
Meeting an orchestra conductor like John Mauceri is truly exciting. And not only because he 
is a figure possessing a particular aura or because his personal charisma exudes from every gesture or 
look. What is striking in this man is his absolute calm and serenity. After a few sentences, his calm 
translates into authority, and hearing him speak is the equivalent of being enchanted by his voce into 
sitting in an easy chair, relaxed, certainly, but absolutely captivated by his words.

Maestro, when you come to Italy you go without preference from conducting a great orchestra in an important 
theater, something like ArtistÕs Life by Johann Strauss in the Auditorio Pio in Santa Cecilia in Rome, to PucciniÕs 
Turandot at La Scala in Milan. This choice of  repertoire seems almost strange.

“But to me it all seems perfectly normal.  Certainly in the Nineteenth century concerts of 
classical music were performed together with Strauss waltzes, exactly like George Gershwin is 
performed today. I can state confidently that Gershwin as a composer certainly has greater worth 
than Strauss.  His writing is more inventive and more complex, and it is certainly more difficult to 
perform Gershwin than Johann Strauss. It is folly to think that only what Mozart wrote is classical 
just because there exists a masterpiece like The Magic Flute.

A Broadway musical is exactly on the same plane. In the Twentieth century we witnessed the 
catastrophe of Art divided from the people. I believe this emerged from the two great wars of that 
century. After the First World War something insane happened to composers, to the critics, and to 
the intellectual community.  And after the Second World War it was even worse. The idea, for 
example, that symphonic music had nothing more to say and they were only stray notes pushed 
people away.  We cannot think of Chopin and his great art and not consider the influence that 
waltzes and mazurkas had on him. We can’t imagine Beethoven without talking about marches and 
popular music, about the street culture he transcribed. But today we cannot think and imagine that a 
symphony had its foundations in Rock `n’ Roll. It is not possible to think that country & western 
music is the source of the conventions of today’s symphonic music. It is here, after all, that the error 
and snobbishness was created. Much of the origins of contemporary music came out of 
mathematical calculations. Yes, it’s interesting, but on the scale of people’s interests it is perhaps in 
last place. For me it is absolutely normal to conduct Candide by Leonard Bernstein and Don 
Giovanni by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. It has the same level of seriousness and, moreover, the 
subject is almost analogous. It’s a question of language. Of the taste of one’s palate. You can eat 
salad, veal, pasta, or dessert. The same principle exists in music. It is sad and stupid that a conductor 
should perform only Beethoven, almost pretending to be Toscanini. Today is not like a hundred 
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years ago. I must be John Mauceri and be him the best I can be. What I know perfectly well and 
what I must absolutely do is NOT to imitate Arturo Toscanini.Ó

It was perhaps a determining factor for you and your musical culture to have been born in mid-century, in the 
middle of the Twentieth century after the war and so you have been able  to both look backward and forward. What 
will happen now in the new century?

ÒI remember that almost twenty years ago I was in New York where I was conducting 
BeethovenÕs Fidelio at the Metropolitan.  At just that time the film Star Wars came out and everyone, 
but everyone was talking about it.  I also went to the movie theater. It was a room/audience full of 
people of every race and every color. Suddenly, the lights went down/out, the logo of Twentieth 
Century Fox appeared andÉ bbbbBBBBOOOOOMMMMMMMM!!!! The music of a huge 
orchestra began.

It was John Williams who reinvented orchestral music for an entire generation of people 
who had forgotten it. John Williams had written that music in the style of the great composers of 
the Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries:  Mahler, Richard Strauss and Stravinsky. 

The same people, those 13 and 14-year-old kids, bought that record and found themselves 
facing for the first time, words such as ÒLondon Symphony Orchestra,Ó or strings, oboe, English 
horn. 

For me it was something really incredible. Now you can enter any big record store, Tower 
Records or Virgin, and see dozens and dozens of sound tracks written for orchestra and not for 
electronic synthesizers. 

It is music influenced by Rock `nÕ Roll and by Richard Strauss, and it is for this reason that 
the idea developed by the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra is so important: because the sole art form of 
this century is Cinema. It is cinema that has replaced Nineteenth-century Opera. 

A century ago everyone in Italy was singing ÒLa donna • mobileÓ and everyone went to the 
theater to see Opera that had the most diverse settings: China, Japan, AmericaÉ with orchestral 
music as its foundation.

I think that today, the melodic line of that time is continuing in cinema and in the movies. 
TodayÕs great composers continue to express the musical tone and idiom of the orchestra, and 
render them understandable to all.Ó

Perhaps there is a reason why Gustav Mahler became popular in the Sixties. During those years it was 
almost forbidden to feel emotion. There was only Karlheinz Stockhausen, Pierre Boulez, and Luigi Nono.

ÒThatÕs true! In those same years MahlerÕs symphonies conducted by Bruno Walter and 
Leonard Bernstein were published, and everyone said ÒWow! What music!!!Ó When that music was 
written at the beginning of the century, it was said that it was ugly music, too emotional, vulgar, and 
dirt cheap.  I well understand why there was that reaction and why success came only in the Sixties. 
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In fact, in 1932, when film music began, the great composers such as Max Steiner and Erich 
Wolfgang Korngold, who were students of Mahler who knew Giacomo Puccini and Richard Strauss 
well, composed sound tracks in Hollywood for the movies of  Betty Davis and Errol Flynn.”

So in truth it was a question of the other side of the coin with respect to the grim Nazi problem and the 
racial laws. 

“Exactly! And how did those musicians arrive in America? Simply because they were 
German Jews escaping, after Hitler’s notorious racial laws, from Nazi persecution. Therefore 
listening to the music of Gone with the Wind and all those movies of that period, 15-year-old 
youngsters like me going to the concert halls, for the first time we were exposed to the music of 
Mahler. Actually it was not really the first time because their ears were already used to that style. It 
was the musical style of  the movies!

And in the Sixties people said they appreciated Mahler precisely because they had 
appreciated the tradition carried over from film sound tracks.  It was the European orchestral 
tradition that was spreading throughout Hollywood.  Ironically, today, over 500 years from the 
discovery of America, we understand the value of a cultural exchange like this. Not just America 
discovered by Europe but also the reverse, in an extraordinary synergistic interplay.”

Maestro, where do you stand in the opinion that many share, which maintains that the best is past, that 
everything that should have been said has already been said, and we canÕt turn back!

“I am a man who always looks ahead to the future. We are not used to a conductor who 
conducts Verdi, Gershwin, and Rodgers. It is with this spirit that people will listen to music in the 
third millennium. And it will be new music.

I was in Tokyo some time ago with the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra. I was conducting Street 
Scene, a 1947 work by Kurt Weill, written and set in New York. I recorded that work in Scotland 
and I had to interpret it for the Japanese market.

It is truly incredible how the power of music and technology manage to make the world 
much smaller. I like Stockhausen but I also like Rock. This is not impossible. My son, for example, is 
mad for Rock and I learn a lot from him abut the new languages of  contemporary music.

When Stravinsky was living in Paris he went every day to the Jazz Music Center to hear jazz 
being played, and to learn something. When Gershwin was in Hollywood he studied with Arnold 
Schoenberg, Charlie Parker, the great jazz musician, and sent his young students to Yale University 
to study with Paul Hindemith. All this was normal for them. So it should also be normal for us.

Beethoven went to hear music in beer halls. In short, there exists no music better than 
another. There exists only a progression of style. There are more simple things and there are more 
complex things that require different preparation. It’s not about an alternation of opposites but of a 
great fusion of  everything.
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It often happens that many people know the lyrical set pieces of an opera without knowing 
the plot of the opera. It’s contradictory because the story on stage is linked in an intrinsic way to the 
actions and the emotional quality of  the singer. 

In the same way, when people go to the movie theater the music emphasizes the emotions 
and actions that are seen on the screen. So the language of music becomes universal. This concept is 
important because that means that Cinema is the true heir of Opera. It is the opera of our times. 
Both possess the same common denominator!

Hitler, for example, tried to banish a certain type of emotional music, because, as he said, it 
was the equivalent of decay and inferiority. That same music reached Hollywood and the entire 
world discovered and appreciated it. Many more people follow Cinema today than followed Opera 
back then.  It is possible that many young people who today love pop or rock or dance or electronic 
music say they don’t want anything to do with Ludwig Van Beethoven or Gustav Mahler.  In reality 
however, these young people go to the movies to see Star Wars or Backdraft or one of the multitude 
of Walt Disney productions and listen to this type of music, who on principle would refuse a priori. 
In many concerts that I performed in Japan with the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra, the music of 
Strauss, Tchaikovsky, and John Williams was included. My orchestra was the first that performed this 
type of  music in live concerts. Honestly, some were shocked, saying that it was a disgrace.”

Using this historical criterion, very important figures were marginalized and banished!

“Exactly!  Look at the case of Korngold. This Viennese composer wrote some beautiful 
things. He is one of the most famous young composers of the Twentieth century. When he was ten 
years old he composed his first ballet. At sixteen his first opera. When Giacomo Puccini heard his 
music, he observed `This man has given twice as much as I have to music!’. 

But as a Jew Korngold could not play his music in his own country.  Max Reinhardt invited 
him to Los Angeles to spend the winter, because Korngold suffered terribly from asthma. In 1938 
Hitler prevented him from returning to Vienna, and so he stayed in California. And he composed 
the music for all the films of  Errol Flynn.

Korngold was a perfect example of the use of orchestral music in the service of cinema.  
On the other hand in the world of cultivated music, Sergei Prokofiev wrote for the cinema, as did 
Dmitri Shostakovich and Leonard Bernstein. It is truly a very rich tradition and it would take too 
long to list everyone… but even opera music has been put to the service of cinema. A Room with a 
View, The Godfather”… It’s a natural progression that continues. And Hollywood is only its 
symbol.”

Even we in Italy cannot complain, since we have extraordinary musicians like Nino Rota and today Ennio 
Morricone!

“Morricone could not exist without Mahler.  Mahler’s Fourth Symphony, for example… is 
Gone with the Wind, Once Upon a Time in the West … a whole fantastic concert with today’s 
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Musical mixed in.  Les Miserables, for instance, was an incredible success in Paris, New York, 
London and Los Angeles. ItÕs a true Opera but people call it a Musical so it will seem less 
inaccessible. 

And today, in the history of American music, we have yet to discover a genius of the caliber 
of George Gershwin. When he was alive his works were not well respected. I hope that the critical 
edition of his complete works that I want to edit personally will succeed in restoring him to the 
position he deserves.Ó

Original publication reprinted below
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