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Forgotten Cellists: Lev Aronson

No-one could have predicted that Lev Aronson, from an impoverished family,
interned in concentration camps during World War 11, who overcame horrific
experiences as a slave laborer —would become principal cello of the Dallas
Symphony, and beloved cello teacher. His students include some of the most
prominent cellists performing and teaching today, including Lynn Harrell, world-
renown soloist; Ralph Kirshbaum, chair of the strings department, USC Thornton
School of Music; John Sharp, principal cello of the Chicago Symphony; and

Brian Thornton, cellist with the Cleveland Orchestra.

Lev’s earliest memories are of deportation. The Aronson family hailed from
Mitava, a small town, which borders Lithuania, the Baltic Sea and the Gulf of
Riga. Lev’s parents, a tailor and a seamstress, were amateur musicians. One
could hear everything from Schubert lieder, violin playing, and klezmer music in
their home. In order to further their skills, the family traveled to Germany and
enrolled in the School of Fashion Design. There in 1912, Lev was born. The First
World War broke out soon after the family returned to Mitava. The town,
inundated with refugees, deported 40,000 Jewish citizens in crowded cattle cars,
Lev’s family among them. They disembarked in Voronzeh, a dismal city located

a few hundred miles from Moscow.
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Lev received his first cello lessons there after hearing a classmate play the cello
and falling in love with the instrument. But in 1918 persecution again reared its
ugly head, and the family moved back to Latvia, settling in Riga. Lev resumed
his cello studies with Paul Berkowitsch, a medical doctor who had studied at the
St Petersburg Conservatory and with Julius Klengel. One day, they had the
opportunity to hear the principal cello of the Berlin Philharmonic, charismatic

cellist, Gregor Piatigorsky, perform in recital. That concert changed Lev’s life.

When Lev was sixteen years old he was accepted by the University of Berlin to
study law. He was anxious to right wrongs, which he himself had experienced. A
chance encounter in 1929 with an amateur orchestra led him to an introduction to
Julius Klengel who was still teaching in Leipzig. Klengel thought very highly of
the boy’s talent. After a year of studies, Lev switched to Berlin’s Klindworth-

Scharwenka Conservatory, where Piatigorsky was teaching.

Lev left law school to devote himself to the cello. At the time, Berlin was a
mecca for the greatest artists. Piatigorsky saw to it that Lev was exposed not only
to Claudio Arrau, Artur Schnabel, Nathan Milstein, and the great maestro
Furtwangler of the Berlin Philharmonic, but also celebrated writers and
philosophers such as Schiller, Goethe, and Hegel. Piatigorsky, having

experienced poverty and hardship, also ensured Lev didn’t starve.

Aronson began to concertize in the 1930s as the political situation in Germany
worsened. Somehow, he acquired a priceless Amati cello. Perhaps his father
raised the money, or Piatigorsky loaned the instrument to Lev. Perhaps he
acquired it when eminent artists were fleeing Europe, who sold their instruments
for quick cash. Lev, who had blond hair and blue eyes, thought he could continue
his career but violence and chaos was all around him. With Jewish people

boycotted, beaten, or worse, Lev returned to Riga in 1933.
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He continued to perform and play chamber music, making several recordings for
the Bellacord Electro label and in 1937, he became principal cello of the Libau
Philharmonic Orchestra. Within the year, Jewish artists and Jewish music were
prohibited. No Latvian orchestras or conservatories would hire him. By 1938 Lev
barely eked out a living teaching a few students. In 1941 the German army
invaded Latvia bombarding the city. The Aronsons didn’t dare venture outside.
Then, a knock on the door. “Two Latvians wearing armbands, one holding a
document: Are you the cellist? You have two cellos, four bows, and cases. Get
your instruments. Follow us,” and with that Lev was marched to the post office,
the repository for looted possessions. He later recalled the grief-stricken faces of

other musicians, and being pushed down a long staircase.

Lev was rounded up for the most inhuman slave labor and incarcerated in a series
of concentration camps. Once he had one hour only, to load and unload a truck
with rocks, or he would be shot. Lev concentrated on three 20-minute cello
pieces as his stopwatch, the melodies swirling in his thoughts. Music saved his
life. By the end of the war, 25 members of Lev’s family had perished, including
his parents and his sister. Lev was convinced that his hands were permanently

ruined by the brutal toil and four years without a cello.



Aronson painstakingly built back his health and his technique, on cellos he found
in the rubble - instruments covered in soot, missing strings, and with holes in
them. Piatigorsky came to the rescue when in 1948, Lev and his wife Nina
emigrated to New York. Piatigorsky bought Lev an adequate cello, a bow, and
promised to help him find employment, by arranging auditions and introducing
him to contractors. Lev, plagued by nightmares, worried about money, about
learning English, and whether he could restore his technique, practiced like a
fiend. Fortunately, he encountered a sympathetic voice - Antal Dorati, the
Hungarian conductor who was rebuilding the Dallas Symphony. Dorati had
engaged Janos Starker as principal cello, and Aronson would be the assistant

principal.

In 1949, Starker left Dallas to become the principal cello of the Metropolitan
Opera. Aronson took over as principal cello, a position he held until 1967. That
year, he joined the faculty of Baylor University, Waco, Texas, and in 1980 he
became professor of cello at the Meadows School of the Arts, Southern

Methodist University, in Dallas.

Sometimes his heavy accent made him sound like a task master, “Show me
where in the score it says, ‘batter the cello!”” Harrell recalls, “Lessons
sometimes lasted over two hours... Lev was totally captivating and a

mesmerizing influence.” His passion for music was remarkable.

In the 1970s, Aronson collaborated with cellist Rudolf Matz and published “The

Complete Cellist,” a two-volume book on cello technique.

One of the most influential cello teachers of the twentieth century, since 2013,
the Lev Aronson Legacy Festival has been held at the Meadows School of the
Arts to celebrate the master, and to spread his passion for teaching the cello.
Artistic Director Brian Thornton hopes Aronson’s story will inspire people—art
and music can make a positive difference in the world.
For more about Lev Aronson’s remarkable life, “The Lost Cellos of Lev

Aronson” by Frances Brent is a beautifully written tribute.
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The Author

Janet Horvath, wears many hats. She has been the associate principal cello of

the Minnesota Orchestra for over three decades, is also a soloist, writer, anti-

racism spokesperson and award winning advocate for injury prevention.

Orchestra Musician and Soloist: Born in Toronto, Canadian native Janet
Horvath joined the Minnesota Orchestra in 1980 as associate principal cello. She
has appeared frequently as soloist with the Minnesota Orchestra as well other
orchestras.In 2010 she was the guest soloist for the choral group One Voice and
performed a Holocaust Cantata for chorus, soloists, solo cello and piano.

Recitalist: Horvath made her international recital debut in London’s Wigmore
Hall in 1986; she has subsequently performed in recitals throughout the United
States, Canada, Europe and Asia.

Chamber Musician: An active chamber musician, Janet has performed at the
Mainly Mozart Festival and the Marlboro and Blossom festivals. In 2010 she
performed the Bloch Piano Quintet, Ravel Trio for violin piano and cello, Elgar’s
Piano Quintet as well as Astor Piazzolla’s Grand Tango for Cello and Piano for
which she commissioned Tango dancers.

Anti-Racism Educator: Janet is committed to fighting genocide. She has
recently created written and produced a multi-media anti-racism work
entitled /t’s Not Too Late to Stop the Hate. She tells her story in verse while 175
archival photos are presented in a slide show and she performs her cello at
several key places in the work.

Author: Horvath is a recognized authority and pioneer in the area of medical
problems of performing artists. She is a recipient of the Richard J. Lederman
Lecture Award presented by the Performing Arts Medicine Association. She has
published numerous articles in professional journals on the subject. She initially
self-published her book:
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Playing (less) Hurt - An Injury Prevention Guide for Musicians.

Her 2009 edition won the gold medal in the health category from the
Independent Publishers Book Awards 2009, and attracted the attention of the
world- wide publisher Hal Leonard Performing Arts Publishing Group. The book
is now available Internationally at halleonardbooks.com in a rewritten,
redesigned and updated 2010 edition.

Horvath’s noted seminars have been presented for professional orchestras, for
youth orchestras, at conservatories, conferences, festivals, workshops and for
hospitals from coast to coast and recently at the Westminster Reference Library
of the Performing Arts, in London England.

A trail-blazer in speaking and writing openly about the physical stresses
experienced by musicians she has contributed importantly to the awareness of
musicians’ workrelated ailments and their prevention.

Horvath received a Bachelor’s degree from the University of Toronto and a
Master’s degree from Indiana University. Her teachers have included George
Horvath (her late father) who was a member of the Toronto Symphony for 38
years, Vladimir Orloff and Janos Starker.
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