The very sensiive
Mr Previn

A room full of people makes him
panic, start sweating and exit swiftly.
Previn hates parties but, baton in
hand, he knows how to give a

performance. Caroline Phillips takes
notes from the well-known conductor




and conductor, German-born
seduced by Hollywood at the
age of 18 df’-’j became a professional
orchestrator, arranger and conductor at
19. He S fa&u’n._ned the scores of clas-
sics such as Gigi right through to Jesus
Christ Superstar; made h elf one of
America’s finest jazz pianists; discarded
a highly successful and lucrative career
in Hollywood to become a classical con-
ductor; been Principal Conductor of the
Royal Philharmonic Orchestra (a position
he hoids unti and been nomi-
nated for 14 Oscars, the first of which
for Three Little Words, he heard about
when he was digging a latrine trench
while doing national service

I know I'm a workaholic because my wife
keeps t I|ru me. | guess if | knew why |
was, I'd stop—but gamblers don't know
either. | work 3\ too much. In fact,
six years ago, | had r :
ised holiday in my HUJI If( ever.' For two
weeks a year the and he's
not allowed to take his sc with him
His best friend in London is playwright
fom Stoppard. Previn's wife, Heather
remarked that was con-
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Since she made that remark, things have
changed,” says the man O mentions

collecting contemporary art, fencing and
American folk art as his leisure interests
in International Who's Who
Previn is dressed all in black, wearing
owlish spectacles that steam up and
magnify his eyes with low-
hooded ¢ ) them,
and has a longish grey
Beatles-sty haircut and a hangdog
look. John Mo iescribed him
fan extremely

intelligent dormouse

‘Oh dear, oh dear,' he ¢ disparag-
ngly, femmm:; total disbelief in clipped,

nasal tran t ‘Come back to-

morrow and I'll be wearing all green. Who
cares? If you're looking for an effect I'm

I'y ng to make either with black clothes

tone

-)Ln[l

or my haircut, you're on the f"ong street.
By his own admission, he is a ‘lousy in-
terviewee'. Certainly he is monumentally
difficult—often unfriendly, rude, and by
turns a little patron M‘.g and daunting.
Talking to him is a constant battle. But he
can also be very funny, with a great
range of one-liners and a dry New York
numour. He is also precise, very clever,
and apparently composed
In her book

revin (now out

print),

Helen Ruttencutter described the world-
r£‘-"|‘(*-'-:r19’1 conductor as antisocial,
hating parties and hurting his friends with

his sudden coldness. Previn coughs de-
fensively. ‘| don’t remember if she thought
that [cough], but if she thought so, she
thought so. Oh yes, | hate parties. | love
being with a S*‘Fll group of friends. But
that habit of after a pvrfor"‘arue going
nto a room filled w

€ p , none of w

of almost panic. \ rcally If)a l e it. I st art
2ating and | want to go home
Ask him to des ribe his temperament
and ‘that is getting dangerously close
to a certain type of film magazine ques-
tion. It's aggressively stupid. | mean
what's my temperament like? | don't
know." And his personality traits?
‘Short." That describes him physically
‘Yeah, short—it doesn't make any differ-
ence. | don't describe myself to anybody
not even myself.'
His press suggests he’s confrontational.
In 1989 he resigned from his job as
Director of the Los Angeles Philharmonic
Orchestra after clashes with its Manag-
ing Director, Ernest Fleischmann; then
he officially resigned from the Royal Phil-
harmonic in 1991. ‘Does it really say
at? He yjonderful! | didn't know | had
ever clashed with anybody.’ Is he inde-
pendent and strong-willed? ‘Sounds
terrific. You sure it's about me? You got
the right notes?’
Is there anything Germanic in his
acter,
be dismissive and | have continue

char
ask wearily. He has continued to
dtotry

because | don't want him to end our
conversation. 'l suppose orderliness.
like things neat, and | am a compulsive
putter-away of things left around, but not
enough to wear a monocle, no.

Previn has a rather complicated gang of

progeny, including --'|r-5 and some
adopted children, begat of four different

marriages. ‘| would have (hOng“l that
was the easiest thing to check,' he says,
in condescending tone. ‘| have four sons
and then | have four daughters. Oh, who
cares by which marriages? he fairly
spits the words out. ‘I'm not going to
go through that game with the number
of wives. We're coming up to our 10th
wedding anniversary, so why refer to
Heather as wife n Jmt“or so-and-so? | feel
whose whose doesn't make
much difference

writes about the times he
the prettiest girls floated doy
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street to him. His first marriage was to
jazz singer Betty Bennett, followed by

songwriter Dory Previn, actress Mia
Farrow and then Heather
He once shared a London flat with Frank
Sinatra’'s former wife Mia Farrow that
belonged to the then top model Jean
Shrimpton. They courted publicity,
advertising fake-fur coats and adopting
a Vietnamese child. But Heather, taller
than he, sensible and with an Eliza-
bethan sense of humour, wearing
glasses and at home in jeans, doesn't
represent the glamour to which he was
attracted in J"ns youth

have nothing against any of the ladies |
was with. We were just wrong for one
another and what you learn from that, my
God," big pause, ‘| don't know. | think
you'd learn things whether you stayed
single or married 12 times. People
always think if you've been married mul-
tiple times that you're a great expert on
marriage—whereas what you're "C°|Iy an
cxpml on is divorce.” He speaks with
tone. ‘Sure | still see them
iy is still friends

is of paramount importance. ‘It
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is the most important thing | do." More
so than work? ‘Yeah . . . Hell, | can't
really separate the two. | mean, it's non-
sense to say | could do without work,
but it's insane to suggest | could do
without my family.’

One senses his love of fatherhood. ‘I
always toured with my family [his young-
est child, Lukas, and Heather]. | cling
to, the misguided opinion that for a very
young child to go to different countries
with his parents is as educational as fin-
ger painting. But the headmasters don't
seem to think so," he says with a touch of
irony. He now goes away without Lukas.
‘| miss him dreadfully," he says, with real
feeling. Is he Previn’s favourite child?
‘What? No . If | have a favourite, it
would certainly never be known to you.’
Andreas Ludwig Priwin was born in
Berlin in 1929 (when the family went to
the States they changed the name). He
was a child prodigy, a phenomenal pian-
ist. One day his father was summoned to
his school and told by the professor that
he couldn’t keep such an obviously tal-
ented Jew in his academy. By 1938, the
Nazis were smashing shop windows,
beating up old people and marching
past the Previns' home. The family up-
rooted and fled Berlin at two hours'
notice, leaving everything behind to fiee
first to France and then America.

Ask him to talk about his childhood
nfluences and formative experiences,
and he coughs defensively again and
sounds uninterested—before talking

about how great a role music played
in his home.

But what effect did fleeing the Nazis have
on him? ‘I don't know what it was like.
You'd have to resurrect me when | was
eight years old and see what happens.’
Resurrect away! ‘|l think that’s not for a

magazine actually. It would take too
long and | don't want to talk about it
anyway.' But later he says, 'Sure, | can
just see it. You're going to portray me as
all in black, lonely, selfish, hard as nails,
spirited away by the gypsies when a
child . . . come on!" He laughs.

Before fleeing Hitler, Previn's father had
been a highly successful and wealthy
barrister in Berlin. He then had to scrape
a living as a refugee piano teacher in a
country where he had difficulties with
the language; a life of alarming lack of
funds, despair and disappointment.
‘Listen, | was callous and | was a Kid, a
real child. | thought it was a great
thwacking adventure.’

His father was ‘an imposing presence
... He was not home all that much so he
was a bit scary. | didn't have with him
what, for instance, my son has with me.
Go into his room to see if he was awake?
Forget it." In his book André Previn
(Century), the first authorised biography
of Previn, Michael Freedland writes that
the maestro described his father thus.
Previn now says that he dislikes this book
greatly. And he then tells me his father
was a ‘man of extremely quiet courage’.
So what was his relationship like with his
parents? ‘Fine, thank you.'

For years Previn has been publicly
voicing his disenchantment with all
things British. Now he is returning as
Conductor Laureate of the London Sym-
phony Orchestra in October after an 11-
year absence. ‘| don't like the laziness of
the shopkeepers here, the fact that you
can'’t get your car repaired within three
weeks and I'm disenchanted with the
educational system. When | first came |
thought a boy’s education in England
was the best in the world, but it isn't any
more. My boys learnt more in one year in

America than they did in five here.
And | don't like the fact that nothing
works. We lived in a beautiful house
here—and nothing worked." His perma-
nent home will still be in upstate New
York, but he will spend several months
of the year here.

It is rumoured that he commands around
$20,000 a concert as a guest conductor.
And the salary for the Los Angeles Phil-
harmonic job from which he resigned
was thought to be $500,000. ‘My man-
ager recently said to me, “As far as your
fee is concerned . . ." and | said, “Oh, |
don’t care. | don't really want to know
about that.” He suddenly said, “Have you
bothered to find out what your current
fees are?" and | said, “No.” | swear to you
that's true, | have no idea what | earn.’
Cough, cough.

How does he feel when he stands in front
of a huge audience? ‘The audience?’ He
sounds astounded, ‘I'm aware of the
audience, but my first responsibility is to-
wards the composer.’ Even if he's dead?
‘Most particularly then. | have no illu-
sions, delusions or definite thoughts
about any kind of afterlife, but if | ever run
into Brahms, | wouldn't like him to say
“I've been waiting for you™ and hit me
round the ear.’

And who would he most like to bump into
in that great orchestra in the sky?
‘Mozart, from number one to 100. No, |
don't want to talk. | just want to meet him.’
Does he think Mozart might have some-
thing to say to him? ‘No, | tell you what,’
he says, suddenly weighty and mighty
serious. ‘That music means too much to
me to play games with.’

Previn can't bear sitting still. The second
the interview finishes he jumps up and
starts pacing round the room. | expect
he'll be more congenial to Mozart.

'It never occurred to me
to write an autobiography
... It's nobody’s business’




