmutations, but I had to finish the anecdote about bringing up the sound. 

SMITH 

In the recording you had to eliminate— 

GILBERT 



I had to shorten that first leisurely section of bringing about a conscious sound 

from what I in my mind all along had called the "subliminal sound" at the 

beginning of the piece, where I wanted it to gradually become a part of the 

audience's perception. But that would not do on a recording at all. As I said, 

that took us to the other anecdote, that people would simply think there's 

something wrong with the recording and either turn up the volume or turn 

back the recording, because it would take too long for something to come 

about. 

SMITH 

Well, let's move on to Interrupted Suite. You did that the same year 

as Transmutations, or very shortly thereafter. 

GILBERT 

Very shortly thereafter. That was an interesting moment when I realized— I 

was asked to write something just for its own existence, musical existence. I 

was excited about it, and I was in the car talking— I think Henri Lazarof was in 

the car, and Gary Gray, and Irma Valecillo, who's a marvelous pianist (who was 

then married to Gary Gray), and another pianist. And they all said, "Oh, why 

don't you put us in the piece?" And I said, "Well, one clarinetist, two pianists, 

three pianists, " and then we were laughing. Then I went home and said, well, 

it's UCLA; you can do— I didn't think this piece was going to be done 

anywhere else. I was still conditioned to this was an event, and there would be 

no problem about getting three pianists. I already had the clarinetist. So I 

thought, well, I'll have two grand pianos, and I'll have one prepared piano, and 

I'll have the clarinet, and I'll start. Before I began, I thought, I'm not going to 

be like the people who are suddenly thrown into something they haven't done 

before and want to be like all the people who have done it before. I'm going to 

try to be as true to what I've been doing but put it into another sphere now. 

What I've been doing has been, obviously, writing for the theater, and I should 

have the theater in this self-contained work too. I think that's where "music 

per se" came about. It's going to be music for itself, for and by itself, rather 

than music for or by anyone or anything else. And since I had written more 

music for dance than anything else, I decided to have a certain amount of 

dance imagery, or dance content, in the work. 

SMITH 



Such as the tango, and the waltz. 

GILBERT 

Such as making it a suite, which after all came from the dance suite, and 

having actual dancelike content in the piece. Then having that interspersed 

with what I would like to write for that combination, especially for the 

clarinet, but I would also try to make it hang together. It went from one part 

of the suite to the next. Again, I didn't map it out, I just started to write it. It 

went its course: from the prologue to the march to— Usually there was an 

interlude, really featuring the prepared piano at one point, really featuring the 

clarinet at another point, really featuring the two pianos as virtuoso pianists—

! mean two pianists as virtuosi at another point. And it just somehow wrote 

itself rather quickly. It had its first performance in Schoenberg Hall. It had its 

second performance in Schoenberg Hall, also, last year, but with different 

people playing. I was absolutely determined that it be a piece that would only 

be dance imagery, but I didn't want particularly to have it choreographed. The 

dance sections in it are too obvious. But it's been very attractive to 

choreographers; it's been choreographed several times already. I've only seen 

one excerpt of it. I thought it was rather nice, but nothing special as far as the 

choreography was concerned, 

SMITH 

Was that done here? 

GILBERT 

It was at UCLA, yes, but it was also done somewhere in New York in one of 

those choreographers' workshops. I hear it was done in I think Bonn or Essen, 

which is odd, because of the recording. The recording made it well known, of 

course. The recording got very good reviews everywhere, both in the 

European press and the American press, and Los Angeles, and Hi-Fi [High 

Fidelity] magazine. They were all very nice. 

SMITH 

You seem to set up a motif in the opening bars, well, you do set up a motif. I 

guess harmonically speaking, it struck me that G and C were wondering if they 

should be augmented or not. They go back and forth in terms of their— 



GILBERT 

Well, I don't know. I think it's those fifths in the prologue of G-sharp, C-sharp 

that I— But that's because I start that way. And as I said before, I like to have 

it develop under its own steam, and it seems to always pull that way. Then I 

bring the prologue back later in the piece because it needs to be brought back. 

Then it goes away from it completely in the march. But I'm fond of fifths. I am 

fond of fifths. They are nice, sturdy configurations. Then the interlude for the 

prepared piano— Well, actually, the preparation for the piano was something 

I found out quite a long time ago for a dance piece. At that time, I put Q-Tips 

between the strings. The Q-Tips, the cotton part of it, gave very quickly, and 

they had to constantly, even within the composition, be replaced. Then I 

found very thin dowelings, dowels, in the hardware store. Finally, I realized 

that I could get manicure sticks that were just the right size, those orange 

sticks. And, of course, the bass strings are prepared with erasers. Now, it was 

perfectly all right to go into the beauty supply store and ask for sixty manicure 

sticks, because the man assumed that I was getting it for whatever, that I was 

probably the owner of a beauty salon. But when I went to the UCLA Student 

Store and there was, for once, a very preppy-looking young man behind the 

counter with a tie and everything, very proper. He asked me what I wanted, 

and I said I needed some erasers. I showed him the kind I needed, and he said, 

"How many?" And I said, "Oh, about sixty-five. " He looked around quickly to 

see if he needed some help because he was sure I was deranged. He wanted 

to be sure that I didn't get excited, so he looked at me and in a very nice, 

conciliatory, patronizing manner said, "You expect to make a lot of mistakes, 

don't you?" Now, if I had said, "No, I'm going to stick them in the piano, " I'm 

sure he would have called for help. [laughter] So I let it go, and got my sixty-

five erasers and walked out of there. It has been one of my favorite lines, 

"Expect to make a lot of mistakes?" 

SMITH 

There's a lot of humor in the Interrupted Suite, isn't there? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I was hoping there would be. 

SMITH 



That leads to a general question in terms of how you conceive of humor in 

music. 

GILBERT 

The way I conceive of it, I think in general, I'm given to rather enjoying the 

absurd and to just going a little bit over the line in challenging the norm. I like 

humor that is not destructive. In other words, humor that can make 

everybody laugh, when no one feels that they've been offended. I must say, 

the first time that struck me as being so nice to have that sense of humor was 

Charles Weidman. Charles could really make you just laugh tears over his 

description of a chipmunk. It didn't have to be somebody next door whom he 

was— You could tell that it was somebody, but he would make it a chipmunk. 

You could laugh at the chipmunk. All the things he did in Flickers, where it was 

obviously people he knew, it was not directed against them. It was a rather 

loving caricature. Now, it's not that I'm trying to emulate Charles Weidman or 

anybody else in music; you can't. Music is much less direct, in any case. But I 

like to pull the distortion just enough so that it causes a chuckle, it doesn't 

have to be a guffaw, that's enough for me. In fact, that's what I prefer. Again, I 

guess it goes back to understating. 

SMITH 

Well, I wonder at this point if a tango is always going to be perceived 

humorously now. 

GILBERT 

Because of this one? 

SMITH 

No, because the cultural overtones of tangos now and the images that are— 

GILBERT 

Well, with Tango Argentino coming, I think maybe not anymore. Because it's 

probably again going to be taken for what it is. Very few people laughed when 

I saw that in New York, because it's done with such authenticity. I think when 

it came to Europe and to America originally, it was looked at as exotic, and if 

you did just a little too much of it, it became funny. Somewhat with the rose in 

one's mouth, [laughter] that approach, overly theatrical. 



SMITH 

In the way the tango starts by these hiccups, pointed towards the direction of 

humor. 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes, I wanted it to be a funny tango. I wanted the waltz to be funny, too. 

And it's usually caught. The opening of the tango in this suite is the clarinet 

playing in a tango rhythm, but nobody knows it because there are so many 

rests in every measure. You only realize in retrospect that he was playing a 

tango but it wasn't recognizable. Nor should it have been. But then the 

discovery of that always causes a bit of a chuckle. 

SMITH 

How did you make the waltz humorous? 

GILBERT 

It's gooey. It's slithery. It's a la a very soupy waltz, slightly Ravelesque without 

having the talent of that, without having the depth of that. 

SMITH 

Well, both Transmutations and Interrupted Suite were recorded. How did that 

recording come about? 

GILBERT 

It came about by the people who own—I mean the person who owns and 

publishes Protone Records here in Los Angeles. It's a very nice record 

company. They do very serious and genuine work. Jane Courtland Welton, 

who is the person in charge, and her assistants came and listened to some of 

my tapes. There seemed to be no question in their minds that it should be 

those two pieces. I was so pleased to have something recorded. I really felt, 

also, that those were the best pieces to record, in light of what I had available 

at the time. 

SMITH 

So the pieces were recorded, performed— 

GILBERT 



In Royce Hall and in Schoenberg Hall. 

SMITH 

Specifically for the recording? They were not live tapes of the original 

performance. 

GILBERT 

Oh, no, no, no. No no, these were professionally recorded. It took a long time. 

SMITH 

Did you supervise the recording sessions? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I certainly supervised the musical aspect, but it took several people to get 

just the right sound, and especially the recording of the organ and percussion. 

Also, to get the balance of the three pianos and the clarinet. I was surprised at 

how much it took since we couldn't do it in a studio. 

SMITH 

Why not with Interrupted Suite 

GILBERT 

Where do you get three grand pianos into a sound studio? So it was best to do 

it there, but that meant bringing all kinds of portable equipment. Now, the 

editing was done in a sound studio. That was really the most work. What do 

you choose? Especially when it came to was this multiphonics better than 

that. I didn't, I don't really like to add that tail ending to that part, even though 

that was possible. There were only a couple of places where that was easy to 

do, because there were more or less free-standing sections that could be 

interspersed at will. 

SMITH 

So those were all-day recording sessions? 

GILBERT 

Well, the recording sessions were several evenings, but the editing sessions 

were, it seemed to me, like two weeks or three weeks of work in the sound 



studio, and very fatiguing. Boring. [laughter] And somehow difficult to hang on 

to one's patience, because you'd come to a conclusion and then the whole 

setup would have to be changed to get the conclusion implemented. But it 

certainly was worth it. I think it came out very well. 

SMITH 

The next piece that you composed, of "music per se, " was Spirals and 

Interpolations. Is that correct? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think that's correct, yes. That was commissioned by, I think, a push from 

Gerhard Samuel to Dorrance Stalvey and the board of Monday Evening 

Concerts. I really didn't think that anything would come of it when I got a call 

in Aspen to say would I write a piece for Monday Evening Concerts for that 

winter. I said, "Well, yes, what instrumentation? And Dorrance Stalvey said, 

"Well, this is what we have available for that evening: We have an oboe; we 

have a saxophone; we have percussion; we have piano; we have"—whatever 

else they had. I said, "That's all right. I like to write for that combination. It 

happens to suit me just fine. " Just having that much. How this business with 

the hummers and the kazoo came into it I can't give you an exact account. I 

knew there had to be something else, for me, rather than just the 

conventional instruments. Especially for a forum like Monday Evening 

Concerts or anywhere else where this was going to be, again, the first time 

that my music was going to be heard in that kind of framework. What other 

people do beautifully are other things. What I do well is this kind of forming 

and manipulating of sound. Gradually, some memories of what I've used in 

classes and what I've done in other situations came about. I'd used kazoos 

before. I hadn't used the hummers except for some etudes in the music 

classes. And I liked them then. I thought if I liked them then, why can't I like 

them for my own piece? 
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SMITH 

Do all hummers have the same pitch? 

GILBERT 



Most of them do. If one wants more or less, one has to cut them, so that there 

is a tone missing, which is what we did a couple of times. They do happen to 

play a very conventional harmonic sequence. But when you have them all 

together, they don't sound conventional. And I must say, when I first met the 

oboist, the saxophonist, and the pianist, they looked a bit startled to have to 

do this in front of other people. [laughter] But they did settle into it quickly 

enough. And actually, knowing Gerhard [Samuel] as well as I did, I thought, 

well, he should do something more than conduct, too. And at the very end 

when the piece is finished, he, being in tuxedo or tails, would get a black and 

white hummer, and would have to whirl it at the very end, which is what 

happens. 

SMITH 

The piece is a very visual piece. 

GILBERT 

It's a very visual piece, not only because of these whirly, whirling hummers, 

but the percussionist not only plays the instruments indicated, but he has a 

heavy double bass bow with which he plays on a gong and on various Revere 

Ware pot lids, which emit a rather grating, but striking tone. He has a solo on 

some of these pot lids. Any percussionist will do this very well. I had originally 

also had him do something with the gong under water, but that's too messy. I 

will do that another time. 

SMITH 

Then you have the blackout at the end. 

GILBERT 

Well, there is a blackout after the final, yes. 

SMITH 

A visual blackout. 

GILBERT 

A visual blackout, yes. 

SMITH 



Why is that? 

GILBERT 

Simply to end it because of the visual material. But it doesn't need to, it 

doesn't need to be. In fact, I may want to withdraw it because it's a bit 

gimmicky. 

SMITH 

Why a conductor for only four instrumentalists? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I realized that this was not an easy piece to pull together. When I 

discussed it with Gerhard, he first suggested somebody at Cal Arts [California 

Institute of the Arts] who was going to be there before he came in from 

Cincinnati. But that didn't work out too well for various reasons; some simply 

logistic, others— I felt that Gerhard would tune in to the piece better. And 

indeed he did. It would not be impossible for four people and all that 

equipment to work for a long, for much more extended [rehearsal] time and 

bring it about. But with a conductor there holding it together and cueing, it 

certainly would take much less rehearsal time. Somehow it didn't look odd. 

Nobody asked why I had a conductor for it. I had waited for that question. I 

even wondered if the critics wouldn't wonder. Nobody seemed to wonder. It is 

complicated. The rhythms, the textures, who hums and who plays, and who 

does what when. Certainly, the musicians were glad to have the cueing. 

SMITH 

Are the kazoos scored? Not just in terms of placement, but actually what's to 

be sung into the kazoo? 

GILBERT 

Yes, yes. Yes, exactly. There are some sections where they just improvise 

according to a graphic design, but there's one section where they sing an 

actual canon. In the performance tape that you have heard, the canon is too 

slow. It should go much more quickly. But that would have also taken more 

time, so Gerhard decided that it should be correct even if at the wrong tempo. 

SMITH 



There's a folk song section in the piece. 

GILBERT 

That's the one. Yes. 

SMITH 

Is that an actual folk song? 

GILBERT 

No. 

SMITH 

You made it, you composed it? 

GILBERT 

That's "a la, " uh-huh. There are a couple of "a la" sections. One is the canon, 

the folk song canon, like an English folk song, and the other is a kind of old 

fashioned cafe house jazz, where I say, "jaunty but subtle, " because I didn't 

want it to get out of hand. It didn't. And there are several— I like quotes, 

quotes that are not exact but reminiscent of a style, a genre, something 

everybody knows. Just somehow have that emerge. 

SMITH 

The folk song, does that have a nationality that you were trying to— English 

folk song? 

GILBERT 

English, yes. English country ballad-like material. Early, early. 

SMITH 

In a sense like a Vaughan Williams kind of thing? 

GILBERT 

No, early, really early. The kind of thing he based his material on. You see, 

there are some kazoo sections which are absolutely on pitch and have to be 

done the way they're written. Not necessarily on that note, but once they 

have the beginning note, all the intervals have to be correct. In other words, 



whether they start on F or on E doesn't matter there. But that they then go to 

the Second, the third, the fourth, the fifth, from whatever note, is very 

important because it's all done in conventional style, and then it stops and 

goes back to my style. So the piece, again, is somewhat eclectic stylistically, 

but one soon finds out which style is mine and which is imported material to 

once more intercept something that might get too one-directional. 

SMITH 

Is there still a dance feeling that's running through it? 

GILBERT 

Not in this one. No more than would be naturally my approach, musical 

approach. However, apparently [Nicolas] Slonimsky thinks of all my pieces as 

theater pieces, because that's how he describes them in Music Since 1900. 

Every one of them he calls a theater 

piece. Food, Bells, Transmutations, Interrupted Suite, whatever. 

SMITH 

He might be on to something; either that or you'll have to straighten him out. 

GILBERT 

I'll have to straighten him out! [laughter] Although I can see why it could be 

argued that there is theater content in every one of them. 

SMITH 

Has Spirals and Interpolations been performed elsewhere? 

GILBERT 

Yes, in Cincinnati; again, under Gerhard Samuel. I went to that performance, 

and it was a good performance, with the La Salle Quartet in attendance and 

other luminaries there; Lynn Harrell and quite a few very good musicians. I 

was very pleased with their reaction. So that was a good performance. It 

hasn't been performed anywhere else as far as I know. I have to check with [C. 

F. ] Peters [Editions]. 

SMITH 

I believe the next "music per se" composition you did was Tri? 



GILBERT 

Yes, which was something—three sections. [tape recorder off] 

SMITH 

How did Tri— Tri was a commissioned piece? 

GILBERT 

Yes. It came immediately— I mean, it came the evening that Spirals and 

Interpolations was performed at Monday Evening Concerts. There was a party 

afterwards, and Caroline Worthington and Delores Stevens, who were two 

parts of the Montagnana Trio, came and said, "Write something for us. And 

we'd like it to have humor in it, also. " Well, I immediately went home, and I 

thought of the cello and the piano working together, and wrote this piece in 

three sections: Dialogue, Dispute, Diatribe. I gave it to Caroline and Delores, 

and they rehearsed it, rehearsed it at my house so I could make adjustments. 

They took it to the University of Texas at Austin, where there was a modern 

music festival. They played it, and they were rather pleased with it. I really 

didn't care for that piece too much. I don't think it is anything special. I think 

it's okay, but I don't like okay. It's certainly not something when I would want 

to say, "Don't ever play this, 11 but it's not a piece I'm particularily intrigued 

by or interested in. It has, I think, a somewhat academic approach to the form. 

I think it's a little bit contrived. I'd have to look at it again. I've let it lie for all 

this time now. 

SMITH 

The subtitle of course is, I don't know if it's conscious or not, but it does 

remind me of the subtitles of one of Charles Ives's string quartets. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, that was not the point at all. I wanted a dialogue between the two 

instruments, and I wanted it to be somewhat perhaps pleasantly hostile and 

really get into a steamed-up fistfight musically. Well again, as I say, it 

somehow— I don't think I'm very good at making a plan and then hoping it 

will come about. I'm better at having the thing evolve under its own steam. 

And this one I had to push. I think that's partly what's wrong with it. I really 

haven't had enough feedback on it. The review in Texas was good to fair. I 



think that he felt the way I did: It was okay. It gave the cellist quite a bit to do; 

it didn't give the pianist enough to do. In fact, they performed it again, and I 

inserted a section for Delores, who's a fantastic pianist. Again, you see, I 

inserted something; I don't usually do that. So I just feel that piece is not quite 

right. It think it should just lie there as an exercise. 

SMITH 

I'd like to come back to this topic of humor in your music, in Spirals and 

Interpolations, which is quite a funny piece. In the performance tape there is 

quite a bit of audience laughter throughout. How did you go about achieving 

the humorous effects? It's more than simply the kazoos and the hummers. 

There's something in the intent. 

GILBERT 

I think quite a bit is what one would call inside or in-amongst-us-friends 

humor. 

SMITH 

Would you explain that? 

GILBERT 

Humor that is basically musical, rather than commenting on anything. Where 

the music goes awry just enough. Or where there's suddenly an insert of 

something that doesn't belong, that however belongs because it's funny. It 

wouldn't be funny if it weren't there, if it weren't there at that point. But I 

don't set out to be that funny. I think I have to think it's funny. In other words, 

if I think it's funny, I'll put it there. If I think somebody else might think it's 

funny, I don't— I just don't think that way. It has to tickle me. Then I'll do it. 

But I don't set out to be funny. 

SMITH 

Even with the hummers and the kazoos? 

GILBERT 

No, that was first thought of as textural. And again, it took off in that direction. 

The same thing happened with Vociano, which actually got to be a more 

humorous performance than I had intended. 



SMITH 

Well, let's move on to Vociano. That's I guess your next piece. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think it is. 

SMITH 

Nineteen seventy-eight. 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

You mentioned before that that was commissioned by Jan De Gaetani. 

GILBERT 

Right. And the commission— Jan, when she commissions pieces, they are 

artistic commissions, they are not to take care of the expenses. That's very 

often the case, unless a publishing house or something else comes into it. But 

luckily, when you're part of the university—Just as we were talking about 

promotion the other day, it took a long time for the research unit, research 

committee, to assume that composition should come under that. Such things 

as copying, which are very expensive, can be asked for as a research project, 

and that's exactly what I've been doing. Anyway, to get that out of the way so 

that it isn't misunderstood, she gave me carte blanche: "Write a piece. " First I 

wanted to write one for tape and voice, because I thought that's an easy thing 

to take along. She told me just the opposite. She said, "Don't write for tape; 

something always goes wrong with it on tour. And it's just awful when the 

equipment doesn't house it properly. " So then my next concept was that I 

love Gil Kalish, Gilbert Kalish, who plays for her very often, and that I would 

think of Jan and Gil as my protagonists in this piece, knowing that Gil could do 

anything on the piano and that Jan could do anything in terms of, quotes, 

"new music, " but that she also sang in many languages. So I set out to find 

just the right text. And I set out, and I set out, and I set out, and nothing came 

that was just the right text. 

SMITH 



So originally you were going to have a melange of actual literary texts? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I was going to have a melange of actual literary texts that would be strung 

together. And I can't tell you exactly, I think it was one of those in-the-middle-

of-the-night things that you think happened all of a sudden. Of course, nothing 

happens all of a sudden like that. I realized that I was going to write the text 

and I was going to create quasi languages, imaginary languages. Some people 

thought it was a quasi Esperanto, but not really because the languages change 

from what seems to be a Slavic, a French, a German, an English text to the 

next, not a general universal dialect. I just started out. Again, I started at the 

beginning. I started with just syllables and consonants. They seemed to want 

to go to sound somewhat Russian and Slavic as they developed. So I let it go in 

that direction, and it simply, again, went under its own steam until I had the 

languages that were ready. For instance, Italian never came up. People asked 

me and I said, "I don't know. It never occurred to me. It should have, but it 

didn't. " It didn't want to go Italian. It wanted to go from here, to this, to this, 

to this. And I also wanted to feature the piano. So the piano is not 

accompaniment; it has its own solo sections, and it's not just to be an 

underlying component. 

SMITH 

So in the opening, then, you have a quasi Slavic. Then you move into what you 

call Viennese? 

GILBERT 

Viennese, yes, which is German, but with a Viennese-waltz-like hint. Do you 

want each one of these to be discussed? 

SMITH 

Sure. 

GILBERT 

What I had to do, of course, was publish the text, also for the performance. 

There are several things in the text where I had, in the publication, to say, 

"This means an umlaut or a french eu or u, and other things on the piano 

mean approximate pitches or clusters or variations on short improvisational 



sections. The same thing with the words. Now, I'm going to have to change 

something in the published text, in that when we performed it where I said 

things like mumbles, when she mumbled, it didn't project. So I said, "Just talk, 

" and she would talk in her own "language, " which was akin to what I had 

done before. 

SMITH 

Which is a bzzz kind of sound. 

GILBERT 

Well, that's written in. That's written in. But some of the little syllablizings are 

hers, and those would be anyone else's. They're just words as mumbles. But 

no, no. The bzzz is written in; every brrrr is written in; all those things are 

written in exactly as they should be said. 

SMITH 

Then at times the languages kind of fall apart and just become— 

GILBERT 

Just become individual consonants and vowels, yes, which is what the words 

are made of. And I felt I had the luxury to dwell on just that. 

SMITH 

Now I wonder, let's say, the quote unquote, "Japanese" section, if you hadn't 

had a little melodic quotation of— 

GILBERT 

Of pentatonic— 

SMITH 

It sounds Japanese. 

GILBERT 

Well, I did it for every one of those sections. 

SMITH 



Would anybody have— Do you think the audience would have still felt it to be 

a Japanese— 

GILBERT 

No, I don't think they would have felt German or French either if I hadn't 

included that stylistic way-sign. It seems more obvious in the Japanese section 

because it's the least used in western music. But the reason I think that the 

Aspen audience was so vocal in its laughter and its recognition was that it was 

made up of so many musicians who recognized the style instantly even though 

it's distorted. 

SMITH 

Yes, but you also in the Japanese section have the Kabuki kind of 

gutturalizations. 

GILBERT 

Well, again it's obvious. It's also obvious in the other sections. 

SMITH 

In the French section there's, again— 

GILBERT 

Very French, and the Viennese— Except that I've pulled them all into my own 

treatment. 

SMITH 

Now, I didn't find the English section to remind me of English. 

GILBERT 

That's because it's so close to you. You know, what is English? So I felt that the 

only thing I could use there that would be obvious was the language itself with 

the th's, and to just bring it into the present century. Because English-

American music at this point is not as obviously its own material as the 

chanson, the Viennese waltz, the Lied, the Japanese guttural, as you say, and 

the Russian bass, and that particular material that was very hefty. It's not 

really Russian either, and none of them are really any of it, except that some 



are more obvious than others because they're a little further afield. They're 

more obvious because they're stranger. 

SMITH 

Now, one of your critics took the piece to be a comment on the art song. 

SMITH 

Yes. The piece had been done a couple of times, and then it was done in 

[Alice] Tully Hall in New York. And for me that was quite an enormous event. 

Then, of course, I was waiting to hear what the New York critics would say. 

Well, the one on the New York Times thought that the whole thing was a 

comment on, well, you can't understand the singers anyhow, so you might as 

well make it something that isn't understood in the first place. And he thought 

that was rather delightful, but I wasn't— I mean, one is always pleased when 

the critics say something good, no matter what, but I was startled by that 

perception. And as a matter of fact, at the end of the critique, when Jan— It 

was a whole evening of Jan De Gaetani's singing, and she sang, I think it was 

French, and he was disturbed because it couldn't be understood right away. 

And he said, "After we've just had Vociano—" In other words, he made 

another reference to the piece in light of you couldn't quite understand what 

she was saying. To get back to the Aspen performance for a second. The day 

after that performance, neither Jan nor I could go anywhere in Aspen without 

people coming up to us and not just saying it was wonderful, or it was this or it 

was that, but talking to us in that language! And Mrs. [Elisabeth] Paepke, who 

was one of the original founding mothers of [the] Aspen [Music Festival], 

came and said, "Well, that's the first time I've understood every single word a 

song recital. " [laughter] 

SMITH 

But there is an underlying concept underneath the piece, isn't there? 

GILBERT 

I hope so. 

SMITH 

What is it? 



GILBERT 

The underlying concept is one of universality, that languages basically express 

the same thing no matter who speaks them, but the style of the language and 

the music are specific to locales. And with the shrinking of the globe, we 

recognize each other's languages much more than we ever did. It's no longer 

the property of the top social echelon which is sent to finishing schools to 

study another language. Even though you don't speak French, you recognize 

French, whoever you are, anywhere, etc. And the musical styles [in] the same 

way. 

SMITH 

Had you done much voice composition prior to Vociano? 

GILBERT 

No, not nearly enough. I learned a great deal when I then got to Aspen and we 

started to work on it. Actually, Gil didn't play the first performance. It was 

Robert Spillman who played the first performance, and played it beautifully. 

Couldn't have been better. He did it so well that Jan thought he should do the 

New York performance also. He did it beautifully again. He had a wonderful 

sense— He has a very dry sense of humor. When you see him you can't 

imagine it, because he seems very academic and very to-the-point, and then 

he really let fly on all these sections. I learned a great deal about what I had 

written well for the voice and where I had simply ignored some of the changes 

in registration, the breaks. 

SMITH 

Composing for someone like De Gaetani is very different from composing 

for— 

GILBERT 

Exactly. I knew she could do anything. She would adjust the voice for the 

music, but she did point out some of the breaks that I had ignored. I also had 

written some notes where I simply wanted her to reach for them and not 

necessarily hit them. She did hit them all, but I wanted the strain to give a 

different texture to the voice at that point. 

SMITH 



Yes, you do play a lot with the textures of the voice. 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. 

SMITH 

Textures as part of the language. 

GILBERT 

As part of the language. She worked on it so much and with such dedication 

that by the time the first performance came about in Aspen, she did it by 

heart. Not only the music but all these languages and all this byplay with the 

pianist, etc. It was quite a feat. 

SMITH 

Right now you're working on a new "music per se" composition. Could you tell 

me about that? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Delores Stevens called and said did I have a piece for piano that she could 

take on tour. I said, "This is really amazing, but I don't have a solo piano piece 

that [isn't] for dance. I have millions of them for dance. It would take longer to 

get them arranged than to start fresh. " And she said, "Well, that would be 

wonderful, why don't you then write a piece. But I need to have some kind of 

a title even though we'll change it later. " I was on the telephone, as she was 

in Los Angeles and I was in New York. I was looking out the window as I was 

talking, and on the window sill there was a piece of a round glass globe which 

was refracting the light. I said, "Well, let's just call it Prisms. " And she liked the 

title. I liked the title, and I started to work with the idea of that kind of 

reflecting, refracting of light. Then all of a sudden, I see the Prism Orchestra, 

and a piece called Prisms by Jacob Druckman, and another Prism this, and 

another Prism that, and I thought, "I can't do this. " That's only been recently 

that I've realized that the title won't work. I was stuck, I was really, until just 

seemingly like yesterday, stuck on the piece. I had been about halfway 

through it, and it didn't want to go on. And last week I thought, "Well, I'll do 

something about the piece. I'll start copying it, and it will put me that much 

ahead. " Because copying is really a deadly chore. But in copying it, it came to 



life again. And I thought, "What is it about this piece? It seems to not just 

jump stylistically, but jump emotionally. It seems to be very volatile. Volatile! 

I'll call it Volatile for the time being. " That's what it's called right now. It may 

shift once more, but I do like the title because now it wants to go on. Now I 

have a push to go on with it. So I still have to share that with Dee, Delores. We 

call her Dee. 

SMITH 

I wonder, in your pieces like, your concert music pieces like Vociano, or Bells, 

or Food, this new piece, Volatile, how strong is the dance influence? 

GILBERT 

I think it's still very much extant. I'm not trying to get rid of it. I'm not thinking, 

"That's something behind me and now I better grow up and become a 

'composer per se' as long as I'm writing 'music per se. '" I think the influence is 

still very strong. I think I would not have been in the theater and dance for so 

many years if it hadn't been the right thing. Not just because I was pushed into 

it and then stayed in it, but because it's very enjoyable. I find it very enjoyable. 

I also love working with people rather than the isolationist existence of the 

composer. And since I'm not terribly self-propelled when it comes to any 

work, I'm best off being given an assignment and a deadline. And if I don't 

have that, I may or may not create at all. My guess is not. So the assignment 

and the working together with choreographer, stage director, a concept, is 

very dear to me. I'm not so sure that I'm not going to get back into it. In other 

words, I haven't closed the door on it. I don't feel I'm now in a better place or 

in a more— Well, I think I'm in a more distinguished place simply because it's 

perceived that way, but whether artistically it is that, I still have to find out. I 

feel I'm still in the— At this point in my life, perhaps I shouldn't be in a state of 

transition, I should be in some state of completion. And here I am doing some 

kind of a turnaround, starting fresh again. 

SMITH 

But since you started composing concert music, "music per se, " has that in 

turn fed back and changed the way you compose music for dance? 

GILBERT 



I haven't done any since then, except Legend. 

SMITH 

Well, let's take Legend. While you were composing it, were you thinking, well, 

maybe this could be choir and percussion? 

GILBERT 

No. No, I wouldn't take that score and do anything with it. It's absolutely only 

right for that configuration. The concept of it might slide into a later 

composition, such as having singers, just as I had the Cariagas [Daniel and 

Marvellee] play the Bells, and it was suggested to me by some of the critics 

that I should have a percussionist there playing them. I haven't given up on 

the idea that the performers should play them, but I'll think about it. And what 

may come from Legend is that if I get something that may include a few 

singers and I want to go on with the idea of its being a kind of Ur-sound, that I 

may ask them to play on stones and wood and leaves and things that are 

available in nature. 

SMITH 

A little technical question: Do you own the copyright to all of the music that 

you've composed for dance and theater? 

GILBERT 

I assume I do. I think the music that was— Some of the things that I've done 

for the [Mark] Taper [Forum] may belong to that production. I never gave it 

much thought, because I wasn't concerned about it flowing back to me 

because I wasn't going to do anything with it. Murderous Angels definitely 

belongs to Murderous Angels. But I don't know. The dance scores belong to 

me, yes. 

SMITH 

That you did for UCLA? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I guess they also belong to UCLA now that those laws have changed 

within the university. But I haven't pursued that. 



SMITH 

I have a couple of little wrap-up questions from the first part of our interview. 

One is, [Louis] Horst talks about modern dance being, having an intimacy with 

the muscle tensions of daily movements. Should music for modern dance 

reflect that idea? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I think so. We talked about that muscle empathy earlier. I think the 

composer is better off if he's aware of it, but when you— I think I need to 

think about that for a moment now. The intimacy of the knowledge of what 

happens within the dancer's body when he executes any of the material, it's 

helpful, certainly when you play, to have them executed better. But when you 

compose something for the audience's perception, you sometimes have to go 

against it. 

SMITH 

But he's talking about something different than what the dancer's doing. He's 

talking about lifting up a box and putting it on the shelf as a dance. The muscle 

tensions that are involved in that are— 

GILBERT 

Only to the degree that it helps to bring about that movement. He wasn't 

concerned— Of course, he didn't teach musicians too much, he taught 

dancers more. But he certainly taught me. That didn't come up as much as 

making the music become part of the total concept. What he and also John 

Martin certainly agreed on was the fact that percussion and any of the breath 

instruments were right for modern dance. But we all also agreed that the 

piano was a percussion instrument even though it was playing on strings. This 

is a slippery subject, because there are times when nothing but a violin will do, 

or a cello, and it doesn't "breathe" that way. It breathes as musical phrases 

breathe, but not actual air breath. And I'm also interested in what Doris 

Humphrey used to call "breath rhythms, " meaning rhythms that are the 

natural, verbal, or breathing tempo and rhythmic content, [as in] metric 

structure. 

SMITH 



Your "music per se" pieces, when there's not a percussion instrument—do you 

tend to then use the piano in a more percussive manner? 

GILBERT 

Well, it depends on the material. I happen to love the piano; it's my 

instrument. I feel safe with it. I know that it can do anything from legato to 

staccato, even though it can't be as legato as a string instrument. But it's so 

beautifully self-contained. It can do melody, harmony, rhythm, I mean 

practically all the ingredients of music, by itself. And I'm fond of it because it's 

available everywhere, for dance or not for dance. It's so expressive, where you 

have to put several instruments together to get that kind of entity. 

Nevertheless, nothing plays the breathy content like a flute, or a clarinet, or 

whatever woodwind. And nothing has the power of a brass instrument, or 

again, the legato possibilities of a string instrument. So, of course, I can't just 

count on the piano. Nor would I want to. 

SMITH 

It seems like you've had more freedom in instrumentation in your dance 

pieces than you have had in your concert pieces. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes, because in the dance pieces I didn't exactly have slave labor, but the 

students were available. There was always this feeling of what is she going to 

do next, and maybe it's our turn. A whole group of instrumentalists would be 

ready to go. But when you have a union-dictated situation, it's a different 

story. If you have, in other words, the Monday Evening Concert that I was 

referring to, the other pieces on the program had such and such 

instrumentation already contracted for the rest of the program, then could I 

work with what was available? I'm sure that if I said I couldn't, they would 

have given me a couple more instruments, but it so happened that I was 

perfectly pleased to work with these. 

SMITH 

Would you like to compose a concert piece for brass? 

GILBERT 



Not until I'm pushed to do it by myself or by somebody. I've never written for 

a large ensemble. At one point, the American Brass Quintet, which is always in 

Aspen, talked to me a little bit, and I got interested, but I haven't done that 

yet. The Kronos Quartet said they wanted to hear some of my work, and 

would I write something for them. Now, I really would like to write something 

for them, and that's, I think, my next project. 

SMITH 

Your ideas are still perking away on it? 

GILBERT 

They're not even perking yet. They're a little germ to be-~ Little seeds. 

SMITH 

The possibilities of those instruments must be intriguing. 

GILBERT 

Oh, sure. 

SMITH 

The sounds. 

GILBERT 

It's a matter of getting started and knowing enough about the ensemble. 

SMITH 

So then you decided to up and move to New York. Why was that? 

GILBERT 

I've up and decided that from the time I came to Los Angeles. It just took 

thirty-eight years to bring it about. [laughter] I've always felt that even though 

I've been in Los Angeles longer than anywhere in my life, and even though it 

very much spelled home, that New York, possibly because of that big push 

from Germany and the acceptance of New York for us— I think I've always felt 

a little bit the way one must feel about being adopted. It's a very tender sense 

toward that city. I think many of us feel that way. It was always in my mind 

that I would go back to New York whenever I stopped doing what I was doing 



at UCLA. It was never a question in my mind that I would certainly not stay 

here after retirement for several reasons: number one, for what I've just 

stated about New York and the concentration of it. My not liking to drive 

because of my visual problems. I may have mentioned that Mrs. [Gertrud] 

Schoenberg said, "Pia drives by ear. " I didn't know how long I would be able 

to drive by ear. [laughter] 

1.32. TAPE NUMBER: XIX, Side One (March 9, 1987) 

SMITH 

Well, here we are a year later. 

GILBERT 

Yes! 

SMITH 

We have a few things that we were going to cover, a few odds and ends. 

GILBERT 

Right. 

SMITH 

The first thing I wanted to discuss with you was the Arts Management 

Program at UCLA. Were you involved in the organization of that program? 

GILBERT 

No, not the organization of the program. I was involved after they were 

organized and Hy [Hyman R. ] Faine had taken the reins, so to speak. They 

started the internship program, which was a very generous one at the time 

because the Arts Management Program was well-endowed, mostly from 

outside sources. And so we were able to see to it that interns could work at 

whatever geographic location was right for them, be it Washington or New 

York or the Middle West. Some went to museums, some went to arts centers 

such as the [John F. ] Kennedy [Center for the Performing Arts] or the Lincoln 

[Center for the Performing Arts]. Some went to the Guthrie Theatre. I'm just 

telling you about the ones I oversaw. Several also worked here in Los Angeles 

because they wanted to stay near the home front and see what went on in the 



theaters and museums and Music Center [of Los Angeles County] here. They 

took the first year at the university, and then during the fall quarter, I believe 

it was, they went on their internship and then came back. No, it was the 

winter quarter; they would leave around Christmas and come back and then 

finish. 

SMITH 

So it was a three-month internship? 

GILBERT 

It was a three-month internship, yes. 

SMITH 

All students in the program were interns? 

GILBERT 

All the students in the program were interns. And, you see, the endowment 

also saw to it that we, the specific interns' supervisors, could go and visit. Not 

only visit the students, but their supervisors on the site. And very often we 

had to make things clear, because in many internship situations they were 

simply asked to help around the office and soak up what they could. Ours, 

however, had to write up a real project. And they could not act or look as if 

they were looking for a job in that situation, which is very often true of other 

interns from other schools. They might be groomed to continue. Ours, in fact, 

had to resist any such overtures because they were there to evaluate the 

situation and write a paper. 

SMITH 

What was the rationale behind that? 

GILBERT 

The rationale behind it was to get a good look, an objective look, at how such 

a situation works or doesn't work. And I usually had to see to it that everybody 

understood that, and that in fact the intern was to sit in on everything, 

including board meetings. They were to be a oneway mirror; I remember using 

that term, [laughter] It just now came back to me. It was a very exciting world 



for me because it was new. I had never bothered to bother, about the actual 

managerial situation behind the programs, behind the cultural programs. 

SMITH 

What exactly was your role in the— You were on the internship committee? 

GILBERT 

Yes. I was also the chairman of the internship committee. And then I would 

have two or three such interns to supervise during their tenure in whatever 

locale. 

SMITH 

Were those interns primarily dance and music? 

GILBERT 

Dance, music, theater. 

SMITH 

Dance, music, theater. For you, or was that— 

GILBERT 

No, no, there were also quite a few of them interested in museology, in 

museums and galleries, but the whole program at that time (it has shifted 

since) was strictly nonprofit; I mean for the nonprofit sector of the industry. 

SMITH 

So did you help select or arrange the places, the locales? 

GILBERT 

No, that was Hy's and some other people's jobs. That was not my job. And I 

didn't choose the interns either. They chose whomever they wished. And if it 

was possible for that person to supervise them, that's how it went, because 

they knew pretty well whom they would get along with. And when the 

department grew, and the amount of available people grew as well, they did 

something rather interesting: they videotaped us with certain questions—how 

did we feel about such and such. The students could look at those videotapes 



if they hadn't had a personal connection with any of us and get a little bit of an 

idea as to who was available in the College of Fine Arts to help. 

SMITH 

So in a way you were like a mentor to these students? 

GILBERT 

Yes. A mentor and also in a way their professor for that time. They had at least 

two, one in the Arts Management Program, and one of us. And we both read 

the project that they wrote up, which was almost like a master's thesis. It was 

really, finally, their master's thesis. At first they had to do that one and the 

thesis, and then we decided that was too much to ask, that one or the other 

would suffice for the degree. 

SMITH 

Where were some of the places that, specific places where your students—? 

GILBERT 

Okay. I had one at Lincoln Center; two at Kennedy Center; one with the Jeffrey 

Ballet; one with American Ballet Theatre; one at the [Mark] Taper [Forum], 

which was interesting since that was my home ground also; one at the 

Guthrie—that one occurred when we no longer had the travel grants, so that 

was simply by mail and by telephone, lots of telephoning. 

SMITH 

The intern, of course, was in Minneapolis. 

GILBERT 

Yes. The intern was in Minneapolis, yes. 

SMITH 

You couldn't be there, though. 

GILBERT 

No. I did go to the Kennedy Center and I did go to the Lincoln Center, because 

that happened when I was in New York anyhow. Let's see, what else? Those 

were the main ones as far as I remember now. Then when I was in New York 



we sometimes had a so-called cluster meeting, so that people who were in 

New York at various places, or in Washington or in Connecticut (there was one 

at the Long Wharf Theater), would get together and share. They sometimes 

had some of the same problems or some very peculiar problems, and we 

would talk about them over coffee and cookies, or whatever I was able to 

rustle up in the Salisbury Hotel. We would just go over it, and that was very 

helpful. They felt a little less alone. 

SMITH 

What were some of the problems that the interns would have? 

GILBERT 

Well, some of the problems were exactly those of communication that one 

comes across. The institution had had interns before, say from Columbia 

[University] or from Harvard [University], where an intern was a helper, but 

not with the same kind of support, both financial and otherwise, or the kind of 

tasks that UCLA had imposed. There was some resistance to allowing them to 

go into all the files, in order to come up with a project and an overview of the 

organization. Both were required. An overview of the organization and a 

project. They had to have access to what the organization was about, and 

gradually most of the officers of the institution rather welcomed it, even if it 

was in some ways a negative report. They could use it or they could throw it 

away. 

SMITH 

How long were you involved with the internship? 

GILBERT 

Several years. I don't know how many years, but quite a few years until, 

number one, I was having a lot to do in many other ways; number two, I found 

that the whole Arts Management Program was diminishing because of lack of 

support, and I al so felt that when Hy left, quite a lot left with him. He's more 

or less back now, I think, as a consultant, and is much more active again. But 

he had a certain spiritual and spirited approach to the thing that was very 

different from just being managerial. Also, the other people who were 

involved in it were very much interested in the arts, but they were, again, 



what I call—they loved loving the arts, but they didn't know that much about 

them. And Hy, indeed, with his background in AGMA [American Guild of 

Musical Artists], was very knowledgeable, at least as knowledgeable as 

somebody like that should be without becoming too involved with one or the 

other arts. He had that marvelous combination of having been a labor lawyer 

in the arts, an actual doer, and having a real pedagogical talent and an 

absolute devotion to the student body. It was a very rare combination, and so 

I couldn't really fault anyone for not being Hy, That was not the idea, but it 

wasn't then as interesting any more for some of us in the college. And there 

was less involvement, less and less involvement, of the College of Fine Arts. I 

think it has in the meantime been resurrected to a degree; I haven't been in 

touch with them that much. 

SMITH 

Well, I guess there's a parallel thing, but it really is a little different, which is 

the UCLA-New York residency program that the dance department set up. 

GILBERT 

It's, again, the college. 

SMITH 

The College— 

GILBERT 

The College of Fine Arts, yes. When I was sure that I was leaving UCLA to move 

to New York—it had always been a plan, but it hadn't really been 

implemented—and from the time it got implemented to the time I left was 

rather quick; even though we had been working toward it, none of us quite 

believed it until it became a reality. Just before then I realized that what I'm so 

interested in in New York is that whole marvelous concentration of the 

geographical sites being close together, and the artists being close together, 

and everything happening in a fairly tight locale which, as you may remember 

(when I talked about the various festivals in Los Angeles) has always been a 

problem here because we are splattered over many, many miles and it's 

difficult to find a concentration. This concentration is a given in New York. It's 

also a tough place. New York is tough. No one will coddle you. If you get 



hands-on education and hands-on training, and if you don't do it right, that's 

too bad. Nobody worries about why you're not doing it right, whereas we are 

very much concerned with helping. At times I think perhaps we spoil ourselves 

and our artists and our students by not realizing when it's help and when it's 

coddling or spoiling them, in a way like a spoiled child. In fact, this is kind of off 

the record, you know, but somebody said the difference—somebody in New 

York who came from UCLA—the difference between some of the students in 

New York and some at UCLA is that the UCLA student will call and say, "Hey 

man, the vibes aren't right today. I don't think I can come to school. " The 

Juilliard [School] student will say, "Sorry, I got mugged in the subway. I'll be 

ten minutes late. " I thought some of our talented students could use an 

infusion of this enormous drive of the artists in New York. And the toughness. 

And manage to live simply and to get to everything and to understand what 

has to rise to the top in New York. It's rarely something fluky, although that 

happens there also. Anyway, after this long introduction, I talked to Dean 

[Robert H. ] Gray about that and talked to some of the people in all the various 

departments, and they thought the idea would be wonderful if we could get 

some support for it. 

SMITH 

This was in 1985? 

GILBERT 

I guess so. 'Eighty-four, '85; at least a year or so before I left. And it was also 

still just at the border where you could get a little bit of support. Anyway, to 

make that long story short, a committee was put together, and some money 

was raised, but not enough for more than two to do it comfortably. So we 

decided it should be one from music and one from dance. It was a fairly 

comfortable stipend at the time, so that they could manage very nicely; 

nothing extravagant, but they would be able to manage. And quite a lot of 

students applied. It then really took the committee quite a long time to plow 

through all these applications, and they came up with a few finalists. I think 

when I was here in Los Angeles last year, this was exactly a year ago, we came 

up with the two finalists, Laura Kuhn and Young Ae Park. And it was 

enormously successful, as many of these first tries are; either beginner's luck 



or it was that burst of carefully-spent energy that caused these two to 

emerge. 

SMITH 

Had you known both of these students previously? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Yes, Laura Kuhn had been in my philosophy class and Young Ae Park was a 

graduate student in the dance department. And they were splendid. In fact, 

Laura Kuhn, who had been dying to just meet John Cage, not only met him, 

but they were both enchanted with each other and he is now getting her as 

his assistant, because his own assistant is wanting to leave New York for a 

while, go to the Orient and to Europe. He's a very fine computer expert in 

music, and also a composer, and I think he probably feels he needs to do some 

of his own work for a year or two and then see. In the meantime, Laura will 

probably take over his position and John thinks the world of her. Young Ae is 

back choreographing. She's here now. 

SMITH 

And where was she? 

GILBERT 

She was connected with [Merce] Cunningham and did a lot of shopping in 

various studios in New York. [She] was recognized as being an original. So we 

made a very good impression of UCLA issuing this kind of material. The two 

that are going to go this year are also interesting. I don't think quite the same 

caliber, but I have to see. 

SMITH 

Did you help select them as well? 

GILBERT 

Yes, but the selection was rather meager in that the stipend is less than half of 

what they could come up with last year, so these students will have to 

somehow manage with other funds. So there wasn't the rush of applicants. 

They had to be the ones who could manage. In fact, there really was only one 

from the music department. We were going to reopen the applications, but I 



felt that he was all right, and if the others hadn't come forth by now, it 

wouldn't be fair to him. 

SMITH 

Where are these two going to intern? 

GILBERT 

Well, the music student, who is I think working on his doctorate, is interested 

in what we used to call performance art. He would like to work with Robert 

Wilson, and he would like to work in that area. Lynn, in the dance department, 

wants to work with Murray Louis, and since she danced in Porcelain Dialogues, 

he also knew her already. She would also like to work with some other dance 

people in New York and I can easily open those doors for her, 

SMITH 

So did you, you set up the— 

GILBERT 

I will set up— 

SMITH 

You selected the people that they would intern with? 

GILBERT 

No, no, no. They select. "Similar to the management internship in a way. They 

say whom they would like to work with. And if it is easy for me to do that, 

then that's fine. If it's difficult, then we'll just struggle until we get those doors 

open. 

SMITH 

All the names that you've mentioned so far— 

GILBERT 

Are my friends! [laughter] So that's, of course, one of the reasons why we did 

this. Because with everybody always saying, "Oh, you know everybody, " I 

thought, well, "I do know everybody; what a marvelous thing this would be for 

students to meet these people and work with them. " And it is a marvelous 



thing, and it's fun for me to do. I also still have a lot of patriotism toward 

UCLA, which, by the way, I think is not doing enough about promoting itself. 

You rarely hear anything about UCLA in the East. You're more apt to hear, 

especially in dance, about [University of] Ohio, [University of] Illinois, even 

Bennington [College], which is more or less a fading candle. Nothing about 

UCLA. Our publicity department or whatever it's called, public relations, is not 

doing a good job as far as getting us known in the East. 

SMITH 

The dance department or the whole university? 

GILBERT 

I'm not sure about the whole university, but I certainly don't think in dance. 

The music department certainly is issuing good material in musicology, and on 

the charts I think it's number five. Well, that should be a much more 

recognized situation. So when they said, "Oh, what interesting people, " I said, 

"Well, we're an interesting university. " You know, I get quite chauvinistic. 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

So you know Robert Wilson well? 

GILBERT 

No, I don't know him well. No. He's not accessible to anyone very much that 

way. But he's fairly good-natured. This fellow who's coming, Paul, has already 

done a little bit of work with him. 

SMITH 

Could you give us the names of the second year's interns? 

GILBERT 

Well, Lynn Yoneyama, and Paul's last name I can't think of right now. 

SMITH 

Okay, we can get that later. 

GILBERT 



We can get it easily. [Paul Attinello] 

SMITH 

What about the relationship of the UCLA dance department with dance 

organizations in Los Angeles: the nonuniversity dance community. The L. A. 

Dance Coalition— 

GILBERT 

Oh, it's a comfortable one. It used to be rather distant some years ago. I don't 

know what caused that. Either we were not that interested in performance at 

the time, or they were rather amateur; and both of us have become more 

inclined towards professionalism. 

SMITH 

Are professional dancers in the Los Angeles area—are there a large 

percentage of UCLA graduates? 

GILBERT 

Quite a few. 

SMITH 

Quite a few. 

GILBERT 

Quite a few. Also in the companies. Yes, they're active and there is a move, I 

have the feeling, there is a certain push now for some of our graduates to 

make something of Los Angeles. They're realizing that there's very fertile 

ground out here, and the thing that's against it is still this proliferation 

geographically. Where do you perform? If you go to the Japan-America 

Theater, it's there. If you go to Hollywood, it's there. If you go to Westwood— 

And when we used to have the House, it was there. It still doesn't have that 

sense of, we go to a civic center, or, we go to the Joyce Theater in New York. 

There are a couple of other dance situations right near that one, you see. And 

really, in comparison, what the frugal choreographer has to contend with in 

New York, namely, some really tacky-looking places. But the critics come, and 

everybody comes and sits on the tacky floor or chairs, and it's pronounced the 

performance situation. Nobody in Los Angeles would even look at that. They'd 



want it to be more beautiful or more theatrical. But then, not many people 

come. It's an art thing that still needs to be developed. 

SMITH 

Do you think that people like Lewis Segal have a responsibility to help 

develop? 

GILBERT 

Yes, and he does. He does. He's been the first one who would go to little, out-

of-the-way places and make them therefore much more attractive. He went to 

everything at the House. He went to wherever he felt something interesting 

was happening, and he made a point of it. In fact, he talked quite passionately 

about that when he came to the philosophy class to talk about dance criticism. 

SMITH 

Well, let's talk a little bit about what the House was, since it no longer exists. 

GILBERT 

Well, the House was a theater in Santa Monica, a theater space in Santa 

Monica, that was developed, as a matter of fact, by two UCLA people, a 

husband and wife team, one of whom was a graduate of the dance 

department, and the other had been an important person at CASO [Campus 

Activities Service Organization]. 

SMITH 

CASO. Can you tell me their names? 

GILBERT 

Their names? Yes. Ginny [Virginia Storie] Crawford, dance department, and 

John Crawford, CASO. They built themselves this wonderful theater out of 

some storefront in Santa Monica, and for quite a long time they performed in 

it themselves, had people perform in it, or rented it out. When they left 

California, I think that was the time the dance department was able to rent it 

and make it a place where they, where we, had performances. We could also 

rent it to other performance agencies. It had a school aspect as well: lessons 

during the day, classes. 



SMITH 

For UCLA students or for the community? 

GILBERT 

For the community. For the community. Also, there were a couple of UCLA 

alumni teaching there. I wish I could give you more details. I wasn't prepared 

to talk about this at all, but this is as much as I can tell you. And then when I 

was in New York I suddenly heard that the building had been bought by some 

real estate person in that area to develop it as something more commercially 

viable, and there wasn't a weather eye out on that situation, at least according 

to the administrative assistant in the dance department, who felt that all of us, 

the college especially, should have been more aware of it, that it could 

happen, and immediately continue the lease. This apparently happened just as 

the lease was about to finish—whatever happens to a lease, what happens? It 

evaporated! And this person was aware of when this time constraint was 

going to come into being. 

SMITH 

So you were kicked out. 

GILBERT 

So we were kicked out. We lost completely by default. 

SMITH 

It was a recital space primarily? 

GILBERT 

Very fine, very interesting space, with a large floor and some risers for the 

audience, a piano. It was interesting looking. It was the inside of a store, and 

there were all these brick walls. It had rather good acoustics. A very nice 

space; I am very sad to have lost it. 

SMITH 

About how many performances a month might be held there? 

GILBERT 



I don't know. I can't tell you. I think almost every weekend there was 

something happening there. 

SMITH 

And this was managed by the dance department? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Under the aegis of the college. And I think it could have continued. It 

certainly wasn't a money-making situation, but it was such an excellent 

community-connected outreach, and inreach. 

SMITH 

Has there ever been talk of having interns placed in Los Angeles-based dance 

companies? 

GILBERT 

From the Arts Management Program? 

SMITH 

No, from the fine arts, from the dance department. 

GILBERT 

Well, we have no internship situation. No. However, we had somebody 

develop who then was the director of the House, Gilberte Meunier, who was a 

graduate, got her master's, and had always been interested in management 

and is a very good choreographer, too. So she was in charge of the House and 

of the scheduling and all of that. It was very, very closely allied with the dance 

department. 

SMITH 

I'd like to move on to another aspect of your teaching experience, which was 

the time that you spent in Sweden. You were invited to Sweden as a guest 

lecturer, guest professor? 

GILBERT 

Yes. 



SMITH 

At which institution? 

GILBERT 

At University of Lund, University of Malmö, the Dance Academy in Stockholm, 

the Theater Academy in Stockholm. 

SMITH 

And how long did you spend in Sweden? 

GILBERT 

Between three and four weeks. It was very concentrated. Very interesting. It 

came about as a quasi exchange, because the Swedish delegation had come to 

UCLA and that's how we met. 

SMITH 

Now, this took place in the early eighties? 

GILBERT 

Yes. 

SMITH 

Nineteen eighty-three? 

GILBERT 

Something like that. Yes. 

SMITH 

The Swedes came to UCLA first. Had they been invited to come to UCLA? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, it wasn't an invitation from UCLA. It came as a push from Sweden, in 

that they are in the process— I don't know how far they are in the process—of 

at least thinking about putting the arts in universities more than they have. 

Because they still, as most European academic situations, they are not 

interested in the universities to produce the artist. That's for the 



conservatories or the academies. They looked especially at a place like UCLA, 

where it is integrated. So they spent two or three weeks with us, very 

concentrated time. It was very carefully planned. I was part of that committee, 

and then they also came to my classes. They came to everybody's classes, but 

we had especially quick personal connections with the choreographers and 

also with some wonderful actors, like Erland Josephson who was with them. 

He was very much interested in what I was doing in music for the theater. We 

had a long philosophic discussion about that, and he was very interested that I 

come to Sweden, but when I got to Sweden he was doing a film! [laughter] But 

all the others were there. I found that to be one of the most stimulating 

situations I've had in recent years. 

SMITH 

Did you have much contact with the students, the Swedish students? 

GILBERT 

Yes. Oh, yes. 

SMITH 

How would you characterize them vis-a-vis UCLA students? 

GILBERT 

Well, it was different in each situation. For instance, at the University of Lund, 

the whole city is university there, you know; it isn't a campus so much as 

wherever you turn there's another university building. The students there are 

very much involved in studying the art rather than studying doing the art, and 

they were, of course, most interested in my philosophy class. They had asked 

ahead of time for a book list and what would I recommend they read; and, of 

course, I immediately had them read some [Susanne] Langer. I didn't know 

whether it was in Swedish or not, or whether it was in English or in German. 

Most of them speak English or German, which was easy for me; I could easily 

do one or the other, whichever was all right with them. It turned out that the 

people about my age to ten or twenty years younger than I had German as 

their second language. And for the young people, I mean in other words the 

ones up to forty, the second language was English. So most of the time I spoke 

English, but in some instances I spoke German. And at Lund it was in English 



and they had indeed read Langer. They had already read quite a bit of it both 

in English and in Swedish. And the conversation there— There were two 

evening sessions, very concentrated and very interesting. There they of course 

were more involved in being now, in quotes, "philosophical" than practical, 

when it came to studying any of the arts. In fact, the class that I was involved 

with was literature oriented rather than dance-music-theater oriented, 

although that was their subject. So I had to do a bit of rearranging of my 

priorities in the approach to it, but I didn't have to rearrange it, they 

rearranged it for me in the discussions. After the class, they had a very nice 

buffet upstairs and we had another two hours just sitting around a large table 

and the whole conversation started all over again and was in fact even more 

fruitful because it was in a more relaxed atmosphere. It went on, I think, until 

one in the morning. I found the Swedes really quite fascinating. They are less 

encumbered by resentment or by personal comfort and such. They just go 

ahead and do what they need to do. It's very clear, very clear thinking; a very, 

very robust, honest approach to what they're doing. 

SMITH 

What about at the Dance Academy? 

GILBERT 

Well, the Dance Academy, of course, is not an academic academy. It is indeed 

geared toward dancing. It looks like any other dance department or dance 

school: everybody running around in their leotards and tights and sweatshirts. 

I felt at home in the atmosphere. It's in fact in that large film house where 

they shoot all the Swedish films and have a lot of the exhibits on filming and 

film results; one of the floors is the Dance Academy. So the dancers have 

some brush with the other arts that way. They're sophisticated, quite 

knowledgeable. I think, like all smaller countries, they make a point of not 

becoming isolated. They're in a way more geared towards a cosmopolitan 

approach to the arts than some of the bigger countries. 

SMITH 

Of course, they're probably very well aware of what's going on in the United 

States. 

GILBERT 



Very well aware. They know exactly what's going on in the United States, but 

also what's going on in Germany, where there is a kind of burgeoning of 

modern art of every kind. It was astonishing, really, because I felt I didn't know 

what I could bring to them that's new; they're so well aware. But then, you 

know, there was quite a bit that I could do that they hadn't been aware of. 

When I occasionally listen to the tapes (two of the sessions were taped) it was 

indeed fruitful. 

SMITH 

Did you bring anything back from this to UCLA? 

GILBERT 

I brought back some material that they had developed, a different approach 

to dance therapy for children, music for dance in a different way. Not music 

for dance the way I think of it, as something you'd put on the stage or in the 

classroom, but music for movement. It was not so much something you can 

point to as a definitive difference. It was more in an approach toward a very 

stern and at the same time good-natured approach to the art that's difficult to 

describe. I think it's part of the—almost a profile of that country. 

SMITH 

I'm wondering if there might be a distinction in the sense that Swedes who go 

into the Dance Academy and the university are in a sense more guaranteed 

employment in their field upon graduation than an American student is. 

GILBERT 

Well, that's part of it. If I can just make a little excursion here, I had a chance 

to talk to Mrs. Hansen in Copenhagen before I went to— Are we getting to the 

end of the tape? 

SMITH 

We're fine. 

GILBERT 

We're fine. The main publishing house in Scandinavia, in fact in a way 

anywhere, is Hansen Music Publishing. Before I went to Sweden I came across 

somebody at some evening who had called this Mrs. Hansen and she then 



called me at the hotel in Copenhagen and we got together. We had lunch, we 

went to a concert, and she told me that all their composers—the composers 

they take on—were guaranteed a living. They take care of their composers. 

They tell them to compose and don't worry about anything else, whereas our 

publishing houses usually don't even take care of the copying costs. They say 

we'll see to it that your work gets published under our flag, but they don't take 

care of the expenses except in the obvious cases where there's going to be 

some money made from this composer's output. And he doesn't need it 

anyway. [laughter] So I was absolutely floored by her description of how their 

artists are taken care of. That's another Scandinavian thing that's unique. 

Frankly, I don't know how they do it, but they do it. There is certainly a 

different approach to the artist in society. 

SMITH 

More comfortable. 

GILBERT 

The prerequisite is not that he starve; the prerequisite is that he be fed. 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

But you can't assume from that that the art is better. 

GILBERT 

No, you can't, but they are turning out good composers. There are more and 

more interesting Scandinavian composers and conductors coming into the 

fore. So I hope that that will eventually be looked at as the way to go. No, you 

can't ever have that guarantee. In fact, very often the more resistance, the 

better the art. But I don't want to publicize that at all. 

SMITH 

Well, actually there are such broad philosophical questions involved that have 

to do with what's the value of art in different times and different places. 

GILBERT 



Yes. And where's the ferment and what causes it? And does it have anything 

to do with money? Nevertheless, I was certainly impressed with Mrs. Hansen's 

philosophy about what the publishing house should do. 

SMITH 

Very different. Well, you've been teaching now for a semester at Juilliard, and 

you were teaching your philosophy class, correct, or modified? 

GILBERT 

Yes, I almost have to backtrack a little bit here. 

SMITH 

Okay. 

GILBERT 

I talked to Muriel—she's called Mickey—Topaz, who also happens to be the 

wife of the composer Jacob Druckman, and she is now the chairman of the 

dance division at Juilliard. We were talking about what we called the 

philosophy class at UCLA, and she and I got excited about it, and she felt why 

shouldn't we do this also at Juilliard? And I said that I would be enchanted to 

do it at Juilliard. Well, it then turned out that it was getting very close to the 

fall, you see, but we discussed it. So the time slot that they chose was at nine 

o'clock on Tuesdays and none of the dancers were, since Mickey took over, 

ever free in the mornings because they all must take technique classes in the 

mornings. Many of the musicians have rehearsals and orchestra, etc., in the 

afternoons, so they decided to, just for the first run, make it not only [just] 

musicians, but graduates in the music division. 

SMITH 

Only graduates? 

GILBERT 

Only graduates. And so here I was. And they called it "aesthetics, " and I 

quickly had to have a course description and a whole different reading list; 

finding my way through a whole new library! 

SMITH 



How did you change the reading list? 

GILBERT 

I changed it so it was more geared to music. 

SMITH 

Oh, I see, of course. 

GILBERT 

You see? And then, after I changed it and met the class, they said, "But we 

thought it was going to be more of an interdisciplinary thing. " I said, "Well, 

would you like to know more about dance?" "Yes!" So I changed the reading 

list back again. 

SMITH 

Well, did you maintain Langer as the base? 

GILBERT 

Langer is not so much the base, but it's very much a part of it. I took two other 

books, one by [George] Rochberg called The Aesthetics of Survival, and 

another one called Thinking about Music, by [Lewis E. ] Rowell. 

SMITH 

No Cage? 

GILBERT 

Well, Cage came to the class. 

SMITH 

Right, okay. But not— 

GILBERT 

No. Cage is never on my required reading list. Cage is something where I xerox 

material— Of course he's on the reading list, but I'm talking about the ones I 

require. 

SMITH 



Right. 

GILBERT 

Because I would not require one out-and-out approach, but a more general 

overview approach to aesthetics and philosophy. I had them all read "The 

Magic Circle" in Feeling and Form, by Langer, and some other articles in 

various books. It was new to me. I didn't know how much they would want to 

do. The point was that I was told by everybody from within and from without 

Juilliard, "Well, good luck, they don't want to know anything except where 

their fingers go. They won't want to do large reading assignments or writing 

assignments. " And I thought, "Why are they asking me to do this?" You know? 

And then also one of the deans said that maybe two or three people will show 

up, since it's an elective— 
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SMITH 

And how many people you were saying showed up? 

GILBERT 

About twenty-four people showed up. And I realized that actually that was 

almost too much of a good thing. For a graduate seminar you want maybe 

twelve. And I thought if I tell them what's involved, they may just want to 

drop. Two people dropped, and two more came in. So I still had twenty-four 

people, and twenty-four people stayed for the whole semester. The 

interesting part was that it wasn't true that they didn't want to read or write 

and that they didn't want to study. They were very articulate and very much 

involved in the discussions and very aware. However, some of them had a real 

writing problem. They had hardly ever written a paper. Those were the ones 

who didn't come from the universities, who came to Juilliard from another 

academy, you know. And also the general feeling there is if Bobby [Robert] 

Mann, from the Juilliard Quartet, or anybody like that, will schedule a 

coaching session for nine o'clock on Tuesdays, when my class was taught, I 

would certainly understand that that's where they needed to go. And when I 

told them I wouldn't understand that at all, that two or three absences were 

the maximum before it would affect their grade, there wasn't exactly an 



uproar, but there was great astonishment. So I explained to them how 

important participation was, and let's discuss it and come to a conclusion. We 

came to exactly that conclusion, that they could not not be there unless it was 

something that they chose as an emergency. 

SMITH 

What are the differences between a student at a place like Juilliard and a 

student at a place like UCLA? 

GILBERT 

A student in a place like Juilliard is being groomed to be a performer or a 

composer. He is not being groomed to do anything else such as entering the 

academic ladder, even though many of them arrive there. And I think that's 

why they're interested in beefing up their academics now. They have a new 

president who is very, very good. But the students have a wonderfully 

unrealistic approach to themselves. Of course, every one of them is terrific. 

Any one of them, as far as I heard them play—and I made a point of hearing 

them play—was exceptional. And I made a point of letting them know that I'm 

a musician, I'm not an academician; or I am both at least, so that they could 

not assume that I didn't understand what they were up to. But every one of 

them could be a first chair in any symphony orchestra, and maybe two or 

three of the whole batch will arrive there. Nevertheless, that's what they're 

gearing themselves for. They go to all the auditions and they play their hearts 

out, and they play gorgeously. The Juilliard Symphony Orchestra is 

magnificent. I went to many of their concerts and it's just amazing. I think they 

should be doing some recordings and teach other orchestras something. It's 

really just a pleasure. So the difference is obvious. The difference is quite 

single-minded from the Juilliard student toward his goal, and much more 

multi-faceted-minded from the UCLA student toward his goal. 

SMITH 

I wonder, going back to an earlier question, has this caused any rethinking on 

your part on the role of the arts in the multiuniversity? 

GILBERT 



No. I think the arts, the way we approach them at the university, is right for 

the university. However, I think just as Juilliard is beefing up its academic 

program, we ought to beef up our professional training for performers. 

SMITH 

But wouldn't it suggest that a serious performer, a serious composer, would 

be better off at an academy than at the university? 

GILBERT 

I don't know. I don't think so, actually. I think it depends on the temperament 

of that person. We've had so many excellent performers, peculiarly especially 

cellists, come from philosophy departments at universities. Yo-Yo Ma, Larry 

Lesser, Jeffrey Solow, several others, that—I have trouble with names right off 

the top of my head—and also some pianists that are richer for having a more 

than where- do-my-fingers-go approach. Not that every academy only does 

that, but the trouble with the academy, or with the conservatory, is that the 

private teacher is terribly possessive. It's "My Joe" and "My Paula" who is, you 

know, going to win or lose. And the student is enormously identified, or 

identifying with this person. And that you don't have at the university. Now to 

me, I think that's important. There are some good things out of "My Joe" and 

"My Paula, " you know, but there's also a tremendous sense of loss of 

individuality and loss of that person once the student leaves into his own field, 

and it's a loss both ways. 

SMITH 

Well, how does an aesthetics class like you were teaching at Juilliard help the 

professional or the composer, the professional performer? 

GILBERT 

My approach differed enormously. I think also this first time around, I felt I 

had to establish myself in their eyes as belonging there. It delved much more 

closely into music as such than I would have into dance as such in a dance 

department. But mainly to just put them at ease that, yes, I know all this, but 

this is what we need to learn. And I think next time around, I can soft-pedal 

that a little bit. I don't think I need to worry about establishing myself 

anymore. It's probably gotten around by now. And the thing that we're 



planning on is to continue with the music graduates next semester and to add 

an undergraduate course because the dance doesn't have a graduate 

component yet. They're working on the master's program, but it will take at 

least another two years. And to have an undergraduate class in the afternoon, 

probably twice a week for an hour and a half, that would indeed, of course, 

cut down some music students, with an occasional theater student, because 

the theater department is very tightly managed with rehearsals, and so on, so 

that they don't have as much leeway on their programs and their schedules. 

SMITH 

Well, let's move on to some of the people that we had not really gotten 

around to talking about, some of the people that you wanted to mention. 

There was one member of the dance faculty that we never really talked about 

very much, which was Thomas. 

GILBERT 

[Emma] Lew Thomas came to the department after Juana de Laban. We had 

by that time established a history component, and Lew was chosen from 

several applicants, and I have found her to be very interesting. She is devoted, 

dedicated to the idea that you don't just teach history from the books and on 

the blackboard and with maps and with charts, but that you also teach the 

movement, so that the history class is not just a literature overview of what 

happened when, at what date, but you taste the style by doing 

SMITH 

They get up on the studio floor— 

GILBERT 

Oh yes, yes. 

SMITH 

—and walk through it? 

GILBERT 

As much as possible. She would like to do more. And she's always been very 

good about inviting people to come and demonstrate. And she, aside from the 

history classes, has taught the renaissance dance, which is her specialty, and 



some baroque dance. Of course, both of those we have at least a good 

amount of notation for, more than for the classical or romantic ballet, where 

we need to go with fairly insufficient material to reconstruct. So I think she is 

one of the gems in the department in that also she is multilingual, speaks 

excellent German, had studied with Mary Wigman. She's not just a scholar. 

She is a scholar, but she is also a doer and has a very good grasp of every kind 

of dance and is very much involved in the general departmental doings. Very 

often you get the scholar somewhere on the side. She is most involved in 

having her work and everybody else's work be integrated into the total fabric. 

SMITH 

Well, let's move on to some of your other people, Jan De Gaetani. You've not 

only composed a piece for her, but you're also good friends with her. 

GILBERT 

Yes. It goes back to some of the early times in Aspen, where we met and 

became friends. And I have—I think I mentioned this before, of course—this 

tremendous admiration for her as an artist, but it goes beyond that. Jan's 

idealism toward how you approach music is very much the way she 

approaches life. Everything is—here comes this word "integrity" again. It's all 

beautifully fused with what she thinks. It's almost a kind of religion; the way 

she behaves toward her students, toward her colleagues, toward her family. 

This is her second marriage and it's a beautiful marriage. She has two children, 

and there are some certain problems, as one has with children if one is an 

artist. But it's all done with such a beautiful mix of passion and serenity. She 

gets very moved; I've seen Jan in tears more often than anyone else, and it 

never upsets you when you see Jan in tears because she is moved to tears if 

somebody sings beautifully or says something beautiful. And her whole 

approach to languages, to musical languages, to cultural languages, to the 

language of one human being to another, is all part of this integrity and of this 

whole configuration of Jan De Gaetani. I'm just full of admiration for it. And it's 

always the same. Either she and her husband, Phil, have been staying with me, 

or she's been staying with me on her own occasionally when she's in New 

York. She teaches at Juilliard. Nothing's ever been out of key with this whole 

approach towards music, toward life, and not one before the other but it's all 

part of the same thing. And it's exemplary. It really is quite remarkable. And it 



isn't goody-goody. She'll even swear. And it's still part of her idealism, you 

know. It's not Saint Jan, not at all. It's very human, but a very rare combination 

of matter of fact and idealism. 

SMITH 

There's something that has struck me. The element of friendship seems to be 

very important in artistic musical circles. 

GILBERT 

It is to me. I think it is also somewhat important in general in music and with 

musicians because music is perhaps the most ephemeral art. As we said 

before, the notation isn't the music as the script is the play or the painting is 

the painting, and so to bring this thing about and see it evaporate time and 

time and time and time and time again, is maybe what brings musicians a little 

bit closer together. It's also what makes them more competitive and at times 

catty, and [there are] upsetting situations that you don't find quite as much in 

the other arts. So the friendships are important. The hostilities are important. 

The catalysts are important, you know, whatever. It has a lot more to do with 

human relations. I know that. My brother occasionally says, "Artists are really 

much worse than any of us businesspeople. We may quarrel, then we have 

dinner together and are very civilized. And when musicians quarrel, they mean 

it. And when they're friends they mean it. " 

SMITH 

Does the friendship, this is a hard question, but does the friendship affect the 

music that you compose for a person? 

GILBERT 

Well, not the friendship. Let's assume I didn't like Jan and that she had asked 

me to write the piece for her. I would have probably written the same piece 

knowing what she can do so well that I would like for her to do and that I 

know will be interesting and worthwhile for both of us to undertake. And also, 

it has nothing to do with her point of view, whether she would have asked me 

to write a piece, friend or no. Again, I can always count on that integrity. She 

would not ask me to write a piece because I'm her friend, or not ask me to 

write a piece because she didn't like me. 



SMITH 

Since we're on the subject of Vociano, I have a small question: are you familiar 

with Oliveros's piece, Textures 

GILBERT 

No. I know some of her work. 

SMITH 

It's a choral piece that she wrote in the early sixties that involves the elements 

of the choirs using the same kind of clicking, buzzing, that sort of thing. 

GILBERT 

No, I know some of her work. More some of the accordian things and some 

electronically manipulated material. And I know her, I know Pauline. But not 

as well. But now we're going to see each other more because she's in New 

York, and so we made a point of saying, well, next time, really, we must get 

together and talk. I doubt very much that I would have even a fraction as 

much in common with her as I do with some other people, but we'll be 

interested in what we do. 

SMITH 

I asked that because I was wondering if, in a sense— 

GILBERT 

Influenced? 

SMITH 

Not influenced so much as if there was a connection or a dialogue even. 

GILBERT 

No. No. But you see, some of this syllablizing and vocalizing I have done in 

classes way long before anybody did it. However, what's important is that 

what first reaches the public is what seems to be the first. Just like the 

prepared piano in [Henry] Cowell, and what reached the public was the Cage. 

SMITH 



Other people I wanted to ask you about were the Cariagas, Daniel Cariaga and 

Marvellee. 

GILBERT 

Yes. The friendship with them started in a most peculiar way. I had never met 

Daniel Cariaga, and I was playing a Bach suite for the dance concert. I had 

worked very hard to play very well; I'd even taken lessons, you know, because 

I was very anxious to give a good performance and I didn't have that many 

chances to play. And it went beautifully the first night. And it went beautifully 

the second night. And the third night— And I must say the first two nights lots 

of my friends and musicians and everybody had come. The third night, a whole 

group of inner-city kids were bused in to the dance concert, and they got very 

interested in the pit and kept talking into the pit and looking over the pit. And 

to play Bach under those circumstances was not ideal, and nobody pulled 

back. So it wasn't the best performance. It was really not a very good 

performance. And that was the one that Danny Cariaga had come to review. In 

his review he wrote something to the effect that it was rather muddy, and 

that was exactly what it was. I had all kinds of calls the next morning from 

people who had heard the performance the first two nights, and said what a 

terrible injustice and how awful and they were going to call and they were 

going to write and they were going to protest. And I was embarrassed, 

because no matter what I said, they thought I was being modest. So I took it 

upon myself to call Mr. Cariaga, whom I'd never seen and said, "You know, 

many of my friends are going to call, " and he said, "Oh, well, you know how 

friends are. " I said, "You don't understand what I'm talking about. I'm 

embarrassed that they're going to call. Because I didn't play well—you were 

absolutely right—and they're going to tell you how beautifully I played. " So he 

said, "Well, that's marvelous. " So we started to talk, and we somehow met, 

then, soon after that. And because of a poor review, all of this had started our 

friendship. Soon after that, he and Marvellee gave a concert at UCLA, and it 

seemed the right thing to have a reception for them. It turned out that the 

reception was to be at my house, so that's when I first met Marvellee, and we 

hit it off. And somehow this story about my saying, "No, you are right and my 

friends are wrong, " made the rounds, you know. I certainly didn't like the 

review, but it was absolutely correct. It was, I think, the only bad review I've 

ever gotten. It wasn't even bad; it just wasn't glowing. [laughter] From that we 



developed many talks. And then he did that wonderful article about me in 

the [Los Angeles] Times and some other very interesting vignettes, all 

completely unexpected. You know, that was not the idea. But it developed 

into a very warm cultivated relationship between us, which eventually then 

led to their commissioning me to write Bells. And they came to New York to 

visit me. We're good friends, very comfortable friends. But to get back now to 

the same thing with Jan, I would not for a minute assume that if I had 

something performed somewhere and Danny were to review it that he would 

have to be careful. I think that's what makes the friendship okay, that he 

knows that and that I would know it. And in fact, I sometimes worry that 

people who know me in the critical world, in the critic's world, would bend 

over backwards to be "objective" because I'm a friend, you know, not to be 

accused of anything of that kind. 

SMITH 

Well, Cariaga, in a sense, brings us to another topic, which is the role of the 

newspapers in Los Angeles in promoting the musical culture here and 

supporting it. Los Angeles does seem to be a center for new music, but 

sometimes I wonder how real that is as opposed to publicity kinds of things. 

But do you think the L. A. Times has been important in— 

GILBERT 

I think it has. I think it has done a good job. Everybody is always damning the 

critics. If the critic is inclined toward new music, the conservatives will mind. If 

he's not inclined that way— Right now there's a general hue and cry about it 

from the avant-gardists, from the people in the new-music world that 

the Times isn't understanding them. I don't think one can ever overcome that. 

I think the important thing is that it's covered. Whether it's covered with the 

kind of understanding one wishes for or not is something that will always be 

debatable. My best colleagues and I often debate this and have a completely 

different approach to what we've read. But if it's not covered, or if it's covered 

with a wink to the audience or with a wink to the reader, that is what I mind 

most of all. From my own point of view, if it gets coverage, good or bad, it's so 

much better than an occasional very serious, well-intentioned article, but not 

enough coverage. Now I'm sure that sounds superficial, because the value of a 

well-intentioned article is in the long run more than a glib review of someone 



who isn't really initiated. But I think several such reviews draw more attention 

to the event, and that's what's important: to have the audience and the 

performers get together. 

SMITH 

What about the more in-depth articles that appear in something like the Los 

Angeles] Weekly or the [Los Angeles] Reader. Do you think those have impact? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. But I don't think as much as the daily. 

SMITH 

Well let's kind of quickly— 

GILBERT 

This is also— Excuse me. I didn't mean just to use the Times. I think one of our 

very best reviewers and especially the best for new music, is Mark Swed in 

the Herald Examiner. He's the one I trust the most when it comes to new 

music. And I think he's given the Herald Examiner a real new look that it 

certainly didn't have. I would never have looked at that paper before. 

[laughter] Because he's there. And he goes to everything and everywhere. And 

with a real passion, but also an objective eye. I think he's a gem! 

SMITH 

Well, I wanted to kind of quickly review some of the critics at the Times. I 

guess that reveals the hegemony the paper has. I suppose we should start 

with Albert Goldberg. 

GILBERT 

Yes. Well, here I am, of course, again possibly not objective, but I think that 

Albert, who is a veteran of the art of critiquing (which is a new word, I guess) 

is a great favorite of mine. I don't want to say, "This one is my favorite, " but a 

favorite, in that he is perhaps not so much about new music but music in 

general and especially the piano. He is a patrician critic, writes beautifully, has 

the seriousness, the scholarship, the intention of being involved, and [is] 

involved. And having that many years of doing this behind him— He's eighty-

eight years old, and I think he's still a gem. 



SMITH 

What did you mean by "patrician"? 

GILBERT 

Yes. When I said that, I knew that was going to be a problem because it may 

sound snobbish. I don't mean patrician in terms of social strata; I mean 

patrician in getting the kind of patina that comes with cultivating something 

for so many years and really having it polished to that degree of pedigree and 

that degree of professionalism. 

SMITH 

Has Goldberg been supportive of new music? 

GILBERT 

Yes, he tries. But, as he says, he wishes it had some tunes. I think he's gotten 

so far as to certainly understand everything twelve-tone. I don't think he likes 

experimentation. He wishes that would happen behind the scenes. That's the 

other side of the patrician. Everything has the other side of that coin. So I 

would prefer for him to write mainly about music, certainly all the way 

through the nineteenth century and part of the twentieth century, that is 

more accessible or more in tune with his tastes. But he— Well, let's put it 

positively. He takes everything seriously. He does not just wave something 

away. Unless it's a bad performance—then he can get quite sticky, and he's 

right. He's also a very dear friend. He's a very warm, lovely, wonderful person. 

He comes from Iowa and has this beautiful serenity, I think, of somebody who 

grew up in a small place and then gradually—he was a pianist—gradually got 

more and more involved in writing and then landed in Chicago and then 

landed in Los Angeles. He has a sense of old world gentleman, which is 

endearing, I think. Gentleman of the old school, and sometimes I regret there 

aren't enough new schools for gentlemen, or for ladies for that matter, 

[laughter] 

SMITH 

What about Bernheimer, Martin Bernheimer? 

GILBERT 



Well, you know, I have a little difficulty here. They're all my friends. And again, 

without my having anything to do with what they'll say about me— Martin is a 

whole other thing. Martin is more apt to be glib and sarcastic and quite 

humorous, sometimes at the expense of saying something more profound. 

Because he could say profound things; he's absolutely capable. But he's 

occasionally in love with being clever. I think he's a first-rate critic, and 

occasionally he almost diminishes himself by writing in a different key from 

what I think he really feels. Now, I can't say that in actuality and put it down 

on the record, but that's my impression. 

SMITH 

What's your interpretation of his support, or lack of support, for new music? 

GILBERT 

Oh, I think he's very much devoted to having new things happen, very much 

so. He doesn't always understand what it means, what a particular approach 

means, but he's very much there with it. He does go on crusades for or against 

something, be it the conductor or the tenor or composer. And occasionally, 

again, that sometimes diminishes the impact of what he has to say. But I think 

he's wonderful. Very few people say that. I'd like to say that. I think he is, even 

while putting in all these reservations. 

SMITH 

Then there's Andrew Porter of the New Yorker. 

GILBERT 

Well, Andrew Porter is a whole other personage in the horizon of critics in that 

he is an out-and-out scholar. He also sees himself as a kind of pedagogue. And 

of course, since he has all the time and all the space in the world to say what 

he has to say, his brand of criticism is quite different from the ones we were 

just discussing. He can polish and think about [something], and there is no 

deadline staring at him and he doesn't have to come up with something very 

good in five minutes. And so his articles, I think, are therefore in some ways 

much more, and in some ways less, valuable than the ones we're talking 

about. But in the main, more valuable, because he can delve into something 

with some depth and some profundity and with some length. In fact, most 



people complain that his articles are too long. Well, I've seen him at just about 

every performance I've ever gone to in New York, unless he's in Europe. He 

goes to everything, old or new. Especially new. You see him at all the recitals 

in the little Carnegie Hall which is now called the Wile Hall, at Merkin 

[Concert] Hall. Wherever something new is being performed, Andrew Porter is 

there. He doesn't always review it, but I think he's there to learn. You see, in 

comparison to some of the daily critics, he really knows everything that Elliot 

Carter, for instance, has ever written. He knows it intimately. He doesn't just 

have a general idea of what is Elliot Carter; he knows every piece. And this is 

true, I think, of every other composer that he covers. Nothing is done 

haphazardly. Nothing. Andrew is a stickler; he is a scholar who loves 

scholarship. He is obviously in love with music, and he studies all the time. 

SMITH 

Shifting from criticism, there was another composer here in Los Angeles that 

you knew, and that was [Ernst] Toch. I'd like to discuss him a little bit. He was, 

like you, a refugee. 

GILBERT 

Yes. A very much more distinguished one. Ernst Toch came to Los Angeles 

pretty much the same way we all did. But I think they were quite comfortable 

financially and must have gotten some money outside. I don't know exactly, 

but they lived very comfortably in Santa Monica. I met him through his 

daughter, Franzi, who was in one of my early music for dance classes, when I 

was still struggling with how do you teach this thing. Franzi was at the time 

married to Mr. Weschler, whose mother was a piano teacher at the New York 

College of Music, a very important piano teacher, as a matter of fact. And 

Franzi one day came, and she had a terrible time with her—I guess this is 

taking more time than I wanted to take—she had some trouble with her 

notation, and she said, "I'm so sorry, but my father is getting awfully impatient 

with me. " I said, "Well, your father has nothing to do with this. Don't talk to 

your father about your homework. You do your homework. " "Oh, " she says, 

"but he is a composer, and I've never had any luck with music, " etc., etc. 

"Well, who is your father?" She said, "His name is Ernst Toch. " I said "Oh!" 

[laughter] So I got Franzi straightened out, and I managed to meet the family. 

And that turned into a real love. Toch was in his seventies then, I guess, and 



Lily Toch, his wife, was a fascinating person, very, very intelligent and 

sensitive. When they were away, there was a correspondence; when they 

were in Los Angeles, we got together. He, of course, had a difficult time 

because his music was quite conservative modern. It was tonal. It was 

focused. Nobody wanted to have anything to do with it. At the time it was not 

twelve-tone, but they were close to the Schoenbergs. 

SMITH 

This was in the fifties? 

GILBERT 

This was in the, yes, in the fifties going into the sixties. Well, it was in the 

fifties mainly, because he died, I think, in the early sixties. He got awfully fond 

of me somehow, and I was even there when he died; I sat there with Lily. It 

was a close, very close relationship, and very dear. The other day I came 

through some postcards and some letters, and they're just lovely. Also, he 

wrote beautifully. [laughter] I think he's going to have a renaissance, just as 

[Paul] Hindemith is at this point, because much of the tonal material is coming 

back. It isn't trying to replace the atonal, and the atonal never wanted to 

replace the tonal. Schoenberg always said the C-major chord will never cease. 

But Toch did mind the atonal; he minded it very much. He felt attacked by it. 

Even though he won Pulizer prizes, by the time I knew him, he was rather 

obscure in terms of being perceived by young people. 

SMITH 

Well, I think he's so— I mean he's very considerably eclipsed. Hindemith, at 

least, may be having a renaissance, but never became a nonentity. 

GILBERT 

No, not that, no. But you know there were many years when hardly anything 

was being performed. He was just not being ignored, but he wasn't being 

performed either. Now he's being performed again, and I think there is Toch 

around the corner. I really do feel that. But of course it's much more gentle 

music than any of the other tonal composers of this century. And it may well 

become something that one reveres again. 

SMITH 



So you feel that tonal music will continue to be a living tradition in art music? 

GILBERT 

Oh, yes. I think it never left; I think it will continue. I just hope it won't take 

over again. I would like to think that good music is being written in several 

idioms: tonal, atonal, twelve-tonal, microtonal, you know, whatever-tonal. It's 

not the "ism" that's going to say it's interesting or good or bad or 

uninteresting, but that the piece of music itself is going to emerge as good 

work. I get annoyed by composers who feel that their "ism" is what's making 

them worthwhile, or their approach to the tonality or the atonality. 

SMITH 

Let me ask you, in kind of conclusion, one of those big questions. In your mind, 

what makes a piece of music good, successful? 

GILBERT 

Oh, in my mind— Now, that's really subjective. In my mind it has to be well 

crafted— This is not in order of importance—it has to be well crafted; it has to 

move me; it has to involve me. 

SMITH 

Move you emotionally? 

GILBERT 

Move me musically, which may well include emotionally. But not tell me what 

to feel. I don't want it to be pushy, as John Cage says. He doesn't like pushy 

music. Occasionally I like pushy music, but not if it has that as its goal. 

SMITH 

But you like Handel and Beethoven. 

GILBERT 

Yes, I like Beethoven, and Cage feels that's pushy, you see, so that's where we 

disagree. I don't have to agree with my friends. What makes a piece of music 

good is that it be inspired and inspiring. Now, maybe that's pushy also. I think 

what it sets out to be, I would like for it to have solved, at least to a degree, 

and that takes crafting, forming, as well as allowing it to have its life once it 



gets born. I don't know whether that answers it. It's difficult. That's really one 

of the most difficult things, to put the nonverbal into verbal. 
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