Under Lisowsky’s Baton

Myth, Memory, and the Origins of the
St. Paul Jewish Community Center

Symphony Orchestra

KATE DIETRICK

Discordant Origins

Two slight taps . . . the lifting of a baton.. ..
the hushed tenseness of sixty faces reveal-
ing differences in age, sex, background, in
everything but their common love of fine
music and in the present waiting upon
their master . .. and thus is ushered in on
this fourteenth day of September 1942, the
tenth historical season of one of the most
unique institutions in St. Paul, the Center
Symphony Orchestra.!

hus reads publicity describing the dynamic

community symphony orchestra hosted at
the Jewish Community Center (JCC) in St. Paul.
The group, now known as the Minnesota JCC
Symphony Orchestra, is still in existence and is
billed as one of the oldest community orches-
tras in the country as they close in on their one-
hundred-year anniversary.?> Upon researching
their storied history, however, that centennial
commemoration year became a bit atonal. A
simple question arose: When was the orchestra
founded?

In the publicity statement quoted above,
they stated that they were celebrating their
tenth historical season in 1942, which would
point to having been established in 1932. How-
ever, that same publicity document continues,
“As a matter of record, however, this orchestra
has really long ago celebrated its tenth anniver-
sary, for it was exactly seventeen years ago that
Mr. Peter Lisowsky, its director from that time
to the present day, called together a group of
enthusiasts in the old St. Paul Musicians’ Hall.”?
That would then suggest that the orchestra was
established in 1925.
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Beginnings can sometimes be tricky, and
myths cloud early origins. Institutions may
start informally, or lose early establishing
documents, or forget early history, and some
may start and stop and start up again. So it is
not unique that the early years of the orchestra
are somewhat hazy. While researching in the
archives, I came across several founding years.
The aforementioned document noted both 1925
and 1932 as important starts. But if the St. Paul
JCC, where the group began, only opened in
1930,* was their orchestra established in 1930?
But if in 1988 they were celebrating their sixti-
eth season, were they established in 1928? Yet
another article states that they’ve had a long,
consistent history since 1933, while still another
states that the first annual concert was in 1934.

So when, in fact, was the orchestra started,
and could this humble local group claim the title
of oldest community orchestra in the country?
The answer, of course, depends on which narra-
tive you believe. The shifting timeline of begin-
nings can be attributed to one thing: the pull of
enigmatic long-time conductor Peter Lisowsky.

A Home at the Center

Over its long history, one thing has been static:
The community symphony orchestra, made up
of non-professional players, was rooted in place
at the St. Paul Jewish Community Center. Jewish
community centers, such as the ones founded
in St. Paul and in Minneapolis that still thrive
today, began as a place for the educational,
social, cultural, and recreational lives of Jewish
immigrants. Financial support was available for
those in need, thanks to Jewish social service or-
ganizations, such as Neighborhood House, and
other benevolent groups who helped struggling
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families and new immigrants gain their footing
in St. Paul.®

But outside of synagogues, there was no one
social gathering space for the growing Jewish
population. After years of campaigning and
fundraising, in September 1930, the Jewish
Education Center opened at the intersection of
Holly Street and Grotto Avenue in the Summit
Hill neighborhood. The space was originally
called the Jewish Education Center, or JEC,
because not only was it to be a social meeting
space for the community at large, but it also
housed the Talmud Torah, educating the next
generation of Jewish children.®

In the JEC dedication brochure, Rabbi Harry
Margolis of Mount Zion Templein St. Paul extolls
the value of the new space: “It stands as a house
of learning; it stands as a Beth Ha K'neseth, a
meeting place for the community.”” From the
outset, the Center was touted as a meeting place
for cultural activities, one of which was a com-
munity orchestra. On December 16, 1930, not
even three months after the Center’s dedication
event, a report details the process of organizing
ajunior orchestra.®

On February 2, 1931, a letter was sent to the
American Jewish World, a local Twin Cities
Jewish newspaper, requesting that they publish
an invitation from the JEC to anyone interested
in taking part in junior and senior orchestras.
“Old and young—men, women and children—
playing any kind of an instrument are urged to
come. The player of jazz music or of classical
music will be equally welcomed.”® A mailer an-
nouncement that went out the following week
listed that the orchestras were organized by
Melvin Silver and George Rosen, and noted suc-
cinctly, “Come without fail. We need you.”*° This
early group, founded in 1931, is technically the
beginning of the symphony orchestra at the JEC.

Later meeting minutes share the progress of
those early years, noting “the senior orchestra
was organized in February 1931 with 25 mem-
bers. Mr. Dave Nahinsky is director”—clearly an
entirely different director than who was listed in
the first mailer invitations. It continues that the
“junior orchestra was organized February 17th,
1931, with 15 members.” Both the junior and se-
nior orchestras are noted as lacking brass and
woodwinds, but that they remained hopeful “in
the next season to fill these vacant sections.”**
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On January 12, 1932, the executive secretary’s
report is frank: “The Hazomir [chorus] and
orchestra have been rehearsing regularly, but
show small attendance. Their advisers are not
giving them the attention needed.”*? By April 1,
1932, the newspaper for the JEC notes on the
front page: “Orchestra Seeks Active Members.”
“Approximately one year ago when the Center
orchestra was organized, a large number of
enthusiastic musicians made their appearance.
Since that time regular membership has dwin-
dled to about 15 members . . . new members are
invited to join this organization.”*? Alas, a docu-
ment outlining cultural activities in the 1930/31
season tells us the eventual fate: “orchestra—
lacked organization and disbanded early this
spring.”**

Only a few months later, in a report on De-
cember 15, 1932, the orchestra phoenix rises
from the ashes: “We have been fortunate in
getting Peter Lisowsky, first violinist with the
Minneapolis Symphony orchestra, to direct a

Conductor Peter
Lisowsky in action.

Part of the St. Paul
Jewish Community
Center records, courtesy
of the Nathan and
Theresa Berman Upper
Midwest Jewish Archives,
University of Minnesota.
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Brick-shaped souvenir to
commemorate the be-
ginning of construction
on the St. Paul Jewish
Educational Center,
1930. Part of the St.

Paul Jewish Community
Center records, courtesy
of the Nathan and
Theresa Berman Upper
Midwest Jewish Archives,
University of Minnesota.

Center orchestra. Mr. Lisowsky has been hold-
ing rehearsals every week and this group shows
promise of becoming a very fine musical organi-
zation.”*®* Only one year later, the orchestra was
flourishing, and a 1933 annual report read, “To
Mr. Peter Lisowsky, I extend my humble words
of thanks for his ardent and assiduous efforts
in giving us an orchestra that surpassed any we
have ever had at this Center. Itis with a feeling of
pride as chairman of this division that I extend
my thanks to his musical mates and himself for
this good work.”*¢ So who was Peter Lisowsky,
this man who swooped in and saved the Center
orchestra in 1932?

The Pull of Peter Lisowsky

Peter Lisowsky was born June 26, 18937 in St.
Paul, Minnesota. His life-long dedication to
music began when he was nine years old, tak-
ing violin lessons from Daniel Muhlenbruch,
the director of the St. Paul Metropolitan Opera
Company. Lisowsky enrolled at the St. Paul Col-
lege of Music, and later studied in Boston, New
York, and Stockholm.*® A stint studying under
a famous Russian violinist, coupled with a for-
eign-sounding last name, had Lisowsky billed
as hailing from Russia during his early years
performing. Or perhaps “The Russian Violinist”
was simply better branding than being St. Paul-
born and bred.*?

Lisowsky played in symphony orchestras
in New York and Minneapolis, where he was
first violinist and soloist. When World War I
broke out, he served in the US Navy, where he
conducted the Naval Training Center Orchestra.
This proved to be “a serious turning point in
his musical career,”?° as he found he enjoyed
conducting as well as performing. After the war,
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he returned to Minnesota to perform with the
Minneapolis Symphony while also giving private
lessons to supplement his income.?* The latter
profession appears to have led him to his love.

Details of his first, short-lived marriage to a
Swedish woman named Anna remain opaque;2
rather, it was his second marriage to fellow mu-
sician Agnes Thro in which he formed a partner-
ship that lasted a lifetime. Their love letters, sent
while Lisowsky was traveling with the Minneapo-
lis Symphony, reveal a passionate love incongru-
ent with his later persona as a gruff conductor.
In a letter to Agnes on January 24, 1929, while
on tour with the symphony, he wrote: “Puddie, I
miss you so much, that time is beginning to hang
heavy, on my hands. Babe, I must confess that
to live without you is futile. . . . Darling, I have
many plans and ideas that we must carry out to
the letter, after seeing life all around me, both in
the orchestra and otherwise.”??

Six months later, Lisowsky wrote a letter to
the Secretary of the State Board of Law Examin-
ers complaining that his attorney was not mov-
ing quickly enough to get him out of his first
marriage.>* Clearly successful, by the following
year, Peter and Agnes were married. A Minne-
apolis Star Tribune article featuring a then-
ninety-seven-year-old Agnes Lisowsky notes
that, when they got married in 1930, “Peter was
Jewish, and her Catholic family wouldn’t speak
to her for years.”?® Regardless, their marriage
was filled with music from the start.

How and why Lisowsky began his orchestra
and relationship with the St. Paul Jewish Educa-
tion Center remains hazy. At some point—one
article says 1933, another 1928, even another in
192526—while Lisowsky was still with the Min-
neapolis Symphony, he had desired to return to
conducting. He began the St. Paul Junior Sym-
phony, which met at the Musician’s Union Hall,
then the Dyer Brothers Music Building.?” When
Lisowsky began his role with the Center in late
1932, it appears that he brought this group of
musicians with him to the Center, thereafter
known as the Center Symphony Orchestra. This
is likely where the confusion of the founding
year arises: Can those early years of Lisowsky’s
St. Paul Junior Symphony be rolled into the be-
ginnings of the Center’s orchestra?

What we do know is that Lisowsky began the
orchestra at the Center in late 1932.28 By October
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1934, we see his photograph on the front page of
The Center News with the headline “Lisowsky
Will Lead Orchestra at Center Again.” It goes
on: “The Center will begin its third season of
sponsoring an orchestra”—which means this
timeline of the Center orchestra only starts
with Lisowsky’s tenure and does not count
the group’s 1931 and 1932 years under other
leadership, nor does it roll in Lisowsky’s ear-
lier group history. “Mr. Peter Lisowsky, who
has many years of experience as a member of
the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra and is
recognized as an eminent violinist, will again
conduct the orchestra. . .. With the completion
of a successful last year, a wider scope of musi-
cal activities is planned for the coming season.
Two or three concerts are planned as well as
an all-Jewish night program will be part of the
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the Center. In an undated letter, Lisowsky wel-
comes his colleagues in the orchestra for their
first rehearsal of the year: “I believe that our
work through the years in the orchestra has
been enjoyable, educational; the opportunity

orchestra. Mr. Lisowsky has rehearsed : ‘ Jewish Community
once a week regularly with some thirty of musical development cannot be equaled in  Center records, courtesy
of the Nathan and

any part of our country; the high standard that
prevails both in rehearsal and the performance
is a tremendous satisfaction to the members of
the orchestra. The very fine feeling of friendli-
ness that prevails also is a very important point
in our non-sectarian orchestra. . . . I personally
feel that you all are part of my large family, and I
love you.”3 For their part, the leadership of the
Center regularly praised the talent of Lisowsky
and the strength—and distinctiveness—of their
Center orchestra.

As Lisowsky cemented the success of the
orchestra, the myth of his greatness arose. A

musicians and two weeks ago presented

a concert for an audience of five hun-
dred. The enthusiastic response given the
performance is an adequate expression of
its place in the community. Mr. Lisowsky
needs no introduction as one of the
leading musical artists in this city. The
orchestra is a worthwhile activity to main-
tain, particularly when we are able to have
someone like Mr. Lisowsky to encourage
its success.3!

Theresa Berman Upper
Midwest Jewish Archives,
University of Minnesota.

By 1938, it appears that Lisowsky resigned from

the Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra to devote
his time entirely to conducting and teaching.
He offered violin lessons for young students
at his home in St. Paul, alongside his wife, who
taught piano and voice.?* Lisowsky did seem
to be a dedicated conductor to the group at
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1966 article touched upon Lisowsky’s legacy,
including his temperament, when it noted,
“He has been called a task-master by some
and eccentric by others, and sometimes there
are strained moments. But above all, he is a
true musician who deserves the respect of his
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Center Symphony
Orchestra, 1947-48.

Part of the St. Paul
Jewish Community
Center records, courtesy
of the Nathan and
Theresa Berman Upper
Midwest Jewish Archives,
University of Minnesota.

players; a careful artist who wants their best.”3*
Whatever his temperament, his success was ev-
ident, as Lisowsky kept the community orches-
tra together for many years.

"Regardless of race, creed or color”
Examining the program for that 1936 concert
that boasted an audience of five hundred, there
are thirty-nine performers listed, with typically
Jewish-sounding names like Katz and Rosenz-
weig. But for every Schultz, there’s also a John-
son, or a Roberts. The pieces they are playing, by
composers like Mozart, Beethoven, Puccini, are
not Jewish per se.?* Even though the orchestra
was housed at a Jewish Community Center and
was being conducted by a Jewish musician, this
was notjust a Jewish group. In fact, one did need
not to be Jewish to join.

A 1944 Pioneer Pressarticle noted, “Member-
ship in the ensemble is open to every person,
regardless of age or religious affiliation, who
is interested in instrument playing, and who
desires to acquire a standard orchestral reper-
toire.”3¢ The St. Paul Musician echoed, “Anyone
in the community, regardless of race, creed or
color, is very welcome.”3”

Lisowsky himself was Jewish; over his ca-
reer he had orchestrated several Jewish pieces,
including a symphonic background for chorus
of “Avinu Malkeinu,” which is a prayer recited
during the Jewish high holidays. In an article in
the St. Paul Jewish News years into his profes-
sional career, Lisowsky noted, “More important
than the music . . . is that I think I've been a
good will ambassador to our neighbors of other
faiths. In our Center orchestra, where 75 percent

N ———
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of the players are non-Jewish, there has never
been the least dissention over race, creed or
religion.”3#

That a Jewish organization was open to di-
verse members is not surprising. As American
Jews were routinely pulled in and out of inclu-
sion in whiteness throughout the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries based on the whims of
politics, many Jews themselves aligned with mi-
nority groups after experiencing decades of per-
secution.?® As an example of solidarity, during
the civil rights movement, it is estimated that
between half and three-quarters of the funds
raised to support civil rights organizations came
from the Jewish community, and this at a time
when Jews made up less than three percent of
the population of the United States.*°

As the years progressed, the Center Sym-
phony Orchestra was a point of pride for the
Center. In a 1943 publicity brochure titled “It’s

your Center!” they boast about the orchestra:
“This activity deserves far more than the brief
mention it can be given here. It represents the
untiring work and devotion of Peter Lisowsky,
a musician so well known to St. Paul and the
Northwest that there is no need to recite his
many qualifications here.” Yet again, we see the
confusion over the founding years as it states,
“This year the Center Symphony celebrates its
tenth successful season, although in actual fact
the orchestra itself is seventeen years old.” This
would then put the founding back even farther,
t0 1925. It goes on, “Peter Lisowsky’s unselfish
hard work, given for many years without any
fee or salary, coupled with his professional
skill, have built this orchestra until today it is
favorably known in a wide area. ... Forty to fifty
persons are engaged in this activity, and it is one
of several in which a good number of non-Jews
take part.”4!

Center Symphony
Orchestra in rehearsal,
n.d. Part of the St. Paul
Jewish Community
Center records, courtesy
of the Nathan and
Theresa Berman Upper
Midwest Jewish Archives,
University of Minnesota.

“More important than the music . . . is that I think I've been a good will ambassador to
our neighbors of other faiths. In our Center orchestra, where 75 percent of the players are
non-Jewish, there has never been the least dissention over race, creed or religion.”

PETER LISOWSKY, ST. PAUL JEWISH NEWS
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Chanukah program at
the Center, n.d. Part
of the St. Paul Jewish
Community Center
records, courtesy of the
Nathan and Theresa
Berman Upper Midwest
Jewish Archives,

University of Minnesota.

We see this detail time and again in the lit-
erature surrounding the orchestra. A 1948 self-
study on the Center: “There are thirty-five
participants in the orchestra conducted by
the Center, 40% of whom are non-Jews.”? An
announcement for a fundraising concert: “It
is a non-sectarian group. Truly a community
organization and the only one of its kind in
St. Paul.”#® A press release from 1962 (which
states it is in its thirtieth season, meaning

founding in 1932): “Anyone in the community,
regardless of race, creed or color, is very wel-
come.”** This 1962 press release, with its open
invitation, came notably before the Civil Rights
Act, and before the march on Selma. The first
racially integrated orchestra in the United States
is considered to be the Symphony of the New
World in New York, and they weren’t founded
until 1964.> What the actual racial makeup of
the members of the Center orchestra was over
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COMMUNITY
* CHANSKAH PROGRAM

DEC. 24 - ¢ru- DEC.3I..
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