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PREFACE

In 2006 I was approached by Gail Eichenthal, then program director for classical radio station KUSC, to explore the idea of starting a weekly radio segment called Ask the Dean. The format would be simple: listeners would email their questions about classical music, and I would answer them.

The idea appealed to me, but the thought that I, or anyone, could know about all aspects of classical music was simply unfathomable. However, the fact that I was the dean of one of the premier music schools in the country, the University of Southern California’s Thornton School of Music, led us to the idea that while I might not have all of the answers, I certainly had a wealth of experts to rely on: the two-hundred-plus faculty members of the Thornton School. Thus, the segment was launched in the fall of 2006, with Gail as my cohost. The premise was that the dean may not know much, but he had “people” to whom he could turn.

The feature was an immediate success. As of this writing, it has been on weekly radio in the Los Angeles market for over ten years. This translates into hundreds of questions and answers. What is surprising is the quality and uniqueness of questions the listeners have sent in. Common responses when I approached a faculty member with a question were “Interesting, I never really thought about that” and “I never looked at it that way.” Thus, what has been produced over the past 10 years is a wealth of common-sense questions and straightforward answers about music.

This book is a collection of some of the questions that have been submitted over the years that Gail and I found the most interesting. I have divided the questions into the following topics:

•The Orchestra and How It Works

•The Maestro and Music Director

•Opera and the Diva

•The Composer

•The Performers

•The Instruments of the Orchestra

•The Music

•This and That

I have not identified the listeners who sent in the questions simply because many said they did not want their name read on the air, so I doubt they would want their name in print. I suspect many were afraid they were asking a “stupid question.” Nothing could be farther from the truth. Almost every question sent in, no matter how basic, led to an interesting, thought-provoking answer. In fact, I want to thank all the listeners who submitted questions. This book would not and could not exist without their participation.

The other half of the equation is the faculty of the USC Thornton School of Music. After a few years they must have been tired of my coming to them with still another question. Their passion for music always won out, and their enthusiastic, thorough, and accurate answers made this a weekly joy for me. Those that contributed are listed below; I hope you take a few moments to look over this list of amazing musicians and educators. It is astonishing how much I learned from them in the process!

There is an important point to be made about my questioning of the faculty. This book has answers given to me by experts in the field, people who often talked with me spontaneously, without doing in-depth research. Therefore, there is a certain freshness to the answers; though accurate, they may not be as detailed as what you might find in a reference book. Nevertheless, I tried to reproduce their answers verbatim as much as possible. I think this is a strength of the answers. This is truly how musicians think and feel about these questions. It is not peer-reviewed research.

Most of the answers assume some basic knowledge of classical music and the terms used. I figure if you are interested in learning these tidbits about classical music, you probably already have some knowledge.

I also decided to use a different title for the book than I use for the radio show. The title came about just as this book was going to print. I was giving a preconcert talk before a performance of the USC Thornton Symphony followed by a question-and-answer period. Many of the questions from the audience were of the types that are addressed on the radio show. Sitting in the front row was a man and his wife. After every question he would turn to her, shake his head in astonishment, and say “Who knew?!” After the third time I heard him say this, it occurred to me that this would be the perfect title for this book.

Lastly, I want to thank the staff I work with at KUSC, the people who produce the segments and edit out all of my mistakes and tongue-tied moments before the segments air. They are Mark Hatwan, Kelsey McConnell, Katie McMurran, Brian Lauritzen, and, of course, my cohost and partner in crime when assembling this book, Gail Eichenthal. Thanks also to the President of USC Radio, Brenda Barnes.

So on behalf of the faculty and the hundreds of thousands of KUSC listeners, I hope you enjoy this book and learn about the seemingly endless aspects inherent in our great tradition of Western classical music. I certainly enjoyed writing it!

Contributing faculty from the University of Southern California’s Thornton School of Music:



•Chris Bartz, saxophone

•Margaret Batjer, violin

•Bruce Brown, musicologist

•Patricia Campbell, ethnomusicologist*

•Joseph Carey, plastic surgeon*

•Ken Cazan, opera stage director

•Donald Crockett, composer

•Glenn Dicterow, violinist

•Adam Gilbert, early music

•Rodney Gilfry, vocalist

•Gary Glaze, vocalist

•Midori Goto, violin

•Henry Gronnier, violin

•Stephen Hartke, composer

•Boyde Hood, trumpet

•Elizabeth Hynes, vocalist

•Ralph Kirshbaum, cello

•Norman Krieger, piano

•Morten Lauridsen, composer

•Sharon Lavery, resident orchestra conductor

•Larry Livingston, conductor

•Brent McMunn, opera conductor

•David Allen Moore, double bass

•Kristy Morrell, French horn

•Cynthia Munzer, vocalist

•Danielle Ondarza, orchestra manager

•Giulio Ongaro, musicologist

•Josh Roach, orchestra manager

•Peter Rofé, double bass*

•Jo-Michael Scheibe, choral conductor

•Jim Self, tuba

•Bryan R. Simms, musicologist

•Carl St.Clair, orchestra conductor

•Joel Timm, oboe

*not on the USC Thornton faculty


1

The Orchestra and How It Works

THE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA IS NOT just an ensemble of musicians. It is a social culture, a political system, a professional workplace, a self-contained environment, a business, and a monarchy all at the same time. It is not only the largest of classical instrumental musical ensembles; it is also one of the most structured organizations within our Western musical tradition.

Most of the customs inherent in an orchestra date back decades or even centuries. They are not easily changed, and most have a reason for still existing. Often these reasons are based on practical matters concerning the score and the ensemble, but some are based simply on a respect for musical tradition.

For the uninitiated, this tangle of traditions can be at once intriguing, illuminating, and intimidating. By providing the answers to the following listener questions, we hope to remove “intimidating” from that list and simply enhance your fascination with this most remarkable ensemble.

Why is an oboe always used to tune the orchestra?

Every symphony concert starts with the concertmaster coming on stage and indicating to the oboist to sound a pitch to which the rest of the orchestra tunes. (This nearly always happens in two parts: the oboe’s first A signals the pitch for the winds and brass. Then the oboist plays a second A for the strings.) But most of us probably never give it a thought: why the oboe?

A good guess would be that the oboe’s pure and piercing tone quality makes it easy to hear the pitch clearly. As logical as this sounds and as common a belief as it is, this is not the reason the oboe is given such an important role.

To understand the real reason, we need to travel back to a time when there were no specific means for communicating precise pitches. Each town would have its own approximation of A or C[image: image], much as every town had its own estimation of the exact occurrence of noon, which was when the sun was overhead. Since travel was not common (and was quite slow), these issues could be decided at the town level quite satisfactorily.

Often the standard for pitch was a local church organ. However, if the violinist (or any string instrument player) went to the church and tuned to the organ, the instrument would be out of tune by the time they returned to the performance venue due to the slippage of the tuning peg, changes in temperature, and simply the unavoidable jostling of the instrument. This would be true of any instrument in the orchestra except the oboe. How an oboe creates a specific pitch is different from how other instruments in the orchestra do.

The pitch of the oboe is created by the shape and texture of the reed. Most oboists spend hours constructing their own reeds to produce the exact pitch that the conductor has decided to use as the reference pitch (the idea of reference pitch is discussed later). Once the reed is finished, the pitch is stable, unaffected either by air temperature or by moving the instrument. Thus, the oboist creates the perfect A prior to the concert, transports it to stage, and shares it with the rest of the orchestra. (It should be noted that, as with other wind instruments, the oboist, even while in mid-note, can adjust the oboe’s pitch by adjusting his or her embouchure; that is, the position of the lips and mouth muscles.)

The next logical question is why is this still done today when the other instruments have more stable tuning and inexpensive electronic tuners are readily available? The most common answer given to this question is that it is simply a matter of tradition. In fact, that is probably the most realistic answer, because the need for the oboist to be the “keeper of the pitch” actually disappeared around 1711, when the metal pitchfork was invented. The pitchfork is a piece of precision cut metal roughly resembling a slingshot. When struck, the pitchfork vibrates at a designated pitch, usually 440 vibrations per second, or the common A.

Since that time oboists themselves have used the pitchfork—and more recently electronic tuners—to ensure that their instrument’s pitch matches the specifications of the conductor. Today this responsibility could be held by any number of instruments or by the electronic tuner itself.

At a recent concert, I heard someone ask, “At what pitch does this orchestra play?” What followed was a spirited conversation about the advantages and disadvantages of a particular pitch. What ever were they talking about?

Believe it or not, it is still a matter of opinion where the pitch A should be. While there is worldwide agreement that A is a pitch that vibrates at approximately 440 times per second (called A 440) it is the “approximately” that is open to fairly wide interpretation.

The conductor or music director of the orchestra gets to decide where to place the pitch A that is used as a reference for tuning all the other pitches. Some orchestras prefer to put A slightly higher, at 442 or 443 vibrations per second, to give the orchestra a brighter or more energetic sound. Others place it lower, at 438, which is perceived to create a warmer sound. This is complicated by the fact that A has moved over the years. In Bach’s time (the first half of the eighteenth century) A was lower, somewhere around 415. For authenticity’s sake, some orchestras and ensembles use A 415 when performing music of the baroque era.

All of this is made more confusing by the fact that most electronic instruments are tuned in the factory to A 440. While many electronic instruments have a way to change this preset tuning, it is not very common. This is one of the reasons that electronic instruments have had a difficult time finding their way into symphony orchestras. One notable exception is in the movies. So many film scores use a combination of electronic and acoustic instruments that orchestras for film scores almost must use A 440.

Despite being largely an outdated holdover today, the oboist is still responsible for being the “keeper of the orchestra’s A”. Much as one might guard the fire for the Olympic torch, he or she must take this duty seriously and work at it diligently.

What do principals in an orchestra do that is different from what the others in the section do?

When you look at the orchestra roster in your program book, you will notice that certain members of the orchestra are designated as principals. There is usually one principal per instrument: a principal flute, cello, bassoon, trumpet, and so on through the orchestra. However, many modern orchestras also embrace the concept of co-principals, associate principals, or assistant principals, where two players assume the duties of leading the section at different times.

Being a principal is very prestigious. It is sort of like being class president of a section. Unlike a single class president, each principal has significant, individualized duties that contribute to the overall sound, quality, and personality of the orchestra. The duties of the principals vary according to two major divisions: winds and strings. In the winds, the principal often has his own part to play, with individualized solos. Composers for winds often write a primary line and a secondary line. The principal plays the primary line. It is also the principal who determines the intonation (or “in-tuneness”) of the section. Next time you watch an orchestra perform, notice the orientation of the wind section (on some stages or from some places in the audience, it may be difficult to see this). The principals of the flute, clarinet, oboe, and bassoon are seated in such a way that they can easily hear each other.

A major duty of the principal is to listen to these other instruments and actually adjust tuning and sound quality to match the other instruments. It is up to the secondary members of each section to match the tuning and sound quality of their principal. In fact, it is the secondary member’s duty to be in sync with every aspect of the principal member’s playing, from breathing to intonation. In this way it is almost like the old-fashioned game called telephone, where this tuning and sound quality information is passed within and between sections. It is likewise a principal’s responsibility to be in sync with the principals of the other sections and with the conductor. Both principal and secondary roles are quite challenging and, needless to say, require many years of training.

As you can clearly see from your seats in the hall, the string sections are much larger than the wind sections, so a principal string player oversees a larger ensemble. A major responsibility is marking the individual musical parts with the appropriate bowings (we cover this subject in detail in the next question). In addition, the principal strings are responsible for communicating what the conductor wants to achieve in a certain musical passage. And they have other duties.

As for the rank-and-file strings, you’ll notice they tend to be seated in pairs and they share a music stand. Accordingly, each pair of string players is referred to as a stand. Conductors will often talk about having twelve stands of violins, for example. Within each stand there is an inside and outside player. The inside player turns pages and marks the conductor or principal player’s requests in the score. This is to allow the outside player to continue playing, which ensures a continuous flow of music.

There is also one principal who is more influential than all the other principles in the orchestra. This person is the principal violinist, who is also designated by the name concertmaster, even principal concertmaster. The concertmaster is the second most important person in the orchestra, following the conductor / music director. The concertmaster is assumed to be the most skilled player in the violin section, and accordingly, he or she is often the most highly paid member of the orchestra other than the conductor.

Interestingly, in this day of an orchestral profession where conductors and players in orchestras come from all over the world, there is one place that this convention is not held. In the United Kingdom, the concertmaster is usually called leader, a term also used in the United States when the first violin leads the orchestra in certain baroque and classical works. If the UK was going to be the one country to have its own terminology, I would have expected its orchestras to use a more characteristic term such as “king” or “lord,” but alas, they use the more pedantic term “leader” for some reason.

As you can see, there is nothing random or casual about the structure and practices of an orchestra. Every seating placement carries a unique responsibility that enables all the players to perform to the best of their abilities.

Is it true that the conductor tells the string players in which direction to move their bows for each note and that this affects the entire sound of the orchestra?

You may have noticed that within the string sections of the orchestra, the musicians generally move their bows in unison—that is, in the same direction at the same time—as prescribed by markings on their sheet music. This is not by accident. It is by design. That striking unity of motion certainly contributes to the beauty of what we see on stage, but it is also a crucial aspect of the quality of music making.

What most people find surprising is that an orchestra can play a given piece with different bowing patterns depending on the preferences of the person standing on the podium. That is because each conductor will ask for specific bowings to help achieve the sound he or she wants from the orchestra.

In its most basic form, bowing refers to the direction and speed the bow travels over the strings during a musical phrase. It can move up or down, fast or slow. (To create a different, less legato timbre, the strings can also be plucked with the fingers. This technique is known as pizzicato.)

Obviously, there is a purely practical reason that the entire string section has to decide on one, and only one, way to bow a passage. If they didn’t, all the bows might bump into each other, maybe even get tangled. While that would make a great visual for a cartoon, in real life it would be a bit too distracting to the audience, not to mention dangerous to the performers and to their expensive bows. But there is a much more important reason that bowing must be unified: it defines the sound and shape of the musical phrase.

A good example of how the direction affects the sound is when a conductor decides that a specific phrase should crescendo (get louder). The best way to facilitate this would be for the strings to play that with an up-bow (the bow moving up toward the ceiling), which gives them more “oomph” at the end of the phrase. It’s simply a matter of physics: the oomph is the result of the end of the bow closest to their hands being nearest the strings, allowing the player to apply more pressure. If the bows are heading downward, the tip of the bow would be on the string at the end of the phrase and it would be harder for the players to apply pressure.

The process of deciding bowings starts when the conductor decides what he or she wants from the orchestra for every phrase of a piece. When conductors are string players, they might have their own bowings for a given work. More commonly, the concertmaster works with the conductor to ascertain what is wanted, and then creates the bowings to facilitate his or her wishes. The concertmaster then notates the bowings for all of the other string players, usually with the assistance of a professional orchestral librarian. Naturally these markings have to be in pencil; the next conductor will almost certainly want something completely different.

Many people are surprised that composers themselves do not specify the bowings they want when they are notating the composition. It does happen sometimes, when the composer is after a specific effect. Works with great depth and scope, that is, works that allow for multiple interpretations, are fulfilling and challenging for conductors, instrumentalists, and members of the audience.

There are, and have been, some notable exceptions and experiments in regard to these conventions about bowings. Some orchestral scores of the romantic and modern era call for divisi, or divided strings within a section, resulting in different bowing by subsets of the larger string section. Further, the music director of the Philadelphia Orchestra from 1912 to 1938, Leopold Stokowski, famously experimented with “free bowing”—that is, allowing the players to determine their own bow markings. He believed this free-for-all technique produced a warmer, deeper sound. Not everyone agreed; when Eugene Ormandy succeeded Stokowski, the orchestra stopped the practice, and the idea never caught on.

As you can imagine, bowings are often subtle, personal, and open to debate. Ultimately the concertmaster has the final say, and you will never see a rogue string player in a professional orchestra intentionally bow in a different direction. A rare mistake, yes; even seasoned professional musicians are human.

Since bowings are so subjective and open to interpretation, not everyone in a section will agree with the concertmaster’s mandate. One faculty member offered an interesting perspective on what it is like to perform with bowings with which you do not agree. In this case much of the concert is spent dreaming of deploying the bow in a somewhat untraditional manner on the concertmaster instead of on the instrument.

What is the difference between a “philharmonic” and a “symphony” orchestra? For example, what would be the difference between the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the London Symphony Orchestra? Is it the number of players in the group? Certain repertoire?

Clearly the most noticeable difference between the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the London Symphony Orchestra is the degree of suntan the musicians exhibit. Beyond that there is really no difference between ensembles that call themselves symphony orchestras, philharmonics, and simply orchestras. The different terms stem from different language and regional traditions but characterize essentially the same type of instrumental ensemble, one capable of performing large-scale works in the classical and romantic tradition, such as symphonies and concertos.

“Philharmonic” derives from French (philharmonique) and Italian (filarmonico), words designating a lover of harmony. “Orchestra” comes from Latin and Greek words meaning “to dance.” In ancient Greece, the orchestra was the semicircular area at the front of the stage where the Greek chorus danced and sang. Similarly in a Roman theater, it’s where senators and other important people enjoyed VIP seating. The word “symphony” derives from the Greek syn (“together”) and phōnē (“sounding”), and the Latin word “symphonia,” a term used in the Renaissance and even as far back as the Middle Ages to designate voices in concert or instrumental harmony. Today all three terms refer to a full-size orchestra (usually 70–120 players) featuring a large complement of strings, winds, brass instruments, and percussion, sometimes augmented by keyboards and electronics.

These terms are used interchangeably based on several factors. Firstly, the different names are sometimes employed to differentiate between more than one professional orchestra in a single city. London, one of the world’s great musical capitals, boasts the London Symphony Orchestra, the London Philharmonic, the Philharmonia Orchestra, and many other full-size orchestras, in addition to numerous smaller ensembles. While having unique personalities determined by their respective music directors and musicians, these orchestras have basically the same instruments and play a similar repertoire. Think of it as New York boasting both the Yankees and the Mets (the baseball team, not the opera company). These teams play the same game, have the same number of players, and play by the same basic rules. New York is lucky to have two professional baseball teams, and they need to be differentiated in some manner.

The second factor in determining the name of the ensemble has to do with the sound of the name itself. While the “Philadelphia Philharmonic” (or “Philly Phil”) has a certain ring to it, the combination of words probably doesn’t quite offer the gravitas expected of a major city’s premiere classical music ensemble.

While there is no difference between these ensembles (orchestra, symphony orchestra, and philharmonic), there are many other types of orchestras, including chamber, civic, studio, and jazz orchestras, and these name differences do matter.

A chamber orchestra is a considerably smaller ensemble than a symphony orchestra and will perform music that is written for the smaller complement of instruments. Music written prior to 1800 called for smaller orchestras, as does some music written after 1900. Thus, you will often hear music from these eras played by a chamber orchestra, which most commonly ranges from twenty to forty players.

A studio orchestra is one that often uses more of a jazz or popular music brass and rhythm section (and often electronic instruments) while having a full complement of strings and winds. You will find studio orchestras backing many jazz and popular singers. They also perform frequently on movie and television soundtracks. The name comes from the fact that much of the music they play originates from a studio recording.

“Jazz orchestra” is the term used for the ensemble often referred to as a jazz big band. This ensemble is completely different from the others and traditionally has seventeen members, consisting of five saxophones, four trumpets, four trombones, and a four-piece rhythm section of drums, bass, piano, and guitar.

There are also youth orchestras, school orchestras, community orchestras, flute orchestras, folk orchestras of a myriad of indigenous traditions, even kazoo orchestras.

How do orchestras determine how many musicians to employ for a piece? For example, how many of each stringed instrument perform symphonies of Mozart versus Mahler? What about a cello concerto? How many members are there in the chorus for the Carmina Burana of Carl Orff or Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony? What about opera and ballet orchestras? How much flexibility do orchestras have regarding head count? In tough economic times, do orchestras leave positions vacant?

It often comes as a surprise that there is no fixed number of musicians that perform in a symphony orchestra. The size of a particular orchestra can vary from concert to concerts and even between compositions on the same program. Determining how many musicians to employ for a given concert is the result of a fairly straightforward formula. The size of the orchestra follows the basic historical line of when the piece was written. For instance, the size of the symphony orchestra increased steadily, starting with the classical period of Haydn, Mozart, and early Beethoven, through the romantic period of the nineteenth century and beyond, to Gustav Mahler’s Eighth Symphony, nicknamed the “Symphony of a Thousand.” While that nickname was a bit of an exaggeration—Mahler himself deplored it—the forces he specified for this sprawling work are immense: two mixed choirs, a children’s chorus, eight vocal soloists, and a very large orchestra, including eight horns, an organ, a piano, a celesta, a harmonium, and at least one mandolin.

In contrast, a typical Mozart symphony uses approximately thirty strings, as well as winds in pairs—that is, two flutes, two clarinets, two oboes, and so on. Most classical era compositions have a specific number of wind and percussion parts written into the score, but there is some flexibility regarding the size of the string section. Essentially, the conductor wishes to create a good balance of sound between strings and winds.

As the orchestra grew in size and complexity during the nineteenth century, the size of the wind sections grew accordingly. In their large scores Richard Wagner, Richard Strauss, Anton Bruckner, and Mahler sometimes doubled or tripled the number of winds of the classical-era orchestra. To balance the sonic power of that many wind players, somewhere in the area of sixty-five to seventy-five string players are needed.

The same balancing strategy applies to a concerto. In a concerto there is usually at least one solo instrument (most frequently violin, piano, or cello). This means the conductor has another variable that needs attending to: the soloist must receive cues to know when and how loudly to play. Here not only does the orchestra have to be in balance with itself; it has to be balanced with the solo instrument to achieve a kind of dialogue, a musical conversation between soloist and ensemble. If the orchestra is too large or two small in relation to the sound of the solo instrument, there still might be a conversation, but one side will always appear to be shouting or whispering. A skilled composer will understand this complex relationship and write for the correct complement of winds, strings, and the rest, resulting in the appropriate overall size of the orchestra. It is not unusual, however, to take a few string players off such pieces so that the solo instrumentalist or vocalist does not have to struggle with balance issues. Again, nothing is written in stone, and the conductor makes this decision, sometimes after a trial-and-error period in rehearsal.

With regard to the size of the choir, in a work for orchestra and chorus such as Beethoven’s Symphony no. 9 or Orff’s Carmina Burana, the numbers will depend on the size and configuration of the venue. But a typical large chorus brought in for these kinds of works numbers around 120 singers, more or less equally divided between sopranos, altos, tenors, and basses. This number makes for a good balance between the orchestra and chorus.

The last factor in determining size is the occasional addition of instruments not normally found in an orchestra. For example, in his opera Elektra, Strauss not only called for the doubling, sometimes tripling, of the normal complement of winds and percussion; he also employed such unconventional instruments as a heckelphone (essentially a lower-pitched oboe with a wider bore and heavier tone), basset horns (members of the clarinet family. with curves), Wagner tubas (brass instruments with rotary valves that combine the tonal qualities of a French horn and a trombone), a bass trumpet, and others. If the conductor uses the full complement of strings that Strauss wanted, there are approximately 108 musicians in that pit. One can possibly cut down on the number of strings, but it takes at least forty-eight people just to cover the wind, brass, and percussion parts.

It should be clear that there is always flexibility with regard to head count, and yes, it is true that in tough economic times, especially with regional and community orchestras, there have been some improvisations in instrumentation and size of the orchestra. More common, however, is making more frugal repertoire choices to avoid those bigger, more expensive works. During lean seasons orchestras will sometimes refrain from hiring soloists altogether for some programs or at least avoid high-priced, big-name soloists.

When an orchestra adjusts its size to accommodate a certain piece of music, how is it decided which musicians will play on which pieces? Is there a democratic rotation in place? Is it based on seniority? Or do certain players specialize in performing music from certain eras or by specific composers?

Let’s get “democratic rotation” off the table. There is nothing democratic about an orchestra. Also, it really has nothing to do with an individual player’s skill or affinity for a certain style of music. It has all to do with seating: if fewer instruments are needed, the back stands of the strings or the secondary winds are removed from the orchestra. If the Chicago Symphony, say, is going to perform a symphony by Mozart, the principal winds and the highest chairs in the strings are the ones who will perform. If it is followed by a late romantic symphony that demands a large orchestra, the lower chairs are brought in.

In an educational setting it will be different. At the USC Thornton School of Music, we rotate students throughout the orchestra so that more students can experience being principal, second chair, and so on. In fact, it is not uncommon for different principals to be featured in each piece on our orchestral concerts.

Whatever the size of the forces, seating in orchestras is taken very seriously and is never casually altered. For example, let’s say that the inside player on the fourth violin stand resigns. The other players do not move up automatically. Instead, there are auditions for that chair (with freelance substitutes filling in for the period prior to the new hiring), and any player can apply from within or outside the orchestra. Thus, new players often enter the orchestra at a higher post than players with more seniority.

Over the past several decades, many major orchestras have instituted a policy to rotate seats in their string sections, at least after the top couple of stands, which are usually fixed. As Yvonne Caruthers, the longtime cellist of the National Symphony (of Washington, DC), explains, “With the old system new players sat at the back, supposedly to gain experience, only inching forward one seat at a time when someone died or retired from that section. That was not a healthy situation and everyone knew it. Can you imagine being stuck next to the same person for your entire career? There are many strong personalities in an orchestra, and lots of them don’t blend very well. An algorithm was developed to ensure that the rotational system is as fair and random as possible. We trade seats every two weeks in the NSO. I believe rotational seating spreads out the more experienced with the less experienced players and builds more cohesive sections.”

It’s clear that seating in an orchestra is a very important element of the overall work environment. It determines the roles the musicians play and whether or not they play in a given piece or an entire concert. However, in regard to seating there is one very important thing to remember: do you know what they call the person who sits in the last seat of the second violin section in the Boston Symphony Orchestra? A fabulous musician.

An orchestra hires a soloist because it admires the soloist’s artistry. But of course the conductor leads the soloist’s performance. Whose interpretation is it? If there is an artistic disagreement, who wins?

You might think that the answer to this question would depend on whether you asked the conductor or the soloist. Therefore, I asked several of each. I was surprised how similar their answers were (with one notable difference). Their answers were similar because it turns out that artistic disagreements between conductors and soloists happen all the time.

Both soloists and conductors bristled at the thought that anyone would regard this as “winning or losing.” Great music is open to an almost endless variety of interpretations. It is exactly this fact that makes classical music so exciting to perform.

However, because of practical considerations the differences tend to be minor in most cases. A conductor (in consultation with the orchestra’s artistic staff) chooses or approves a soloist to work with precisely because the conductor admires that soloist’s Beethoven or Brahms interpretations or her flair for the contemporary repertoire. Therefore, in a general way a conductor knows what to expect from the soloist before the first rehearsal.

Interestingly, the more illustrious the musicians, the more likely differences will arise. That’s because phenomenally skilled and experienced musicians delve into the music at deep and subjective levels, and so it’s not surprising that a world-class soloist will also tend to be a highly opinionated musician. One internationally known soloist I spoke with said these differences happen all the time but the players involved rarely come to blows.

But sometimes they do. Longtime members of the LA Philharmonic well remember when the Italian maestro Carlo Maria Giulini, their normally serene, spiritually deep music director of the late 1970s and early 1980s, stomped offstage during a rehearsal of the Brahms Piano Concerto no. 2. The piano soloist, Giulini’s countryman Maurizio Pollini, had presumed to tell the principal horn how to phrase his opening solo.

The Brahms piano concertos in particular seem to generate high emotions in the concert hall. A more famous controversy occurred in April 1962, when conductor Leonard Bernstein felt impelled to voice a pre-concert disclaimer prior to a Carnegie Hall performance by the New York Philharmonic of the Brahms Piano Concerto no. 1, disassociating himself from the interpretation of the soloist, Canadian virtuoso Glenn Gould, then only twenty-nine years old. Said the music director of the New York Philharmonic in part:

You are about to hear a rather, shall we say, unorthodox performance of the Brahms D Minor Concerto, a performance distinctly different from any I’ve ever heard, or even dreamt of for that matter, in its remarkably broad tempi and its frequent departures from Brahms’s dynamic indications. I cannot say I am in total agreement with Mr. Gould’s conception and this raises the interesting question: “What am I doing conducting it?” I’m conducting it because Mr. Gould is so valid and serious an artist that I must take seriously anything he conceives in good faith and his conception is interesting enough so that I feel you should hear it, too.



Bernstein went on to address the present question: “In a concerto, who is the boss; the soloist or the conductor? The answer is, of course, sometimes one, sometimes the other, depending on the people involved. But almost always, the two manage to get together by persuasion or charm or even threats, to achieve a unified performance. I have only once before in my life had to submit to a soloist’s wholly new and incompatible concept and that was the last time I accompanied Mr. Gould.” The Carnegie Hall audience reportedly roared with laughter at this remark. Gould retired from public performance at the age of thirty-one, just two years after the Brahms brouhaha.

For most concert artists, however, it is precisely these differences that make collaborations with different conductors and orchestras so rewarding. That’s because it is from these divergences of opinion that a completely new and vibrant interpretation emerges. This fresh interpretation contains elements of both the conductor’s and the soloist’s musical proclivities. It’s a type of musical marriage, exciting to share and to experience along with the audience.

You may wonder: on what issues do the soloists and conductors differ? Overall tempo, the use of ritard (a gradual decrease in tempo), the volume of the orchestra in relationship to the soloist, the phrasing of an orchestral solo line—almost anything. When I asked the conductors whose interpretation would be the final version if a compromise could not be reached, every conductor said the soloist’s interpretation would win out. When I asked the soloists, every one said the soloist would yield to the conductor’s interpretation.

Interesting paradox, don’t you think?

I notice that some musicians in an orchestra play less frequently than others. The violins, for example, seem to rarely stop playing, while the brass players can sit for whole movements in silence. I’ve also observed some brass, wind or percussion players walk onstage just for specific pieces or movements rather than the entire concert. Is this fair?

It is true that some musicians in an orchestra seem to work harder than some of their colleagues, or at least for longer stretches. String players hardly ever get a break from playing, and indeed some brass instruments can sit for ten to thirty minutes during a performance and never play a note. (These sections are referred to in the score as tacet, a Latin word meaning “does not sound”.) In one famous incident in the 1970s, a member of the brass section of the world-class Cleveland Orchestra was often seen reading a paperback onstage when he wasn’t playing. After an article in the newspaper taking the player to task and a minor uproar from members of the audience (apparently unmoved by the player’s desire to expand his literary horizons), the musician was told he had to stop reading and pay attention to the performance, whether he was playing or not.

This illuminates an important point that is true of all aspects of music: even when a musician isn’t playing, he or she is an important part of the equation. Hardly anything about music lends itself to exact quantification. It makes no sense to judge a symphony by how many instruments it contains or judge a solo by how many notes are played per minute or determine the quality of a symphony by its length. These elements simply do not matter when it comes to the final product (except, of course, in one of the most famous and amusing moments in the movie Amadeus: Emperor Joseph II’s haughty comment to Mozart about his latest work, that “It's quality work. And there are simply too many notes, that's all”).

In the same way, it makes no sense to judge individual musicians by how much they “work.” For example, the brass players in a symphony may not play for the first half of a piece of music, but when they do play, it has to be great. Mistakes in the brass are highly detectable. Ideally, it has to be perfect. Any mistake on the part of any musician can ruin the entire performance. In this regard, every musician is equal regardless of the percentage of time he or she actually plays.

So how do orchestra musicians get paid? Is it proportionate to the number of notes they play? Which leads to an even bigger question: are orchestral musicians paid for rehearsals and performances or just for the performances?

Let’s start with some basics. In all of the major orchestras the musicians are paid a salary plus health and retirement benefits. They are paid for a certain number of “services” per season, with every rehearsal and performance counting as a service.

The highest-paid musician in the orchestra (after the music director) is almost always the concertmaster. Next come the principal winds, brass, percussion, and keyboard players, and the principal strings (other than the concertmaster) followed by associate and assistant principals. In this regard, it is of great benefit to play an instrument that has only one of its kind in the orchestra, such as the harp, piano, contrabassoon, bass clarinet, timpani, bass trombone, or tuba. Their players are principals by default and receive higher pay.

Everyone else in the orchestra is considered to be a “section” player and basically makes “scale.” Scale is generally 65 to 75 percent of what the principal player makes. Section scale is fastidiously and sometimes divisively negotiated between a committee of orchestra members and the management of the orchestra. The resulting contract that contains this and all other pertinent information (such as benefits, media agreements, vacation time, even tour accommodations) is generally renegotiated every three years.

What is ironic is that the brass and winds (the musicians who play less frequently) in general make more than the section strings. Traditionally, wind, brass, and percussion players negotiate their salaries when they win the auditions in the first place. This differential pay scale is justified because winds play their own individual part in the orchestra and frequently play heavy-pressure solos that define the very texture of a work. It seems fair that these section players make more than basic scale.

Even though there are many first violins in an orchestra, I think they play the same part most of the time. But I recently heard someone refer to different parts within the horn section. Do the wind instruments play different parts, or does each section play in unison to balance all the strings?

The wind instruments can play both in unison and as individual voices, depending on how the music is written. It is, however, actually more common for composers to divide the winds to achieve different harmonies and textures. The various wind instruments produce sounds in different ways and therefore offer different timbres (sonic textures) that enrich the sonic fabric. As noted, the winds and brass instruments readily cut through the orchestral sound, and can play with a lot of power. Therefore, a few of these players can balance the strings pretty easily, even when subdivided in such a way that single instruments play each part.

While the string sections do often play in unison (though contemporary composers frequently break up this unison sound), the wind parts have some interesting personal and musical dynamics inherent in their sections. For example, in the horn section there are four distinct roles played by the four members of the section. The fourth horn is the foundation of the section. That person anchors the team harmonically. That is, the fourth horn often plays the lowest note of any given chord. The fourth horn rarely has a solo. (Unless, of course, he or she makes a mistake counting rests.)

Third horn is really the other principal in the section but without all of the responsibilities and with slightly less frequent performance pressures. This person will often play the melodic lines with the principal (first horn) or support the principal with a secondary part in the upper register. Third horn does sometimes have solo parts or can lead the section when the composer gives the principal a rest.

Second horn is the most versatile. The job of this player is to support the principal in the section and in solo passages. This person must be proficient in all ranges of the instrument because he or she may have to play high and low. This person is really the diplomat in the section. He or she can get along with anyone and hopefully can make the principal comfortable enough to play his or her best.

The principal is the leader of the section and gets to decide the style, dynamic, color, and interpretation of the music, according to the dictates of the conductor. That person on the podium is the boss of the orchestra, and the principal horn is a liaison to the conductor on behalf of the section. In other words, if the conductor is not satisfied with the horn sound, it is the responsibility of the principal to fix the problem. The principal often plays the highest notes and most often bears the burden (and the glory) of the big solos.

There are similarly understood roles in the other brass and in the woodwinds. Thus, it is clear that not only does an individual player have to be an excellent performer but also must be an effective team player, understanding (and accepting) the unique role his or her part plays within the orchestra, even if it is not the most glamorous or soloistic role of that section.

In the string sections particularly but all sections in general, what is the pecking order? Who is in the top chair position? Is this done by “blind audition”?

The “top chair position” is better known as the principal position of each section. Every section in the orchestra has a principal. This means there are quite a few principals in the orchestra: in addition to the top first violin player, the concertmaster, there is principal second violin, principal viola, cello, bass, flute, clarinet, oboe, bassoon, trumpet, horn, and so on. Each principal position is both a musical and administrative leader.

The selection of a principal is taken very seriously. Principals are chosen after an exhaustive audition process by a panel of peer musicians, usually an elected committee that includes the music director. For example, if a section violist were to apply for the principal viola position, the panel of evaluators would consist of not only the principal strings but perhaps also key wind and percussion players. For a major orchestra, there are several rounds of auditions.

The first cut often takes place based on résumés—or these days, DVDs plus résumés—submitted by prospective players. Then a relatively small percentage of those applicants is invited for live auditions. These frequently take place behind a screen, making them what are called blind auditions; this is to ensure that any possible personal connection or the appearance of an issue doesn’t affect the ultimate decision. Often the final round takes place directly in front of the panel, which now includes the orchestra’s music director. With some orchestras, the audition committee recommends two or three final candidates. These lucky players may be invited to play a concert, sometimes a series of concerts, to determine if they are a good fit with the rest of the players. In this case, the music director often makes the final decision.

In every orchestra, the principal posts are leadership positions. These individuals are expected to be the most accomplished musicians of their sections.
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