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A Glimpse Into a Maestro’s Salon, After Hours 

By PHILLIP LUTZ 

Published: October 14, 2011  

LEONARD BERNSTEIN, a man of peace with an innate theatricality, 

knew the value of playing against type; when the mood struck, he 

would jokingly threaten to clear the wee-hour revelers from his living 

room by digging into Aaron Copland’s gnarly Piano Variations. So 

said his daughter, Jamie Bernstein, as she narrated “Late Night With 

Leonard Bernstein,” a look at the after-hours maestro, which opened 

the 2011-12 season in the Copland House concert series last month.  

Whether Bernstein cleared any rooms 

was beside the point. Ms. Bernstein’s story revealed his 

mischievous personality and musical predilections, and that 

was enough to engage the packed opening-night crowd. 

After the pianist Michael Boriskin attacked the variations 

with the kind of gusto Bernstein was known for, the 

audience filled the music room at the Merestead estate in 

Mount Kisco with lusty laughs and applause — much as 

Bernstein’s merrymakers might have done.  

Mr. Boriskin, the artistic and executive director of Copland 

House, said the concert series, now in its third season, was 

tailored to an audience “for whom the sense of adventure 

and discovery is important to their musical experiences.” In 

programming the relatively obscure abstract works of 

Copland, and presenting them in a context that shed light 

on a lesser known side of another icon of American music, 

the show was typical of the offerings at Merestead, a long-
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OPENING NIGHT “Late Night With Leonard Bernstein,” presented by Copland House took place in the music room at the 

Merestead estate in Mount Kisco.  
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Leonard Bernstein's daughter Jamie 

Bernstein was the narrator.  
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gone magnate’s onetime home that Copland House is 

developing as a kind of main stage for its concert series.  

By offering first-rate fare focused on the modern American 

repertory, the performances at Merestead are gaining a 

reputation for quality — one to match those of the coveted 

Copland House composers’ residencies at the former 

Copland home in Cortlandt Manor. Beyond the Copland 

variations, there were lots of little surprises at the Bernstein 

show: early bits of aborted projects that later surfaced, 

reimagined, in famous works like “West Side Story” and “Mass”; a tongue-twisting parody 

by Bernstein’s buddy Adolph Green, gamely executed by Ms. Bernstein; a film clip of 

Bernstein at the piano, singing a Marc Blitzstein novelty number with the kind of sporting 

humor he was said to display at his late-night soirees.  

As the program unfolded, the performers’ small asides, fleeting smiles and tears — Ms. 

Bernstein’s eyes welled up at the sight of her father on screen — were clear to most of the 

audience of 90. The Merestead space — a former living room, smaller than Lincoln 

Center’s Stanley H. Kaplan Penthouse, where the show was first staged last fall — has an 

intimacy that Ms. Bernstein said marked it as “ideal” for a program that peeks into her 

father’s home, and head.  

The atmosphere was so relaxed that Amy Burton, a celebrated soprano who had dazzled 

the audience with numbers by Bernstein and Noel Coward, could be found after the show 

grabbing fresh air, sipping wine and minding her dog as she chatted up Merestead — a 

place, she said, where she was able to explore songs that she and the pianist John Musto, 

her husband and accompanist, would incorporate into their cabaret act.  

Cabaret, in fact, is one type of fare the Merestead room readily accommodates, though it is 

hardly a predominant one. While the room was used recently for memorable strolls 

through the American songbook by the soprano KT Sullivan and the tenor Darius de Haas, 

it has shown itself to be a setting suitable for almost any small-scale production.  

But Copland House never loses sight of its namesake or his close associates, few of whom 

were closer than Bernstein, and “Late Night” offered hints of shows to come. Notable 

among them is “The City at Night,” which on Nov. 13 will feature Copland’s “Quiet City,” a 

work that began in 1939 as incidental music for a short-lived play that evoked an after-

hours urban setting. The show will include a restored chamber version of music conceived 

for the play, as well as Bernstein’s Sonata for Clarinet and Piano, which had its premiere in 

1942. .  

Even when Copland is not on the bill, his spirit guides the programming, said Dr. Lawrence 

L. Faltz, the president of the Copland House board of trustees. Copland, for example, was 

one of the first recipients of the Pulitzer Prize in music, which he was awarded in 1945 for 

“Appalachian Spring.” Building on that distinction, Copland House has booked the 2011 

Pulitzer winner, Zhou Long, and the 2010 winner, Jennifer Higdon, on Oct. 30 and April 

15, respectively.  

The 2009 winner, Steve Reich, appeared last May. It has also celebrated nominees for the 

prize, winners or not. Last July, its resident ensemble, Music From Copland House, 

presented “Prizing the Pulitzer” at the Caramoor International Music Festival in Katonah. 

The program included works by Ms. Higdon, Mr. Musto (a Pulitzer finalist in 1997), 

Charles Ives, Samuel Barber, Paul Moravec, David Del Tredici, William Bolcom and John 

Cage.  

The event strengthened the ties between Caramoor and Copland House, a process that 

should advance again in the season finale on June 3, when Caramoor’s chief executive and 

general director, the pianist Michael Barrett, will join Mr. Boriskin at Merestead, nearly a 

year after the two played together there. On tap this time: “Strings, Mallets, Hammers and 

Ivory,” featuring Bartok’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion, and Stewart Wallace‘s 
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The pianos used to perform Copland's 

Piano Variations.  
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“Gorilla in a Cage.”  

The show may be held in the estate’s barn, which will allow for more ticket sales than the 

music room, though at the expense of some intimacy. That is one trade-off Copland House 

will have to weigh, and the issue could get more complicated if, as planned, the 

organization gains access to other buildings on the property, which is owned by the county.  

Another, perhaps more defining issue will be cultural globalization. Dr. Faltz said the trend 

might make it “difficult to defend the notion of American music in the future.” But he also 

expressed faith that Copland’s pioneering efforts in multicultural expression would provide 

inspiration.  

“The ethos of the organization,” he said, “is to carry on as though Aaron Copland were 

looking over our shoulder.”  

The Copland House season continues with concerts through June at Merestead, 455 

Byram Lake Road, Mount Kisco. Information: coplandhouse.org or (914) 788-4659.  
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