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BY MELINDA BARCREEN
Seattle Times music critic

e was invited to conduct Beethoven
in Bach's old neighborhood — now
H  known as the land of skinheads and a

half-century of concentrated anti-
. American sentiment.

3 Paul-Elliott Cobbs was about to
find himself a double minority in
Leipzig, in the heart of the former
East Germany, where no American
had conducted the Erzgebirge (Hartz
Mountain District) Symphony
Orchestra, and few
African Americans had
‘ ; ; ever been glimpsed.
During the whole time I Cobbs, conductor of
was there the focus was  the Everett Sympho-
: ny and a teacher at the
E&E&m the first Northwest  School,
American to come. That  expected to encounter
a recalcitrant orches-
was such a novelty that tra, a lot of hostile
nothing else seemed  stares and maybe

» some overt racism.
to malter. Instead, by the
time Cobbs had led
the last encore and
Conpucron Pa-Erssort Cosss  headed for his plane
back to Seattle, there
were tears of farewell
among orchestra
members, a suitcase full of gifts and
souvenirs for his family, and one

A universal language

The story of Cobbs’ visit to Germany last month demon-
strates that at least some of those old cliches about music beinyg
a universal language are true. It also shows that goodwill, hard
work and giving a little more than your share can reap some
rich rewards,

It was almost a year ago that Cobbs received a phone call
from a Swiss-born pianist named Walter Prositz, a frequent
soloist in the Leipzig area. The local symphony orchestra was
interested in a cultural exchange with the U.S., and Cobbs’
name had been suggested as a possible guest conductor. Would
he be interested, and would he be available?

“The program was set, and they wanted me to conduct

Beethoven's Fifth,” Cobbs remembers over coffee in Everett.
“It takes a lot of nerve to do Beethoven's Fifth with a German
orchestra.”

It would be like the Germans sending a pitcher to play
major-league baseball here — and not replacement baseball,
either. The Germans virtually invented symphonic music (just
ask them), and Beethoven is sacred. Cobbs was nervous about
the program, but not so nervous that he didn’t want to go.

The race factor

The music was a professional worry. But there was also a
much more personal concern.
Cobbs sent in his resume, with conducting credits from

With a love
i of music and
7t hard work,

_ . a conductor
conquers years
of distrust

) . BerTY UnEsen/SxaTrix Tings
young orchestra couple was planning Conductor Paul-Elliott Cobbs looks strictly businesslike. Only his feet hint at an adventurous spirit: He always wears some kind of
to name their baby after him. wild and crazy socks.

Japan and Europe. Then the archestra management asked for
photos. Did they realize he was African American? Would that
make a difference?

Cobbs sent them four formal photos and waited for a
response. All he received was a fax thanking him for the pho-
tos. No big deal.

“Race didn't really make a difference,” he says.

“During the whole time I was there, the focus was that I was
the first American to come. That was such a novelty that noth-
ing else seemed to matter.

“I was aware there had been some skinhead activity, but |
never saw anything. The orchestra members were very pro-
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