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Bob Hughes is a bassoomnisl, composear, conduslor,
and schalar. Ower the pears he performed in all

fhe Civic Cenler archeslfras (particuany the opéra
and battat], was a fenured playar in the Qakland
Symphony/East Bay Symphony for neary 40 years
and played in the Freeway Phitharmonic for the
same period. He has performed and conducted in
Europa and Japan as well as throughout the Unied
States. For this inferview, | mel with Bab and his
wife Margarel Fisher al their hame in Emanyville.
Betsy London worked with Bob in the Oakland
Youth Qrehestra and Arch Ensemble and joined us
far the conversalian.

Bob ratired from perarming in 2003 and sald bath
his bassoon and contra. | bagan the interchange

by asking him why he stayed in the Union. “in the
159308, my father was a Teamsber who atlended
union organeational meatings, often to raturn hamea
a bit ruffed up by scabs and employer thugs. It
made ma very awans of the avance of Corparata
America. Since then, I've learned to appreciale
unionism as an imporant ally in collegial, pragmatic
and fiscal matlers.”

Baormn in Buffala, NY in 1933, Bob joined Musicians'
Union Local #92 during his college years al the
University of Buffalo. The Union paid him tnbute;
ihey inducted him inlo their affiliate, the Buffalo
Music Hall of Fame in 2004, As a graduate
sludant at the University, majoning in music and
cultural hislory, Bob honed his conducling chops
by preparing Buffala Philharmanic musicians for
leclura-demansirations given by Visiting "Composar
in Residance™ Aaron Copland, followed by Carlos
Chawvez.

A unique mamary fram those years was an

ancounter with jazr saxophonis! Garry Mulligan al a
local jazz club. Dunng the break Bob asked Mulligan
il he had aver improvised to a classical compasition.

Mulligan said he'd “give his aye teath (o mprovise
io Bach's Brandenberg Concert #5.° The following
Sunday Bob assembled a small ensemble from the
Philharmonic. Mulligan improvised gloniously to the
2% and 3® movements, but discovered thal Bach's
1* movemnent chord changes were 1oo quick 1o
Tollow. An indelible mamory!
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In 1958 a Baird Foundation
fellowship took him 1o
Italy for two yaars wheara
he studed composition
with Luigi Dallapiscala,
spent the summer at

the Inlernational Course
for Modearn KMussc in
Darmstadt, Germany and
earnad his Conducting
Cerlificate at the
Mozareum in Salzburg,
Austria {in the maamwhila
gaining his ‘sacond
language,’ ltalian, which
io this day he speaks on
a daily basis with his wila
Margaret “just to keep it
flicd.”

After the two years abroad
Bob had a desire to move
an, using the last of his
fellowship monay o travel
o the than small town
af Aptos south of 5anta
Cruz 1o study intonation
syslems wilh a compaser
he greally admired, Lou

g Harrison, thus baginning

a participation in tha

"Pacific Rim’ aesthetic which included Steve Reich,
Pauline Cinveros and Terry Riley, With Harmrison, Bob
astablished a conceri series at the Shicky Wicket
Restaurant and, two years later, the Cabrilka Music
Festival. Al thal

by writer Roberd Lowis Stevenson on his flageokat
during his slay in Monterey in 1879-81. From this
rich repertoire tha ¥CO under Hughes issuad four
commercial LPs on Desto Records,

Bob conducied the YOO for seven years, influencing
a generation of musicians who are now parforming
in concert halls arcund the world, a number af tham
in tha SF Symphony. “Tha tricky thing, back in the
sixlies,” recalls Bob, "is that il was a very rebeallious
age. The last thing you could do to succeed was

1o be a square, or a tyrant on the podium. 5o you
had to b as rowugh and tocugh as thosa kids wera

in private with each other. It is ironic thal they were
courtecus o me mast of the time, while | eventually
got fired by the YCO Board because | used a lot of
four-latber words.”

Bob was asked back a few years |ater after his
successor Danis de Coleaw had expanded the
archesira o full symphonic size. Bob accepled
with one requiremeant: thal the entire orchesira,
nearly 100 musicians, tour laly o perform the “Rite
of Spring.” The orchesira parformead "Rile” threa
times an thair seven-concer] lalan lour, as well

as Mahber's 10™ Symphaony, a commission by CHly
Wilson and a suite of works composed by Bob.

In 1971 an imporian! milesione accurmed in Bob's
life when ha conducted the premiare of the opera
Le Testament (1923} by the controversial Amencan
poat Ezra Pound with the 5an Francisco Opera’s
axpanmeantal wing, Western Opera Theater. The
following year he recorded the opera at Fantasy
Records in Berkelay thanks to a Ford Foundation
grant. This important link
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calls to play in SF.
He joined Local #6
in 1862, moving

1o the Bay Area

the following year.
Dwring his career as
a bassoon/conira
player fram 1960 1o
2003, Bob played
with all of tha major
Bay Area orcheaslras,
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In 1963 Bob was
Assistant Conductor

connecling Bob with Ezra
Paund as a composar of
music bacame a salent

part of Bob's life and will be
refarred 1o again later in this
inlarviaw.

In 1972 Bob founded {wilh
baritona Thomas Buckner),
and conducted the Arch
Ensemble for exparimeantal
music, a8 chamber group

of sixteen players with
elacironics, Many of the
works they commissionead
were recorded and releasad
on the Arch labal. Tha
venture lasted info the early
exghties. During this ime Bob
continued to play his vigorous
basscon sthedule and
COMPOSE NEW MUSIC.
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Orchestra (YCO).
That was before
the San Francisco
Symphony
astablished its own
youlh orcheslra, As a resull Bob capitalized on the
oppartunity to ulilize the brilliant young players,
particularly string players, children of UC Berkeley
facully. Local 6 musician, Betsy London, an Y'CO
alumnus, recalls this panod: “We did lours, we did
recordings, all sorls of wild and crazy things. Bob
was our fearless leader. He was a role model for all
of us. He showed us there ware olher things you
could do in your life with classical music—nol just
play a Beethoven symphony 10 times, When he ran
the YOO, we fall like Bob was God.”

During Bob's tenure as conductor from 1963 1o
1970, ¥CO premiened works by Laurie Andersan,
Lou Harmson, Ned Roram, Henry Bran! and othar
living composers. YOO made extended mulli-
concart tours from Seallle to Mew Orleans; playing
an all black reperiaire on the latter tour. Their Gold
Rush country lour mcleded music composead
sifu in 1B48-50 and printed on early presses in
San Francisco. For this tour Hughes extensively
searched and unearthed (from an uncataloged
storage warahouse of the Library of Congress,
Washington, DC) Camille Saint-Saéns “Haal!
California,” the only prior parformance baing al the
San Francisco 1915 Panama Pacific Exposition
with tha composer conduecting. In anothear quest
Hughes located and premiered music composed
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fape Ad: Leroy Subke, fute, Danald Caveall, clariner,
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Dwrireg the mid-seveanties,
trouble was biewang in the
concert halls. Traditional
orchastra musicians began
to protest the staging of
experimental works in established venues. It was in
this context that Bob met his fulure wife Margaret
Fishar at the 1976 Cabrillo Music Fastival whera
she was solo dancer in
an experimental opara
conducted by him. Bob
axplained that during
the performance “two of
the musicians from the
archesira [ both Local
G!) decided to add 1o the
weirdness of the event so
they 'sireaked’ down thea
two aisles of the theater
in tha nudea!” This rathear
urique introduction |ed
Margaret and Bob inlo a
life together with many
artestic collaborations.
Their ‘performance

art’ group Ma Fiss Co
performed throwghout
the US, including Alaska,
Canada, Europe and
Japan.

Beady wirlr Esra Peranerd
Bacxennr qf the poct s

fovenily: wcerstle v the xourily

Tvredeaun Alps

In 1977 Bob was “Composear-in-Residenca” of tha
San Francisco Symphony™s summer program. For
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before Pound’s release in 1958. Bob is one of a few
persons still living who actually met Pound at that
time. (Oddly enough, Pound’s two instruments were
the clavichord and the bassoon!)

One of the last events the Arch Ensemble presented
was an all-Pound music concert in Herbst Hall,

San Francisco in March 1983. The highlight was
the premiere of Pound’s second opera Cavalcanti
(1933), conducted by Bob. The opera was long
thought lost, but Bob located half of it in Venice,
Italy, a happy consequence of his meeting with
Pound’s mistress and music advisor, the concert
violinist Olga Rudge, during the Youth Orchestra’s
Venetian gig. He located the remainder of the music
among the uncataloged Pound papers at Yale
University. Olga Rudge was flown in to supervise

the occasion he composed a Berlioz-size work
for the Symphony with movements for student
orchestra, band, chorus, an ensemble of flutes
and harps, and a large brass group. Bob titled the

family.

work HCE (after James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake

“Here Comes Everybody”), using those pitches, with
the “H” sounding “B” as in the German solfeggio

system.

During the 1980s Bob
continued to conduct,
keeping up his full
bassoon/contra schedule,
but by the ‘90s he saw

the need to end his

triple ‘player-composer-
conductor’ career. In 1992
Kent Nagano offered Bob
the opportunity to conduct
a series of all-Frank Zappa
programs with the Lyon
Ballet (France). Bob felt

it would be a grand event
with which to draw his
conducting activities to an
end. He put down the baton
by the end of that year.

In 1983 Bob again became
involved in his lifelong
interest, the poetry and
music of Ezra Pound.

That interest was kindled
when Bob earlier met and
talked with Pound during
his captivity in Washington
DC'’s St. Elizabeths “Nut
house.” This was just
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Detail from “Silenus’ Antiphonary”.

and attend the concert. Gradually, over the years,
Bob and Margaret got to know Pound’s whole

By then, Pound’s publisher New Directions had
begun to press Bob and Margaret to write a book

about Pound and his
music. Margaret, obtaining
her Ph.D. in the meantime,
published Ezra Pound'’s
Radio Operas with MIT
Press (2002), a study of the
BBC’s 1931 experimental
treatment and broadcast
of Pound'’s first opera

Le Testament. From

2003 to 2011 their work
was collaborative; they
published their research

in five scholarly volumes
with engraved scores,
facsimile scores, analysis
and historical background
to Pound’s entire musical
ceuvre (Second Evening
Art Publishing, www.
ezrapoundmusic.com)
Their work took them
frequently to Europe,
including a year in Rome
at the American Academy
and research at the Vatican
Library.

During the nineties, Bob
continued to play bassoon
and compose, but in 2002,

at age 69, he decided to retire from the performing
life. “I knew every contractor in the Bay Area; |
think | played in every orchestra. | did it all at once,
sending my resignation letters to all concerned on
the same day.”

Margaret & Bob at home.

In retirement, Bob says he has a new appreciation
for the Musicians Union. “My AFM pension,

along with Social Security, have given me a very
comfortable lifestyle. | recommend an expanded life
in music to all musicians.”

In 2003 Bob also started work on a big composition,
Silenus’ Antiphonary (a multi-perceptual work
involving music, with interrelated words and
graphics). “Due to my age, | decided to do exactly
what I've wanted, without restrictions. Much of the
time, my previous compositions were commissions,
or requested by friends. | set out with no real idea
where Silenus’ Antiphonary was going to go. | just
started with an idea, and let the idea develop. Within
six pages, | knew what | was doing, where | was
going.” Bob says he’ll continue composing Silenus’s
Antiphonary until they have to pry his colored
pencils from his hands. . . .





