
The Extraordinary Journey of Robert Lee
Watt: A Pioneer in Classical French Horn and
African American Culture
In the annals of classical music, Robert Lee Watt stands as a towering
figure, a virtuoso French hornist whose exceptional talent and unwavering
determination shattered barriers and left an indelible mark on the world. His
legacy extends far beyond the realm of music, encompassing his
pioneering role as a conductor, composer, and tireless advocate for African
American culture.

Early Life and Musical Beginnings

Robert Lee Watt was born on October 13, 1902, in Washington, D.C. His
father was a prominent African American doctor, and his mother, an
accomplished pianist. From an early age, Robert displayed an
extraordinary aptitude for music, particularly the French horn. He began
studying the instrument at the age of 12, and by his early 20s, he had
established himself as one of the finest French hornists in the world.
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Watt's early career was marked by a series of groundbreaking
achievements. In 1925, he became the first African American to play in a
major symphony orchestra, the New York Philharmonic. This historic
moment shattered the long-standing racial barriers that had prevented
African American musicians from pursuing careers in classical music.
Watt's exceptional performance with the Philharmonic earned him
widespread acclaim, and he quickly became a respected and sought-after
musician.

An International Virtuoso

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Robert Lee Watt embarked on a
dazzling international career. He toured extensively throughout Europe,
Asia, and the United States, performing with some of the world's most
renowned orchestras and conductors. His virtuosic playing and charismatic
stage presence captivated audiences worldwide, and he became one of the
most celebrated musicians of his time.

Watt's repertoire was vast and eclectic, ranging from the Baroque masters
to contemporary works. He was particularly known for his interpretations of
the French Romantic repertoire, and his performances of works by
composers such as Saint-Saëns, Ravel, and Dukas were legendary. Watt's
artistry extended beyond the French horn; he was also a gifted pianist and
organist, and he often performed chamber music with his colleagues.

A Pioneer in Conducting
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In addition to his virtuosic playing, Robert Lee Watt was also a pioneering
conductor. In 1951, he founded the Interracial Orchestra, one of the first
integrated orchestras in the United States. Through this organization, Watt
played a vital role in promoting racial equality and diversity in the world of
classical music.

Watt's conducting career was marked by his passion for African American
music. He premiered numerous works by African American composers,
including William Grant Still, Ulysses Kay, and John Carnes. He also
conducted major orchestras in performances of African American spirituals
and folk songs, bringing this rich musical tradition to a wider audience.

An Advocate for African American Culture

Throughout his life, Robert Lee Watt was a tireless advocate for African
American culture. He used his platform as a musician and conductor to
speak out against racial injustice, and he worked to promote the recognition
and preservation of African American cultural heritage.

Watt was a founding member of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),and he served on the
organization's board of directors for many years. He was also active in the
American Guild of Musical Artists, where he advocated for the rights of
musicians from all backgrounds.

Legacy and Impact

Robert Lee Watt passed away on July 3, 1976, at the age of 73. He left
behind a legacy of extraordinary musical achievement and unwavering
dedication to social justice. Watt's pioneering work as a French hornist,



conductor, and advocate for African American culture paved the way for
generations of musicians and cultural leaders.

Today, Robert Lee Watt is remembered as one of the most important
figures in the history of classical music. His virtuosic playing, pioneering
conducting, and tireless advocacy for African American culture left an
indelible mark on the world. His legacy continues to inspire and motivate
musicians, educators, and social activists alike.
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