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1951–1959

hiatus from conducting

In the days surrounding New Year’s Day, 1951, Bernstein was on board a 
ship from Cherbourg to the United States to conduct the New York Phil-
harmonic in February and to share conducting duties with Koussevitzky 
during the Israel Philharmonic’s American tour, which would last through 
March. He was in some turmoil: he had been in a long-term relationship 
with the Chilean-born actress Felicia Montealegre Cohn—the two had 
become engaged in 1947, but Bernstein had soon broken it off—but she 
was to meet him when the ship docked on January 2.1 He also committed 
to running an arts festival in 1952 at Brandeis University, for which he 
was to prepare the program and conduct the premiere performance of his 
so-far-unfi nished opera, Trouble in Tahiti. And, of course, he was living 
under threat of further acts of governmental and corporate repression. All 
of these matters were on his mind as he sailed to New York.

Also on board were Robert Rossen, the left-wing playwright and 
Holly wood fi lm director, and Vincent Hallinan, a lawyer who was 
prominent in the Progressive Party.2 While in conversation on the ship, 
they met up with another group that included the Hollywood producer 
Boris Morros. According to Morros (as reported to the FBI by either 
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Morros himself or an unidentifi ed person), Bernstein had let on that 
a “well-to-do Jewish man,” upset that a left-winger like Bernstein was 
leading the Israel Philharmonic, wanted Bernstein to sign a loyalty oath. 
Rossen expressed his disgust for this idea (according to the informant), 
saying “that the United States ‘stinks’ and is going to Hitlerism and reac-
tion,” and “we have to do something before it is too late,” and “everyone 
is scared to death.” Although the FBI document is not clear about the 
sequence of events, it repeats Morros’s report that Bernstein “made the 
statement that Life Magazine, in a recent issue, made a list of the fi fty 
most prominent ‘Reds’ and said that he, Bernstein, was very proud of 
the fact that he was on the list.” The report also said that Morros “was 
talking about a picture he proposed making.” When “Bernstein asked 
him why he did not hire him,” Morros responded that he “could not hire 
a Red.” At this point, Morros and his group turned their backs on Bern-
stein.3 Insult aside, Bernstein now knew that the blacklist was extend-
ing from overseas American embassies and consulates to CBS radio and 
then to Hollywood. Would it stop there? As he alighted upon American 
shores, the young conductor must have been worried.

The following day, January 3, Dimitri Mitropoulos, the new conductor 
of the Philharmonic, reported to the board the names of the guest conduc-
tors for the 1951–52 season. Bernstein’s was not among them.4  Assum-
ing the decision was Bernstein’s, and that he had made it months before, 
what led him to it? The simplest hypothesis is that he needed a composing 
sabbatical to fi nish Trouble in Tahiti. Nor was this the fi rst time he had 
sought a conducting sabbatical: just over a year before, he had asked Kous-
sevitzky for release from summer 1950 Tanglewood duties, needing time 
to compose and overcome physical and emotional ailments, but he was 
refused—in fact rebuked—by his mentor for even suggesting a leave of 
absence.5 Seen in this light, he was taking the sabbatical to make up for the 
one he had missed the summer before. But the events that followed sug-
gest an alternative hypothesis. In the days after his arrival in New York, 
he apparently felt some urgency in reaching yet a new sabbatical decision, 
one well beyond that announced to the Philharmonic board on January 3. 
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On January 15, he informed Koussevitzky in no uncertain terms that he 
was not coming to Tanglewood in the summer and, in fact, was taking 
a sabbatical not only from the Philharmonic but from all other consult-
ing engagements, certainly for one and perhaps as many as two years.6 
That this extended sabbatical plan was a sudden inspiration is evidenced 
not only by this January 15 letter to Koussevitzky but by Helen Coates’s 
response to an inquiry from Nelly Walter of Bernstein’s agency, Colum-
bia Artists Management. On January 22, 1951, Walter had inquired about 
Bernstein’s availability to conduct in Europe and must have been quite 
surprised to hear the following from Coates so late in the day: “Evidently, 
the word has not been passed on to you that Mr. Bernstein has made a 
defi nite decision to take a year’s rest from conducting, beginning this com-
ing April, 1951. He plans to rest and compose, and will not be available for 
any conducting until the fall of 1952.”7

Bernstein made his decision public on February 15, when the New 
York Times reported that he would end his current tour in Mexico City, 
remain there for a few months, and spend up to a year and a half compos-
ing. Later that day, he was off to Carnegie Hall to conduct the New York 
Philharmonic in performances of Prokofi ev and Stravinsky. Over the next 
week and a half, he performed music of Rachmaninoff, Copland, Franck, 
Milhaud, and most signifi cantly, on February 22, the world premiere of 
Charles Ives’s Symphony no. 2.8 He fulfi lled two more recording dates in 
March and left New York for Mexico City, having written to Copland that 
he was “giving up conducting for at least two years.”9

All seemed quite normal on the surface, a matter of Bernstein’s setting 
priorities. But the question remains, What led him to the January 3 and 
the extended January 15 sabbatical plans? As he had explained to Kousse-
vitzky when he petitioned for the sabbatical for the 1950 summer, as Helen 
Coates intimated to Nelly Walter on January 22, and as he explained in a 
letter to Koussevitzky on May 30, he had wanted a sabbatical not only to 
compose but for his physical and mental health.10

What disturbances, if not torments, were causing him to take fl ight 
from the podium? Threats to his career cannot be discounted. He was 
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blacklisted by the State Department and by CBS and was living with 
threats of new intimidation and repression by the growing ranks of the 
witch hunters. Certainly, the possibility of further damage to his career 
loomed large given what he had just learned from Morros and company 
aboard ship. His American conducting career, not to mention his chances 
of getting an orchestra of his own, would be dashed were the blacklist to 
extend to the concert hall. Given this darkening repressive atmosphere, he 
might well have pursued the sabbatical plans not only to give him time 
to pour his energies into Trouble in Tahiti and prepare for the Brandeis 
festival but also to provide him with a safe way to remove his name from 
the Philharmonic board’s scrutiny of proposed guest conductors, thereby 
preempting a board decision to reject him and make him persona non 
grata. Removing himself from the Philharmonic board’s deliberations by 
taking refuge in the comparative safety of the composing studio and the 
Brandeis campus would deliver him from the nightmare of a new, crip-
pling blacklisting.

It is, of course, possible that the Philharmonic board had no inten-
tion of blacklisting Bernstein. Indeed, was a Philharmonic blacklist pos-
sible? Bernstein had been under contract with the Philharmonic for the 
1943–44 and 1944–45 seasons. From 1945 to 1948, he was conductor of 
the New York City Symphony. He was a guest conductor of the Phil-
harmonic in 1949–50, and had accepted an invitation in early 1950 to 
conduct during the 1950–51 season.11 CBS blacklisted him in 1950, and 
once he fulfi lled his long-scheduled appearance with the Philharmonic 
in February 1951, he remained away, only to return in 1956, after his 
removal from the CBS blacklist.12

Keeping in mind the need to avoid the post hoc ergo propter hoc fal-
lacy,13 one must nonetheless note that CBS and the Philharmonic had 
closely related interests and that Bernstein’s hiatus from the Philhar-
monic virtually coincided the period of the CBS blacklist. William S. 
Paley, chairman of the board of CBS and an aggressive blacklister—his 
Clearance Offi ce was manned by ex-FBI agents—sat on the Philhar-
monic board (he served from 1937 to 1957).14 (Paley was also founder and 
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board member of Columbia Artists Management, the head of which was 
the politically conservative Arthur Judson.15 Judson was comanager of 
the Philharmonic and executive secretary and member of the board of 
directors and executive committee of the Philharmonic Society until his 
resignation in August 1956.)

More direct evidence of the close association of CBS and the Philhar-
monic appears in the following examples: In December 1950, CBS let the 
Philharmonic board know that certain sponsors were unhappy by the 
scheduling of a “prize winning but unknown violinist” to perform dur-
ing broadcast time.16 On the Philharmonic board’s agenda for the 1950–51 
season were concerns about CBS radio memberships, sponsorships of CBS 
Sunday broadcasts, CBS Young Peoples concerts, and diminishing sub-
scriptions and other income sources. Connections with Columbia Records 
were evident, for example, when, on November 19, 1953, the board took 
up a request that Bruno Walter reapportion his time so that he could 
record more and perform less.17 In that meeting, CBS Radio asked the 
Philharmonic board not to publicize the departure of Willys Motors as 
sponsor of the Philharmonic broadcasts lest the announcement derail 
negotiations with potential sponsors.18 In sum, ties between the CBS and 
Philharmonic boards were quite close. If nothing in the New York Phil-
harmonic’s archives verifi es the hypothesis that Bernstein’s absence from 
the podium from 1951 to 1956 was due to the CBS ban (not to mention 
the State Department ban), the congruence of corporate interests invites 
such speculation.

One more element of this congruence of interest between CBS and the 
Philharmonic board is pertinent. In early April 1951, the FBI initiated the 
process of placing Bernstein’s name on the so-called Security Index man-
dated by the 1950 Internal Security (McCarran) Act; the list named those 
who were to be picked up and incarcerated in detention camps in the event 
of a national emergency.19 “The subject [Bernstein] is White, Male, Native 
Born, and, of the three possible categories, ‘Communist,’ ‘Socialist Worker,’ 
or ‘Independent Socialist League,’ the fi rst, ‘Communist.’ ” He was to be 
incarcerated in the areas reserved for “prominent persons.”20 This behind-
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the-scenes maneuvering, we can safely assume, was unknown to Bern-
stein. It was, however, more than likely known to the ex-FBI agents in 
charge of clearing names for the Philharmonic’s partner, CBS.

At just that moment, Bernstein took up residence in Cuernavaca, Mexico, 
a town of lush beauty. There, he met frequently with his good friend the 
famed correspondent Martha Gellhorn, as well as a number of blacklisted 
writers and directors who had exiled themselves from the United States. 
He seethed at the news from the States of the sycophantic pageantry 
mounted by the city of New York, the media, and the Congress to honor 
General Douglas MacArthur, recently fi red for insubordination by Tru-
man after McArthur almost forced the Chinese into war with U.S. forces 
in Korea. But Bernstein was not so much bothered by MacArthur as by 
those participating in the “farce of informing in Washington” (ongoing 
since March with HUAC’s investigation of supposed communist infi ltra-
tion in Hollywood).21

But he had more personal reasons to feel this anxiety. Back in the spring 
of 1950, television impresario and New York Daily News Broadway gos-
sip columnist Ed Sullivan had told Jerome Robbins that unless Robbins 
revealed the names of people who had attended a party at his apartment 
for the Soviet Friendship League, Sullivan would (in modern parlance) 
“out” Robbins and tell all about his homosexual affairs.22 For the homo-
erotic left-winger Bernstein, who was in and out of New York in the spring 
and might very well have been at the party, it was possibly believed he was 
in double jeopardy. On March 24, 1951, just before he left New York for 
Cuernavaca, Bernstein would have quickly learned that Sullivan was call-
ing for a HUAC investigation of Robbins, suggesting that “Robbins can 
give the Committee backstage glimpses of the musical shows which have 
been jammed with performers sympathetic to the Commie cause.” And 
if this news were not enough to get Bernstein to focus on his potential 
vulnerability, Sullivan remarked, “You can be equally sure Robbins knows 
and can name Communists who are prominent as conductors and arrang-
ers in concert music.”23 The article quickly made the rounds in New York, 
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and we can be sure that it made the rounds within the communities of the 
blacklisted in the United States, Mexico, and Europe.24

The terror ran unabated: on May 16, in a rather distracted state, Bern-
stein wrote his sister, Shirley, that Robert Rossen had just visited him in 
Cuernavaca and was distraught about his blacklisting; Rossen had decided 
to return to the States to appear before HUAC. Rossen was miserable, 
not knowing where to turn or where to take his family to start life again. 
Bernstein told Shirley that he was afraid he might suffer Rossen’s fate: “He 
feels fi nished in the States. It’s a mess, and I am very sorry for him. It can 
also happen to all of us, so we had better start preparing our blazing ora-
tions now.” Meanwhile, he had been listening to Albert Maltz and other 
blacklisted Hollywood writers in exile and was sickened by Maltz’s stories 
of prison life in West Virginia. Bernstein had no kind words for another 
of the Hollywood Ten, Edward Dimitryk, who had served time in prison 
for contempt and remained blacklisted, but who on April 25 reappeared 
before the committee and now gave names. Bernstein was most worried 
for John Garfi eld: “He will wind up in a great perjury mess if he doesn’t 
watch out. It may already be too late. Actually, I suppose there is nothing 
to be done when your life and career are attacked but strike back with the 
truth and go honestly to jail if you have to. This dandling [sic] about to 
save a career can neither save the career nor make for self-respect.” Bern-
stein concluded, “I hope I’m as brave as I sound from this distance when 
it catches up to me.”25 The letter offers clear evidence of Bernstein’s cast 
of mind in this period. He clearly thought that he was most vulnerable to 
more blacklisting and, worse, to a subpoena to testify before HUAC.

Bernstein thus had more than enough reason to empathize with John 
Garfi eld, whose life had become wretched indeed. The two had been 
friends for years, meeting in the circles around the Group Theater since 
the late 1930s and in Hollywood at Gene Kelly and Betsy Blair’s open 
houses in New York and Hollywood after the war.26 In the early 1950s, 
even a tangential association with the Group Theater was enough to taint 
a person: HUAC member California Republican Donald Jackson made 
the claim that the Group Theater “for all its artistry was shot through 
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with the philosophy of communism.”27 He made this statement on April 
23 at Garfi eld’s appearance before the committee, just three weeks before 
Bernstein wrote to Shirley. Garfi eld had been asked whether his political 
beliefs followed the Communist Party line and about his ties to the Joint 
Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, the National Council of American-
Soviet Friendship and the Progressive Party—all of which groups Bern-
stein had been supporting. If, by the end of Garfi eld’s testimony, nothing 
on the surface pointed to his coming martyrdom, HUAC was neverthe-
less turning him into an object of disgust. Word was out that the com-
mittee, having rejected Garfi eld’s statement that he knew nothing of his 
associates’ supposed communist ties, had decided to seek his indictment 
for perjury. Witnesses before HUAC who were in the New York theatri-
cal or Hollywood movie industries were now having to testify about their 
associations with Garfi eld, and an affi rmative answer was tantamount to 
contamination and blacklisting. Elia Kazan noted that Garfi eld, after his 
appearance before HUAC, began to disintegrate.28

Garfi eld’s martyrdom, and potentially Rossen’s, was on Bernstein’s 
mind as he wrote to Shirley on May 16, and he told her that he was expect-
ing to be subpoenaed and hoped he had the strength of character to refuse 
to name names even if he would face a prison sentence as a result. He was 
afraid but hoped that he had the courage to do the right thing in the event 
that he were called to testify, “when it catches up with me.”29

On June 4, 1951, Koussevitzky died, and Bernstein took over guid-
ance of the musical life of the Berkshire Festival, leading the orchestra 
and teaching conducting.30 On the political front, however, matters were 
going from bad to worse: Robert Rossen appeared before HUAC on 
June 25, 1951 and was asked about his relationship with Garfi eld. Ros-
sen avoided direct answers, saying only that his and Garfi eld’s relation-
ship was strictly business. Rossen was interrogated about his theater life 
before the war and before his move to Hollywood, and about his con-
nections with, among others, the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Commit-
tee. He declined to respond when asked whether he knew a number of 
other people and remained on the blacklist.31 On June 26, 1951, HUAC 
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questioners pointedly asked J. Edward Bromberg, another alumnus of 
the Group Theater who had left for Hollywood, about Garfi eld’s alleged 
membership in the Communist Party. Bromberg refused to answer. Nor 
did he reply to demands that he reveal his own political history.32

In September 1951, Bernstein, no doubt worried about his citation in 
Red Channels, asked his attorney whether his sponsorship of the Joint 
Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, which was on the attorney general’s list 
of subversive groups, left him exposed to subpoena. He was told via Helen 
Coates on September 19, 1951 not to worry inasmuch as sponsors have no 
policy or administrative powers.33

Bernstein’s crisis was somewhat mitigated by other matters. On Sep-
tember 9, Felicia and Bernstein married and took their honeymoon in 
Cuernavaca, where Bernstein continued to work on Trouble in Tahiti. In 
mid-December, he declined an unoffi cial offer from the Pittsburgh Sym-
phony Orchestra for a one-year position as full-time director for the 1952–
53 season. The position was hardly what he was hoping for. He allowed 
that though he did not know if he would accept an offer from the Boston 
Symphony orchestra, which might arise were Charles Munch too ill to 
continue, he would certainly accept an offer from the Rome Symphony 
Orchestra.34 In short, he was betwixt and between, at loose ends. Later 
that month came news that Bromberg, under blacklist, had died in Lon-
don of a heart attack on December 19.

Bernstein was back in Boston in late February and early March 1952 
to conduct the Boston Symphony Orchestra for the ailing Charles Munch. 
On March 8, Bernstein confi ded to his friend François Valéry, vice presi-
dent of the UNESCO Council (and son of the poet Paul Valéry), that he 
was quite excited about a possible offer of the musical directorship of the 
Rome Orchestra. He implied that he had no chance of getting the New 
York Philharmonic and that if he couldn’t have New York, Rome was the 
next best option—and he and Felicia were prepared to move overseas to 
take on the assignment.35

He may have been Professor Bernstein of Brandeis, but he was in fact 
fl oundering. Helen Coates, in a note she penned on a March 13, 1952, 
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letter from Nelly Walter of Columbia Artists Management, which she 
probably meant to send to Walker in reply, said that Bernstein “for the 
moment does not know what he will be doing.”36 And all the while he was 
living with the threat of subpoena.

Bernstein must have breathed a sigh of relief after Judy Holliday’s March 
16 appearance before HUAC. Holliday was asked to provide information 
about Betty Comden and Adolf Green’s associations, and their appear-
ances on behalf of Spanish Civil War refugees, but none of the committee 
members mentioned Bernstein’s name, most likely because he had left the 
Revuers before those performances.37 But then came the fi rst of the real 
shockers to the left-wing theatrical, musical, and Hollywood worlds. On 
April 10, Elia Kazan appeared before HUAC and named names. A month 
later, on May 19 and May 20, Clifford Odets, who had been close to Hanns 
Eisler and John Garfi eld, appeared before HUAC and saved his Holly-
wood career by naming names of people he had known to be members of 
the Communist Party. Odets, however, did not betray Garfi eld. Asked if 
he knew that Garfi eld had been a Communist, Odets replied, “No sir; I 
never knew.”38 Testifying the next day, May 21, Lillian Hellman delivered 
her famous line to HUAC: “I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fi t 
this year’s fashions.”39 Hellman’s stand—she declined to answer questions 
about her own or others’ politics—provided but brief respite from the full 
effects of victimization, character assassination, and betrayals that resulted 
from the HUAC investigations, for the same day, John Garfi eld suffered a 
fatal heart attack. He was only thirty-nine years old.

american biedermeier: 
the progressives marginalized

American progressives like Bernstein were now on the margins, if not 
isolated from the mainstream of American liberalism. The progressives’ 
plight was less because of the McCarthyites than because of their aban-
donment if not betrayal by centrist liberals who either expressed only luke-
warm opposition to McCarthyism or joined it. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., in 
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The Vital Center, the 1949 book that served as the ideological manifesto 
of Truman liberalism, had castigated progressives as intellectually and 
ideologically naive fellow travelers who failed to understand the nature of 
Stalinism and whose analyses had not been tempered by the responsibili-
ties of power.40 Although Schlesinger was contemptuous of HUAC, he did 
support Truman’s use of the Loyalty-Security Program to purge people 
suspected of supporting Soviet interests.41 Schlesinger believed that Tru-
man would ensure constitutionally acceptable “procedural safeguards” 
against improper dismissals—such a procedural regime would “prevent 
witch hunting”—but would also “resolutely reject the curious progressive 
doctrine that prosecution of Communists or fellow travelers in any cir-
cumstances is a violation of civil liberties.”42

The centrist Cold War liberal assault on the progressive left only inten-
sifi ed the following year when senators Hubert Humphrey (D-MN), Paul 
Douglas (D-IL), and Herbert Lehman (D-NY) voted affi rmatively for 
the 1950 Internal Security Act, which provided for detention of supposed 
subversives. In 1952, a number of leading liberal American intellectuals 
agreed with the editors of Partisan Review that the once-radical critic now 
felt quite at home within American business and cultural life. They sug-
gested that American democracy was providing the bulwark against the 
“Russian totalitarianism [that] threatens world domination” and that even 
if writers were confronted by an anti-intellectual mass culture, they would 
“no longer accept alienation as the artist’s fate in America; on the contrary, 
they want very much to be a part of American life.” They had “ceased to 
think of themselves as rebels and exiles.”43 Others—including the liter-
ary critic Newton Arvin (who had argued in 1936 that “native American 
thought . . . moves on toward Marxist socialism as toward its culmina-
tion”), the social critic James Burnham (who was making his move from 
Trotskyist to the far right), and writer Allan Dowling—echoed the edito-
rial statement.44 The literary critic Leslie Fiedler wrote of the “American 
belief in innocence and achievement” and the nation’s “uncompromising 
optimism.”45 The writer Mark Schorer offered a curious response, argu-
ing that “we have had almost no dissent worth taking seriously since the 
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1920’s.” He noted that despite the openness of American political democ-
racy, “the United States has seldom experienced a more restrictive political 
atmosphere than at the present time,” but he placed the blame on “mor-
alistic clichés and the political falsehoods that they propagate” and made 
no mention of propagators such as Senator McCarthy or the members of 
HUAC.46 To Lionel Trilling, the once radical but now reformed intellec-
tual could learn from writers such as Thoreau and Melville and opt “for 
satire, for humor, for irony, for despair, for tragedy, for the personal vision 
affi rming itself against the institutional”—in short, could choose from a 
palette of styles to write about his or her sense of alienation.47

For these writers, the moral collapse, harassments, betrayals, and 
destructions of friendships, careers, and lives going on in the interrogation 
chambers of HUAC and in the McCarthy and Internal Security Commit-
tees, might just as well have been happening on some other planet.

Not all liberals and former progressives accepted the offi cial mythology. 
The social theorist and theologian Reinhold Niebuhr was less sanguine 
than most, warning readers that much as America had been pushed into 
the role of hegemon to protect the free world against the Soviets, the greater 
foes were internal to the nation: “the spirits of hysteria, hatred, mistrust, and 
pride.”48 Norman Mailer and Philip Rahv were mindful of the havoc being 
wreaked upon artists and writers by Cold War forces. Mailer noted that the 
contemporary critic had no clear enemy to face because the economy was 
under control (“society has been rationalized”): the old economic nemeses 
were weakened, so “the expert encroaches upon the artist,” the contempo-
rary intellectual has moved his or her sights from “without”—from the 
external forces whose examination was the province of the left radical—
to “within”—to individuals’ inner life. To inquire into the workings of the 
society was now “dismissed as mere mechanical leftism.”49 But Mailer saw 
real problems external to the individual that ought not to be ignored: “No 
one of the intellectuals who fi nd themselves now in the American grain ever 
discuss—at least in print—the needs of modern war. One does not ever say 
that total war and the total war economy predicate a total regimentation of 
thought.” The artist rushing from the political left had a convenient cover: 
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“Rather, it is suggested that the society is too diffi cult to understand and 
history too diffi cult to predict. . . . It has become fashionable to sneer at eco-
nomics and emphasize the ‘human dilemma’ as it was fashionable to do 
the reverse in the thirties. Economics is now for experts and the crisis of 
world capitalism is considered dull enough to be on par with the proletarian 
novel. One never hears about the disappearance of the world market, nor is 
it polite to suggest that the prosperity of America depends upon the produc-
tion of means of destruction, and it is not only the Soviet Union which is 
driven toward war as an answer to its insoluble problems.”50

Mailer’s statement was, by the standards of the 1950s, rather subversive. 
Rahv, a Trotskyist who had not forsaken his outlook and who had served 
for years as an editor of Partisan Review, noted that many intellectuals had 
come to see the realities of the Soviet system and were “chastened.” They 
had developed a greater sense of identity with American culture inasmuch 
as it had outgrown its older narrow business worship, artistic provincial-
ism, and immaturity. Intellectuals were now fully employable in the uni-
versities and in government. But, he argued, some had allied themselves 
with uncritical anti-Stalinism, so much so that they could “put up with the 
vicious antics of a political bum like Senator McCarthy.”51 Rahv pointed 
out that communism was an external danger and to assume equivalent 
danger from domestic communism was to fall into “the shadow-world of 
political sectarianism and sheer obsession.”52

Mailer’s and Rahv’s were voices in the wilderness: the depoliticization of 
literature was merely indicative of a general depoliticization of America life. 
The forces behind the Red Scare had considerably narrowed the formerly 
expansive political discourse of the 1930s and 1940s. Moreover, the purge of 
left-wing New Dealers had only added to the foreshortening of debate. The 
political system was now a centrist polyarchy: a system run by entrenched 
and bureaucratized elites and careerists in various institutional fi elds, labor, 
industry, politics, agriculture, entertainment, and communications—all in 
competition for markets or funds but mutually countervailing as well. A 
mighty consensus was being forged by the eradication of dissident voices 
from the print and electronic media, whether by advertisers’ coercion or 
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media executives’ preemptive blacklisting. In many respects, then, the 
American social and political order of the 1950s bore great similarities to 
the European order imposed in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna: politics 
would be left to the authorities, while the new middle classes would enjoy 
uncontroversial public entertainments and the purchase of commodities 
that would enhance family and household life and personal beauty. Order 
was maintained by an offi cial censorship, secret police, and a judiciary ready 
to sentence malefactors to long prison sentences. The newer system had its 
own kind of censorship and secret police; its own forms of excommunica-
tion, ostracism, and banishment; and its own methods of promoting self-
repression and self-censorship. Historians dubbed the post-1814 system the 
Biedermeier system. The newer one was an American Biedermeier.

repression

In the spring of 1952, Bernstein was at Brandeis setting up the festival he 
was organizing for June; preparing to conduct Weill’s Threepenny Opera, 
with Blitzstein’s translation of Brecht’s libretto; and planning the premiere 
of his own Trouble in Tahiti. At this time, he was also toying with writing 
an opera about the life of Evita Peron, a project that would provide him 
the opportunity to create a political work—safely taking place in Argenti-
na—while supporting his penchant for Latin rhythms.53

Trouble in Tahiti had its premiere in June 1952. The work tackled mate-
rial that was then modishly daring but not dangerous; like its predecessor 
Age of Anxiety, the work was far from the more radical genre, such as an 
adaptation of Winterset that Bernstein had thought to compose before the 
HUAC-Truman-McCarthy-blacklist machinery came on the scene. Bern-
stein, true to his formal project, crossed high and low art with radio jin-
gles, vernacular speech, and elevated lyricism to elaborate upon the strains 
on middle-class professional families who had moved to the new paradise, 
suburbia. Sam, the protagonist of Trouble in Tahiti, is commuting to work 
in the city and consumed by his career, and he has no time for his wife, 
Dinah, or their child.54 His marriage is falling apart.
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Like Age of Anxiety, this work assumed that the fault lines in mod-
ern life were aspects of an irremediable “human condition,”—this time 
not urban alienation but suburban alienation, This premise was daring 
indeed, but not, of course, worthy of FBI or HUAC attention. Neverthe-
less, Bernstein’s progressivism sneaked in: fi rst, in his criticism of the pro-
cesses of commodifi cation, the outpouring of household consumer goods 
that nevertheless proved no antidote to familial strains; and second, in 
his bleak view of American imperialism. This latter comes in a moment 
when Dinah, having just seen a fi lm, Trouble in Tahiti, fantasizes about 
romance and “island magic,” at which point the scene segues into a cavort 
between white American sailors and brown native girls—a spectacle at 
once audience pleasing and showstopping, in South Pacifi c fashion, but 
also embodying a critique of American exploitation of native populations 
overseas.55 However, the supposed criticism expressed in this song and 
dance sequence would have gone over the heads of anyone not predisposed 
to a critique of American practices abroad. In no way did Trouble in Tahiti 
suggest a meaningful exposure of the roots and practices of American 
power. The message that everyone caught was the sobering idea that the 
move to “garden city” is at best only a temporary palliative, one that does 
not remove the underlying problems of contemporary life.

Meanwhile, the right-wing assault upon American artists was accelerat-
ing: Copland’s Lincoln Portrait was dropped from Eisenhower’s inaugural 
in January 1953 because of Copland’s political history.56 On February 19, 
the new secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, issued an order to remove 
from the International Information Administration libraries and Voice 
of America broadcasts works of any communist or fellow traveler. These 
works would include recordings of Bernstein’s music, along with those 
of Copland, Gershwin, Sessions, Thomson, and Harris.57 (The ban was 
secretly removed in that year as the Eisenhower administration began to 
join into the cultural Cold War, as we will see shortly.)

For at least a moment, the blacklist and the witch hunt seemed a long 
way from Broadway: Bernstein’s Wonderful Town opened in February 
26, 1953. A collaboration with Betty Comden and Adolph Green (who 



American Biedermeier / 67

adapted the play from Ruth McKenney’s book My Sister Eileen and the 
play adaptation by Joseph Fields and Jerome Chodorov), the show was an 
immediate hit.58 The light-hearted, cheerful, optimistic, and good-natured 
work depicts the travails of two sisters from Ohio who have arrived in 
New York’s Greenwich Village to seek careers and adventure. Plunged 
into the cacophony of the city and the rapid pace of business life, the sisters 
are at fi rst overwhelmed by the crazy Village types they meet, wonder-
ing, “Why, oh why, did we ever leave Ohio?” In short order, however, the 
younger sister, Eileen, is happily pursued by myriad admirers, including 
a bunch of New York cops, and fi nds her true love; the older sister, Ruth, 
played by Rosalind Russell, sheds her nervous constraint to join in the 
zaniness and, against seemingly impossible odds, lands her man.

The work had a Broadway run of some 559 performances. Actually, it 
should have run for 560. When Ed Sullivan thundered his outrage in the 
New York Daily News that the left-wing newspaper The National Guardian 
had purchased a block of tickets for April 8, 1953, the producer, George 
Abbot, simply canceled the performance.59

This incident, indicative of the depths to which Sullivan and the black-
listing industry could sink, did not touch Bernstein, whose political travails 
remained largely unpublicized. To the Broadway public and the publicity 
machinery, Bernstein was simply the charming wunderkind; in fact, he 
was escaping opprobrium by the skin of his teeth.

On May 5, Jerome Robbins appeared before HUAC and began his 
testimony with a roll call of his Broadway works. The HUAC counsel, 
Frank S. Tavenner, then asked Robbins, “What was your fi rst ballet?” 
Robbins answered that it was Fancy Free, fi rst performed on April 18, 
1944. Tavenner asked Robbins if HUAC’s information that he had been 
a member of the Communist Party “at one time” was correct, a question 
Robbins was sure to decline to answer on Fifth Amendment grounds.

But came the surprise answer “Yes; it is.” Robbins had thus signaled 
his willingness to inform on others: by his admission of membership, he 
closed off the possibility of invoking the constitutional protection against 
self-incrimination to avoid answering questions about others. Still the 
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conversation did not fasten upon the names of others, at least not yet. Tav-
enner did ask about Robbins’s activities within the Communist Party, in 
the course of which Robbins mentioned that he had been a member of 
a party “theatrical transient group.” He told the committee that a party 
offi cial had once asked “in what way did dialectical materialism help me 
do Fancy Free.” Robbins told the committee, “I had created Fancy Free 
before I had become a member of the political association [the Commu-
nist Political Association, as it was known in the war years], and I found 
the question ridiculous and outrageous, both.” Tavenner’s and Robbins’s 
conversation then moved to On the Town: “The idea was mine,” Robbins 
began. “The purpose of it was to show how an American material and 
American spirit and American warmth and our dancing, our folk danc-
ing, which is a part of jitterbugging, part of jazz, could be used as an art 
form. . . . It’s always been identifi ed everywhere it’s played as a particularly 
American piece, indigenous to America, and that its theme has great heart 
and warmth, as far as representing our culture is concerned.”60 Robbins 
then named those of his associates who he thought were communists.

Bernstein could only be thankful that he had not been a member of 
the party, for Robbins would have had no hesitation in serving up his 
name. Two days later, May 7, Robert Rossen returned to the committee 
to recant his earlier testimony and to name names, even carefully spelling 
them out.61

These were the days not only of the Red Scare but of the “Lavender 
Scare,” when McCarthyite forces sought to expose and ferret out gays 
in government and other areas of infl uence where they might be loy-
alty and security risks.62 David Diamond was called to testify, and as 
he wrote, “called Aaron” (Copland) in a “panic” and asked, “What do 
I do?” “ ‘David,’ he said, ‘take it easy. Just do what the legal advisors tell 
you.’ I said, ‘I’m not going to inform on anybody.’ Aaron said, ‘Well, 
naturally, I hope not.’ I said, ‘What, however, if I’m asked a question 
directly about you, about Lenny?’ He said, ‘You say what you feel you 
have to say.’ ”63 More than likely, Diamond was referring to his fear that 
he would be questioned about his homosexuality. Diamond was never 
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asked about Bernstein’s homosexuality; nevertheless his prehearing tor-
ture was quite evident.

For Copland, Rossen, Bernstein, and their many friends and associ-
ates, these days were a time of terror.64 The progressive Left was deserted 
by its old labor constituency, demonized as a bastion of fi fth columnists, 
and under attack not only from the political right wing but from the new 
“anticommunist liberals,” who, in setting up the Americans for Demo-
cratic Action and recruiting Eleanor Roosevelt, had fashioned themselves 
as inheritors of the New Deal. The group was isolated, marginalized, and 
now disintegrating.

On May 26, Copland was called to testify before McCarthy’s commit-
tee but gave his questioners nothing to whet their appetites.65 On June 2, 
1953, Group Theater alumnus Lee J. Cobb, who had played Willy Loman 
in the original cast of Miller’s 1949 Death of a Salesman, was called, and 
like Kazan and Odets before him, informed on his former associates.66

Bernstein might well have refl ected upon his introduction to the Group 
Theater via Copland, his place within Stella Adler’s salon. A long time 
had passed since Waldo Frank had declared that a new form of social life 
was developing in that hothouse! And now, Kazan, Odets, and Cobb had 
turned on their Group Theater allies, Robbins had turned on his, and 
Garfi eld and Bromberg were dead of heart attacks.

Affidavit

Now came Bernstein’s time, but not in the venue he had expected. He 
was not subpoenaed to appear before HUAC or Senate committees but 
was instead drawn into living hell in July 1953 by the U.S. State Depart-
ment’s refusal to renew his passport.67 He was in trouble: besides carry-
ing the stigma of refusal, he might be forced down the same road as Paul 
Robeson, blacklisted in the United States and unable to return to Europe 
where his career had fl ourished. Bernstein hired an attorney skilled in 
obtaining clearances, James McInerny, once a top investigator at the Jus-
tice Department and, as Bernstein later wrote his brother Burton, “an old 
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Commie-chaser” who had lightened the otherwise “ghastly and humiliat-
ing experience.”68

But Bernstein did not reveal to his brother the precise nature of this 
“ghastly and humiliating experience”—namely, that he was forced to 
undergo a humiliating confession of political sin and to sign an affi davit 
stating that he was not a communist and had never followed the commu-
nist line, and that if he had supported or associated with certain organi-
zations held suspect, he had done so only “casually,” as a naïf ignorant of 
their deeper purposes. He swore that he had never gone to any meetings 
of these organizations and did not know the names of their offi cials. He 
confessed that his associations with anti-Franco Spanish political forces 
had been at best “nominal,” his work for the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee 
Committee had amounted to attending a dinner, and his association with 
Paul Robeson had amounted to a meeting when both were “backstage 
during a concert.” He swore that his participation at the Waldorf confer-
ence in April 1949 with, among others, Copland and Shostakovich had 
nothing to do with the “propaganda efforts” promoted by the conference 
leadership, that he learned of his failures from the April 4, 1949 Life article 
(cited above), and that he had purged and thus reformed himself. This 
process of normalization called for more expiation: he declared allegiance 
to a politically orthodox religion—in his case, Judaism.69 He testifi ed that 
he was “active in Jewish philanthropy and the promotion of Israel as an 
independent state free from Soviet domination.” Indeed, as a Jew he was 
“necessarily . . . a foe of communism.” He testifi ed that he had done much 
service for charity. He was chagrined to learn that he might have been “a 
source of possible embarrassment to the government of the United States.” 
He avowed that he had voted only for Democrats and Republicans. His 
musical criticism had always been opposed to the Soviets. He realized that 
he had made things diffi cult for himself back in 1949, when, after Red 
Channels and Life had published their accounts of his politics, he should 
have immediately “made a public disavowal” of his unpatriotic organiza-
tional associations. He said that he did so now, and he reaffi rmed his loy-
alty to the United States.70
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The affi davit apparently assuaged the authorities, for on August 12, he 
received his passport for travel to Italy to conduct at La Scala in Decem-
ber 1953. He conducted Medea with Maria Callas to universal applause 
and approbation. But he was on a long leash and potentially marked as a 
self-debasing coward: the affi davit was his passport to freedom, but at the 
same time it was a mark on him—if not as an informer upon others, as 
an informer upon himself. He had betrayed his principles and beliefs, his 
history, his friends: all were degraded. Signing the affi davit was hardly the 
“blazing oration” to the Inquisitors that he told Shirley he wanted to deliver 
when he wrote her on May 16, 1951. And now the affi davit was to be cir-
culated to the archconservatives he so deplored! Bernstein had been asked 
to compose music for the fi lm On the Waterfront and to obtain clearance 
from Columbia Pictures, his theatrical attorney, L. Arnold Weissberger, 
was prepared to present Bernstein’s affi davit to the American Legion—a 
necessary step to be removed from the blacklist.71

Bernstein had in the meanwhile been waiting to fi nd out whether he 
would receive an extension of his passport. He received a letter of April 9, 
1954, from his attorney in the passport case, James McInerney, reporting 
contact with Passport Offi ce offi cials, including the offi ce’s director, Ruth 
Shipley, and adding that he had heard rumors that a certain unnamed fed-
eral agency was involving itself with Bernstein’s case.72 (Was this agency 
the FBI, and was McInerney’s comment perhaps Bernstein’s fi rst inkling 
that he was under surveillance?) The same day, Bernstein’s longtime 
attorney, Murray C. Bernays, applied for clearance for Bernstein, assur-
ing Francis J. MacNamara, editor of Counterattack and a top offi cial of 
the Veterans of Foreign Wars, that Bernstein had never been a subversive 
and was in fact a loyal American.73 On May 14, McInerney reported that 
State Department passport investigations offi cer Ashley Nicolas lacked 
confi dence in Bernstein, given his political record, and that Bernstein’s 
application would be treated like that of any other blacklisted Hollywood 
artist. McInerney suggested that Bernstein write him a letter that would 
convince Nicolas that Bernstein had honored his country with his last trip 
abroad. Bernstein complied with this request. In his response to McInerney 
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on May 20, 1954, Bernstein indicated that he had done well by his country 
in his performances in Brazil and Italy; proof positive was the fact that he 
had impressed American diplomats and especially the ambassador to the 
Vatican, Clare Boothe Luce.74

Bernstein’s gestures of contrition seemed to have worked: Columbia 
Pictures now approved him to compose the music for On the Waterfront, 
which would become the fi lm’s urban blues soundtrack. Ironically, the 
fi lm was written by Budd Schulberg, directed by Elia Kazan, and starring 
Lee J. Cobb—all informers before HUAC now hoping the fi lm could jus-
tify informing on associates.

rehabilitation: triumphant return 
to the new york philharmonic

According to Mark Goodson, the CBS producer, “The fi rst major com-
pany to break the blacklist was Ford Motor Company with a broadcast 
of a Leonard Bernstein concert. They were strong enough and conser-
vative enough that nobody could accuse them of anything.”75 Woodson 
meant the Ford Foundation, not the Ford Motor Company. When Robert 
Saudek of the Ford Foundation invited Bernstein to appear on the CBS 
program Omnibus on November 14, 1954, CBS did not complain, and in 
effect, the airing of the program removed Bernstein from the blacklist.

Actually, the groundwork for Bernstein’s rehabilitation had been laid 
two years before in the premiere Omnibus program, for which Saudek had 
hired a blacklisted set designer cited by Red Channels. As Saudek explained, 
unless an individual was proven to be a communist, the Ford Foundation 
would hire any person of merit, even if that person had been cited by Red 
Channels.76 CBS had gone along with Saudek’s initiative because the Ford 
Foundation guaranteed the network that it would make up any income 
lost if a sponsor were to pull out of a program because of the presence 
of a blacklisted person. For their part, sponsors such as Willys Jeep and 
Aluminium Corporation found the benefi ts of association with the presti-
gious Ford Foundation high enough to risk the anger of Red Channels and 
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other blacklist supporters.77 In short, Bernstein’s reinstatement on CBS 
was due to the Ford Foundation’s liberality and its guarantee to protect 
CBS’s fi nances.

The following year, Bernstein, now removed from the CBS blacklist, 
was invited to perform as a guest conductor with the New York Philhar-
monic for the 1956–57 season, thus ending the hiatus that had begun at the 
end of the 1950–51 season. From then on, his ascension was meteoric: he 
was appointed coprincipal conductor (with Mitropoulos) for the 1957–58 
season, and then music director starting in the 1958–59 season. He also 
received a lucrative, long-term contract to record with Columbia Records.78 
How he was able to return to the Philharmonic needs some discussion.

To begin with, the Philharmonic needed Bernstein. For some years, 
the orchestra had been slipping into deep fi nancial crisis. By 1955, many 
critics and board members had concluded that the Philharmonic’s decline 
of fortune was largely the fault of the music director, Dimitri Mitropoulos, 
a sometimes-brilliant interpreter of works but a supposedly poor discipli-
narian whose choice of programs was not drawing audiences.79 Particu-
larly devastating to Mitropoulos was an essay by New York Times critic 
Harold Taubman on April 29, 1955, taking Mitropoulos to task for fail-
ing to maintain discipline and allowing the orchestra to slip into medioc-
rity.80 He belittled Mitropoulos’s interpretive skills, arguing that whereas 
the conductor might be a master of the new music—“Strauss, Mahler, 
Schoenberg . . . Berg,” he was not up to the “proportion, delicacy [and] 
occasional repose” requisite for the performance of “classical and early 
romantic music.” Taubman didn’t say so, but the Philharmonic board 
understood his message quite clearly: a new music director was needed, 
one who would maintain the highest standards, fi ll seats in the concert 
hall, and attract music lovers to the CBS radio and television networks.

The new music director would need to meet certain criteria. Back in 
April 1952, Arthur Judson had written the board of directors that the 
Philharmonic needed to attract younger people and therefore had to 
schedule more performances of new American music as well as modern 
works and even “semi-classics.”81 None of the heirs apparent to the fading 
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Mitropoulos—including Bruno Walter, George Szell, and Toscanini’s 
protégé, Guido Cantelli—met the specifi cations for music director (and 
Cantelli died in an airplane crash in 1956).82 The ideal candidate would 
be a proven master of the one hundred plus master instrumentalists; have 
American music in his veins and yet be in touch with the standard Euro-
pean classical and romantic repertoire; and have the star glamour that 
would prompt people in the rising middle classes in the New York City 
area (where a large percentage were Jewish) to purchase concert tickets.83 
Ultimately, the search led in only one direction: (the now exonerated and 
rehabilitated) Leonard Bernstein.84

But also at stake were the roles of the Philharmonic within New York’s 
international cultural, commercial, and fi nancial positions and in the poli-
tics of the Cold War. In 1926, when Toscanini had taken over the New 
York Philharmonic, New York had already achieved status as a global 
fi nancial capital, but Americans were nagged by a sense that Europe, 
though politically and economically tired and aging, maintained cultural 
preeminence.85 Toscanini was going to help Americans catch up to the 
Europeans. By the end of the Second World War and the start of the Cold 
War, New York’s cultural institutions were claiming hegemony, especially 
in painting, thanks to the domination of the international art world by 
the New York school of abstract expressionists and the fi nancial and cura-
torial power of the Museum of Modern Art. Toscanini may have domi-
nated the New York musical world, but by the early 1950s, he was old and 
would soon retire. New York clearly needed a new conductor with stature 
approaching that of Toscanini.

Meanwhile, other issues began to give more context to the search for a 
successor to Toscanini. Members of the Eisenhower administration, arm 
in arm with the Ford Foundation and other private foundations, were 
about to export American art to demonstrate to prominent European and 
Latin American left-wing intellectuals who dominated informed opin-
ion that Americans, not the Soviets, had the verve and moxie to break 
molds and create afresh in the modern world.86 Toward this end, the 
newly inaugurated Eisenhower was about to set in motion the cultural 
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Cold War with the formation of the United States Information Agency 
(USIA). Nevertheless, this step, taken in June 1953, as with others taken 
by the Eisenhower administration, had to be done with great care to avoid 
arousing the hostility of the congressional inquisitorial forces, many of 
them isolationist and xenophobic. To placate those forces, Eisenhower 
had canceled the performance of Copland’s Lincoln Portrait for the 
presidential inauguration and Secretary of State Dulles had banned the 
music of Bernstein, Gershwin, and Copland, among others, from over-
seas libraries and broadcasts in February. McCarthy, however, was not 
to be placated and sent his associates Roy Cohn and G. David Schine to 
Europe to ferret out supposedly radical and communist materials from 
those overseas libraries. Although its State Department predecessor and 
the USIA did remove numerous works from its shelves, the Eisenhower 
administration apparently took some countermeasures, quietly relaxing 
the ban on Bernstein and the other composers that had been in place since 
the Truman administration.87

In this context of the buildup of the Eisenhower cultural Cold War 
policy, Nicholas Nabokov, a composer and leading light in the Congress 
for Cultural Freedom (secretly funded by the Central Intelligence Agency) 
and head of its creation, the Congrès pour la Liberté de la Culture, invited 
Bernstein on July 21, 1953, to take part in the international conference 
Music in the XXth Century in Rome the following April.88 Organized 
by the European Center of Culture, which was nominally an independent 
organization but was secretly funded by foundation money under CIA 
direction, the conference would bring together musicians and critics to dis-
cuss the new music—twelve-tone, pure atonalism, electronic. The discus-
sion there would make plain the contrast between the freedom of musical 
expression in the West and the narrow orthodoxies imposed upon musi-
cians in the Soviet bloc. To many, including Copland, who was invited and 
accepted, Nabokov was simply a liberal humanist interested in promoting 
artistic progress: the CIA connection would emerge only later.89

That Bernstein could be removed from the USIA blacklist and invited to 
Nabokov’s conference yet be denied his passport reveals the contradictions 
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and cross-purposes within the Eisenhower administration. The Passport 
Offi ce was a perfect case of what political scientists called an iron triangle: 
a symbiotic relationship of an executive branch agency, powerful congres-
sional policy and appropriations committees, and interest groups with 
stakes in the agency’s actions. Executive-branch agencies in such a triangle 
are more loyal to their congressional and interest-group allies than to the 
department and organizational hierarchy of which they are nominally and 
formally a part. The State Department’s Passport Offi ce was in such a tri-
angle, sharing political outlook with the archconservative McCarran Sen-
ate Internal Security Committee and the vigilante groups that enforced the 
blacklist. Contending with those agencies and vigilante groups were those 
organizations, such as the CIA and the Fund for the Republic, involved 
in the so-called cultural Cold War. The struggles between these groups 
came to at least a temporary resolution. The vigilante groups that were on 
the government’s list to receive Bernstein’s noncommunist affi davit gave 
him their imprimatur and ensured his rehabilitation, permitting him to 
compose for Warner Brothers. Saudek’s invitation to Bernstein to appear 
on the CBS–Fund for the Republic television program Omnibus virtually 
completed his rehabilitation.

Thus cleared, Bernstein was ready for affi rmative action by the Philhar-
monic board. He was completely at home with the standard classical and 
romantic repertoire as well as the sharp and ebullient rhythms of mod-
ernists such as Stravinsky and Copland. He was a master of New World 
idioms. He was glamorous, not only in his own right but in the culture of 
Cold War 1950s, as a solid family man—husband to Felicia and father of 
Jamie, born in 1952, and Alexander, just born on July 7, 1955—thereby 
preempting suspicions that he was a gay man. He was not only cerebral, 
but he could propagandize for classical music on television, bringing his 
charisma to this medium of extreme importance to improve the fi nancial 
fortunes of the hard-pressed Philharmonic. His presence at the podium 
would increase audience attendance at Carnegie Hall, the newly planned 
hall at the venue that would be called Lincoln Center, and could have only 
a salutary effect on audiences attending State Department–sponsored tours 
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of the Philharmonic abroad.90 In short, whereas Toscanini had decades 
before legitimated New York’s coming of age, Bernstein would now per-
sonify New York’s ascension to capital of Western culture.

On October 24, 1955, Bernstein went to the United Nations to conduct 
the Philharmonic in celebration of United Nations Day.91 On November 
18, he received a telegram from Bruno Zirato, the Philharmonic’s manag-
ing director, informing him that Mitropoulos wanted him to be “engaged 
as guest conductor” for the 1956–57 season.92 Bernstein was back at the 
Philharmonic. Within a year, he would be appointed co-conductor, shar-
ing top duties with Mitropoulos.

This story of Bernstein’s rehabilitation from the blacklist had a coda. 
In March 1956, he was notifi ed that he was about to be investigated by 
the House Committee on Appropriations chaired by Representative John 
Rooney, a Democrat from Brooklyn. The issue was Bernstein’s appear-
ances with the Symphony of the Air, the new name the network chose 
for the old NBC Symphony Orchestra after Toscanini retired. CBS had 
engaged the orchestra for Bernstein’s fi rst Omnibus program on Novem-
ber 14, 1954. The next year, the orchestra was to tour Asia under the spon-
sorship of the State Department, and another such trip was scheduled 
for the Near East in 1956. Bernstein had conducted the orchestra for a 
number of concerts in Carnegie Hall in 1955, but he was not scheduled 
to perform with the orchestra on its upcoming trip. Suddenly, Rooney 
announced that the trip was to be postponed until the matter of a sup-
posed but unnamed communist within the orchestra could be cleared up. 
Despite assurances that Bernstein was not scheduled to go abroad with the 
orchestra, Rooney sought to interrogate Bernstein about his politics and 
those of his associates.93

Bernstein was clearly frightened. He had survived years of blacklisting, 
had escaped HUAC’s inquisitors and the publication of his degrading anti-
communist affi davit, but now, with Candide about to open in December, 
his career once again faced catastrophe. According to the former manag-
ing director of the Symphony of the Air, Jerome Toobin, Bernstein “liter-
ally clutched his throat when he talked, and shook his head from side to 
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side, and groaned, ‘My God, what a time for this. Oh, what are we going 
to do, it’s so—so, stupid, for Christ sake.’ And he wrung his hands, and 
chain smoked, and thrashed around.”

After more of this demonstration of angst, Toobin asked Bernstein to 
recount the facts of his political past, but

Bernstein didn’t remember half the organizations he was supposed to have 
joined and had never heard of the other half. He admitted in a calmer 
moment, with giggles, that in his extreme youth he would join anything 
if they would put his name in print—Committee for Greek, Polynesian, 
Eskimo, or Transylvanian Freedom. He remembered letterheads, he 
told us, that read: “Agranapos, Avanopoulos, Bajoulopoulos, Bernstein, 
Cachamapoulos . . .” No idea what the outfi t really did, but he was a joiner 
if his name got into print. And he was twenty-two, twenty-three. During 
the war, when everybody joined everything. This was the grist for Rooney’s 
mill. So Bernstein alternated between angry contempt and hysteria.94

Bernstein was in a panic about matters he had thought buried and for-
gotten and that he was now desperate to disown. Granted that he had 
signed any number of petitions and subscriptions for funds years before 
and granted that, as the evidence shows, he had deliberated about many 
a call for support and passionately advanced his progressive position in 
correspondence and in speeches in those heady pre-repressive years, the 
casual addition of his name to a suggested cause seemed the thing to do; 
the matter was largely unproblematic.

In any event, Bernstein never had to appear before the Rooney com-
mittee because, according to his biographer Humphrey Burton, Bern-
stein’s friend Senator John F. Kennedy intervened on Bernstein’s behalf 
and persuaded Rooney to call off the investigation.95 Bernstein was off 
the hook, ready to make his ascent to the podium of the New York 
Philharmonic.

Nevertheless, the FBI not only maintained Bernstein’s dossier but also 
for years hoped to fi nd evidence of his membership in the Communist 
Party to have him indicted for perjury—all to no avail.96 Not only were 
the blacklisters a vulgar lot to people such as Robert Saudek; they were an 
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acute embarrassment to the cultural Cold War liberal who had to explain 
them away. In short, the Bernstein case pitted the cultural Cold War, 
CIA, and State Department forces against the blacklist, FBI, HUAC, 
and McCarthyite forces. The former won, and the FBI and congressional 
investigators found themselves increasingly marginalized.97

. . .

By 1956, his blacklist days apparently over, Bernstein teamed with Lillian 
Hellman to adapt Voltaire’s Candide to the musical theater, an idea she had 
fi rst broached to him in 1950. Hellman by and large followed Voltaire’s 
narrative, but she added material to give the work a radical tint—for exam-
ple, depicting a cash nexus between Pangloss and his young female con-
sorts, giving new weight to the Inquisition scene and darkening Candide’s 
mood at the conclusion of the work. Bernstein’s score was among his fi nest 
achievements, giving musical expression to the Voltairian satires and bur-
lesqueries as well as to moments more refl ective and sentimental. Hellman 
etched each of the characters sharply, depicting Candide’s development 
from simple oaf to introspective sufferer, Cunegonda’s vapidity, Pangloss’s 
Leibnizian simple-minded optimism, and the old lady’s ribaldry.

Hellman, having survived her moment before HUAC, was out to use 
the Lisbon earthquake and Inquisition scene to lampoon the Red Scare 
witch hunt. Pangloss informs Candide that the Inquisitors are “a group 
of wise men who settle public problems with justice for all,” but justice is 
purely summary.98 Candide is arrested for carrying “earthquake germs,” 
brought to the Inquisition, and pronounced guilty.99 The prosecutor inter-
venes, insists that the Inquisition “observe certain legal, civil, and moral law 
as written into the code of Western Liberalism,” and then turns to Candide 
to inform him that it will be “death by hanging.”100 Pangloss is condemned 
for being “a foreigner,” “a bore,” and “a German scientist.”101

Hellman’s lines were spoken; Bernstein did not set them to music. 
Never theless, Bernstein went out on a limb by agreeing to let the show 
open with this satirical mockery of the witch-hunt committees. The scene 
was probably as much as could be staged in those repressive days.
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Candide was essentially an operetta—by Bernstein’s defi nition, a theatri-
cal work set in an “exotic” place with nonvernacular speech and lyrics—
and thus was a great departure from Bernstein’s American program.102 All 
in all, its great verve, dynamism and brilliance, fi nely wrought characteriza-
tions, and comedic ambience did not fi t the interests of the Broadway public 
of 1956, and the show closed after only seventy-three performances.103

On December 13, 1956, twelve days before Candide opened, Bernstein 
had made his return as guest conductor to the Philharmonic for the fi rst 
time since February 1951. His concerts through January 6, 1957, were devoid 
of American music: he conducted performances of Beethoven, Cherubini, 
Handel, Hindemuth, Mozart, Ravel, and Tchaikovsky. In his second stint, 
from January 20 to January 30, American music made its appearance in his 
program with Roy Harris’s Symphony no. 3, but otherwise his repertoire 
remained European: Beethoven, Prokofi ev, Stravinsky, and Vivaldi. But on 
January 27, 1957, he led a performance for broadcast on CBS that included, 
along with the Harris work, his “Suite” from Candide.

Bernstein’s contract with Columbia Records was reaching its fi rst 
fruit with recordings of Handel on December 31, 1956; Prokofi ev with 
Isaac Stern on January 21; and the Beethoven Concerto no. 2 scheduled 
for studio performance with Gould in April.104 He was back in business, 
his conducting career in the ascension, as if the years of repression had 
never happened.

triumph

Already the machinery to recreate Bernstein as mythic culture hero had 
begun its work. Here was a democratic celebrity wonderfully fi t for the 
image of the romantic maestro-hero-sufferer—Lenny, the commoner, 
whose most mundane activities would become newsworthy for the cha-
risma-creating media. And who better to create the new image of culture 
hero than the press that had nearly destroyed his reputation just a few 
years before? On January 7, 1957, in the midst of his Philharmonic run, 
Life ran a story of Bernstein relaxing at home after a day’s work at the 
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podium, offering the headline, “Busy Time for a Young Maestro.” Bern-
stein’s canonization came a few weeks later, on February 4, when Time ran 
a story entitled “Wunderkind,” mentioning his family life and his career 
but nothing about his blacklist and passport woes. Apotheosis was assured 
by his image on Time’s cover, not photographed but painted, for if a photo 
is a fugitive image, a painting suggests membership in an enduring pan-
theon of larger-than-life transcendent beings.

Even before his work on Candide, Bernstein had collaborated with 
Robbins, Arthur Laurents, and Stephen Sondheim to compose a musi-
cal based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. West Side Story opened on 
August 20, 1957, in Washington and on September 26 at the Winter Gar-
den on Broadway.

Bernstein had long sought to create a new American musical theater, 
announcing plans for such a venture as far back as 1948 with his proposal 
for an American opera. In his lecture “You, the Public,” which he deliv-
ered at Brandeis University on May 13, 1952, he had argued that the pub-
lic, any public, has a general sensibility that develops within its historical 
and cultural matrix. The American public’s sensibilities would grow out 
of its theatrical traditions. From the more important works of the Ameri-
can musical stage—he named Oklahoma!, Finian’s Rainbow, Pal Joey, and 
On the Town—a new form of opera would emerge. He alluded to his own 
new work at the time, Trouble in Tahiti, suggesting that it was a harbinger 
of the new genre, a smaller work that did not make demands on Ameri-
cans who, after all, did not live in “a contemplative society.” Americans 
would not necessarily shy away from “diffi cult composers” provided that 
the works, such as Wozzeck or Survivor from Warsaw, were theatrical, or, 
like Alex North’s score for the fi lm adaptation of A Streetcar Named Desire, 
accompanied or provided incidental music for dance or fi lm.105

He advanced this theme of correlative development of the intellectual 
and aesthetic sensibilities of his audiences and the search for new forms of 
musical-theatrical expression in his essay of November 1954, “What Ever 
Happened to That Great American Symphony?” He maintained that this 
sanctifi ed form was dying if not dead but predicted that something new 
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would rise in its place.106 In the third of his Omnibus essays, “American 
Musical Comedy,” broadcast on October 7, 1956, Bernstein called for work 
that would fuse the American vernacular art forms, such as ballet and 
modern dance, speech and recitative, with “extended musical sequences, 
counterpoint, [and] orchestration.”107 The emergent musical theater would 
occupy a new place along the spectrum from revue to musical comedy, 
operetta, and grand opera, combining elements of each yet no longer 
adhering to any one of these models.108

West Side Story seemed to fi t this bill. Bernstein was out to put his Latin 
and jazz rhythmic sensibility and his lyrical imagination to work to create 
a very urban American score. The blues fl avor that he had developed in his 
score for On the Waterfront signaled tragic foreboding in this later work, 
providing background to balance the comedic scenes. The alternation of 
street-gang vernacular and idiom combining wisecracking and physical 
mayhem; the Puerto Rican young women singing of the great contradic-
tions in American society; the euphoria and then desperation of the star-
crossed and doomed lovers: all of these elements combined with Robbins’s 
large-movement choreography to raise the level of American theater.

In this regard, Bernstein’s projects—the Omnibus programs, Young 
People’s Concerts, public lectures, West Side Story—disparate as they 
were, were nevertheless of a piece: in all these cases, he took his audiences 
seriously, encouraging them to broaden their sensibilities. In his inaugu-
ral Young People’s Concert, “What Does Music Mean?” of January 18, 
1958, Bernstein talked to the children but not down to them, appeal-
ing to their budding precocity, drawing out their interests, demonstrat-
ing by gesture and intonation that music was something important that 
they ought to consider seriously. No doubt some of the children were 
unable to concentrate on the music, but their presence with their eager 
parents and with other children could only tell them that they were par-
ticipating in something important. And then they took in the aural and 
visual spectacle in front of them, hearing Bernstein address them and 
then hearing the Philharmonic players respond to his gestures, their 
instruments fl ooding Carnegie Hall with brilliant orchestral sound. By 
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offering these experiences, Bernstein meant to raise their intellectual and 
aesthetic faculties.

Bernstein was going to use his return to the Philharmonic to fulfi ll the 
charge he had received from the board, which echoed a charge he had 
given himself years before: to give public expression to his American con-
temporaries. He chose, however, to inaugurate his position as co-director 
on January 2, 1958, with a celebration of his November 14, 1943, program, 
scheduling Robert Schumann’s Manfred Overture and Richard Strauss’s 
Don Quixote in addition to Ravel’s La Valse and the U.S. premiere of Shos-
takovich’s Piano Concerto no. 2 with himself at the piano. On January 9, 
however, he honored his old friend David Diamond with a performance 
of the Symphony no. 4.

He continued to champion American music the following season. On 
October 2, 1958, his fi rst as sole musical director of the New York Phil-
harmonic, he programmed, in addition to Beethoven’s Symphony no. 7, 
two American works: Charles Ives’s Symphony no. 2 and William Schu-
man’s American Festival Overture. In later performances that month, he 
programmed works by John Becker, George Chadwick, Arthur Foote, 
Henry Gilbert, Edward McDowell, Wallingford Riegger, and Carl Rug-
gles. (Bernstein’s placement of Riegger on the program may have been 
particularly delicious to him: Riegger had recently been under attack by 
the House Un-American Activities Committee).109

On May 8, 1959, the now solidly established Bernstein was among the 
celebrities invited to appear at a televised party for former President Tru-
man’s seventy-fi fth birthday.110 On May 14, Bernstein offi cially greeted 
President Eisenhower at the corner of 64th Street and Broadway to break 
ground for Lincoln Center, to signal New York’s ascension to the world’s 
culture capital and to accentuate the United States’ pronounced role as 
international cultural benefactor.

In August, Bernstein, now a veritable cultural ambassador for the pres-
ident’s Special Fund for Cultural Exchange, conducted the Philharmonic 
on a long tour of Europe and in a number of performances in Moscow, 
Leningrad, and Kiev. His ten days in the Soviet Union were enormously 
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successful, with audiences adulating the American maestro and the Phil-
harmonic musicians. These days had great signifi cance for Bernstein, not 
least because his father, Sam, reunited with a brother not seen for decades. 
Bernstein bearded the Soviet cultural offi cialdom by seeking out and 
meeting Boris Pasternak, the poet and author of Dr. Zhivago, now in near 
ostracism for embarrassing the Soviet authorities by receiving the Nobel 
Prize (which he gave back). Bernstein also created another fl ap. He had 
expected to scandalize the authorities by programming the émigré Stra-
vinsky and the modernist Ives; but when he broke orthodoxy by discussing 
the music at the rostrum before beginning the performance, his effrontery 
was too much for the minister of culture, whose audible protests at Bern-
stein’s mention of Stravinsky and Ives could be heard through Bernstein’s 
address. Most critical reviews were glowing, but Bernstein was irritated 
by a review that criticized his repeat of Ives’s Unanswered Question (a very 
short work of rather purposefully ambiguous tonality). As he told the 
National Press Club in Washington on October 13, 1959, he responded 
with a “boiling mad statement about it to the press.” But Bernstein was 
no simple anti-Soviet Cold Warrior: standing at the Press Club lectern, he 
launched into a criticism of the American press, telling his audience of an 
incident that he called “a real shocker.” During the Russian tour, Bernstein 
had assented to a request by the minister of culture to perform outdoors or 
in a sports stadium seating one hundred thousand people. Unfortunately, 
the bitterly cold temperatures forced the authorities to move the concert 
indoors, to a much smaller hall. The American press (Bernstein did not 
mention a particular publication) gave this report a distorted, anti-Soviet 
twist, making no mention of the freezing weather and claiming instead 
that Soviet offi cials, supposedly upset with “the crowd appeal inherent in 
the dynamic conductor’s podium acrobatics . . . refused Bernstein’s plea to 
play one or more concerts for the massed thousands who could be accom-
modated in either the 10,000 [sic] Sports Palace or one of the city’s parks.” 
Bernstein told his audience that he was “fi lled with shame” by this report 
in the American press and asked his audience to remember their “almost 
sacred” responsibility to the truth.111
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Bernstein thus came out of the McCarthyite decade scarred but tri-
umphant. His left-wing politics, forged in the days of New Deal progres-
sivism and the alliance with the Russians against the Nazis, had plunged 
him into years of fear, if not terror. He had seen his friends and associates 
called before the McCarthy and House Un-American Activities Com-
mittees, the ethos of which required betrayals, humiliations, degradation, 
and recriminations. Some of the witnesses he had known had died. He 
himself had been forced to sign his confessional affi davit so that he could 
retrieve his passport and continue to conduct. He had thus betrayed his 
past and his most cherished political values. He had distanced himself 
from a man he admired, Paul Robeson. And the document had circu-
lated within the networks of the people he most despised, the far right-
wing vigilante groups whose imprimatur guaranteed his removal from 
the blacklist.

If Bernstein’s FBI dossier and Red Channels record did not differ 
much from those of many artists in the period,112 Bernstein’s case was 
unique in the speed of his rehabilitation: in the course of a few years, 
while McCarthyism was still raging, he not only came off the ban but did 
so spectacularly, taking over the New York Philharmonic, appearing on 
CBS, obtaining a new, long-term contract with Columbia Records, going 
on tour with the Philharmonic, and in so many other ways achieving 
extraordinary success—with the terrible experience of blacklisting, the 
passport affi davit, and other humiliations kept secret from the public or 
forgotten altogether.

The affi davit seems to have opened the door to his removal from the 
blacklist, but his ultimate rehabilitation resulted from a confl uence of 
efforts by foundation heads, educational reformers interested in upgrad-
ing domestic American cultural life, and federal government offi cials 
seeking to export a vision of America as a liberal-democratic civilization 
to bring intellectuals and artists to their side in Cold War struggles for 
cultural hegemony. Concert-hall enthusiasts, publicists, civil libertarians, 
establishment liberals, and national security managers needed Bernstein 
at the podium in New York, on national television, and as American 
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cultural ambassador abroad. And as much as he was the Philharmonic’s 
musical director, he was also a vernacular hero: where New Yorkers had 
held Toscanini in awe, Bernstein was “our Lenny.” Any scar tissue that 
remained from his years of terror was hidden from public view, and maybe 
from himself, at least for the moment.


