The Maestro Returns

Zubin Mehta on growing up in Bombay, being conductor of the Israel Philharmonic
Orchestra and why he doesn't perform in Delhi
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IN 1971, when Zubin Mehta, then music di-
rector of the lsrael Philharmonic Orchestra
(1IPO), in Berfin, he chose Gustav
Mahler’s Symphony Na, 1 (Titan), an ambi-
tious piece by the famed Jewish composer
from Ausiria. The crescendo and its dramatic
finale got a standing ovation from the audi-
ence, who called for an encore. Just after
Mehta took a bow, he hollered. “Hatikvah
(The Hope I". Soon, he was conducting lsrael’s
national anthem, barely half a kilometre
awary from the Reichstag
In Murnbai Last week, Mehta, 86, chose the
Mahler piece to conclude his two concerts
with the Symphony Orchestra of India (SOI)
at Mumbai's Jamshed Bhabha Theatre at
NCPA [National Centre for Performing Arts),
his first collaboration with an India-based or-
chestra. And it came two days after his con-
ina public programime, mient
that he was miffed about a national publica-
tion trimming hus interview in which he said,
“1 hope my Muslim friends can live in peace
forever in India”, In Thapar’s interview, he
added: “The madness of religious persecution
ought toend”. |
For Mehta, a committed Mahlerite, playing
the compaser’s works is routine. But Titan was
also areminder of the power and context that

miusic can hold when examined years apart

“When my friend Khushroo Santook
(NCPA chairman and SOI co-founder) asked
me to come &nd play Mahler, honestly, | was
scepoical (if the onchestra would manage ). But

Iwas surprised at the first rehearsal. They{mu-
sicians ) were lovely,” says Mehta
On Augrst 21, Mehia treaded siowly onthe
stage witha cane. He dimbed the podium and
with the Indian national anthemand
conducted the rest of the concert — Mozart's
Overture to The Marmiage of Figmro, Schubert's
Symphony No & ‘Unfinished’, and Mahler's
Thean' — sitting in.a chair, But it is never casy (o
sit back.and not be Zubin Mehta. "1 have some
of the most complex musical soores to inter-
pret and conduct. | have to know when tolead
( the musicians ) and when to ket them play (on
their own )" he says.
Ehmmdra'stdm!dunﬂn'inamt;m
ily that spoke Gujarati, Mehta knew a
rEusicm His parents persuaded him to be-

corme a doctor but music was far more asa-
nating for Mehta whose Culfe Parade home
resonated with Western classical music. In
1935, his accomplished violmist father Mehli
Mehta founded the Bombay Symphony
Orchestra compnsing Goan folk musicans
and members of the Navy band. But Mehta
heard a “real orchestra® only when he left
home at 18, in 1954, and moved to Vienna o
stuchy musac at the Acadeny of Music. He con-
ducted his first orchestra at a refugee camp
outsiche Vienna with seven students soon al-
ter the Hungaran Revolution of 1956, By 1961,
he had conducted the Vienna, Berhin and lsrael
Philharmonic. He was 25 years old. Recently,
he retired froem IPO after a 50-year associaton,
While Mehtais seen as one of the greatest
music conductors in the world, he has never
chied away from taking a political stand. Be it
an attempt to play Wagner in lsrael where the
German musician's music is considered ant-
Semitic or the time an PO concert in London
was disrupted by protesters. “Pro-Palestine
disruptions have happened when we played
at Amencan universities too. But, Londonwas
a complete surprise. We were at the Royal
Albert Hall with 4,000 people, | was in the
middle of a piece when a guy started Singing,
holding the banner “Free Palesting’. | didn't
stop... There are a lot of people who were ab-
solutely in agreement with a positive future
and a separate state. they oo, were against the
concert being disturbed.” says Mehia,
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The protest also alleged that IPO had dose
links with the Isracli army. “Every single
Israeh has been in the anmy, There was a bime
when some musicians would sit on stage
with pistols in their pockets. It doesn’t hap-
pen anymaore,” says Mehta, who often wis-
ited Ramallah on the West Bank and has
worked with many Arab musicans in the
hope that the orchestra will have artistes
from both communities.

Aler travelling the weorld, it's Los Angeles
that he calls home now, where he lives with
his wife Nancy. Mehta's return o Mumbs
has also been a reminder of urban densities.
"The seven islands now have two million
people,” says Mehta, who remembers his
childhood and conversations with school
friend Yusuf Hamied, the founder of Gipla,

Mehta rues about the lack of patronage

for Western classical music in India.
“Children are leaming—. but it's not propet.
The government doesn’t give enough oppor-
tunity for tax deduction like the US does.
There should be more public support. Just
coming to applaud at the end is not enough.
They have to open their pockets so that an
orchestra can buy better instruments and
train better.” he says.

However, Delhi is not a destination for
Mehta He did perform at the JLN stadium’s
weightlifting auditorium in 2015. =1 will
come when there is a proper concert hall |
have asked many governiments, marny Gmes.
They agree. But there still isn't any concert
hall” he says. Mehta hopes to retumeand per-
form Stravinsky's The Rite of Spring. “There
are no plans yet though,™ he says. But there is
the prormise of a next ime.



