Louis A. Potter:  Teacher and Conductor

“The increasing proliferation of cello playing in recent years is a heartening combination of several factors . . . [including] the splendid growth of our school orchestras, thanks to the dedicated efforts of such professional groups as American String Teachers Association, Music Educators National Conference, Music Teachers National Association and others, and to many fine music educators and instrumental directors throughout the nation.”
  This statement, citing the growth of school orchestras through the combined efforts of many, could have been penned yesterday.  Instead, Louis Potter, Jr., author of the widely used “textbook-method” The Art of Cello Playing, wrote it more than forty years ago.   This book, which sold almost five hundred copies this past year, continues to have wide distribution throughout the United States, Canada and Europe. 

That “splendid growth” came about because of the determination, effort and foresight of some of our nation’s leading string educators in the early part of the last century.  Louis Potter was one of those pioneers.  He played a key role in the establishment of ASTA.  As we celebrate our sixtieth anniversary, an article recognizing one of the last remaining founders of our organization seems particularly appropriate.  To this end it has been a real pleasure to spend many hours interviewing Louis Potter about ASTA’s early days and his illustrious teaching career.  He told me, early on; that he hopes his memory is “most accurate.”  With a smile he added, “I will do my best.”  I remind him that he was pretty safe saying anything he wanted as there were few folks left to refute his information.

Walking into Mr. Potter’s room I immediately knew it was the residence of a musician.  Posters, photographs, artwork and programs all related to music covered the walls.  Shelves were filled with dozens of cassettes and records from past performances.

Louis immediately welcomed me with a friendly voice, a firm handshake and his ever-present smile.  He knew our visits were going to be about the beginnings of ASTA and his (by now) ninety-three-year-old life.  I soon discovered that he would turn ninety-four in five days.  “No big deal” he replied modestly.

Daniel Long:  Let me read you some minutes from ASTA’s archives.  “On February 28, 1947, in the Hotel Statler, St. Louis, Missouri, the final meeting of the provisional organization was held.  The minutes of that meeting follow:  Executive Chairman Duane H. Haskell called the meeting to order.  Present were Marjorie Keller, Dallas, Texas, and Karl O. Kuersteiner, Tallahassee, Florida, members of the Executive Committee, and . . . Louis Potter, Urbana, Illinois. . . .”
   Do you remember that meeting?

Louis Potter:  Oh, my, yes.  It was a very exciting and productive meeting.  Bands dominated music in our schools.  They were taking over the instrumental programs.  We wanted to get string teachers organized.  It was our dream to have orchestras all over the country.

DL:  What do you recall from those early meetings?

LP:  Paul Rolland and others took an active role in getting everyone organized.  He was one of the leaders, unofficially speaking.  We all had to take on responsibilities, do as much as we could to get the ball rolling.  It was a huge undertaking.  Joe Maddy (founder of Interlochen Music Camp, as it was known at the time) was out beating the bushes looking for talented young string players.  He found fertile ground in university communities and larger metropolitan areas where there were already orchestra programs.  He went to places in Iowa, Illinois, Michigan, all over the Midwest, asking students to come to his summer camp.  He was helping organize high school string players.  At the same time we were organizing string teachers.

DL:  Talk a little bit about yourself.

LP:  I was born in 1912 in Washington, D.C.  My father was a church organist and my mother was a professional singer.  I began playing the piano at an early age and started playing the cello when I was thirteen.  My mother was very influential in my playing the cello.  She encouraged me to take lessons and helped direct me toward a career in music.  My first teacher was Willy Schulze.  He was a fine teacher and had a big impact on me.  I later studied with Bartholomew Wirtz at Peabody Conservatory and William Willeke at Juilliard.  Mr. Wirtz would invite me over to his home and we would play music for hours.  He, too, had a profound influence on my musical career.  I was very lucky to have had many fine teachers throughout my entire career.

My first orchestra experience was playing in the Charleston, West Virginia Symphony.  It was an excellent orchestra.  Because I was so young–teenager–I sat in the back of the section.  When I was sixteen I heard a New York string quartet in Charleston.  They played so beautifully.  It was a marvelous concert, one I will never forget.  I was hooked.

After I completed my degree at Peabody Conservatory of Music and my diploma from Juilliard, I got my first teaching job.  I was director of orchestras in the Washington, D.C., public schools.  I taught at both the high school and junior high school.  I enjoyed it very much.  I also had to teach some classes in vocal music.  You know in those days music teachers frequently had to teach both vocal and instrumental music. In my earlier professional years I played with the Baltimore Symphony and, later, the Illinois Sinfonietta under Rafael Kubelik, John Kuypers, Igor Stravinsky, Paul Hindemith and Georges Enesco.

In 1941 I went to the University of Illinois to work on my master’s degree.  At the same time I was professor of cello, taught music theory and coached chamber music.  It was at this time that I began teaching in the summers at Interlochen, which I did for many summers.  My family, which now included my wife, Bobbie, and two sons, (Louis, Jr., and John), and I moved to Michigan State University in 1953.  I was professor of cello and chamber music and cellist of the Beaumont Quartet and remained in those positions until my retirement in 1977.  (Mr. Potter received many honors and awards during his career including the “Outstanding String Teacher Award” presented by the Michigan chapter of ASTA in 1968 and “Distinguished Service and Leadership Award” from ASTA in 1984).

DL:  Talk a bit about some of your former students.  Where are they today?  What are they doing?

LP:  Oh, my goodness.  They are everywhere.  Some can be found in symphony orchestras and on college faculties all over the country and abroad.  Pittsburgh, Houston, Milwaukee, Honolulu, Toledo, soloist with the Geneva (Switzerland) orchestra. Many have won prizes and awards.  Oh yes, and the Chiari Quartet. 

(The telephone rang.  Mr. Potter asked me to answer.  It was Shirley Miller, a student of Mr. Potter’s “many, many years ago” calling to wish him happy birthday.  Learning she was a former student, I took the opportunity of introducing myself, and explained why I was there and at the very moment talking about former students.  I asked if she had any comments about her almost ninety-four-year-old teacher.  She said that she had met Mr. Potter at Interlochen in the summer of 1952.  She studied with him for three summers and “loved every minute.”  Eventually, she joined the Evanston (Illinois) Symphony Orchestra and became its principal cellist.  I learned she was the widow of Frank Miller, principal cellist of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra for many years.  One of the cassettes in Mr. Potter’s collection was Interview with Frank Miller, “Profiles of First Chair Players,” January 31, 1981, Aaron Parsons.  Frank Miller and Louis Potter, two of the cello world’s giants, enjoyed a friendship of more than fifty years.  That friendship in the Miller family had remained constant through Shirley, and was clearly still vital.  The proud teacher thanked his former student and close friend for her wonderful birthday call).

DL:  In your career that spanned eight decades, do you have any advice or comments you would like to share with our members?

LP:  I am very proud to have been a member of the first group to organize ASTA.  Look where it has led us.  I also want to say how much influence my own students had on me . . . personally, and my teaching.  Young people are so invigorating, energetic and full of wonderful ideas.  Being a father helped me tremendously.  It helped bring out a special love that was then transferred to my students.  My two sons helped me so much.  My advice to young teachers (long pause, then with laughter) WORK, with a capital W and in parenthesis, study.  WORK (study); that’s it!

I think all musicians are, to a degree, composers.  I never thought of myself as a composer, but really, first-rate players are composers.  Great music comes from great composers played by great musicians.  It is a team.

DL:  You mention great composers.  Who are some of your musical heros?  What are some of your favorite pieces?

LP:  Schubert’s Arpeggione Sonata, the Beethoven sonatas (cello) and all the Mozart Quartets.

DL:  This is a big year for Mozart.  Do you find it unusual that he did not write a major work for the cello? 

LP:  He was probably not acquainted with fine cello players.  You know, much of his music was written for his friends and acquaintances.  That said, he did write some fine music for the cellos.  Many of his symphonies contain excellent cello parts.  And his quartets have wonderful cello parts.  I loved playing his quartets.

DL:  Recall some of your proudest moments.

LP:  You will probably be surprised to hear this, but I was very proud when a few of my model trolley cars were chosen to go to the National Train Convention.  (A picture of one of his favorite cars hangs on the wall.  Painted on the side in delicate, small Old English-style lettering is “Buffalo Lockport and Rochester.”  The authenticity and detail are exquisite, just like, one suspects, his playing and teaching.  I learned that some of his paintbrushes had only one hair bristle).

DL:  How did you become interested in building model trains?

LP:  I have had a long interest in trolley cars and trains.  When I was very young, my parents would take me and my brother and sister to New York City, on the train of course.  We would ride the trolley cars everywhere.  I was infected from the time I could see daylight.  Trains are fascinating.  Everyone loves them.  There is an inner connection between trains, subways, streetcars and trolley cars.  That system should never have been abandoned.

I loved sitting in the front watching the conductor operating the controls.  He had a very important and challenging job.  You (he) had to keep your wits about you with all the traffic and pedestrians.  What fun it was to sit in the first car and pretend to be the conductor.  (Louis’s son, John, later says his father spent so much time riding the same train lines that he was on a first-name basis with many of the conductors).

DL:  Could it be said you were, in a sense, a teacher and conductor?

LP:  You might say that (big smile), but you must be careful what kind of conductor you are referring to.

Coda (or caboose):  In researching this article, I discovered that the last student Louis Potter taught is presently a senior at Michigan State University.  Having just played her senior recital a few days prior to our visit, Alicia Gregorian found a few moments to talk about one of her favorite teachers.  Mr. Potter was her teacher from the time she was in fifth grade through junior high school.  “He was like a grandfather to me—my cello daddy.  He saw me grow up.”  Alicia comes from a very musical family.  Her father, Leon, is director of orchestras at Michigan State University and her mother, Linda, is a string teacher in the Okemos Public Schools.  Both her sister and brother are string teachers/performers.

“Mr. Potter was not a clock watcher.  Sometimes my lessons would last for two or three hours.  He made sure everything was done thoroughly and correctly.  We would spend thirty minutes on two measures.  It had to be right.  He had more patience with me than I had with him (big smile).  My last lessons with Mr. Potter were in his room at the retirement center.  Occasionally, he would be unable to get out of bed.”  She still had to have her lesson.  His students always came first.

Looking back on her lessons with Mr. Potter, Alicia now realizes how fortunate she was.  “I never had the feeling that I was just a student.  His students were his friends.  He would call me at home.  It was never a short conversation.  He was always concerned about me as a person.”

She explained that she had played one of Bach’s solo compositions on her recent recital using Mr. Potter’s fingerings.  “His way was the best way when it came to playing Bach’s music.  He thought about everything related to fingerings and bowings.  He always took the time to explain why such fingerings and bowings were used.  If a phrase went in a certain direction, then it required a certain finger pattern.  Every note including the smallest grace note, every shift and bow change required complete preparation, mastery and understanding.”

Alicia joined Mr. Potter, his son and myself for lunch for our final interview.  What a joy it was to watch the interaction between the master teacher and his last student.  After teaching hundreds if not thousands of young cellists, there was still that show of affection, respect and admiration for his last student that he surely gave to his first.  And she gave those same feelings back to him.  Before departing, Alicia told Mr. Potter she would be coming to see him soon.  He gently placed his hands whose fingers had played a million beautiful notes on her arm and said, “Be sure and bring your cello.  I want to hear you play.”  It will be the most beautiful music in the world to him.  He will listen, giving his undivided attention to every note.  He may be transported back to a time when his own bow with many hairs and his paintbrush with one created beautiful images.  With each stroke meticulously prepared, he built phrases and cars that joined together with each other to complete the whole picture.  Now, everything has been put on the right track.  The trolley car waits patiently for its conductor to climb aboard.  Good teaching and conducting, Mr. Potter.

E. Daniel Long

Ann Arbor, Michigan
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