
VOICE OF THE CHORALE 

Roger Wagner 

Interviewed by Sybil D. Hast 

Completed under the auspices 
of the 

Oral History Program 
University of California 

Los Angeles 

Copyright © 1993 
The Regents of the University of California 



COPYRIGHT LAW 

The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, 
United States Code) governs the making of photocopies 
or other reproductions of copyrighted material. Under 
certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and 
archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or other 
reproduction. One of these specified conditions is 
that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be used 
for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, 
or research. If a user makes a request for, or later 
uses, a photocopy or reproduction for purposes in 
excess of "fair use," that user may be liable for 
copyright infringement. This institution reserves the 
right to refuse to accept a copying order if, in its 
judgement, fulfillment of the order would involve 
violation of copyright law. 

RESTRICTIONS ON THIS INTERVIEW 

None. 

LITERARY RIGHTS AND QUOTATION 

This manuscript is hereby made available for research 
purposes only. All literary rights in the manuscript, 
including the right to publication, are reserved to 
the University Library of the University of California, 
Los Angeles. No part of the manuscript may be quoted 
for publication without the written permission of the 
University Librarian of the University of California, 
Los Angeles. 



CONTENTS 

Biographical Summary 

Interview History 

TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (April 18, 1989) 

VII 

IX 

1 

Family background in France and New York—Early 
musical activities in Los Angeles—Studies for 
Catholic priesthood in California and France— 
Stint in French army nearly leads to Olympic 
games participation—Return to Los Angeles in the 
1940s leads to work in churches and in Hollywood 
studios—Reasons for not joining the priesthood— 
Organizing the Bureau of Music in Los Angeles. 

TAPE NUMBER: I, Side Two (April 18, 1989) 31 

Marriage to Janice Schmidt Wagner—Jeannine 
Wagner—Perfect pitch—More jobs in the 1940s— 
Dissertation on Josquin des Pres. 

TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (April 28, 1989) 46 

Founding the Roger Wagner Chorale in 1946—Work 
and touring—Meeting with Pope Paul VI—Disgust 
with contemporary church music—Situations 
encountered in world touring—Zubin Mehta and 
Andre Previn—Work in Hollywood motion picture 
industry—Unusual concerts in Los Angeles— 
Wagner's own rehearsal studio. 

TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (May 9, 1989) 77 

Defining choir, chorus, and chorale—Changing the 
chorale in Los Angeles's name to the Los Angeles 
Master Chorale—Problems with Ernest Fleischmann— 
The evolution of European vocal music—Early and 
modern musical instruments—Josquin des Pres— 
Palestrina—The Catholic mass—The Protestant 
reformation. 

TAPE NUMBER: III, Side Two (May 9, 1989) 105 

Problems facing the contemporary Catholic church— 
Tomas Lius de Victoria—Bach—Mendelssohn and 
Bach—The organ—Film work—How to make money— 
Early boys' choir at Saint Joseph Catholic 

iv 



Church, Los Angeles—Knowledge of foreign 
languages—English as the international language. 

TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side One (May 18, 1989) 131 

Wagner's real estate woes—College degrees, 
awards, and honors—Catholic knighthood—Organ 
studies with Marcel Dupre—Attempt to purchase 
Dupre's residence—Alexander Schreiner—The art 
of conducting—Julius Herford—Fritz Zweig—Otto 
Klemperer. 

TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side Two (May 18, 1989) 164 

A Klemperer story—Work in television creates 
revenue for rehearsal space—Bruno Walter—Carlo 
Maria Giulini—More problems with Ernest 
Fleischmann—Postgraduate studies at University 
of Southern California with Lucien Caillet and 
Ernst Toch—Igor Stravinsky and Arnold 
Schoenberg. 

TAPE NUMBER: V, Side One (June 1, 1989) 181 

Teaching boys and men for the choir at Saint 
Joseph Catholic Church—Robert Shaw and Julius 
Herford—American citizenship—Teaching at Mount 
Carmel High School, Los Angeles—Teaching at 
UCLA—Problems with UCLA—Job offer at Pepperdine 
University. 

TAPE NUMBER: V, Side Two (June 1, 1989) 207 

Teaching at Pepperdine—Comparing Pepperdine to 
UCLA—Christopher Hogwood—How Wagner would like 
to be remembered. 

TAPE NUMBER: VI, Side One (June 13, 1989) ...215 

More about teaching—The Roger Wagner Institute— 
Orchestral conducting—Conducting the Detroit 
Symphony Orchestra and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra—Comparing English, American, German, 
and French voices—The French temperament— 
Conducting the Bolshoi Orchestra in Moscow— 
Conducting the Concertgebouw Orchestra in 
Amsterdam—Performing in South America. 

v 



TAPE NUMBER: VI, Side Two (June 13, 1989) 246 

Impressions of various celebrities—Eugene 
Ormandy—Music critics—Martin Bernheimer. 

TAPE NUMBER: VII, Side One (August 9, 1989) 256 

Writing choral arrangements—Composing—Memorable 
recordings—Popular music—Favorite music— 
Choosing choir members and soloists—Singing in 
foreign languages—How to create a choral blend— 
Vocal equipments for music of different periods— 
Physical appearance of the Roger Wagner Chorale— 
Use of authentic instruments of early periods— 
Choir size—Difference between a choral musician 
and an orchestral musician. 

TAPE NUMBER: VII, Side Two (August 9, 1989) 287 

More on the difference between a choral musician 
and an orchestral musician—What it takes to be a 
good conductor—Wagner's relationship with his 
chorale—Handling business. 

TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side One (August 25, 1989) 300 

Wagner's basic musical philosophy—Live 
performance versus studio recording—The 
evolution of recording quality—Music for films— 
The Hollywood Bowl—Advice to young musicians— 
Public's awareness of classical music in Los 
Angeles. 

Index 326 

vi 



BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY 

PERSONAL HISTORY: 

Born: LePuy, France, January 16, 1914. 

Education: Baccalaureate, College de Montmorency, 
France; M.A., University of Southern California; Ph.D., 
University of Montreal. 

Military Service: French army, 1935. 

Spouse: Janice Schmidt Wagner, married 1939, three 
children. 

CAREER HISTORY: 

Choirmaster, organist, Saint Andrew Catholic Church, Los 
Angeles, 1926. 

Choirmaster, organist, Saint Ambrose Catholic Church, 
Los Angeles, ca. 1928-31. 

Choirmaster, schoolteacher, Saint Joseph Catholic 
Church, Los Angeles, 1937-45. 

Schoolteacher, Mount Carmel High School, Los Angeles, 
1943-49. 

Organizer, Bureau of Music, Los Angeles, 1945. 

Founder, Roger Wagner Chorale, 1946. 

Choirmaster, Saint Charles Catholic Church, North 
Hollywood, California; Mission San Gabriel; Our Lady of 
Lourdes, Los Angeles, 1940s. 

Professor, head, choral activities, UCLA, 1949-80. 

Founder, Los Angeles Master Chorale and Sinfonia 
Orchestra, 1965. 

Head, music department, Marymount College, 1950s-60s. 

Distinguished professor, choral music, Pepperdine 
University, 1987-89. 

vii 



Visiting professor, music, California State University, 
Los Angeles, 1989. 

HONORS AND AWARDS: 

Knight/ Order of Saint Gregory, 1950; Order of Saint 
Bridgette, 1964. 

Grammy award, Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, 
Virtuosol album, 1956. 

Honorary doctorate, Westminster Choir College, Saint 
Norbert College. 

viii 



INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: 

Sybil D. Hast. B.A., French, Smith College; M.A. , 
French, University of Pittsburgh; M.A., German, UCLA. 
Lecturer in Music, UCLA; language and diction coach, 
UCLA Opera Theater; director and language and diction 
coach, Sierra University Opera Workshop, Santa Monica. 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

Place: Wagner's home, Westlake Village, California. 

Dates, length of sessions: April 18, 1989 (53 minutes); 
April 28, 1989 (39); May 9, 1989 (73); May 18, 1989 
(65); June 1, 1989 (50); June 13, 1989 (55); August 9, 
1989 (57); August 25, 1989 (35). 

Total number of recorded hours: 7 

Persons present during interview: Wagner and Hast. 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

In preparing for the interview, Hast consulted standard 
music reference works and the Music Index. Wagner and 
Donna Ulmer, his assistant, provided a complete dis-
cography, photographs, records, cassettes, concert 
programs and reviews. Hast also held informal discussions 
with several of Wagner's colleagues at UCLA and other 
well-known musicians. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning 
with Wagner's childhood and schooling in France, his 
migration to and continued education in the United 
States, his early career as a teacher and choir director 
in Los Angeles area Catholic churches, the founding of 
the Roger Wagner Chorale, his national and international 
concert tours, his work on Hollywood motion picture 
sound tracks, and his phonographic recordings. Major 
topics covered include Wagner's musicology research on 
early church music, the evolution of choral music, the 
cultural life of Los Angeles, and technical aspects of 
audio recordings. 

ix 



EDITING: 

Alex Cline, editor, edited the interview. He checked 
the verbatim transcript of the interview against the 
original tape recordings, edited for punctuation, 
paragraphing, and spelling, and verified proper names. 
Words and phrases inserted by the editor have been 
bracketed. 

Wagner passed away before he was able to review the 
transcript. 

Cline prepared the table of contents and biographical 
summary. Steven J. Novak, editor, drafted the interview 
history. Lisa Magee, editorial assistant, compiled the 
index. 

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS: 

The original tape recordings of the interview are in the 
university archives and are available under the 
regulations governing the use of permanent noncurrent 
records of the university. Records relating to the 
interview are located in the office of the UCLA Oral 
History Program. 

x 



TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 

APRIL 18, 1989 

HAST: Today we welcome Dr. Roger Wagner, renowned choral 

director, conductor, composer and arranger, and professor 

of music whose name is known in every state of the United 

States as well as in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. 

Welcome, Dr. Wagner. 

WAGNER: Thank you very much, Sybil. 

HAST: You said it was all right to call you Roger. Is it 

WAGNER: Oh, I would say. You'd be the only one who 

wouldn1t. 

HAST: All right, fine. Well, why don't we go back to the 

day that you were born, January 16, 1914, in France. 

WAGNER: That's correct, at LePuy. 

HAST: Let's find out a little about your family, because 

obviously you started in music at such an early age. Your 

father was Francis Wagner, right? 

WAGNER: Francis Wagner is correct, and my mother was 

Louise [Wagner]. Her maiden name was Colombet. 

HAST: And your father was an organist and composer, is 

that correct? 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: So from an early age, music was a part of your life 

I would assume. 

WAGNER: That's right. That's right. 



HAST: Did you have any brothers or sisters? 

WAGNER: Yes. I have one brother and two sisters: a 

brother named Jack [Wagner] and two sisters, one called 

Andre [Wagner] and the other one called Anne-Marie [Wagner] 

or "Mimi." 

HAST: Are they musicians, also, or not? 

WAGNER: They are musical. My elder sister [Andree] was 

very musical, sang very well. But none of them were 

professional musicians. But they were much interested, you 

see. 

HAST: Well, can you tell us a little bit about how music 

affected you from an early age? Because you must have been 

surrounded it. 

WAGNER: Ah, yes. Well, I was always surrounded by 

music. And even when we lived in Syracuse [New York], 

which is after we came from Prance—I was six and a half 

years old, I believe, at the time—my father was an 

organist at the Happy Hour Theater in Syracuse. 

HAST: Let's stay in France for just a little bit before we 

go t o — 

WAGNER: We'll stay in France. 

HAST: We'll stay in France. I just wondered, as a very 

small child, were you conscious of the fact that there was 

always music around you? 

WAGNER: Yes. I was very conscious of music being around 
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me, because my father played the piano a lot and played the 

organ, and I became more conscious of it when I came to the 

United States after age six. 

HAST: When you were old enough really to understand. 

WAGNER: Exactly. That's right. 

HAST: But when you were younger, he didn't start to teach 

you or anything like that? 

WAGNER: He didn't teach me until we came to the United 

States. You see, we lived in Le Puy only six months after 

my birth, and then we moved. We had to move to Bourges. 

HAST: Oh, in Bourges. 

WAGNER: Bourges. That was during the war, the First World 

War. 

HAST: Oh, that was World War I. My goodness, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. Nineteen fourteen was World War I, and my 

father was drafted and had to go into the army. My mother 

had a store of laces. She made laces. 

HAST: She did? Did she make them herself? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Oh, how interesting. 

WAGNER: She used to weave and made beautiful laces, and 

that helped support us, because he didn't make much money 

in the army. 

HAST: Were there food shortages and things like that? Do 

you remember anything like that? 
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WAGNER: Well, there were lots of shortages during the 

First World War in France. It was very difficult, yes. 

HAST: Yes, but you were awfully young, really, to know too 

much about it. 

WAGNER: Yes, of course. I wasn't too conscious of it. 

HAST: Did you start to school at all in France? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. I went to school. We start there 

earlier than we do here. We start a little before we're 

five years old there. I learned music the first year, 

solfege, because the first thing they teach you is how to 

read music. 

HAST: Already at that age? 

WAGNER: At that age. By the time I was six years old, or 

less than six, I was able to read fairly well. You know, 

[sings] do-re-do-mi-do-fa-do-so-do-la-do-si-do-si-do-la-do-

so and so on, which is one of the great things over 

there. They are really insistent upon teaching music at a 

very young age. Now, I also have some report cards of the 

things, of what I did. I have some papers I wrote in 

French when I was— 

HAST: Well, that was your native language. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And that never leaves you, does it? 

WAGNER: That's right. I have those right here in my 

office. 
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HAST: Isn't that amazing? You kept them all those 

years? How charming. 

WAGNER: I was five years old. And I have letters to my 

father and a poem for his birthday. I made poems when I 

was five. 

HAST: Poems? 

WAGNER: Yeah, I made a poem. 

HAST: Well, the French, I mean, didn't you also get 

literature immediately? The French are so thorough about 

their language and their culture. 

WAGNER: Yes. They are much more advanced than here. 

HAST: And spelling. We were talking just a while ago 

about how nobody knows how to spell anymore these days. 

WAGNER: They call that orthographe. Orthographe is 

spelling, and that is terribly important in France. They 

teach you that at a very young age. 

HAST: I think it's true in all of Europe. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: But the French in particular, it's always the 

dictee, isn't it? 

WAGNER: Oh, dictee, that's right. 

HAST: And then you have to analyze whole passages. I 

remember from my graduate work. So, anyway, then, 

according to my notes, at the age of seven, in 1921, the 

Wagner family immigrated to New York. Now, was there a 

5 



reason for this decision, a special reason? 

WAGNER: Yes. Just before leaving France we lived in Nice, 

which is right on the Mediterranean, and my father invested 

in a theater. The man he dealt with was not terribly 

honest, and he lost quite a bit of money, and he decided 

that there would be more opportunities in the United States 

for the children, because he had read about the States and 

he knew about it. He had been to New York with my mother 

in 1913. As a matter of fact, my older sister, my eldest 

sister was born in New York in 1913 when they returned to 

France. After they got married in 1912 they went to New 

York for about a year, a year and a half. My sister was 

born there, so she's an American. 

HAST: Did she have dual citizenship? 

WAGNER: I suppose so. I think she's basically just 

American, because, no matter if she lived in France, she 

was born in America. Then, when we went back, of course, 

we spent six years in France before returning. I was born, 

and then my younger sister was born, Mimi, and then we came 

back here. My brother was not born until we lived in Los 

Angeles much later. 

HAST: Oh, I see. All right. Well, now, you didn't stay 

in New York very long, did you? You went to Syracuse? 

WAGNER: No. I think we were there a total of three 

years. We were not in New York three years. We were in 
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the state of New York, in Syracuse, New York. My father 

taught there, and he played the organ in a theater called 

the Happy Hour Theater. I remember I used to go with him 

there, and the silent pictures played with Milton Sills and 

all those old actors that nobody but myself remembers now, 

I think. He used to play the music on the organ that 

fitted the drama of the picture. 

HAST: Oh, I see. And then he also started to teach you 

music, you said, by the time you were in Syracuse. 

WAGNER: Yes, he did. I remember when I broke my arm at 

school trying to pick a prune for a young girl— 

HAST: A prune? 

WAGNER: A prune, yeah. It was a prune tree. I reached 

for it, and I fell from the top and landed on my arm, and 

it broke in three places. So my mother took me quickly to 

the theater where he was playing, and he changed 

immediately from a very gay tune to a very morbid sound 

which fitted the occasion, no matter what happened on the 

screen. 

HAST: Which didn't help your arm too much. [laughter] 

WAGNER: They took me to the hospital and, of course, set 

the arm. I broke it again later on when I played football 

at Fairfax High School. 

So it was very cold in Syracuse. I remember that. I 

suffered enormously from the cold, because it was like 
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twenty and thirty [degrees] below [zero], twenty-five 

below, and when we came home late, like 11:30 at night 

sometimes after his show was finished—we'd go with him 

sometimes and he'd take us home—he'd then get into these 

ruts of snow where you couldn't get out. You know, the 

tracks. He wasn't a very good automobile driver. He was 

used to going on a bicycle. All the professors, they all 

rode bicycles to school in France. Cars were not that 

popular yet. 

HAST: I don't know: Did they even have snow treads in 

those days? They probably didn't. Snow tread tires. 

WAGNER: I don't think so. 

HAST: Probably not. 

WAGNER: This was a Ford that he drove, a '21 Ford. That's 

it. And it was really strange. Of course, he couldn't get 

out of the tracks, you see. 

HAST: Then you had to get out and push? 

WAGNER: Well, no. He did his best to not hit anybody. 

But, I mean, the tracks usually went where you're supposed 

to go except if somebody was on a sled coming towards you; 

then they'd have to go under the car, you know. It was a 

terrible thing. 

But I remember the name of the street where we 

lived: Bassett Street in Syracuse. On Cherry Street. And 

I went to school at Sumner School. I still correspond with 
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a teacher who had taught at Sumner School up until a few 

years ago. 

HAST: That is extraordinary, yes. 

WAGNER: She sent me my report card of the first year I 

went to school there when I was seven. 

HAST: You told me something. Was that at Syracuse where 

your parents were trying to put you into a special kind of 

school and you weren't very happy about it? 

WAGNER: It was here. No, it was in Los Angeles. 

HAST: Oh, that was in Los Angeles. Well, in fact, you 

moved to Los Angeles three years later, in 1924. 

WAGNER: That's correct. My father had trouble with his 

health because of the cold, the pneumonia, you see, and he 

was a rather fragile man. 

HAST: It is cold in Syracuse. 

WAGNER: Up in Buffalo and Syracuse. 

HAST: Just awful. And spring never seems to come. 

So your father became an organist and choral director 

at Saint Brendan's [Catholic Church] in Los Angeles. 

WAGNER: Saint Brendan's, yes. And he was also at Saint 

Joseph [Catholic Church] where I ultimately led it for 

twenty-six years. 

HAST: Yes, right. And at the age of twelve—this is the 

thing that I find so extraordinary—you were a choral 

director and organist at the Saint Andrew Catholic Church 
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in Los Angeles? 

WAGNER: That's right, at Fairfax Avenue and Franklin 

Avenue in Hollywood, West Hollywood. 

HAST: I'm just amazed they would even consider a boy of 

twelve. How did you manage to do this? 

WAGNER: Well, I was rather advanced in music and, of 

course, I was dealing with amateurs, not professional 

musicians. So I was probably much more educated than they 

were even at my age in music. Because I had been around 

all the time with music. I was very much interested in 

church music, and choral music I liked very much. 

HAST: And you were also a boy soprano in your father's 

choir at Saint Brendan's. 

WAGNER: Yes, I would go later for the high mass at Saint 

Brendan's and sing soprano for him. I did solos and that 

sort of thing there. 

HAST: Yes, that is extraordinary. And then at the age of 

fourteen you were often called upon to substitute for your 

father as organist at Saint Brendan's. 

WAGNER: Yes, I did. 

HAST: So you must have been a darn good organist right at 

that early age. 

WAGNER: Well, I was pretty good. I was pretty good. I 

got better as I studied and I worked, yes. 

HAST: Did you practice every day? 
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WAGNER: Yes, later on I practiced every day, from fourteen 

to seventeen, I think. Tremendous, yes. 

HAST: Now we get to a part that I find very, very 

interesting. You decided to study for the priesthood. And 

in 1929 you entered Saint Anthony's Seminary in Santa 

Barbara. If I may ask, what made you decide to study for 

the priesthood? 

WAGNER: Well, I was always enticed by the liturgy of the 

Roman church. I found it very beautiful, and I would serve 

mass a lot before I became organist and choirmaster in 

Saint Ambrose [Catholic] Church on Fairfax Avenue. I still 

serve mass for the priest. I would get up and I would walk 

two miles each way to be able to serve mass early in the 

morning during the period of Lent and during the period of 

Advent. 

I was so much interested in great choral music. My 

father, who directed the choir at Saint Brendan's, was not 

as sharp as I was even at that tender age in being able to 

analyze what was wrong with the choir and how to fix it. I 

could tell immediately. I mean, it was a natural thing. 

If a tenor didn't blend, I mean, I would immediately point 

it out to him. He'd say, "What do you mean?" He wasn't 

listening, you see. He was more of an organist. 

HAST: Were your parents very religious? 

WAGNER: Yes, my mother was very religious. So was my 
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father. He was extremely religious. 

HAST: So that was a big influence on you. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: So, I mean, it was always church. It was always a 

part of your life. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. That's right. 

HAST: And then, of course, the choral music reinforced 

it. It was part of everything. 

WAGNER: Yes, that's correct. That's correct. 

HAST: So how long actually in 1930— You were there for a 

year, I believe, am I right? I believe in 1930 to 1931 you 

were at Dominguez Hills Memorial Seminary. 

WAGNER: Let's see. 

HAST: Those are the dates I found. What made you leave 

Saint Anthony's? 

WAGNER: Wait a minute. During the years which? 

HAST: In 1929 you were at Saint Anthony's Seminary in 

Santa Barbara, and then 1930 to 31 I believe you told me 

you were at Dominguez Hills Memorial Seminary. 

WAGNER: Dominguez Memorial Seminary in Compton. And I was 

there for 1930, '31, and I left in '32. 

HAST: Yes. Well, that's a whole other chapter in your 

life. 

WAGNER: Because that's when I went to France. 

HAST: Yes. You went back to France and, in fact, you 
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continued your studies for the priesthood there, did you 

not, as well as undergraduate studies in music? 

WAGNER: I did, I did. I went to a very famous abbaye, 

it's called—which is sort of a monastery—called Abbaye de 

Fontgombault. It was a very lovely, beautiful abbaye—old. 

HAST: It was a beautiful place, yes? 

WAGNER: Yes. There was a man in charge of the students 

there, who was the prefect of discipline, who was an 

outstanding priest. His name was Pinson. 

HAST: And he had an influence on you? 

WAGNER: Very much. He was a very great guide, and 

ultimately, of course, he was recognized by the church as 

being so outstanding that he became bishop. 

HAST: Oh, he did? 

WAGNER: He became the bishop of Bourges, which was the 

district in which he was there. 

HAST: Now, you were still very young. Did these people in 

the church, the priests, have long conversations with you 

about the priesthood? Or did you ask a lot of questions? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: It intrigues me. I've always been interested in 

religion and how people get into it, you know. 

WAGNER: But I was always interested in music even when I 

was studying for the priesthood. 

HAST: The music came first. 
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WAGNER: And Pinson, who was the prefect of discipline and 

my adviser, was a fine musician, tremendous musician. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: I remember he did big works like the Liszt 

Christus [ist geboren], the oratorio, and I was the 

organist. And I was sort o f — Oh, I was a little naive 

even though I was talented. I mean, it was a big thing for 

me, and I was very nervous about playing for these things 

in the big abbaye, this very impressive church that they 

had. And they had some very good boys. These were called 

tardive vocations because they came a little later than the 

average boys when they go to seminary; they usually go at 

the age of ten or eleven or twelve. But these were 

fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen, see. And I enjoyed it 

immensely, but I missed the big town, and so, after being 

there for a year and a half or two, I asked to be 

transferred to Paris, because I wanted to be where there 

was more culture. 

HAST: A bigger cultural atmosphere. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: And Paris certainly was the place. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Was that the beginning of your decision not to enter 

the priesthood? 

WAGNER: No, no. 
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HAST: Not yet, not yet. 

WAGNER: I went to another place which was— 

HAST: Well, you went to the College of Montmorency, right? 

WAGNER: Montmorency, that's it. The College of 

Montmorency also did a lot of work for preparing people for 

the priesthood. 

HAST: Oh, they did? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was a seminary in a sense. They had 

faculty from the Sorbonne, a very, very fine faculty, so 

that it was equivalent to going to the Sorbonne, 

practically, because the teachers of philosophy were from 

there. I shall never forget what the first lesson we had 

in philosophy was. The man started by saying, "Man is a 

reasonable animal and woman is an unreasonable animal." 

[laughter] That was the first thing. 

HAST: You would never forget that, would you? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Never. It was the first class, all boys, so he 

couldn't offend anybody. 

HAST: [laughter] Oh, that's wonderful. Now, these were 

still undergraduate studies at that time, is that correct? 

WAGNER: Yes, but I did finish there. I had to leave for 

my father's illness. 

HAST: Yes. In 1934 your father passed away and you 

returned— 

WAGNER: Well, I returned before he passed away. I 
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returned here when he was weighing about eighty-five 

pounds. 

HAST: Oh, really? 

WAGNER: Yes. He was terribly sick at the French Hospital 

downtown. 

HAST: In downtown Los Angeles? 

WAGNER: Yes. And I went to see him. They had to operate 

on him, and it was not successful at all. It was cancer of 

the esophagus and of the duodenum in his stomach. At that 

time they didn't have much to go on. Like today, I mean, 

it's unbelievable. I'm in my sixth cancer, and they've 

controlled all of them so far. 

HAST: But you are a pretty amazing man the way you're 

handling it. 

WAGNER: Well, I don't know whether that— I guess that has 

a lot to d o — 

HAST: I think it's your music. I am convinced it's your 

music that's keeping you going. 

WAGNER: Something, because when I conducted the day before 

yesterday at The Creation [by Haydn], I didn't feel like 

anything was wrong with me at all. I gave one of the best 

performances I've given. 

Anyway, I went to Montmorency, and just as I finished, 

I was notified that my father was terribly ill, and I came 

back to the United States. And I stayed here for six 
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months and helped my mother, to support her and my younger 

brother Jack, who was only seven years old, eight years 

old. He was much younger; he was twelve years younger than 

I was. So it was very difficult. But I decided I would go 

back and finish off some things that I had to do that I 

hadn't done before I left. 

HAST: Yes. Well, you went back— 

WAGNER: To study with Marcel Dupre. 

HAST: Yes. That is the big thing in Paris, right. You 

studied organ with him. And then, I believe, didn't you 

also do research in early church music in Lyon and Dijon? 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Between '34 and '36, I'm talking about. 

WAGNER: Then I was drafted into the army. 

HAST: Yes. So you finished your undergraduate studies, 

and then you also fulfilled your military duties in France. 

WAGNER: Exactly, exactly. 

HAST: Which was a requirement, wasn't it? 

WAGNER: It was a drag. 

HAST: And that was in '35, in Thionville. 

WAGNER: That's correct, '35 and '36, and I came back in 

'37, didn't I? 

HAST: Well, in '36 you also participated in the famed 1936 

Olympic games. Do you want to tell us something about 

that? 
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WAGNER: Yes, I would like to tell you. First of all, the 

French government realized that they had lost over ten or 

twelve million men in the First World War, and the male 

population was very low. The French were also the leaders 

all over the world in birth control. 

HAST: They were? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: I didn't know that. 

WAGNER: They initiated it, and they practiced birth 

control— 

HAST: Wasn't that against the church? 

WAGNER: It was, yes. But, you know, the French have a way 

of doing things they want. [laughter] So the population 

did not grow. The French used to have forty-eight million, 

and it was down to about thirty-six million. They wanted 

to encourage births. So what they did, they had a big 

contest in the army which took in the army in France and 

the army in all of their occupations in Algiers and all 

over the world that they had at that time. Now there are 

very few. The countries have given up the holdings that 

they had. Now they don't have those anymore. 

HAST: That's right. 

WAGNER: But at that time they had many, and so there were 

many blacks participating, and really good athletes— 

HAST: Many blacks participated, did you say? 
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WAGNER: Oh, yes, because they made n o — 

HAST: I just wondered, was there any discrimination at 

that time? 

WAGNER: Not really, not really. 

HAST: There was less maybe in France than elsewhere? It's 

possible. 

WAGNER: Yes, quite, quite. Because, I mean, they had many 

colonies that were black. Well, anyway, I competed in 

Paris and Joinville, which is a little city right next to 

Paris with a big stadium where they have the athletics. 

The city of Joinville offered so many thousand francs for 

the first three who won and so much for each child that 

they would have. If you got five or six children, you 

would never have to work again, because— 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: No, really, because they gave several thousand 

francs for every child that you got. 

HAST: Today they should do the opposite everywhere. 

WAGNER: Exactly. So I came out second by just a couple of 

points. I was going to be first, but there was a military 

thing they inserted in there, rifle shooting, and I had a 

bad rifle. 

HAST: You didn't come out second for having enough 

children. You came out second for what? 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. Second in the whole 
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of France and the colonies, and— 

HAST: What was your specialty in the Olympics? 

WAGNER: It was decathlon. 

HAST: Decathlon, I see. 

WAGNER: Of course, at the same time that we were having 

this contest, they were having the Olympic tryouts, so 

that, when I won this, the people who were in charge of 

trying out the decathlon athletes for the team were very 

much interested to see what we were doing. They checked on 

our scores, and my score qualified me for the team. 

HAST: Amazing. Was that exciting? 

WAGNER: It was very exciting. And it's even on a medal 

that I have and I'll show you. The only thing is that the 

French government was so low on funds for the Olympics that 

they only sent certain people to Berlin and did not send 

the representative for the decathlon, because they felt 

that the Americans and a couple of others had very strong 

scores and that we would probably not qualify in the first 

three worldwide. So they did not send us. 

HAST: You didn't get to go. 

WAGNER: No, I didn't get to go. 

HAST: How disappointing, yes. But it was still a big 

honor. 

WAGNER: Yes, it was. It was. I got to run in the post-

Olympics when it came to Paris. 
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HAST: You did? 

WAGNER: Yes. I got to run, and I did very well at that 

time. So it was a rather wonderful thing. When I won this 

contest, too, I became an official lifeguard for the army, 

in which I did a very exclusive resort. Life was very, 

very, very nice. 

HAST: Yes, oh, it sounds really wonderful. So then— 

WAGNER: And then I returned. 

HAST: You returned. Now, I'd like to talk about Marcel 

Dupre later on. We'll talk about all these famous 

musicians you've— 

WAGNER: Well, I worked with Dupre on and off, you know. 

HAST: Yes, I know. 

WAGNER: When I was in the army I worked with him a lot. I 

used to take a train, and I would take three days off and 

work with him for a day or two. And then, when I finished 

the army, I still stayed in Paris for several months before 

I returned home. 

HAST: It's amazing that you could combine all of these 

things. Now, you returned to L.A. in 1937, is that 

correct? 

WAGNER: That's correct. 

HAST: And then you found work in Hollywood as a member o f — 

WAGNER: Yes, MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures, Inc.]. 

HAST: Yes, the MGM chorus, right? That's how you started? 
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WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And then, soon, they engaged you as music director 

of Saint Joseph's church in downtown L.A.? 

WAGNER: Yes, that's right. I was looking for— 

HAST: And you were there twenty years, right? 

WAGNER: Oh, more than twenty, more than twenty. I was 

there in 1937 until 1962 or '63, I think. I was there 

twenty-five years at least. 

HAST: Really? How was it coming back to Hollywood, of all 

places, from Europe? 

WAGNER: I was very happy to be here because my family was 

here, you know. 

HAST: Yes, of course. How was your mother doing at this 

point? 

WAGNER: My mother was doing very well. I mean, she's a 

very smart cookie. She used to make laces. She got in 

touch with the movie people— 

HAST: She continued that here? 

WAGNER: Ernst Lubitsch, for instance. She talked to Mrs. 

Ernst Lubitsch. He was a big producer. Well, she went 

from door to door in Beverly Hills to sell her laces. She 

was quite a woman. But she had to support my brother. He 

is now working with [Walt] Disney [Productions] in this 

very big job there. He does all the voices for Disney. 

Remember, Mel Blanc used to do that. 
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HAST: Yes. Yes, indeed. But you had to support yourself, 

too, didn't you, and all through school? 

WAGNER: I had to support them. I had to support her and 

him. So, when I went to Saint Joseph's, I received $150 a 

month. And out of $150 a month, I had to pay my rent, 

which cost, I think, either $27.50 or $32.50 or something 

like that a month, which was just in back of the school 

near the church, and it was one block east on Main 

Street. Not exactly the Bel Air area, but I had to live 

close to the church. I started there in '37, and I heard 

the choir, and it was a bad choir. [tape recorder off] 

HAST: Roger, I'd be very much interested to find out what 

made you decide not to become a priest after all. 

WAGNER: Well, while I was at Dominguez Memorial Seminary 

in Compton they had a prefect of discipline called Father 

Putschby. He was about a five-foot-three little fellow and 

very narrow-minded. I used to practice the organ and he'd 

say, "Don't forget, you're not going to be a musician. 

You're going to be a priest." Well, I was tops in my 

studies. I was first in Greek and second in Latin in the 

whole school. The records show that. And I couldn't stand 

that. Finally, I called my parents up and I said that I 

would like to leave. The superior came to me and said, 

"You're our best student. You can't leave. You've got to 

stay. Of course, it will be difficult with the prefect of 
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discipline, Father Putschby, but I want you to know that 

you've been a wonderful student." Father Milantro was his 

name, and he was a wonderful, wonderful man. But they had 

this little pip-squeak there who was just, oh, terrible. 

HAST: This was the first seminary you went to? Or the—? 

WAGNER: No, the second. Santa Barbara was the first 

seminary. This was Dominguez Memorial, made up of the 

priests from Spain. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: Yeah, they were all Spanish priests. 

HAST: So they were more narrow-minded, do you think? 

WAGNER: Much more, much more. You could not play touch 

football. In other words, they would not permit you to 

touch. 

HAST: Oh, really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yeah. It was unbelievable. They were of the 

order— I'll think of the order in a minute. They were the 

ones who were in charge of the church downtown, the first 

church built in L.A. What's that? On Olvera Street. What 

is the church there? [Our Lady Queen of Angels Old Plaza 

Church] 

HAST: I'm sorry. 

WAGNER: Yes, well, it's the oldest church in Los 

Angeles. They were Claretians, that's it, Claretian 

fathers. And he talked Castilian Spanish. Theta. 
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HAST: Oh, they did? I love Castilian Spanish. 

WAGNER: Theta, theta. They said [speaking with Castilian 

Spanish accent], "corazon," "sentados." I think it was 

Philip II who had a speech defect. 

HAST: Yes, right. He was lisping. 

WAGNER: That's right. You know the great story about the 

teacher who teaches the theta? 

HAST: No, tell me. 

WAGNER: It's a great story. He gets up in front of the 

class and he says, "I do not want to hear Mexican. I do 

not want to hear Mexican Spanish. I want to hear Castilian 

espanol." He said, "You will not say 'corazon.' You will 

say 'corathon.'" So he said, "You," to this little boy, 

"stand up and say 'corathon.'" The little boy says, 

"Corazon." "Hey, Mexicano imbecile!" And so he looks at 

the little girl and he says, "Say 'corathon.'" She goes, 

"Corazon." "?Que paso?" And so on and so forth. Finally, 

he turns to the next little girl and he says, "Try to say 

'corathon.'" The little schoolgirl says, "Corathon." The 

teacher says, "What an intelligent person. In this whole 

class, this little girl says it correctly: 'Corathon,' with 

theta, Castilia." And he says, "What's your name?" She 

says, "Thuthie Thmith." 

HAST: [laughter] Oh, that's so sweet. 

WAGNER: Isn't that funny? 
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HAST: [laughter] Yes, that is so cute. But, now, was it 

really one priest that made the difference in your 

decision? 

WAGNER: Well, he was very important. He was a prefect of 

discipline, and he was a pain you know where. We used to 

get up at five in the morning and attend two masses, and it 

was a very strict place. 

HAST: Yes, but, I mean, one man actually helped make up 

your mind that you didn't want to be a priest? Or were 

there other factors? 

WAGNER: No, it was the whole attitude of narrow-mindedness 

that pervaded this particular Claretian order. They were 

very, very uptight. I mean, you couldn't even touch 

somebody. They thought right away you were going to have 

sex with them or something. I mean, normal boys who play 

football. 

HAST: Could you take showers in the nude or not? 

WAGNER: Oh, no, you couldn't do that. I mean, I remember— 

HAST: You had to have clothes on? 

WAGNER: Well, I remember once I was with another young 

fellow called "Horse" Good. He looked liked a horse when 

he walked, so we called him "Horse." His name was John 

Good from Arizona. There were figs on the trees, and the 

figs were rotting. So I said to him on a Saturday 

afternoon, "Horse, we can't let these figs rot like 
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that." He says, "You know we're not allowed to pick 

them." But they'd let them rot! I said, "God made these 

figs to be eaten." And I said, "Take my hat and I'll throw 

them down." So I got up on the tree; I climbed. He was 

down there, and I said, "You ready, Horse?" And I go 

rrrump. I dropped the fig, you see. "Ready, Horse?" And 

who comes down but Putschby. Little Putschby comes down 

and he sees Horse down there and me up there. He goes to 

Horse, he goes [points finger]. 

HAST: [laughter] Just pointing with a finger. 

WAGNER: He took the hat from him, and I'd say, "You ready 

Horse?" And he'd say, "I certainly am." [laughter] I 

heard his voice. So he goes, "Come down this instant." So 

he took me into his office, had me kneel in front of him. 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: Kneel. And he said to me, "Do you know what you 

did?" I said, "What did I do?" He said, "You committed 

the sin of Adam." I said, "I did not." He says, "You 

certainly did." I said, "I thought Adam took an apple. I 

just took a fig." He said, "You're insulting, and you will 

kneel for two weeks at the refectory when you eat your 

meals." So I had to eat kneeling down. 

HAST: It's like the Middle Ages. 

WAGNER: Yeah. So I decided I didn't want to take any of 

this b.s. anymore. I called my father and I said, "Look, 
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this is not what I want. I mean, if I want to become a 

Trappist, I'll join the Trappist monks." So that's the 

reason. That answers this in a thousand words. 

HAST: Well, then was it hard to get out into the outside 

world with men and women? 

WAGNER: I had formed good habits. I mean, I had a very 

disciplined life, and I had exercised everyday with the 

rings and the bars, and I had built myself into a real good 

specimen. I went to Fairfax High School for a few months, 

and I made the football team immediately and proceeded, of 

course, to break my arm. And my father said, "This is 

ridiculous. You're going to end up working in a gas 

station. I've got to send you to France." 

HAST: Dating back to the Fairfax days, you were in good 

condition. And then, of course, when you were at Saint 

Joseph's, where you spent so much time, there were annual 

choral concerts which became very famous. 

WAGNER: Well, that's later, yes. After '37, yeah. 

HAST: Yes. Well, we are in '37 now. Actually, to go back 

to that— 

WAGNER: Thanksgiving Day, '37, November in '37, is when I 

was hired by Saint Joseph's. Nineteen thirty-seven, 

Thanksgiving Day. The boys' choir did not sing. I trained 

them all this time until Easter of 1938. A big article 

appeared in the local magazine. What's his name? Dr. 
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[Robert M.] Stevenson wrote about it. 

HAST: Oh, yes? He did? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Stevenson at UCLA. 

WAGNER: Yeah. I want you to have a copy of it, because it 

really— 

HAST: Yes, I think you gave me a copy. I think I have it. 

WAGNER: Did I? I didn't know that. 

HAST: At lunch at the faculty center the other day. I'm 

going to check it when I get home, all right? Now, the 

thing that is interesting in connection with all of this is 

that in 1945 you organized the funding of the Bureau of 

Music. How did this come about? 

WAGNER: Well, the mayor [Fletcher Bowron] asked me if I 

was interested in helping him found a Bureau of Music in 

which the city would get behind young people and help them 

develop into good musicians and to improve their 

appreciation of good music. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: So I went all over, all over, from Pacoima to San 

Pedro, and every night, every day, I would have a rehearsal 

with them, and I created thousands of young people— I did 

an NBC [National Broadcasting Company] broadcast once a 

year with them over the radio. That's where I discovered 

Marilyn Home, Marni Nixon, and all of these people who 
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became world famous. I had George London, for instance. I 

gave him his first job. He was at Los Angeles City 

College. And I was very fortunate to have with me the 

world's most famous soloists as young people who showed 

this enormous talent. 
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HAST: So, to continue, then, in 1945, you were asked to be 

the supervisor of the youth choruses for city of Los 

Angeles. 

WAGNER: I didn't ask. I took an exam. 

HAST: Oh, you had to take an exam? 

WAGNER: Yeah. It was civil service. 

HAST: Oh, I didn't realize that. 

WAGNER: Civil service. And then all the people who had 

served in the American army had a ten point advantage over 

me, so I had to get an exceptionally high grade. I got 

about a 98.6, I think. And I was over ten points above the 

next one, so I got the job. 

HAST: I'm not surprised. And you began very small, with a 

madrigal group of twelve voices. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And by 1946, you had thirty-two singers. 

WAGNER: Oh, terrific, yeah. 

HAST: And it was the debut of the Roger Wagner Chorale, 

which we will actually cover the next time. I wanted to go 

back a little bit, if I may. In 1939, you married. 

WAGNER: That's correct. 

HAST: And do you want to talk about your wife [Janice 

Schmidt Wagner]? 
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WAGNER: December 30. Yes, a wonderful, beautiful woman. 

HAST: Yes, I've seen pictures, just beautiful. 

WAGNER: And very cooperative throughout all her life. 

HAST: How did you meet her? 

WAGNER: I met her through a singer friend of mine; Millard 

Townsend was his name. They had known each other in 

Portland where she was married. She was married with a 

friend of his, and she was separated when I met her down 

here, and [she] eventually divorced. But I found her an 

extremely attractive and very lovely lady. And she loved 

to go out with me because we had so much fun. But it was 

on a very friendly basis. And then one day I invited her 

to Saint Joseph's to hear a mass I conducted, and she fell 

in love with me. She looked at me, and she heard this, and 

she saw this beautiful thing happening and the way I train 

those boys and the men. And so we fell in love, and she 

divorced her husband and married me. But I had a long wait 

to marry her, two years, because the church would not 

permit somebody to divorce and remarry in the Catholic 

church. So that— 

HAST: Oh, that is true. Yes, of course. 

WAGNER: Yeah, that's true. Not only that, but I had to 

prove that she had never been baptized, that her husband 

had never been baptized. She told me she had never been 

baptized even though she taught Sunday school. And her 
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husband had never been baptized. 

HAST: Why did that make a difference? 

WAGNER: Because if they're baptized, they're accepted into 

church as Christians no matter what church it is. Wherever 

they were married, it would have been a legal marriage and 

I couldn't have married her. As it turned out, that may 

have been what they call a devil's advocate, a man who 

takes the opposite side, the affirmative side, and tries to 

find everything wrong. So the first time we waited one 

year, and her parents came down for the marriage, and it 

was cancelled because they turned me down. 

HAST: Good heavens. What a terrible thing to go through. 

WAGNER: They said, "You can't marry her because we don't 

have enough proof." So I said, "Let's keep going." So we 

kept going. And finally, one day Father William called me 

up and he said, "I've got good news. They have okayed." 

The fact was that they had proof that she had never been 

baptized, as they had gone to every church she'd ever been 

and every church he'd ever been and checked all the 

things. Unbelievable. 

HAST: It's hard to believe that one has to go through 

that. 

WAGNER: Oh, it's unbelievable, yeah. 

HAST: So then how many children did you have? 

WAGNER: Three. One year and one month and two weeks after 
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our marriage, my first child was born, Jeannine. 

HAST: Jeannine, yes. I've heard a lot about her. 

WAGNER: Jeannine Wagner, wonderful. 

HAST: Now, she helps you a lot, doesn't she? She goes 

with you o n — ? 

WAGNER: She used to help me a lot more, because when I had 

the chorale regularly downtown, I mean, the Master Chorale, 

she was my assistant. 

HAST: Oh, she was? 

WAGNER: And Paul, too, Paul Salamunovich. But she helps 

me now. For instance, on this thing I just got from Japan, 

they want her to come as my assistant with me to Japan in 

case I need her. She's a wonderful musician, really, truly 

wonderful. One of the outstanding musicians I have known, 

regardless of whether she's my daughter or not. I mean, 

she has studied with everybody who is famous. [Pierre] 

Boulez and those people swear by her. 

HAST: She did? Isn't that wonderful? So you encouraged 

her, of course, from an early age. 

WAGNER: Oh, of course. 

HAST: But, again, she was surrounded by music from the 

minute she was born, s o — 

WAGNER: But she had perfect pitch when she was four. 

HAST: She has perfect pitch? Does she really? 

WAGNER: Oh, when she was four years old, she used to play 
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with her jacks in the corner, and you'd play a scale, and 

she'd name every note for you without seeing the 

keyboard. Lukas Foss tried her once, and he went [mimicks 

descending scale], and she said, "D-flat, C natural, B 

natural, D, E, F-sharp, G-sharp, A, B-flat," like that. 

She knows every single note. 

HAST: Tell m e — Perfect pitch: Is that something you have 

to be born with? Or is it possible to develop it? Because 

one runs into this all the time. 

WAGNER: You can develop it if you work at it. But it is 

mostly a natural endowment. Yeah. Although you associate 

it with music, it is something that happens— I mean, some 

people have it without any problems. Others can develop it 

by playing A, A, A — 

HAST: Can they hear themselves when they sing? That is so 

hard for singers, is it not? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, yes. 

HAST: They can hear themselves if they go flat, for 

instance. 

WAGNER: Oh, of course. 

HAST: Well, so often they tell opera singers, "You can't 

really hear yourself." 

WAGNER: No, no, they do hear themselves. I mean, 

Jeannine— Bad production sometimes makes them go flat, but 

she's never flat. And she's always very critical if 
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somebody is. 

HAST: Well, she can hear certainly what anybody else does, 

too, yes. 

WAGNER: Of course. The chords and everything. 

HAST: It's a marvelous gift to have. It really is. 

Absolutely. 

So then you started giving all kinds of concerts in 

the forties and fifties. In the forties—let me go back 

there for a minute—I read that you studied with Bruno 

Walter, conducting, and also with Lucien Caillet, 

composition. You did this after you were married? 

WAGNER: No, Lucien Caillet in orchestration. 

HAST: Oh, orchestration. I see. 

WAGNER: Yes. Caillet was [Leopold] Stokowski's 

orchestrator, and I was a good friend of Stokowski. Also, 

the German conductor [Otto Klemperer], you know, whose son 

[Werner Klemperer] is a good actor in that wonderful— 

HAST: Oh, I know who you mean. I can't think of the 

name. I'm terrible with names. We can insert that 

later. All right. 

Anyway, there were a number of concerts, and then I 

wanted to go up to 1950. 

WAGNER: That's getting along there. A lot of things have 

happened before that. 

HAST: A lot of things happened in there. I just wanted 
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not to forget to ask you about your doctorate which you got 

in music, cum laude, at the University of Montreal. You 

did your research on the works of Josquin des Pres, right? 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. 

HAST: Do you want to talk about that? And then we can 

cover that other period. 

WAGNER: Well, yeah. There was so much that happened 

before, though. 

HAST: Let's do that, then. Would you like to talk about 

before? 

WAGNER: In 1943, I accepted a job teaching high school. I 

was at Saint Joseph's grammar school and junior high. I 

then accepted a job at Mount Carmel [High School], Mount 

Carmel at Seventieth and Hoover Streets. 

HAST: And that was also in the forties? 

WAGNER: That was '43. I taught there, and I was coach of 

the track team, as well. 

HAST: You were the coach of the track team? My 

goodness. How did you have time for all of this? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, everything. I mean, I taught at three 

churches and everything. And then also, besides Saint 

Joseph's, I took Saint Charles's Church that— I accepted 

to teach there, to teach a boys' choir, and I got a home 

out there [in North Hollywood] for about a year, but then I 

had to move because they wanted me back. In '49, I turned 
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the job over to Paul Salamunovich. 

HAST: Oh, you did. 

WAGNER: That was forty years ago. Forty years ago. And I 

taught that man practically everything I could teach 

anybody. 

HAST: So which job did you turn over to him? 

WAGNER: Saint Charles's. 

HAST: Oh, Saint Charles's. 

WAGNER: Saint Charles's, North Hollywood. 

HAST: And you taught him everything that he knew. 

WAGNER: Well, I think he admits that, too. I mean, I just 

took this young kid— See, his father [Joe Salamunovich] 

was a chef at the Nickodell Melrose [Restaurant]. They 

were nice, simple people, but they were not musical in the 

sense that they could tell them anything, so he depended on 

me completely. I took him right through his alto days and 

took him under my wing, really. And his present wife 

[Dorothy Salamunovich] used to be my secretary. 

HAST: Ah, I see. 

WAGNER: And she always complained they couldn't get 

married because he wasn't making any money. So I said, 

when I started recording and everything, I started making 

money, big money. They paid me $75 a month at Saint 

Charles and $150 a month— 

HAST: A month? 
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WAGNER: A month. And at Saint Joseph's, $150 a month. 

HAST: Unbelievable, yes. 

WAGNER: And I had to support my mother and my brother. 

HAST: No wonder we can't get good teachers. 

WAGNER: Yes. I'll tell you— 

HAST: The Catholic schools, though, always pay even less, 

don't they? 

WAGNER: Oh, terrible, terrible. So the thing is, I told 

the priest it's ridiculous. I mean, I get $150,000 a year 

in royalties on a recording I make, and here you pay me 

$75 a month. I said, "I can't get up at six in the 

morning for $2.50 a funeral." I said, "I'd rather die 

myself." 

HAST: So what did you actually teach in the schools? 

WAGNER: In the schools I taught Latin, I taught English 

and history. 

HAST: Oh, you did. You taught those courses. I see. I 

have no record of any of this. 

WAGNER: And music, of course. 

HAST: Aha. Latin, history, English, and music. Now, in 

music, what— 

WAGNER: Choral music. 

HAST: Choral, I see. I see. 

WAGNER: And I wrote them their school song. 

HAST: Did you? 
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WAGNER: Alma mater. 

HAST: Do they still have it, do you know? 

WAGNER: Well, the school has closed. 

HAST: Oh, that's too bad. But now, to teach them all of 

this, that was a full-time teaching job, wasn't it? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, it was from nine in the morning till 

three in the afternoon. 

HAST: Unbelievable. And then you had your choral concerts 

to work for and so on and so forth. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: Well, that sounds really wonderful. 

Let's go to 1950 for a minute and your doctorate. 

Now, that must have been a big decision to make, because 

you were married, you had responsibilites. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, my wife was very instrumental in 

helping me, I'll tell you, in getting the material 

together. In other words, I had to get loads of material 

to be able to study in depth the works of Josquin des Pres 

and to edit his three masses. 

HAST: So she helped you with the research? 

WAGNER: She helped me enormously with the research. 

HAST: Isn't that wonderful, yes. 

WAGNER: She was very, very helpful. You know, she was a 

very wonderful woman. The problem was that something 

happened. You know, she began to drink. 
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HAST: Oh, dear. 

WAGNER: She drank, and she was arrested twice for driving 

under the influence, you know. 

HAST: Yes, that's so sad. 

WAGNER: I toured a lot later on, and it didn't help 

matters at all. So we never did divorce, never did 

divorce. 

HAST: I see. 

WAGNER: Of course, w e — 

HAST: Has she been able to get some help? Because I know 

several people— 

WAGNER: Oh, we get along beautifully. 

HAST: No. I mean help with her problem, because there are 

places. I know people— 

WAGNER: Oh, she stopped. 

HAST: Oh, she has stopped. 

WAGNER: Ten years ago she had a heart attack, very 

serious. She had to stop smoking and stop drinking. And 

now she's feeling wonderful. 

HAST: And you're good friends. I'm so glad to hear that. 

WAGNER: Yes. She's three months older than I am. 

HAST: I've heard she's just a lovely lady. 

WAGNER: Lovely. Lovely, yes. 

HAST: And Jeannine, I've heard a lot about Jeannine 

also. 
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So, now, do you want to talk a little bit about the 

research you did? Because it's very interesting. 

WAGNER: Josquin is a pre-Renaissance composer. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: He's, according to most authorities, the first 

great musician in music history. And I was fascinated by 

his techniques. I mean, all the ways that he wrote and the 

techniques he used in verses. He would take a theme and do 

it upside down, do it this way and that way on a third, on 

a fifth, and on the tonic, and then the augmentations and 

diminutions, and all of the techniques that were used later 

on by other composers he used at the beginning. There was 

something about his music that was just absolutely 

marvelous, and I was fascinated with it and by it. I had 

felt that not much had been done to research him. His 

masses: Hercules, dux Ferrarae, and several of his 

masses— I took three of his masses and I edited them, and 

what I did is— The alto part was sung by boys, so it got 

very, very low. So it was too low to do with a mixed 

choir, and I wanted to make it available to a mixed 

choir. So I took the alto part and I sometimes changed it 

to the tenor part, and the tenor part to the alto part. So 

I didn't change what he wrote but just changed the 

distribution of the voices. 

HAST: And it worked beautifully. 
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WAGNER: It does, yes. And s o — 

HAST: Was this part for your dissertation? Or did you do 

it later? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I have a copy of my dissertation you can 

have. 

HAST: Oh, I'd love to see it. 

WAGNER: I have it upstairs. 

HAST: You published it later, o r — ? 

WAGNER: It was published in the Caecilia magazine, the 

Catholic magazine for which I was representing the 

Concertatio, which is appointed by the pope, and I was 

president. I was president for the whole United States of 

Catholic church music. I think I could show you that in 

which I speak to them called Caecilia. 

HAST: Yes. In fact, I'm planning to ask you about your 

interest in church music and so on. We have a whole 

section on that that's coming up on the next tape because 

you are the specialist in that area, and that is going to 

be very, very interesting to hear about. So you finished 

that. I don't know how you did everything including a 

dissertation. 

WAGNER: Incredible, isn't it? 

HAST: I mean, all the things you were involved in and 

still have a family. 

WAGNER: Incredible. 

43 



HAST: It's unbelievable. But you enjoyed it, didn't 

you? I mean, every part of it. 

WAGNER: Yes, I did. 

HAST: Now, to wind up for today, starting in 1951, then, 

began your great recording career. 

WAGNER: But I have a lot to look into between 1940— 

HAST: Between '40 and '50. Is there anything else you 

want to say for today before we stop? 

WAGNER: No. I just want to be sure that we bring in that 

I was also choirmaster for a while at the Mission San 

Gabriel. 

HAST: Oh, I didn't see that in there. Really? 

WAGNER: The Claretian fathers, the Claretians, the ones 

who ran the seminary with Father Putschby I told you 

about. And then I was also at a place called Our Lady of 

Lourdes on Third Street for a while. 

HAST: My goodness. 

WAGNER: I had to take a couple of more church positions 

because I didn't make enough money. And s o — 

HAST: Oh, before your recording career. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. After the recording 

things, I mean— 

HAST: Were you still helping out your family, too? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, yes. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. You had your own family, and then— 
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WAGNER: I raised my mother and my brother, yes. 

HAST: You supported them, yes. So that was a tremendous 

responsibility. 

WAGNER: Very. I wanted her to live with me downtown, but 

she wouldn't go down there because there were too many 

Mexicans, and she didn't think it was a good atmosphere for 

my brother. I said, "Well, it's good enough for me, so why 

don't you bring—" No she wouldn't. She was snobbish in 

that way. She was— 

HAST: Was she really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. She didn't want my brother to associate 

with lower-class people. 

HAST: Yes. That's very interesting. Well, maybe she also 

felt that it was more dangerous to live down there. So 

that's quite possible. 

WAGNER: Well, I'll get dates set between '40 and '50. 

HAST: Why don't we go back to that, then, for the next 

session. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 

APRIL 28, 1989 

HAST: Let us continue what we started to talk about on 

tape one, namely your numerous activities in the forties 

and fifties. As I recall, you were doing so many things at 

the same time. You had started all these choral groups all 

over Los Angeles, right? 

WAGNER: Yes, that was for the [Los Angeles City] Bureau of 

Music that I helped found under Mayor [Fletcher] Bowron, 

yes. And I conducted groups all the way from the [San 

Fernando] Valley down to San Pedro. 

HAST: Right. And then we mentioned that you started a 

madrigal group with only twelve vocalists, which became 

thirty-two, which became sixty, and then they called it the 

Los Angeles Youth Concert, right? Is that correct? 

WAGNER: Los Angeles Concert Youth Chorale. 

HAST: Concert Youth Chorale. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Oh, okay. And they renamed it the Los Angeles 

Concert Chorale later on. 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: No? That's what I read, but maybe that isn't 

true. 

WAGNER: No, no. Later on, in 1946, when I founded the 

chorale, I called it the Roger Wagner Chorale. 
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HAST: Yes, so the important thing to remember, really, is 

that it was the Roger Wagner Chorale and had its name since 

1946. 

WAGNER: Of course. 

HAST: And now, during this time, you were enormously 

active everywhere. You also traveled a lot and gave 

concerts, and you were on tour. Can you tell us some about 

these tours? They're so numerous. We'll have to take them 

one by one. 

WAGNER: Well, you see, Sybil, I didn't begin to tour until 

1956. You see? So all the 1940s were occupied in church 

work, in building choruses all over, and in choosing the 

best young voices in Los Angeles. 

HAST: Oh, I see. So it was local mostly, was it? 

WAGNER: It was mostly local. Later on, when I was 

introduced to Capitol [Records] and Capitol decided to sign 

me to a contract because of the concerts they heard at 

Saint Joseph [Catholic] Church, where I did some concerts 

with my men and boys' choir, then, when my records came 

out, I became well known, and they asked me to tour from 

New York. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: Kenny Allen was the man. His name was Ken 

Allen. I toured with him for several years with a two-

piano team, Specker and Horowitz were their name, and we 
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did some very good concerts all over. And then Hurok 

called me in Paris when I was over in Europe one year and 

asked me if I would be one of his artists, Sol Hurok. He 

was the world's greatest impresario. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: Yes. So I said, "Well, I'll go to talk to Kenny 

Allen, because I'm up for a renewal." And I talked to 

Kenny, and he said, "If Hurok asked you, I would take it, 

because as much as I'll miss you, he's the greatest, and 

just to be with him is—" 

HAST: When was this? In the forties, would you say? 

WAGNER: No, no. This was in the late fifties, early 

sixties. 

HAST: I see. Oh, I see. We're jumping ahead. 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. Because I didn't start to tour until 

'56. 

HAST: I see. But before that you said there were a number 

of concerts and progams that you wanted to talk about. 

WAGNER: Oh, I did a lot of concerts. Yes, I did a lot of 

concerts, but these were all over here. 

HAST: They were all over here. Now, in 1948, you were 

knighted by the pope [Pius XII], How did that come about? 

WAGNER: 1950, wasn't it? 

HAST: Oh, I have 1948 here on this. 

WAGNER: I think it's 1950. I'll have to check it. But, 
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well, it's just that I did a lot of work for the church and 

they recognized it. The cardinal, Cardinal [James F. A.] 

Mclntyre, recommended to the Vatican that I be knighted a 

Knight of Saint Gregory. 

HAST: Oh, yes. 

WAGNER: I thought it was a little later than that, but you 

say it's 1950. 

HAST: Well, that's the list you gave me. 

WAGNER: Yes, I'll have to check that again. 

HAST: Yes, of course. We can always correct it. Anyway, 

well, that must have been exciting. Can you tell us about 

it? You went over to Rome and— 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, in 1966, then, is when I went to 

Rome, when I did a world tour for the State Department. We 

were supposed to go to Russia, but things weren't going too 

well between the United States and Russia, so the exchange 

program did not go through, and they sent me on a world 

tour which took in Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, which took in 

Yugoslavia, Turkey, Germany, Italy, France, England, 

everywhere. 

HAST: This was in 1966. 

WAGNER: 'Sixty-six. 

HAST: I see, I see. 

WAGNER: That's when I went to Rome. I had been knighted 

earlier [1964], but I went to Rome and spoke with the pope 
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[Paul VI] about the condition of music in the Catholic 

church. 

HAST: Oh, did you really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I was very unhappy about it. 

HAST: Oh, can you tell us what was it you were unhappy 

with? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, I was unhappy because they were 

already talking about changing the vernacular into the 

vernacular from Latin to English, and I couldn't believe 

that. This would start translations of masses by 

Palestrina and by Victoria and all those great composers. 

It was very sad. And, of course, I thought that the music 

was getting worse in the Roman church, as it is in all the 

churches, of course. 

HAST: In what way? 

WAGNER: Well, bad music. In other words, they try to do 

entertainment music for the people who try to pray— 

HAST: For the populus, yes, just to make it popular. 

WAGNER: Yes. Terrible. And today is probably the lowest 

that it's been, I would say, almost since the history of 

the church, in all the churches. 

HAST: Does it go hand in hand with those jazzed-up 

translations of the Bible, for instance? 

WAGNER: Yes, it's a — 

HAST: In terrible English or whatever language? 
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WAGNER: Terrible. Awful. It has to do with rock music 

and everything, the influence of that, so that now they 

have what they call "contemporary" church music. The 

contemporary church music is just another name for popular 

music in church. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: I went to Saint Joseph's after I quit, when this 

happened, after I was there twenty-five years. I quit, and 

I spoke to the pope about it. I had sung for him some 

Gregorian and some Renaissance music. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 

WAGNER: I said, "What kind of music do you want us to 

do?" He said, "Just the kind of music you sang for me a 

few minutes ago." 

HAST: Did he know anything about music? I mean, as a pope 

he'd have to, wouldn't he? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes, he loved Gregorian. He loved 

the Renaissance. He knew what great music was, but they 

are so occupied with other things. 

HAST: Oh, so many things, I know. 

WAGNER: Pope Pius X, of course, spent a couple of years 

writing an encyclical on music. He was knighted. He was 

made a saint by the church. 

HAST: Pope Pius X, did you say? 

WAGNER: Pope Pius X, which was at the beginning of the 
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twentieth century. He wrote an encyclical called, Motu 

Propriu, and he spelled out what should be done in music in 

the church. 

HAST: So what was his suggestion? 

WAGNER: Oh, well, the same as my taste. 

HAST: [laughter] Yes, that's why I'm asking. 

WAGNER: Yes, Gregorian and music that was not distracting 

to the people. Stay away from secular music, because music 

is made to inspire the people to pray and not to entertain 

them. 

HAST: So how do you feel about it when they say, "Well, 

the average person doesn't know Latin, and you should—" 

WAGNER: Silly, because every breviary that they have, on 

the left side it has the Latin, and right next to it it has 

the English. So every word is in English and in the 

language of the people. Whether it's French or German or 

English, they have it. It's just something that people 

have to say to make things supposedly more simple, but they 

are not more simple. They eliminate the great traditions. 

HAST: Yes, yes. I think so. 

WAGNER: The universality of the church was such that no 

matter where you heard mass you heard it exactly the same 

way that you heard it. 

HAST: I know. And it is inspirational, as I know a lot 

about the Church of England. And also in England, of 
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course, we studied a lot about the Roman Catholic Church. 

And I always thought the music was the most inspiring, the 

most beautiful thing about it. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Well, we just went, just a few 

weeks ago, to the Westminster Abbey for that Lent and 

Sunday there, the Palm Sunday, and it was beautiful. It 

was just beautiful. The Church of England: That's the one 

that Henry VIII founded. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: I don't know whether I want to join a religion 

where the founder killed eight wives. That's a little 

strange, isn't it? It always fascinated me. 

HAST: [laughter] Don't you think this was really a power 

struggle between him and the pope? I don't think it was a 

religious question. 

WAGNER: I know, but he took it out on his wives. 

HAST: [laughter] Yes. 

WAGNER: We visited the towers where all these executions 

took place. 

HAST: Well, they didn't have divorce in those days. 

[laughter] 

WAGNER: No. But they were terribly cruel. 

HAST: Oh, terrible. 

WAGNER: Because, I mean, they used to torture people 

there. 
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HAST: Brutal, yes. 

WAGNER: They'd tortured people, and then they cut their 

heads off, and then one person wanted his head cut off with 

a sword instead of a hatchet. I don't know. But it's so 

terrible. 

HAST: Yes. It's quite awful. But to get back to what we 

were saying, the beauty of the music, that is the 

inspiration in the church. 

WAGNER: Of course, of course. 

HAST: So, now, are they also in Rome? I can't imagine 

this. You would know this and I don't. Do they really 

introduce popular music now in the churches? 

WAGNER: No, they don't. They sing church music, but they 

sing it terribly. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: They have boys' and mens' choir, the Sistine 

Choir it's called, and the boys yell their heads off. 

That's because of the conductor. Bartolucci is the 

conductor, and he's an Italian, and Italians are not the 

greatest in choral work. They have beautiful voices, but 

they are not groomed into the technique of how to train 

great choirs. For instance, there's a certain technique in 

England that there are some choirs that sing pretty well. 

I mean, in the oratorio societies, of course, of uncles and 

aunts, those are something else. But they still have a 
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tradition. 

HAST: I was just going to say that. They have a very 

great tradition. 

WAGNER: So do the Welsh people. 

HAST: Especially the Welsh, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. And in this country we are getting a 

tradition. We have some of the best choirs anywhere in 

this country. But in Italy, I always think that the 

singers got their vocal production, which is beautiful, 

from empty heads. They just don't seem to have the 

knowledge nor the intelligence that some of our singers who 

are in choirs here have. They're more emotional than 

intellectual. From the people I know— I know there are 

some Italians who are intellectual— I mean, generally 

speaking, the whole country seems to be run on emotion. 

Did you feel that? 

HAST: [laughter] Also politically, I'm sure, a lot of 

times. 

WAGNER: Oh, terrible, terrible. 

HAST: But does it have anything to do with the— Does this 

tie in? I have noticed that, for instance, you have the 

chanson in French and you have the Lieder in German, but 

the Italians don't have that kind of repertoire, either, 

where you could just say Italian song, per se. It doesn't 

seem to be as extensive—the poetry set to music, you know. 

55 



WAGNER: Canzone. No, no, their big thing is opera. 

HAST: Yes. Yes it is, indeed. 

WAGNER: Let's face it. 

HAST: Of course, that's fantastic in itself. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I mean, American singers just love to 

appear at La Scala. There's a great story about the 

American who appeared in La Scala and sang a big tenor aria 

that went up to high B or C, and the Italians gave him a 

tremendous ovation. He had to repeat it. They wouldn't 

stop clapping. So he repeated it, and they clapped even 

louder. So he had to repeat it a third time and he started 

to get hoarse, so he stopped and he talked to them. He 

said, "My dear people. Thank you so much for the acclaim 

you have given me. I did not expect this, my first 

appearance here at La Scala." He says, "Why did you want 

me to sing it for you so many times?" And from the balcony 

one Italian yells down, "Sing it till you learn it." So 

they do have a sense of humor. 

HAST: [laughter] Yes, they do, indeed. 

So, anyway, you talked to the pope about this, and he 

listened, and he agreed with you. 

WAGNER: Yes, he did. Yes, I didn't want it just to be a 

polite thing where I, say, kiss his ring and genuflect and 

leave. 

HAST: No, no. Of course not. 
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WAGNER: I wanted to explain to him the predicament we were 

in. But I don't think it did much good because the music 

now is worse than ever. 

HAST: It is? 

WAGNER: Oh, it is terrible. It is terrible, and it is not 

any worse than in the Protestant church, because now they 

have schools that teach church music. There's one there 

where Donna's son goes, and they teach that awful 

contemporary church music that has a beat, like [singing 

and snapping fingers] "Jesus, you is my man. You is my 

main man," and that kind of thing. You just wonder how 

they could do such things. I hear them on Sunday over the 

television and it's just horrible. 

HAST: I've seen it, and I find it quite shocking myself. 

WAGNER: There's such a wealth of gorgeous music that they 

could do. 

HAST: But it's like everything else in education today, I 

think. It's all so superficial. You see that their hearts 

aren't really in it. I think that has something to do with 

it. You have to feel the music, don't you? 

WAGNER: Education. 

HAST: Education is part of it, a big part of it. 

WAGNER: Yes. I know that education does form your tastes, 

and the taste of people today does not lie in the great, 

great music. 
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HAST: No. Apparently not. So at any rate, well, that 

must have been very exciting then. That was in the big 

tour you took starting in the fifties, right, and through 

the sixties where you went to the Far East and the Middle 

East and South America? 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. 

HAST: Can you tell us about some of these tours 

individually? I mean, when you went to the Far East, for 

instance. What kind of thing did you perform there, 

because in that time I think the Far East was just becoming 

interested in Western music. Isn't that true? Now they're 

very much interested. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. The thing is that the State Department 

sent us. It was the government of the United States, an 

exchange. As I told you, it was supposed to be Russia, but 

then things weren't going too well with Russia then, and we 

went to Russia later on. But what they did, they asked me 

to go on this world tour, and they rerouted us to Iran, 

Iraq and Lebanon, and, well, we went to Arabia somewhere, 

and Yugoslavia, and Turkey, and everywhere. Then I played 

all of France, I mean, even to Paris, Dijon, and Lyons, and 

all of those places. 

HAST: Well, that must have been nice for you, going 

back. 

WAGNER: Strasbourg— I did the Bach Festival in 
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Strasbourg, the Mass in B minor. So we did some tremendous 

things. But I had my own orchestra as well as choir. 

HAST: You took your orchestra with you? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I went to England to get the strings. 

First I made a trip to England and I chose the best 

strings, because it was much more reasonable, and they were 

very good players. 

HAST: And they traveled with you, then? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. And the whole Roger Wagner 

Chorale, of course. 

WAGNER: Yes. And the winds and the brass came from here 

because they're much better players here. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. So I took an orchestra of thirty-two and a 

choir of thirty-two, plus a staff, and we had our own 

plane. 

HAST: I see, I see. 

WAGNER: We had a private plane and our own pilot. 

HAST: Who funds something like this? 

WAGNER: The State Department. 

HAST: It was all through the State Department? And they 

paid for the whole thing? 

WAGNER: Well, they paid for it, and the countries we 

visited paid for some, too. It was an interchange. 
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HAST: Like the lodging and the food. 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. But the people were paid a regular 

salary by me. 

HAST: Oh, I see. All these people were on salary. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Yes. 

HAST: So it was totally professional, of course. 

WAGNER: Totally professional. 

HAST: So you also took your own photographer, I imagine, 

with you, also? 

WAGNER: Well, we had a couple of photographers with us. 

They were not hired as photographers, but they were part of 

the group who specialized in photography. But most places 

have their own photographers, like the Vatican has a 

wonderful color photographer. 

HAST: Oh, they must be absolutely, yes. 

WAGNER: I showed you some of them there. 

HAST: Yes. Beautiful pictures. 

WAGNER: The embassies were supposed to take care of us, 

although I must say, to be perfectly honest with you, that 

the United States, this country that I love so much, has 

the worst diplomatic service in the world. 

HAST: It has a reputation for it, I'm afraid. 

WAGNER: Yes. And the reason for that, I believe, is that 

these are political appointments, see. They're political 

appointments. They're not elected. Whenever I needed 
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something, I used to go to the English. For instance, to 

give you an example: They offered me to do the Israel 

Festivals in Israel, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem and so on, and 

I accepted and took my people there. And at the end of the 

tour, in Tel Aviv, I gave a concert, and they said, "After 

the concert, we want you to stand by because we're going to 

give you the biggest honor, a medal," which is the biggest 

honor you can get from Israel. Kismet medal or something, 

I don't know. I have it here. I said, "Thank you." So I 

expected that the cultural attache of the American embassy 

would present it to me. 

HAST: I would think so. 

WAGNER: He did not. He did not even shake my hand. The 

one who presented me was the French ambassador. 

HAST: The French ambassador? 

WAGNER: Isn't that something? And I'm American, and all 

my people were American, and they didn't say a word. I 

could name you dozens of things throughout my tours all 

over the world where they were just absolutely inadequate, 

particularly in London. 

HAST: I think they don't get any training in basic, good 

manners, either, do they? 

WAGNER: Oh, terrible. They don't give support. 

HAST: They do not know anything about etiquette o r — 

WAGNER: No support. No, no. We didn't get support from 
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them. And if we were in trouble we'd go to the English 

embassy or the French embassy. 

HAST: They knew how to behave, at least. [laughter] 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: That is interesting, because when you're abroad you 

do want to feel that at least your embassy's there for you 

when you want them. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Now, may I go back to a question now? When you went 

to the Far East, what kinds of concerts did you have? Were 

they different from the ones in Europe at all? 

WAGNER: Well, I did a very varied repertoire, because part 

of it was orchestral and part of it was choral and 

orchestral and choral. 

HAST: And you conducted all of those? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Of course. I did things of Charles 

Ives, for instance. I did the The Unanswered Question of 

Charles Ives. And I did several very modern things. The 

Adagio for Strings by a modern composer [Samuel Barber]. 

You know who it is. We did things like that with 

orchestra. Then we did the big works. We did the Mass in 

B minor on tour. I told you we did that in the Strasbourg 

Festival. 

HAST: That must have been exciting. Did you do it in the 

cathedral, in the Strasbourg Cathedral? 
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WAGNER: No, we did it in the auditorium. And then I did 

things like the Mozart Requiem. We did big works. I mean, 

just unbelievable things, the oratorio series of just some 

marvelous music. With orchestra and chorus, you have a big 

repertoire and a variety. 

HAST: Yes. But it must have taken months to prepare. 

WAGNER: Yes, it did. It did. It took a long time to 

prepare, but I had good musicians. I had the pick of the 

lot. 

HAST: You had the pick of the lot because you picked 

them. You picked the best ones you could get. 

WAGNER: I did, I did. And they all wanted to go, of 

course. 

HAST: You were a taskmaster. You really expected the best 

from them. 

WAGNER: Oh, terrible. Yes, I frightened sopranos, 

particularly. 

HAST: [laughter] Scared them into doing it right. 

WAGNER: When they shrieked the high notes, I would not be 

too gentle. 

HAST: No, no indeed. 

Now, in the Middle East—again, speaking of etiquette— 

I mean, everything is so different in all these different 

countries. 

WAGNER: Yes. 
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HAST: Did you find it affected your artists and yourself 

at all? Like when you were in the Far East, did you have 

to act slight differently from being in the Middle East, 

for instance? 

WAGNER: Yes, you do. There are certain sensitive things 

that you have to be very careful of. 

HAST: For instance. 

WAGNER: Yes, well, you cannot criticize their way of 

living too much, the Arabs. 

HAST: Well, you can't anywhere, really. [laughter] 

WAGNER: I know. And you can't make fun, for instance, of 

certain customs in Israel. For instance, my bass player 

has a wonderful sense of humor. His name is Michael 

Rubin. He's married to Claudine Carlson, my famous 

mezzo. He was my contractor for the tours for all of the 

musicians and everything, and he's Jewish. He's very 

Jewish. And when we got to Jerusalem, he immediately went 

to the wailing wall and he started wailing. It was very 

strange to see him wail, because I know it's very serious, 

but it just amused me. So when he came back from the 

wailing wall, I said, "Mike, what were you wailing so much 

about?" He said, "I just got my income tax report in the 

mail, and that's why I was wailing so hard." 

HAST: I'm sure they wouldn't take that too seriously 

there. 
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WAGNER: No. 

HAST: But did you find that it affected the women in your 

chorale, for instance, who— Socially, would it be 

difficult in Arab countries or in Japan? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, they were very much interested rather 

than humiliated by it, because women were not considered to 

be equal to men in most of those countries, not even in 

Japan in the early years. 

HAST: Definitely. Not even now in Japan, believe me. 

WAGNER: Because I remember, I went with one of the 

executives of Toshiba, where I recorded many years ago in 

the early sixties. There was a secretary who worked in 

that office who happened to walk in the restaurant where we 

were at the same time, and she greeted me and she greeted 

her boss, but her boss wouldn't even turn his head to say 

hello to her. 

HAST: And they have to bow low. 

WAGNER: Yes. They bow very low. I think it's getting a 

little bit different now. 

HAST: A little bit in Tokyo, but I've been dealing with a 

lot of Japanese students and Japanese people. I find that 

basically the men feel they're definitely superior. And 

the girls, they're like little girls. They're just totally 

inexperienced. 

WAGNER: In the Arab countries they had to cover their 
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face. 

HAST: So that makes it hard, then, for American or 

European girls to go out on the street, doesn't it. They 

can't go alone. I wondered if this was a problem for you 

in between performances. 

WAGNER: They were pretty well guarded, and we were very 

careful not to let them wander around. It was very 

interesting, very, very interesting. The foods and the 

customs. I think the country I enjoyed the least was 

Turkey. I didn't like their food, and being French, I — 

HAST: They put a lot of sugar in their coffee, I think. 

WAGNER: I don't like it. 

HAST: Half a cup is a minimum. 

WAGNER: They were not terribly gracious. 

HAST: They weren't? 

WAGNER: They weren't. 

HAST: That's interesting. Were they interested in your 

music at all? 

WAGNER: Yes. They were interested in music, but they were 

not gracious. 

HAST: But the audiences were receptive. 

WAGNER: Whereas, in Iraq they were just terrific. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Iraq and Iran, even. 

HAST: Iran, which was kosher in those days. 
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WAGNER: We were in Tehran. 

HAST: And they received you well there? 

WAGNER: Very well, very well. 

HAST: That's very, very interesting, yes. 

WAGNER: We were received well all over, in Russia probably 

better than anywhere. 

HAST: Of course, the Russians love music so much. 

WAGNER: Yes. That was a separate tour. But the Russians— 

HAST: That was at a different time. 

WAGNER: Yes, it was later, just like Israel was a 

different time, too. Yes. But, of course, in France they 

liked us very much. 

HAST: Well, in Israel, of course, they like Zubin Mehta, 

also, don't they? 

WAGNER: Well, of course. I was with Zubin Mehta— 

HAST: You know Zubin well? We hope to interview him 

later. 

WAGNER: Goodness. He studied with me. He studied Bach. 

HAST: Oh, I know. I know. 

WAGNER: The man he studied with, Mehta, [Riccardo] Muti, 

[Eduardo] Mata, all of these conductors who have names like 

that—Philadelphia and in Texas, too—studied with a man 

called Hans Swarowsky in Vienna who taught a nineteenth-

century romantic music repertoire. But he never got to the 

pre-nineteenth century, and some of them didn't study Bach 
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with him or anything. When Zubin had to do the Mass in B 

Minor, he asked me to help him with it. 

HAST: Did he? How interesting. Oh, that is so 

interesting for me because I interviewed Mehli Mehta, I 

think I told you, and we're hoping I can interview Zubin 

Mehta, and, you see, this connection—that would be just 

fantastic. Tell me more. So he went to you for help. 

WAGNER: For help with the Saint Matthew Passion. If you 

talk to him, don't say he went for help. 

HAST: No, of course. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Just say that he did some work with me. 

HAST: Yes, exactly. That's much more diplomatic. 

WAGNER: On Saint Matthew Passion, which I'd done thirty 

times. So, I mean, I was fully acquainted with it, and he 

knew that. He was an expert on Mahler and things like 

that. Wonderful conductor. 

HAST: Oh, he's marvelous. 

WAGNER: He's just terrific, and different from Andre 

Previn, who just resigned. 

HAST: He resigned from the Los Angeles Philharmonic 

[Orchestra]? 

WAGNER: Yes, the day before yesterday. [tape recorder 

off] I knew Andre Previn for many years at the studio, at 

MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures, Inc.] 

HAST: You did? 
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WAGNER: Yes. When he was just a teenager, I was asked to 

conduct the Jackson Day dinner music for Eleanor Roosevelt, 

who was the guest speaker there. And a man from the studio 

had written a piece of music for two pianos and chorus on 

the words of Eleanor's husband, president of the United 

States— 

HAST: President Roosevelt? Franklin D. Roosevelt? 

WAGNER: Franklin, yes. FDR: "The only thing we have to 

fear is fear itself." And on those words he wrote this, 

and he asked me to conduct it. Andre Previn was one of the 

two pianists who played it for me. He was a very gifted 

young man since he was very young. He was a very good jazz 

pianist, and then he changed into classical music. It was 

a very difficult transition, but he did very well. 

HAST: Yes, we're hoping to interview him, also. But I 

know very little about him except he came from Berlin and 

then was also in England. Now, he likes England a lot, 

doesn't he? 

WAGNER: He has a French name but he's not French. 

HAST: Yes, isn't it amazing? So, anyway, you did, in 

1949—what is this thing you did?—"The Great Sinner" at 

MGM? 

WAGNER: Well, these are some of the pictures which I 

did. See, in 1939 I did The Wizard of Qz picture with— 

HAST: Oh, with your boys' choir. 
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WAGNER: —Judy Garland. I told you that earlier. And 

then— 

HAST: No, we didn't have that on the tape. May I ask you 

about that a little bit? 

WAGNER: We were the munchkins. 

HAST: Is it true that you had a lot of Mexican boys with 

whom you worked in the boys' choir? 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. 

HAST: That must have been fun. Do you speak Spanish o r — ? 

WAGNER: Yes, I do. Yes. 

HAST: It's such a beautiful language. So how did that 

work out? How did you get those boys? 

WAGNER: Well, I got the boys because Saint Joseph's was in 

a Mexican district, see, and I went all over the Eastside 

to find boys who could sing and get them into Saint 

Joseph's school so that they could be there all the time 

and I could have a choir school, see. 

HAST: Oh, I see. Yes. 

WAGNER: Most of the people in that district were 

Mexicans. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. So you got them into the The Wizard of 

Oz? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, see, when I first came back from 

France in 1937, the first place I went to get work was at 

MGM, because I had some people, some musicians, who were 
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friends of mine there and who knew my abilities, and they 

recommended me to producers and so on. I did work as a 

singer. I was a singer. And then I conducted some of the 

groups and I played the piano and so on and so forth. I 

did some of those things at that time to make a buck, 

because there was no work anywhere for serious musicians. 

And then— Until I took the job in Saint Joe's. But while 

I was at the studio, I even entertained in a nightclub— 

HAST: Yes, at Cyrano's. Is that right? 

WAGNER: Cyrano is the name of the place. 

HAST: Is the name of the nightclub? 

WAGNER: It was on the corner, the junction of Santa Monica 

[Boulevard] and Wilshire [Boulevard], where they have— 

HAST: And you played the piano and you did imitations? 

WAGNER: I did imitations of Maurice Chevalier, Charles 

Rene, and all those people. 

HAST: [laughter] Oh, really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Oh, that's wonderful. So then how did you get 

further into Hollywood? I mean, after— 

WAGNER: Producers heard about me singing there and so on, 

and so they would call me in for motion pictures, 

particularly on things that had to do with imitating people 

like Maurice Chevalier and like that. As a matter of fact, 

I was a stand-in for Chevalier. 
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HAST: You met him? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I knew him very well. 

HAST: I always thought he was so charming. 

WAGNER: Yes, he was. 

HAST: I mean, I didn't know how he was personally, b u t — 

WAGNER: Yes, he was. We did a picture with Jeanette 

McDonald, I think it was at [Twentieth Century-] Fox [Film 

Corporation], and I was a dancer in that picture. 

HAST: You were, really? 

WAGNER: Yes, in the Albertino Rash Ballet. 

HAST: How wonderful. 

WAGNER: And then later on I went to Paramount [Pictures 

Corporation] as a dancer. But— 

HAST: Is there anything you haven't done, Roger? 

[laughter] 

WAGNER: I don't think so. Some of them I wouldn't even 

mention. 

HAST: [laughter] So, anyway, then you also— So what was 

this MGM thing in 1949, Great Sinner or A Great Sinner? 

WAGNER: I don't recall that very much except that we did 

the picture. 

HAST: It's probably a movie again. 

WAGNER: Yes, another movie. You see, we used to sing in 

places, like Lewis Milestone, who was a big producer, at 

his home. And his home was bought b y — And there were 
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people, the biggest stars of the day, who used to go at 

Christmas Eve. I would have my boys' choir sing for the 

people. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. They loved that all over. Yes. The 

biggest stars of the day were there. 

HAST: So you met them all, really. 

WAGNER: Yes, I did. 

In 1948, I did something very interesting. They used 

to have a representative of artists in the city called 

[Linden E.] Behymer. He was a very big name, Behymer. He 

died, and I conducted a memorial in the Philharmonic 

Auditorium on Fifth [Street] and Hill [Street] for him, and 

I did an all Mozart program, the Mozart Requiem with my 

then newly-formed chorale. And I did a piano concerto in D 

of Mozart with Bob [Robert] Hunter, my accompanist. He was 

very good. 

HAST: Very good? 

WAGNER: Yes. That was with full orchestra. It was very 

nice. And in '48, too, I did Joan of Arc at Goldwyn. Of 

course, that was the great actress who married [Roberto] 

Rosselini. What was her name? Ingrid Bergman. 

HAST: Ingrid Bergman, of course. Well, was she as 

beautiful as I always thought she must have been? 

WAGNER: Yes. That was Joan of Arc I did with her. It was 
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a pleasure working with her. She was just terrific. And 

then before that, i n — 

HAST: That was when you did— I see, Joan of Arc. Yes, I 

see. 

WAGNER: And in the formation of the Bureau of Music, it 

was Mayor Bowron who asked me to do something. On music 

week, he asked me to have a hundred young boys singing in 

front of [Los Angeles] City Hall, and it was chaired by 

Cornell Wilde, who was then an actor. And that started the 

Bureau of Music. He was very impressed because he sang so 

well. We did concerts at the Jonathan Club. We did 

concerts all over. We even sang in 1948 at the USC 

[University of Southern California]-Notre Dame [University 

football] game. The chorale sang that at the [Los Angeles 

Memorial] Coliseum. And in 1948, Eugene Ormandy conducted 

the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic in the Hollywood Bowl. I 

was his organist. 

HAST: Yes. That was in '48, right. 

WAGNER: Same with Milestone in '48. Then, in '49, I 

introduced my pupil, Paul Salamunovich, to Father Mead in 

Saint Charles's [Church]. 

HAST: And you gave that up, did you not? Isn't that what 

you said? 

WAGNER: I gave it up to let him have the position because 

I was getting practically nothing, you know. 
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HAST: Yes, I remember. 

WAGNER: I had been there since 1943. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: In '49 I did a picture at MGM called A Great 

Sinner. Then, in '49, we sang in the Hollywood Bowl with 

Johnny [John] Green. We've done many concerts with Johnny 

Green. 

HAST: You did? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. And then, after that, I got my own 

studios on Melrose Avenue, practically a whole city block. 

HAST: These were your own studios? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. 

WAGNER: Well, I got a television show which was called I 

Married Joan. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: And it earned me a — 

HAST: Were you the music director? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was done only with the voices. Joan 

Davis was the star. Mr. Magoo was the— Or whatever his 

name [Jim Backus]— So with that money I rented these 

studios, and I let the Philharmonic use it sometimes and 

people like the biggest conductors in the world, Bruno 

Walter and all of those. 

HAST: Bruno Walter, really? 
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WAGNER: Yes. All of these people would use the studio to 

rehearse with my chorale. 

HAST: Interesting. 

WAGNER: Yes, it was very interesting. We even had Richard 

Rodgers of Rodgers and Hammerstein. He directed us. I had 

a wonderful group. And with the money that I made there, I 

had a group under contract for fifty-two weeks of the 

year. I paid them, at that time, a living wage just to 

work with me every day. 

HAST: I see, every day. 

WAGNER: I had the best choir I ever had. I mean, it was 

super. 

HAST: It would be hard today to get people together 

everyday. It would be impossible, wouldn't it? 

WAGNER: No, it would take a fortune. You could not do it. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

MAY 9, 1989 

HAST: Roger, you are an authority on medieval and 

Renaissance music, and I wondered if we could discuss the 

history of choral music from the Greeks to the present 

day. Well, that's a big subject; we're not going to cover 

all of it. But, first of all, could you give us a 

definition of the difference between choir, chorale, and 

chorus? 

WAGNER: Sure. 

HAST: We'd appreciate it. 

WAGNER: Let's see— All right. A choir is usually 

associated with a church group. Usually. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: What was the other one? 

HAST: And then a chorus— 

WAGNER: A chorus is usually made up of people who belong 

to an oratorio society. 

HAST: So it's a body of singers who— 

WAGNER: A body of singers who sing all kinds of music, be 

it religious or be it secular. 

HAST: And it's possible also that it can also be a section 

of a work of music, such as the "Hallelujah" chorus of 

Handel's Messiah that can b e — Can that be called a chorus, 

too? 
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WAGNER: Oh, sure. Sure. 

HAST: And can it also be a refrain as in a folk song 

sometimes? You would talk about the chorus? I read that, 

and I just— 

WAGNER: An opera chorus. It could be opera, you see. It 

could be opera chorus. 

HAST: I see. It could be opera chorus, also. 

WAGNER: Yes. And a choir, I think, has an overtone of 

church to it. Choir. And chorus has more a secular 

overtone to it. That would be appropriate to call a group 

of opera singers who sing ensemble as an opera chorus or an 

oratorio group, a chorus, although they also mention choir 

sometimes. But I think there's a fine point there where 

there's a difference. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: But the chorale, that's entirely different. The 

chorale started— That name really started in the English 

language in the early forties between two people: Robert 

Shaw and myself. See, my father [Francis Wagner] would say 

to me, "Comment va la chorale?" Because in French 

"chorale" is choir. 

HAST: Right. 

WAGNER: That's right. Robert Shaw started a group in New 

York called the Collegiate Chorale, and I started a group 

here called the Roger Wagner Chorale. When we went to 
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England and we sang in 1953 for the coronation festivities 

of Queen Elizabeth, we announced ourselves as the Roger 

Wagner Chorale, and one of the reviewers—I think it was in 

the [London] Times—who raved about the choir, about its 

performance and such, and he said, "It's a wonderful group, 

but why do they call themselves 'chorale?' Why don't they 

call themselves 'choir' like everybody else? What does 

this mean?", you see. They didn't know. The English had 

difficulty— Now you've got thousands and thousands of 

chorales all over from that. 

HAST: You started calling them chorales, you and Robert 

Shaw. 

WAGNER: Shaw and myself, yes. The thing is, I started 

another name which is now prevalent all over: Master 

Chorale. 

HAST: Ah, so you also started that. 

WAGNER: Yes. When I went downtown, I wanted to start 

something for Los Angeles. Los Angeles is pretty much like 

UCLA: Be careful what you do. I was there twenty-three 

years at the Music Center [of Los Angeles County]. When 

they built the Music Center, it inspired me to do something 

for Los Angeles. I should have kept it the name the Roger 

Wagner Chorale, but I didn't. So what I did, we had a big 

ball called the Meistersinger Ball, and I decided, "Hey, 

that's a good idea. Call it the Master Chorale. Call it 
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the Master Chorale." 

HAST: I was going to ask you, was that a different group 

of singers that you had? Or was it your Roger Wagner 

Chorale? 

WAGNER: No. It was the Roger Wagner Chorale, but it went 

under a different name for the city. Now, the first three 

years that we existed, the city did nothing, or the Music 

Center did nothing to finance us. 

HAST: They didn't? 

WAGNER: No. I and a few contributors had to finance all 

of that. But I must have spent easily a quarter of a 

million dollars of my money just to start that, to do 

something for Los Angeles. 

HAST: Good heavens, yes. 

WAGNER: If I had to do it over, I wouldn't do it. I 

wouldn't do it. 

HAST: You would? 

WAGNER: No, I would not. I would not, because if I did I 

would associate myself with people who are knowledgeable, 

not just on boards, because it's an important thing to be, 

even if they don't know anything which is what happened 

with me after a few years. The first few years were 

terrific. I had marvelous people like Z. Wayne Griffin, 

and I had the lady who financed Pepperdine [University], 

Blanche Seaver, on my board. I had some wonderful—Louis 
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Statham, who did Statham instruments for the government. 

And I had some people who were really interested in what we 

were doing, who were not interested or influenced by other 

people like Ernest Fleischmann. 

HAST: Everybody has trouble with him, apparently. 

WAGNER: Everybody. 

HAST: Andre Previn, as I think we have mentioned the last 

time, just resigned because of him. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I know that. I know a lot of people 

resigned because of him. I'm one of them. He really has 

nothing to do with the Master Chorale except that he, the 

president o f — [tape recorder off] 

HAST: Anyway, we can go on, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes, the president of the board of the Master 

Chorale [Marshall Rutter]'s daughter [Deborah Rutter] was 

the manager of the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic [Orchestra], 

and she took her orders from Fleischmann. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: So there was an influence there. Fleischmann and 

I got along well for a couple of years, and then he showed 

his true colors and tried to tell me what kind of a soprano 

sound he wanted, that which made us eighteen years before I 

founded the Master Chorale. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: And I said, "That's not your business. Why don't 
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you mind your own business and keep the books straight and 

don't tell people how to be doing music." Well, that went 

over like a lead balloon. And from there on it was fight, 

fight, and I finally got tired of it after twenty-three 

years of that. 

HAST: But this was recently, fairly recently, wasn't it, 

that this all came to a head and—? 

WAGNER: It was about four years ago, four, five years ago. 

HAST: However, it was written in the Los Angeles Times and 

so on how badly they treated you. 

WAGNER: Yes, of course. 

HAST: Everybody was on your side on this. 

WAGNER: And the person they chose made the Beckmesser 

Awards [of the Los Angeles Times music critic, Martin 

Bernheimer] two years in a row as the biggest 

disappointment in Los Angeles. 

HAST: What is his name? 

WAGNER: John Curry. Unfortunately. 

HAST: Well, did they keep the name Master Chorale for it? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: But now, when you go on tour, as you have recently, 

then you go with your Roger Wagner Chorale, and are these 

entirely different singers now, new ones? Or how did you 

do that? 

WAGNER: There are just so many good singers. So, I mean, 
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if I have two tenors, one bass, and a soprano and alto that 

belong to the Master Chorale, and they come with me on tour 

with the Roger Wagner Chorale, that's not a big deal. 

HAST: Oh, I see. That can be done. 

WAGNER: You know, both Shaw and myself had paper groups, 

pretty much. In another words, when I did Belshazzar 5 

Feast in London with the Royal Philharmonic [Orchestra], 

[William] Walton's Belshazzar's Feast, big, big work, I 

used singers from London, marvelous singers. 

HAST: You auditioned them first? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, yes. I auditioned everybody. I used, of 

course, the Royal Philharmonic, Sir Thomas Beecham's former 

orchestra. He died just a little before that. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, he was marvelous. 

WAGNER: Yes. He had a wonderful sense of humor. Did I 

tell you that? 

HAST: You told us the story about the trombone. 

WAGNER: The story about the trombone. It was flat. 

Someone said, "He hasn't arrived yet." "Well, when he does 

arrive, tell him not to play flat." That's typical. 

HAST: Well, the English have a marvelous sense of humor. 

It's always understated, isn't it? 

WAGNER: It's wonderful, yes. I love it. I love it very 

much. It's very subtle. 

HAST: Do you want to give your opinion of the difference 
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between the French sense of humor and the British sense of 

humor and the American sense of humor and the German? 

They're all totally different, aren't they? 

WAGNER: Yes, they are, they are. Well, the smallest book 

in the world is supposed to be the Last Thousand Years in 

German Humor. It's supposed to be the smallest book in the 

world. I think the people with the least amount of humor 

are the Germans. 

HAST: They have their own way, though, of doing things. 

WAGNER: I know, but— 

HAST: Like in Berlin, you have to be attuned to it. 

WAGNER: They don't get it. No, they don't get it. 

HAST: It's very dry. 

WAGNER: Yes. I traveled all over Germany, and I would 

joke with people at the hotel who were in charge. I mean, 

their faces never changed. 

HAST: They like their own humor, not other people's, I 

know. 

WAGNER: Yes. Very strange humor. I think the French have 

a sense of humor that is completely different from the 

Anglo-Saxon humor. 

HAST: It's more cerebral, isn't it, really? 

WAGNER: Yes. It's more in keeping, in a sense, with 

British humor in that it's a play on words. They like play 

on words. Here, this is corny. If you make a play on 
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words here, you are booed off the stage. 

HAST: It has to be clever, you know. 

WAGNER: Not even that. They don't understand. I mean— 

HAST: No. They don't understand it here very well. I 

agree. This is why I like to watch the British movies and 

the TV series, because they're really funny. 

WAGNER: George Burns typifies the American humor better 

than anybody. For instance, when he was on the [Phil] 

Donahue show ["Donahue"], and he's ninety-four, a lady 

raised her hand to talk to him, and she was permitted to do 

so, and she said, "Mr. Burns, what does your doctor say 

about your smoking twenty cigars a day?" He took a puff 

and let it out, and he turned to her and he said, "My 

doctor's dead." You know, that kind of thing. 

HAST: [laughter] Of course, that's funny, you see, in a 

different way. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. And then he was walking with a friend of 

his, down the block at ninety-four, walking along, he sees 

an old man on the corner of the street, and he says, "How 

old are you?" The old man says, "Eighty-one." Burns turns 

to him and he says, "Get me a glass of water." [laughter] 

HAST: [laughter] It's much more slapstick, also, American 

humor, isn't it? 

WAGNER: I love, for instance, Bob Hope's humor. It's so 

funny. 
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HAST: Well, it used to be wonderful. I think during the 

war years— 

WAGNER: It's changed a little bit. 

HAST: It's changed now that he's older, I think. But I 

don't know. How do you feel about pie-in-the-face kind of 

humor? 

WAGNER: No. That's not my cup of tea. 

HAST: It isn't mine, either. 

WAGNER: No, I like more subtle humor, yes. 

HAST: To get back here to our choirs and chorales, in the 

Larousse [de la Musique] it said that the English name for 

hymn tunes came from the German Reform Church. Is this 

true? 

WAGNER: What name? 

HAST: For chorale? Is that where it really comes from? 

WAGNER: I didn't know that. 

HAST: And our friend the Larousse was just the best that I 

know. 

WAGNER: Well, "chorale" is French "chorus." 

HAST: Yes, yes. And then, anyway, it was derived from 

plainsong? 

WAGNER: Plainsong is Gregorian chant. 

HAST: Aha. Well, I tell you what, let's start with the 

Greeks and work up to the Gregorian chant. How's that? 

WAGNER: Wonderful. 
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HAST: Okay. Now, the Greeks had choral songs accompanied 

by dancing and in honor of Apollo, right? 

WAGNER: Yes. That's right. 

HAST: They had choruses and things. 

WAGNER: Yes, but listen: If we're going to talk about 

great music, the music that existed before Ockeghem and 

before Dufay, before the fourteenth century, wasn't very 

much to talk about. I mean, there wasn't really good music 

then, because the first truly great composer was Josquin 

des Pres. 

HAST: Yes. Well, I was going to lead up to him, who's 

your special one. 

WAGNER: Which is 1450. Josquin des Pres was the first 

one who really put together all the techniques and showed 

a mastery of counterpoint that led to the greatness of 

Palestrina and Victoria and Gabrieli and Di Lasso and all 

those wonderful people of the Renaissance period. As you 

know, Renaissance is a French word which means rebirth. 

Well, it's a rebirth after the Dark Ages, and we can 

consider that anything before that was the Dark Ages. 

HAST: Yes. But may I ask you, the thing that I find so 

interesting and which, frankly, I didn't know was that in 

the early Christian church, the origin of choral music was 

not from the Greeks but from the Jewish synagogues. Is 

that correct? I found this information. And that it was 
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actually taken from the portions of the Jewish service, 

like the "hallelujah" and the "holy, holy, holy" and so 

on, and some of the other things were changed, the 

tradition, to go into Latin and so on. That is 

fascinating. 

WAGNER: There's no question that the Jewish music had 

some influence— 

HAST: And not the Greeks at all. I didn't know that. 

WAGNER: I would say that the Greeks had some, of course, 

I guess. The thing is that don't forget that Gregorian 

chant was instituted by Pope Gregory [I], who reigned for 

fourteen years. 

HAST: Yes. And what was the century there? 

WAGNER: The year was 400 to 520. He reigned from 490 to 

504 or something like that. That's a long time ago. But 

a lot went through from the time he instituted the idea of 

Gregorian chant. But, see, it was the official music of 

the Catholic church, of the Roman Catholic church. At one 

time, that's what they sang all the time. And then, 

pretty soon, there were abuses. And when they got into 

later music in which the composer wrote in harmony and so 

on, then they had the soloists, and the soloists began to 

take the stage. This went against the tastes of the popes 

and against the Vatican, which is why, at the time of 

Palestrina, Palestrina was asked to write three masses to 
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show what the ideal music of the church should be. 

HAST: Now, excuse me. If they had soloists it meant that 

you were picking one person that was more important than 

anybody else, and the church didn't approve of that? 

WAGNER: Well, they just vocalized and improvised and 

abused to show off their voice. 

HAST: Yes. Which was not in the right spirit according to 

the church. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. That's right. Well, at that time in 

the theaters what they used to do is, if they presented 

something with a soloist in it that was outstanding, the 

curtain would open and a soloist would be in back of the 

stage singing a high C, and then he would walk towards the 

audience singing the high C, and they would clap. You 

see? And then they went through— 

HAST: [laughter] It must be very gratifying. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, they had stages of that type of 

thing. For instance, later on it became a fashion for 

conductors to wear a cape and gloves, and a little lackey 

would follow him to the podium. 

HAST: Really? So about when was that? 

WAGNER: I think that was— 

HAST: Later? 

WAGNER: Yes. Oh, much later. It was around beginning of 

1800, the Romantic period. 
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HAST: Oh, I see, yes. That makes sense, doesn't it? 

WAGNER: Yes. They took off his gloves, and then he would 

take off his cape, and then he would turn around and bow to 

this terrific applause. They had, at that time, earlier 

than the eighteenth century, I think it was Lully or one of 

those was conducting— And they conducted with a stick. 

They didn't conduct with a baton. They beat the time with 

a stick. It made some noise. And one of them hit himself 

on a toe and died of the infection. 

HAST: Really? Good heavens. 

WAGNER: Yes. A very well-known composer. Was it Lully or 

somebody like that? 

HAST: Lully was seventeenth century. Louis XIV. 

WAGNER: I believe it was somebody like that. 

HAST: Good heavens. 

WAGNER: He died of the infection. Of course, Beethoven 

did something like that. He couldn't hear and usually was 

behind or ahead, you see, when he conducted. So he 

pounded. He pounded. And so we have gone through cycles 

of methods of doing things both musically and both in the 

making of music—the instruments and everything else. The 

instruments, as you know, were not what they are now. 

There were a much smaller sound. And that's why I disagree 

when we try to do baroque music with the same instruments 

that Bach used and mix them up with the instruments we have 
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now. They don't blend, because our instruments are so much 

louder. They're much stronger. And I say either do it 

with the old instruments, all of them, do it with the 

baroque, o r — And also there are very few people who play 

the old instruments very well. You know, it's a little 

different. 

HAST: That is true. And how do you really reproduce these 

old instruments and make them correct? 

WAGNER: Well, they have some that are pretty good. 

HAST: Yes? 

WAGNER: Yes, but it isn't learned today, you see. So 

either you use the old instruments completely or you use 

the new ones. That's much more consistent. 

HAST: Well, with the chorale and with the choral groups in 

the old days, way back, did they use instruments, also? In 

the church? 

WAGNER: Well, now, later on they used some organ. 

HAST: Oh, yes, the organ. Do you know at all when they 

started that? 

WAGNER: Well, that started way back. They had the pump 

organ that went way back, I think. I would have to look it 

up, but I think it was around the seventeenth century, the 

Cavaille-Coll. 

HAST: Oh, that late, really? 

WAGNER: The [Aristide] Cavaille-Coll organ was one of the 
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oldest and most famous of European organs. Cavaille-

Coll. I remember when I was a young man I used to pump the 

organ for my father. That was before electricity. And 

when I got tired, then the pitch went down, and he'd get 

terribly mad. He'd say, "Allons, allons!" He'd say, 

"Depeeche-toi! Non maillons quoi! Allons! ga change 

tout! Comment. Ce n'est pas possible." Whew, whew. 

HAST: Yes, that was really hard work. 

WAGNER: I got very tired. 

HAST: Oh, yes, of course. 

WAGNER: Let me check something for you just to see— The 

first organ. That would be interesting to know. I'd like 

to know. [tape recorder off] "Since the fourteenth 

century, one division of the organ has commonly been played 

from a keyboard or, more properly, a pedal keyboard 

controlled by the organist's feet. The pedal is basically 

like the manual division but controls the longer parts." I 

think since then, of course, enormous amounts of 

improvements have been made on the organ, and some of the 

organs in Europe are just fantastic. I mean, it's like an 

earthquake. 

HAST: New ones that they have built— Or are they using 

old ones? 

WAGNER: Well, most of them are old and date back for a 

hundred and some years. For instance, I played [Marcel] 
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Dupre's organ at Sainte-Sulpice. 

HAST: Oh, did you really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, and I played the one in Notre-Dame 

[Cathedral]. Pierre Cochereau was then the organist. 

HAST: Who was that again? 

WAGNER: Cochereau. He was a student of my very, very 

close friend Maurice Durufle at the Conservatoire of Paris, 

where he met his wife Marie-Madeleine [Cochereau], and they 

married. I saw her, and I was on the bench with her four 

weeks ago at Saint-Etienne-du-Mont when she improvised at 

the end of mass, yes. 

HAST: Now, around the fourteenth and early fifteenth 

century, before we get to your special friend Josquin des 

Pres, as I understand it, in England there was John 

Constable and Lionel Power who worked first musically to 

unify choral masses. Is this correct? 

WAGNER: Who's this? 

HAST: John Constable and Lionel Power in England. And 

then, later on, a generation later, there was Guillaume 

Dufay, who had started a new school in counterpoint in 

Burgundy [France]. 

WAGNER: Ockeghem. 

HAST: Who else? 

WAGNER: Ockeghem. 

HAST: And then the Flemish composer on whom, of course. 
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you did your graduate research and your dissertation, 

Josquin des Pres. Around 1503 he wrote his first book of 

masses. Is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. He wrote an awful lot. 

HAST: And they said that he put new emphases on the 

passions of the soul in music. Did you want to elucidate 

on this? 

WAGNER: As you go through the whole of music history and 

you spend fifty years studying all the things you can about 

it, you realize that the first great, great musician of 

art, of the music history, was Josquin des Pre. Josquin 

was the first great. This is not to belittle Dufay or 

Ockeghem or his predecessors who had something, but they 

were not as complete as he was. He had the techniques that 

were just unbelievable for this day. He may not have 

reached the heights of Palestrina and Victoria and 

Gabrieli, but he was the instrument which made it possible 

for them to follow in the techniques that he had exposed. 

HAST: Can you elucidate a little more on the techniques 

and the differences and the kinds of things he wrote? 

WAGNER: Yes, well, the counterpoint. First of all, 

counterpoint. Point for point. And polyphony, polyphony 

coming from two words, polyphonus meaning many sounds in 

the Greek. And that is exactly what it was. It is the 

exposition of a theme and the development of that theme or 
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the continuation of the other theme along long lines. 

Different from the baroque period of Bach, which was in 

little energies and much faster notes. But this was 

sustained mostly. And the counterpoint met harmonically; 

no matter if it was four or five or six voices, it managed 

to be construed in such a way that it fitted perfectly 

harmonically, see. But harmony was incidental. It was the 

counterpoint that was important. It was the movement of 

the voices. That was considered to be the great technique 

of the Renaissance period. 

HAST: Was he admired in his time for this? 

WAGNER: Palestrina? 

HAST: No, no, I'm talking about Josquin des Pres. Aren't 

we talking about—? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Josquin was— 

HAST: Or were you just talking about Palestrina? I 

thought you were talking about Josquin des Pres. Or both 

of them? 

WAGNER: Both of them. 

HAST: Both of them, okay. 

WAGNER: Yes, I think Josquin was admired enormously. He 

was considered really the best of his time until, of 

course, then— He was born in 1450, I believe, and died in 

1521. Wasn't h e — 

HAST: It says here around 1500, Josquin des Pres. 
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WAGNER: Yes. Well, see, they're not quite sure of his 

birthday, but that's very close. And then, of course, in 

the middle of the sixteenth century, then you have— 

HAST: Sixteenth century, Palestrina, yes. 

WAGNER: Palestrina and Victoria, who was a pupil of 

Palestrina. Victoria was a Spaniard, a Spanish priest, and 

Palestrina was not a priest at all. As a matter of fact, 

he was thrown out of the Sistine Choir when they found out 

he was married. 

HAST: [laughter] Really? They say he was a master of the 

madrigal, but he was especially known for perfecting the 

great a capella masses. 

WAGNER: Who was master of the madrigal? 

HAST: Palestrina. 

WAGNER: Yes, he didn't write too many madrigals. He wrote 

mostly religious music. Madrigals are usually interpreted 

as secular pieces. 

HAST: That's what I thought. I wanted to ask you about 

that, because I came across this. 

WAGNER: He did write some madrigals, and I wondered if he 

was a performer. 

HAST: But they said that he perfected the great a capella 

masses, and I wondered if you could tell us what that 

means, an a capella mass. What does it mean? 

WAGNER: A capella means unaccompanied. A capella mass 
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means a mass sung unaccompanied, which is what most of his 

masses are. I mean, I don't know of any of his masses that 

have organ accompaniment to them. 

HAST: It flows a certain way. And is there the 

counterpoint and all this that you mentioned before? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. There's the counterpoint all the time. 

HAST: Yes. I see. 

WAGNER: And the Pope Marcellus Mass was one of the three 

masses which was ordered by the pope. Pope Marcellus only 

reigned three weeks. He only lived three weeks. And 

during that time, he got Palestrina to write this. He 

wrote three masses. And the one he chose was the Pope 

Marcellus as the example— 

HAST: That's one of your big recordings, is it not? 

WAGNER: Yes, it's right here. 

HAST: You list it everywhere, having performed it. 

WAGNER: That made me sort of famous, this one. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: Because— Well, I think, first of all, it's a 

really unique and marvelous recording. It's one of the 

best things I ever did. 

HAST: Yes, I've listened to it. It's so beautiful. 

WAGNER: It's one of the first things I did here. I wrote 

a long article here about the mass. 

HAST: Do you want to tell us a little bit about the 
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mass? I think it would be interesting for music 

students. Just briefly, if you don't mind. 

WAGNER: Yes, well, as I said, it was written to give the 

Catholics an idea of what music should be like in the 

church. 

HAST: From the pope's point of view? Or Palestrina's 

point of view? 

WAGNER: It's a request of a congregation of eight 

cardinals, eight cardinals appointed by the Council of 

Trent in 1562, you see, to investigate the abuses of church 

music, which I spoke to you about earlier, masses which 

were designed to serve as a model for what was desired for 

the Catholic church service in order to exclude mundane 

music and that secular text from sacred service. Do you 

know that the church has had encyclicals all the time? 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: In the beginning of the twentieth century, Pope 

Pius X—who is now a saint, has been canonized—Pope Pius X 

devoted quite a bit of time, a couple of years, to music, 

and he wrote an encyclical called Motu Propriu. 

HAST: Yes, which you mentioned very briefly on the last 

tape, actually. 

WAGNER: When I took over the Saint Joseph's [Catholic 

Church] post, which was a big post here in Los Angeles, 

when I came back from Europe, I stuck to the Motu 
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Propriu. And I was one of the only ones in the church who 

did that. Because in the Motu Propriu it said, "It is not 

allowed to use mundane music." For instance, you cannot 

play "Here Comes the Bride" for a wedding. 

HAST: Or folk music. 

WAGNER: No, you can't go "Here Comes the Bride." Why? 

HAST: Oh, even "Here Comes the Bride?" 

WAGNER: No, because it came from an opera. It's taken 

from A Midsummer Night's Dream. Why is that? People say, 

"Well, I can't feel married unless I hear [sings "Here 

Comes the Bride."] Well, that's tough. The thing is that 

the pope did not want worldly music to enter into a sacred 

atmosphere because it might distract them. In another 

words, if a person had seen A Midsummer Night's Dream and 

he heard that, they would immediately associate it with 

HAST: Absolutely, yes. 

WAGNER: See what I mean? 

HAST: No, I get that idea very clearly. 

WAGNER: Yes. And it makes sense. Also, he would forbid 

women from singing in a choir. Not allowed. And it's 

recent, only fairly recent— 

HAST: They had countertenors and people like that w h o — 

WAGNER: Of course. I did. I have a ten-minute picture 

made of me by Twentieth Century-Fox [Film Corporation] of 
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my boys' and men's choir. I'll play it for you. 

HAST: Oh, I'd love it, yes. 

WAGNER: It is a stunning piece. And I worked with those 

boys three hours a day, two to five [o'clock] every day. I 

was dedicated, you know. 

HAST: Yes, of course. 

WAGNER: I have a wonderful men's section. There's a sound 

that you get from an all-male chorus that you cannot get 

from a women's chorus. Women have a tendency, unless 

beautifully trained, to sound worldly. 

HAST: I've never thought of that. 

WAGNER: There's a worldly vibrato to the voice. [sings] 

It's more emotional. Whereas the church always wanted boys 

and men, you see, to sing in church. But of course— 

HAST: I never thought of that. But I think that wasn't 

the only reason they didn't want women. [laughter] 

WAGNER: No, no. They didn't want the men and women to mix 

up and— No, they said it's distracting to have women in 

there with men. I mean, first of all, the men never sang 

in back of the church; they always sang in front of the 

church behind a grill. They were near the altar. And, as 

you know, in the Roman rite, women have no place in the 

service. They cannot be priests, they cannot be bishops, 

which I hope does change, because— 

HAST: They're allowed to bake cookies and be secretaries, 
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I suppose. [laughter] 

WAGNER: That's right. But the pope didn't like that 

because of the worldly quality of the voice. Secondly, 

because they are a distracting factor to the men. He said 

that. 

HAST: Well, there is something to that, since we've had 

coeducation. [laughter] 

WAGNER: They wink at them during a n — I mean, that's not 

very good. 

HAST: Or a little pinch here and there. 

WAGNER: Yeah. [laughter] 

HAST: Well, it's interesting that you mention this, 

because I was reading about the Lutheran chorale, and that 

in 1530 the Protestant reformation in Germany brought the 

Lutheran chorale, and they added a new folk spirit into 

church music. And this is exactly what the Roman Catholic 

church didn't want, isn't that right? So this is why it's 

really— They've gone totally separate ways. 

WAGNER: Well, the Lutheran church is a direct offshot of 

the Catholic church in this respect: Luther was a Catholic 

bishop until he got excommunicated, and then he married a 

nun. So he kept it in the family. The thing is, he did a 

very good thing. I think the reformation was a very 

important thing. Even though I'm Catholic, I do believe it 

was a necessary thing, because the Roman church depended so 
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much upon everything being done by the clergy, and the 

people were just sitting with their rosary and didn't 

participate enough in the service. First of all, the 

reason, as you know, that Martin Luther had the reformation 

and that he separated himself from the Roman church was 

because of the abuse of the— 

HAST: The clergy. 

WAGNER: No, it was the prayers, that if you said such 

prayers you would get five years and five quarantines off 

your purgatory. Indulgences. 

HAST: Indulgences. Oh, of course. That was the big 

thing. 

WAGNER: Well, that was the big thing. And he got 

excommunicated for that because he preached against 

indulgences. They were abuses. But, of course, he 

probably shouldn't have made it so public. He could have 

expressed it to the pope himself, who probably realized 

that they were abuses. But there's a difference. And he 

was right. He was right. So what he did, though, which I 

think was wonderful, he tried to bring the people into the 

service. And that's where he had the community sing. This 

is where it began, with Martin Luther. They sing the 

hymns, the whole congregation— 

HAST: Together. 

WAGNER: Together. 
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HAST: And they felt a part of the service more than in the 

Roman Catholic. 

WAGNER: That is, in other words, participation by the 

people. 

HAST: Which, of course, led, then, also to the translation 

of the Bible into German and then into other languages. We 

touched on this the last time, though, the Latin having 

gone very much out of the Catholic church. And I 

personally agree with you that that is a shame in the case 

of the Roman Catholic Church. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. But it's an amazing thing. I went one 

day into a church, thinking it was a Catholic church, and 

it was a Lutheran church, and it was half through before I 

could realize I was not in a Catholic church. The mass was 

exactly the same. 

HAST: Isn't that extraordinary? I've always found that 

there are tremendous differences between the Protestants, 

actually, and the Catholics. 

WAGNER: Not the Lutherans. The Lutherans— The mass is 

exactly— 

HAST: But there are different degrees of Lutherans. I 

think there are stricter ones, also— 

WAGNER: Well, they have made up First Presybeterian, 

Second Presbyterian, First Methodist, Second Methodist, 

Third Methodist, Fourth Methodist. You don't know where 
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you're at anymore. 

HAST: Are they all part of the Lutheran, actually? I just 

thought they're called Protestant. I didn't think so. 

WAGNER: Oh, no. But I do think he forged the Protestant— 

HAST: But it seemed to me that the Church of England—and 

I was confirmed in the Church of the England—was always 

closer to the Roman Catholic church except for the pope, of 

course. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. 

HAST: And, of course, less Latin, also. Very interesting 

study, the differences. 

WAGNER: Well, the Orthodox church, too, are practically 

the same as the Catholic church except not out of the pope. 

HAST: Well, there's high church and low church, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. I was in Rome just recently, and you talk to 

people, and the thing is most people don't know very much 

about theology. 

HAST: They don't. It's extraordinary, yes. 

WAGNER: They don't know at all about theology. I mean, I 

personally find myself very happy in the Roman church, even 

though I disagree with certain things. 
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HAST: Yes, as you were saying, Roger. 

WAGNER: Well, I'm perfectly with accordance with the Roman 

theology with certain exceptions. I question very much 

sometimes the wisdom of the celibacy of the clergy. Also 

the elimination of women completely from holding office. I 

think we have grown, and women have grown in education and 

so on and so forth, so that maybe something should be done 

about it. But they're very staid in that. They're not 

going to move. 

HAST: I don't think this pope [John Paul II] is going to 

make any changes. 

WAGNER: Not this one, no. I think we are aiming for the 

celibacy of the priesthood ending, because many priests 

have left, many thousands. 

HAST: That's what I have read, that there's a real 

shortage of priests now. 

WAGNER: Not only that, the seminaries are closed. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. The big seminary that we had right up the 

coast here is closed. The seminary where I studied for the 

priesthood when I was young has closed. Dominguez [Hills 

Memorial Seminary], And they're closed at Santa Barbara 

[Saint Anthony's Seminary]. There are no vocations. It 
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says something. It says something. People are expressing 

themselves very strongly on that point. 

HAST: In the Protestant churches, though, I think there 

are shortages of ministers, also. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: I don't know enough about it to really talk about 

it, but I just assume that— 

WAGNER: I don't think it's as much. People can live a 

more normal life, get married, have children, and still 

live a normal life. I listen every Sunday to Robert 

Schuller. I think he is unbelievable. 

HAST: You do, really? 

WAGNER: Oh, I think that man speaks with eloquence. And 

[Lloyd] Ogilvie, too, from the Hollywood Presbyterian 

Church, is much more academic and a wonderful speaker, a 

wonderful speaker. But I think that there's an enthusiasm 

and a vitality to Robert Schuller that— Imagine that 

cathedral that he built [the Crystal Cathedral in Garden 

Grove, California] and this great organ he has and a very 

fine organist. The choir is not as good as the organist, 

but— 

HAST: Well, they don't have you, that's why. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Well, I played for Schuller in the old church. 

HAST: Oh, have you? Really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I gave two or three concerts there. He 
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and Fred Waring, too. 

HAST: Oh, so you know him personally. 

WAGNER: Well, I've met him, yes. He's a very fine man. 

HAST: Is he? Is he really? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: That's good to know. 

Okay now, in the late sixteenth century—you mentioned 

him earlier—Tomas Luis de Victoria is Spanish, right? 

Would you like to talk about him? 

WAGNER: He was a pupil of Palestrina. His music differs 

from Palestrina in that it is considered— Somebody put it 

this way, "He has one foot on earth, and Palestrina is off 

the earth," doesn't touch the earth. In another words, I 

consider Victoria's music warmer, much more expressive, 

whereas Palestrina is more detached and something very, 

very much above everything, in which the technique and the 

perfection is the important thing. 

HAST: Yes, which is what the church also would probably 

appreciate more, perhaps. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. So Palestrina is 

considered the greatest, and I think Victoria's probably 

considered right after him. And then we have others. My 

gosh, we have so many. 

HAST: Would you like to name a few? 

WAGNER: Gabrieli, who was— They have Gabrieli festivals 
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in Saint Mark's [Cathedral] in Venice, because the church 

is built in such a way that they have multiple choruses. 

And every year they give a concert of multiple choruses, 

because he wrote for multiple choruses, for five, six, 

eight choruses. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. So you'd have eight choruses 

stationed at different places in the church? 

WAGNER: I did that in the Music Center. 

HAST: Did you really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I did some. And Martin Bernheimer, 

after I didn't do it for two years, he called me up and he 

said, "Why don't you do some of that stuff you used to do 

with Gabrieli? Oh, I love that." He said, "That was fun 

to listen to those voices coming from all over." 

HAST: It must be so exciting. 

WAGNER: It is exciting. 

HAST: Will you let me know the next time you do anything 

like this, please? 

WAGNER: Yes, if I do something like that. It's 

extraordinary. 

HAST: Yes, that would be marvelous. Just lovely. 

WAGNER: I did a piece called Forty-voice motet [Spem im 

alium] by Tallis in which you have eight choruses of five 

voices in each chorus. I had them all around the 

cathedral. I did it for the National Convention of 
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Organists. Howard Swan was there before his voice was 

operated on, and he had a high voice [sings high note], way 

up there. He came up to me and he said, "Oh, this is 

exactly what we wanted. Oh, that was wonderful." Later 

on, he had his voice operated on, and he's all right now. 

He was a well-looked-upon choral director. He directed in 

a — 

HAST: Well, are you still giving concerts right now in the 

L.A. area, also? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Because I know you've just gotten back from an 

Oriental tour not too long ago. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: But we need you here also, don't forget. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, I just directed a very successful 

concert in Dallas and Fort Worth, Texas, and I received a 

letter which I think is probably the nicest letter I have 

received from a knowledgeable person in my life. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: I received it last week. And at the risk of 

sounding immodest, I am going to show it to you. 

HAST: [laughter] No, of course not. Oh, that's lovely. 

You know, we should put it in your file when we're all 

finished with it. 

WAGNER: Well, the thing is that it's by George Bragg, who 
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is a consultant of Boy Choirs of America. He had a 

wonderful boys' choir in Dallas, Texas. And I conducted 

it. I conducted it with the North Texas Men's Choir. We 

did the Mozart Requiem. It was a wonderful choir. Well, 

he came to my performance. He wrote this May 3, so it's 

recent; I just did this a couple of weeks before. You can 

read this. I think it's unbelievable. 

HAST: Oh, yes. It's lovely. I'll tell you what we're 

going to do. We're going to put it into your file and then 

we'll have it on record. I'll make of it a copy, if I may. 

WAGNER: Terrific. 

HAST: All right? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: We'll put it here. All right. 

Now, in the seventeenth century, in Germany, there was 

Praetorius. He wrote church cantatas and so on, and he 

also made some changes in the style of music, is that 

correct? Do you think he was important? 

WAGNER: I was not a great follower of Praetorius, although 

he did some good things. He did some very fine things. 

But there were many, many composers of that period who were 

very good. The top, of course, was Palestrina, Victoria, 

Gabrieli. In Germany, there was Hassler, who was a 

wonderful composer. 

HAST: They said the seventeenth-century German composers 
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raised the passion of the fifteenth century to new heights, 

and I don't know if that's an exaggeration or if you agree 

with that. 

WAGNER: No, I think so. Yes, I do. 

HAST: Oh, you do. That's nice. 

WAGNER: You know that Bach, who wrote almost four hundred 

chorales, only wrote about twelve melodies of it. He took 

the melodies from the early composers and harmonized them. 

HAST: Do you know, I'd heard that, and I wanted to ask you 

about that. How does that work for— I mean, all through 

literature, also, you have ideas taken from other writers, 

don't you, in modern times and so on and all through 

history. And in music in particular, don't composers take 

ideas and melodies from other composers? That's considered 

all right? I mean, that's not— 

WAGNER: Well, no, he gave credit some of the time. Most 

of the time he gave credit to Hassler, for instance— 

HAST: Oh, he did give credit. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. For instance, I believe that the great 

chorale of the Saint Matthew Passion [sings melody] was a 

Hassler melody. And he said, "Melody by Hassler but 

harmonized by Bach." Bach was great at harmonizations and 

in construction. He was a master. I would say, we're 

talking about a lot of composers and great composers, but 

to me the greatest composer of all time, barring none. 
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none, including all the men we're talking about, is Bach. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, I'm so happy to hear you say that. 

[laughter] 

WAGNER: Bach is the epitome of perfection. And here is a 

man— Do you realize that this man— He was born— Let's 

see, he was 1685 to 1750. He got married to a woman, had— 

HAST: Umpteen children. 

WAGNER: —seven children by his first wife. And he 

married the year after and had thirteen with that one. I 

just wondered how h e — 

HAST: How he supported all of them is one thing that comes 

to mind. 

WAGNER: Well, how did he have time to stand up and write 

music? He must have written on his back. It's 

unbelievable. 

HAST: [laughter] He was such an extraordinary man. 

Absolutely unbelievable. 

WAGNER: Well, the amazing thing, Sybil, is that he was not 

recognized as a composer as much as he should have been 

when he was living. He was recognized as a player. He was 

recognized as a virtuoso on the organ. He and Handel were 

the two organists of the time. But Handel couldn't play 

the pedals as well as he [Bach] could. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Oh, no, no, no. Bach was a genius at pedals. 
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HAST: I didn't know that. 

WAGNER: He could play the pedals like he could play his 

hands. And he complained constantly to the people he 

worked for. He thought his boy choir was stupid. He 

thought, "I only have two boys who know how to sing." If 

you want to read a book that will tell you more about Bach 

than anything in the world, there's a book called The Bach 

Reader. Just ask for The Bach Reader. And it is an 

unbelievable book. It tells you all: when he died, what 

he left, and so on and so forth. He and Handel were born 

the same day, same year, 1685. And Handel lived, I think, 

eight, nine years longer. He lived till '59, whereas Bach 

died after an operation of his eyes. He was going 

blind. He died in 1750. His widow had to beg to get some 

money to live on after he died. It wasn't until the 

beginning of the next century when Mendelssohn made him 

famous. 

HAST: Mendelssohn was quite extraordinary. 

WAGNER: A little Jewish composer. 

HAST: Wasn't it Lessing who had a great influence in 

Germany—because they were so anti-Semitic already, of 

course, always—to help make Mendelssohn famous? 

WAGNER: That's right. Oh, yes. 

HAST: I think Lessing had a lot to do with it. 

WAGNER: But, you see, Mendelssohn made a life work of 
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making Bach famous. That was his work. In other words, he 

discovered there are stories—I don't know are true or not— 

about how he went to buy some meat at the store and the man 

wrapped it with a piece of manuscript paper from Bach's 

Saint Matthew Passion or something like that. It sounds a 

little bit farfetched. 

HAST: Of course. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Whatever it was, he discovered by pure coincidence 

some music of Bach, because nobody played Bach after he 

died. I mean, it was too difficult. 

HAST: But there were the children who also composed 

weren't there? 

WAGNER: Oh, of course. He had some famous sons: [Carl] 

Philipp Emanuel Bach, and— Oh, yes, they did some 

wonderful things. It was a very musical family. And when 

he died— 

HAST: Well, before Bach himself, his father was also a 

well-known musician. 

WAGNER: That's right. They were a musical family. The 

thing is, Mendelssohn brought him out as a composer. When 

he was living, he was a great player, he was a great 

organist. But nobody— They used to complain. The 

Englishmen used to write to him and say, "Your music is 

impossible to play." And he would get very mad and write 

to them, and he would say, "If you did as I did, practice, 
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you too could play it." And that's true. Now, today, to 

any organist, Bach is his god. I worked with Marcel Dupre 

and— And the more I look into Bach, the more I admire him. 

HAST: Do you find that the older one gets, the more one 

appreciates Bach? When you're young you think it's 

wonderful and it looks easy to play. Like on the piano, it 

looks really easy. And then you find out it isn't at all 

easy. But as I get older, I find that I appreciate Bach so 

much more. 

WAGNER: He's logical. 

HAST: And solid. Yes. And at the same time, he calms 

you. He makes you feel good. 

WAGNER: It's tremendous. And he has a wonderful gift of 

melody, too. But, I mean, the prelude and fugues that he 

wrote for organ, I mean, the D major— [sings excerpt]. 

That's with the pedals. [continues singing] Oh, did I 

work on that. I could become a dancer doing that. 

HAST: Well, you were and still are a very fine organist, 

from what I've heard. 

WAGNER: I don't practice anymore. 

HAST: You don't practice anymore? 

WAGNER: I don't have time. 

HAST: You really have to keep practicing instruments, 

don't you, no matter how good you are? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, yes. Especially the pedals. You have to 
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practice anything. The fugues of Bach are not easy to 

play. 

HAST: No, indeed they are not. 

WAGNER: I played the organ for a very famous picture, 

Sunset Boulevard. Toccata and fugue in E minor. Erich von 

Stroheim was the father of Gloria Swanson. 

HAST: Yes, right. I remember the movie. 

WAGNER: No, he was the representative or agent. 

HAST: Her agent. That was it, yes. 

WAGNER: She was coming down the stairs, and he was sitting 

at an organ, and he was playing the Toccata and fugue in E 

minor— 

HAST: And that was you playing? 

WAGNER: And that was me playing. 

HAST: [laughter] Oh, that's wonderful, yes. 

WAGNER: The music director [Franz Waxman]—you know his 

name—he had the Los Angeles Music Festival. He was a very 

famous film writer and he called me to do this. 

HAST: So was it fun working with those particular stars? 

Or did you do it all separately? I mean, I guess they 

recorded it separately. 

WAGNER: Separately. Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Everything is 

done separately. 

HAST: So you weren't really involved with the film itself? 

WAGNER: I was not crazy about filmmaking, because most of 
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the good things that I wrote in my life ended up on the 

floor. 

HAST: Oh, dear. Yes, they do that, I know. 

WAGNER: They cut it up for timing and everything, and it 

becomes a mess. 

HAST: Did you write quite a bit for film? 

WAGNER: Yes. I wrote a whole picture for Robert 

Montgomery, Jimmy [James] Cagney. What did they call that 

picture? [The Gallant Hours] I mean, I should know. 

HAST: You made so many. I don't know which one you 

mean. But, I mean, did they then use their own orchestra 

o r — ? Was this for orchestra, or was it choral, or what? 

WAGNER: No, he wanted all voices, but I did put some 

orchestra at the end, yes. 

HAST: And then you conducted the whole thing o r — ? 

WAGNER: I composed. 

HAST: Well, you composed, but then you conducted it also. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I did pictures with Loretta 

Young and Celeste Holm. 

HAST: In those days it was a different world, wasn't it, 

in Hollywood? Did they treat with you respect and 

understanding? Or was it just a job for them that you had 

to do? 

WAGNER: Well, they have a certain language in the 

studios. Men call each other "baby," "sweetheart." 
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I mean— 

HAST: [laughter] Yes. 

WAGNER: I got so annoyed at that. 

HAST: It's a little nauseating. 

WAGNER: No, because I was an athlete, and I didn't care to 

be called "baby." No "baby" nor "sweetheart" nor "honey" 

or anything like that. And they'd get mad at you, and 

they'd call you "honey." They'd say, "Damn it, honey, 

can't you do it better?" Or "sweetheart." I mean, that 

was the way they talked. Finally, I got a sick of it and I 

decided to take a big position downtown. 

HAST: But they actually paid extremely well, did they 

not? 

WAGNER: Very well, very well. 

HAST: Because I know Louis Kaufman— Do you know Louis 

Kaufman? 

WAGNER: Very well. 

HAST: Oh, that's right, that's right, because they [the 

Kaufmans] have talked about you. In fact, they were very 

excited that I was interviewing you. I forgot. Of course, 

that's how he made his money. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Because the first time they called him, that funny 

story when they called him from MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 

Pictures, Inc.], I think, and said, "Could you accompany so 
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and so?" or something. He thought it would be a little 

extra money. "I'll do it." And it led to a whole career. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. He did very well. Louis Kaufman did 

very, very well. 

HAST: Did you work with him and Annette [Leibole Kaufman] 

at all? 

WAGNER: I think a couple of times, yes. I did a picture 

with—what's her name?—oh, that very talented young girl 

who did— I did a picture in 1939, The Wizard of Oz with 

Judy Garland. 

HAST: With Judy Garland. 

WAGNER: And I had my boys' choir from Saint Joseph's 

[Church]. 

HAST: The munchkins. 

WAGNER: We did the munchkins. We did the "Yellow Brick 

Road" and all that stuff, yeah. And they got lots of money 

for that. I mean, comparatively speaking, compared to what 

they made usually, it was very good money. And I enjoyed 

working with some of the stars. They were very talented 

people. Some of them are very, very interesting. 

HAST: Oh, yes. That sounds very, very good indeed. 

WAGNER: Yes, I was raised with Loretta Young. Her name is 

not Loretta Young. Her name is— 

HAST: Oh, did you really know her for a long time, then? 

WAGNER: Since she was thirteen. 
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HAST: I always thought she was so beautiful. 

WAGNER: Oh, gorgeous. Her name is Gretchen Belzer. 

HAST: Oh, no. 

WAGNER: That's her name. 

HAST: Such an elegant-looking lady. 

WAGNER: Gretchen. Yeah, I always called her Gretch. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 

WAGNER: Yes. I know her former husband [Grant Withers] 

very well. He lives in Ojai. I just visited him not long 

ago. 

HAST: Oh, is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. He's about eighty-one now. Well, Gretch is 

getting along. She's seventy-seven, I think, and she still 

looks wonderful. 

HAST: She still looks beautiful? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Fine actress, too. 

HAST: So did you do any acting yourself ever? 

WAGNER: Yes, a little bit. I did some acting in the early 

pictures. 

HAST: Well, you danced, didn't you? We talked about 

dancing. 

WAGNER: Yes, in the Albertina Rash [dance] group. Yes, I 

danced with a few stars. I was very versatile. Anything 

that would pay good money I would learn to do very well. 

HAST: You always were a good money-maker, weren't you? 
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WAGNER: Yes, I was. Yes. 

HAST: I just wondered, does it take a lot of talent? 

Because there are some people who are not talented in 

anything but who know how to make money. 

WAGNER: But the only thing is, what you have to do is you 

have to buy low and sell high. What I did, I bought a 

house twenty-seven years ago for $75,000— 

HAST: When you were married and you were in Bel Air then, 

right? 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. That's where Ronald [W.] Reagan is 

now. I still have the house, but the house— I just sold 

it for $2 million. 

HAST: Did you really? 

WAGNER: Two million dollars. 

HAST: My word! 

WAGNER: So that's the secret of making money. My son 

[Richard Wagner], of course, who's a little bit—how should 

I say?—extravagant, he took a couple of million dollars I 

had and spent it. 

HAST: How could he just take it? 

WAGNER: Well, he was supposed to build a house for me for 

$300,000, and he spent $2 million. 

HAST: That takes some doing, doesn't it? 

WAGNER: Oh, yeah. Well, he wasn't accustomed to that. I 

should have— 
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HAST: So he had free access to your funds, it sounds lik 

WAGNER: He had power of attorney, which was stupid on my 

part. 

HAST: Yes, that's astounding. Good heavens. That must 

have been a blow. 

WAGNER: No, he's not going to do it this time. [laughte 

HAST: Well, now you have a house here in Westlake 

[Village]. 

WAGNER: Yes, it's a beautiful little place. 

HAST: And you haven't been here that long. 

WAGNER: I've been here a year and a half. 

HAST: A year and a half. It's a beautiful house. 

WAGNER: It is lovely, isn't it? I mean, it's— 

HAST: It's so comfortable, and it's "you" somehow. You 

know, there's all this space, and it's comfortable. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. 

HAST: So that's very nice. 

WAGNER: Have we covered anything about these people that 

HAST: Are there some others that you want to get back to 

now as far as choral composers or people in that world 

before we finish here for today? 

WAGNER: Anything choral? Well, I mean, I've done many 

masses from these composers because I used to do these 

every Sunday at Saint Joseph [Catholic Church]. I had a 

voice school, a choral school, 2:00 to 5:00 every day at 
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Saint Joseph's, you see. I used to do all these great 

things. We used to do the Pope Marcellus Mass. 

HAST: Yes. Well, that is so magnificent. Now, when you 

had to rehearse that, that must have taken time to get them 

to do it the way you wanted. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, I had three hours a day. 

HAST: How many hours a day? 

WAGNER: Three hours. 

HAST: Every day? 

WAGNER: Every day. Every day Sunday to Friday, and then 

10:00 to 12:00 on Saturday and one hour before mass on 

Sunday. 

HAST: See, I had heard that you were a perfectionist, and 

you really have to be to do things like this. 

WAGNER: Unbelievable. I think I had the best boys' choir 

in town. 

HAST: I'm sure you did. 

WAGNER: I gave concerts, and that's what brought me 

whatever fame I have, because Isabel Morse Jones, who was 

then critic of the [Los Angeles] Times well before Albert 

Goldberg, before Martin Bernheimer, she wrote a stunning 

article about my concert. And then my good friend from the 

[Herald] Examiner, Patterson Greene, wrote me a marvelous 

article. So Alfred Wallenstein called me, and he said, "I 

read you have the best choir in town." I said, "Oh, not at 
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all." He said, "What do you mean not at all." I said, 

"Not yet. We only work three hours a day." He said, 

"What?" 

HAST: Is it hard to do that nowadays, to get people 

together? 

WAGNER: Can't, can't. 

HAST: I don't think you can do it. 

WAGNER: No. There's not enough money in the treasury to 

pay for that. 

HAST: Well, people also don't seem to have that drive to 

come and do it. Is that true? Have you noticed a 

difference? 

WAGNER: No, no. We don't have the quality now. We don't 

have the quality. And he [Wallenstein] came to audition 

after much insistence— If you brought me a cantata of Bach 

in German, they would sightread that. If they made one 

mistake, they would not sing for him, I said to him. So he 

came with Bill [William] Hartshorne, who was then 

supervisor, superintendent of music for the schools [Los 

Angeles Unified School District]. They listened to me, and 

we sang the whole thing without a single mistake, the whole 

cantata, first time. 

HAST: So how did you teach them the German? Because they 

didn't all speak German, did they? 

WAGNER: Oh, we taught German and French and all the 
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languages. 

HAST: Yes, and Latin and Italian. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I had Marni Nixon and Marilyn H o m e and 

all those people. They were marvelous. 

HAST: So did you have people who coached them in this? Or 

did you do this all yourself? 

WAGNER: Well, I did most of it myself. In German, I would 

probably bring somebody in. 

HAST: Because, as you know, I do this with opera 

singers. And I find that the quality of the students I get 

now, first of all, they have no interest whatsoever, it 

seems, and secondly, there doesn't seem to be much talent 

around, certainly not at UCLA at this time. Or even the 

people that I get privately, they don't have the discipline 

and they don't seem to understand. Do you think it's 

important to know something about the language before you 

do it? Or can you do it just by ear? What do you think? 

WAGNER: I am a strict believer that every single person 

who wants a real education should have Latin and Greek 

besides whatever they're going to learn. I mean, unless 

you have Latin and Greek, you have no foundation. 

HAST: That's what my father always said. 

WAGNER: You know, I won a contest, city contest, in 

spelling when I was at Melrose Avenue [Elementary] 

School. You'll never believe what the name of the word was 
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that won the thing. 

HAST: Do you remember? 

WAGNER: Yes, I do remember. It was "restaurant." And 

they couldn't spell it. They went, "R-e-s-t-a-u-o-e—" and 

so on. I spelled in syllables, "R-e-s-t-a-u-r-a-n-t." And 

it was a French word. 

HAST: Well, I was just going to say, it was French to 

begin with. 

WAGNER: Oh, yeah. So the thing is, since I was young, I 

had a father who was so brilliant in Latin and in Greek 

that we corresponded in Latin and in Greek. 

HAST: Did you really? 

WAGNER: Yes. I still have some letters. 

HAST: Good heavens. 

WAGNER: Mine was kitchen Latin, but it was good. It was 

all right. And my father wrote this Cicero Latin. It was 

wonderful. 

HAST: Classical Latin. 

WAGNER: Yes, classical Latin. And it was so much fun to 

correspond with him because he was so brilliant. He made 

me feel a little bit small because he knew so much, but it 

was good for me. 

HAST: Did you always feel you had to live up to him? 

WAGNER: Well, academically, I tried, but it was no use. I 

mean, he had years on me. 

126 



HAST: Except musically you surpassed him. 

WAGNER: I think musically I surpassed him, yes. 

HAST: But that's lovely to hear. Now, how do you feel 

about other languages which are so hard to teach in this 

country like French, Italian, Spanish, German? 

WAGNER: Well, Americans cannot learn French: [adopts 

American accent] "Comment allez-vous, mon cher. Les Champs 

filysee." They just the fracture— No, no. First of all, 

we understand that the Americans don't have to speak other 

languages. They have the Pacific [Ocean] on one side, the 

Atlantic [Ocean] on the other, Canada that speaks ninety 

percent English, and then below there you have Mexico where 

Americans pick up a few words, that's all. But in Europe, 

you have to b e — 

HAST: Everybody speaks English now there. 

WAGNER: Well, in Switzerland they speak five languages. 

HAST: Oh, yes. Of course. 

WAGNER: Of course. And if you're in France near the 

German border, you have to speak some German, you have to 

speak some Italian, you have to speak some—you see? They 

are not linguistic, the Americans. 

HAST: Well, the British really never were, either, were 

they? 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: While they had the [British] Empire, they didn't 
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think it was necessary. But now, I think, there's a change 

there. And when I was teaching at the Getty [Museum], all 

of a sudden old man [J. Paul] Getty died and those millions 

started pouring in, and they decided, the administrators, 

that their curators and all these people who travel all 

over the world, let them speak English. They didn't need 

to speak the foreign languages, so I was out because of 

that. They decided it wasn't necessary anymore. So it's a 

totally different attitude. 

WAGNER: You know, the thing that amazed me, when I played 

Cuba in 1 9 — Was it '59? 

HAST: You said you were the last American to perform 

there. 

WAGNER: I think it was '59. Philip W. Bonsai was the 

American ambassador. I remember him well. And I was the 

last American to appear there. They had already 

appropriated some of the American land in Cuba that 

belonged to the United States. There was a big deal going 

on, and I noticed at this party he gave for me that there 

were twenty-two ambassadors, and they were all speaking 

French. French was the official language. 

HAST: That used to be the— Of course, in politics— 

WAGNER: Still do. When I was in Moscow they spoke French. 

HAST: Well, the Russians— Didn't they always grow up with 

French? It was their second language always. 
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WAGNER: Le frangais. 

HAST: And Germany, also. 

WAGNER: La langue des officiales. 

HAST: It was the diplomatic language. But isn't it true 

that English is taking this over now? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Yes. I think so. It's a shame, because English is 

not the King's English anymore, either. [laughter] It 

doesn't sound the way it used to. 

WAGNER: No, no. English has taken over, and I think 

Spanish is spoken quite a bit, but it's not growing like I 

thought it would. But French is still the elite 

language. C'est la langue des elites. 

HAST: [laughter] Not to be conceited or above everything, 

anyway. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: So that's good. Well, I was interested to hear 

about how you feel about your singers having to know 

foreign languages. Now, diction is something, of course, 

that enters into it after they know how to pronounce it. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: So do you drill them hard on that? 

WAGNER: Very hard. But I don't like it to be a tone 

syllable like Fred Waring. I like it to be a part of the 

music. 
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HAST: Well, the musical line comes first, of course. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: This is what I always tell them, because I don't 

teach them the musical line, you know. Somebody else has 

to do that. And then the higher notes, the vowels have to 

be modified. And again, that's up to the musician. 

WAGNER: Okay. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE ONE 

MAY 18, 1989 

HAST: You said you had a correction you'd like to make 

from last week's tape. 

WAGNER: Yes, I have a correction regarding the sale of my 

house and so on. 

HAST: It was not the house in Bel Air. Is that what you 

said? 

WAGNER: No, no, no. The house in Bel Air is being sold 

now in 1989. 

HAST: Oh, I see. Yes. 

WAGNER: But it was not sold at the time that we said it 

was. It was just a misunderstanding. What we're doing is 

that now we are selling Bel Air, but in 1985, 

approximately, my son [Richard Wagner] said it would be 

nice to have a small house next to him with a tennis court 

and everything on his property which he had. 

HAST: Where is that? 

WAGNER: That was out in Woodland Hills. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: He had a house there. I loaned him the money to 

buy it, as a matter of fact. He paid only about $150,000 

for it. But he said, "I could build you a little house 

next to mine." And I said, "Could you do it for 

$250,000?" He said, "Oh, I think so." I said, "I don't 
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want anything extraordinary—something very comfortable and 

nice and where I could go out in the back and play tennis 

with you and keep in shape." That's what he seemed to 

indicate I should do. And about six months later, he came 

to me and he said, "I think it will cost about $350,000, if 

you want, because I would like to put something special in 

there and so on and so forth." So I raised it and, in 

agreement, signed agreements, both of these, that it would 

be $350,000. I had made quite a bit of money during my 

career. But I had saved it for the lean years to come 

ahead when you can't work as much. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: And I didn't want to put out too much money for a 

house. So, anyway, to make a long story short, Dick 

started building, and I gave him $1,000 a week salary, and 

I gave him power of attorney, rather stupidly, I thought. 

I shouldn't have done that. I went on tour, for long 

tours, and when I came back he had destroyed his house, I 

mean, taken it down from what it was, and made a two-story 

house, and then he was building this huge house for me. 

The whole thing was 10,000 square feet. All I wanted was a 

.little house. 

HAST: Is he an architect? What does he know about 

building houses? 

WAGNER: No, no, no, he's a contractor. 
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HAST: Oh, he's a contractor. 

WAGNER: He had architects— Oh, I paid tens of thousands 

for architects in this budget, which I didn't intend to 

do. I just wanted something simple. He had stained-glass 

windows. He had a wine cave that cost about $60,000. He 

had a tennis court, and he bought grounds on each side to 

make the tennis court big enough to play; he made deals 

with the people next door and then I found about it 

later. Now it's costing me many thousands of dollars for 

one. The whole thing cost him in the vicinity of $2 

million. 

HAST: Unbelievable, really. 

WAGNER: It was unbelievable. But I had not sold Bel Air, 

you see. So when I did finally buy the property from h i m — 

because the only solution I could find was to buy the 

property from him, because it still belonged to him—and 

sell it and try to get as much of my money back— Well, I 

didn't get all of the money back, of course. I lost $1 

mill ion or $2 million on it at least, because I sold it for 

$780,000, and then I had to pay the agent something, so it 

was around $720,000 that I got for $2 million. 

HAST: That seems extraordinary. One would think that you 

would actually make a profit on something like that. 

WAGNER: Not in Woodland Hills. It was on the wrong side 

of the freeway. It was on the north side. And everything 
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on the south side— You see, it's location. Property in 

Southern California is where it is located. Like what 

we're selling now, it's in escrow. 

HAST: The house in Bel Air you're going to sell. 

WAGNER: Yes, the house in Bel Air we are selling for quite 

a bit of money, and— 

HAST: And your wife [Janice Schmidt Wagner] is still 

living in that at the moment? 

WAGNER: Yes, she lives there, but she will have to move 

out in a couple of months because she has a new place she 

is going to go into in Westwood. Very expensive rent now, 

you know. 

HAST: Oh, terrible. 

WAGNER: It's unbelievable. So with the amount of money 

we're getting, I think, and with AAA bonds, I think she'll 

be comfortable and I will, too. So that's the story of 

that. 

HAST: Yes, all right. We got that straightened out. Now 

let's go on to something more cheerful. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Let's talk about your academic degrees here, which i 

a very interesting subject. Let's see, you have a bachelor 

degree from the College of Montmorency, is that right? 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Which we hadn't discussed too much, but I don't know 
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if you want to add— And then we did talk about your Ph.D. 

cum laude from the University of Montreal— 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Where you did your research on the works of Josquin 

des Pres, right? And that was interesting. We covered 

that the last time. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Now, what we hadn't mentioned were your honorary 

doctorates from Westminster Choir College— 

WAGNER: In Princeton. 

HAST: Princeton in New Jersey, and Saint Norbert [College] 

out i n — 

WAGNER: Saint Norbert. 

HAST: [laughter] I'm going into French here, 

[laughter] Saint Norbert in Wisconsin. Did they have 

special ceremonies for you at Westminster Choir College, 

for instance? That's at Princeton. 

WAGNER: Well, I was visiting professor there for three and 

a half years, and I contributed quite a bit to the changing 

of the sound to make the sound which I considered to be 

better. Because the sound had been trained by a man, John 

Finley Williamson, who had a big reputation, but he trained 

them during the war years, Second World War, and he had no 

men to speak of, so he trained the women to sing tenor. 

HAST: Oh, really? 
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WAGNER: And he established a sound that stayed with the 

choir which I didn't like. And I changed that sound. 

HAST: What does that entail, now, if you train women to 

sing tenor parts? 

WAGNER: Chest tones, chest tones. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Oh, those are chest tones. And it can be 

done, I suppose. 

WAGNER: It depends on the voice. 

HAST: Who would do it? Like a mezzo-soprano can do it o r — ? 

WAGNER: Well, it depends on the voice. Some voices have a 

low range, and they are able to get a chest tone out very 

strongly, and others can't. 

HAST: So it's special vocal training, also, on top of 

WAGNER: That's right. And then you have to work with 

that. I try to get out the chest tones of the voice 

completely and get a pure sound, which is what I think that 

school needed and it has now. 

HAST: Oh, how nice. Oh, how nice. 

WAGNER: I got them somebody from Florida, Joe Flummerfelt, 

who is directing there now. 

HAST: That's lovely. Is this part of Princeton 

University? 

WAGNER: No. It's right across the street. 

HAST: It's just in Princeton, New Jersey. Oh, I see. All 
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right. And then there's Saint Norbert in Wisconsin. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And how about that place? 

WAGNER: Well, I didn't know about that place. They just 

notified me that they'd like to honor me with a doctor's 

degree. And I went there, and I was honored at the 

ceremony. They gave me a very touching dialogue in the 

thing that they presented to me, my degree, and I have it 

upstairs in my office. I think it's a very touching way 

that they worded it. It wasn't just academically worded. 

HAST: Yes. How lovely. 

WAGNER: A very nice— 

HAST: Did you have anything to do with these people 

beforehand? Or is this out of the blue? 

WAGNER: Never. Out of the blue, yes. 

HAST: Oh, how nice. What a lovely surprise. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Now, the other thing is, of course, you got all 

kinds of honors. You got the Grammy award for your album, 

Virtuoso 1, which was a tremendous thing. That was your 

first honor, wasn't it, that you received for the first big 

recording? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Yes. The other is that my Joy to the 

World for Christmas set an all-time record for sales of a 

classical album at Capitol [Records]. 

137 



HAST: Yes, I've read that. I've listened to both these 

records, and they are incredible. 

WAGNER: They are good, aren't they? 

HAST: Lovely, just lovely, yes. The kind of thing one 

doesn't get tired of listening to over and over again. 

WAGNER: The nice thing about the Grammy was it was the 

first one given, ever given, in classical music, and— 

HAST: Yes, I wanted to ask you about that. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Can you tell us a little bit about the history of 

the Grammy awards? 

WAGNER: Well, it comes from the Academy of Recording Arts 

and Sciences. I served with them on the board with Paul 

[Weston]. We built up this Academy of Recording Arts and 

Sciences. 

HAST: Oh, I see. So you were a part of all of that. 

WAGNER: Well, I was a part of the organization of that. I 

don't think it had anything to do with my getting my 

Grammy. 

HAST: Oh, no. I' m — 

WAGNER: But I got the Grammy, and the next thing I know, 

they notified me that my name would be on Hollywood 

Boulevard, which is a nice tribute. 

HAST: That's really nice. I'll have to go and find it. 

[laughter] You have a star there? 
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WAGNER: Oh, yes. I have a star right in front of an ice 

cream parlor. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: It's just west of the [Grauman's] Chinese Theater. 

HAST: Oh, yes. I know where that is. 

WAGNER: It's right across from the [Roosevelt] Hotel 

that's right o n — 

HAST: Do you send somebody from time to time to polish 

it? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes. The Hollywood Chorale wrote to me and said 

that they had appointed a committee of singers every 

Saturday to go over there and see that it was kept clean. 

HAST: Is that right? Oh, how lovely. 

WAGNER: Yes. It was very sweet, very sweet. 

HAST: Oh, that is so nice. Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: Yes, because some of them come out with ice cream 

cones and drop them on my name. 

HAST: I can see that happening. Yes, indeed. [laughter] 

WAGNER: It looks like Robert Wagner then. It's 

terrible. 

HAST: A little chocolate ice cream on top. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Well, that's exciting. 

HAST: I think that's really exciting. Of course, you 

worked for the film industry, too. 

WAGNER: Oh, I did lots of motion pictures. 
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HAST: You did lots of composing, and we will get into that 

in the next session more. You did composing and you did 

arranging and you did conducting. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: So you were a part, really, of Hollywood, which you 

mentioned the last time. 

WAGNER: And one of my dear friends just died the day 

before yesterday, John Green. You know, he was very 

active. We were both together for many years. He wrote 

some great hits. 

HAST: So let's see what else. We did mention the fact 

that you were knighted by Pope Paul VI. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And you did mention that, I think, in fact, on the 

first tape. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: I just want to get all your honors listed together 

here. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: So that was a big moment in your life, indeed. 

WAGNER: Yes. I was notified of that before I went to 

Europe, that I had been knighted by the pope. And then, 

when I appeared in 1966 at the Vatican to conduct for h i m — 

which had not been done in twenty-seven years, an American 

choir singing in Saint Peter's [Church] for the pope—he 

140 



was most gracious. I got to talk to him for about ten 

minutes. It was not just a polite greeting of a great man, 

of, like, the pope, but it was really a conversation I had 

with him about the problems of music in the Catholic 

church, which were— 

HAST: That is, I think, the important thing, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. I said that the music in the church was 

deteriorating. 

HAST: Exactly. 

WAGNER: And that the church, by changing the Latin into 

the vernacular, did not help. I think it sort of took the 

universality out of the church, because no matter where you 

went before that it was always Latin and wonderful. 

HAST: Well, he must have agreed with you on that. Or did 

he? 

WAGNER: Yes, well, he agreed with me on the kind of music 

that should be done. He said, "The music that is good is 

the music you just sang for me." 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: He said, "Gregorian and Renaissance," which are 

the favored types of music for the Catholic church, but 

most Catholic churches don't do it. They sing these 

borrowed hymns from the English church and corny hymns that 

are semipopular music. We are going through a real dark 

period in music, particularly church music. And they 
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teach that in some of the schools. It's awful. 

HAST: Oh, yes. I know. Really bad. May I ask in what 

language did you conduct this conversation? 

WAGNER: In French. 

HAST: In French. That's what I thought. [laughter] 

WAGNER: He doesn't speak English too much. And, of 

course, my native language is French so it was very easy 

for me t o — 

HAST: Yes, it was no problem. Well, I didn't know if you 

spoke French or Italian o r — 

WAGNER: En frangais. 

HAST: En frangais. That's nice. That's really nice. 

Well, that's an exciting thing. 

Then you were also knighted by the archbishop of 

Naples. 

WAGNER: That's right. The Order of Saint Bridgette. Yes, 

I was knighted by the archbishop of Naples. 

HAST: How did that come about? 

WAGNER: Well, I became accepted in the Order of Saint 

Bridgette here, and then the head of the order wired Italy 

and Naples and the archbishop to see if it was possible to 

knight me there and give me an extra honor, and they did. 

So I was very happy about it. I have lots of medals and 

lots of things which I don't wear, of course. 

HAST: [laughter] They would weigh you down, Roger. You'd 
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fall down. But that's lovely. 

Well, we mentioned your two honorary doctorates, which 

leads me now into asking you about your academic teaching 

career, which is so extensive. Let's talk about it. You 

mentioned you taught on every level including elementary 

school and high school. But let's start with your teaching 

career, though maybe what I should ask you about before 

that, because it probably influenced your teaching career, 

is the people who influenced you in teaching. Maybe we 

should talk about that. The teachers that you've had in 

conducting, in organ, in orchestration and compostion, now, 

that's extraordinary right there, and that will lead us 

into the teaching that you've done. Can we talk about that 

for a bit? 

WAGNER: Yes. I was deeply influenced by the artistry of 

Marcel Dupre, who was my teacher— 

HAST: In organ. 

WAGNER: — i n organ— 

HAST: And you also had Richard Keys Biggs and Alexander 

Schreiner. 

WAGNER: Richard Keys Biggs, also. I did some work with 

him. And Alexander Schreiner, absolutely. 

HAST: Let's take them one at a time. Could we do that? 

Marcel Dupre is the one who had the biggest influence on 

you, is that right? 
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WAGNER: Yes, of course. He was the most famous. 

HAST: Do you want to tell us about him? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. He was organist of Saint Sulpice in 

Paris. The only reason he was not chosen to be the 

organist of Notre-Dame [Cathedral] when the opening came 

was because the cardinal of Paris had forbidden it because 

of the closeness of relationship between his wife and the 

relationship within certain degrees. In other words, she 

was his aunt, really. 

HAST: Oh, he married his aunt? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Dupre? 

WAGNER: Dupre. And you could not marry within a certain 

degree of relationship. 

HAST: Yes, I understand. 

WAGNER: Do you understand? 

HAST: She must have been older somewhat, too, right? 

WAGNER: A bit, yes, yes. And he married her. 

HAST: So was that considered incestuous? 

WAGNER: Well, it was considered illegal, and for that 

reason he was deprived of the biggest post in Paris, which 

is Notre-Dame. 

HAST: Isn't that awful, yes. 

WAGNER: But he had a great organ at Sainte-Sulpice, and he 

became, of course, the most famous organist in the world. 
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Nobody could top him. 

HAST: So what kind of influence did he have on you? 

WAGNER: Well, I was deeply impressed. I mean, I went to 

audition for him at his house in Meudon. You just follow 

the Seine and then you land up in Meudon. That's where 

Guilmant used to live, the great organist, Alexandre 

Guilmant. He was a very— Well, he had known Dupre at the 

end of his life, and he left him his organ, his pipe 

organ. Dupre built a hall on his property and he put 

Guilmant's organ in there, and I auditioned on Guilmant's 

organ, yes, at his house in Meudon. 

HAST: Was it overwhelming, the sound of the organ? 

WAGNER: Yes, it was. I was only seventeen when I 

auditioned. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. You were only seventeen? 

WAGNER: Yes, and I'll never forget what he said. He 

said, "You have several qualities. You have large 

hands." I said, "Oh, thank you." And he said, "You have 

a natural sense of rhythm and it will carry you far. Now, 

if you'll study for seven years, you'll be a very good 

organist." I said, "Thank you very much." You know, 

seven years! 

HAST: Well, when you're seventeen seven years seems like a 

very long time. 

WAGNER: That's right. And not only that, when I came back 
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it was a different story. I studied very hard on the 

organ. I even had pedals put on my piano like they used to 

have many, many years ago to get better technique. 

HAST: I didn't know you could put extra pedals on the 

piano. 

WAGNER: Yes. I had somebody do that. It used to be done 

many, many years ago, 150 years. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 

WAGNER: See, the technique, they just hook up these pedals 

with wires to the notes, and you're able to practice 

without being able to slide from one note to the other. 

You have to really play it. In the organ, you can go 

[sliding] rrrum, you see, but not on the piano. So that 

would give me better technique on the pedals. The thing 

is, I went to a concert to hear Joseph Bonnet, who was a 

great organist at the First Congregational Church. There 

were thirty people there at the concert on Sunday 

afternoon. I saw that and it discouraged me completely. I 

said, "There is n o — " 

HAST: Did it really? 

WAGNER: Well, it did. It did. I said, "I'll play the 

organ, but I don't want to make my career that of an 

organist, because it doesn't draw people, especially in the 

United States, because all of the organs are in the 

churches, and they're not allowed to charge money to go 
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into a church. So unless they have them like they do in 

Europe in the auditoriums where they can charge twenty and 

twenty-five dollars for somebody, then you can make 

money. But there's no way—" 

HAST: So how old were you when you made that decision? 

Was this after—? 

WAGNER: Well, this was when I was twenty-two or twenty-

three, when I came back. 

HAST: So that was about five years after Dupre. 

WAGNER: When I came back. Yes, yes. 

HAST: Did you study with Dupre in the meantime? 

WAGNER: I did. I did. I studied on weekends. I managed 

to get away when I was in the army and go to Paris. Then I 

practiced in a Jewish synagogue, because the Catholic 

priests wouldn't let me practice at the cathedral in 

Joinville. 

HAST: Yes, that's such a funny story, too. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes, yes, yes. It was a—what do you call it?—it 

was the strict Jewish religion. 

HAST: Yes. Orthodox? 

WAGNER: Orthodox. The men were not permitted upstairs, 

but the organ was upstairs. So I was the only man 

upstairs, and all of those beautiful Jewish girls— 

HAST: Why were men not permitted upstairs? 

WAGNER: That was a rule. 
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HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: That's right. Just men downstairs and women 

upstairs. 

HAST: Oh, the women upstairs. I see. 

WAGNER: I had all those beautiful Jewish girls up there. 

HAST: Lucky lad. [laughter] 

WAGNER: It was wonderful. I used to play Stephen Foster 

for them and everything. 

HAST: So you had a good time. 

WAGNER: I had a real good time, and I got to practice on 

the organ. It was a very nice thing. 

HAST: And you were in full uniform, right? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: That would draw them right there, yes. French 

uniform, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. So that's the story of my career, although I 

did play as the organist as director of Saint Joseph's 

[Church]. 

HAST: Richard Keys Biggs, now, did you say you worked with 

him at all? 

WAGNER: Yes, I did work with him. Richard Keys Biggs was 

organist and conductor at the Blessed Sacrament Church on 

Sunset Boulevard. 

HAST: Oh, that's here in Los Angeles? 

WAGNER: Yes, it's right near Las Palmas [Avenue] and 
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Sunset [Boulevard] between La Brea [Avenue] and Highland 

[Avenue], the "Crossroads of the World" there next door. 

It's a huge Jesuit church, and it had a big, big pipe 

organ. And I studied with him. 

HAST: And he was a great organist? 

WAGNER: He was a fine organist, yes. He was a very good 

organist. He played very well— 

HAST: But not on the level of Dupre? 

WAGNER: No. Dupre was a freak, sort of, in that he was so 

outstanding. When they opened that big organ at the big 

department store in Philadephia [John Wanamaker]— It's a 

very famous organ that they built at a great, great cost 

many, many years ago. What is the name of that store? I 

can't remember. But they wanted the greatest organist in 

the world to inaugurate it. So they decided to invite 

Charles Widor, who was the most famous of them all up till 

that time. Charles Widor answered them when they invited 

them and said, "I would love to come but I have a student 

who is better than I am, and he should go. He is 

terrific. His name is Marcel Dupre." Dupre told me this 

story. And he went to Philadelphia. 

HAST: So did you go to see him and hear him? 

WAGNER: Well, this was before I was born. 

HAST: Oh, this was— Oh, I see. I didn't get this in 

time context. 
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WAGNER: Yes, a long time ago. Oh, my goodness. Maybe I 

was five years old. 

HAST: So Dupre, why, he must have been fantastic, yes. 

WAGNER: He was fantastic. 

HAST: Are there any recordings I can get of him? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Many, many. 

HAST: Yes. I should really find out. 

WAGNER: He's an unbelievable man. He was head of the 

[Paris] Conservatoire, too, which is a big— 

HAST: Is he living o r — ? 

WAGNER: No, no. He died. There's a very strange story I 

think that would be interesting. I went to France about 

eight years ago. Maybe it was nine or ten; I can't keep 

track of that. But I had some friends there. One of them 

was a girl from Lincoln, Nebraska, [Sarah Soularue] who 

went to France and stayed there and became a very good 

organist, is now titular organist replacing [Maurice] 

Durufle at [the Church of] Saint-Etienne-du-Mont [in 

Paris]. And I just saw her in Europe with her husband, 

Olivier [Soularue], who's also an organist. They notified 

me when I was going to France that Dupre, who had died a 

year before— His wife had now died, so they had put this 

house up for sale which included the Guilmant organ, 

everything. And I was very much interested in it. So the 

minute I arrived in Paris, I immediately went to see if I 
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could purchase the house. They only wanted $300,000 for 

it, and the dollar was very high then. It was a very good 

deal, and I could very well afford it. 

HAST: Was this in Paris? 

WAGNER: This is Meudon. 

HAST: Oh, Meudon, yes. 

WAGNER: This was Dupre's property with the organ and 

everything for $300,000. And I found out that, two days 

before, a pharmacist bought it who didn't— 

HAST: A pharmacist? 

WAGNER: Who didn't even know anything about music, who 

didn't care about the organ or anything. And I lost the 

sale. And it broke my heart, because I would probably be 

living there now. 

HAST: I wouldn't be surprised. How about the organ? Do 

you know whatever happened to it? 

WAGNER: No. I don't know anything about it. 

HAST: You could have bought that, maybe, from the 

pharmacist? 

WAGNER: Oh, I would just leave it right where it was, 

just— 

HAST: Leave it there, yes. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Don't move it. 

HAST: Yes. I could see how you would feel about that. My 

goodness. 
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WAGNER: Yes, that was quite a decision. And, I mean, I 

was very upset when I found out that it had just been sold, 

and I could have paid in cash for it. That was before my 

son spent the money on that. 

HAST: And Alexander Schreiner— 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I worked with him. He was organist of 

the big [Mormon] Tabernacle in Salt Lake City. Very 

famous, yes, he was famous. Alexander Schreiner. He did 

all the broadcasts for many, many years. He became a 

teacher at UCLA. 

HAST: He was at UCLA, also? 

WAGNER: As a faculty member. 

HAST: Oh, I see. I didn't realize that. 

WAGNER: Yes. He was in the position of Tom— 

HAST: Tom [Thomas] Harmon? 

WAGNER: Tom Harmon. He taught organ and he taught 

classes. I didn't find him to be a tremendous teacher, but 

he was a wonderful organist, so all you had to do was to 

watch him and you knew what to do. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, I had no idea that he was connected with 

UCLA. 

WAGNER: So those were my organ teachers, three. 

HAST: Well, those were the teachers in organ. May we talk 

about the teachers in conducting? There was Julius 

Herford, Fritz Zweig, Otto Klemperer, and Bruno Walter. 
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WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Let's take Julius Herford. 

WAGNER: You see, all those people with whom I worked did 

not show me how to conduct. We studied the— 

HAST: What did they show you? 

WAGNER: We studied the music together. We analyzed the 

music together, and they would show me what to bring out. 

They would say, "Now, this is important, much more than 

this. So here you have to keep these down and bring these 

out. And here's the main theme that is in augmentation or 

in diminution," things which most of the time I could see 

myself but which they pointed out after many years of 

experience, you see. And the technique to be used and the 

bowings in the strings and the techniques to be used by 

other players. 

HAST: The techniques of the players. Now, you as a 

conductor, did you have to learn how to bring that out of 

them? 

WAGNER: Well, I played a lot of these instruments myself 

at USC [University of Southern California]. 

HAST: To indicate what you want from them, you had to 

learn how to communicate? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. That's right. Of course. I had to play 

the trombone and cello. I did that myself. 

HAST: Oh, did you? You played the cello, also? 
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WAGNER: I used to play in the orchestra at 'SC, but I was 

not a great cellist because I didn't specialize in it. I 

didn't practice too much. But I was associated with— 

HAST: So you know the technique involved, though. 

WAGNER: Exactly. Not only that, the French horn and the 

trombone and the trumpet and all of these things. 

HAST: But, Roger, when you get up in front of an orchestra 

and you know all the technique you want, don't you have to 

learn how to communicate what you want to the players in 

front of you? How do you do that? Did they teach you 

that? Or did you work it out yourself? 

WAGNER: You see, conducting is not only a matter of 

musicianship. That's very important, knowing exactly what 

the music's about and everything, what the musician should 

do. It's a matter of temperament, too. It's the ability 

that a man has, because of his personality, to be able to 

communicate the drama and translate it into music. That's 

what [Arturo] Toscanini did. Now, we have some fine 

conductors who wave the stick at the right time in the 

right direction, but there's no emotion. 

HAST: Well, is it also the rapport with the members of the 

orchestra? To convey it, to convey what you feel? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. Well, the rapport comes automatically 

if the man has a temperament to conduct it. I mean, you 

communicate with your musicians immediately the minute you 
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do the right thing. 

HAST: You see, I feel that with you, watching you conduct, 

because you live it. I feel that with Mehli Mehta when he 

does his youth orchestra [American Youth Symphony]. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And, of course, Zubin Mehta, who i s — I mean, it's a 

total commitment at the time, isn't it? 

WAGNER: That's right. That's right. 

HAST: And that's what's exciting. I just wondered what it 

takes to do that. 

WAGNER: All three of us have temperament, but we have many 

who do not, and I'd just as soon not name them. But there 

are many who are good musicians but have no temperament 

whatsoever. I mean, they don't show it in their faces nor 

do they express in proper terms or by gestures or by facial 

expression or by attitudes what the drama is, you see. For 

instance, the Verdi Requiem: You need somebody who really 

feels what death is all about and what he meant by that 

when you sing, "Libera me domine in morte aeterna." "Free 

me, oh, Lord, from the pains of Hell on that day when the 

great judge shall stand and judge the world by fire." Do 

you know that, I would say, 80 percent of all the 

conductors who conduct Verdi Requiem don't even know what 

the words mean? 

HAST: Really? Seriously? 
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WAGNER: Seriously. Seriously. It sounds awful, but it's 

true. I did a big thing many years ago with a choir, 5,600 

and some. I came from Europe into Stillwater, Oklahoma to 

do it. I shall never forget that. It was a horrible 

thing. I was in a coliseum, and they had me up about 

twenty feet high on a big thing to conduct all of these 

students. And the men who organized it did a terrible 

job. He had gotten four different editions of the piece I 

wanted so that there were different— Terrible, you know— 

HAST: That's impossible. 

WAGNER: No, no, it's possible. It has soprano, it has 

alto arrangements, tenor, bass arrangements, SATB 

arrangements and so on. All the arrangements were 

different, so it was impossible to do the whole program. 

And they had 300 string basses in the orchestra, and it 

sounded like an earthquake when they came in. It sounded 

like a 7.8 earthquake. And so I was doing a portion of a 

requiem, just one section, supposedly, and I turned to the 

150 teachers who were smoking their cigarettes down below 

me and I said, "Teachers, how many of you know what the 

word requiem means?" And about six of them raised their 

hands out of 150. 

HAST: Really, Roger? It seems quite unbelievable, doesn't 

it? 

WAGNER: They didn't know. No, they didn't. As a matter 
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of fact, in a class I just finished teaching at Cal State 

[California State University, Los Angeles], very few 

students knew what the word requiem meant, and they'd been 

working on it for— 

HAST: Oh, well, Cal State L.A. I taught there once. 

[laughter] 

WAGNER: "Requiem means rest," I said. "Rest eternal," 

see. And it's a plea to God to give rest to those faithful 

who died. So, you see, there are some very well-known 

conductors who I could name, but I won't— 

HAST: It might be interesting if you did. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes, it would be interesting. But, I tell you, 

I've invited some of these people to conduct for me. 

First, they never correct them vocally because they 

don't. Secondly, they don't know the text of what they do 

if it's outside of English. 

HAST: Wouldn't this be part of the job, however, to know 

exactly what you're doing? One would think so. 

WAGNER: Yes. I think the great ones do, of course, the 

[Carlo Mario] Giulinis and the [Mehli and Zubin] Mehtas. 

HAST: Oh, Giulini. He's wonderful, also, yes. We haven't 

mentioned him yet. Yes, well, so, in other words, it's 

really by experience that you learn to conduct and working 

with these famous people that we mentioned. 

WAGNER: It's not all experience, though, at all. It's 
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inborn. 

HAST: You think so? 

WAGNER: It is something you're born with. It's a talent 

just like Yehudi Menuhin at the age of four could play a 

concerto on the violin for 5,000 people in the Shrine 

Auditorium that was better than anybody in the world. I 

heard him at five years old. As he got older, he wasn't as 

good. He became more conscious of what he was doing. 

HAST: Inborn, but you still have to have some training to 

know what to do, don't you? It just doesn't come to you. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, of course. You have to have technical 

training. But the important thing is, after you had all 

this training and you know all the technical things to d o — 

HAST: Then there has to be that special gift. 

WAGNER: There has to be this in the eyes: the ability to 

comprehend the drama and to be able to put it across to the 

orchestra, to the singers, and, in turn, they turn it over 

to the people. You yourself are able to do that. 

HAST: Yes. And that's when the audience can feel this, 

even if they see only the back of the conductor. But it is 

transmitted. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, yes. 

HAST: That is the exciting part. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: So did you learn anything special from, say, Julius 
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Herford that you didn't learn from the others? 

WAGNER: Yes. Julius Herford was a dedicated man. He had 

two main pupils: myself and Robert Shaw. 

HAST: Oh, he had Robert Shaw, also. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Robert Shaw didn't start music until he 

was twenty. 

HAST: That's unusual, isn't it? 

WAGNER: Twenty. So he depended on Julius Herford 

completely for ten years. 

HAST: Who was Julius Herford? Where did he come from? 

WAGNER: Julius Herford lived at 201 West Seventy-eighth 

Street in New York City. 

HAST: Oh, he was in New York. 

WAGNER: He was a German who had come to this country, had 

been very well known in Germany as a choral director and a 

conductor and a pianist. He came and he established 

himself, and he started teaching privately. But then, 

later on, after he finished with Robert and myself, we were 

in a sort of a friendly rivalry for twenty years. We sold 

more records than anybody of our kind, you know. 

HAST: You mean you and Robert Shaw. 

WAGNER: That's right. And after that, he went to 

Michigan. It is Michigan, isn't it, where he went? I'm 

almost sure. No, maybe it isn't Michigan. What's a famous 

university? 
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HAST: Indiana University? 

WAGNER: No, no, in that little town. Indiana? Is that 

it? It's Indiana. Yes, he went to Indiana. He died 

about, oh, six or seven years ago. 

HAST: So he certainly had an influence on you, yes. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Enormous. 

HAST: And then can you tell us, did Fritz Zweig?— Now, he 

sounds German or Swiss. Was he Swiss, actually? 

WAGNER: No, he was German. He was a well-known conductor 

of the opera there. He taught me lots of things about the 

orchestra. I would give a big cue to the bassoons. He 

said, "Don't cue the bassoons. You don't hear them 

there. You're supposed to cue something that's much more 

important like the trumpets and the trombones. They're the 

ones. He would tell me things like that. And then he took 

everything a little too fast, which was very exciting, So 

that I would gauge exactly the tempo I wanted by listening 

to him going slower. 

HAST: [laughter] You do it your own way. Well, that is 

the thing about being taught, anyway, isn't it? That 

eventually you have to make your own decision. But first 

you have to learn from the pros. 

WAGNER: Yes. But he was a wonderful man. He was married 

to a very famous singer called Digarmo, Tilly Digarmo. She 

was a very fine singer in Germany. And I did things that 
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some people didn't do here, and he would call me up and 

say, "Ahhhh—" He had trouble with his voice because he 

had been burned with an X ray or something. 

HAST: Oh, how awful. 

WAGNER: Yes, terrible. And so he'd talk like this: 

[taking deep breaths between phrases] He'd say, "Roger, 

you did this [fitienne-Nicolas] Mehul"—Mehul was one of 

things I did, a composer. 

HAST: Mehul? 

WAGNER: Yes. And he said, "Nobody here even knows who 

that is." And he said, "You did that composition that my 

wife sang in Germany." 

HAST: So he was proud. 

WAGNER: He was very proud of me. 

HAST: Yes. Okay. Well, Otto Klemperer is another huge 

subject. 

WAGNER: Ah, yes. Klemperer was something else. 

HAST: Can you tell us something? 

WAGNER: Yes. Every time I talk to Klemperer I remember 

the famous saying that the smallest book in the world is 

The Last Thousand Years in German Humor. 

HAST: You told us that the last time. [laughter] I 

remember. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. I told you about the story about him in 

the [Hollywood] Bowl, didn't I? 
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HAST: I'm not sure. 

WAGNER: Otto Klemperer was something. He was a great 

conductor. He was probably, probably, the greatest 

Beethoven conductor of all times. He had the sweep, and he 

had exactly the touch. Like when I conduct Renaissance, 

nobody can do it quite like I do it. 

HAST: Exactly, yes. 

WAGNER: I learned a lot from him. I studied the score of 

[Beethoven's] Ninth Symphony [Symphony No. 9, op. 125, in D 

minor] with him at his Santa Monica house, and I remember 

he was telling that me he studies always before he does it, 

even though he's done it hundreds of times. 

HAST: To keep it fresh and new every time? 

WAGNER: Oh, he always found something new with Beethoven. 

HAST: Well, that is real genius, isn't it, if you can do 

that? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. He said, "You always find something 

new." He said, "When I do Beethoven it is like a new 

piece." He said to me, "So we study that." Then he'd say, 

"Ah, look," see, and he'd find something. "Now, this and 

this and this and so forth." He was fascinating. He was 

in love with good music. 

And then we went to the Hollywood Bowl, and he would 

always have me sit next to him. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 
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WAGNER: All the conductors did that, because when they 

wanted to go out and listen, then I would conduct the 

orchestra. 

HAST: Then you would take over. 

WAGNER: Yes. I did, for instance, when William Walton 

came and did Belshazzar's Feast. I did the whole 

rehearsal. Will had the baton for sometime. He said, 

"Would you mind doing the—?" The thing with him i s — This 

was a very amusing thing that happened. It shows you about 

German humor. If I didn't tell you, I will tell you now. 

HAST: Yes, would you? 

WAGNER: Yes. It's worth hearing. 

HAST: Excuse me, Roger. Let's tell this story on the 

other side of the tape. One minute. 

WAGNER: All right. 
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TAPE NUMBER: IV, SIDE TWO 

MAY 18, 1989 

HAST: All right. Tell us the story about Otto Klemperer. 

WAGNER: Yes, well, this is about Otto Klemperer. We had 

studied together a couple of days before on the Beethoven 

Ninth Symphony, and he was rehearsing it. In the symphony, 

in the Los Angeles Philharmonic [Orchestra], there was an 

old timpani player that had been with the Philharmonic for 

about forty years or something like that. As you know, in 

the Bowl they sometimes do two rehearsals, sometimes three 

rehearsals a day. In the morning they have the classics, 

then in the early afternoon they have the pop. They have a 

lot of instruments for pop music, and later on something 

else. So they had all these instruments there, even those 

that had nothing to do with the Beethoven Ninth Symphony, 

and they had bells right next to the timpani player. 

Klemperer was conducting, and he gave a cue to the timpani 

to play, and by mistake the old man hit the bells, and all 

the bells fell down making a terrible clang. 

HAST: [laughter] Was this during rehearsal or during a 

performance? 

WAGNER: Rehearsal. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: So he stopped. He turned to me and he said 

[adopting German accent], "Wagner, we studied together two 
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days ago this Ninth Symphony. Are there bells in the Ninth 

Symphony?" I said, "I don't think so." Now, of course, 

musicians were starting to laugh and roll off their chairs, 

and the poor old timpani player was apologizing for this 

big thing, but you couldn't convince Klemperer that there 

was not something in there with bells. After all the times 

he had done it, he finally picked up his miniature score 

that he always kept with him and he said [adopting German 

accent], "I will look to make sure there are no bells in 

the Ninth Symphony." 

HAST: He was serious about this? Oh, I thought he was 

joking when he said this to you. He was serious. 

WAGNER: They don't joke. 

HAST: Oh, they don't joke. [laughter] 

WAGNER: He turned to the pages, and he looked, and his 

eyes beamed, and he turned to me and he said [adopting 

German accent], "Wagner, there are no bells in the Ninth 

Symphony." Well, by that time, I mean, the orchestra was 

on its back. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, he was serious. So that's what you're 

saying about German humor, or lack of it. 

WAGNER: Unbelievable. Unbelievable. I was dying myself, of 

course. Because I said, "But he must know that there—" 

But he looked into the score. 

HAST: Yes, to make absolutely sure. 
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WAGNER: Yeah, yeah, because he was getting old. So much 

for— 

HAST: So much for Otto Klemperer. 

Bruno Walter, another huge name on the agenda here. 

WAGNER: Yes. You know, I rented almost a whole block 

between Martel [Avenue] and Fuller [Avenue] on Melrose 

[Avenue] when I was directing a television show called I_ 

Married Joan. I composed all the music for that with a 

chorale, and for quite a bit of time, and it came in very 

handy. And with the money I made— Andre Previn's uncle 

owned a property on Melrose that he leased to me for the 

chorale. He had a huge hall for rehearsal. It had a 

television projection room, it had a library, it had 

offices, everything. It was very expensive. So all the 

money I made on the television show I put on this. Then, 

in addition to that, I hired twenty of the best singers 

that I could find, excellent singers, the best—well, 

Marilyn Home, Marni Nixon, people like that—twenty of 

them, and I paid them full salary. In other words, a 

living salary. 

HAST: What was a full salary in those days? 

WAGNER: At that time, which would be ridiculous today, but 

at that time I paid them a living salary. And if they 

worked— There were three hours a day rehearsal every 

day. If they did jobs that accumulated more union wages 
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than they were being paid, I would pay them extra. I lost 

a few thousand [dollars] that year, but it was worth it. 

HAST: Do you know how much they actually made, the 

singers, what you call a living wage in those days? 

WAGNER: Well, they made pretty good money recording in 

television. I mean— 

HAST: Besides— 

WAGNER: I Married Joan. No, this was applied to their 

salary. But it was three figures. It was ridiculously low 

compared to today. 

HAST: Yes. I was just interested. 

WAGNER: I mean, today you'd have to pay them $500, $600 a 

week. 

HAST: And then it was more like— 

WAGNER: Oh, it was much less. Yes. The thing is those 

singers, of course, were the foundation of the Roger Wagner 

Chorale. 

And Bruno Walter, when he heard them, he flipped 

out. He'd find out when I rehearsed, and he would come and 

sit by himself and listen to me rehearse them. And after 

the rehearsal he would come to me and shake my hand gently 

and say, "I feel much better." 

HAST: Oh, I love that. How nice. 

WAGNER: He did that several times. We were very close. 

HAST: Sounds like a lovely man. 
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WAGNER: Oh, he was a marvelous man. 

HAST: He came from Germany originally? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Yes, he was— 

HAST: What do you know about him? 

WAGNER: He was the antithesis of Klemperer. Yes. He was 

gentle. And as he became older, he became almost 

priestly. He even wore a Roman collar. I think he 

believed that he was a high priest of music or something. 

HAST: He probably was. 

WAGNER: He was. But the thing that impressed me the most 

that I ever heard him do was, in the Mozart Requiem, he did 

the recordare. And the way he did that introduction of the 

entrance to the voices with the orchestra was just 

unbelievable. [sings melody] It was just— The bowing was 

just so smooth. It was marvelous. And I shall never 

forget Bruno Walter. And I'm sure he remembered me until 

he died, because he said some very nice things. 

I had a good relationship with Giulini, too. 

HAST: Oh, tell us about Giulini. 

WAGNER: Well, he was very difficult. You see, Giulini was 

formerly a viola player, and he became a conductor, and he 

was a very serious conductor. 

HAST: Is he very aesthetic? I get the impression that 

he's very aesthetic. 

WAGNER: Yes. He has a limited repertoire. He doesn't 

168 



have as big a repertoire, for instance, as Mehta or even 

Previn. But it's a different kind intensity. He really 

had temperament, a wonderful influence on the orchestra 

when he conducted it. I would have liked to have seen a 

little bit more Mehta in him, but he had something that was 

perhaps more profound than Zubin in music. He was very 

serious. 

HAST: It went very deep. You always got that feeling. 

WAGNER: Yes. And I remember the first time I met him. He 

told me to come to his house. It was up above Franklin 

[Avenue], that thing that goes way up in the hills there. 

HAST: That's when he was the conductor for the L.A. 

Philharmonic? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. We were going to study together, see. 

You always do that. He waited for me out on his driveway, 

and when I came by with my car, an open car— It was a 

convertible, a Jaguar— 

HAST: I bet you had a red convertible, didn't you? 

WAGNER: A red Jaguar. 

HAST: I guessed it! [laughter] 

WAGNER: Gorgeous. 

HAST: I bet it was. 

WAGNER: And he raised his hand and he greeted me. He 

said, "I understand you're French. We should speak 

frangais. And you speak without an accent! How 
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beautiful. I want to hear you speak French. It's so 

wonderful." 

HAST: So he spoke fluent French, being Italian. 

WAGNER: He did. Oh, he spoke French quite well. And we 

sat down. He was very serious, he was very serious, 

wonderful. But it was very difficult to stay close to him 

because of [Ernest] Fleischmann. 

HAST: Fleischmann was a problem there, also? 

WAGNER: Oh, terrible. 

HAST: We've lost all the best conductors, haven't we? 

Incredible. 

WAGNER: Yes, I know. Well, Ernest Fleischmann, you see, 

has a power complex. He was fired, of course, from the 

London Symphony, as you know. 

HAST: Why don't we fire him here? I mean— 

WAGNER: Well, you see, it's Zubin's fault, Zubin Mehta's 

fault, because up till the time that Zubin Mehta was there, 

all the conductors, music directors, were in charge of the 

Bowl. They're the ones who chose everything and— 

HAST: Oh, the Hollywood Bowl? 

WAGNER: Yes. And Zubin didn't want to be bothered with 

that. He was busy with his Israel Philharmonic 

[Orchestra], and he was all over, and Fleischmann suggested 

that he turn the thing over to him and he'd take care of 
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HAST: Oh, that's how that started. 

WAGNER: And he made a success of it. He made a picnic 

ground with Musak out of it. Yes. 

HAST: Musak? 

WAGNER: Yes. Musak meaning you sort of hear music but 

it's not well rehearsed. 

HAST: Elevator music? 

WAGNER: Terrible. And bottles roll and helicopters are 

over, but people eat their dinner there, and it's a good 

place to eat. It's a picnic ground, and he made a 

financial success of it. So, on the basis of that, they 

have kept him here. But he's a very difficult man. 

HAST: What problems did he cause with Giulini? 

WAGNER: Well, I understand that when the orchestra, after 

Giulini retired or quit here, partly because his wife was 

very ill, but not entirely—a lot of it, I think, was 

Fleischmann—when the orchestra went to his town in Italy, 

he didn't even bother to go hear them or see them after 

those years with them. So I don't think they parted the 

greatest of friends. For instance, here's an example: 

Giulini said to me, "Roger—" he was very easy to get along 

with—he said, "I am not happy with the sound on the stage, 

and I'm just wondering if we open up the back, there's a 

huge hall behind the back of the stage, that maybe this 

would give it that bigness and warmth that I want to hear." 
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HAST: We're talking about the Hollywood Bowl stage here? 

Which stage are we talking about? 

WAGNER: No, the downtown— 

HAST: In the L.A. Music Center? 

WAGNER: L.A. Music Center [Dorothy Chandler Pavilion]. 

HAST: Oh, he wanted to open up the back—? I'm sorry, I 

interrupted you. 

WAGNER: He wanted to try it. So he tried it, and it lost 

some sound. So I said, "It is much better if we block it 

out so that the sound is not lost and it projects, and you 

will hear a much better sound." So we tried it that way, 

and it was much better. He liked it better, and I liked it 

better. And we decided we'd do it that way. Well, that 

night, for the concert, Fleischmann opened it up, took it 

down. 

HAST: Without your permission? 

WAGNER: Without anybody's permission. 

HAST: Yes. Well, that tells a lot about him right 

there. 

WAGNER: They don't do it anymore, I'll tell you. But he 

was just— 

HAST: Oh, good heavens. 

WAGNER: He's had secretaries, everybody, quit on him. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, I can believe that. So is there anything 

about Bruno Walter or Giulini that you want to add? 
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WAGNER: No, I think they speak for themselves, their 

reputations. 

HAST: Well, I wondered if it's all right with you if we 

can talk now about your teachers in orchestration and 

composition, like Lucien Caillet, Ernst Toch, Igor 

Stravinsky, and Arnold Schoenberg. That again is a whole 

area. You've had such an extensive career involving so 

many famous people. Lucien Caillet. 

WAGNER: Lucien Caillet was the orchestrator of Leopold 

Stokowski. He was a wonderful orchestrator. I did not 

agree with his arrangements of Bach because of the way he 

arranged it so lush. Because Bach's music is baroque, and 

it should not be lush. But he was a marvelous 

orchestrator. Stokowski liked Bach like that; he liked it 

very lush. So he did what he was told. But he taught at 

USC [University of Southern California], and when I 

attended USC I worked with some very fine people. 

HAST: You taught at USC, also? 

WAGNER: No, no, I attended. 

HAST: Oh, you attended. That's right, yes. We do have 

that. 

WAGNER: I attended USC, and I worked with Madame [Alice] 

Ehlers, who was a very famous on Bach, and I studied 

orchestration with Caillet, and I studied orchestration 

with Ernst Toch. 
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HAST: He was there also? 

WAGNER: Yes, he was there after Caillet. Caillet and I 

became very good friends because he was French. So we 

spoke French together. He was a very big help to me. 

HAST: Yes, I can imagine. 

WAGNER: With Ernst Toch, I worked very hard. I was just 

finishing my postgraduate work at 'SC, and I had all "A"s, 

every course I had taken. 

HAST: I'm not surprised. 

WAGNER: My last one was Ernst Toch, and I said, "This is 

going to do it." He assigned a paper to do, composition, 

right up my alley, and I worked and I worked to make it 

real fine. And when the time came that we looked at the 

papers, he took my paper and he said, "This is the best 

paper in the class. Roger Wagner's given his own." So I 

come up with a three point for my postwork. 

HAST: Now, when did you do this at USC? 

WAGNER: He gave me a B. 

HAST: He gave you a B? 

WAGNER: He gave me a B. Now, the story here, which is 

interesting, is that's the only B I got. 

HAST: And he said it was the best paper in the class. 

WAGNER: That's right. And I went to him when I got the B 

and I said, "Dr. Toch, I want to ask you a question. You 

pointed my paper as being the best in the class." I said, 
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"Why did you give me a B?" That's the only B I got at 'SC 

during my whole term there. I said, "I would have had 

three points if it weren't for that." And he said, "I 

never give an A. I never give an A." 

HAST: Meaning there's always room for improvement o r — ? 

WAGNER: Something, whatever. It's stupid. 

HAST: Yes. It was one of his idiosyncrasies, no doubt. 

WAGNER: Stupid. It was stupid. So ten years later, when 

I was getting to be pretty well known, he called me up out 

of the blue—I hadn't heard from him—and he said, "Dr. 

Wagner?" I said, "Yes," "This is Dr. Toch, Ernest 

Toch." I said, "Oh, Mr. Toch, how nice to hear your 

voice." I said, "What can I do for you?" He said, "Well, 

I was hoping that, with your enormously talented chorale, 

you could do a program." [tape recorder off] He said, "I 

thought that, with your great chorale and your talent with 

it, you could do a program of my works." 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: Yes. I thought for a minute— 

HAST: Even though you're a mere B student. 

WAGNER: There was a pause, and then I said, "Dr. Toch, I 

would love to very much, but I am not in the habit of doing 

complete programs of composers with whom I am not 

thoroughly acquainted, and with their works. I never do 

that." Just like "I never give A's." And he said, "Oh, 
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really? You wouldn't do that?" I said, "No. Thank you 

for asking." Never did it. 

HAST: Speaking of revenge. [laughter] 

WAGNER: I got it. 

HAST: It can taste sweet at times. 

WAGNER: I've got a couple more, one which we mentioned. 

"His day will come." 

HAST: When were you at USC doing this work, do you 

remember the time span at all in there? I just wondered. 

Well, it was postgraduate work, right? Or was i t — ? 

WAGNER: Yes, postgraduate. 

HAST: When was it? In the forties? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: How about two more huge names here I've got here for 

you. Igor Stravinsky? 

WAGNER: I was assisting Mr. Stravinsky for several years, 

and I did the first eight performances of his Mass [for 

Men's and Boys' Voices and Ten Instruments]. And he sat in 

the front row. I sat at the piano with him when he 

composed the mass every day. He lived on Wetherly [Drive] 

right above Sunset Boulevard. 

HAST: All these extraordinary people right here in Los 

Angeles. 

WAGNER: Oh, unbelievable. And then, in the afternoon, I 

would go and study with Schoenberg. I was reader for 
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Schoenberg at UCLA. I studied with him. 

HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: I used to correct the papers for him, and I have 

manuscripts that he wrote for me. And just before he died-

This is interesting. He liked me a lot. He was in bed, ve 

sick, and he still wrote a canon for me, which he gave me. 

HAST: Oh, how nice, yes. 

WAGNER: And I thanked him, and he said, "You know, Roger, 

I have written my last piece for you and your chorale." I 

said, "What is that?" He said, De Profundis. 

HAST: Oh. And he wrote that for you? 

WAGNER: He wrote it for me. And I did the world premier 

of it when they dedicated Schoenberg Hall at UCLA. I 

performed it then. 

HAST: How lovely. Where did you perform it? In 

Schoenberg o r — ? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was the dedication of Schoenberg Hall. 

First time anything had been done there. 

HAST: Do you know what happened? From what I heard, 

arrangements were botched up between UCLA and the estate so 

that everything really went to USC that was Schoenberg's— 

Is that correct? Do you know anything about that or not? 

WAGNER: I think there's been something, but I don't know 

enough about it to talk about it. 

HAST: I just wondered because, I mean, we have Schoenberg 
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Hall, but USC has all the manuscripts and everything, I 

believe. 

WAGNER: UCLA is very bad about getting things like that. 

For instance, Cal State L.A. [California State University, 

Los Angeles] has begged me to give them all my things. 

UCLA never mentioned a word. 

HAST: They're very poor negotiators, and they have such a 

bad reputation in business. It's really too bad, isn't it? 

WAGNER: I don't know why, because— You know the modern 

composer whose wife teaches piano at UCLA. 

HAST: I know who you mean. 

WAGNER: Very famous, most famous modern composer— She 

married a very young man [Jake Heggie]. 

HAST: Oh, you mean Johana Harris. 

WAGNER: Harris, yes. Roy Harris. 

HAST: Roy Harris. Yes, of course. 

WAGNER: Roy Harris' things are at Cal State L.A. 

HAST: You know what I think. I think it's like what you 

were saying about American diplomats abroad. It's the same 

kind of thing. It takes a certain expertise and charm and 

manners and— 

WAGNER: It's unbelievable. 

HAST: Yes, yes, and caring enough to really fight for it 

in the proper way. I think that's probably what it is. 

WAGNER: Right. 
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HAST: So, at any rate, was there anything before we finish 

for today about Stravinsky personally that you would like 

to say? 

WAGNER: Oh, I think Stravinsky never spoke any language 

without an accent. He spoke all the languages, but he 

spoke them with an accent, different accents. For 

instance, French, there was a Russian accent. 

HAST: Oh, really? Yes. 

WAGNER: In Russian, there was French accent. In English, 

there were two accents, I forget. But, anyway, I tried to 

get him to come to lunch with me and Schoenberg several 

times, but he said he would not go to lunch with a man who 

wrote twelve tone. Then the body of Schoenberg wasn't even 

cold till he [Stravinsky] wrote twelve tone. 

HAST: But what kind of a person was Stravinsky? 

WAGNER: Well, I preferred Schoenberg. 

HAST: You did? 

WAGNER: Yes. He was a softer type of man, very humble. 

HAST: Was Schoenberg a very pleasant person? 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. A wonderful man, wonderful man. He 

was soft and kind, whereas Stravinsky was angular and 

different and controversial and a great composer, great 

composer. But, I mean, he had a certain pride. For 

instance, when he was writing the mass, I said, "Do you 

intend to have this done liturgically?" He said, "Bien 
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sur—" he never spoke English; he always spoke French— 

"Bien sur, naturellement." I said, "Well, if you do, then 

you'll have to change the opening with the gloria and the 

credo because you have it intoned by the choir." I said, 

"The choir never intones the gloria and credo liturgically; 

they're always intoned by the celebrant, by the priest." 

He says, "I've been thinking about that." 

HAST: Not admitting that it was your idea to change. 

WAGNER: That's right. So he did change it. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, it's this pride. 

WAGNER: I was very fortunate in knowing all these great 

men like Francis Poulenc and Arthur Hollander in France. I 

knew all of them. And Darius Milhaud. I was a very close 

friend with Madeleine [Milhaud], his wife. So I've known 

all the great, great— 

HAST: And they all had an enormous influence on you and on 

your music. 

WAGNER: Enormous. Enormous. 

HAST: And then on your teaching, which is what we want to 

get into the next time. 
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TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE ONE 

JUNE 1, 1989 

HAST: Roger, we've talked about your degrees and your honors 

which you were awarded, and on tape four you told us about 

the famous teachers in your life in composition and 

orchestration and organ and conducting, and you said what a 

lasting influence they had on you. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: How did it affect your teaching? And what is your 

philosophy of teaching? How did you really get into 

teaching? 

WAGNER: Well, I got into teaching very naturally. To give 

you an order in my life as to how this came about, perhaps it 

would be good to tell you that when I came back from Europe 

in 1937, the first thing I did was to try to get a job. It 

was impossible. So I got a job in a nightclub, I told you. 

On Santa Monica and Wilshire [boulevards], which is now the 

Wilson, whatever they sell there, a suede place or something 

[Wilson's House of Suede], there used to be a very fine 

French nightclub and restaurant. And I worked in the studio, 

I did commercial work, but that didn't please me. And I 

found out through my friend Richard Keys Biggs, who was 

organist and choirmaster at Blessed Sacrament Jesuit Church 

on Sunset Boulevard that there was an opening at Saint Joseph 

[Catholic] Church in downtown Los Angeles. I think it's 
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probably the second oldest church in Los Angeles. It was a 

gorgeous, Gothic church. It burned down about six years ago. 

HAST: Oh, how terrible. 

WAGNER: Tragic. I went in there and I snapped my fingers 

and the acoustics were wonderful. They had just a fair 

organ, but it was acoustically so wonderful. We went to see 

a priest, the Franciscan priest there, Father William, and he 

said that they had to let the man go because he was drinking, 

the organist, and he was not satisfactory, and I was highly 

recommended by Richard Keys Biggs, who gave them a brief 

history of my background. He offered me $125 a month for a 

full-time job there. Biggs was a little more practical, and 

he said, "Well, I don't think that would be enough. It would 

have to be at least $150." See, I was by myself, and I was 

supporting my mother [Louise Colombet Wagner] and my brother 

[Jack Wagner]. My father had died in 1934, and this was in 

1937, Thanksgiving Day. So I got the job. My job was 

basically to play at six o'clock and at eight o'clock on 

Tuesdays and Friday mornings. Why people want to pray at six 

o'clock I never knew, but I never tried to find out. I just 

had to play the mass. And then on Tuesday night and Friday 

night I'd play. And then I had five masses to play on 

Sunday. 

HAST: Five. 

WAGNER: Five masses. 
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HAST: Good heavens. For five different services? 

WAGNER: Yes. There was a German mass at nine o'clock, 

children's mass at eight o'clock. At nine o'clock it was a 

German mass because it was built by the Germans there, you 

see. 

HAST: So was it a German mass. It was a Catholic mass but 

read in German o r — ? 

WAGNER: No, no, they sang German hymns during the low 

mass. It was not a high mass. Okay? 

So this went on. At twelve o'clock, at noon, I had the 

high mass with an awful choir. It was terrible. There were 

very few good singers. They were amateurs, and they were all 

German people who had passed their prime, and I had a 

baritone who was sick. I think he smoked a cigar and the 

tenor smoked a pipe, and they kept fighting. So I threw one 

out of the window, I was so mad. 

HAST: Sounds ghastly. [laughter] 

WAGNER: To give you some idea of what I went through— But 

then I went to the priest and I said, "Father"—after about a 

month of this—I said, "I am used to excellence in music, and 

this is not the kind of thing I want to do. Under the right 

conditions it would be ideal. But, you see, the church, 

according to the Motu Propriu of Pope Pius X, stipulates that 

there should be boys and men in the choir, not women. I 

would like to form a boys' choir and a school." 
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HAST: That's when you started that, yes. 

WAGNER: So I went to all the schools to get the best 

materials, all the public schools I could on the Eastside. 

HAST: And you had a lot of Mexican boys, if I remember, is 

that right? 

WAGNER: Lots of Mexicans. There's a boy, Tony Katies, who 

is still with me, who's been with m e — 

HAST: Tony who? 

WAGNER: Katies. He's Hungarian. He was with me at the age 

of eight years old, so he's been with me fifty-two years, 

because he's pushing sixty, I think—or it's forty-eight, 

fifty-one years—and still sings with me. 

Now, these boys, I trained them, and I started a choir 

school. That's the teaching. So I began to specialize in 

teaching boys' voices, the development of boys' voices, 

because there is a technique to that. And the man who was 

the best known [for that] was Father William Thin. He was a 

Paulist priest who had a very famous boys' choir [Paulist 

Choristers] in New York City. In 1912 he went to Europe and 

won first prize against all the choirs of Europe—I mean, 

against the boy choirs, Westminster [Boys'] Choir in London 

and the Paris Boys' Choir and everything, and the Vienna 

Boys' Choir. He was chosen over those. He had a wonderful 

choir. 

HAST: Did you use his technique in teaching the boys? 
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WAGNER: A lot. A lot. He said, "The minute boys get loud, 

beauty goes out the window." You have to keep the tone soft 

and beautiful. So when you got them to sing out, you had to 

be very careful not to let them push. Of course, there were 

many techniques: how to develop their diaphragm, breathing 

exercises. When the voice was ready to change you had to be 

careful to know how to train them so that they would not 

break. So all my boys sang through the break. They never 

did break. 

HAST: Did they? That is extraordinary. 

WAGNER: Well, I learned that from his assistant, Father 

[Eugene] O'Malley, who was in Chicago with the Paulist 

Choristers. Father Thin was an expert on many things, but 

not on the changing voice, and his [Father O'Malley's] system 

knew more about the changing voice. So I went to Chicago to 

study with him. He didn't have the personality that Father 

Thin had; he had sort of a speech defect which didn't make 

him ingratiating at all. Nevertheless, he had some good 

advice, and I took his advice, and I worked at it. 

HAST: Was it a question of doing exercises regularly when 

their voice changes so? 

WAGNER: Every day. We worked every day. We had to rehearse 

every day, at least two hours every afternoon. 

HAST: You had to show them how not to strain voice and how 

to produce it? 
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WAGNER: Oh, yes. I had to vocalize them. I had to vocalize 

them. Downward scales on certain vowel tones, and then 

everything— And masses. They had to learn masses and 

motets. And finally, in 1938, on Easter Sunday— It's 

written in one of the magazines that was very well known 

here, a whole page on the high mass that I conducted with the 

boys' choir and the men's choir. I got the church to give a 

few dollars, five dollars a Sunday, to each man to sing with 

At that time, money was different, you know. I used to 

eat all my meals at Taix. That was on Commercial Street. 

They were French, and they served— I think that the lunch 

was thirty-five cents. It was terrific. You sat at a table, 

and it was terrific soup and wonderful food. And fifty cents 

for the dinner. So I was able to live. 

HAST: So you made it on $150 a month. 

WAGNER: I did. I gave my mother fifty dollars a month, 

yes. And I had to pay rent, also. I had a little apartment 

next to the church, just next to Main Street. It was in the 

very bad part of town. But I was interested in developing a 

wonderful boys' choir. 

So, after about a year of work, we gave a concert. And 

this concert was heard by the critic of the Los Angeles Times 

whose name was Isabel Morse Jones. She was there before 

Albert Goldberg, before Martin Bernheimer, before all those 
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people. And then there was another critic who was excellent 

on the Los Angeles [Herald] Examiner by the name of Patterson 

Greene who just loved my work. 

HAST: Yes, I think you mentioned him before. He sounds 

familiar, yes. 

WAGNER: Patterson Greene and Isabel Morse Jones, who came to 

one of the concerts I gave at Saint Joseph's with the boys 

and men, and so did Patterson Greene. And all the critics 

raved. We had raves in the papers about the best choir in 

town and all that sort of thing. She said to me at that 

time, "Roger, there's a young man in New York who is doing 

the same thing you're doing, and he's very talented and he's 

very good, and his name is Robert Shaw." 

HAST: Oh, that was Robert Shaw, yes. 

WAGNER: That was 1940, which is fifty years ago. She said, 

"And he's coming out here to see his friend Howard Swan who 

teaches at Occidental College," who became a very good friend 

of mine. And we met briefly. He was a young, young man. 

HAST: Did you get along together right away or not? 

WAGNER: Very well. 

HAST: Because, in a way, you were in competition all your 

lives, weren't you? 

WAGNER: Very. After that, it was a little— But I invited 

him seven or eight times as my guest conductor with the 

orchestra and chorus. 
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HAST: Lovely. 

WAGNER: Yes. So we discussed briefly what he was doing. He 

was starting a collegiate chorale. Well, I had my chorale at 

the church—because chorale is French for choir. He told me 

about the person he was studying with by the name of Julius 

Herford in New York, so I wanted to see him and meet him. So 

I went to New York and met Julius Herford, and I became his 

pupil. Shaw and I were his main pupils. He had another one 

called Lukas Foss. 

HAST: Yes, I think we mentioned that the last time, yes. 

WAGNER: Lukas Foss also studied with him. 

HAST: Oh, Lukas Foss studied with him? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: Oh, I met him. He was the one from Indiana, is he? 

WAGNER: Yes. He was a prodigy. He was a young prodigy. At 

the age of ten or twelve he played concertos, you know. But 

Robert Shaw was completely different. He had studied here at 

a Southern California university. Which is the one out, one 

of the universities down here? 

HAST: USC? 

WAGNER: No, no, no. Further over. You know what I mean. 

HAST: We'll think of it later. [Pomona College] 

WAGNER: Yes. I will remember it. Anyway, he studied for 

the ministry just like I studied for the priesthood. 

HAST: Oh, I didn't know. He studied for the ministry? 
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WAGNER: Yes. His father was a Lutheran minister. 

HAST: That really helps with choral work. 

WAGNER: Terrific. And so when I met his teacher, I became 

very closely affiliated with Julius and Hannah [Herford]. 

They lived at 201 West Seventy-eight Street in New York 

City. You see, I remember well. And he said, "You are my 

two stars," me and Robert. And Robert had never started 

music until he was twenty. 

HAST: You said that. I can't believe it. That's 

extraordinary. 

WAGNER: So he studied ten times as hard as I did with Julius 

Herford because things had come to me. He'd say, "You have 

an advantage. You are an instrumentalist. You're an 

organist. You play the piano and everything, and I don't 

play anything." He couldn't play [sings elementary musical 

phrase], couldn't do that. But he was gifted in that he 

could direct voices very well. When Fred Waring went out to 

the university to visit the choir over there, he heard Shaw's 

group, and he hired Robert Shaw to direct his Fred Waring's 

Pennsylvanians, you see. It was very interesting, because 

our association was so close, and, in a sense, he was really 

an inspiration to me, and I suppose I was to him, because we 

were both working very hard towards a goal. 

HAST: It's an extraordinary relationship, isn't it? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes, although I haven't been close to him now 
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for many years. I don't understand the reasons. Well, he's 

in Atlanta and I live here, you see. And, amazingly, when 

they were looking for a conductor for the Atlanta Symphony, I 

received a long letter from a member of the board asking me 

if I was interested in the position. I was making lots of 

money at that time with records. I was doing very well. I 

mean, I had best-selling records and all that sort of 

thing. The ASCAP [American Society of Composers, Authors, 

and Publishers] royalties were big and the record royalties 

were big. So I told the church not to pay me anything 

because their $150 was silly. 

HAST: [laughter] A drop in the bucket. 

WAGNER: Yes. I said, "I don't have to take so much now." 

But I still stayed there, and I gave the money that they gave 

to me to the singers. 

HAST: Well, you decided to stay here because you were really 

settled here? 

WAGNER: Well, my family's all here, yes, my brothers and my 

sisters. 

HAST: So then Robert Shaw was next, and maybe that's what he 

resented, that he was— 

WAGNER: That's right. And I got married, of course. I got 

married— Let's see. I was twenty-five, and I had to get my 

naturalization papers because I was not American. 

HAST: When you were twenty-five you became naturalized? 
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WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Was that a big decision to make o r — ? 

WAGNER: I was married— Well, I'll tell you when I was 

married, in 1939, and 1939 made me twenty-five. I was born 

in '14, and I was married December 30, 1939. So I will have 

been married fifty years this year. 

HAST: And during World War II, then, you were an American 

citizen. 

WAGNER: They called me back to the army. 

HAST: They didn't. Really? My word! 

WAGNER: To go to Europe. And I didn't go back. 

HAST: They would have drafted you, probably. 

WAGNER: Well, they did. See, the consul here, general of 

the French embassy, the French consulate, told me that they 

were calling me back to my regiment where I served in the 

army and that they needed me there. And I was ready to go, 

but I was ready to get married at that time, you see. 

HAST: And your life was here, really, wasn't it? 

WAGNER: And I was taking instructions to pass the 

examination for my citizenship, see. 

HAST: Right. 

WAGNER: So I told them that I was becoming an American 

citizen. So they put me on trial in France and condemned me 

to death. 

HAST: Seriously? 
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WAGNER: Seriously. They considered me a traitor. 

HAST: You can't have dual citizenship in France and the 

United States? 

WAGNER: Well, see, I had served in the army there, and I was 

registered there, and therefore they felt I had an obligation 

to go back. But I said to them, and I wrote to them, and I 

talked to the consul, and I said, "I am becoming an American 

citizen and I am subject to the draft." As a matter of fact, 

I was "1A" when V-J Day came along. They cancelled all the 

people who were supposed to go into the army or I would have 

been in the army. I would have served here. So I was not 

trying to get out o f — 

HAST: They tried you in France as a traitor, really? Right? 

WAGNER: Yes. But then, later on, about eight years later, I 

got a notification through the consulate that they had gone 

through the thing and they had reviewed my thing, and I was 

completely forgiven. I could go back to France anytime with 

no problem. 

HAST: It was jolly nice of them. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Very nice of them not to kill me. All right? 

So Saint Joseph's is where I started to teach. 

HAST: Yes. And then how did you go on from there? 

WAGNER: Well, then, obviously, the amount of money I made 

was not sufficient to support my mother and my brother, who 

was only eight years old, and all that sort of thing. So 
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what I did, I met the Carmelite fathers who ran a school 

called Mount Carmel High School. They had decided to hire 

me. And I was pretty well instructed in Latin during my 

education. 

HAST: So you taught Latin there as well as music? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I taught English. I was a very 

good speller and all that, you know. 

HAST: Well, we talked about that before. One has to be in 

Europe; there's no choice. 

WAGNER: Well, see, I speak French, which is my native 

language, I studied Latin, and then I spoke English and did 

some Spanish, so that all of these things contributed— 

HAST: Did you enjoy teaching high school? 

WAGNER: Well, now, let me tell you. At first I enjoyed it 

because it was another challenge. I got a choir. Of course, 

I would keep them after school to rehearse them properly, 

because they would never have enough rehearsal. You see, 

most of them don't do that; they take their forty-five 

minutes and go home. But I kept them, like, an hour or two 

hours to rehearse. We won all the contests for eight years 

that I was there. And the parents would complain. 

HAST: The parents would complain? 

WAGNER: Yes, because I kept their children after school. 

And then I had to get more work. I had to get more work 

besides Saint Joseph's. I tried to get out of the early 
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masses and get a couple of other jobs. So I got Saint 

Charles [Catholic Church] in North Hollywood—a long ways 

downtown before the freeways. And then I also had Mission 

San Gabriel for a while. And when I gave that up, I had Our 

Lady of Lourdes on East Third Street. And s o — 

HAST: There are lot of places, yes. And traveling back and 

forth all the time. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Sundays were just unbelievable. 

HAST: Dreadful, yes. 

WAGNER: I did all my teaching, though. I started with 

grammar school at Saint Joseph's and not only had the boys' 

choir, but I also taught the fourth and fifth and sixth 

grades of grammar school. All right. Then, when I went to 

high school, I taught high school: ninth, tenth, eleventh, 

twelfth grades. That's before they had the ninth grade in 

junior high. I taught English, Latin, history, and— 

HAST: You must have found that American students were very 

different from the kind of students you would have known as a 

child in France. Did you find that a problem? Because 

they're not as disciplined and they don't work as hard. 

WAGNER: That's correct. Well, I don't think they were as 

serious. 

HAST: No, they're not. 

WAGNER: You find three or four that are, but the rest of 

them are not. And then the parents— 
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HAST: Parents are a big problem, I know. I've found the 

same thing. 

WAGNER: But, anyway, I stuck it out there till 1949, I think 

it was, or something like that, or 1950. And then—this is a 

true story—one day I came to school— And I was making more 

money from the different jobs I was doing. I was killing 

myself with jobs, but I bought very good-looking suits that 

Benny Gurson, my tailor on the corner of Vine [Street] and 

Sunset [Boulevard], made me, with the shoulders and 

everything. I couldn't buy a car during the war when I was 

at the school there, so I got a '41 Ford and had it all 

redone with a Carson top, and then I had pipes on the back 

that would come out, exhaust pipes, that were tuned to low C. 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: How did you get somebody to do it that way? 

WAGNER: Oh, I had some unbelievable things. They tuned 

them. And then I had no handles on the doors. And it was a 

solid front and an inserted plate. I was the talk of 

school. I was their hero. In other words, "When we're big, 

we want to be like Roger Wagner, because he's got the car, 

the beautiful suits, he was an athlete." 

HAST: How did you get out of the car without handles on the 

doors? I'm just interested. 

WAGNER: I had my foot. 
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HAST: Oh, you had to do it with your feet. 

WAGNER: Below the car I had a thing that I pushed with my 

foot. It was a gimmick. It was sort o f — 

HAST: Sounds like fun. 

WAGNER: It was a very nice-looking car. See, you couldn't 

buy a car. 

HAST: Yes, I know. 

WAGNER: And then I was able to, through pulling, be able to 

get out a gas tank, which I wanted. [tape recorder off] 

So I had continued to teach over there. I was also 

track coach because of my background in track. It was a very 

enjoyable stay at Mount Carmel High School. Unfortunately, 

it's closed now. 

HAST: It was a full-time job. 

WAGNER: It was a full-time job. It was from eight in the 

morning till three in the afternoon. Then I would play a 

round of golf at the Inglewood Country Club every afternoon 

because I need to stay in shape. I taught there for years, 

and then the discipline began to get to me. Because it was a 

boys' school, Mount Carmel, there were no girls. Boys' 

school. I was very strict with them, but you would come in 

and they would slam the doors of their lockers, and it would 

make a terrible noise. Then you would come into the room and 

they wouldn't keep quiet. They'd keep talking, and you'd 

have to correct them all the time. And you'd have 
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characters. And here I was studying serious music, and all 

the time I was building a chorale while this was going on, 

while I taught there. 

HAST: Such energy, my goodness. 

WAGNER: Yes. I was building a chorale, and I was going all 

over town to find the best voices, and I started the Bureau 

of Music during that time, during the forties. So I was so 

busy with all the churches and the [Los Angeles City] Bureau 

of Music and the school, but I had to make enough money to 

get by. But I was studying very hard, and, pretty soon, I 

decided one day— One day, it was a rainy day, and I came in, 

and I went through the gym for some reason, and I smelled the 

terrible socks that were lying around. And that always 

turned me off. And then I went into the hallway to get to my 

classroom, and the slamming of the lockers was enough to 

drive you crazy. And it was raining that day. Terrible day. 

HAST: [laughter] It was a combination of things. 

WAGNER: And then I walked in the room, and it was just like 

there was a revolution. You know, they were throwing things 

around and everything. And I just looked, and I stood there, 

and they just started getting softer, but still they didn't 

stop talking. And I didn't say anything. And I thought for 

a minute, and I said, "Now, this is ridiculous." 

HAST: It wasn't you. It wasn't your life-style. 

WAGNER: No. I said, "This is ridiculous. I've spent eight 
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years here in this penitentiary," and I said, "I have too 

much talent given to me to do this." 

HAST: Because I think you need to be creative. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And you need to be in control of what you're doing. 

WAGNER: Especially that I was getting my chorale to do 

beautiful things. 

HAST: Of course. 

WAGNER: Now, [Alfred] Wallenstein was already calling me, 

the head of the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic [Orchestra]. So 

the thing is, I said to myself, "You can't go on." So I went 

to the principal's office right then— 

HAST: Did you? 

WAGNER: Yeah, and I saw the priest there, and I said, 

"Father—" [tape recorder off] I went to the priest, and I 

said, "Father, I just can't go on here. I have got too many 

important things I've got to do, and here all I'm doing is 

spending 80 percent of my time being a disciplinarian. I 

can't do that." And I was sort of mad inside that I wasted 

so much time. I went to my house, and as I went in there, in 

the mailbox there was a big envelope, and I picked up the 

envelope, and it was from UCLA. 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: It was John Vincent who said they wanted to see 

me. They had been following my work, and they were very 
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impressed, and they wanted me to teach there. Ray [Raymond] 

Moremen was taking a year sabbatical, and they wanted me to 

replace him for the year and then we'd see what would 

happen. 

HAST: That was in 1949, right? 

WAGNER: That was in 1949. So I said, "I don't want anything 

to do with the young people. They make me sick. I'm not 

going to be a disciplinarian. I am interested in music. I'm 

forming a great chorale, and I don't want that sort o f — " He 

said, "You're mad about something, so let me call you next 

week. We'll have lunch together." So we did, and they hired 

me there. And that's the beginning of thirty-two years of 

teaching at UCLA. 

HAST: Now, you found the students to be different on the 

university level, I assume. 

WAGNER: Not much brighter. Not much brighter. But, see, 

the thing that always got me is, being a linguist, I could 

not understand how they spelled so badly. 

HAST: I know. I still can't, either. You never get used to 

WAGNER: I mean, unbelievable. Unbelievable. And also, 

UCLA, you see, has some good departments and some very wise 

teachers. Their personalities are not always equivalent to 

their knowledge. But the thing is, what happens is that they 

gauge everything on degrees; they gauge everything on the 

199 



students coming in with big grades, high grades from high 

school, regardless of their talent or not. In matters of 

music, you may have a great cellist who may not be very good 

at science or mathematics. Now, at 'SC, for instance, they 

don't care. They look at their grades, of course, but if 

they don't get top grades in science and they're great 

cellists, they're great violinists, they take them. So they 

have a good orchestra there. But that's not the case at 

UCLA. It's very difficult to get a good orchestra there 

because of the way that they receive them. So my name helps 

somewhat, but the thing is, that was before I had made 

records, you see, so that I was not as well known. But then 

I tried to get the very best people, and I was really very 

strict with them. I did go to work. 

Well, at the end of the year, when Ray Moremen came 

back, they wanted to keep me. I don't know what they wanted 

to do with Ray Moremen. Ray Moremen was a little upset, 

bless his memory. 

HAST: Why? Why was he upset? 

WAGNER: He said, "I'm not ready to retire." He said, "You 

just came to take my place. I said, "Ray, I have no 

intention of taking your job. If they have another job for 

me, it's wonderful. I'd like to teach in the university 

because it's a higher academic institution." So there's my 

teaching, from grammar school to high school to UCLA. I also 
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taught at Pepperdine [University] after I retired. 

HAST: And Mount Saint Mary's College. 

WAGNER: No, no, no, not Mount Saint Mary's. I taught at 

Marymount [College] for ten years. 

HAST: Marymount College. I'm sorry. That's my fault. 

Can we talk first, as long as we started on UCLA, about the 

courses that you taught there? You had the A Cappella Choir, 

Gregorian Chant, Women's Choral Society, Advanced Study and 

Conducting and Choral Literature, History and Literature of 

Church Music, and— 

WAGNER: I taught those at different times, though. 

HAST: And Choral Analysis and Technique, right? I mean, 

that's a lot of different things you taught. 

WAGNER: That's right, yes. I didn't teach those all at one 

time. Those were different years. They would assign me to 

them. But I always had the A Cappella Choir, always the A 

Cappella Choir, yes. And we did the big works. We did the 

Mass in B minor of Bach. We did the Missa Solemnis [op. 123, 

in D, by Beethoven], We did all the great works. And we got 

tremendous reviews. And then, for the fiftieth anniversary 

of the founding of UCLA, the board of directors of the school 

voted for me to take the A Cappella Choir to Europe and do a 

tour of Europe, and they gave me some money—I think $15,000 

or something—to take them there. And we had a big, big 

success, because I took the very best people. They thought 
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it was my professional chorale. They even paid us $1,500 to 

do a half-hour program in Cologne [Germany]. 

HAST: Fantastic. 

WAGNER: Yes. So it was very interesting. 

Now, I have also given private instructions to many 

people in the last few years, particularly. For instance, 

Donald Neuen, who was a dean at the Rochester [New York], at 

the conservatory there [Eastman School of Music], he came to 

study with me. He is the one who teaches conducting and 

everything. Then I have one from Dallas, Texas, who came to 

study with me. And all of these people want to work with 

me. I wrote a thesis for my doctor's degree on Josquin des 

Pres, who was a pre-Renaissance composer, so I became sort of 

a Renaissance expert. Every time you do one thing that's 

successful, you're famous for that. 

HAST: But you also taught this at UCLA, and the History and 

Literature of Church Music. 

WAGNER: Oh, I guess I did. At UCLA I taught all these 

things: the Gregorian, I taught the training of choruses, 

but mostly I conducted the choir there and trained it. And 

when Mehli Mehta got sick—he had a heart condition, bypass, 

I believe—I took over the [University Symphony] Orchestra 

for him for a year. 

HAST: Oh, did you really? 

WAGNER: Yes. I didn't get paid for it. 
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HAST: You didn't? 

WAGNER: I just did it as a favor. And when he retired, I 

took my entire professional chorale, and gave it to him for 

nothing, to do the Mahler Second Symphony [Symphony No. 2 in 

C minor, "Resurrection"]. 

HAST: Oh, how nice. How lovely. 

Do you want to tell us something about your teaching 

experience at UCLA? I mean, what was this experience like? 

You were there for such a long time. 

WAGNER: Well, I thought that UCLA— The only thing that 

would reproach them the most was that they had a very bad 

recruiting system. I mean, for instance, when I would tour— 

I wouldn't do tours; I would get permission to tour. 

Because, at first, I was on 50 percent time when I replaced 

Ray Moremen. Of course, that means I don't get any— 

HAST: No insurance, no retirement, nothing. 

WAGNER: No pension, except when they put me on 51 [percent] 

later with the other chairman [Jan Popper]. The thing is 

that they didn't have a good recruiting system to bring 

people at all. They would not announce in any way and get 

publicity so that, when they did announce it, people would 

get it all wrong and say I was at USC instead of UCLA. So 

they really did a poor job of recruiting. 

HAST: Do you think it was what is happening always and has 

always happened that it was these ego trips in the 
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department? That people were jealous of you, maybe? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. I would say you're absolutely right, that 

that had a lot to do with it, although I think that it was a 

built-in thing. The inadequacy was built in. But you had 

musicologists over there, you see, who are never given 

recognition, because all they do is count eighth notes and 

sixteenth notes and things like that, and people are not 

terribly interested in that. 

HAST: But they, on the other hand, don't really seem to 

believe in performance too much, which is like baking a 

wonderful cake in principle, and then you can't eat it. 

WAGNER: To them, music was made to be seen, not heard. 

That's very strange. 

HAST: [laughter] Exactly. But I don't think it's changed. 

WAGNER: And I told them the only reason they wrote down 

music is it was the only way you could communicate what they 

should sing and what they should play. 

HAST: Well, you do know they've put those people into [the 

College of] Letters and Sciences now. Did you know that? 

WAGNER: Oh, I know. It's unbelievable. I can't believe 

this. There were some things going on in the music 

department that were really unbelievable. I mean, first of 

all, there were professors who did not get along at all. I 

remember when I was invited to go to Russia by the government 

of the United States, the State Department asked me to do a 
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tour of Russia, and I was to direct a complete tour of Russia 

with the Bolshoi Orchestra and everything. 

HAST: My goodness. 

WAGNER: It was a great honor. 

HAST: Of course. 

WAGNER: And I had a little concert, not very important, of 

madrigals that I was going to do. And the chairman knew that 

I had to leave a day early so that I couldn't make the 

concert, but I had Paul Salamunovich take my place and a 

couple of others do it. And he refused. He said, "If you 

don't do it, we'll cancel it." So I stayed, and I had to 

travel all night and all day and arrive an hour just 

beforehand in Moscow where I had to conduct the orchestra. 

HAST: It's this power struggle, you see. This is what is 

really quite sick, isn't it? 

WAGNER: Yes, it is. It is an unfortunate thing, because I 

didn't find that to be true, for instance, when I did two and 

a half years at Pepperdine later on. 

HAST: That was recent, yes. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. That's recent. They just asked me. I was 

sort of pushed into that. You know the story. 

HAST: You were? No, I don't know the story of how you got 

pushed into it. 

WAGNER: They called me and said, "We'd like to see you and 

have dinner with you." I said, "Well, if it's about 
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teaching, forget it, I've taught over fifty years, and I 

don't need that." They said, "No, no, no, no. It's not 

that." Well, it was. I had dinner with them, and at the end 

of the day— 

HAST: With whom, with the president [David Davenport]? 

WAGNER: Yes, and with the music department and so on. And 

when I got through, I mean, with dinner, then, of course, it 

started. They wanted me to be on their faculty. 

HAST: And so they did come down to it. 

206 



TAPE NUMBER: V, SIDE TWO 

JUNE 1, 1989 

HAST: So then they asked you to teach at Pepperdine after 

all? 

WAGNER: Yes. So I tried to discourage them. I said, "No, I 

really don't need to do this because I have had it." And 

they said, "Oh, we really want you very badly here." I said, 

"Well, you can't afford me." "So name the price." So I did, 

and they said, "Fine." I said, "Oh, my goodness. I'm 

stuck. 

HAST: And you made it a good, stiff price, did you? 

WAGNER: Oh, I did, I did. And then I said, "Well, there's 

something else. Donna Ulmer [now Donna Lee Hackley] here, 

who is my right hand and does all my work for me, my clerical 

work and everything, has never graduated from college. She's 

got two years to go. So I'd like you to give her a full 

scholarship for the two years. They said, "Granted." And 

they gave me cards which later on said, "Dr. Roger Wagner, 

Distinguished Professor of Choral Music." And I had the most 

wonderful people there. It is not set up for music, you 

know. 

HAST: I didn't think it really was. 

WAGNER: No, it isn't. I mean, they specialize in business 

and things like that. But they wanted a good choir. And I 

had forty voices. I trained them—not great talents—but I 
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worked very hard with them, and I was very strict. We got 

very fine results. 

HAST: You did this for two years? 

WAGNER: Two and a half. 

HAST: Two and a half years. But you've stopped now, right? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I'm through there now. I was through at 

the end of April. 

HAST: So are they continuing this, do you know? Or not? 

WAGNER: Yes. There's a young man from 'SC [Randall Gill] 

who has taken over. He's fine. 

HAST: And you found it much more pleasant there than UCLA as 

far as faculty went and as far as the students went? 

WAGNER: There's no comparison. 

HAST: Well, it's a private institution, which makes a 

difference, also, I think. 

WAGNER: Yes. It's a smaller school. And then, also, it is 

a private school, so you could say a prayer at the end of 

each week when we had our Friday sessions. We would have 

somebody, one of the students, say a prayer. 

HAST: They also have a nice chapel there, don't they? 

WAGNER: Yes, it's very nice. It's a Church of Christ, of 

which I'm not a member, but, nevertheless, it doesn't have 

too much say-so there, though it does have a little 

influence. 

HAST: Does it have a moral influence, though, as far as the 
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students are concerned? 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes. It has enormously affected the morality 

of the students, I think, from what I could see. I mean, I 

don't know everything, but the girls are very, very lovely, 

and the boys are very open and very nice. There is none of 

this living together like they do at UCLA. In the 

dormitories now, it's all set, you know. 

HAST: It's terrible. And I find that the young students, 

the freshman girls, they can't handle this at all. 

WAGNER: No, no, no, no. 

HAST: It's too difficult. They're so confused, I think. 

WAGNER: I mean, there are good things at UCLA, but I think 

there were problems. 

HAST: What do you think a solution would be? What is the 

main problem there, do you think, at this time? 

WAGNER: I think the approach is wrong. The approach. The 

approach to students is wrong. The approach to the 

acceptance of students. And when they have somebody who's 

very famous in science or in music and everything, they 

should let the world know about it. They're terrible about 

advertising. Terrible. So that they could bring in 

talent. 

HAST: They had a lot of talent but they keep losing it. 

WAGNER: Oh, they don't keep it. No, no, no, no. 

HAST: They can't keep it. You have to take care of people 
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if you want famous people. 

WAGNER: They had [Jascha] Heifetz, and they had the cellist, 

the famous cellist [Gregor Piatigorsky]. You know who I 

mean. Heifetz quit and so did the cellist. 

HAST: Well, they all did. Christopher Hogwood has his own 

summer program [the Nakamichi Festival of Baroque Music], 

which, by the way, brings up something that has nothing to do 

with the teaching. I wanted to ask you, he's very much into 

older music, Baroque music and so on and so forth. What do 

you think of his method of doing it? Do you approve of the 

way he does it? Because you're the expert in the field. 

WAGNER: I worked with Christopher Hogwood a lot. I think 

he's a wonderful musician. 

HAST: You do? 

WAGNER: But, I will say without exception, I think his tempi 

are too fast. He takes everything much too fast. I'm being 

critical now. 

HAST: Well, we like that. That's interesting. It's not 

personal; it's just what you think about his music. 

WAGNER: He's a different temperament than I am. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: So I think he's all right. I mean, he's done some 

good recordings. And, as I say, I find the tempi always too 

fast. For instance, when you do the Mass in B minor in less 

than an hour, I mean, it's incredible. And he never corrects 
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the singers about what they're singing about or about tone 

quality. 

HAST: But if you were in charge, he wouldn't want to 

interfere. 

WAGNER: He never does, no. 

HAST: I mean, if you were in charge of the singers, I think 

he probably wouldn't want to step on your toes and tell them 

what to do. 

WAGNER: He never did, no. 

HAST: That may have something to do with it, right? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: I just wondered, because, you see, Louis Kaufman, for 

instance— As you know, we interviewed him, also, and I 

really enjoyed that, with Annette [Leibole Kaufman], his 

wife. They feel that he's doing it all wrong, that this is 

not the way the music was supposed to be. The instruments— 

They complain about the whole thing, the way he does it. I 

wanted your opinion. 

WAGNER: Is Hogwood doing a thing at UCLA? 

HAST: Well, he did for two summers. I don't know if he's 

doing it again this year. 

WAGNER: Oh, he did? 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: Workshops? Because I had workshops one year. 

HAST: It was a separate thing, really. They had some 
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Japanese money that came in, so it was a tremendous affair 

and very, very interesting. He had some marvelous people 

there. I was just interested, after talking to the Kaufmans, 

in what you felt actually about his interpretation of this 

kind of music that he plays. You don't seem to be 100 

percent for it, either. 

WAGNER: I'm not 100 percent for it, no. I think he does 

better than the average person. He's undoubtedly a good 

musician, but he has strange ideas that I don't go with. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Very interesting. 

WAGNER: He took the place of Tom what's-his-name [Thomas 

Dunn] at the Handel and Haydn Society in Boston. He's a 

director over there now. I was over and met with him when 

they had trouble with a man over there. 

HAST: That's quite interesting. 

Can I give you one last question for our tape, and then 

we'll end it for today? And then we'll talk about the other 

university and college experiences you've had in teaching the 

next time, all right? This is totally separate again. But I 

heard Henry Mancini on being interviewed just by chance on 

television, and the interviewer asked him what interviewers 

always seem to ask on television: "How do you want to be 

remembered?" I always think it's so funny because they 

always ask the same question. 

WAGNER: You mean the movie writer, Henry Mancini? 
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HAST: Yes, yes. And he looked totally blank, I mean, 

absolutely, totally blank, and he said, "Well, I really don't 

know," and, "Well, I guess I want to leave enough money for 

my children." And I was sort of appalled for a minute, 

because, after all, he is a composer. And I thought if 

somebody put that question to you, you would have a lot more 

to be remembered for than leaving money for your children. 

What is your answer to that? 

WAGNER: That's very strange, yes. Well, I suppose he's in 

commercial work, and that— 

HAST: I know. It just seemed so Hollywood glitz. 

WAGNER: But he writes very good melodies, and he wrote that 

famous song ["Moon River"], didn't he, that was made famous 

b y — ? 

HAST: Oh, he wrote a lot of songs that became famous. 

WAGNER: No, but the most famous— I'll remember it. I can't 

remember songs anymore. But every time he writes a theme, 

it's very good. He's a fine composer. Isn't it funny? I 

can't think of that song that is the most famous. 

HAST: If I find it, we'll put it on the sheets, on the 

manuscript. But tell m e — I mean, I'm asking the same sort 

of ordinary question, but have you ever thought about what it 

is with all the enormous things you've done? 

WAGNER: Yes. What I would like people to think of m e — i s 

that what you were saying—after I die? 
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HAST: For what do you want to be remembered most? 

WAGNER: I'd like to be remembered for my contribution to 

great music and for the help I have given people to develop 

the God-given talents they have. That to me would b e — Yes. 

HAST: That seems to be most worthwhile, and I'm sure you've 

done it. All right. I'll see you next time. 
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HAST: We talked the last time about your teaching at UCLA, 

and we also mentioned that you were the distinguished 

professor of choral music at Pepperdine University. 

WAGNER: That's what they called me, yes. 

HAST: But you were also at Marymount College for fifteen 

years, weren't you? 

WAGNER: Yes. I taught there when they had their school at 

Westwood right across from UCLA, and then they moved down, 

way down, towards San Pedro, Palos Verdes or someplace like 

that, yes. 

HAST: All right. I thought they were still there, but maybe 

they aren't. I get them mixed up, I think, with some other 

school. 

WAGNER: No, they sold it. They sold it to that place that 

you give things to. What do you call it? Who are the ones 

that play brass on the corner? You know, that religious 

thing. I'll get it for you. [Salvation Army] 

HAST: All right. Anyway, did you tell me that in 1953 you 

were offered a position at Juilliard [School of Music] in New 

York? 

WAGNER: Yes. I was offered a position at Juilliard, but I 

was making too much money here. I told them I couldn't 

afford to move back there. 
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HAST: Yes. Because you would have had to move back 

entirely. 

WAGNER: Yes. And also, the situation at Juilliard is rather 

peculiar in that, if you have a good voice, then the people 

refuse to sing in a choir. They want to be soloists. So you 

don't always get the best voices. 

HAST: This is an interesting subject, anyway, because 

Juilliard is so different from other institutions. Do you 

know what the teachers are like there, what the teaching is 

like? 

WAGNER: Well, yes, they have good teachers. 

HAST: It's excellent, yes, but, I mean, the atmosphere is 

very different, I've heard from students. It's very 

competitive, is it not? 

WAGNER: Very, very, yes. They have some good talent, you 

see, but a lot of people are almost semi-professional. You 

know that Leontyne Price graduated from Juilliard, and I 

auditioned her right after she graduated and used her on the 

Verdi Requiem here for a performance at the Hollywood Bowl 

with the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic [Orchestra], which I 

conducted. There are some wonderful talents there, but as 

far as ensemble is concerned, it's very difficult to make an 

ensemble because people are so self-centered. They want to 

be featured as soloists. 

HAST: That's very interesting because, of course, you must 
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have ensembles for some things, mustn't you? 

WAGNER: That's right. Well, I've had exceptions like 

Marilyn H o m e and Marni Nixon and all those people who did 

not mind singing in the choir when they were very young. 

And, of course, I had to tell them at a certain age, when 

they got to be eighteen, nineteen, that it was time for them 

to leave the chorale and to go on their own and to be 

soloists. 

HAST: Well, that takes a great teacher to recognize that and 

see that, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes, it takes a great teacher, I suppose, but it 

also takes somebody who is unselfish, because you really 

don't want to lose them. 

HAST: That's what I mean. That takes a great teacher to 

tell them that at the right time. And that is true 

especially of musicians, is it not? They have to change 

teachers from time to time, also. 

WAGNER: Yes, that's right, that's right. 

HAST: But I just wondered what the faculty was like at 

Juilliard, if you know. Because they have specialists in 

every area, really, don't they? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. They've had some outstanding people 

there. Yes, it's a good school. I don't know what it's 

doing now. You hear different rumors about it. Some say, 

oh, it's not what it used to be, then some say it's very 
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good. I don't know. 

HAST: Yes, one has to know firsthand. 

WAGNER: I know some of the faculty there. They're very 

nice. 

HAST: Yes. Now, tell us, you did mention briefly that you 

liked your teaching at Cal [California] State [University] 

Los Angeles. You're still teaching there right now? 

WAGNER: No, no, no. I'm through. I just had a temporary— 

It was a ten-week thing, four-hour sessions. So it was forty 

hours of teaching in which they wanted me to teach an upper-

division class for Master's degree on repertoire of the big 

works, the [Bach] Mass in B minor and things of that kind, 

yes. 

HAST: Is that right? So how big were your classes there? 

WAGNER: Not big. Very select. Very select, because it was 

only for master's students. 

HAST: I was wondering, did you find a difference in the 

level of the student of, say, UCLA and Cal State L.A. and 

Pepperdine? I mean, they're really different in every place, 

are they not? 

WAGNER: Yes, they are. I would say that at UCLA the quality 

of intellect was probably a little higher because their 

examinations for entrance are more difficult. But I would— 

See, when you go into that university, Cal State L.A., it 

looks like you are in an international congress, you see, 
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because every color and every nationality is represented 

there. It's on the Eastside, you see, so you've got a lot of 

Latins, you've got a lot of blacks, you've got a lot of 

foreign students, much more so than at UCLA or Marymount or 

Pepperdine. Pepperdine is sort of the elite type of rich 

kids. 

HAST: Yes. Which doesn't necessarily make them 

intellectually elite. 

WAGNER: No. No, it does not, nor musical. But, 

nevertheless, you work just as hard with them as with anybody 

else. 

HAST: Of course. 

WAGNER: No. There are some bright kids at Cal State L.A. 

There was one girl who sang with me in the [Los Angeles] 

Master Chorale, was very bright, and did some wonderful 

papers for me. And I had a couple of people who were very 

bright. And there are the others who do not have the 

background. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, I know. That makes teaching terribly 

difficult. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Very difficult, I know. 

The Roger Wagner Institute at Cal State L.A. has— How 

is that connected with Cal State? 

WAGNER: Well, that's connected with the archives. 
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HAST: Oh, I see. 

WAGNER: When I die, my archives will be left to that state 

university. They have a wonderful place for— Roy Harris, 

for instance, a wonderful composer, left all his things 

there. 

HAST: Oh, he did? I didn't realize that. 

WAGNER: Yes, and so did Stan Kenton, and so did Bruno 

Walter. So they have their set-up for archives. You see, 

UCLA is not set up for archives at all. 

HAST: I was going to ask you why you picked them instead of 

UCLA. 

WAGNER: Well, I didn't pick them; they came to me. 

HAST: They came to you? 

WAGNER: They came to me. And not all universities are set 

up to take care of archives. But that university has a 

particular section of the university that is beautifully 

arranged to keep archives of great people. 

HAST: So do you think that's what happened, also, with the 

[Arnold] Schoenberg archives, that it went to USC [University 

of Southern California] instead of UCLA because they just 

didn't go after it properly? That's what I've heard. 

WAGNER: Well, there are many reasons why they did that. I 

mean, not many retired professors will speak highly of UCLA 

as an endearing place to work. 

HAST: Because it's so impersonal. 
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WAGNER: So impersonal. And not only that, I mean, that's 

true, it's impersonal. They don't pay attention to whether 

you are happy or not happy. It doesn't matter. It's like a 

machine, and sometimes a machine that doesn't always work too 

well. I was there for so many years, and do you know that 

all over the country they always said I was from USC? 

HAST: Did they really? 

WAGNER: They never associated me with UCLA. UCLA's 

publicity was so bad, they never announced "Roger Wagner's 

here." And they could have drawn many people, because it was 

a time there when I and Robert Shaw were the number one 

people in the country in sales of records and popularity and 

everything. And, oh, they didn't want that, you see? And I 

do feel, if I may be so bold as to say this, that there was 

an existing jealously between the musicologists and the 

people who had a name, like Lukas Foss and myself, then you 

had [Jascha] Heifetz and you had [Gregor] Piatigorsky. And 

those people who were world famous were not favored at all by 

the musicologists and eventually left. All of them. 

HAST: Yes, we lost them. We lost all of them. 

WAGNER: All of them. The one who was in charge of the 

foreign music there, who was excellent, left and— 

Unbelievable. So we ended up by losing all the world-famous 

people. They left. They just couldn't take it anymore. 

HAST: You know, there's the funny story, which is true they 
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say, of the chairman of the time—and I don't know who it 

was—who said when Heifetz left: "At last! Heifetz is 

gone!" Which boggles the mind, doesn't it? To make a 

statement like this. 

WAGNER: That's right! Well, they claimed that Heifetz only 

wanted one or two pupils and that they weren't good enough 

for him and that sort of thing. But it wasn't only Heifetz; 

there were other people. 

HAST: Now, you have a board, though, don't you, at the 

institute? A board of directors? 

WAGNER: Yes, I have a board of directors for the institute, 

which meets. We're meeting next Monday. We meet probably 

once or twice a month. And then we try to plan— Well, first 

of all, we try to arrange something for fund-raising so that 

we can do some concerts, and then we try to divide our 

efforts into performance and into study—50 percent, 50 

percent. So that's why state college comes into this. 

HAST: I see. This is what I wanted to find out, because you 

said you left everything for the archives, but there's much 

more to this institute than that. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. And also, then, they gave a 

course in Gregorian chant last year and brought the monks 

from Solesmes here. 

HAST: They did? Really? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, it was really something. And some of 
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Canada's, and experts on Gregorian. And it was very, very 

important, wonderful. Bill Belan, William Belan, who is on 

the board and who is a former student of mine from UCLA, I 

introduced Gregorian to him there, and he told me that I was 

the first one to mention it to him. He found it so 

interesting that he wrote his doctor's thesis on it. 

HAST: I see. Yes. 

WAGNER: That's William Belan. He was chairman of the music 

department for one year over there. 

HAST: At Cal State L.A.? 

WAGNER: At Cal State L.A., yes. 

HAST: Oh, I see. Now, Roger, you also held innumerable 

other positions as guest conductor, for instance, of the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, which you did ten times. 

WAGNER: Many times, yes. 

HAST: Can we talk about some of these positions you held? 

There's no way to cover all of them, but— Now, the L.A. 

Philharmonic. What kind of experience is that when you 

conduct them? And that is without the [Roger Wagner] 

Chorale? At times without the chorale, right? Just the 

orchestra? Or also with the chorale? 

WAGNER: I have done things without the chorale, but the 

programs always included something with the chorale and the 

orchestra, because my fame was brought about, whatever I had, 

from what I did with the chorale. I was always associated 
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with them. And that is a very hard thing to live with, 

because they automatically feel that if you are an expert in 

one subject, you cannot know very much about something 

else. And here in this country, particularly, a choral 

director is not considered an orchestral director. 

HAST: Yes. But with your training and your experience, of 

course, that's a totally different matter. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Now, how about somebody like Placido Domingo, who now, 

before his voice gives out, I guess, as he gets older, is a 

conductor? Have you heard him conduct? 

WAGNER: Oh, well, [Mstislav] Rostropovich, too, the great 

cellist, was director of the Washington orchestra [National 

Symphony Orchestra]. 

HAST: Who was that? 

WAGNER: Rostropovich. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Now, Placido Domingo, though, there are 

people who are saying that he should stick to singing, which 

is unkind, but why can't he be a conductor? I would think 

that he'd be very good at it. 

WAGNER: Yes, that's right, that's right. Well, I mean, 

people have a tendency to type; they type you. In other 

words, you are either an expert at this and you know nothing 

about anything else. No. 

HAST: Right. And there is this curious expression in this 
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country—I don't know if this is true in England, speaking of 

English, or even in France—where if you do more than one 

thing they call you a Renaissance man or a Renaissance woman. 

WAGNER: That's it. 

HAST: And it somehow doesn't ring true, does it? 

WAGNER: No, it doesn't ring true at all, and it's very 

annoying at times, yes. 

HAST: Yes, I know, I know. It's really annoying. Now, 

let's take some of these orchestral experiences that you've 

had. The L.A. Philharmonic, does that have a character of 

it's own that, you would say, conducting them—? 

WAGNER: Yes, it's unusually difficult to do work with the 

L.A. Philharmonic. They're an excellent orchestra, but you 

know the people so well— 

HAST: Does that make it harder? 

WAGNER: Yes, it does, because you are very much afraid of 

saying something that might— 

HAST: To offend them? 

WAGNER: Yes, to offend them, or you know them so well that 

they take it easy. They don't put out their best because, 

oh, "Good old Roger; we know him so well," you know, that 

kind of thing. Although that's not the usual thing, but it 

does happen. If you know the musicians too well, familiarity 

does breed contempt. 

HAST: Well, I was just thinking, as you spoke, that I can 
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understand that maybe for rehearsals that they take it easy, 

maybe. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: But then, when it comes to the actual performance— 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, they actually performed very well for 

HAST: They pull through, don't they? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Oh, they did some superb work for me, yes. 

HAST: I think they've become so good now in the last years. 

WAGNER: Yes, they are all right. They're fine, yes. 

They're getting lots more money, full-time pay the year 

round, which is unusual for most orchestras. 

HAST: Oh, on a twelve-month basis? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: And that is something new? 

WAGNER: Yes. They've had trouble with the conductors, 

though. I mean, it's not the conductors; it's Ernest 

Fleischmann. 

HAST: Yes, we've talked about him several times, yes. 

WAGNER: He's had a terrible time, and justly so, because 

he's so terribly hard to get along with. He argues with 

them. He didn't get along with Andre Previn, so we lost 

Previn as a conductor. 

HAST: Oh, we lost so many. But let me ask you, now, the 

conductor has to, with the orchestra— If you combine the 
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orchestra with a choral group, then that's very tricky, isn't 

it? How do you combine them? The communication— 

WAGNER: Well, to me that's very easy, because I've done it 

all my life. 

HAST: To you it is! But would you explain it to people who 

are listening to this tape? What is the trick so you have 

the full attention of your orchestra as well as your chorale, 

usually in the back, right? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. Well, you have to watch very carefully 

for balance so that the orchestra doesn't overbalance the 

choir. Usually that's the case rather than the choir 

overbalancing the orchestra, because it takes at least five 

voices to equal one brass instrument when they're playing 

full. 

HAST: Is that the number it would take? 

WAGNER: Well, I would say, professional voices. And there 

is something to experience in directing the ensembles 

together which is rather hard to explain, but it's a matter 

of time when you can really get the attention of the 

orchestra and the chorus together. If you have a good beat 

and you know your music well and you have the drama and the 

music, then, I mean, they respond. 

HAST: Do you rehearse them separately? 

WAGNER: Sometimes, yes. I usually rehearse the orchestra 

once alone, I rehearse the choir alone, and then I rehearse 
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them together. 

HAST: And is there a rapport? I can never tell from the 

audience. Is there a rapport between the choir and the 

orchestra? Or are they so totally separate that they depend 

entirely on the conductor? 

WAGNER: They depend on the conductor. 

HAST: Yes, that's what I thought. 

WAGNER: There's no rapport that I know of, or very little. 

That's an interesting thing because I've never thought about 

it. No, they— 

HAST: It just came to me because, you know, I think about it 

when I'm in the audience. 

WAGNER: No, no, I could say that there's very little rapport 

between the chorus and the orchestra. 

HAST: Well, they don't need it, because the conductor pulls 

it together. 

WAGNER: No. Exactly, exactly. 

HAST: And that's what makes it exciting. 

WAGNER: Same with a soloist. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, of course, the soloists stand by with 

the orchestra usually in front so that it's a closer— But 

you don't rehearse, of course, with the soloist the whole 

time that you rehearse with the orchestra, either, do you? 

WAGNER: Most of the time, if it's involved, I rehearse the 

first orchestra rehearsal with soloist, because I am able to 
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hear the orchestra and still have the work so that the 

soloist can get use to the orchestra. Because it's different 

than hearing it with piano. 

HAST: Does it make a difference if you have a big name like 

Leontyne Price? Can she say, "Well, I'll just come in and—"? 

WAGNER: I don't think a big name has anything to do with 

musicianship at all. 

HAST: I don't think so, either. I just wondered. Do they 

pull this on you, though, the prima donna bit? Or not? 

WAGNER: A couple of times. They didn't get very far. 

HAST: [laughter] I was going to say they probably don't 

get far. 

WAGNER: Not far at all. 

HAST: Because, I mean, everybody says, who has worked with 

you, that you're the ultimate musician, that you absolutely 

expect perfection, and that's it. 

So let me ask you now, you also conducted the Detroit 

Symphony [Orchestra]. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: Can you tell us anything about that in particular? 

WAGNER: Sixten Ehrling was the regular conductor, and he 

invited me because I directed a big, big summer workshop 

there. He invited me to do the Verdi Requiem, and I 

conducted them in that. And I did some other work with 

them during the period I was there, which was 1969. 
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HAST: And it was a different feeling being in Detroit, I 

guess, and working with those people? Or did music make it 

all— You know, musicians are musicians the world over. 

It's one big family. 

WAGNER: Yes, for better or worse. The Detroit Symphony is 

not as good as the L.A. Philharmonic, but it's all right. 

HAST: And certain things are self-understood; they don't 

have to be explained. 

WAGNER: No, no, no, no. 

HAST: Entre musicians. 

WAGNER: Oh, no, no, no, no. 

HAST: Of course. Now, of course, the Royal Philharmonic 

[Orchestra] in London was exciting, right? 

WAGNER: Well, I did several albums with them, you know. 

HAST: Yes. Please talk about that, can you? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was very, very interesting. I like to 

work with the English. They are really interesting to work 

with. So much better than the French or the Spainish or 

the Italians; they're very difficult. But the English have 

a pride in their work, and this pride shows. And they have 

a wonderful sense of humor. I don't know if I told you the 

time Sir Thomas Beecham, about the trombone— 

HAST: Yes, yes. You told that story on the tape as a 

matter of fact, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well— 
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HAST: Well, they're cerebral, too, aren't they, the 

English? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes, very. They really take their work 

seriously. They take pride in doing a good job because 

they're English. You see, "We're English, and we are very, 

very good." Their sense of humor is really very funny a n d — 

HAST: Did you find that their manners were also 

superior? That they treated you, maybe, with more 

respect? That in daily working with them that it was 

different? 

WAGNER: Being a stranger there, relatively speaking, yes. 

HAST: The courtesy. Though I don't know if that's 

changing now much or not. 

WAGNER: I think one of the best chorales I ever had was 

the one I used to do my recordings with in England. I call 

it the Roger Wagner Chorale because it's a paper group. 

You know, no matter where I am, if I conduct it, it's a 

Roger Wagner Chorale. And I had outstanding voices. And 

their conductor was very cute. He said, "You know, no one 

can conduct my chorale, my group, singers, as well as I 

can, with one exception." He said, "You." 

HAST: Oh, how nice. 

WAGNER: And I thought that was very nice, and they all 

clapped, you know. I had a very good success with him, I 

really did. Outstanding. The [William Walton's] 
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Belshazzar's Feast that I recorded with them i s — 

HAST: Oh, that was in London, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes, one of my finest records. 

HAST: Oh, beautiful. I've heard it, yes. Just 

beautiful. 

Let me ask you something, Roger: You said that you 

found such good voices and there was so much discipline 

working with the chorale in London and in the schools in 

England. You know, I went to school in England. We sang 

all the time; we sang hymns, we sang all kinds of things. 

And don't you think that that early training, maybe— And 

in Wales, well, you know, in Wales, music is everything. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, of course. 

HAST: Do you think that has something to do with it? Why 

you enjoyed working with these people? 

WAGNER: Naturally. Of course, of course. And there's a 

different approach. They're a little more refined, 

generally speaking, than the Americans—very much so, as a 

matter of fact. Their manners and their language and their 

whole demeanor is different. 

HAST: Now, this brings up something— I don't know. Have 

you conducted in Germany at any time at all? 

WAGNER: Yes, I've done concerts on tour in Germany, on 

tour. 

HAST: Oh, yes? In Berlin and—? 
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WAGNER: I never conducted in Berlin because we had 

problems going across the borders. But I directed in Bonn, 

where Beethoven was born. And I did concerts in Cologne. 

HAST: Well, let me ask you, compared to the British, for 

instance, how was it working with the Germans? They're 

such perfectionists, aren't they? 

WAGNER: Yes. They're perfectionists without a sense of 

humor. In other words, the smallest book in the world is 

known to be The Last Thousand Years in German Humor. 

Nothing. It's just like the small book about Italian 

heroism in battle; it's a very small book. 

HAST: [laughter] Well, I just think, Roger, that, as a 

Frenchman, you don't understand the German humor, though I 

agree with you; there are certain things they absolutely 

would never understand. They don't understand crazy humor, 

but they have their own. 

WAGNER: I told you about the conductor, that story about 

Beethoven. 

HAST: Yes. Unbelievable. But I just wondered, as 

musicians and as singers, did you enjoy working with them, 

also? 

WAGNER: Yes. They're good. I hired Helmut Willing, you 

know, who's a German conductor, and he was quite good. 

Very methodical. They are very methodical. 

HAST: Yes, they are. Yes, indeed. 
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WAGNER: And they're very— The discipline is good. 

HAST: Did you get a tone, though, the tone you wanted? 

The quality? 

WAGNER: No. No. 

HAST: You didn't from the Germans, no? 

WAGNER: Nor the French. 

HAST: Nor the French? Oh, really? 

WAGNER: No. But I got closer to it with the English, 

yes. It's a little spread, see. The language has a lot to 

do with the way they sing. That's why the American singers 

have a darker sound, because they speak more like this back 

in the throat. You have to bring the tone forward. But I 

think the language itself has a lot to do with the way the 

voice sounds, the singing voice. 

HAST: Do you think this is maybe why French opera isn't 

performed as often as Italian and German opera? Because 

when you sing French, that's very hard to do, actually. 

WAGNER: Yes, and the French can't sing too well. 

HAST: They don't? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Oh, no they don't. 

HAST: I didn't know that. 

WAGNER: Oh, no. I directed their big chorale [Radio 

France Chorale] at the radio for three and a half years, 

for five months a year, and I did big works in the Chapelle 

of Louis XIV and XV in Versailles. And I was asked to 
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accompany [Olivier] Messiaen and Yvonne Loriod, his wife— 

the great composer Messiaen—to Japan. I went with them 

and did works there. And the French are just, not only 

vocally, the method is wrong there, but they do not sing a 

full sound, and they're impossible to work with. 

HAST: Is it because they turn the sound over in their 

minds before it comes out or something? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes. And not only that, but you can't work with 

them because— 

HAST: Oh, really? Are they difficult to work with because 

they are individualists? Or what? 

WAGNER: Yes, and they refuse to be disciplined. In other 

words, there's a term in French which describes their 

philosophy: It's called "je m'en foutisme," which means 

the philosophy of "I don't give a damn." And that's their 

attitude. After you've done something once, they almost 

refuse to do it again for rehearsal purposes. "Oh, qa. 

ira," "Qa ira." Everything will go, but nothing goes. So, 

I mean— 

HAST: So they don't have the interest, maybe, in the 

language when it is sung as they do in the spoken 

language. Now, I heard yesterday on television, I think 

his name is Monsieur—? He's the president. [Francois M. 

Mitterand] 

WAGNER: Yes. 
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HAST: And I was so thrilled, because the way he spoke 

French— You remember [Charles] De Gaulle, the divine 

French that De Gaulle spoke? I hadn't heard French like 

that for such a long time, and I got to the point where I 

really didn't care what he said because it sounded so 

beautiful! [laughter] 

WAGNER: Oh, it's a beautiful language. 

HAST: And the brain—this man has a brain. He just keeps 

talking and talking. 

WAGNER: It's terrific. 

HAST: So do you think maybe for the French it's better 

that they speak and write—? 

WAGNER: They are very intelligent people. I mean, the 

French are very intelligent, much more so than the 

Italians, and I won't say the Germans, but the Germans are 

so quiet that you don't know whether they are intelligent 

or not. They are bright; there is no question about it. 

And I think the English are okay. But the French are very 

brilliant, but they have a temperament that I think has 

developed into a type o f — They fight you. They don't want 

discipline. And the reason for that is they have been 

invaded over and over by the Germans in 1 9 — 

HAST: 'Fourteen. 

WAGNER: Well, recently— 

HAST: And then, of course, there's '40— 
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WAGNER: 'Forty, '41, '43, and 1914, 1870— So, I mean, it 

was just a continuation of being invaded. And, of course, 

that breaks their pride, because they are abused by the 

enemy and— 

HAST: They didn't have a Napoleon after Napoleon. 

WAGNER: No, no. It's very interesting. 

HAST: Yes, that is. That is fascinating because, frankly 

speaking, and I'm very much a Francophile, they have an 

arrogance in the academic world that's absolutely abhorent. 

WAGNER: Oh, if you don't speak their language, they're 

heartless. 

HAST: But the thing is, even if you do speak their 

language, it is that the education, I think, is on such a 

high level that they have a reason to be arrogant, I 

suppose. 

WAGNER: But the education has dropped there like it has 

dropped here. Not quite as much. The baccalaureat was 

always a big thing, but over here we are seventeenth, I 

think, in the world in education. The French are much 

better. 

HAST: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Well, speaking of the French, 

how is l'Orchestre du Conservatoire in Paris? ow about 

them? 

WAGNER: Ah, yes. Well, I did recordings with them. You 

see, the orchestra was excellent, but the voices I didn't 
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like. 

HAST: Yes, you mentioned that. 

WAGNER: Yes. I didn't like it, no. 

HAST: And then, to jump ahead here, the Bolshoi Orchestra 

in Moscow. 

WAGNER: Yes, they were all right; they were fine. It was 

very strange, though, because there were quite a few Jewish 

musicians in the orchestra. 

HAST: Do you remember at all when that was? I couldn't 

find that. That was fairly recent, wasn't it, that you 

were there? Or did you go several times? 

WAGNER: I was there in 19— 

HAST: Oh, '74. I have it here. 

WAGNER: Yes, '74. 

HAST: Yes, 1974. Well, there were some Jews in the 

orchestra? 

WAGNER: Yes. But then I was not allowed to go have a 

drink with them, or I could not associate with them. 

HAST: That's unbelievable. 

WAGNER: Yes. And I couldn't talk to them very much 

because I was watched all the time. 

HAST: Were you? Were you really? 

WAGNER: Yes. Oh, yes. They wouldn't let me g o — I had a 

young lady, Natasha, a very beautiful young lady, who was 

escorting me everywhere. 
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HAST: And there was a reason for that, yes. 

WAGNER: And we were preparing for the next day's trip, and 

after the concert I said, "Come to my room and we'll 

discuss it." And she came to my room with la femme de 

journee, which is the woman that they put on each floor to 

watch the floors. 

HAST: For the secret police? 

WAGNER: Well, whatever— 

HAST: Or for the government? 

WAGNER: Yes. She wouldn't let me take her in my room. So 

I called the [American] ambassador and I said— 

HAST: Did they say you could leave the door open? 

[laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes. No, but I called the [American] Embassy, and 

they said, "You let Dr. Wagner alone. He is our guest." 

And from there on, it was all right. 

HAST: But must have been really an experience. But did 

you find that the musicians as musicians, are they very 

emotional about their music as Russians usually are? 

WAGNER: They are very good. 

HAST: Very good. And they were very disciplined, I 

suppose. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Because, to make it in Moscow, I suppose you have to 

be, right? 
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WAGNER: Yes. And they tried to please me very much. 

HAST: They did. So it was fun that way? 

WAGNER: And the reaction of the audience was the strongest 

I've ever had anywhere in the world, including South 

America and Central America. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. They tore my shirt off on one concert. Oh, 

yes. Yes, they tore my shirt off. And then we did 

something— 

HAST: You mean, to have a piece of you literally, or — ? 

WAGNER: Something. Yes. Isn't that amazing? And we 

played a portion of Russia next to Russia [Latvia] that had 

been fairly recently— Not recently, but fairly recently— 

We sang a song called "Put venig," which was their favorite 

song before Russia took over. 

HAST: Before the communists took over? 

WAGNER: Yes. And there wasn't a dry eye in the house. 

They cried. 

HAST: Oh, I believe it. 

WAGNER: It was really an emotional thing. I have a 

recording of it. It's unbelievable. 

HAST: Do you speak any Russian at all? 

WAGNER: No, I don't. No. 

HAST: But this was sung in Russian, I assume. 

WAGNER: Yes, of course. Well, of course, I can fake 

240 



Japanese and Russian and everything. 

HAST: Well, you can always find people, too, to help you. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, I have people who help me, and 

then I'm a good imitator, so I — [laughter] 

HAST: Yes. [laughter] You're a good actor. All right. 

Well, goodness. That experience of traveling in 1974 in 

Russia, not everybody could do that in those days. 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: Now, how about the Concertgebouw Orchestra in 

Amsterdam? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, their conductor became our conductor 

here, and I was his first guest conductor of the [Los 

Angeles] Philharmonic. 

HAST: And his name was— 

WAGNER: Van Beinum. Eduard van Beinum, who's a wonderful— 

Here he is, right? 

HAST: Oh, in this red brochure. Oh, that's the one, yes. 

WAGNER: He's the one who said, "To Roger Wagner's marvelous 

choir who not only sing so wonderfully but are so 

disturbingly beautiful to see." See, I choose my ladies 

very carefully. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. So what was it like in Amsterdam? 

WAGNER: I love Amsterdam. I think it's a wonderful city. 

But, of course, I was there so many years ago when there 

were so many bicycles that you could hardly drive your 
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car. And I remember I recorded many things in Amsterdam at 

Hilbersum, which was the big radio [station] that covered 

all of Holland. And the orchestra from the Concertgebouw 

recorded many main titles with me for television. 

HAST: Oh, really? 

WAGNER: I did a lot of movie music over there. 

HAST: So you enjoyed working with them? 

WAGNER: I did very much. They were very good and very 

cooperative. 

HAST: So what language did you speak with them? English? 

WAGNER: English or French. 

HAST: Oh, French, of course. They grow up French, don't 

they? 

WAGNER: Yes. And very sympathetic. I like them very 

much. I stayed at a place called 1'Hotel de 1'Europe, which 

is right on the canal. 

HAST: That's French, yes. 

WAGNER: Beautiful. And the best food in all of Holland, I 

think. Terrific. 

HAST: Wonderful. Were there only Dutch musicians in the 

orchestra? Or did they have any foreign musicians, too? 

WAGNER: Very few foreign musicians. 

HAST: I would think so. That's why I asked you. 

WAGNER: Yes. And I also played in the Hague. 

HAST: Are there any other concert tours that you want to 
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tell us about that I haven't brought up yet? That you think 

were really big turning points? 

WAGNER: Well, I've done Central America and South 

America. I guess South America was the most traumatic tour 

I have ever been on. 

HAST: Tell us about that, because South America is really 

literally, different from Europe, isn't it? 

WAGNER: It's disorganized. 

HAST: [laughter] It's a totally different philosophy. 

WAGNER: First of all, if you have a concert at 8:00 or 8:30 

or 9:00 [PM], they come at 10:00, 10:30 [PM]. 

HAST: Seriously? I didn't know that about concerts. 

WAGNER: Seriously. There isn't a person there at the time 

the concert is announced. 

HAST: But do you have to be there early with your 

performers? 

WAGNER: Well, we're used to that, so we're always there on 

time, but we became accustomed to the fact that they're 

late, so we'd get there and then we'd sort of relax. 

HAST: I was going to say, isn't that a great drain on you, 

on your energy to be there early and then have to wait? 

WAGNER: Terrible. I do not like to tour South America 

because they are so disorganized. Very disorganized. 

HAST: They're very charming when you do talk to them, 

right? Depending on where you are, I suppose. 
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WAGNER: Yes, and, of course, their monetary thing varies so 

badly that one day a piece of bread costs fifteen cents and 

the next day it costs a dollar. You never know. They are 

so unstable and so disorganized. But I loved Rio, Rio de 

Janeiro. 

HAST: Did you, did you? Everybody seems to love that. 

WAGNER: Oh, I liked Buenos Aires, too. They have one of 

the most beautiful theaters in the world. We played Tetro 

Colon, which is the most famous, I think one of the most 

famous in the world along with Carnegie Hall. We played 

every country in South America several times. 

HAST: Yes. Now, as musicians, did you work with any of the 

musicians down there? What did you think of them for 

musicians for classical music? 

WAGNER: Well, I didn't work with them too much because my 

chorale was on tour, you see. 

HAST: You took your own people. 

WAGNER: Yes. But I did do an orchestral tour in South 

America without my chorale. 

HAST: Well, that's what I was wondering. Did you conduct 

any local orchestras? 

WAGNER: Montevideo had a very good orchestra, yes. 

HAST: And you speak Spanish. 

WAGNER: I speak some Spanish, yes. Yes, un poco. 

HAST: That helps, doesn't it? 
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WAGNER: That's right. It does help. Of course, my Spanish 

is not like my French or my English. The thing is, I 

enjoyed very much when I did my orchestral tour in the 

countries of South America, but it's lack of discipline, you 

know. And you meet with them, and some are good musicians, 

but it's so hard to get them to really be strictly together. 

HAST: Is that right? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Can you insist that they come for rehearsals on 

time? Or doesn't that work, either? 

WAGNER: I don't think they know what it means to be on 

time. 

HAST: Mariana, right? Manana. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VI, SIDE TWO 

JUNE 13, 1989 

HAST: Roger, I'd like to ask you, is there a tremendous 

difference between teaching people to sing or to play, and 

then, when you deal with the professionals, many of whom are 

so famous, how do you deal with it for a performance? Do 

you mix them up? Or do you have professionals with 

professionals and the people that you teach separately? 

WAGNER: Well, I usually try to use professionals with 

professionals and amateurs with amateurs. See, 

professionals are more set in their ways; they have done 

things many times with different conductors and they have 

come to their own way of doing things, and it's harder to 

change their interpretations than it is for an amateur. 

HAST: Whereas, on the other hand, you don't have to explain 

a lot of things to them. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, I worked with mostly professionals 

all my life. 

HAST: Yes. I know, I know. But when it comes to teaching 

the young people to do things the way you want, then that is 

exciting in itself, I suppose, and then to get the results. 

WAGNER: Oh, I remember when I taught Marilyn H o m e when she 

was fourteen, fifteen, Marni Nixon, all those people. 

HAST: Yes. You know that red brochure we're going to put 

in your file, but there are a few faces in there that I 
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thought you might like to talk about. Some of these people, 

like famous conductors and film personalities and— Let's 

just pick a couple to talk about. 

WAGNER: Well, here's the Ed Sullivan Show. I was asked to 

be on the Ed Sullivan Show. Ed Sullivan said, "I've got an 

idea. Why don't you choose about ten of the biggest movie 

stars and make a chorale out of them, and then you can 

record with your UCLA A Cappella Choir or something, and 

then they could sing it back as if they were singing on my 

show." So here's a picture of it right there in which I had 

Walter Pidgeon, in which I had Gregory Peck, Michael Rennie, 

Robert Stack, Margaret Whiting, Rhonda Fleming, Dorothy 

Kirsten, Anita Louise, and Debra Paget, you see, and all 

these people who were with me right here with Ed Sullivan on 

The Ed Sullivan Show. 

HAST: Who you know very well, anyway, in the film industry. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Is there anything in particular that you want to say 

about any of them? 

WAGNER: Well, Robert Stack speaks French very well because 

his mother was French. 

HAST: And you played tennis with him, you told me. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes I did. I play tennis with him and with 

several others. 

HAST: How about Gregory Peck? He's always been one of my 
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favorites. 

WAGNER: Oh, Gregory Peck is a wonderful personality, very 

quiet, but very, very intelligent. 

HAST: And I always liked Walter Pidgeon enormously. 

WAGNER: Walter Pidgeon. Very great sense of humor. 

Limericks. He knows more limericks than anybody. 

HAST: This is just something popping into my head again: 

Do you find that the television camera or the film in a 

movie can really show up the personality of the actor 

whether he or she wants it or not? 

WAGNER: Sometimes. Sometimes with— 

HAST: Did you get a feeling of what the person is really 

like and you can't hide it? 

WAGNER: Yes, I think you do. 

HAST: Do you? 

WAGNER: Yes, I think you do, depending, of course, on what 

they're playing. If they play pretty much themselves, you 

can read the depth of their character. It's wonderful. 

HAST: How about any of these other people? 

WAGNER: This is Meredith Willson here, yes, with his second 

wife [Ralina Zarova Willson]. And we started a thing at 

Idyllwild [School of Music and the Arts Residential Arts 

Academy and Summer Program] which is now quite a thing. 

It's the Idyllwild summer session, music conference. 

HAST: You started it, actually, with him? 
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WAGNER: Yes, with Meredith Willson. 

HAST: Oh, that's important. We should talk about that, 

yes. 

WAGNER: Yes, Idyllwild. And here are the daughters of 

Chief Justice [Earl] Warren and his wife, Mrs. [Nina Meyers] 

Warren, in London. See, conductor's doors here? I just 

finished my concert in the London Royal Festival Hall, and 

they represented the United States for the coronation. 

HAST: Oh, did they? Yes. 

WAGNER: So there it was. And, of course, over here you've 

got [Heitor] Villa-Lobos, very famous. And this is Edith 

Knox, who I think was a teacher. 

HAST: Let's go back to Villa-Lobos. We didn't talk about 

that, and I wanted to ask you—that's when we get into the 

recordings, I guess—but can you tell us, as long as you 

mentioned him, something about him? 

WAGNER: Yes. He was a little man. He didn't speak English 

so we always spoke French. But he wrote music that was 

descriptive of his heritage. And he was very, very — 

HAST: Where did he come from, actually? 

WAGNER: Villa-Lobos came from South America. 

HAST: Yes, a Latino, but I just wondered which country. I 

can look that up. [Brazil] 

WAGNER: Yes. And here's a picture of him sitting here with 

Miklos Rosza, who wrote a lot of music, you see, for— And 

249 



this is Edith Knox, who was a piano teacher at USC. And 

here is a picture of [Igor] Stravinsky. And here I am 

conducting. 

HAST: Yes, yes, yes. 

WAGNER: And he's sitting there and doing his own thing, you 

know. 

HAST: You look very much involved, both of you. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes. And this is Alfred Wallenstein, who was a 

good friend of mine, director of the [Los Angeles] 

Philharmonic. And this William Steinberg, who was the 

director of the Pittsburgh Symphony [Orchestra]. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. I saw him in Pittsburgh when I lived 

there. 

WAGNER: And here I am with [Eugene] Ormandy. I was his 

organist many, many years ago. 

HAST: Now, Ormandy is another interesting person to talk 

about, isn't he? 

WAGNER: Yes. I directed his orchestra for the presidential 

inauguration [of James E. Carter]. I was chosen to direct 

the Philadelphia Orchestra. 

HAST: What was he like to work with? 

WAGNER: Well, he used to be a violinist in the pit with a 

famous tenor, the stepbrother of the great tenor I mentioned 

in the Verdi Requiem, and they were both violinists in the 

pit orchestra at that big theater [Radio City Music Hall] 
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that did the Rockettes. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 

WAGNER: Yes, in New York. And then he started conducting, 

and he did a very good job. He conducted the Philadelphia 

for many, many, many years. 

HAST: Were you friends with him? I just wondered if you 

got to know him very well. 

WAGNER: Very good friends. Gosh. We did the Mahler Eighth 

Symphony [Symphony No. 8 in E-flat, "Symphony of a 

Thousand"] here. 

HAST: He seemed like a solid sort of person to me. 

WAGNER: Yes, he was good. He was good. I think he was 

just on the edge of true greatness, but somehow people like 

Bruno Walter and those people passed him up a bit. 

HAST: You think so. Yes, that's why I asked about that. 

WAGNER: And this is the mayor of London. And here's one of 

the most famous men; this is the man who wrote Carmina 

Burana, Carl Orff— 

HAST: Oh, I was going to ask you about that, if you ever 

performed i t — 

WAGNER: He invited m e — 

HAST: —because we just had a performance at UCLA, and it 

is such an astounding work. Did you record that ever? 

WAGNER: I did the Catulli Carmina which is the second of 

the trilogy: Carmina Burana, Catulli Carmina, and Trionfo 
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[di Afodito], and I got the Grammy Award for that. 

HAST: Oh, you did? 

WAGNER: That's why I have a star on Hollywood Boulevard. 

HAST: Oh, that is what you got it for. 

WAGNER: And he wrote me a letter and said that that's the 

best recording he ever heard of it, and that I had the 

temperament for that. He wanted to invite me to Germany— 

HAST: Yes, yes, I imagine. Well, I thought of you when I 

heard it. I thought, oh, I wonder how Roger— 

WAGNER: He wanted to invite me to Germany to conduct. 

And here you have my mother [Louise Colombet Wagner] in 

a picture with Loretta Young, see, and Celeste Holm and I 

did some of the music in that. 

HAST: Let's see if there's anybody on this one page, and 

then we'll go on. I think there's probably— 

WAGNER: The president of Bolivia. 

HAST: Oh, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. Dr. Hernan Siles Suazo and— 

HAST: Bolivia, now, that's different again. Actually— 

WAGNER: I couldn't breathe there, couldn't breathe. I had 

to have an oxygen mask. 

HAST: Oh, the altitude? 

WAGNER: Thirteen thousand feet, yes. 

HAST: Oh, my word. Oh, my goodness. 

WAGNER: Here's my last— 
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HAST: How could you conduct if you had that problem with 

the altitude? 

WAGNER: Well, you become a little used to it, but it's hard 

to breathe. Terrible, terrible. 

HAST: It took twenty-four hours or something? 

WAGNER: And here's the [American] ambassador to Cuba 

[Philip W. Bonsai]. I did a concert, the last concert of 

Americans there. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Did you like the people in Cuba? 

WAGNER: Yes. They were very nice, very nice. And I like 

the— Now, here's Buenos Aires, this theater that I was 

telling you about. 

HAST: Yes, a fantastic theater. 

WAGNER: It's a terrific theater. And here I am recording. 

HAST: Yes. Well, we're going to put this in the file. I 

just wanted to ask you about these special people. 

And, to finish up, I just wanted to ask you one more 

question. What do you think of music critics? You've had 

fantastic reviews, but what do you think generally of music 

critics? Or specifically? 

WAGNER: I have mixed feelings. I have mixed feelings. You 

know, music critics have a tough job, and a lot of them are 

musicians who did not make a success of music. But, then, 

you also have some who are great scholars. But 

unfortunately, too many of them, I think, judge music rather 
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by what it looks like rather than by what it sounds like. 

And some of them get really picky— 

HAST: Like the musicologists, maybe? 

WAGNER: Yes. And some of them are picky, like the way you 

comb your hair or the way you lift your arm and that sort of 

thing. Not too profound. But we are very fortunate here in 

Los Angeles [Los Angeles Times] to have a very great critic, 

Martin Bernheimer. 

HAST: What do you think of him? 

WAGNER: He's very, very open and very critical, but very 

knowledgeable in opera, particularly. 

HAST: Yes, he is. I've noticed that. I was wondering, 

though, of course, there are other people who I've 

interviewed and talked to who feel that he's always ready to 

knife somebody in the back. 

WAGNER: He is tough. He is tough. And at times he's not 

always right, but, I mean, I must say— 

HAST: Do you think he is fair most of the time? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: You do. That's interesting. 

WAGNER: Most of the time, not all the time. Most of the 

time he's fair, and he always has the word. He loves to use 

words like "iconoclast": "This iconoclast—" 

HAST: [laughter] He wants to show off his erudition. 

WAGNER: Yes. Oh, yes. 
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HAST: Well, I found when I was doing translations for the 

Music Center [of Los Angeles County] for a while with [Carlo 

Mario] Giulini, traveling in Europe and so on, that the 

hardest, absolutely the hardest reviews to translate were 

from Vienna, because they try to show off their 

scholarship. Those convoluted sentences make absolutely no 

sense in the twentieth century. And I just wondered— 

Bernheimer, of course, he writes very well. I think he 

writes very well. 

WAGNER: He's a very good writer. 

HAST: But sometimes he does seem to want to show off what 

he knows. 

WAGNER: Yes, and he's really biting if he wants to be. 

HAST: Yes, he certainly is. 

WAGNER: But he hits the nail on the head a lot of the time. 

HAST: Well, listen, thank you so much, Roger. We'll go on 

from here. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE ONE 

AUGUST 9, 1989 

HAST: I wanted to ask you if you know Margaret Hillis 

personally. 

WAGNER: Yes. She's been a guest conductor of mine on my 

series, and I've known her for years. She's been associated 

with the Chicago Symphony [Orchestra], and she has been very 

active in professional choral work. 

HAST: I see. Yes, I think she is quite well known, and 

that's why I was interested in asking you. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Let's talk about your publications, your choral 

arrangements of vocal arrangements and your compositions. 

How would you go about choral arrangements? Now, do you 

decide for each individual choral group and concert that 

you're going to give? In other words, when do you decide to 

make a choral arrangement? 

WAGNER: Well, I find a piece that I think I can use that 

needs to be arranged chorally. I've done a lot of 

arranging. It came about in 1953 when I was going to 

England to direct for the coronation of Queen Elizabeth, 

when Robert Shaw and the publisher Walter Gould—he has 

Lawson-Gould [Music Publishers, Inc.], formed a group called 

Lawson-Gould—and they wanted me to contribute some 

arrangements to them. So that's why I did it. So I have 
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about 150 arrangements with them. 

HAST: Yes. We have that listed in the back of your file. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And they were very nice; they sent me a letter with 

all the details, which was just very, very pleasing. 

WAGNER: Very sweet. He's a very sweet man. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. And ASCAP [American Society of 

Composers, Authors, and Publishers] also, as I told you, I 

think. We have everything. So now, when you make these 

arrangements, what determines how you are going to change 

them? Do people you have in your choir—? How do you 

decide, in other words, to make a different choral 

arrangement? 

WAGNER: Well, different from what? 

HAST: Well, if you have to change anything. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, of course, I have to change. I mean, 

usually you take a melody and you make an arrangement in 

harmony. The thing I do, I take the character of the piece 

and I try to fit it in such a way that it brings out the 

character of the piece in the harmonization that I use to 

have the group sing taking into consideration the voices 

that are to be used for that, too. 

HAST: That's what I wondered. It depends on whom you are 

going to have in the chorale. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. 
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HAST: This is why it's really a technical question, but I 

think it's interesting to see— 

WAGNER: Yes, practically all my arrangements were arranged 

for professional choir, so, I mean, I have no restrictions 

about technique. I could do anything— 

HAST: But is it a time-consuming job to do that? 

WAGNER: Yes. It's time-consuming because you have to watch 

every single harmony, you have to watch the voice leading, 

you have to watch that the character's maintained, where you 

use a soloist, where you don't, things like that. It's a 

sort of a composition except that the theme that you are 

using is a theme that has already been written. But outside 

of that, it's the same as composing. 

HAST: Yes, I would think so. Absolutely. Now, do you use 

the piano when you're doing this? Or do you just simply 

hear it all in your head? 

WAGNER: Not necessarily. 

HAST: It's all in your head, right? You can hear it. 

WAGNER: A lot, yes. 

HAST: That's just wonderful. And do you have original 

compositions of your own? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I've written a whole mass— 

HAST: Can you tell us about some of them? 

WAGNER: Yes. I wrote a mass when I was twenty-three called 

the Mass of Saint Francis, and it was very popular. It 
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still is. And I wrote a second mass, Saint Gertrude, which 

was not published. The other, Saint Francis, was 

published. I wrote several motets and several sacred 

things, but I was so busy conducting and arranging that I 

didn't have too much time to compose. 

HAST: I know. You always had so much going on at the same 

time. 

WAGNER: Yes. Terrible. 

HAST: You have recorded just about every period and style 

in choral music. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Can we talk about some of these recordings that I 

have found that you may want t o — If you have a special 

comment on any of them. 

WAGNER: Sure. 

HAST: Nineteen fifty-three, of course, this big one, the 

Pope Marcellus Mass [by Palestrina], now, that was a big 

event in your life, wasn't it, when you did that? It led to 

a lot of other things, right? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, it was the first recording that I made 

for Capitol [Records], so therefore it was big, yes. 

HAST: Is there anything in particular that you want to say 

about it? 

WAGNER: Well, I think it was one of the great pieces in 

choral literature. It is a great piece because it was 
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chosen by the pope [Pope Marcellus] as an example of what 

church music should be like. That's why Palestrina was 

asked to write it, so that he could give an example. He 

wrote three masses, and they chose the Pope Marcellus. The 

pope only lived, I think, twenty-eight days; it was a very 

short tenure. But it was a very famous mass, and it got an 

awful lot of awards. That's what made them invite me to 

England. 

HAST: Aha. That's what led to that. I see. Let's see, 

Beethoven's Missa Solemnis [op. 123, in D] was another big 

one. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, that's a great piece. It's very 

well-known piece. It's done a lot, yes. 

HAST: Well, if you have anything personally to relate about 

WAGNER: Oh, it takes a lot of voice. 

HAST: And then, of course, Beethoven's Ninth Symphony 

[Symphony No. 9, op. 125, in D minor], 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: And Bach's Saint John Passion. 

WAGNER: Ah, yes. I've done the Saint John, the Saint 

Matthew [Passion]. 

HAST: Right. Saint Matthew, right. 

WAGNER: Yes. I've done all those things. 

HAST: The Verdi Requiem. 
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WAGNER: Oh, yes. I did that with the famous black soprano, 

you know, Leontyne Price. 

HAST: Ah, yes, yes. 

WAGNER: I directed the [Los Angeles] Philharmonic 

[Orchestra]; it was my first time, the L.A. Philharmonic. 

It was the first time that I was invited to conduct as guest 

conductor. I had Richard Tucker as my tenor, considered the 

greatest tenor. 

HAST: Oh, yes indeed. 

WAGNER: And then I had Giorgio Tozzi, the bass. 

HAST: Oh, you had him. Yes. 

WAGNER: And Elena Nikolaidi was the contralto. So I had 

four of the greatest singers in the world and a wonderful 

choir. 

HAST: So that must have been very satisfying to do. 

WAGNER: Yes. I was very happy because I got such wonderful 

reviews. 

HAST: Yes. [Igor] Stravinsky, Oedipus Rex. 

WAGNER: Oh, I've done a lot of Stravinsky. I did the world 

premier of his Mass [for Men's and Boys' Voices and Ten 

Instruments], the first eight performances of his mass. I 

was with him when he composed it. I sat with him at the 

piano every day. 

HAST: You did? What was he like to work with? Or as a 

person? 
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WAGNER: He was a very strange man. He was not the ordinary 

type. He was very cut and dry, and he didn't use much 

charm. 

HAST: Was that because he was so involved with the music 

that there was no room for anything else? Or was it that he 

just didn't have the personality? 

WAGNER: I don't think so. I don't think so. He was the 

opposite of [Arnold] Schoenberg. 

HAST: Oh, yes? 

WAGNER: Yes. Schoenberg was very, very kind and 

everything. Although I would say Stravinsky was very nice 

to me. He came to my house on Christmas Eve and gave me a 

present on Christmas Eve. I mean, that's not anybody. I 

mean, Stravinsky was the world's greatest composer. 

HAST: Absolutely, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. I was very touched. 

HAST: I should say so. Was it your little girl [Jeannine 

Wagner] who opened the door— 

WAGNER: No, my son [Richard Wagner]. He said a funny-

looking man was there. 

HAST: [laughter] Yes, I remember now. "Funny-looking 

man." All right. 

Let's see, what else do we have? Mahler, Second 

[Symphony No. 2, in C minor, "Resurrection"] and Third 

Symphonies [Symphony No. 3, in D minor, "Ein 
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Sommermorgentraum"]. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. We've done a lot of Mahler, especially 

with Zubin Mehta, with [Carlo Mario] Giulini, and all of 

those. 

HAST: How was working with Zubin Mehta? 

WAGNER: Oh, we got along beautifully. He studied with me. 

HAST: Oh, did he really? 

WAGNER: Yes. He studied Bach, because all those people 

were educated by a man called Hans Swarowsky from Vienna. 

HAST: Yes, Mehta was in Vienna for a long time, wasn't he? 

WAGNER: Yes. He was with Hans Swarowsky, and they studied 

from 1800 on. And they knew very little about music before 

that. So when he had to do the Saint Matthew Passion, he 

studied with me. 

HAST: That's right. You know, you did mention it before. 

It had slipped my mind. Yes, indeed. That's really 

exciting. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: So you know him well. And Giulini we talked about 

before, also. 

Let's see, [Arthur] Honegger, King David [Le Roi 

David ] . 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, King David— I've done King David 

several times, and Arthur Honegger was a good friend of mine 

in France. Yes. He wrote wonderful things, and I've 
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performed several of his things, yes. 

HAST: Now, you did a lot of commercial recordings, also. 

You have the [Heitor] Villa-Lobos album and other things. 

Is there anything you want to tell us about that? 

WAGNER: About the Villa-Lobos? 

HAST: Any of the commercial recordings that— 

WAGNER: Well, that was very interesting, because Villa-

Lobos was a recognized composer but very few people knew 

him. He took a liking to me, and he was very delighted when 

I chose one of his things as my second album to do with 

Capitol [Records]. He was very pleased with it. 

HAST: Yes. There's a picture of you with him in the red 

brochure which is going to be filed. 

I just wondered, how many recordings altogether do you 

figure that you were responsible for in your life? It was 

over one hundred, wasn't it? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Yes. Well over one hundred. 

WAGNER: Well over one hundred. 

HAST So that's good, yes. So talking about some of your 

arrangements, in 1970 you did the Christmas Story According 

to Saint Luke for mixed chorus and orchestra with a 

narrative version for organ or piano, and you published it 

with Lawson-Gould. Do you remember that at all? 

WAGNER: Yes. I wrote that for a big television show for 
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Tennessee Ernie Ford. 

HAST: Oh, really? 

WAGNER: For NBC [National Broadcasting Company, Inc.]. NBC 

asked me to write it, and he narrated, and I did all the 

music with the orchestra and the chorus. 

HAST: I see. 

WAGNER: But I composed all the section that is narrated 

by Ford, you see? The music underneath was the music 

that I wrote. And then I arranged of all the Christmas 

music to make the thing complete. It was a big thing. 

It was on NBC. General Mills [Inc.], I think, sponsored 

HAST: Yes, I saw something about it and I thought I'd ask 

you. 

Now, a question that I've wanted to ask you: How do 

you feel about popular music? And I don't mean necessarily 

rock and roll, but what's called popular music. In other 

words, as opposed to classical music. 

WAGNER: Well, there's popular music and popular music. 

For instance, if you take the great classics, they're 

marvelous. For instance, "Body and Soul" of Johnny [John] 

Green will never die; it's a wonderful piece. "When they 

begin the beguine", things of that kind, those were the 

wonderful things. But if you're talking about hard rock, I 

think this doesn't enter into the category of music. No, 
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this is not music. 

HAST: I agree with you, but I wanted to hear from you how 

you really felt. There seems to be a lot of screaming and 

stomping with hard rock, right? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: I don't even know. I mean, do they actually compose 

things this way? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, they're supposed to compose things. 

Then they have to do a lot vaudevillian things with a lot 

of gestures— 

HAST: Yes, oh, yes. Weird clothes and so on. 

WAGNER: Yes, to get the attention of the young people 

who's minds are slightly retarded musically. 

HAST: [laughter] It does seem that way. It seems to be 

that noise is the important factor. 

WAGNER: Yes, terrible, terrible. 

HAST: Very, very loud. And the words— But there has been 

some great popular music written. 

All right. Now, can you think of any other popular 

music that you like? 

WAGNER: Well, I like all the ballads, the great things, 

you know. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: I mean, you have some great composers. I mean, 

look at all the things written by [George] Gershwin and the 
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things written b y — "Moon River", for instance, is fairly 

recent and is written by one of our composers [Henry 

Mancini]. It's a beautiful— Some of these are very 

beautifully written songs, you see, but they are written by 

masters. And you've got to hear everybody who thinks he's 

got talent, sits down and scratches something. And some of 

them don't even read music; they get somebody to write it 

for them, and then they record as loud as they can, and if 

they make enough noise, I suppose they'll sell a couple. I 

don't have much respect for that kind of music. 

Unfortunately, it's had an influence on church music, and 

church music has taken on a sort of semi-popular— 

HAST: You had a discussion with the pope [Paul VI] about 

that, right? Isn't that what you told me? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Yes. Of course, it's changed a lot, but then 

everything has changed. The services have also changed. 

WAGNER: Yes. We can't last like that. 

HAST: No. Well, we'll see what happens. 

I wondered now if you could tell us—though I think I 

know the answer—what is your very favorite music and why? 

WAGNER: Bach. 

HAST: Bach, yes. We did talk about it before, but I just 

wanted t o — Because of the intensity of feeling you have 

when you conduct it o r — ? 
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WAGNER: No, nothing of my conducting. It is him. It is 

the man who is a genius and who wrote the best music there 

is. In other words, there's more order and there's more 

style to anything he wrote than any composer. It's 

impeccable. 

HAST: Yes, but what makes you feel happiest in music when 

you are conducting it? 

WAGNER: Ah, it depends. 

HAST: [laughter] There are so many things, right? 

Depending on the mood of the piece. 

WAGNER: I like a Viennese waltz and I like a few by Bach 

and I like a motet by Palestrina— It all depends where the 

music is performed. If it's performed in a cathedral, then 

you have that kind of music. It all depends on where you 

perform it. 

HAST: Well, that has something to do with it, too? Where 

you perform it? 

WAGNER: Yes, a lot. Yes. 

HAST: Location and then, I imagine, the people who are 

performing it with you. 

WAGNER: Yes. So the quality, yes. 

HAST: The thing I think that is so remarkable about you— 

and I'm not the only one to say this—is that when you are 

not feeling well and you've been going through such a hard 

time with your health, once, however, you enter into your 
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music, everything else is forgotten, and that's what 

matters. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. 

HAST: And that's how you can still take those tours. 

WAGNER: Well, it's a sign of good music. 

HAST: Yes, yes. And that's certainly something you 

represent, Roger, without a doubt. 

Now, I thought it would be interesting for the people 

who are going to listen to this tape to give some of the 

quotations from your critics, and then, after that, I want 

to talk about choral music and how you set up your 

choirs. But I think this is— Some of these I just thought 

I'd mention: "If there are better choruses they must be in 

heaven"—the Los Angeles Herald Examiner. Now, isn't that 

nice? That is so nice. 

WAGNER: Yes. Yes, it's beautiful. 

HAST: And then in Venezuela, in Caracas, El Nacional, "The 

Roger Wagner Chorale is the best in the world." 

WAGNER: Well, you can't say better than that. 

HAST: No, you certainly can't. And all this is leading up 

to how you formed your choirs. Then the New York Times 

international edition said, "The blending of voices"—and 

that's something we want to talk about—"the blending of 

voices is so perfect that at times one hears a quartet 

rather than a choir." Now, what do they mean exactly by 
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that? 

WAGNER: They mean that you have blended your voices that 

you hear. No voice is sticking out, and there's an 

absolute homogeneity existing. 

HAST: Yes. Which is amazing to achieve. The New York 

Times: "A highly disciplined ensemble which can cope with 

anything." 

WAGNER: There you go. 

HAST: Yes. There you go again. The Chicago Tribune: 

"That the ensemble has been flourishing for nearly thirty-

four years as an example of choral singing at it's most 

polished is a phenomenon to be respected and even envied." 

WAGNER: Wow. 

HAST: Yes, that's very nice, also. And then the Tass News 

Agency says, "Brillant singing and wealth of dynamics and 

sound." 

WAGNER: Oh, that's in Russia. 

HAST: Yes, that's Russia, Moscow. And then, to show again 

all over the world, here in Buenos Aires, El Mundo: "Buenos 

Aires has never heard such an impeccable choral group." 

WAGNER: There you go. 

HAST: Let's take a couple more here. This is La Estrella 

de Panama: "The perfection of balance, their flexibility 

and ease, would be difficult to equal." And the Glasgow 

Herald, "A connoisseur's dish." I love that! [laughter] 
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It's edible and so good. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Let's do this last one—I mean, there are many more, 

of course—by Leopold Stokowski. He said, "Second to none 

in the world." Now, what can you say beyond that? 

So what I'd like to do now, Roger, if I may, is ask 

you specifically how you achieve this. I have a number of 

questions here that I'll just put to you. For instance, 

how do you plan a program in the United States and 

abroad? And what is your overall objective? And what is 

the difference, actually, in planning it? 

WAGNER: How do I plan it? Well, I plan it by choosing the 

right people for the music; secondly, setting the amount of 

rehearsals necessary to be able to do it right; if there 

are soloists, carefully choose the soloists; and to work 

very hard so it is perfection all the way. I mean, by the 

time I get through with it, there cannot be one note that 

is doubtful. 

HAST: And you can hear all that with all those voices. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I'd better! 

HAST: [laughter] How do you select your singers and 

audition them? 

WAGNER: Well, I select my singers, first of all, for 

musicianship, not for voice. 

HAST: Oh, I see. That comes before, yes. 
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WAGNER: Yes. In other words, that they have a knowledge 

of music: They understand what a phrase is, they 

understand what a note is, they understand the key 

signatures, they read music. 

HAST: And you test them on this when you audition? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. Sightreading. And then they have to 

have a flexible voice. The voice cannot be a straight 

voice that has no expression, but it has to be able to 

blend with the other voices. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Okay, that brings us to the next 

question. Do you have preferences in terms of blend? 

WAGNER: In terms of blend, either they blend or they don't 

blend. 

HAST: I see, okay. In other words, suppose you decide on 

a number of singers, then how do you find out which one 

doesn't really blend? You can hear that, can you? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: I'm asking you because I really don't know. I'm 

just interested in how you go about that. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, very easily. 

HAST: So that voice would stand out as not going with the 

rest. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: I see, I see. 

WAGNER: It wouldn't be tolerated. 
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HAST: And then she goes out here, right? 

WAGNER: That's right. Out she goes. 

HAST: [laughter] It could be a "he," couldn't it? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: [laughter] How about soloists? Now, how do you 

pick them? They are hard to deal with, aren't they? 

WAGNER: It depends on the work that you are auditioning 

them for. If it's a dramatic role, well, then you have to 

have a dramatic voice. And if it's a lyrical role, it has 

a lyrical voice. It all depends. It's like casting actors 

and actresses for a play. 

HAST: Yes, that's very good. Yes, of course. 

WAGNER: I mean, you may have a terrific actor with a 

booming voice, but that's not the kind of man you want. 

HAST: Exactly. 

WAGNER: You want a very kind, soft-spoken man, and that's 

different. Therefore, you have to choose them according to 

the character that they play and must represent. 

HAST: Yes. Well, now, if you have somebody who is a 

famous singer, who's a soloist, then you have to be a 

little more diplomatic about things o r — ? 

WAGNER: Not necessarily' 

HAST: Not necessarily? 

WANGER: Not if you pay them enough. 

HAST: But what if you decide beforehand— But they don't 
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have to audition, do they, for you? Or do they? 

WAGNER: Well, if they're— Oh, yes. If they're famous, 

there must be a reason why they're famous. In other words, 

they must be good. In other words, the fact that they're 

famous doesn't mean that they're good for the role. 

HAST: Well, that's why I wondered how you decide, then, on 

the soloist. 

WAGNER: Well, I have to hear them. 

HAST: Do you listen on records or do you— 

WAGNER: Well, I either have— For instance, with Marilyn 

Home, who's the world's greatest— 

HAST: But you've known her for such a long time. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: I mean, she was in your choir when she was a little 

kid. 

WAGNER: So I knew exactly what she could do. So, I mean, 

there's no problem— 

HAST: There's no problem there. But if you got somebody 

else with whom you hadn't worked previously, do you still 

audition, even if it's a big name? Or do you listen to 

records o r — ? 

WAGNER: It all depends on if I've heard that soloist 

often. If I've heard him often, I don't have to audition 

him. But if I haven't, I do. 

HAST: You do. 
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WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: All right. Now, this is something near and dear to 

my heart, of course, and we've talked about it very briefly 

before: How about diction and foreign languages and 

articulation? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Well, of course, I suppose the Americans 

are about the worst there are for foreign languages. They 

have absolutely no affinity for other languages. And 

that's easily understood. They're surrounded by two 

oceans, by Canada, and by Mexico. I mean, how can they—? 

HAST: Well, the British used to be like that. The English 

used to be like that. 

WAGNER: Yes, I know. But now you go to Europe, and, if 

you live in Switzerland, they speak five languages. That's 

right. 

HAST: Fluent English, that's for sure. 

WAGNER: That's right. Therefore, you have to work twice 

as hard with Americans to be able to get the results. I 

mean, their French is just horrible. 

HAST: It's the hardest for them. That's what I find. 

It's very much the hardest. 

WAGNER: Yes, it is. Very. 

HAST: Now, how do you go about that? Well, with the 

French, of course, you're a native speaker. 

WAGNER: Yes. 
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HAST: Do you drill them yourself for the language part? 

Or do you get some native speaker in to work with them? 

WAGNER: Yes. Either myself or my daughter [Jeannine 

Wagner], She's excellent. 

HAST: Yes, that's right. You mentioned that Jeannine is 

very good in foreign languages. 

WAGNER: Yes, she pronounces very well. 

HAST: Now, that includes German and Italian? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: But you think it's important. I want to get that on 

tape. You do think it's important to pronounce clearly. 

WAGNER: Yes. We have sung in thirteen languages. 

Thirteen. 

HAST: Now, when you have something in Korean or in 

Japanese or in Russian, do you get a native speaker in? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: To work with them? 

WAGNER: To work with me and then to work with them. 

HAST: To work with you first. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: And then you say exactly what you want them to do, 

of course. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Yes. So that takes quite a bit of time, depending 

on what you are doing, right? 
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WAGNER: Yes. Depending on how much I do, yes. 

HAST: Well, you mentioned that, when you went to Russia, 

you were also singing certain pieces in Russian. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: And I just wondered how you went about that. You 

trained them to do it here? 

WAGNER: I had a Russian narrator who did a cantata with me 

in Russian, yes. 

HAST: Wonderful, yes. That's really great. I just 

wondered how you went about that. 

Now, let's talk about tone quality. This is the thing 

they always say, that the tone quality in your chorale is 

so fantastic. The purity of sound, how do you achieve 

that? I mean, this may be a very simplistic question to 

ask you, but, I mean, how do you get what you want from the 

people in front of you? 

WAGNER: Well, first you have a very definite picture of 

sound that you want, and you are not satisfied until you 

hear that sound, and you do not stop until you get it. And 

if you can't get it, I mean, you change voices until you 

get it. [tape recorder off] 

HAST: Roger, we were talking about tone quality, and you 

were saying that in order to achieve it, the quality of 

tone that you want form your singers, that you just have to 

work it and work it until you get it exactly. 
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WAGNER: Yes, it's a whole philosophy, actually. It's a 

matter of the personality of the conductor, whether he has 

temperament, whether he has enormous ability of expression, 

and how it comes out. And that reflects in the tone that 

he gets from his choir. It's extremely important. I mean, 

a man without temperament, it shows immediately; the tone 

is lifeless, you see. And yet, if you have life to the 

tone, it has to have a blending quality, too. So you have 

to be very careful. 

HAST: And to get that across to your singers, does it help 

to have worked with them before? I guess it's easier for 

the singers if they know you from before, right? 

WAGNER: It's never easy for the singers. 

HAST: It's never easy because you're a hard taskmaster. 

WAGNER: No, because they take voice lessons and they have 

no consideration for blending with anybody. 

HAST: Oh, I see. I see. 

WAGNER: And when they have to blend with somebody, some of 

them resent it. They say, "Well, I have a bigger voice 

than he does." "Well, that's tough. Make it smaller." 

HAST: Well, then they shouldn't be in a choir. Then they 

should solo. 

WAGNER: That's right. Marilyn H o m e and Marni Nixon sat 

next to each other for six years, and two voices couldn't 

be more opposite than they were. 
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HAST: And they could blend? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: And there were no cat fights or anything? 

WAGNER: They were all wonderful. 

HAST: All right. I wanted to ask you next, what is your 

stylistic philosophy for each period? For instance, do you 

need a deeper sonority for the baroque period? Is there 

such a thing as a stylistic philosophy for each period? 

WAGNER: Yes. You have a style for each period. In other 

words, in the early music of the pre-baroque, which would 

be the Renaissance, the Renaissance period was music which 

originated really as church music, much of it, and 

therefore, there was a straight tone without vibrato, 

because vibrato would give it a worldly character which 

would distract the people. You sing, [sings "Kyrie" with 

vibrato]—that's terrible, see. 

HAST: You couldn't do that, no. 

WAGNER: Couldn't do that. So you have to teach them to 

sing in a straight tone right in tune and with a wonderful 

legato, linked, you see. That's in the Renaissance. 

Now, when you get to the baroque period, then music 

takes on an instrumental character, and that character is 

fugal. For instance, there are fugues. [sings Bach fugue] 

In other words, it's fugal, it answers each other, and it's 

not in chords like the Renaissance, where everything is 
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blended beautifully. Here it's more instrumental in 

character. And by the time Bach came around, Monteverdi, 

their music became instrumental, and singers had to learn 

how to sing all over again, because they had to sing the 

way instruments play. 

HAST: Yes, yes. 

WAGNER: You see, for instance, [sings sixteenth-note 

phrase] I mean, that's the same as a violin. And the 

thing i s — Or a flute or an oboe. And they had to learn to 

sing all over again. So it was a different technique. 

And then, when you got to the nineteenth century, then 

music became very romantic. 

HAST: Like in literature. 

WAGNER: Yes, exactly. It followed Lamartine and de Musset 

and all the French, Victor Hugo, all of these romantics. 

The music became very romantic, and it had it's stamp of 

nineteenth century on it. And then, when the twentieth 

century came, then it became modern. And when you say 

"modern," it means that the intervals were more difficult 

to negotiate; they were more radical, in other words. 

Music was more radical; it was not as acceptable to the 

ear, and we had to get used to it. 

HAST: Including dissonace and— 

WAGNER: Oh, well, Schoenberg and Stravinsky, you know, and 

Charles Ives at the end of the nineteenth century. 
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HAST: So would you say that too ties in with all the other 

arts, of course, of the period? Painting and poetry a n d — 

WAGNER: I think it follows. It follows, it follows. Yes, 

it follows. Yes, they followed exactly. I mean, the 

Picassos and the— You know. 

HAST: I wish we had you at UCLA to teach a course on how 

all the arts tie in together. Stephen Kayser, whom I 

interviewed before he passed away last year, he tried to 

teach a course like that, and they eventually ditched it in 

the art department. But that would be fascinating for 

somebody like you to teach, because to tie it all together 

is very exciting. 

WAGNER: All the arts tie in together. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, it's an endless subject. Would you say 

that your stylistic philosphy is scholarly and academic, or 

the opposite? Do you feel that the music should speak for 

itself? 

WAGNER: Practically academic. Practically academic. I 

mean, from a practical point of view it is academic, but it 

doesn't sound academic because I am always interested in 

making music. More than the style and everything, I am more 

interested in the music, so that when I say "practically" I 

don't mean "almost"; I mean from a practical point of view. 

HAST: Well, you have to know about structure. You have to 

know about all the different things that you are the 
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specialist in. But the thing that really interests you—is 

that what you are saying?—is the actual performance of the— 

WAGNER: You cannot mix up styles. 

HAST: Not just theory, in other words. 

WAGNER: You cannot mix up styles. 

HAST: No. 

WAGNER: No. And that takes a lot of professional 

knowledge. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: On a lighter note, did you determine what your choir 

members should wear for performances? I notice in the 

pictures that the girls look very elegant. 

WAGNER: Yes, I did. 

HAST: How did you go about that? I mean— 

WAGNER: Oh, I went to dressmakers and I went to Mr. 

What's-his-name [Roland Blackwell, known as Mr. Blackwell], 

who chooses the worst-dressed woman. What's his name? He 

was the one. He was my man. 

HAST: Oh, really? I have to look up that name. And then 

did he design the dresses for the girls? 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: How about for the men? 

WAGNER: No, the men wore full dress. 

HAST: So that wasn't a problem, yes. They always look 

very proper and nice. 
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WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: So did you find that you needed to get pretty girls 

to look nice in those dresses? Or did the voice come 

first? [laughter] 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Did you see my first group? 

HAST: I know, I'm teasing you, because, actually— 

WAGNER: They're all the same height. 

HAST: —they are all beautiful. They're so beautiful. Oh, 

you actually chose them for the same height, also? It is 

like casting, isn't it, for a dance group or a stage play? 

WAGNER: Oh, I paid attention to everything. 

HAST: You did. Yes, well, that's very good. 

What do you think about the so-called "authentic" 

practices today like Christopher Hogwood, for instance. I 

think we touched on this briefly before, but could you just 

mention it again? 

WAGNER: What about Hogwood? 

HAST: Well, what do you think about what they call 

"authentic practices," meaning that, if you play fifteenth-

century music, you have to have the ancient instruments and 

you have to play it a certain way, the way that we think it 

was played. There's such a discussion about that. I hear 

from musicians that the pros and cons— 

WAGNER: Yes, I know all about that. The thing is that, 

unfortunately, people make mistakes, well-meaning 
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mistakes. They want to use old instruments to do old 

music. Now, old instruments were not as loud as our 

instruments. 

HAST: Right. 

WAGNER: And, therefore, some of them mix them up so it's 

terrible. 

HAST: They mix up the old and the new? 

WAGNER: Yes, because they can't get enough old 

instruments. 

HAST: Oh, my goodness. 

WAGNER: So either use all old instruments or all new 

instruments. And I think we have grown into a different 

sound. The sound we used to get in the time of Bach was 

much smaller than the sound that we get now. 

HAST: Would you say that you had a more intimate setting 

in the salons, for instance, where the musicians played? 

WAGNER: Well, it was a small church. At the same time in 

Leipzig [Germany], it's a small church. 

HAST: And now you have these huge audiences. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Radio and television and film and all those. 

WAGNER: That's right. And everything is amplified. 

HAST: Everything is amplified. But do you believe that 

it is possible to reproduce these ancient instruments? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, if you don't mix them up. 
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HAST: Then that would work all right? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Why not? 

HAST: I see. But you can't mix them. That's your point. 

WAGNER: You can't mix them because one is twice as loud as 

the other. 

HAST: Yes. Is that because of the different woods that 

are used for cellos and violins, for instance? 

WAGNER: The way they're built. They way they're built. 

HAST: I see, I see. Well, the wood is very important, is 

it not? 

WAGNER: Well, the wood is very important, but it's the way 

that the instrument is made, too. 

HAST: Oh, yes. Well, of course, it has to be. It has to 

I wanted to ask you about the size of the choir. What 

determines the size? And what do you think is an ideal 

average size? 

WAGNER: It depends on the work you do. 

HAST: If you do Handel's Messiah, would you say you would 

need a lot more people? 

WAGNER: Oh, no. On the contrary. It depends on if you 

want to do a baroque setting of the Messiah— In other 

words, you have choices in things like the Messiah. You 

can do it with twenty-four voices, thirty-two voices, and 

eighteen instruments, or you can do it with eighty 
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instruments and 140 voices. 

HAST: I have heard that today people sometimes use even 

two hundred people in a choir for Handel's Messiah, and I 

just wondered how you felt about that. Because in Handel's 

time that was not done. 

WAGNER: No, I feel that a smaller— No, I — Well, he did 

it with big choirs, too. 

HAST: He did? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, later on. And the thing is, I think it 

is better to do it with modest forces. Then you hear 

everything. 

HAST: Yes. That makes sense, yes. All the nuances. I 

can see that. 

You conduct both choral and instrumental music. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: What is the difference for you between conducting a 

choir and conducting an orchestra? 

WAGNER: Orchestra counts, the choir doesn't count. 

HAST: Doesn't count? [laughter] In what way? Could you 

explain that a little bit? 

WAGNER: What I mean is that an orchestra player is much 

more disciplined than the average choral singer, you see. 

HAST: Oh, I see. Is that true? 

WAGNER: Yes. He only has to worry about the notes and the 

rhythm, whereas the singer has to worry about the words. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VII, SIDE TWO 

AUGUST 9, 1989 

HAST: Now, as you were saying, Roger, the difference, we 

were saying, between conducting an orchestra and a choir. 

WAGNER: Well, the difference is that the training is 

different, because with an orchestral musician, he doesn't 

have to worry about words. All he has to worry about is to 

count and to play the right note. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: And with a choir, he has to sing in fifteen 

languages and he has to put the syllables in the right 

place and he has to put expression in what he does in order 

to bring out the words. It's a lot more complicated. 

HAST: But did I hear you correctly that an orchestra 

player is more disciplined, did you say, than a singer? 

WAGNER: Well, he has more discipline because he has fewer 

things to think about, see? 

HAST: I see, I see. Yes. 

WAGNER: I mean, he doesn't have to worry about words. 

HAST: Now, you enjoy conducting an orchestra, don't you? 

WAGNER: If it's a good one, yes. 

HAST: If it's a good one. I mean, that must be wonderful 

to have all that sound coming at you. But then, you get 

that same thrill from conducting a choir. 

WAGNER: Yes. I get a kick out of both of them. 
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HAST: You like them both, yes. 

WAGNER: I like them together, particularily. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Now, let me ask you about the 

qualifications for a conductor both in a personal way and 

in a musical way. You have been on top of the ladder for 

such a long time, you've been so successful, and it's 

usually very hard for choral directors to become famous, is 

that not true? You are so well known. How did you 

actually do this? Because you were so good, I mean, just 

by itself? Or did you work at this in some sort of 

business way? 

WAGNER: Well, I was involved in many different kinds of 

music. That's it, you see. I involved myself in different 

styles, not just one style. Some people just specialize in 

church music and that's it. Others specialize in folk 

music. And I did the great things, I mean, the Mass in B 

minor of Bach, the Saint Matthew Passion, the Saint John 

Passion, I mean, things of [Hector] Berlioz. I did a big 

repertoire which took in the orchestra as well as the 

chorus. 

HAST: So this whole combination, you would attribute that 

to your success? And also your records are saleable 

because of the success that you've had, which is great. 

WAGNER: Yes. That's right. 

HAST: Now what kind of a temperament would you say you 
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need as a conductor and for the rapport you have with your 

singers or with your players in the orchestra? How do you 

see that? 

WAGNER: Enormous energy. 

HAST: Yes, I would think so. 

WAGNER: Enormous energy. There has to be temperament. We 

call that temperament. Temperament is the ability to 

express all sorts of emotions. We have conductors who have 

quite a name who have no temperament. 

HAST: I can think of several. 

WAGNER: Yes, we have one right here, and he does this, you 

know, and this and this is not enough. That's why the 

great conductors— One just died, from Vienna, [Herbert] 

von Karajan. He had everything. I mean, he had fire, yet 

when he came to being really loving and wonderful, he was 

just terrific, you see. So you have to have the ability to 

express all moods. That is called temperament, and that 

goes into your sound, that goes into your rhythm, that goes 

into your interpretation, that goes into everything you 

do. With me, it is simply that I must transmit the drama 

that I find in the music into something really real so that 

they are like actors and actresses. 

HAST: Would you say you either have it or you don't? 

WAGNER: Exactly. 

HAST: And you can't really fabricate it, even if you try. 
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WAGNER: Yes. The French have a term called "le feu 

sacre." 

HAST: Ah, yes. 

WAGNER: You either have the "feu sacre" or you don't. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, you have it to a great degree! 

WAGNER: Well, thank you. 

HAST: Without a doubt. So, now, that leads me to ask you 

about your relationship with the members of your choir. 

That is a very tricky thing, is it not? Because, on the 

one hand, it has to be somewhat personal, but on the other 

hand, it has to be professional. How do you manage that? 

WAGNER: It has to be handled very carefully. Yes. 

HAST: Yes. How do you manage that? 

WAGNER: Well, you can be friends with them, but you must 

be very careful not to be too intimate with them because it 

doesn't work. In other words, familiarity breeds 

contempt. And you are the conductor, and you are the one 

who gives— There are certain things you are going to say 

that aren't going to please them because you correct them, 

and therefore you have to be prepared that they will accept 

this kind of thing. 

HAST: You know, it's really like teaching in a way, too— 

WAGNER: It is, it is. 

HAST: —where you have to have that small line of 

demarcation, which is growing very narrow these days, isn't 
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it? 

WAGNER: But there always has to be the authority. 

HAST: Yes. I think that is the word for it, probably. 

WAGNER: Authority. 

HAST: Yes. Now, you said before that if you go on a tour 

abroad, for instance, that you travel separately if you 

can. You usually travel separately to keep that sort of a 

distance. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: But, on the other hand, are you very protective of 

your people, that they are housed well and that they're fed 

well and that they're treated well and so on? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. You have to be. If they're 

not happy, they're not going to sing well. 

HAST: But, I mean, it's like a family situation? 

WAGNER: Of course. You have to be very concerned. And 

it's a lot of work. 

HAST: I would think so. I mean, when I see you and Donna 

[Lee Hackley] working here preparing for a tour, you're 

talking about Tokyo next year again, which just boggles the 

mind. How many months do you think it really takes you to 

prepare for that? Because there are so many things to set 

up over there, too, right? 

WAGNER: Look at this. Look at all these. 

HAST: The brochures from the— 
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WAGNER: These are all programs. 

HAST: These are all programs from the years before. 

WAGNER: 'Eighty-eight, '84, '86, '82. 

HAST: 'Eighty-four, here, Japan, right. How long does it 

take you to set this up? Quite a while? 

WAGNER: Oh, it takes a year. 

HAST: It takes a whole year? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: To get everybody lined up who is going with you? 

WAGNER: Well, you have to make plans. 

HAST: Yes, yes. And then, if you have— 

WAGNER: Change, and it all depends what the change is. 

That's very difficult, because it's very expensive over 

there. 

HAST: Oh, the financial part of it. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: It's very expensive in Japan, that's for sure. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: What do you do about food and lodging? 

WAGNER: Well, you give them enough so that they can feed 

themselves and pay their rent. 

HAST: Oh, I see. You pay the performers. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: I see. So they pay for their own way over there? 

WAGNER: No. We pay for the trip. 
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HAST: You pay for the trip. 

WAGNER: We pay for the trip over and back, and they pay 

their hotels and their— 

HAST: They do pay their own. 

WAGNER: Yes. They pay their hotels and their food. 

HAST: So you have to make sure that you pay them enough, 

in other words. 

WAGNER: Five hundred dollars a week, $600 a week. Yes. 

They do all right. 

HAST: [laughter] Well, that sounds very good. If 

somebody becomes sick, then you are there to see that they 

get a doctor and things like that, I suppose. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I see that they see a doctor, and 

sometimes I have them shipped away. [laughter] 

HAST: Ship them back home. [laughter] All right. 

Now, performers, practice, and rehearsals. Do you 

just tell them exactly what you want? And that's how it's 

going to be for a performance? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: And then you tell them that now we are going to have 

a rehearsal at such-and-such a time and how many times a 

week or whatever, right? So you make that decision. 

WAGNER: Many rehearsals, many rehearsals. 

HAST: You believe in a lot of rehearsals, don't you? 

WAGNER: As many as are necessary, yes. 
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HAST: Right. This is one of the problems, is it not, with 

orchestras these days and conductors who jet around the 

world—? 

WAGNER: Not enough rehearsals. Not enough rehearsals. 

HAST: Not enough rehearsals, yes. I heard that from Mehli 

Mehta. With somebody like Zubin— 

WAGNER: Yes. That's right. 

HAST: — w h o comes in exhausted and then has to get on the 

podium, and that same night he has to give a concert. So 

that is very important. 

Do you find that your choir people, for instance— 

let's talk about them—feel towards each other like a big 

family? Or are there fights among them sometimes? 

WAGNER: No, it's a pretty family— 

HAST: It is pretty much, yes. Well, it's in their own 

interest, but— 

WAGNER: Yes. They get along very well. 

HAST: So you're the father figure, really, in those 

things. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Now, something else—we talked briefly about this 

before, and maybe you want to elucidate this a little more— 

changes in choral philosophy and procedures and the trends 

for the future: Is there anything in particular you want 

to talk about further on this than you have? 
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WAGNER: Changing procedures? What procedure? 

HAST: Well, just how— 

WAGNER: Techniques? 

HAST: Techniques. How you handle four choirs. 

WAGNER: Well, music changes. In another words, music 

becomes modern and so on and so forth. So there are 

certain techniques that you have to use that you did not 

use before. 

HAST: So you're really learning all the time, also, aren't 

you? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: And that's when you make your different arrangements 

when necessary. 

WAGNER: That's right. That's right. 

HAST: And what do you see in the future for choirs? 

WAGNER: I think we are about as low as we can get. 

HAST: Yes. You mentioned that. Do you see any hope for 

the future? 

WAGNER: There's got to be! 

HAST: [laughter] Otherwise, give up? 

WAGNER: That's right. There's got to be. No, there will 

be an improvement at the end of this century, the beginning 

of next century. This cannot go on, I mean, this kind of 

yelling and stomping. This is not music. It's madness! 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, anyway, you will always be 
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interested in choral performances and also orchestral 

performances as I see it. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Let me ask you something else which is not as 

important, but you are such an unbelievable businessman, 

which is also rare, I think, for musicians. You do all 

your own— 

WAGNER: I came from a poor family. 

HAST: Well, we went through that, of course. But a lot of 

people have agents or they have people who take care of 

them. 

WAGNER: Oh, I've had agents. Hurok was my agent, Sol 

Hurok. 

HAST: Oh, yes? Oh. But you handle your own business 

deals— 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: I mean, from what I see even today. So do you find 

there's a great difference in dealing with Europeans and 

dealing with Americans? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Oh, really? What would you say the difference is? 

WAGNER: Quite a difference, quite a difference. For 

instance, not necessarily Europeans, but you can't deal 

very well on a civilized basis with South America. I mean, 

they're so undependable. 
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HAST: That's difficult, yes. 

WAGNER: They're undependable. They never show up on time, 

two hours late at a concert. 

HAST: Yes, we talked about that. And you have to be there 

and wait. That's awful. 

WAGNER: Terrible. And they are not dependable 

financially. 

HAST: Financially they're not dependable, either? 

WAGNER: Oh, no. So it's very difficult to do. But if you 

deal with the English— 

HAST: Well, you like them best, you said before. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I like the English. They're very 

good. I like them even better than the French. The French 

are quite honest and straightforward and everything, but 

they suffer from being invaded too many times by the 

Germans. Their pride has been hurt, and it shows. 

HAST: Yes. But Europe— I mean, the atmosphere is 

different in Europe than it is in the Far East or over 

here. The Far East is, again, a totally different way to 

deal? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I dealt in the Far East. 

HAST: Do you find that it takes a long time to get the 

Japanese to make deals? 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: No? 
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WAGNER: No, I think they're wonderful. 

HAST: That's interesting. 

WAGNER: Yes. They are excellent when it comes to 

business—dependable, fine. 

HAST: They are? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: That's interesting to hear, yes. 

WAGNER: I've had very good luck with them. 

HAST: And then the deals you make over here, well, you're 

used to that, but "comme-ci, comme-ca?" I mean, it depends 

o n — 

WAGNER: It depends on with whom you deal. If it's a 

reliable group, Boston Symphony [Orchestra] or Philadelphia 

[Orchestra], that's nothing to worry about. But if it's a 

little outfit— I mean, it depends on the outfit that you 

deal— 

HAST: But you do a lot of other things in business, too, 

don't you? I mean, besides the music— 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Yes, oh, yes. 

HAST: So this is why I'm saying you are a very smart 

businessman and it interests you. 

WAGNER: Well, yes. I do a lot of lectures and— 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. And I did ten big sessions of fours hours at 

Cal [California] State [University, Los Angeles] just 
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recently that was quite a — 

HAST: Right, right. Well, let me know if you ever put on 

one of those fantastic choral performances in the near 

future, because I want to go. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, you will. A year from this summer 

we're going to have a big workshop, so maybe you could come 

and attend. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, I'd love to. Thank you, Roger. 
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TAPE NUMBER: VIII, SIDE ONE 

AUGUST 25, 1989 

HAST: This is going to be our last session, and I wanted 

to know if there was something you wanted to add before we 

go on. 

WAGNER: Well, I think it would be important to, in a few 

words, quote what my philosophy is, what my real philosophy 

and my whole effort in making music is and how I share this 

with my people. 

HAST: Yes. Yes, indeed. 

WAGNER: Yes. And I put it this way in a few words: I say 

that we have many beliefs in common. We believe music 

should be a living expression of human emotions and 

creeds. When we rehearse great works, we feel we are truly 

living through a great experience. We are not concerned 

with political affiliations or social questions; our 

interests are purely musical. The chorale is a 

heterogenous mixture of races, colors and creeds who lose 

sight of any differences in a common endeavor. And the one 

thing in which we unanimously concur is the right of self 

expression and the dignity of individuals who make sincere 

efforts to raise choral art to the highest possible level. 

HAST: Yes, that's beautiful, and that expresses exactly 

how you feel. 

WAGNER: Yes. So I thought that should b e — 
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HAST: Yes, that's very good, indeed, and I'm glad we got 

that on the tape. 

I would like to talk, Roger, about the recording 

techniques and the recording industry as you see it. From 

what I have read, there is a dichotomy between the public's 

perception of recorded music as truly representative and 

the performer's frequent mistrust of the medium. How do 

you feel about live performance versus recording? 

WAGNER: Well, of course, nothing can take the place of 

live performance, because you are getting it straight 

there, I mean, exactly what is happening. There's no 

distortion with scientific intervention. Great things have 

been happening in recording, and great inventions are 

taking place that make recording really a great pleasure 

now compared to what it used to be. There's no distortion 

to speak of, and it's very true. I still say that I would 

rather have live performance in the proper hall. If the 

hall has bad sound, then it's probably better to hear it 

recorded. 

HAST: Yes, of course, it depends on the hall, also. But 

you have a live performance; nothing can take the place of 

that. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: How about radio, performing on the radio? 

WAGNER: Well, again, you see, you are the victim of your 
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tool, you're the victim of the instrument that you're 

hearing it from. In other words, if it's a great radio 

with everything, then you get a very faithful and wonderful 

sound. If it's a small radio and it doesn't have much 

sound, there's nothing much you get from it. So you are 

victim, in a sense, of the instruments that produce the 

sound, you see? 

HAST: Yes. But also, from what I have heard, there is 

distrust of engineers. For instance, Louis Kaufman, who, 

as you know, is a veteran violinist and recording artist, 

feels that engineers have not found out how to capture the 

sound of the violin well. And there are others like Leon 

Barzin, who foreswore making any more discs, and Vladimir 

Horowitz, who compared recordings to photographs, mere 

mementos. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, what I did actually— I got so mad at 

one session that I handcuffed one of my engineers, because 

every time— 

HAST: You handcuffed him? 

WAGNER: Handcuffed him. I mean, people laughed, thought 

it was a joke, but it wasn't. The thing was, every time we 

got to a big crescendo, he would put it down, he would turn 

down the volume, and every time it was very soft he would 

pull it up. So what you got in the recording was always 

the same; it never got loud or soft. 
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HAST: Extraordinary, yes. 

WAGNER: Terrible. Now, this was fascinating to me, 

because I began to investigate when I was a member of the 

board of the Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, the 

ones that rule on the Grammy Awards, and I asked some of 

the very knowledgeable men there, and they said, "Well, we 

just had the results of a test that was given to these 

people who record, engineers, and seven out of ten were 

tone deaf. 

HAST: Tone deaf? 

WANGER: Now, that could be because of so much music they 

have heard that it has made them tone deaf. But they can't 

tell. It's just awful. Now, I don't know how accurate 

that is, but it came from a very reliable source. 

HAST: That's very serious, yes. 

WAGNER: Yes. So I'm certain that two or three of those 

who worked for me were tone deaf because, I mean, they had 

no idea of the relative soft and loud dynamics that I 

wanted. And if I would use those dynamics, they would 

completely defeat it by turning the knob down so that you 

did not get the effect that I wanted, you see. 

HAST: Now, for film, how does that work? 

WAGNER: Well, film is a little different. Film's a little 

different. They are very well equipped in film studios. 

As you know, they spend a lot of money, and they are 

303 



scientifically really up to date. 

HAST: So that is really quite different? 

WAGNER: I think so, yes. 

HAST: Well, you know, I do voiceovers, and I have found 

that the Hollywood engineers for voiceovers are 

fantastic. What they can do with a voice when they record 

i t — And this is why this interested me very much that 

musicians, performing musicians, have this problem with 

engineers. 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, I've heard that from my colleagues, 

too. But I used to do a lot of overdub, too—which is the 

same as what you were mentioning—for pictures. I did the 

voice of Clark Gable, I did the voice of many people— 

HAST: Oh, yes? Oh. 

WAGNER: — i n French, yes. They would translate the 

picture into different languages. And I was French, so my 

French was good, and I took the voice of many. 

HAST: That's really not easy to do, because you have to 

follow very closely. 

WAGNER: No, but it paid very well, so it came in very 

handy. 

HAST: [laughter] How accurate do you think recordings of 

the past are? 

WAGNER: How accurate? I don't think too accurate. I 

think the distortions and things— I heard old [Enrico] 
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Caruso records, and it was not ideal, to say the least— 

[Beniamino] Gigli and those. They did not have the science 

to the point that we have it now. We've got it now, 

really, so it's 

HAST: Well, now recordings are letter perfect and 

edited. How do you strike a balance between the 

partnership of the musician and the composer on the one 

hand and the efforts of the engineer and the producer on 

the other? 

WAGNER: How do you compare them? 

HAST: How do you strike a balance between them? Because, 

on the one hand, you have the musician and the composer who 

work hand in hand, and then you have the engineers and the 

producer. 

WAGNER: Well, the only thing is that the engineer and the 

producer are most anxious to reproduce whatever they are 

recording as faithfully as possible so that it represents 

exactly what the composer wanted. It's that simple. 

HAST: Yes. Well, you've obviously got to have a rapport 

together to be able to work it out. 

WAGNER: Oh, of course. 

HAST: I just wondered if it's a problem, if you want to do 

it a certain way, the engineers say, "Well, no, that isn't 

going to work." 

WAGNER: It's always been a problem. And, of course, they 
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give you a lot of scientific hogwash about the fact that we 

can't let it be this loud because it will distort and so 

on. 

HAST: Yes, exactly. That's what I meant, yes. 

WAGNER: So, yes. 

HAST: And then, if you have the voice of a singer who 

needs stage personality and personal magnetism and maybe a 

concert hall atmosphere which is important to musicians, 

when it comes to recording, it's a wholly different 

atmosphere, is it not? 

WAGNER: They either have the personality or they don't. 

You can't give it to them. No engineer can— 

HAST: Yes. But, I mean, when it comes to recording 

somebody who does have this personality on the stage, is it 

sometimes different when it's just a recording session? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Yes. Sometimes, just to be on the 

stage, they use a lot of theatrics to take the place of 

sound. 

HAST: So it's a visual impact on the audience, also, yes. 

WAGNER: That's right, that's right. When you don't have 

that visual impact, then you rely totally upon the sound, 

of course. 

HAST: Yes. 

Everyone now records in the new digital medium, and my 

question is whether the reissuing of older recordings in a 
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new CD [compact disc] format is a good thing, as far as 

you're concerned. 

WAGNER: Sometimes it happens that it's a good thing. If 

the records have been recorded digitally, you can do a 

pretty good job. I've re-recorded some of the things from 

my tapes I did years ago and we got some outstanding 

things. 

HAST: Yes, that's what I wanted to know. Because, in the 

beginning, the digital recordings weren't as good, were 

they? And big improvements have been made lately, is that 

true? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Oh, yes, yes. Well, of course, now, 

with the CDs, you don't even have anything touching the 

record. A lot of improvements are going on. 

HAST: Let me ask you this: In rock music, things are 

accentuated artificially; it's a hopping-up of the sound to 

higher intensities for popular recordings. How does this 

carry over to the recording of classical music? Does that 

carry over at all? 

WAGNER: In classical music, if you are a purist, as I am, 

you try not to distort the sound in any way. In other 

words, not to change it by technical methods. You know 

what I mean? 

HAST: Yes, yes. 

WAGNER: Rock music is an idiom in itself. 
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HAST: Yes. We talked about it the last time. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: It's just that it seems to affect the recording 

industry to a great extent. That's why I asked the 

question. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I mean, you have that and you have sex 

and you have violence and you have things that— I mean, 

all these things are very popular and are not helping 

anyone with the improvement of society, but they exist, and 

we have to recognize them. And rock does exist, and I am 

completely against it. I have done rock music on the 

stage. As a matter of fact, I did a rock requiem [The 

Gates of Justice] by a very well-known composer [Dave 

Brubeck]. You get up in front of the orchestra and give 

them four beats, and the composer says, "Don't. Once 

you've given them the four beats and the downbeat, don't 

direct anymore. Let the drummer take over." 

HAST: And you did this? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: Oh, my word. [laughter] 

WAGNER: Yes, the drummer just took over. 

HAST: You don't remember which piece it was? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was a rock requiem, and the man who did 

it is very well known. I shall remember it. 

HAST: Well, we can get back to it. You can let me know 
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when you think of it, and I can insert it. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Now, producers and engineers feel that sound quality 

at home is different from the concert hall, and maybe that 

is why they feel that some of their recordings should be 

different if they are played at home, that you can't really 

reproduce it as it is at the concert hall. Do you agree 

with this? 

WAGNER: You're talking about playing back the recording? 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: Well, naturally, if you play a recording back in a 

dead room, it's going to affect the recording, because 

acoustics are one of the most important factors in both 

playback and in recording. But we're talking playing in a 

big auditorium, that all depends, too, on the acoustics of 

the auditorium. 

HAST: I just wondered if they are right in saying, "Well, 

you have to record, use different recording techniques if 

it's going to be played at home." You know, if it's for 

people at home on their machines. 

WAGNER: It's possible. It's possible. 

HAST: Now, there are older musicians who say that the old 

recordings like Fritz Kreisler's give an accurate viewpoint 

of Kreisler and that they are best and you can't improve on 

that. Do you agree with that or not? 
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WAGNER: I don't agree. I think that they have improved 

sound in every way. There's n o — 

HAST: So that even if you took an old Kreisler recording 

as it is, you could improve on it with the new CDs? 

WAGNER: Well, I don't know what you could do once it's 

recorded, but— 

HAST: Well, they're reissuing all these older— 

WAGNER: I know. I have the Caruso records. 

HAST: I'm not technically inclined at all. I'm just 

asking it. 

WAGNER: No, no, no. They can improve on it, yes. Dolby 

and all sorts of things like that. Yes. 

HAST: Now, when it comes to recording voice, which is, of 

course, what you are most interested in, do you find that 

engineers sometimes change the tone quality of the recorded 

voice? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Well, that's pretty serious, right? 

WAGNER: Yes, it is. The most difficult instrument to 

record is a human voice. 

HAST: So I've heard. 

WAGNER: That's the most difficult for some reason. I 

mean, there are inner modulations in the sound of the voice 

and certain vibrati that exist in the voice, fast vibrati, 

that make it very difficult to record. Sometimes you get 

310 



distortions, whereas with orchestras it's so much more 

simple. It's much simpler to record instruments than it is 

voice. 

HAST: So would you say, then, really, to hear live 

performance is quite different from hearing a record? 

Recorded performance of, say, an opera singer or a choral 

singer? There is a difference? 

WAGNER: Yes. I think there would be quite a difference. I 

do think there would be quite a difference, although, as I 

say, they have made such progress now that it's getting 

very good. 

HAST: Yes. 

Can we talk about film scores? 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: How about what the composers actually wrote and the 

orchestration for the film. I know a young film composer 

and he says that very often you write up what they want and 

then they eliminate half of what you've written and they 

adjust it the way they want. And you've done things like 

that. 

WAGNER: Oh, lots of it. 

HAST: Can you tell us about that? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. I mean, you get used to having it cut 

right in the middle of a beautiful phrase. But if the 

drama and the piece calls for that, that's what they're 
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going to do. They can't change your orchestration, though, 

unless you permit them to do so. I mean, if you write a 

score— 

HAST: Do you have a right as the composer—? 

WAGNER: Yes, you have a score, but they can cut anywhere 

they want. But they can't change your instrumentation. In 

other words, if I wrote for trombones and trumpets here, I 

mean, unless I concede to the producer or the director who 

says to me, "Could you change that to flutes?", and I 

accept, fine, but I don't have to accept that. There are 

certain protections by the union. 

HAST: Yes. I think that it's very important that you have 

that protection. 

WAGNER: I personally don't like to d o — I've done a lot of 

motion pictures, but I don't like it, because most of the 

best things I ever wrote are on the cutting room floor. 

HAST: See, that is what I was getting at, yes. 

WAGNER: The music is not the most important thing; it's 

the drama on the screen. And therefore, anything which is 

important in the drama takes it over the music. So you 

could have the most wonderful melody going on and it will 

be drowned out by a woman shrieking. It doesn't matter. 

HAST: I knew A1 Woodberry, who did orchestration for 

famous composers, and they would give him an outline of 

what they wanted, and then he would orchestrate it, mostly 
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for film. He just passed away recently. And I know that 

he worked a lot with Andre Previn, for instance, and I 

always wondered, to me it always seemed so strange that 

then Andre Previn or whoever is the composer gets the 

credit for it, of course. If you wrote a poem, you 

couldn't say to somebody, "Look, I have this idea and this 

idea, now you write the poem," you know. But it's 

different in music, is it not? This is what people have 

explained to me over and over again. I wanted your opinion 

of that. In other words, would you hand something to some 

young composer and say, "Look, this is what I want"? 

WAGNER: Well, see, you've got to know how it works in 

motion pictures. 

HAST: Can you explain that? Yes, please. 

WAGNER: Well, first they do a sketch of their score in a 

piano form or whatever it is, and then another man 

orchestrates it. They don't, see? I mean, some do, some 

don't. But most of the big men, Johnny [John] Williams and 

those, have somebody else orchestrate. You've got people 

who do nothing but orchestrate. They write the music in a 

piano form or whatever, an augmented piano form, in which 

they assign certain instruments where they would like them, 

and somebody else does the orchestration. So that's much 

different— 

HAST: Which doesn't seem like a totally original work 
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then, does it? 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: [laughter] I just wondered how you felt about it, 

because I know that you like to do your own thing. This is 

why I'm asking you. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, I do. 

HAST: You're very particular. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: And, I mean, I can't imagine, for instance, you 

saying to somebody, "You know what I want. You do it." 

WAGNER: Yes, "Do it." Yes, it's very difficult. 

HAST: Because you always like to do things the way you see 

WAGNER: The only time I would do that is in an impossible 

situation where the time element was just impossible. 

HAST: Yes. For film it's always like that, isn't it? 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: Now, how about the musical director. Is he 

important in a film situation? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. He's very important. 

HAST: What does he do exactly? What is his role? 

WAGNER: Well, see, I don't know if you've ever attended a 

recording of music to fit the film. But what they do is 

they run the film in front of you that has to have the 

music, and then, when the music is to begin, there's a band 

314 



that goes across the screen, and when the band reaches the 

end, at that point the music begins. And then, later on, 

you continue, and when the band starts coming across again, 

when it comes to the end, you stop. 

HAST: And it's all in seconds they count, don't they? 

WAGNER: Fractions of seconds. 

HAST: Fractions of seconds. And the musical director is 

the one who is in charge of that? 

WAGNER: He's the one who does it. He's not the one who is 

responsible at the end. In the end, the producer is 

responsible, the director, the head of the music 

department. They have the head of the music department 

there. 

HAST: Yes. I've also heard that very often screen credits 

are not always correct, that musicians and composers don't 

always get the credit that they should have in films. 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: Have you come across anything like that? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. Often, yes. It's all in the deal you 

make with them before. 

HAST: You excel in that, don't you? You know all about 

those things. 

WAGNER: I try. I've not always been successful. 

HAST: Really? 

WAGNER: I mean, most of the time I am. But, I mean, you 
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like to get as much publicity for what you do as possible 

because it's good for your career. 

HAST: Of course. I mean, you should get credit. 

WAGNER: And if you make a big effort and you contributed 

to the picture and you don't get credit, that's very bad, 

you see. So that should be included. If you have a 

contract, that should included in the contract. And the 

size of the letters— For instance, when I did a show on 

television called I Married Joan with Joan Davis and a man 

who just died, Mr. Magoo— What was his name? [Jim 

Backus] You know him. He just died two weeks ago. In my 

contract, it specified size of the letters of my name. 

HAST: You can do that, yes? 

WAGNER: Whether I had a full card or whether it was half a 

card or a third of a card. But I always ask for a full 

card, which meant before they would show the thing they 

would say "Music by Roger Wagner," all in big letters. 

Nothing else on there. Whereas, in others, you have "Music 

by so and so, sets by so and so, lyrics b y — " you know. 

HAST: And this way it was clear. 

WAGNER: That's right. 

HAST: And then there's such a thing as splicing, click 

tracks, and intercuts. 

WAGNER: Yes, yes. 

HAST: And I understand that Lily Pons, for instance, had 
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some problem on intercuts with one of her recordings that 

became very famous. I just wondered if you had any 

experience— 

WAGNER: The "mad scene" from Lucia [di Lammermoor, by 

Donizetti], probably. 

HAST: Oh, was that the one? 

WAGNER: Yes. Lily Pons, I knew her. She was a very— 

Because she was married to a very good friend of mine 

called [Andre] Kostelanetz. And I asked him once why he 

divorced her and he said, "Because she sang sharp." She 

did. 

HAST: [laughter] That's a wonderful reason. I must 

remember that one. 

WANGER: Yes, wonderful. And Lily Pons was a magnificent 

singer with wonderful temperament. She was able to give 

life to what she did. And she sang a little sharp all the 

time. It bothered me a little. 

HAST: Yes, I could hear that, frankly, too, and in those 

days I always wondered what it was that bothered me a 

little bit. 

WAGNER: She had a wonderful dramatic ability. 

HAST: Yes. Oh, yes. A real talent. 

How about splicing? 

WAGNER: Well, splicing, I did that for many, many years. 

What you do is there's a place where the entrance to the 

317 



orchestra is not exactly together, so what you do is take 

it back, because you have as much as sixteen inches—we 

used to have—sixteen inches to a second of tape. So, you 

can imagine, you have a lot of room. 

HAST: Yes. 

WAGNER: So the engineer must know where you want this to 

be cut slightly so that it starts exactly together or 

whatever you want to improve. I did a lot of splicing on 

my things, and that's why I am proud to say that I don't 

think there's a record that I'm ashamed of. 

HAST: You worked out the splicing yourself? That must be 

really difficult. 

WAGNER: Oh, yes, from six in the morning until six at 

night. 

HAST: Really? Oh, my goodness. 

WAGNER: We called that the dungeon because you sit in 

front of a machine and then you— 

HAST: I thought it really takes an engineer to do that, 

because I know in voiceovers— 

WAGNER: It does. You sit with the engineer. They know 

how to handle the machine. But now they have different 

machines. We used to use an Ampex machine which was very 

good. 

HAST: Do you think that in movies it is important that the 

music shows motivation? 
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WAGNER: Shows motivation? 

HAST: Well, in other words, if you have an action in the 

film, does the music then build up to this action and 

motivate it? 

WAGNER: Yes, I think so. It should. I think the music 

should enhance the dramatic situation in very subtle ways. 

HAST: Do you think that in the older films they did a 

better job of that than now? 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: No? 

WAGNER: No. I do not. The technique of music and 

pictures improved so enormously that today they are capable 

of doing some tremendous things. 

HAST: How about the material chosen, the music chosen for 

the situations? 

WAGNER: If it's original music, what can you say? 

HAST: Well, we're coming towards the end of my questions 

here. One thing I thought I'd like you to talk about, if 

you would, Roger, is what you think about the situation of 

music today in Los Angeles in particular. 

WAGNER: Well, I don't think Los Angeles is particularly 

terrific in matters of great performances. [tape recorder 

off] Well, I did my best to raise this standard, 

particularly of choral music, for thirty-five years. I 

also did quite a bit of orchestral things with my choir, 

319 



the great works of [Hector] Berlioz. This is an 

entertainment town, you've got to understand. The 

important thing here is the nightclub type of thing. The 

Hollywood Bowl is a picnic ground with Muzak, I call it. 

They don't get enough rehearsal, they have extra noises, 

you have planes coming over all the time— 

HAST: How about the acoustics since they've changed 

them? Do you think they're better? 

WAGNER: Not much. The bottles roll down the aisles, 

usually in the softest spot of the piece. And I suppose 

it's okay for people who are not serious musicians who like 

to go outside on a nice warm summer night and look at the 

shell with the lights and the musicians playing. But from 

a purely aural point of view, it does not satisfy me. And 

it does not satisfy most conductors. There are too many 

distracting factors. See, they encourage people to have 

dinner there. They drink, and, of course, the bottles 

fall. When you've got 15,000 people, there's a lot of 

bottles, and they come all the way down. [imitates the 

sound of falling bottles] 

HAST: [laughter] I've never heard that myself, bottles 

falling. I'll take your word for it. 

WAGNER: Oh, louder than the music. 

HAST: It can also be pretty chilly there. I've been there 

on some very chilly nights. 
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WAGNER: Very chilly. 

HAST: But the atmosphere has changed, I think. 

WAGNER: Right. Michael Tilson Thomas and I were doing the 

Eighth Symphony [Symphony No. 8 in C minor, "Apocalyptic" ] of 

Bruckner, and in one of the most beautiful spots in it, I 

think, a plane came over, and he came very low, and it 

completely blotted out what he was doing, and he stopped for 

a half hour. He got off the podium, he went into his 

dressing room, and he refused to come out for a half hour 

until everything was quiet. 

HAST: And he started again from the beginning? 

WAGNER: Yes. And I remember I had my last experience at the 

Bowl, I was doing The Planets of Gustav Hoist, and at the 

very end of the last part, there's this beautiful soft 

entrance of the girl's voices to describe what's going on, 

and just at that time a helicopter came over, and I couldn't 

even hear the orchestra for the cue. So it's not— 

HAST: I thought there was a rule that they are not suppose 

to fly over the stadium. 

WAGNER: Ah! Ah! They don't care. The rule's been in 

existence— I've been going to the Bowl since I was twelve, 

when it opened, with my father [Francis Wagner]. At that 

time, I had no money, so I used to crawl through the bushes 

and get in. 

HAST: To get in? 
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WAGNER: The person who really launched the Bowl was Artie 

Mason Carter. People think it was Mrs. [Dorothy Buffum] 

Chandler. No, it was Artie Mason Carter, a wonderful lady 

who brought tremendous people. 

HAST: Well, there were special boxes, also, weren't there, 

for special people? 

WAGNER: Yes. It was much smaller. It held about 5,000 

people. But now it holds— 

HAST: It was much more intimate. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: When I was here in '46 to '48, I remember going to the 

Bowl, and it was very different then. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Yes, very different. And very enjoyable. 

WAGNER: Yes. 

HAST: Yes, indeed. 

I'd like you to give us some advice for young musicians 

and choral students in particular. 

WAGNER: Well, I think that they should put things in their 

proper place. First of all, if they have been told they have 

talent, and they feel they have talent and they love music, 

they should become experts at music first before they start 

seriously working on their voice or on their instrument. Of 

course, with instruments it's a little different. You can 

work on your instrument when you're very young, like Yehudi 
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Menuhin was playing concertos at the age of five. But people 

with voice, the voice develops, and it isn't ready to really 

open up until after somebody is fifteen or sixteen years 

old. A lot of singers make the mistake of studying voice 

before they study music, and, as a result, they can't read 

music. And then they go through life having somebody 

teaching them the notes. 

HAST: Now, you can damage a voice, can you not, by the wrong 

kind of training? 

WAGNER: Oh, yes. 

HAST: And also too early, do you think? 

WAGNER: Yes. Well, I mean, it's a well-known fact, and it's 

a joke around some of us conductors: There are some good 

voice teachers, but there are so many bad ones. You don't 

need a license to be a voice teacher; you just put a sign 

out: "voice teacher," and people come to you. And if you're 

good, good luck; if you're bad, tough. And I think it should 

be regulated much more than that. 

HAST: Yes, yes. Well, it's true for ballet, also, is it 

not, that if you have the wrong teacher and if you start too 

early it ruins the dancer completely. 

WAGNER: Yes. No, no, people should— 

HAST: But do you think that in the L.A. area now there is a 

greater interest in classical music and that people are 

becoming more educated than they used to be? 
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WAGNER: I don't think so. 

HAST: You don't think so? 

WAGNER: No. 

HAST: You don't think with our [Los Angeles] Philharmonic 

[Orchestra] and all the things that are going on constantly 

that we're becoming a little more cosmopolitan? 

WAGNER: I think the Philharmonic is a wonderful example. 

To watch the conductors come and go and quit, like Andre 

Previn— 

HAST: Yes. Well, this is the tragedy we talked about. 

WAGNER: Oh, well, not only that, but [Carlo Mario] Giulini 

quit. And there's a good reason for that. There are 

people at the top that they just can't get along with and— 

HAST: But speaking musically, Roger, you don't think that 

there has been a widening of the horizons in the last, say, 

twenty years or so? 

WAGNER: Oh, I suppose so. I suppose. I would be a bad 

judge because I'm too close to it. You know what I mean? 

HAST: Yes, yes. I can understand that. 

WAGNER: I'd have to be away from it for— We do some good 

things here, some very good things. We're even developing 

an opera now. But it is basically a show town. 

HAST: Yes. It's different from New York. 

WAGNER: Yes, because I went to Europe many, many years 

ago, and when I went to London, they interviewed me, and 
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they said, "Where do you come from?" I said, "Los 

Angeles." They said, "Do you mind if we put that you come 

from San Francisco?" Because Los Angeles is sort of a — 

HAST: [laughter] Did they really? 

WAGNER: Yes. It's a show town, and it's not serious. 

They did! It's in the paper I have. 

HAST: But I thought that point of view had changed 

somewhat in the last years abroad, also. I don't know if 

it has or not. I was just asking. 

WAGNER: If that has changed abroad? 

HAST: Yes. That people have a better opinion of Los 

Angeles now as far as culture goes. 

WAGNER: I couldn't answer that. I doubt it. I think that 

the Olympic Games [XXIIId Olympiad, 1984] helped to put it 

on the map, but I don't know whether Los Angeles has proven 

that it is better than Berlin or that it's better than Rome 

or Paris or London. No, not at all. 

HAST: But we have to keep trying, and I think you, Roger, 

certainly helped this. 

To finish this off, Roger, I want to thank you for 

sharing with us the story of your fascinating career in the 

world of music. I'm really proud of my alma mater, UCLA, 

for making the oral history interviews possible. Thank you 

for adding another very important chapter, Roger Wagner. 

WAGNER: Thank you, Sybil. It's been a pleasure doing this. 
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