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Interview with Christoph Bull 
SESSION 1 (4/28/2021) 

COLLINGS: [00:02] 

Okay, so we're recording. And the date is April 28th, 2021. I'm Jane Collings, and Christoph, would you 
like to introduce yourself? 

BULL: [00:13] 

Yes, I am Christoph Bull. It is April 28th of 2021. And I've been adjunct professor for organ and University 
Organist at UCLA since 2002. 

COLLINGS: [00:26] 

Okay. And just to sort of get started with our story here, looking back over a year now, when did you 
first start hearing about the coronavirus, and how were you hearing about it? 

BULL: [00:41] 

Yes. I can't give you an exact date, but I do want to say probably around February of 2020. I know some 
people probably were talking about it already in January, and I might've vaguely heard about it. But I 
knew it was serious when they started talking about possibly postponing the European Championship in 
soccer. I'm a big soccer fan, and I was going to go to Europe to watch that. And then I heard, "Oh, that 
might be postponed." I'm like, "What? It's that serious?" Because at first—(inaudible) 

COLLINGS: [01:13] 

Yes. Sorry, I think you're-- 

BULL: [01:19] 

--I'm not minimizing them, of course. They're very-- 

COLLINGS: [01:23] 

I lost you a little bit with the audio. 

BULL: [01:27] 

It's the-- Yeah, it's (inaudible) -- problem-- have good Internet, but we'll talk a little bit slower too. 

COLLINGS: [01:39] 

Okay. 

BULL: [01:40] 

It does say the internet connection is unstable. If I-- Can you hear me now? 

COLLINGS: [01:49] 

Yes, I can. And we can turn off the cameras, because that also helps the connection manage a little bit. 

BULL: [02:01] 
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Well, let's see how it goes from now on. I went to a different place in the room. You can see I have a 
different backdrop now. It's all real. I believe I heard about the coronavirus first around February. And I 
noticed it was serious when they were talking about postponing the European Championship in soccer, 
which is a big deal for those of us who like soccer. And I was going to go to Germany for that, and I 
heard murmurings that that might be postponed. And of course, that's a big event. It's big business. So, I 
could definitely tell that would be serious. And then, of course, I think it was by mid-March that people 
were taking measurements and whatnot. 

COLLINGS: [02:47] 

Yeah. And were you concerned at all, or did you think that the soccer thing was just sort of one of those 
reactions that don't really make sense? 

BULL: [02:58] 

No, I was concerned. And of course, people are were reacting differently back then, just as now. Some 
people said, "Oh my God, how ridiculous, hysteria." And some people were like, "Oh no, this is very 
serious." So, I got a spectrum of both sides, and I tend to be a person who falls somewhere in the 
middle. I don't like to panic, but I also do just take things seriously. 

COLLINGS: [03:28] 

Yeah. And what were you hearing from Germany, actually? 

BULL: [03:33] 

Yeah, that thing about the tournament, I think I was hearing that from Germany. And so, I think it was 
pretty similar, the reactions there, the whole spectrum. And of course, I've always had a wide array of 
friends, from all sides of the sociological and political spectrum. And so, they were already getting into 
it. Some people were completely supportive of restrictions, and other people say, "Oh no, let's just lock 
away the old people and call it a day." So, I heard from other people a wide spectrum. I was always just 
curious to see what the people who know what they're talking about were saying, like doctors and 
scientists. So, I was always trying to listen to them. 

COLLINGS: [04:27] 

I mean, that's kind of interesting because it strikes me that, as a musician, that would-- I'm wondering if 
being a musician puts one in a place where you would know people from a full range of political 
perspectives. 

BULL: [04:48] 

That is true. And also as a musician, I know people who were completely differently affected. People like 
myself, who can actually do a (inaudible) recording and filming. Both my employers-- I work for UCLA, 
but also for First Congregational Church of LA, which also is a venerable LA institution. And they both 
had the means to find ways of doing this through technology. So, I worked more during the season of 
COVID than before. But I also knew some people that lost a lot of gigs, especially that were dependent 
on live performance. So, all of my musician colleagues that are depending on live performance were 
heavily affected. 

COLLINGS: [05:37] 
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Oh, yes, I can-- So, how did-- Let's talk about the Congregational Church work, but perhaps the UCLA 
teaching first? How was that affected? 

BULL: [05:48] 

Okay. So, first of all, I will say this. I mean, this has to do with financial means, but it also has to do with 
willpower. I was impressed by both my employers, how quickly they made the transition. If I remember 
correctly, I heard from UCLA maybe in the second week of March, "We're switching to online." And then 
the next week, we were online. And I don't have the exact dates, but it was sometime in March, if I 
remember correctly. And I remember the turnaround was quick. So, one week. I mean, we canceled one 
thing. We were going to have-- My studio and I were going to have a get-together where everybody 
plays for one another. That, we canceled. 

BULL: [06:31] 

But then the next quarter, we inaudible) --switch to online teaching. So, on one hand, I was impressed 
and grateful that it was possible to do it so quickly. I was also impressed and grateful that all my 
students were very adaptive. So, they embraced the technology. They also had instruments at home 
that they could use. And so, it worked pretty smoothly. And at the church, it was similar. They decided 
one day, "Okay, we can't have people in the church. We're going to do online services." And that same 
day, we started working on that. So, both organizations I worked for had the means and the willpower 
to adapt to the situation quickly. 

COLLINGS: [07:20] 

And as an organist, how would you interact with the the services remotely? 

BULL: [07:28] 

Yes. So, what we did at first is, during the week, we pre-produced everything. And then our video editor 
put it all together. And then we broadcasted live via YouTube and Facebook, and people could sign in on 
a live chat and interact. And there was actually something nice about that because, at the normal 
service, you actually wouldn't be able to do that. You would just be there. You couldn't really comment 
right on the spot. You could do it afterwards, but not while it was happening. So, there was kind of 
something that brought the community together, I think. 

COLLINGS: [08:05] 

That's interesting. So, people were actually messaging each other, sharing their impressions of the event 
and the service, while it was going on. 

BULL: [08:15] 

In real time, yeah. YouTube has a feature that's called live chat, so you'd just type it in, and then people 
can react. And it was very positive and high-minded. I've seen some live chats on YouTube that are not 
nice. When it's like political stuff, it gets really, really dark. But the church live chat was nice. And we also 
had a moderator. I think if people-- I'm not sure if people ever get unruly, but if they did, you can deal 
with that and mute them. 

COLLINGS: [08:46] 
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Yes. Well, are there any-- I mean, that's an interesting innovation that came out of this. Are there any 
discoveries that you were able to make musically, in terms of your own practice and in terms of your 
teaching work, as a result of these technologies? 

BULL: [09:11] 

I would say so, yeah. I see it positively because I had-- I mean, that part, of course. People suffering from 
this disease and getting sick or dying, of course, that's very serious. But if you're in a position like we 
were, it was educational because I knew some colleagues that had embraced the technology before. I 
knew some people who were teaching via Skype. I didn't know anybody that was doing it via Zoom like 
we're all doing now, but Skype. I knew people who were doing concerts on livestream. And I always 
thought that was fascinating, but I never really explored it because I didn't have to. There was no 
imperative to do it. But this situation forced me to do it. And for me, that was a positive, to embrace the 
technology. 

BULL: [10:05] 

Also because I was being filmed and recorded every week, I could then observe what I was doing, and I 
could make some tweaks, just kind of the way I was moving and the way I was playing. And that was 
actually really helpful. And I'm sure the same goes for the students. Now they're seeing themselves on 
camera, they're hearing, and listening back. So, there is definitely a positive aspect of it. And I feel, 
coming out of this, we should still use some of these technologies moving forward. 

COLLINGS: [10:40] 

What about the sound quality with regard to-- 

BULL: [10:45] 

Yeah, that's a good point. I mean, there's nothing like hearing a grand pipe organ at Royce Hall or at First 
Congregational Church, right then and there, with the sound bouncing off the walls. So, obviously it's a 
smaller field online, and some people, they do miss that. For me, it's okay because I actually was still 
there. I did hear that sound. But other people, they said, "Oh, that's lovely, but it's not quite the same as 
actually being at the place." But that's probably true for all-- That was true for music before--the 
difference between being at a concert versus listening to a recording of it. 

COLLINGS: [11:28] 

And also it strikes me that a large organ like that certainly isn't a portable instrument. I wonder if it 
would give you more opportunities to participate or perhaps play with others. 

BULL: [11:46] 

Yes, yes. I'm not sure about-- Maybe some colleagues of mine. Now, I do remember that at the 
beginning of the crisis, people were wondering, "How can you make music at the same time if 
everybody is on a computer and there's a time lag, on a delay?" And I'm not sure if anybody has cracked 
that. We never did. We just did it-- Like, when I played chamber music with other people, they would 
also come to the space. Or we would record individually and then mix it together. So, I'm not quite sure 
if anybody has cracked having a choir sing from 20 different computers and it not sounding like chaos. I 
haven't seen that, so I'm not quite sure if they're there yet. Some people have told me about software, 
but I personally haven't seen it. 
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COLLINGS: [12:40] 

Oh, those are very interesting problems, aren't they? 

BULL: [12:46] 

They sure are. And of course for my department, it was a big problem because all students are required 
to do chamber music, interactive music, and there's a lot of classes. And I do think they had to change 
the curriculum somewhat because there wasn't as much of an opportunity to actually play together. So, 
they would switch maybe to performance issues, theoretical issues, maybe repertoire history. So, they 
definitely had to change what they were going to do. And I'm sure they're looking forward to being able 
to do that again, where you can actually be in the room, look at each other, hear each other. So, that'll 
be a big deal. 

COLLINGS: [13:30] 

Right, right. So, when you were playing the organ, were you actually able to go into Royce Hall, for 
example, and play? Was that something that was provided for you, that you-- 

BULL: [13:42] 

I was able, yeah. Part of my job at UCLA is the University Organist position. And as such, I play at the end 
of the school year--of the academic year, I should say. I often play for commencement ceremonies that 
happen at Royce Hall. And that's always a big ruckus, you know, commencement ceremonies. People 
are happy, and screaming, and yelling, and I'm a part of that. I make music. It's not like a fine arts 
concert. It can't be because people are so excitable. But it's like the organ contributes to the feel of the 
festive occasion, and that's always a ruckus. So, we missed that in 2020, but there were a couple of the 
people who are doing their ceremonies there usually that hired me to record something for them, that 
they then would put into their videos.  

COLLINGS: [14:41] 

That's so interesting. I mean, it's so right. It's so much a piece of that ceremony that I sort of hadn't even 
thought about it, but you're so right. You need that instrument to make it a real ceremony, a real 
graduation ceremony. 

BULL: [15:03] 

I think so. But not everybody did that. I guess, again, it probably depended on budgets. So, I think it was 
a UCLA Extension-- And I might be wrong. It might've been the College of-- I don't-- No, I don't want to 
say anything wrong. But there was one more school that said, "Oh, please come in, record it, and film it. 
And then in our virtual ceremony, we at least have that feeling of Royce Hall is a part of it." But a lot of 
other schools didn't do it. They just thought of another way of putting their videos together. 

COLLINGS: [15:40] 

And will your organ music be a part of the commencement that's coming up? I understand there's some 
sort of attempt to have a commencement. 

BULL: [15:49] 
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Yes, I don't think-- Yeah. I haven't heard from anybody, and I don't think that will happen because I think 
it's outside, maybe in one of the stadiums, I want to say. So, the Royce Hall organ certainly couldn't be 
transported there. 

COLLINGS: [16:04] 

No. Recorded or perhaps-- I was wondering. 

BULL: [16:06] 

Yeah, actually now that I'm thinking about, it actually could be. It could be recorded or it could be 
livestreamed. Now that you're asking me, I'm thinking about that. But I haven't heard anything, so I 
assume that probably they'll have a marching band or something, or some kind of event. 

COLLINGS: [16:26] 

A poor substitute. 

BULL: [16:27] 

Well, there you go. Now I'm thinking maybe I need to write to the Chancellor and say, "Hey, we can still 
livestream the organ from Royce Hall." That would be pretty nice. 

COLLINGS: [16:38] 

Because it really is kind of that one thing that signifies what the ceremony is.  

BULL: [16:48] 

That would be nice. But yeah, so that obviously was a big difference in 2020. No in-person 
commencement ceremonies, and just a little bit of recording and filming as a substitute. 

COLLINGS: [17:02] 

Now, as far as the church organ work, I know there were a lot of tensions about whether churches could 
be in person or not. Were you aware of any of that tension where you were working? 

BULL: [17:21] 

So, I was aware of this being controversial. Now, First Congregational Church considers itself a very 
progressive church. So, they were leaning on the same side that maybe people would be leaning on 
politically progressive. Now, progressive church doesn't necessarily mean politically progressive, but 
sometimes it does fall on the same side. So, they were definitely erring-- Or erring is the wrong word. 
They were leaning on the side of science and caution. And our pastor did not want to endanger 
anybody. And most of our congregants were not putting on pressure. 

BULL: [18:03] 

I'm aware of one person that sent an email and said, "Hey, President Trump allowed church services, so 
we should be back there." But that's the-- We didn't really care too much about what President Trump 
said, other than maybe doing the opposite of what he recommended. That was a little dig. But that was-
- We kind of more fall in that camp. But no, there was no pressure. And there really still isn't. We're still 
not back to in-person, but we're carefully preparing it. But I think, like UCLA, probably be until 
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September. And we really want to be ready, and we don't want to endanger anybody in the meantime. 
So, there was very little pressure that I'm aware of. 

COLLINGS: [18:52] 

And is the church putting out messages such as, "Please get vaccinated so that you can come back 
safely"? I mean, is there any messaging along those lines? 

BULL: [19:05] 

That's a good point. I haven't heard that yet. So, I think that they're trying to be-- Also don't want to 
pressure people. I mean, as employees, we certainly were encouraged and it was facilitated that we 
could do it. But I didn't hear, "You have to." So, I didn't hear it as a mandate, but I think most people did 
it and did share that they did it. So, that was kind of an understanding, that most of us-- But I think 
there's at least one coworker that I'm aware of who's holding off. And I don't feel that he's being 
pressured, but everybody does have to get tested regularly. And even the people who got vaccinated 
are still-- They're not testing as much, but we're still testing. 

COLLINGS: [19:54] 

And you're testing because you're going to the campus--is that right? 

BULL: [19:58] 

That is correct, yeah. Everybody who's going to the church campus is being tested, yeah. If you're not 
going to campus, I don't think there's any obligation to do it. 

COLLINGS: [20:08] 

So, it's the church that is organizing the testing. You weren't referring to your work at UCLA at that time. 

BULL: [20:16] 

That is correct. My work at UCLA was mostly virtual, with those two exceptions last commencement 
season, where I came in and recorded something at Royce Hall. I had expressed an interest in doing 
some stuff on campus, but it just wasn't happening. I wanted to do a concert last fall. And it wasn't that I 
wanted to bring in people, but I thought, "Wouldn't it be nice to show people we're still here and we're 
livestreaming?" But it didn't happen. I don't know that we had the infrastructure to do it. They were 
being very cautious and really just wanted a minimum of people on campus, at least in my school, which 
is the Herb Alpert School of Music. 

COLLINGS: [21:07] 

Just in terms of your own experience during this time, holidays and socializing-- how were you going 
about all of that? And was there a sort of trajectory from the early days to the point where you did 
become vaccinated? 

BULL: [21:30] 

Yes, that's a great question. I'm a person who likes social interaction, but I'm not dependent on it. I did 
not get depressed, or I didn't have any other psychological problems. My partner, she is the same way, 
and even our son. We all like hanging out at home and just spending time with each other or doing 
whatever we're doing. So, we were all okay that way. But I do have to say it is kind of nice right now to 
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have a few opportunities. Like, on Sunday, some-- I think this is one of the first invitations I've gotten 
from somebody. And he said, "Hey, we're having some people. Everybody's vaccinated. Would you like 
to come?" And that does sound appealing. And a couple of Sundays ago, same thing. I got together with 
a small group of people. But those were pretty much two of the few times since last year that I 
socialized. But there was a couple of times somebody came over to the house, with distancing and we 
chatted a little bit, but it was minimal. 

COLLINGS: [22:45] 

That's so funny that this has become a part of how people invite one another. "Oh, would you like to 
come? Everybody who's been invited has been vaccinated." 

BULL: [22:45] 

Right, I know. I know, it is a little crazy. But I guess pretty soon-- It seems like a majority of people 
aregetting vaccinated. So, pretty soon, everybody who wants to be vaccinated will be vaccinated. 

COLLINGS: [23:14] 

And throughout this period, were you having any contact with possibly family members in Germany and 
hearing about how things were going there? 

BULL: [23:23] 

Yes. I talked to my mom once a week, and we kind of created that tradition. She was very happy that our 
service at First Church became livestreamed, and she would watch it. She's watching. She's our most 
loyal viewer. And she was not able to watch this pre-COVID. So, now every week, she's watching the 
service. Then after the service, we talk on the phone for an hour, and we always talk-- At some point, 
the conversation always is about COVID, and what they're doing over there, and how she's dealing. And 
she's dealing well also. So, I'm very pleased with that. She's not having any psychological issues of 
loneliness or whatever. 

COLLINGS: [24:08] 

And that raises an interesting point about whether these kinds of livestreams and ways of sharing music 
will persist in the future. Is there anything that you sort of take away from this that you'd like to 
continue? 

BULL: [24:24] 

Yes, I would. I think there is definitely some things that we can take away from it. In the case of the 
church, they're definitely planning on-- We're going back to in-person probably September, if everything 
goes right, but we'll also continue to livestream. So, my mother will be able to livestream in the future. 
I'm also thinking certain meetings should continue either purely on Zoom or at least the Zoom option. 
Like, sometimes faculty meetings at UCLA-- Pre-COVID, this is like a whole production. I don't live around 
the corner from UCLA, so it's at least half a day for just one meeting. Now, if they continue to allow 
Zoom, it's just the length of the meeting, and that's it. So, I certainly hope that that will continue. 

COLLINGS: [25:15] 

I would think there would be a good chance of that. And you mentioned your son--was he at school 
during this period? Was he an online learner? 
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BULL: [25:27] 

He was an online learner. So, they went exclusively to Zoom, as well. But just about a week ago--
actually, as a matter of fact, exactly a week ago--they went back to offer in-person instruction. It's not 
mandatory. Some students opted not to do that. We said yes. I pushed for that mostly because I thought 
it's important, too, for the kids to have the social interaction. So, he's back to school for like a half day of 
instruction. 

COLLINGS: [26:02] 

And are there any positives from the online learning that you observed, that you think would continue? 
Or was that just a horrible experience? 

BULL: [26:11] 

It wasn't horrible, no. I don't think it's ideal, but there's stuff that people can do on Zoom. There totally 
is. The negative was that last school year, the LAUSD did not offer it. There just wasn't-- There was 
hardly any school between March and June. I mean, they'd be getting work packets, and they had a 
Zoom meeting once a week. But they kind of-- I was unimpressed, I must say, especially by contrast to 
UCLA. 

COLLINGS: [26:48] 

Yeah, it was real crisis mode. 

BULL: [26:48] 

Yeah, yeah. I mean, and probably UCLA might have different means and different skill sets than the 
LAUSD. But again, UCLA went online within a week, and the LAUSD, it really took them until the next 
school year. So, that I wasn't too happy about, but it is what happened. It was kind of interesting 
because my partner had considered homeschooling before COVID, and I'm not in favor of that to begin 
with. My parents both were school teachers. And I do like the idea of the kids being there in a 
classroom. And I also, I told my partner, "You do not have the patience for this," because she said, "Oh, I 
can do it." I immediately said, "Well, I'm definitely not going to be the teacher of my son, because I 
know I'm the last person he's going to take it from," which is true. It's like, whenever I try to teach him 
something, it's like, "Yeah, Daddy. Yeah." And so, I wasn't going to do it. She was going to do it, but she 
now knows that it's very nice that you can send your kids off to school and let other people deal with it. 

COLLINGS: [27:59] 

Yes. I think hopefully one of the things that came out of this is a new respect for the teaching profession. 

BULL: [28:05] 

Right, absolutely. I totally agree. 

COLLINGS: [28:09] 

Yeah. Well, I mean, in terms of some of the larger social effects, I mean, is there anything that you've 
learned throughout this period about American life that you perhaps didn't expect? 

BULL: [28:24] 
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Yeah. What did I learn about American life? Well, I don't know that I learned something that completely 
surprised me. It confirmed to me what I think anyway. I feel that a majority of people are reasonable 
people that want to get along. And at the edges, there are unreasonable people who are making a lot of 
noise, mucking it up for everybody. And COVID certainly brought that out, too. On one extreme, the 
deniers, people who say it's a hoax, just because they didn't know anybody who had it--very narrow-
minded view of life. And then maybe on the other side, people who were overly vigilant--if you had your 
mask down, they might yell at you from across the street. That's the other extreme. But I knew that 
about human beings anyway. I mean, that's my view of humanity, that most people are reasonable and 
want to get along, and definitely in this country. But the people on the extremes tend to make the most 
noise. And I think that was the case during COVID, too. Yeah. 

COLLINGS: [29:37] 

Yeah, and there certainly was a lot noise. So, I have to confess, I don't know how Germans were 
reacting. Do you have a sense of whether it was a similar situation, or was there a different dynamic? 

BULL: [29:53] 

Yeah, to this day, there is a lot of arguing. I mean, I'm not-- I haven't been there, so it's secondhand, 
what I hear from my family. But I also read German newspapers. I read Der Spiegel, which is a little bit 
more left-leaning, and Die Welt, which is a little bit more right-leaning. So, I try to get both perspectives. 
And then underneath the article, there's usually a forum, so I know what people say in the forum. Now, 
again, it's the Internet, so the people who take the time to write something-- the forum, that might be a 
certain type of person. But there is also a lot-- exactly that same dissent. There seems to be a lot of 
displeasure at what people perceive an inconsistency of measurements. 

BULL: [30:46] 

Now, Germany is also Federalist, as I think we are in a way. I mean, states' rights are strong. So, different 
states could take different measurements. And some people like that, and some people do not like that 
and say, "It should be the same. It should be centralized." And so, that's one argument. And then, of 
course, some people say, "Too many restrictions. Everything should be opened up again." And then 
other people say, "Not enough restrictions." So, it's a divisive issue. And I sense that there's quite a bit of 
division. And they're still struggling. They're having a third wave. All of Europe is slower with vaccination 
than we are here. And so, there's-- Right now the (inaudible), it seems. But I'm sure that once they 
speed up with the vaccination and a majority of people is vaccinated, I think that'll improve things there, 
too. 

COLLINGS: [31:48] 

Yeah. I think that that's really something that just changes everything. 

BULL: [31:53] 

Absolutely. 

COLLINGS: [31:54] 

Yeah. And here, there was a lot of sense of maybe distrust of what was being said by public health 
authorities, because things seemed to be so different from region to region. I mean, in terms of your 
experience, were you trusting what you were hearing from public health? Were you trusting what you 
were hearing from other kinds of institutions? 
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BULL: [32:29] 

Yeah, I did. Yeah. I thought that our governor, who is now having to undergo a recall-- Yeah, I did trust 
him. I trusted the mayor, both of them. The German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, I think she also did a 
good job framing the crisis when it first started. She said, "Don't panic, but take it seriously" I thought 
that was the right messaging. Our government last year-- I do trust the one we have now a little bit 
more, I will say that. But even last year, they had some health and-- I guess Dr. Fauci has been in office 
last year and this year. I find him trustworthy. I mean, obviously some people are pointing out that not 
everything he has said is consistent, but I think they also had to deal with a new virus as it was 
appearing, and they needed to learn, as well. So, I'm okay when somebody changes their mind as the 
facts evolve. 

COLLINGS: [33:48] 

Right, right. Yes. We would hope to be able to do that. 

BULL: [33:53] 

Right? But you know how people are. They say, "Well, that's not what you said last year." And some 
people are seeing a conspiracy everywhere. I'm very skeptical about conspiracy theories, especially the 
type of theories that would require a lot of different people in different parts of the world to coordinate. 
It's very unlikely that it would happen like that. 

COLLINGS: [34:17] 

Coordination is something very difficult to achieve in many cases. Well, as a musician, you're very aware 
of that, trying to bring all of these instruments together. 

BULL: [34:28] 

Absolutely. And musicians are all-- Not all of them, but a lot of us, we're individualist and sometimes it is 
like herding cats with musicians. So, yeah, you're absolutely right. Coordination can be a challenge. 

COLLINGS: [34:44] 

Yeah. And just sort of looking at yourself over the past year, I mean, is there anything that you feel that 
you've learned about yourself or adaptations that you have had to make? And I ask that because, at the 
same time, for some people, this kind of situation-- They were already sort of tailor-made for this kind of 
situation going in. So, how did this play out for you, as an individual? 

BULL: [35:15] 

Yeah. I think I was one of the people who was-- I'm not sure about tailor-made, but I was personality-
wise well-equipped to do this because I can work on my own well. I always have been able to do that. I 
am happy with just a moderate amount of social interaction. I'm okay with that. And I'm also okay with 
using technology, such as filming, recording. I actually like it. I find it fascinating. So, for me, I think, 
personality-wise, I was well-equipped. 

BULL: [35:52] 

I did notice that, both at UCLA and at FCCLA ( First Congregational Church of Los Angeles) , it probably 
brought us a little closer together, the emotion of it all. I remember there was one all faculty meeting, 
and the Dean maybe shed a tear. And it was very moving to everybody, to be a human being. And I don't 
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think that would've happened in a non-COVID situation. So, for me, I've always tried to see the positive 
side of it. And I'm still trying to think if I learned something new about myself. Yeah, probably. Like, that 
I could maybe develop better team qualities. (inaudible) It did force us to get better as a team, through 
the situation. And I think I saw some potential there to improve those skills. 

COLLINGS: [36:49] 

And so, do you think that the students in the spring quarter and this year that you've been interacting 
with, and the congregation--do you have that sense of people sort of coming together a little bit, in the 
way that you mentioned? I mean, we're all apart, but are we all sort of more together, in your 
experience? 

BULL: [37:13] 

I think so. In my experience, yes. I do think the students came together because they were helping each 
other. Like, when there were technology issues, they would be sharing possible solutions with each 
other. And with the church community also, because of the live chat and the Facebook comments, we 
would hear more from people, actually, than we would have in person. Or maybe we would hear from 
different people. We expanded our reach. That was a big one for the church. I already told you about my 
mom in Germany watching. But all of a sudden, we had people in South Africa and Argentina. They were 
saying, "Hi from Argentina," and I thought that's kind of cool. So, for the most part, positive. 

BULL: [38:05] 

I will say, with the teaching-- I mean, I could do it as long as I had to, but it's getting a little old because 
sometimes you just want to demonstrate at the instrument how to play a scale, how to hold your hands, 
how to use your body. There is things you can do online, but there are limits. So, I think that'll be nice in 
the fall quarter, hopefully, to just be able to demonstrate things in person. 

COLLINGS: [38:35] 

Yeah, we have this fascinating situation where it's a global pandemic. And so, we've become more in 
touch with our global world--the people from Argentina watching the thing. But at the same time, it 
makes us, as you say, really appreciate that opportunity to teach one-on-one, in-person, in this very 
local, highly local fashion. 

BULL: [39:03] 

And yeah, I hope that that is also a positive byproduct--increased appreciation for one another as 
people, if also we can do. My fear is that it's all going to be back to usual. I was hoping that traffic would 
stay down, but it seems to be getting back to what it was. 

COLLINGS: [39:30] 

Right, right. Yeah, I think there was this sense, going in, that this crisis was an inflection point, and we 
would see dramatic, systemic changes in our society. I mean, I think some people held out that hope, 
maybe around attitudes toward healthcare, for example. What were your thoughts going in, along those 
lines? Did you have these kinds of hopes or-- 

BULL: [40:07] 
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Yeah, I'm still having some hopes. I just don't want to get too excited and then get disappointed. But 
yeah, that would be a nice byproduct. It's like another reminder of why it's important to be able to offer 
healthcare or affordable healthcare to everybody. Also I would hope that we're more sensitized towards 
social plights. I mean, it might be too soon to say, but of course, also during COVID, we had the whole 
situation with Black Lives Matter, the George Floyd situation. Of course, that was very divisive, too, for a 
lot of people. But I hope in the long run, again, there'll be some positive systemic change. So, I'm kind of 
a simultaneous optimist and cynic, depending on my mood. I want to be optimistic, but then the cynic in 
me says, "Ah, they'll forget in a year. It's back to the same old, same old." 

COLLINGS: [41:14] 

Yeah. Well, do you see this as a completely unique period--the pandemic, and the shutdowns, and, as 
you say, the Black Lives Matter protests, and the focus on racial justice? Do you see those as a unique 
year, or do you feel like you've been through something similar at any time in your past? 

BULL: [41:46] 

Well, that's a great question. With the racial injustice, I was through something similar in '92. I already 
lived in LA. I'm not sure if you did, but that's when we had riots following the Rodney King verdict. That 
was a great injustice, and there were riots, and I lived right through them, and my neighborhood was 
affected. Like, the house next to mine was burning. So, the current situation did remind me of that. Of 
course, those were different times. In the '90s, not everybody had a smartphone. One of the reasons it 
even became an issue is because somebody had filmed the violence towards Rodney King with one of 
those big clunky cameras. That was kind of new, that that was even possible. And nowadays, it's much 
more common, that people just whip out their smartphone. But it was interesting to see that. 

BULL: [42:46] 

So, it's not completely new, but I definitely would say it's unique. I mean, for most of us--probably all of 
us--it was the first big global pandemic like that. I know there were some smaller ones, but I don't think 
anything that affected the whole global population. What was it? The Spanish flu in 1918 or whenever 
that was, was the last one that's maybe comparable. I don't know. Other people know more about that 
than I do. But yeah, I would definitely say it's unique. And because of all of the technological progress 
that had been made recently, it made it a little bit easier to deal with it. 

COLLINGS: [43:30] 

Yeah, that's really interesting, isn't it? So, during this entire period--I guess, sort of wrapping up a little 
bit--what has sort of sustained you? What has been the thing that kind of kept you going through the 
entire year, and with all of the changes and all of the things that needed to be addressed and 
experienced? 

BULL: [43:58] 

Yeah, I would-- That's an easy one for me to answer because it's actually the same thing that sustains 
me normally. Music and family, those two things. For music, I was in a situation where I was able to 
continue to make music, and I'm very grateful for that and appreciative. I'm also aware that that's not 
the case for everybody. Again, I had two employers that had the technological means and also the 
philosophical will to just keep marching onward, no matter what. But it was a very creative time. I was 
working on music every single week of this last year. And that kind of feeds me anyway, creativity, being 
able to be creative. Now, I do think if my employers hadn't been able to do that, I still would have found 
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a way to do music. I would have maybe just spent more time recording at home, or creating music, or 
composing. I would have found a way. 

BULL: [45:06] 

But the other one is family. And even in that, I mean, it forced us to be more together. Because pre-
COVID, I would be gone all the time, and now I wasn't gone quite as much. And our son was at home, so 
we spent more time at home. And then I had my weekly phone conference with my mom. So, those two 
things that I think sustained me mostly on an emotional level--my immediate family and my German 
family, and maybe a couple of friends, close friends that I would be on the phone with. 

COLLINGS: [45:38] 

And the music, as you say, that sounds so important to have some kind of artistic or creative practice. 

BULL: [45:48] 

Absolutely, and that's one of the benefits of doing music. When I became a musician, some people said, 
"Oh, are you sure? It's such an uncertain profession." And I wasn't sure for a sec, but I finally said, "Yeah, 
I'm sure. I'll do it." And now, I'm grateful. And I mean, those people are right, of course. There's other 
professions that are more steady. Music can kind of go up and down, like acting. But in a situation like 
this, it's very helpful to have that creative outlet. 

COLLINGS: [46:20] 

Absolutely. And the organ is an unusual instrument. 

BULL: [46:23] 

It is unusual, yeah. It's big and massive, and we play with all of our limbs, with the hands and the feet. 
And really our whole body, the way we (inaudible) That's kind of good. It's good for the brain to get that 
stimulation. 

COLLINGS: [46:43] 

Oh, that's very interesting. I hadn't thought about it like that. 

BULL: [46:47] 

Yeah, because you have to be kind of ambidextrous, so that's good for the brain right there. Left hand-- 
Because with our left hands, we have to be able to do everything we can do with our right hands. And 
also we have to do a lot of things with our feet that most people don't, because we play the pedals. So, 
we have to play a complicated melody on the pedals. So, again, I'm always saying that. I say that to my 
students, "It's good you're playing the organ. It makes you really smart." 

COLLINGS: [47:19] 

Yeah. Because you're playing two pieces simultaneously, are you suggesting-- 

BULL: [47:25] 

Yeah, I mean, sometimes with an organ piece-- I mean, this is kind of a pretty standard structure, and 
there's other structures. But a lot of times, the left hand might play a chord. So, in a band, that would be 
the guitar player. And then the right hand plays a melody--that might be the saxophone player. And 
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then the feet play the bass line--that might be the bass player. So, three people. We're doing three 
people's jobs. 

COLLINGS: [47:53] 

Well, that sounds pretty challenging. 

BULL: [47:57] 

It's fun. It's fun. 

COLLINGS: [47:57] 

Yeah. So, just to sort of wrap up, is there anything that you really have in mind that you would like to do 
when this is over, when you could sort of say this really is in the rear-view mirror? 

BULL: [48:09] 

Oh, like some activity that I wasn't been able-- I will say, I do want to visit my German family. So, that's 
probably my first. Yeah. And again, I'm not a person who has to travel, but I haven't seen them since 
2019, and that'll be nice, especially to see my mom, who is in her eighties. So, I definitely really want to 
see her. 

COLLINGS: [48:34] 

Right. And so, vaccination, of course, is important for that. Are the borders closed? Or there's no-- 

BULL: [48:40] 

Yeah, that's a great question. Yeah, right now, I can go into Germany as a German citizen. I have a dual 
citizenship. But my other family, my partner and our son, they don't have German citizenship. So, at this 
point, they might have problems. But I just read that they're talking about opening the borders again in 
the summer. So, hopefully that will happen. And if it happens, that would be nice, right? 

COLLINGS: [49:09] 

Yes, indeed, it would. Indeed, it would. So, just sort of finally, is there anything that somebody from the 
future who-- Is there any-- We're talking about, "Oh, well, we need to start preparing for the next 
pandemic." I don't know if we will. 

COLLINGS: [49:35] 

I hope there won't be one for a while. Of course, some people say, "Hey, this is going to stay with us." 
But I mean, obviously vaccinations seem to make a big difference. But you were asking about somebody 
from the future visiting us? 

COLLINGS: [49:51] 

Yeah, I mean, do you have advice for somebody about-- Your advice for how to navigate their life during 
a pandemic? 

BULL: [50:04] 
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Yeah, how to navigate your life during a pandemic. Oh God, that's a good question. I'm not sure if I am 
the right person. It does make me feel-- I did read in the papers that some people have been warning 
about a pandemic. I mean, the younger Bush, of all people, I think was concerned a pandemic. So, I 
guess there is a feeling that there is things that people can do ahead of time. But I'm not quite sure. 
Some people say they hope that we'll be a little bit more careful about distancing anyway. I think Dr. 
Fauci said he'd be happy if people got away from shaking hands. But I know some people, they said, 
"Oh, no, I need that. I need--" So, more disagreements there. But I think that's-- 

COLLINGS: [51:00] 

Well, that's a good question. I mean, will people go back to something as simple as shaking hands? We'll 
have to wait and see about that. 

BULL: [51:07] 

So, yeah. But I think it's safe to say that it would be a good idea to just be more careful with hygiene, 
hand-washing, hand sanitizing. When we're sick, staying at home, keeping distance and stuff. So, 
hopefully we're learning something. 

COLLINGS: [51:27] 

Wearing masks, perhaps, if you have a cold.  

BULL: [51:32] 

Exactly. Yeah. I mean, and you probably-- You've seen this. And I've always seen especially Asian people 
with masks, right? Pre-COVID. Because I think in some countries like China, that's been a thing for a long 
time. And I always thought, "Oh, why are they wearing a mask? That's kind of weird." But I think now 
we're going to be more-- I hope we're going to be more accepting towards people doing that. 

COLLINGS: [52:02] 

Yeah, I wonder if I'll ever feel comfortable going on an airplane without wearing a mask. 

BULL: [52:07] 

Right. Absolutely. And I think, again-- I mean, that could be a good thing, that we know that that's a tool 
in our arsenal where we can protect ourselves and others. 

COLLINGS: [52:23] 

Okay. Is there anything that we haven't talked about that you would like to raise, as we wrap up here? 

BULL: [52:30] 

I think we really got into everything. It was good questions, very thorough. And I can't think of anything 
right now. I think we covered it. 

COLLINGS: [52:43] 

Okay, all right. I'll turn off the recorder, then we can just chat for a moment. 

BULL: [52:48] 
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Sounds good. 

 

 


