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The Translator

Roberto Diaz prepares to lead the
Curtis Institute of Music.

Interview by Melinda Whiting

The solid gray mansion is calm
and dignified, like many in the neighbor-
hood, albeit with a slightly elevated grand-
eur. Even the small raised lettering near the
doorway—"Curtis Institute of Music’—is
a model of patrician restraint. This quiet
sign is the only external clue to the massive
weight of musical legend thart has sus- i
rained Curtis's reputation for more
than eight decades, and attracred
superb young talent to Philadelphia to
study tuition-free at one of the world’s
most nurturing, and most competi-
tive, conservatories.

Entering the Curtis Institute’s
heavy wooden doors, visitors are
enveloped in tradition of the com-
forting, magnificent sort. Velver
drapes drop two stories from the
foyer’s coffered ceiling; golden light reflects
dully on dark paneling and oil paintings;
leather chairs and upholstered couches are
thoughtfully, invitingly placed. One is
quite certain that no compromises on qual-
ity have ever been admitted into this place.
Perhaps never even discussed.

Roberto Dfaz first arrived at Curtis as a
young graduate student in 1982, studying
with Joseph de Pasquale. He joined the fac-
ulty in 2001, a few years after he succeeded
de Pasquale as principal violist of the
Philadelphia Orchestra. His association with
Curtis is typical of the orchestras members,
dozens of whom studied here. Like Dfaz,
many teach here, too, reinforcing an inti-
mate connection that has continually buffed
the reputation of both institutions.

Diaz follows a string of world-class per-
formers who have guided Curtis: pianists
Josef Hofmann and Rudolf Serkin; violin-
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going to do for the
rest of my life.

ist Efrem Zimbalist; oboist John DeLancie;
and most recently, pianist Gary Graffman,
who retires in 2006 after a transition year
of joint direction with Dfaz.

The announcement of Dfazs appoint-
ment last spring was a surprise. A three-
year search had reportedly produced a

ve never really been
the type to settle into
something, and just
say, 'Okay, I've
arrived. This is it for
me. This is what I'm

philosophical split between those seeking
an artist-director in the Hofmann-Serkin-
Graffman tradition, and those advocating
an administrative type. Genial and quietly
forthright, Diaz, 44, has a foor in both
worlds. He has never managed an institu-
tion before, but as a Philadelphia Orchestra
principal, his leadership responsibilities

have been significant. He has served on the
orchestra’s board and the search commirtee
that recommended Christoph Eschenbach
as music director. Along the way, he has
earned a reputation for building bridges
among factions, experience he will no
doubt draw on as he steers Curtis into an
era in which conservatories, even the most
traditional ones, are increasingly asked to
prepare students for new realities.

Melinda Whiting: I'm curious about how
you came to the decision to accept this
position, because you're at the height of
what most people would think is a great
orchestral career, and you have an active
solo career, too! You could do both for 25
more years.

Roberto Diaz: I think I could. Although,
to be honest with you, I've never really
been the type to settle into something, and
just say, “Okay, I've arrived. This is it for
me. This is what I'm
going to do for the rest
of my life.”

It’s a lictle like when I
left the National Sym-
phony—not for a job, I
just left when Slava
[former music director
Mstislav Rostropovich]
left. T just thought, “I
should try something
different.” I talked with
my manager about it,
and she said, “You
know, this will probably be an interesting
time to push a little bit more in your solo
playing.” So when the Philadelphia Orch-
estra had auditions for a principal position,
I didn't participate at first, because I thought
I should be doing something else.

Then I got a call, asking if I wanted to
just come and meet with Maestro Sawal-
lisch. And we played together, and we
talked. Eventually, of course, I played an
audition for the committee. But it all
evolved out of those couple of meetings;
they were such a great experience that I
thought it would be crazy for me not to be
associated with the orchestra and with him.
So when I came to the Philadelphia Orch-
estra, it was again because it was the right

thing at the right time.
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Diaz in rehearsal for a solo performance with the Philadelphia Orchestra and
Music Director Christoph Eschenbach
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And the situation here with Curtis was
similar, in some ways. One day several
months ago I was discussing, with the
chairman of the board, the strategic, long-
range planning process for Curtis, just
because he wanted to talk to some faculty
members. At one point during that conver-
sation, he said to me, “You are aware of the
fact that we're looking for a replacement for
Gary Graffman.” And he asked if I would

have any interest in this. I have to say; I just

laughed. My first reaction was, “Well, 1
don’t know. I mean, I thought youd have
to be a fair bit older.” Some months later,
he asked me if I, as a faculty member,
would meet with one of the candidates that
they were apparently quite serious about. I
met with this person, and then I talked to
the chairman again, about what my
impressions were. And eventually it came
up again, and evolved from there.

MW: This had the reputation of having
been a contentious search up to that point.
RD: There were a lot of rumors. But I was
not involved in it at all. I figured, “theyll
look at whoever they want.” I'd been on
the search committee when Eschenbach
was appointed at the orchestra. That search
was long, too. It went on for a few years.
From that experience, I could tell that
search committees evolve in a certain way.
What is important at the beginning of the
search is not always necessarily the most
important thing at the end of the search.
MW: Each person you consider influences

your priorities going forward, I'd imagine.
RD: You prioritize at the beginning. And
then you're halfway through the process,
and all of a sudden you realize that you've
changed the order of some of these needs.
And by the time you get to the end, you
realize that some of the priorities you had at
the beginning are perhaps things that you
don’t even consider important any more.

MW: Do you think directing Curtis will be a
more administrative job in the future than i
has been in the past?
RD: I would assume
so. If there are some
new responsibilities
for the director,
that's fine. We're
working to set this
up so that theres a
very list of
expectations. Which
will affect every-
thing, actually. For
instance, the dean’s
job will be very
much affected by the
list of responsibilities
that T have. Its a
good time to organ-
ize things, and have
a clearer understanding of what is expected.

clear

For me personally, this is necessary, because
I'm not just adding this to my schedule; I'm
actually changing my life to do this.

oo

MW: You seem to understand quite a lot
about leadership of the interpersonal sort,
and also about those administrative things
that most artists might consider merely
bureaucratic. Where does this come from?
RD: Well, when I started in the Phila-
delphia Orchestra [in 1996], we had nine
or ten weeks on strike—

MW: That was before you even got to play?
RD: Right. Those were my first ten weeks
with the Philadelphia Orchestra, walking
the picket line. That was hard. It was hard
for everybody. But, in hindsight, a lot of
really great things happened in the orches-
tra as a result. Look at the fact that the
Philadelphia Orchestra is making its own
records, and producing videos. And we got
musicians on the board. This is all because

the musicians decided they had to get
more involved in their own future, in their
livelihood.

So I served on the board for three years,
and—what was really fascinating—for two
of those three years I was the first musician
to serve on the executive committee of the
board. That, I have to say, was a real eye-
opener. Because that is really where every-
thing gets decided.

MW: What was your first meeting like?

RD: I don't remember exactly what was dis-
cussed, but I remember that it seemed
almost kind of ruthless, the way they had
to make business decisions. It made me
realize that these people are incredibly ded-
icated to the organization. They're doing it
in their spare time, and some of them don’
have a lot of spare time. They're giving a lot
of time, a lot of effort, and a lot of
money:

and raising a lot of money—for
the orchestra. That was really good for the
musicians to see; when it trickled down to
the orchestra members that there was going
to be a deficit, they already knew that in
the executive committee there had been a
lot of blood, sweat, and tears about this
thing. Tt wasn't just, “Oh, well, here we go
again. Four million dollars in the hole.”
MW: And here you were, having partici-
pated in those discussions. You could come
back to the players and actually confirm...
RD: ...that it wasn’t untrue: “They’re not
saying this because they’re just posturing
for contract negotiations. It is actually a
fact. And money is not necessarily being
mismanaged.” Because we musicians tend
to always say the same thing: “They’re mis-
managing this,” and “Why don't they just
raise more money?” Instead, we had the
opportunity to see that there was a lot of
hard work going on up there.

MW: I suppose the reverse thing would be
the board saying, “We have a deficit. Why
dont you guys in the orchestra just play
better and wed sell more tickets?”

RD: Right! “What's wrong with you? How
could you miss that note?” (laughs) So being
on the board was very educational, actually.
Funny, its something that, here in this
room, that day, we discussed quite a bit.
MW: “That day” being the day that you
met the Curtis search committee?

RD: Right. I said that I don't see the role that
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I will have here, in relation to the board, as
a different role than when I was a musician
on the board at the Philadelphia Orchestra.
My role was to communicate to them: “This
is what we do. This is how we need to feel,
to do it to the best of our ability.”

MW: You'll be like a translator.

RD: You know, I've always felt that in an
orchestra, you have a hundred personalities
that can do a lot more than just play music.
Person by person, when you look at it, the
amount of resources that are in an orches-
tra, outside of just the playing, is pretty
amazing. They have an incredible array of
interests. There are some who paint on the
side, or have photography as their passion.
But they're also playing in the orchestra.
MW: How does an orchestra make the best
use of the broader talents of their musi-
cians? Orchestras are looking for ways to
reach the audience better, and to raise the
public profile of the institution. So more
and more, musicians are asked do non-

“Person by person, when you look
at it, the amount of resources that
are in an orchestra, outside of just
the playing, is pretty amazing.
They have an incredible array of
interests.”

musical things that they may not have been
trained to do at conservatory: education,
- public speaking, board service.
RD: In the Philadelphia Orchestra, since
the strike, we've seen people bringing all
kinds of talents into helping the organiza-
tion. I think that the public face of the
orchestra has changed dramatically since
the time when it was just these people
dressed in funny outfits, playing music
very well for that very small segment of the
community—which has also been stereo-
typed a bit—that went to these concerts.
You see so many more musicians now who
are really involved. Some of them are just
great with kids, for example. Before a chil-
dren’s concert, they'll sit there and talk to
3,000 kids in the hall.
MW: Should we be training student musi-
cians to take on these new roles? Or should
we rely on just their natural inclinations?
RD: So far, certainly for us, it’s just relying on
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their natural interests and abilities. You have
people from all parts of the world, with all
kinds of experiences behind them. I mean,
we have people who have fought in wars
that play in the orchestra. The stories they
tell, and some of the experiences they've
had—not to tap into some of that is almost
criminal. Because it really gives the orches-
tra, or the institution as a whole, a human
face, that maybe it just hadn’t had before.
MW: It takes down that veil.

RD: Eschenbach put it very well, with his
phrase, “Raising the invisible curtain.”
MW: And yet you're going to be the direc-
tor of a conservatory that traditionally has
really concentrated on music alone, and no
one’s ever questioned that. Have we entered
an era when even Curtis needs to think
abour these other roles that musicians can
have, and prepare them accordingly?

RD: It can never hurt for students to get as
broad an education as possible, and to have
their eyes as wide open as possible to what
they can expect, or what might be expect-
ed of them, in whatever field of music they
end up in: teaching, or orchestral, or cham-
ber music, or solo, or a combination of all
of the above.

Some very recent graduates of Curtis are
doing wonderful things, inventing their
careers. There are people who play different
kinds of music—jazz, or country music—
and they use their skills as instrumentalists,
that they developed here, to mix classical
with other styles of music. You have people
that are producing their own recordings.
Then they have to figure out how to sell
this thing, how to distribute it. Do they
take it with them when they play concerts?
Or do they sell it or give it to someone to
distribute for them? Or do they do it
through the Internet? They're basically tak-
ing complete control of every aspect of
their career, in a sense.

MW: Is there a way that Curtis can help
them prepare for this new environment?

RD: Well, I think that Curtis has been doing
a lot of that. Bur I have to be honest with
you, until very recently my role here has
basically been just to teach viola. To try to
get as many of my students as possible very
well employed, in terms of a chamber
group, or an orchestra, so that I could
launch them without too much uncertainty.
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But I've become aware of the fact—and
Curtis is very conscious of the fact—thar
there are many more expectations from
musicians now, than just playing your
instrument really well. And that playing
your instrument really well does not neces-
sarily equal success. You have to be a very
shrewd business person. You have to be
very diplomatic. You have to have terrific
people skills. You have to have common
sense. And you have to be responsible for
all sorts of things that maybe we never
thought about before.

oo

MW: What will the Curtis Institute be like
under your stewardship?

RD: I'm very fortunate, in the fact that this
place is in great shape. Artistically speak-
ing, there’s really nothing that needs to be
changed drastically, at least judging from
all the conversations that I've had to date,
with many faculty members and staff. The
thing that we will do, at first, is just to
make sure that everything is organized.

MW: Administratively, you mean?

RD: Yes. And we will need to make sure
that the school is always financially solid.
Obviously having more money in the
endowment is a necessity. We need to look
at our fund raising, to try to make it so that
anything the students need, or anything we
want to try to do here, is do-able. In that
sense we're very fortunate that we dont
have 800 students, that we only have 160
students.

MW: Especially since Curtis is paying every
penny of their tuition! I assume the
tuition-free policy won't change?

RD: Absolutely not. That would be a very
quick way to turn the school into just
another music school. Not that charging
tuition is a bad thing for others to do. But
Curtis is Curtis, and this is the way it’s
always been. And there’s no reason at this
point to think that it won' stay that way.
MW: [s there anything that worries you—or
terrifies you—about what you're taking on?
RD: I haven't stayed up at night yet think-
ing about any of it. But I'm sure there will

“Playing your instrument really
well does not necessarily equal
success. You have to be a very
shrewd business person. You have
to be very diplomatic. You have
to have terrific people skills. You
have to have common sense.”

be things I'll be faced with that I can’t even
begin to imagine at this point. I've had
some really nice conversations so far with
Gary Graffman about what it was like for
him to come in and start doing this job.
There will be a lot of issues that we'll
need to deal with, certainly. Faculty
appointments, and some staff appoint-
ments. So I'll need to rely on people to give
me advice, and to help me along for a
while. One thing that we have to continue
doing is to keep the name of Curtis what it
is throughout all of the planet. There are
schools that are offering students as much
or more, financially speaking, as Curtis
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does. Not just full tuition; sometimes
they're paying stipends. There are some
schools that are actually buying the really
top talent. That's something that we can’t
ignore. I feel that it’s part of our responsi-
bility here, to make sure that Curtis really
stays unique. | would hope that it would be
the place of choice for everyone, the first
choice. I think that’s a challenge, because
there is competition out there.
MW: What will you do differently, in order
to compete?
RD: One thing that has already started here
in the violin department, is that they now
have more than one teacher per student.
Ideally, I'd love to see this idea applied
more. Take the viola department: Of course
I'll be teaching here, and I spend some of
my time p|aying recitals and concertos, and
[ also have experience in the orchestra
world. And Joe de Pasquale, who is still
teaching here, has so many years of orches-
tra experience. And we have Michael Tree,
who is the violist of the Guarneri Quartet.
Viola students coming to Curtis could have
the benefit of all of us, if we could create
that system, where a student would come to
study viola at Curtis, as opposed to coming
to study viola with so-and-so at Curtis.
MW: And this would allow them to figure
out what their career path is once they get
here, more gmdunﬂy, instead of trying to
make that decision before they go?
RD: Exactly. And also, just to have more
guidance available. Say; you're this viola stu-
dent, and you're working on a Barték String
Quartet. Obviously the person you want to
play this for is Michael Tree. I mean, I can
try to help you, but I could never help you
like he could. Or if you want to take an
orchestra audition, Joe or I could prepare
you. If you have a certain concerto that you
want to work on, and it happens to have
been premiered by Joe de Pasquale, then
he’s the person you play this piece for.
Now, there will always be someone in the
faculty who will ultimately be responsible
for you. But there won't be this husincss of,
“youre Michael Trees student,” or “you're
Joe de Pasquale’s student.” Thart could real-
ly make the school hard to beat, when it
comes to recruiting the best students.
MW: And youd be opening up the stu-
dents’ minds—they're not slavishly follow-
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ing one teacher. They're thinking of differ-
ent possibilities.
RD: You have to do it carefully, because you
don't want to confuse things for the really
young students that we sometimes get at
Curtis. You don’t want them being com-
pletely confused with one person saying,
“Play it this way,” and then the other person
says, “No, play it the other way.” But it’s the
kind of thing that can help make the expe-
rience of being at Curtis a really full one.
And at the same time, when we have to hire
new faculty, we know exactly what to look
for. If the chamber music member of the
viola department retires, then that's what
you need. You don't just go out there look-
ing for just another viola teacher. You know
that you're looking for somebody who's
making their living in a string quartet, or in
some kind of a chamber-music setting.
Those are just some of the things that I'm
thinking about. Not really changing the
place, but seeing what the students’ needs
are. And spending time just talking to fac-
ulty about what they feel is needed. While
we were on tour with the Philadelphia
Orchestra this summer, I spent some time
with my colleagues who teach brass and
winds here. I mean, they look at the world
of music from a very different angle than
string players do—which they should. Just
because a certain situation is good for a vio-
list, doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s going
be the best for a French horn player.
MW: It’s going to be interesting to spend a
whole year gathering this information.
Was that your motivation for waiting a
year, or was it just that you wanted one
more year \Vith th(‘_' ()rchﬂ.‘i[ra. to say Eirf_"
well to that life?
RD: It just happened that way. It was the
very end of the concert season when I was
asked to come over to Curtis, and so I
couldn really say to the Philadelphia
Orchestra, “Oh, by the way, in September
I won't be here.” (laughs) 1 wouldn’t want
to do that to them. Also, it will be my tenth
year in the orchestra, and Gary was happy
to finish out his 20th year here. So it just
kind of worked out. I think it's a very com-
fortable sort of transition time.
MW: What will you miss the most, when
you leave the orchestra?
RD: The music. It’'s great stuff. It’s kind of
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funny that at my age, I would be think-
ing like this, but while we were on tour
this summer, I'd be playing in a concert,
and everyone is going at it on Mahler
Nine—with everything they've got, play-
ing away like crazy. And I'm thinking, “I
may never play this piece again. This
could be the last time I ever play Mahler
Nine.” Or, “This could be the last time I
ever play the Barték Concerto for
Orchestra.” That is actually kind of a sad
thought.

MW: There are also pieces you have already
played for the last time without knowing it.
That's sad, too.

RD: I know! I know.

MW: And the other odd thing that strikes
me is that you're also going be heading a
faculty that includes several of your former
teachers. That must be strange to contem-
plate.

RD: I've thought about it a little bit. I'm
kind of used to it, in a sense, from being a
principal in the orchestra setting. You have
people in the section who are considerably
older than you are, but you are ultimately
responsible for what happens in your sec-
tion, and they know that.

Ultimately, it's about respect. You have
to understand that everyone has a tremen-
dous amount to offer. You can never forget
that. As long as there’s respect in both dir-
ections, then I think that you can have a
very good working relationship.

MW: What other challenges do you want
to address?

RD: Part of our challenge is to really keep the
history of Curtis in everybody’s conscious
awareness. Because Curtis /s its history:
MW: At the same time, you don’t want it to
descend into—what can sometimes hap-
pen with eminent institutions that have a
great tradition, that they can become fussy.
You know? A little moldy.

RD: (laughs) Well, thats why its always
good to keep your ears and eyes open to the
present. Otherwise, the competition will
run you over. We have to keep our eye on
what’s going on around the world, and
how we relate to what’s going on, and how
relevant we are. It’s not unlike what sym-
phony orchestras have had to do in the
community they live in. How relevant are
we here? I mean, if we disappeared tomor-

"While we were on tour this
summer, I'd be playing in a
concert, and everyone is going at
it on Mahler Nine—with everything
they’ve got, playing away like
crazy. And I'm thinking, ‘| may
never play this piece again."”

row; would anybody even norice?

Cerrtainly if you have your head stuck
in the ground with traditions, and think
that just because it worked 50 years ago,
it’s still just fine, then you can find your-
self in a bit of a predicament all of a sud-
den. It’'s something that you have to
study all the time: the balance between
what worked back then, and whar will
work now. Does it need to be modern-
ized, or updated, or upgraded? Bus-
inesses do that on a constant basis. While
you never want to lose sight of where you
came from, you also have to have a fairly
good idea of where you're trying to go.
Are you on track? And are you staying
focused?

Just as the musical world changes, musical

education has to change. It just has to. Of
course there are things that will never
change; the way you develop talent is always
going to be the same. But are you also con-
scious of what the newest set of demands
are, on the faculty, or on the students?
MW: In a year, I'll come back and ask you
how education will change at Curtis. I think
you need this next year to figure it out!
RD: There will be, I'm sure, many hours of
discussions. Not just with people from
here; also with people from other music
schools. How is it that we are different
from everywhere else, and will stay differ-
ent from everywhere else? And whart are
some of the things that are going on in the
other places, that we may need to be
thinking about? For me, the next year
especially is going to be a kind of crash
course in thinking about things that I
probably have never really spent much
time thinking abour.

Its exciting. Sometimes I think about
how incredibly different this is going to be
than what I've always done. But at the
same time, it doesn’t feel foreign. oo
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