
Jules Eskin, legendary BSO
principal cellist since 1964, dies
at 85
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Jules Eskin.

As a 5-year-old, Jules Eskin sat close
when his father played the cello, drawn
by the instrument’s sound – and more.

“Tone! Tone! That’s the whole story! It’s
tone! If you have a tone, you can do
anything,” Mr. Eskin said in an
interview posted on opuscello.com.
“Without tone, you do nothing! And
once you have that tone, you need to
speak with that tone!” Then he quoted
his former teacher, the legendary cellist
Gregor Piatigorsky: “You must taste the blood of that tone!”
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A renowned musician in his own right, Mr. Eskin became the Boston
Symphony Orchestra’s principal cellist in 1964, and his tenure was
expansive as the talent he brought to decades of performances from
Symphony Hall to China. He was 85 when he died of cancer Tuesday in
his Brookline home.

“Jules Eskin is a legend in the cello world,” the cellist Yo-Yo Ma said in a
statement through the BSO. “A role model for me, he has always
embodied the best of what a cellist could be – a consummate musician
as a solo artist, an ensemble musician, and as principal cellist of the
Boston Symphony Orchestra.”
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Performing under BSO music directors Erich Leinsdorf, William
Steinberg, Seiji Ozawa, James Levine, and Andris Nelsons, Mr. Eskin
was featured as a soloist in pieces including Ernest Bloch’s “Schelomo,”
the Brahms Double Concerto, Beethoven’s Triple Concerto, William
Schuman’s “A Song of Orpheus,” and Richard Strauss’s “Don Quixote.”

Reviewing a 1982 “Don Quixote” performance, Globe critic Richard
Dyer said Mr. Eskin “was simply magnificent as the Knight of the
Doleful Countenance because he is so magnificent as a cellist. Eskin is
such a strong and centered and unfussed musician; his playing was
noble in tone and in character.”
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In 1964, Mr. Eskin also became a founding member of the Boston
Symphony Chamber Players, which at the time was the only chamber
ensemble composed of a major orchestra’s principal players, according
to the BSO. The ensemble’s 2011 recording “Profanes et Sacrees: 20th-
Century French Chamber Music” was nominated for a Grammy.

“There is no doubt that Jules Eskin will be counted as one of the
legendary cellists of the 20th and 21st centuries,” Mark Volpe, the BSO’s
managing director, said in a statement.

Malcolm Lowe, the BSO’s concertmaster, added that Mr. Eskin
“embodied the heart and soul of our string section. He had an inspired
musicality and infallible instinct coupled with a masterful
understanding of the cello, its sound, and its role in all of the music that
we played. His sound was always present, always poignant, and always
incredibly moving.”

On Feb. 6, Mr. Eskin performed for the final time with the BSO as
Nelsons conducted Prokofiev’s “Romeo and Juliet.” In a statement,
Nelsons said Mr. Eskin “brought the orchestra such a wealth of
experience and influenced the glorious sound of the orchestra for more
than half a century, a staggering commitment for which we owe him so
much.”

Born in Philadelphia, Jules Louis Eskin was introduced to the cello by
his father, Samuel, a tailor who emigrated from Russia and auditioned
unsuccessfully for the Philadelphia Orchestra. Instead, he played in
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small orchestras for silent movies. At 7, Mr. Eskin had already been
taking piano lessons for two years when his father bought him a cello. “I
used to have little contests with my father, who had a very nice tone,” he
said told opuscello.com. “He would say: ‘Let’s see who can play this the
most beautifully.’ ”

The extended family was musical, too. Mr. Eskin’s second-cousin Mark
Ludwig is a BSO violist; Mark’s brother Michael is a former Buffalo
Philharmonic Orchestra concertmaster. Mr. Eskin’s cousin Irving
Ludwig – father to Mark and Michael – was a longtime Philadelphia
Orchestra violinist. “This has been as natural to us as a craftsman giving
his trade to his children,” Mr. Eskin told the Globe in 2012.

As a teenager, he told opuscello.com, “I was ready to flee the family
home.” Mr. Eskin auditioned when the Dallas Symphony’s conductor
was in Philadelphia and, at 16, was offered a contract.

He also studied at the Philadelphia Musical Academy and at the Curtis
Institute of Music, where Piatigorsky was one of his teachers. During
the Korean War, Mr. Eskin enlisted to play in the Army band, “which
was a sort of Glenn Miller-type orchestra,” he recalled. While in the
Army, he won a Walter W. Naumburg Foundation award in 1954, and
subsequently performed a debut Town Hall recital in New York City.

After leaving the Army, he stayed in New York for several years to play
with what was then the City Center Opera, and later moved to the
Cleveland Orchestra, where he spent three years as principal cello under
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conductor George Szell.

Mr. Eskin, who as a teenager had been a fellowship student at
Tanglewood Music Center with Serge Koussevitzky conducting,
auditioned in 1964 to become the BSO’s principal cellist. In the years
since, he traveled extensively with the orchestra internationally,
including the historic 1979 tour of China when Ozawa was music
director.

Nearly as passionate with non-musical endeavors, Mr. Eskin was known
among other things for his love of fast sports cars and his ability to do
chin-ups. “He’s a renaissance man. He was an outdoor hiker and
traveler, and he opened up many people’s eyes to the world,” said his
son Sacha of Honolulu.

“He was not only an artist and a musician, he was very loving. He
shared with me many things – how to do things, how to be the person I
wanted to be,” Sacha said, adding that his father “was very creative and
very soulful. His music was from the soul. You can’t repeat it; you can’t
remake it.”

Mr. Eskin, whose earlier marriages ended in divorce, married BSO
violinist Aza Raykhtsaum in 1986, a few years after she joined the
orchestra. The two were “in love since shortly after we laid eyes on one
another,” she told the Globe in 2012.
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“Jules said I was the love of his life and he cherished me. I loved him
dearly,” she added in an interview Tuesday. “He was my soulmate
musically, intellectually, emotionally. We had an incredible bond and
we made music together 24 hours a day. We were never separated. It
was an incredible love story. We were basically one – one soul.”

In addition to his wife and son, Mr. Eskin leaves his older son, David of
Yorktown Heights, N.Y.; a stepdaughter, Anna Raykhtsaum Tratt of
New Rochelle, N.Y.; and five grandchildren.

A memorial service will be held at 3 p.m. Wednesday in Stanetsky
Memorial Chapels in Brookline. Burial will follow.

“Jules had an uncanny ability to pull at your heart strings when he
played. I think some of the most beautiful sounds that I’ve ever heard
came out of his cello,” said his good friend Arnold Steinhardt, a founder
and first violinist of the Guarneri String Quartet.

For Mr. Eskin, integral to those sounds was the tone he coaxed from his
cello, which was there from the beginning. “I had it immediately as a
child,” he told opuscello.com. “It’s crucial. You have to hear it in your
ear.”

Bryan Marquard can be reached at bryan.marquard@globe.com.
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Jewish Boston returns to the cityJewish Boston returns to the city

MORE...

Traditional synagogue membership is declining, but independent
congregations and alternative groups are on the rise. 

Federal prosecutors launch probe of law firm overFederal prosecutors launch probe of law firm over
donationsdonations

MORE...

The US attorney’s office is looking into Thornton Law Firm’s
practice of reimbursing partners for millions of dollars in political donations.

High lead levels found in water at 160 Mass. schoolsHigh lead levels found in water at 160 Mass. schools
MORE...Officials said steps are being taken to address the issues. 

Damaged train was allowed to carry passengersDamaged train was allowed to carry passengers

MORE...

The commuter train struck a post in South Station, but it was put
into service the next morning.

A Scout leads, as his dying father would have wantedA Scout leads, as his dying father would have wanted

MORE...

David Norton, 16, continued down a mountain after he heard on a
radio that his father collapsed. He helped intermediate hikers finish

the hike.

New Balance decries bigotry after endorsement from neo-Nazi siteNew Balance decries bigotry after endorsement from neo-Nazi site
The push for support follows a controversial statement made last week in
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MORE...

support of president-elect Donald Trump by a company
representative. 

Not in my backyard: Mass. communities hope to shut outNot in my backyard: Mass. communities hope to shut out
local pot shopslocal pot shops

MORE...

Some cities and towns are exploring ways to limit or even snuff out
marijuana shops in their communities. 

Bob’s Turkey Farm survived a devastating fire. Here’sBob’s Turkey Farm survived a devastating fire. Here’s
how.how.

MORE...

The fire destroyed the barn, expensive equipment, and 7,000 young
turkeys. But then something wonderful happened. 

Lead found in fountains at 6 more Boston schoolsLead found in fountains at 6 more Boston schools

MORE...

The water fountains have been shut off at the buildings, which house
seven schools in total. 

Powerful judge’s son charged in Ill. hate crimePowerful judge’s son charged in Ill. hate crime

MORE...

Matthew Kafker spray-painted racist, homophobic graffiti and
Donald Trump’s name in a chapel, authorities said.

Mose Allison, 89; pianist, singer straddled blues, jazzMose Allison, 89; pianist, singer straddled blues, jazz

MORE...

Mr. Allison used his cool, clear voice to conversational effect, with
an easy blues inflection that harked back to his upbringing in rural

Mississippi. 
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Amid drought, Quabbin Reservoir now below normalAmid drought, Quabbin Reservoir now below normal
levellevel

MORE...

Water levels in the state’s largest reservoir have dropped below
normal for the first time in more than a decade. 

Andover mother arrested for OUI at elementary schoolAndover mother arrested for OUI at elementary school

MORE...

Mary Ellen Shay was charged with operating under the influence of drugs,
reckless behavior to a child, and unlicensed operation of a motor vehicle. 

Daughter of Elizabeth Warren claims center stageDaughter of Elizabeth Warren claims center stage

MORE...

Amelia Warren Tyagi co-authored two best-selling books about
middle-class economics, but the California executive and radio

contributor is better known as Warren’s daughter. 

Check out a mockup of the MBTA’s new Orange LineCheck out a mockup of the MBTA’s new Orange Line
trainstrains

MORE...Oh, fancy. 

Joan Stanley, 71; battled debilitating ailment to blazeJoan Stanley, 71; battled debilitating ailment to blaze
legal trailslegal trails

MORE...

Ms. Stanley forged ahead with a long trailblazing career anyway and
later opened her own practice as a criminal defense attorney. 
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Easton fires its town clerk, deals with bylaw snafuEaston fires its town clerk, deals with bylaw snafu

MORE...

The longtime clerk was dismissed for failing to submit for approval by the state
70 local laws passed by the town since 2009.

In Colo., a look at life after marijuana legalizationIn Colo., a look at life after marijuana legalization

MORE...

In November, Massachusetts voters are likely to consider a ballot
question legalizing recreational marijuana.

KKK newspaper delivered to homes in Mass. townKKK newspaper delivered to homes in Mass. town

MORE...

Police said someone delivered the papers to every driveway in one of
the town’s neighborhoods about four weeks ago, and again last

weekend.
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