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Is it not the business of the conductor to convey to the public in its dramatic form the central 

idea of a composition; and how can he convey that idea successfully if he does not enter heart 

and soul into the life of the music and the tale it unfolds? How, otherwise, can he give the 

performers . . . the spirit they require?

—John Philip Sousa

Paul E. Bierley, John Philip Sousa: American Phenomenon, Google book reprint, Alfred Music Publishing, 2001, 
pp. 130–131.
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Foreword

by Alan Menken

It’s about time someone wrote a book about the world of the music director. And Joe 
Church is just the right guy to do it. We met and first worked together back in the early 
1980s, with Little Shop of Horrors, and our association has lasted well over thirty years, 
through his years as a musician, conductor, professor, and as a music director for all 
kinds of projects: from developmental readings and concerts to long-running Broadway 
shows. As a composer of songs and scores, whether for stage, screen or recording, I liken 
myself to an architect. I create a structure that others can live in. I develop a basic musi-
cal concept with which to tell a story, a style, a vocabulary, an attitude, and a musical 
palette. Along with a lyricist and book writer, I design a structure in which songs and 
score can push story along, illuminate, amuse, and move emotionally. Like a house, a 
musical theater score has a flow and a purpose, an entrance, a variety of rooms that serve 
different functions and windows to allow light in.

Actors, singers, musicians, and audiences inhabit those works, the houses we 
design. They move in and make them their own in the end and if I’ve done my job well, 
those structures can withstand the test of time; surviving through varied interpreta-
tions, differences in languages and culture, and all levels of performance.

In the center of all of this is the music director, who builds the house and main-
tains all the systems. As every architect relies on a contractor to turn blueprints into a 
finished house, I rely on my music directors to turn my notes on a page or my MIDI files 
or recorded demos into a living, breathing finished experience. I trust them to creatively 
interpret my wishes and communicate them to arrangers, orchestrators, singers and 
dancers, culminating at last with the audience.

On any given production, the music director might adjust keys, tempos, phrasings, 
or dynamics to best suit the skills of individual actors. He or she will stand in the back 
of the house to coax the best mix decisions from a sound designer. A music director will 
monitor the physical and emotional condition of singers and do whatever it takes to sup-
port them and enhance their performances. Music directors are traffic cops in rehears-
als and performances; the crossroads of notes from the composer, the stage manager, the 
director, and the producer. They have to be aware of every note of the score and every 
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performance on the stage, never burying their noses in the written score or drifting into 
self-indulgence.

When a production is a new work, being developed for the first time, the music 
director’s job is intense, exhausting, and exhilarating. In my studio, when I’m creating 
a work, I am at one with the notes, the harmonies, the words, the characters, and the 
story. That is the peak of the experience for me. In the theater, before, during, and after 
a performance, my work lives in my music director’s hands, face, intellect, and heart. It 
belongs to him or her every bit as much as it belongs to me in those moments. He or she 
interprets audience reactions during previews and, along with the rest of the creative 
team sitting out in the house, decides how to adjust the next night, and while we experi-
ence that adjustment, he or she creates it.

It’s no coincidence that I, and so many of the other composers I know and respect, 
learned the craft of writing musicals from the great music director Lehman Engel. He 
taught so many of us through the BMI Workshop, in a program based on his observa-
tions from the pit of so many of the great musical theater works of the 1940s, 1950s, and 
1960s. It’s also no coincidence that so many of the great music directors I have worked 
with were fellow composers in those classes. We are cut from the same cloth and we 
serve the same end.

If you’re interested in the world of musical theater I know you’ll enjoy and learn 
from Joe Church’s Music Direction For The Stage: A View from the Podium.
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Introduction
The View from the Podium

Finally the big night has arrived. We bought our tickets months ago. We put on our 
Saturday night best. We arrive at the theater, and settle into our seats. The house lights 
dim. Slowly the curtain rises. A  spotlight shines on a stunning figure in a dazzling 
sequined outfit. The audience’s anticipation is palpable. Then . . . silence. And then . . . 
more silence. Wait a minute, silence? Okay, back up. Lower the curtain. Bring up the 
house lights. Refund the tickets. What is wrong here? I know. Where’s the music? What 
happened to the music?

On every Broadway musical stage, whenever a musical show is put on at the local 
high school or church or community theater, every time a nightclub performer appears 
in Las Vegas or on a cruise ship, for every musical performance of any kind in any 
venue, there is musical accompaniment. The music that accompanies whatever is hap-
pening on stage originates somewhere, and from someone. Someone starts the music, 
someone plays the music, and someone stops the music. It may come from an orchestra 
pit, or through a sound system, or there may be an orchestra in full view. Regardless of 
its outward presentation, there are human beings performing or otherwise executing 
every accompaniment. Traditionally, live musicians have done the job, but in recent 
years recordings have begun to supplant them. Even when an accompaniment is pre-
recorded, someone played it to begin with, and someone has to turn it on and off at the 
right moment in performance.

The term “accompaniment” might imply that the music is somehow subordinate. 
In some ways it is, but that does not make it any less essential. It does not renounce 
its identity because it is an appendage to something else. Rather, musical accompani-
ment is a form of collaboration. Music conservatories teach accompanying as a discrete 
area of study, and in recent years have renamed it “collaborative piano.” This politically 
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motivated correction is especially apt in a stage music setting, where a music director is 
not just an accompanist, but also a collaborator, performer and co-creator.

For any musician, fruitful and enjoyable collaboration is among music’s richest 
rewards. I got an early taste of it on one of the first shows for which I was music director, 
and my first with a big orchestra, my college production of West Side Story. For fifteen 
weeks (!) we klutzy undergraduates collectively figured out how to put on a musical, and 
we rehearsed. Boy, did we rehearse. There were fifteen three-hour orchestra rehearsals, 
months of dramatic rehearsals with the director and actors, dance rehearsals, dialect 
rehearsals, vocal coachings, you name it. And we talked, and we analyzed. We exhaus-
tively dissected the text and the score, made charts of Bernstein’s musical motifs, lost 
sleep over the thought of transposing Tony’s music to a range singable by our sophomore 
baritone, and doted on authentic recreation of the Robbins stage movement. I caught the 
bug. I dreamed of doing the same thing with Lenny and Steve at my side. (I even wrote 
Sondheim a letter with a numbered list of questions specific to our production, and he 
wrote back, obligingly and eloquently replying to each in a correspondingly numbered 
list of answers.)

Twenty years later, my wish came true (actually it came true a few times before 
that, but twenty makes better reading) when I was hired as music director of Broadway’s 
upcoming production of The Lion King. The excitement I  felt merely at landing the 
job—I remember driving home from the interview, my heart pounding, with Lebo M’s 
extraordinary Rhythm of the Pridelands CD pumping in the car stereo, the first time 
I had heard the South African sound that was to become the musical DNA of the stage 
show—was surpassed at every turn during the mounting of the Broadway production. 
It was a near-perfect collaboration of talented, imaginative, and diligent individu-
als, under the munificent yet firm leadership of director Julie Taymor and producers 
Thomas Schumacher and Peter Schneider of Disney Theatricals. The show was grown 
from a seed (the story from the film) in workshops and in extended rehearsals, and 
matured into a piece that outshone its already imaginative and beloved source material. 
Each person on the very large creative and music teams worked at his or her strength, 
but there was constant and welcome crossover among departments and specializations. 
Seldom are so many different processes and personalities planted in one stage produc-
tion, and seldom are they given such a well-subsidized breeding and testing ground. The 
collaboration, while at times unruly, could not have been healthier. The price tag was 
exorbitant, but the payoff, creatively and financially, was and continues to be enormous.

My love for making music for a living in such highly creative melting pots was 
what led me to a career in music direction, and what now brings me to writing this book. 
There is agreement among many of my colleagues that an attempt to share the occupa-
tion of music direction with others is overdue, and I am pleased to have their support 
and contributions in making the attempt in this text. From the unique point of view of 
the music director on the podium, this book will observe musical productions and make 
accounts of music directors in action within them. I hope to strike a balance between 
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description and instruction that makes this text both entertaining and useful. My intent 
is to enlighten anyone interested in the profession, purveyors and observers alike.

It is mostly the lack of understanding of music direction (and what may be an 
immodest desire for its proper recognition) that creates space for a study of the subject. 
A music director is not an interchangeable part, or just someone who plays the piano 
really well, or just someone who happened to be available when a music director was 
needed, but rather an individual who can provide a unique and significant creative con-
tribution to a production, as well as absolute musical and accompanimental proficiency.

If I have a loftier goal, it is the desire to improve upon the discipline and its execu-
tion in both professional and amateur situations. Music direction has a bad reputation 
in some circles, and deservedly so. Some music directors and conductors achieve their 
positions not through musical excellence or extreme stage savvy, but simply by conve-
nience, timing, or chance. This is a reality that skilled musicians live with and, for the 
most part, tolerate. (Heard any good conductor jokes lately?) The outcome of subpar 
music direction will not be necessarily perceived, or even perceptible, to less discern-
ing audiences. This may be good news for musicians who have an interest in the field of 
music direction and whose musical chops are not of the highest caliber, but whose tal-
ents in other areas are very strong. More competent musicians can bolster and obscure 
those who are less so, even those in leadership positions (this covering for questionable 
competence is no less prevalent in any professional organization). Still, when paying any 
significant amount of money for a show on Broadway or for any commercial production, 
every audience member is absolutely entitled to consistent musical execution of the very 
highest order. That is the standard to which this book holds.

What qualifies this author as an expert? In no way whatsoever do I profess to be 
the sole or utmost authority. It is not boldness, but rather inquisitiveness that motivates 
this work. The only assuredness I put forth is that all music directors can improve their 
work with thoughtful and thorough study of their knowledge and methods. I also know 
for certain that I am not alone in my quest for organized information on the topic. Many 
people enter into music direction situations with little or no experience. As a teacher 
and an active professional, I receive dozens of phone calls and emails each year from 
young and aspiring music directors wanting to know more about the craft, the profes-
sion, job opportunities, and formal study in the subject. Of course, there are no simple 
answers—and there are answers that may differ from mine—if for no other reason but 
that music direction is too great a conglomeration of too many disciplines and varies 
too greatly from job to job. Therefore, seasoned music directors will probably find some 
of the information I present secondary or obvious, while to others it may be revelatory.

In researching this book, I  interviewed and observed several of the finest music 
directors in the profession, and have tried to represent their views as well as mine. 
Much of the time, the experiences and advice they related to me were shared among us 
all. Yet each point of view offered another unique perspective to a professional experi-
ence that is by nature multilayered and multifaceted. It is inevitable, however, that in a 
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first-person account some statements I make will meet with dissent, which I not only 
expect but I encourage. I am well aware that other music directors have different ideas. 
Any disagreements, I hope, will initiate open and lively discussion and more profound 
scholarship in the field.

During my career I have done both good and bad work as a music director, and 
I have benefited from both. For those who might denigrate my authority on the grounds 
that I  was not entirely in the Broadway mainstream, I  respond that this book is not 
intended just for the mainstream, but for all corners of the profession. I hope that my 
many years of experience in a variety of musical styles and professional situations, in 
many different occupational capacities, and in vastly divergent socioeconomic enter-
tainment strata, have furnished me with a firm enough knowledge base to justify my 
offering at least a seasoned perspective. I also hope that I have been sufficiently thought-
ful and unbiased to pass on responsibly that which comes from personal experience as 
something to be learned from, and worth learning. Beyond that, achieving expertise 
and success will be up to the individual, not the textbook.

Some of what I  present reflects the guidance I  have given to students of music 
direction, conducting, and composition, in university courses and private lessons, 
professional seminars, and master classes. When I am speaking directly to interested 
listeners, my thoughts emerge with less structure. Organizing such a massive body of 
freeform thought into a readable and useful state was a long and painstaking process, 
but has already has helped me to improve my own work as a music director. It has also 
helped me understand why music directors have been so reluctant to codify their work 
in writing, and why several of my colleagues have been openly skeptical of any purport-
edly useful guide to the profession.

Music directors experience the excitement of privileged access to music of all sorts, 
in all genres, and in all phases of composition. Stage music—Broadway show music in 
particular—is not style-specific. It is show-specific, and production-specific. There is 
a false but commonly held notion that theater music, or Broadway music, is a style of 
its own. Indeed, harmonically tame, bouncy, brassy two- or four-beats, cakewalks and 
foxtrots and marches, plus an occasional waltz, have pervaded the scores of many stage 
musicals. That sound and feel originated in Tin Pan Alley, vaudeville and British music 
hall, and moved on to Broadway early in the 1900s in works of musical stage writers 
such as George M. Cohan and Irving Berlin. It has characterized or influenced the styles 
of many theater composers since, whether they are purposefully derivative or not. (The 
purposefully antique sound has also persisted in songs by progressive popular artists 
such as the Beatles, Genesis, and Queen, and even in hip-hop and its offshoots.) Later 
in the 20th century, Broadway brought this predilection somewhat up to date by incor-
porating light or generic swing and jazz, and later soft rock beats, but the mild, conven-
tional harmonic and rhythmic vocabularies of its forbears endured. Whereas there are 
many stage scores that reflect this conservatism, there are just as many that purposefully 
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break the mold. The best of show music has style and content that surprise and challenge 
its audiences.

My bias toward less derivative, more remarkable and substantial music and musi-
cal theater will be obvious. I much prefer music and theater that are aesthetically inter-
esting, in some way original or notable, and worth the effort and investment of writing 
and producing. There is a great deal of interesting musical work out there being done 
every day in our overpopulated musical world, and some of it is indeed extraordinary. 
Yet today’s commercial musical theater industry tends toward the complacent and pre-
dictable. If this opinion puts me slightly out of touch with the realities of my profession, 
so be it. Despite any high-minded aesthetic ambitions, I have also spent a lot of time in 
the trenches, and I believe I can speak to the needs of any music director working on any 
sort of production anywhere. I also love good music of all kinds, regardless of its style 
or sophistication.

If theater music is indeed largely stagnant, it is not Broadway’s fault in particular; 
rather, it is the general cultural condition. Branding, packaging, star power, demograph-
ics, and salesmanship are more dictatorial than ever. Monetary success or a semblance 
of artistic success at times supersedes genuine artistic success. Musical theater and its 
offshoots have been very prone to this syndrome. Some Broadway offerings that in years 
past would have been run out of town by critics or audiences now last for extended 
periods. They play to theatergoers who are aggressively marketed to and buy a ticket 
for a show because they recognize its title, or are too easily drawn in by the latest tech-
nological wizardry. (Twenty-five years ago it was a helicopter landing on the stage of 
Miss Saigon; today it is Spiderman: Turn Off the Dark.) One might have hoped that the 
sustained box office bounty would have resulted in an outpouring of fresh, sophisticated 
writing, but unfortunately, originality has not consistently been the case, though the last 
decades have seen some brilliant, cutting-edge new work on musical stages.

The silver lining of this lingering overcast, and a very bright one it is, is that the 
financial boom in stage music has generated far more and far more professional oppor-
tunities in all related fields, including music direction. Jobs are popping up everywhere, 
and even if the music that music directors are leading won’t always alter the course of 
music history, it is still usually very skillfully written and enjoyable to perform. And 
music directors can always help make it better. Music directors also reap profit from a 
task list that has lengthened over the last few decades to include transcribing, arrang-
ing for piano, orchestrating, additional composing, and otherwise completing a score, 
activities that all represent increased earnings opportunities.

Quite often being a music director entails making others happy, putting the needs 
of others above his or her own, and whoever mounts the podium may be the first to hear 
complaints. There is an old quip that the conductor of an orchestra stands in the middle 
because that makes him or her the easiest target. This is not far from the truth. The best 
music directors are masterful diplomats as well as musicians.
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Yet in spite of its precariousness, the conductor’s podium is one of the best seats in 
the house. A music director positioned there has a reasonably unobstructed view of the 
stage, can turn around and see the audience, and can even catch some of what’s hap-
pening in the wings and the rafters. It’s the best place to hear everything, too, at least in 
principle. The singers are right there, the orchestra is right there, and there you are, the 
music director, right smack in the middle of it all.

In spite of your central placement, what is evident to an audience is your work or, 
more accurately, the result of your work, not your presence. The audience doesn’t hear 
the music director; they hear the music. Most aspects of a music director’s work, if the 
work is done well, will be absorbed into the work of others, woven seamlessly into the 
fabric of the production, and the music director is invisible, as he or she should be. In a 
manner of speaking, the music in a stage production should materialize as if by magic, 
or at least without undue effort. This effect is not unlike a great concert musician who 
during a great performance allows his or her own persona to disappear, and becomes 
purely a vehicle for the vision and expression of the composer.

For these and other reasons, there seems to be an impenetrable mystery surround-
ing what music directors do. The contribution they make may be greater than anyone 
other than their closest colleagues know. In a few cases their involvement may be only 
menial, but more often the position requires great artistry, skill, and always cooperation. 
Assimilation into the fabric of the production may be the ideal, but it does not make the 
work any less challenging, or sometimes even any less visible. No one said that being 
invisible was easy.

A few matters of background and procedure are worth mentioning at the outset.
To begin with, I apologize for the length of this volume. It was my intent to be thor-

ough, and omitting discussion of any of the sub-disciplines of music direction would 
have defeated the purpose. I also wanted to be somewhat anecdotal, and that approach, 
too, requires more words. So does working within a new scholarly context, one in 
which I often had to state the obvious in order to effectively look beneath it. Though the 
many topics in the book are very much interconnected, I have separated them as best 
I could by chapter and subheading. If you are a music director working on a show, you 
might keep this book at your side; the text is organized to take you from hiring through 
opening night and beyond. If you are a music director early in your career, this book 
is designed to tell you things you’ll need to know to get a good start. If you are an inter-
ested bystander, feel free to skip around.

Another justification for my lengthiness is the dearth of existing literature on 
music direction. The profession is as undocumented as it is often unnoticed, so there are 
many holes to fill. Besides a few basic handbooks, there is virtually no scholarly inquiry 
into the subject, and at present music direction is part of only a few college or university 
curricula. There are few anecdotal writings, a paucity that is surprising, considering 
how freely stories and gossip are swapped backstage and in orchestra pits everywhere. 
One of the most important scholars of the musical theater, and a music director by trade, 
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Lehman Engel, wrote several books about songs and lyrics for the musical theater and 
a handbook on producing musicals that included a chapter on music direction. Steven 
Suskin’s marvelous The Sound of Broadway Music includes a few brief but very informa-
tive biographies of music directors. There is a good deal of critical, biographical, and 
autobiographical writing about the master composer-conductors of earlier centuries, 
including the work they did as music directors, but these works are not really relevant in 
the contemporary environment. There are several excellent texts on conducting, orches-
tration, and arranging. I will speak to these specific disciplines as they are relevant to 
music direction, but I will offer little basic conducting or orchestration instruction; the 
book is already long enough.1

Each music direction job differs in time span and size, in expectation and responsi-
bility, and in required abilities and specializations. In a study of a profession so typically 
atypical, an organizing principle for presenting the information was difficult to devise. 
In my doctoral dissertation in composition I  followed in detail and kept a journal of 
my creative process in composing a new musical work. This book follows a comparable 
methodology, a series of case studies, some real and some hypothetical, that illumi-
nate an array of preproduction, rehearsal, and performance situations from the music 
director’s point of view. Because music direction unfolds over time, the chronicle is in 
pseudo-chronological order. For the most part, I follow the order of events as they would 
unfold in a production. Occasionally I take excursions outside the loose organizational 
model to focus on specific topics. My intent is for the examples and their contexts in dif-
ferent phases of the production process to be inclusive enough to represent musical stage 
production of all sorts. I bring up specialized tasks as they arise in the methodological 
production schedule.

The focus of this text is music direction for the “stage,” and that is a broad appella-
tion. By my definition, a stage can be anything from a Times Square theater presenting 
musicals, revues, concerts, or variety shows, to a noncommercial house doing the same, 
but not for profit, to school and municipal auditoriums of all sizes, to dance recitals, 
vocal recitals, outdoor arenas for festivals and such, corporate events, special events, 
holiday parties, nightclubs, and cruise ship, hotel, and casino lounges, anywhere the 
music is live. (Prerecorded music played back in performance barely fits in.) Whereas 
I am using Broadway musicals as the paradigm for stage productions of all kinds, I refer 
extensively to other productions of all kinds in all venues.

The term “musical theater” includes dramas and comedies set to music, as well 
as organized revues. “Productions” encompass all types of stage entertainment, 
including concerts and events as well as dramatic shows. The term “musical” refers to 
Broadway-like entertainments of all sorts, including ones that never made it, or were 
never intended to make it, to Broadway. (Arguably, the flagship of the stage music fleet 
is the Broadway stage. Although equally lavish and musically sophisticated endeavors 

1. Please refer to the bibliography and list of additional readings in Appendix B.
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are presented in major cities such as Las Vegas, Chicago, and Los Angeles, New York 
takes center stage in American theater production. Los Angeles is the home of many 
popular artists who employ music directors for their concerts, and Las Vegas is as busy 
a live music community as any.) Similarly, the job of theatrical music director is my 
starting point or focal point for discussing music direction in all settings. The Broadway 
model is useful in that the diverse responsibilities and challenges of music directors in 
musical theater apply to music direction in almost all other settings, though a Broadway 
budgets will of course far exceed most other productions, which I account for. My intent 
in choosing musical examples is to represent a balanced and useful cross-section of the 
theatrical song literature.

I was tempted to designate some shorthand for the bulky term “music director,” 
such as “MD,” but in the end I resisted. I refer specifically to any of the variety of tasks 
that can fall under the job title, when it makes sense to do so. I staunchly refuse to use 
the incorrect adjectival forms “music directorial” or “music directional,” though they 
have regrettably invaded the lingo. Nor did I, or will I, use the verb form “to music 
direct” or the gerund “music directing” (or worse, “musically directing”), though I can 
see why one might want to. (Directors can; why can’t we?)

Of late, the term “music supervisor” is a frequent replacement for or colleague of 
a “music director.” Here in 2014, the work I describe in this book as music direction 
is just as often done on Broadway by someone holding the title of “music supervisor.” 
Within a typical modern Broadway music department (though in reality there is no 
typical music department) one might find a music supervisor, a music director, and a 
conductor, as well as several associate and assistant conductors, and more. Occasionally 
the term “music producer” has also made an appearance. The title was transplanted, one 
might infer, from record producers, and in some way from theatrical producers. These 
are not inappropriate borrowings; indeed, music direction shares a good deal with these 
professions. More careful examination reveals that the different duties ascribed to the 
different job titles are as changeable as they are under the title of “music director.” They 
are merely different levels, or subsets, or permutations of the many duties that fall under 
the umbrella term “music direction.” The job title disorder will assuredly continue on 
the professional scene, as will the interchangeable use of the term “musical director” 
(a title that implies at least to me and most of my colleagues a stage director with good 
musicianship rather than someone directing the music).

The term “score” denotes the music of a show. “Arranging” is the transformation 
of an existing piece of music (some part or all of a score) into a related but new piece 
of music, called an “arrangement.” “Orchestration” is a subset of arranging, denoting 
arranging for a specified group of musical instruments. Arranging is among the tasks 
that music directors often perform in some fashion, and in recent years this activity 
has increased. This upsurge is partly attributable to the arrival on the musical theater 
scene of many “pop” writers, who contribute songs rather than completed scores, and 
leave their manipulation—their arranging—to the music director or other music staff. 
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In addition, smaller, rhythm-section- and keyboard-based orchestras, more common 
in contemporary stage music, afford music directors the time to arrange as well as 
rehearse; large orchestrations usually occupy too many hours for a music director to do 
both jobs effectively.

The sorts of jobs that will not be included this book are the music director of a 
symphony orchestra, who is its principal conductor and to various degrees its artistic 
director; the music supervisor of a film or television show, who is the person respon-
sible for choosing and placing the music to be used in a film or video; and the music 
director or supervisor or producer for an advertising, video production, or video game, 
whose responsibilities are primarily organizational. There are conductors for film and 
television and video game recordings, but conducting is their sole duty, and often com-
posers conduct these sessions. In recordable media there is much more specialization. 
I must also unfortunately exclude the fascinating non-Western traditional and contem-
porary music for the stage in China, Japan, Korea, Indonesia, and India, among other 
non-English-speaking regions. My knowledge of those musical traditions is simply too 
limited to responsibly write about them, though they are certainly worthy of discussion, 
particularly in a global society.

As in many musical professions, and in many professions in and out of the 
arts, the cultural and technological times are rapidly changing. These days the view 
from the podium can be “partial view” seating, and the music might be heard only 
through a sound system. Orchestras are placed upstage, backstage, under the stage, 
almost anywhere except the pit, and when they are in the pit, they are often covered 
by the stage, acoustically baffled, and/or buried more than six feet deep. On top of 
that, today’s music directors are always looking over their shoulders, fearful that the 
machine built to replace them is right at their heels. The stalking has already begun, 
and the full force of the invasion may not be at all that far in the future. Synthesized 
orchestra designs for musical theater performance can now automate entire scores 
for performance, and the “conductor” might be no more than a box with chase 
lights drawing beat patterns in preprogrammed tempos. (In these designs, if a single 
instrument does happen to be available to a certain performance outfit, then that 
instrument’s computerized voice can be silenced in the playback. What a twist—real 
musicians replacing synthesizers!) Whether these trends represent advancements 
will be a frequent topic of this book.

With all those bumps in the road, why be a music director? There is little glamour 
in it, and seldom is there prestige, either, except for a very few. The potentially gener-
ous paycheck alone may be sufficient motivation to make such an unusual and risky 
career choice. Some music directors may be in it for the cachet of rubbing shoulders with 
the artistic elite; a few are more expert shoulder-rubbers than they are musicians, and 
they get by just fine. Overall, though, it is not a well-celebrated profession; the music is 
mostly, and rightly, taken for granted, except perhaps for its composition. Where is the 
music director’s reward? Are the joys of collaborative effort enough?



10 | musi C d ireC t i on For t he stAge

For most music directors, the work itself is the payoff. The career choice springs 
from an irrepressible passion and devotion to expanding their artistic horizons and 
growing as musicians. With every new production, music directors upgrade their 
musical, organizational, and collaborative skills. Each new project represents a 
new musical adventure, and, not surprisingly, most musicians prefer working on 
new music to repeatedly performing pieces from the repertoire. Therefore, the very 
act of music direction is a highly desirable state of musical being. The unpredict-
able and sometimes impossible complications of the job balance out with a love of 
making music with other dedicated musicians and artists. Music directors embrace 
the energy and conviviality that come with stage performance. The impetus is their 
love of music and their love for creating and performing and sharing it with others. 
I  hope that the following text will adequately convey my own joy in music and 
making music and my drive to continue making it, and making it better and better, 
for a lifetime. I hope to inspire others to do the same.

For those who have wished for this book’s existence, I hope it will become a com-
panion, the diary of a fellow tradesperson, a guidebook, an informative and amusing 
source of answers to FAQs. Music direction has always been unnoticed and underappre-
ciated. If it has become undistinguished, I hope that with rigorous examination it may 
regain some of its distinction.

Just for fun, and as a first step toward defining a profession that evades definition, 
let’s see what happens when a music director fails to do the job properly in performance. 
It’s something like the scenario I imagined in the first paragraph, where the music was 
missing.

Just out of college, I worked in a summer stock theater as a music director. We were 
doing the Marvin Hamlisch–Carole Bayer Sager–Neil Simon musical They’re Playing 
Our Song. The show is more like a play with a handful of songs here and there, and 
in the middle of the first act, there was a twenty-plus-minute break between numbers. 
A door led out of the pit through a short vestibule to an outdoor deck behind the stage. 
The rest of the six-piece band and I had it timed so we could adjourn to the patio during 
the extended break and be back in plenty of time to play the next song. That is, until 
one matinee, on a particularly lovely afternoon, when as we luxuriated in the fresh air, 
the actors skipped several pages of dialogue, about five minutes’ worth. We, or more 
culpably, I, did not hear the cue line for the song until the actor delivering it repeated it 
several times very loudly, loudly enough for us to hear it on the veranda. We scrambled 
back into the pit, the drummer nearly knocking over her kit in the process. The actor, 
seeing us now in position, calmly walked downstage, leaned over, and dryly said to me, 
perched behind an upright piano on the conductor’s podium, beads of sweat forming on 
my brow, “So nice of you to join us.”



PA R T   I

Music Direction
A Job  Descr ip t ion

 





1

Music Direction Today  
and Yesterday

What a Music Director Does
The way in which music is directed and performed has a potent and immediate effect on 
how a listener perceives it. To demonstrate this, one need do no more than compare one’s 
impression of the sound of an amateur high school musical to that of a professional, pol-
ished Broadway show. Nonetheless, even music directors themselves acknowledge that 
what constitutes music direction can be hard to pin down.

The basic process of putting music on stage goes as follows. A composer or com-
posers, and perhaps other writers, create a song or songs or a piece of music, or an 
entire score, and that music becomes part of a production, that is, a public presenta-
tion. Implementing music into a production is the occupation of a music director. On 
its way to the stage, the music may stay pretty much as the writers wrote it, needing 
only to be rehearsed and performed as intended. Far more often, however, the music 
undergoes some manner of remodeling, and sometimes a complete metamorphosis. In 
certain instances, it is difficult to draw a line between the writers’ work and the music 
director’s.1 Here is a proposed working definition: a music director is responsible for all 
aspects of preparing and performing the music for a musical production.

What a music director does, the job description, is a varying, fluid combination 
of creative, technical, and administrative functions. He or she is the nominal head of 
any music department that might exist within a production organization.2 Among the 
duties are accompanying (usually, but not always, at the piano), conducting, rehearsing, 

1. For an example, see Sheryl Kaskowitz, God Bless America, New  York:  Oxford University Press, 2013,  
pp. 21–32.

2. Again, in the current Broadway environment, the title “music supervisor” may be equivalent to the “music 
director” who is the subject of this book.
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arranging, composing, giving notes, coordinating with technicians and designers, 
hiring and firing, and many others. I have also heard music direction referred to as a 
combination of an active performance role, like an actor, and a stage design element, 
such as costume or scenic design. This is a fitting summation. Only on rare occasions is 
music direction itself the focal point of a production, such as when an orchestra is part 
of the staging, or in a production in which musicians are characters or participate in the 
action (Ain’t Misbehavin’ is one Broadway hit that prominently featured its music direc-
tor). The case studies to follow will demonstrate music directors’ functions in different 
combinations and situations.

The definition of music direction depends what the music director is hired to do 
in each job, that is, on the needs of each production’s unique musical element and on 
the expectations of the production team. Beyond being a skill set, music direction is 
the application of different skills to different problems under different circumstances at 
different times. There really is no one definition; the job is simply different each time. 
Music direction is the combination of musical jobs that coincide on any given produc-
tion, artistic and administrative stewardship of the music, and leadership of the music 
team in rehearsal and through performance. The lack of a single decisive definition will 
not impede this study.

The possible duties also include instrumental and vocal conducting; explain-
ing or demonstrating music to others; teaching singing; instruction in harmony and 
counterpoint; composing harmony and counterpoint; creating piano or other accom-
panimental arrangements; vocal and dance arrangements; orchestrations; arranging 
or composing incidental and transitional music; determining music cues; contracting 
and managing music staff and instrumentalists; overseeing the physical and technical 
aspects of the music; maintaining and revising performances over time; and acting 
as a supporter, mediator, counselor, psychotherapist, and executive decision maker 
when musical indecisions and disputes arise. (In professional stage productions, music 
direction is usually separated from at least some of the arranging work and credit.) To 
prepare for each job, music directors acquire a comprehensive understanding of every 
aspect of the musical score, and of the onstage content—including the story and the 
style. They must execute their work in an effective union with many other creative and 
production personnel.

It would be remarkable for any one person to be equally skilled in all disciplines; 
yet the best music directors working on the field today are more than competent, often 
expert, in many or all the areas previously listed, and more. Others may specialize in 
one or a few. In keeping with historical tradition (as described in this chapter and in 
Part 6), many music directors are not exclusively music directors by trade. They are also 
composers, arrangers, instrumentalists, singers, actors, and stage directors. Perhaps 
they began in one of those fields and moved to music direction. For some it is a tempo-
rary state, perhaps even a onetime digression, and for others, a career.
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Music direction is often assumed to be equivalent to what is called “conducting” in 
“legitimate” music (also known as “art” or “serious” music), music composed for listen-
ing and not necessarily connected with other art forms. Indeed, conducting an orches-
tra (or leading a band), when there is one, is a large part of the job, but not the whole 
job. I bring this up to clarify the terminology, and because in symphonic conducting, 
the issue of “interpreting” a score is of primary interest. “Interpretation” in music direc-
tion is not the same. To begin with, music directors are much more likely to be working 
with music of living composers, who may be providing original music for the produc-
tion, and may be present in rehearsal. A music director adapts a score to a production 
as much as interpreting in the classical sense. Legitimate music would never permit the 
sorts of cuts and additions, rearrangements, and other revisions that are standard music 
direction practices with popular stage scores.

In rehearsal and in performance, stage music directors do exhibit unique inter-
pretive voices and, as in the classical world, there are debates over authenticity and 
definitiveness. Also as in classical music, the differences among interpretations may 
be very subtle even to a trained ear. Because of the inherent variety of music directors’ 
work and the malleability of the material, their contribution may be more tangible 
and conspicuously “interpretive” than a symphonic conductor’s. A  music director 
“owns” the music direction in the same way that a stage director owns the direction 
of a stage show. There is a musical “vision” to a music director’s work, made up of 
organizing principles and stylistic preferences and performance practices, as well as 
arrangements and addition composition. This is the “direction” part of music direc-
tion. A stage director may decide to set Henry V in World War II; likewise, a music 
director might choose to add a modern feel to a traditional song. The music director, 
however, makes choices primarily in service of the production’s and the director’s 
vision, while the director envisions and mounts the entire production. The director 
is the functional and artistic “superior,” but that role does not negate the interpretive 
activity of the music director.

Music direction is an arts profession, a paid position (except, of course, in amateur 
productions, and even there, musicians are often compensated when others are not), and 
many musicians, including me, began their music direction work as a way of making 
a living in music. The relation between professionalism and the work itself is complex 
and constantly in play. Music directors walk the fine line between manager and artist. 
As managers they are expected by a consortium of individuals who are vested rather 
than salaried (the producers or other employers) to act like a manager and put in extra 
time, go above and beyond, without overtime pay; that’s what managers do, and that’s 
why their salaries are higher than non-managers’. Under union coverage, there is com-
pensation available to music directors for only some of the various specialized tasks they 
perform: in particular, conducting, and any musical work that they commit to paper as 
writers, arrangers, transcribers, and copyists. There is none for the extra administrative 
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hours. Most music directors work freelance, but there are some resident music director 
positions at theaters and academic institutions.

In music direction, perfection of musical execution is the norm. It is also the 
expectation, conscious or not, of colleagues and audiences alike. Imperfection results 
in visibility; people generally do not notice the workings of the music until they go wrong. 
Writers and directors espouse absolute musical proficiency because fluency ensures maxi-
mum believability and comprehension. The better a language is spoken, the more commu-
nicative and emotional power it has. If stage music is supposed to appear from nowhere, it 
certainly should not trip and fall on its way in. For example, any audible flub by the accom-
panist at a vocal recital (who is by my definition the music director of the recital) is sure to 
turn the listener’s attention to the piano when it should be on the singer, and the pianist’s 
error might well throw the singer off. Take another example: if an excessively loud music 
cue is suddenly heard in the midst of a quiet, tender dramatic moment of a play (or film), 
the intent of the drama will be compromised. When music does encroach on a dramatic 
or entertainment setting on a stage, it should sound as if it belonged there, it should sound 
musically right, and it should leave a good impression. It is the music director’s obligation 
to properly assimilate the music, to oversee its quality control, and to connect the material 
with its listeners.

The idea of music direction, in the sense of someone shaping and leading a musical 
performance, goes back to the beginnings of music. Even the gamelans of ancient Indonesia 
had leaders who would signal to the group changes of meter and tempo, beginnings and 
endings, and transitions from piece to piece. Yet listening audiences are rarely aware of 
any musical leadership, and for good aesthetic reason. They need not be aware to fulfill 
their experience; indeed, the unnecessarily conspicuous presence of a musical leader will 
detract from it. An audience is better off, for the most part, taking in the whole of a stage 
work rather than being party to the techniques that go into realizing it. This is not to say 
that when an orchestra plays alone the audience members’ eyes are not fixed on the con-
ductor for the majority of the time; they probably are. When music is accompanying some-
thing happening on stage, however, all eyes turn to the stage, and so do everyone’s ears, too 
(including the music director’s).

The following accounts demonstrate the obscurity and inscrutability of music 
direction.

In 1964, the last Tony Award for Best Conductor and Musical Director was given to 
Shepard Coleman for his work on the original production of Hello, Dolly! on Broadway. 
Mr. Coleman died in 1998. His obituary in the New York Times cites his work as a “pit 
musician for Broadway musicals from 1946 to 1960” and states that his Hello, Dolly! 
Tony was for his “vocal arrangements” for the show.3 In truth, Mr. Coleman had been let 
go early on in the production, and his position was taken over by dance arranger Peter 

3. “Shepard Coleman, Musical Director,” New York Times, 25 May 1998, http://www.nytimes.com/1998/05/25/
arts/shepard-coleman-musical-director-for-theater-74.html/.

http://www.nytimes.com/1998/05/25/arts/shepard-coleman-musical-director-for-theater-74.html/ 
http://www.nytimes.com/1998/05/25/arts/shepard-coleman-musical-director-for-theater-74.html/ 
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Howard three months after the show opened. Historian Steven Suskin puts forward the 
very plausible notion that in bestowing the award on Coleman, “the Tony voters simply 
voted for the biggest hit musical.”4 It is unknown what contributions Coleman made to 
the production, or why he was fired.

Other recipients of the Best Conductor and Musical Director award included such 
highly respected maestros as Maurice Abravanel and Thomas Schippers, who were far 
better known for their work conducting major symphony orchestras than for Broadway 
shows. After 1964, the Tony for Best Conductor and Musical Director was dropped from 
the awards roster.

In 1994, a group of Broadway and Off-Broadway music directors formed a new 
committee within their union local (New York’s Local 802 of the American Federation 
of Musicians, or AFM) to define and address issues specific to their profession. (I was 
among the founding members.) Among our objectives was the reinstatement of the 
Tony Award for Music Directors, and we also sought the creation of a Tony for Best 
Orchestrations.

The impetus for forming the committee was the concern among the participating 
music directors that they were making significant creative contributions to shows (that 
is, arranging and composing) as well as providing the usual conducting and coaching 
and technical and administrative functions, but that their work was neither acknowl-
edged nor understood by their employers and by their audiences. Furthermore, there 
were few guidelines for compensating the music directors for their work. Local 802 
recognized “conductors” as members of their rank and file, but nowhere in the union 
bylaws did the term “music director” appear. In many cases the music that music direc-
tors had composed or arranged or otherwise contributed to on a production was not 
paid for at all. The reluctance of employers to begin budgeting for something they had 
never had to in the past was understandable.

The extent of the theater community’s lack of comprehension of music direction 
became much more evident when the new union committee expressed its concerns 
to the Tony Awards Administration Committee. The American Theater Wing, which 
administers the Tony Awards, has progressed over time into an organization that pur-
portedly dedicates all of its efforts to promotion of and education in the theater arts. 
Its Administration Committee determines eligibility for nominations in all awards 
categories, reviews the rules governing the awards, and appoints the Nominating 
Committee.5 The Administration Committee consists of ten members designated by 
the Wing, ten by what is called the Broadway League (formerly the League of American 
Theatres and Producers, a more descriptive title), and one each by the Dramatists Guild 

4. On the Record: No Strings and Peter Howard’s Broadway, Playbill.com., 5 September 2004, http://www.
playbill.com/news/article/on-the-record-no-strings-and-peter-howards-broadway/.

5. The Tony Awards®. Rules and Regulations of the American Theater Wing’s Tony Awards®, New York: Jean 
Kroeper. 2011–2012, brochure, pp. 1–2.

http://www.playbill.com/news/article/on-the-record-no-strings-and-peter-howards-broadway/ 
http://www.playbill.com/news/article/on-the-record-no-strings-and-peter-howards-broadway/ 
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of America, Actors’ Equity Association, United Scenic Artists, and the Stage Directors 
and Choreographers Society (all unions or other organizations of theater professionals). 
There is no representative required from the field of music, nor is there a musicians’ union 
delegate. Yet musicals, rather than straight plays, garner the vast majority of the income of 
today’s Broadway theater industry, and the production numbers and excerpts from musi-
cals are what the Tony Award television viewers tune in to watch.

The music directors’ committee presented its case in person and with a meticulously 
detailed and well-produced demonstration video about music direction, showing the trans-
formation of a raw piece of music into its final form. The Tony committee members were 
apparently unmoved by our impassioned plea. They still expressed bafflement at a music 
director’s work, and were unable to remember the criteria by which they had judged the 
award up until 1964, even though some of them had been on the awards committee then. 
The effort was not entirely fruitless: thankfully, the Tony committee established the award 
for orchestration as a result.

We were an enthusiastic group, and one whose purpose was objectively well justified. 
Considering how the entertainment industry loves to bestow accolades, extolling its own 
excellence as a proven marketing tool, it is surprising that the Tony committee did not 
accede to a music direction award.6 There is a Tony Award now for Sound Design. Perhaps 
the explanation for the omission is in the invisibility of music direction. A respected stage 
manager friend once told me that he believed neither music directors nor stage managers 
should receive front-page billing in theater programs, as they were the deliberately name-
less pilots of the ship, the captains sequestered on the bridge, the drivers of the bus whom 
no one should disturb while operating the vehicle. Our expertise was presumptive, and our 
contribution most valuable when completely unseen. Of course, in some ways he was right, 
but it seemed only natural for music directors to seek the same sort of recognition for their 
work afforded to nearly all of their colleagues.

Our committee sought recognition of and payment for our work mostly because we 
saw arranging and composing music as outside of the traditional job duties, which we were 
already performing very conscientiously. This was a legitimate concern. Writers of suc-
cessful show music garner very robust royalties, while music directors are for the most 
part salaried. Historically, music directors had already been working without the standards 
and protections given to stage directors, technicians, and managers by their guilds and 
unions. When the position started to regularly involve new responsibilities, it became criti-
cal that their work be acknowledged in a more substantive way, and immediately, to avoid 
precedents of nonpayment. There was a brief attempt by the music directors’ committee 
to ally itself with the stage directors’ society (SDC, formerly SSDC, the Society of Stage 
Directors and Choreographers), but eventually the committee gave up that effort as well. 

6. In 2013, the Society of London Theatre, the group that gives out Olivier Awards, London’s equivalent of 
the Tonys, pledged to honor music directors, supervisors, orchestrators, and composers of incidental music, 
beginning in 2014.
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Instead, music directors looked to their own individual contract negotiations, with varying 
degrees of alacrity and of success, to ensure that the original creative work they did was 
fairly compensated.7

Historical Survey of Music Direction
The existence of musical leaders, as noted, traces back to the origins of performance 
ensembles. A music director exercising the sorts of skills previously described emerges 
with the advent of musical-dramatic performance. Greek choruses, whose members 
also danced, were accompanied by instruments; it’s quite likely that the choregos, or 
chorus master (although the term could also refer to a play’s sponsor), acted as music 
director, organizing, programming, and leading the music and dancing at the perfor-
mance. Later, in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, itinerant minstrel groups performed 
music in a predetermined manner, like a modern touring production. A music director 
organized, programmed, and led their musical performance.

Many a major composer of the 15th through 20th centuries served as music direc-
tor of a church or royal court (Kapellmeister or maestro di camera, for instance), or later 
to a symphony orchestra. To this day many music directors find gainful employment in 
the church. Other music directors for courts or churches may not be best remembered 
for their compositions, yet were required to be occasional composers. There were always 
professional opportunities for those willing to serve the upper and ruling classes in sev-
eral musical capacities:  conducting, arranging, composing, and otherwise presenting 
the music for any or all purposes dictated by their employers. There was music for enter-
tainment, music for the constant variety of religious services, music for rich amateurs to 
play on their given instruments at their given levels of ability, music for the glorification 
of an individual or a holy figure, music for holidays, and music of all shapes and sizes. 
One reason Mozart’s life was so brief and tragic was his difficulty holding down a job 
as a music director. Mozart and other masters often depended on the income derived 
from their positions as music directors. And they were kept very, very busy at work. It is 
no wonder that as composers they were so prolific; they had to produce a huge volume 
of material to satisfy their patrons and hold onto their jobs. This demand did not make 
them any less meticulous, as shown in J. S. Bach’s manuscript page in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1 is the full score; Bach also copied all the individual orchestra parts and, 
unfathomably, was in the habit of writing the clef and key signature on every staff of 
every part, using no shortcuts or shorthands. There might also have been a staff of com-
posers, arrangers, copyists, and performers working under him or with him, not unlike 
a modern music department in a large production company or a Broadway show.

7. In late 2013 Local 802 began discussing the possibility of paying pension and health contributions on 
Broadway music supervision fees.

 



FIGURE 1.1 “J. S. Bach, manuscript, soprano aria from Cantata BWV 105. (The Bach example is from 
Wikipedia Commons, “BWV105-wie-zittern” by Johann Sebastian Bach, Bach Digital Archive, Leipzig, 
Germany. Licensed under Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons, http://commons-wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:BWV105-wie-zittern.jpg.)

http://commons-wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BWV105-wie-zittern.jpg.) 
http://commons-wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BWV105-wie-zittern.jpg.) 
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The greatest of these music directors rose to near “star” status. Handel was a par-
ticular favorite of the general public, Beethoven of the aristocracy, the latter despite a 
well-documented abrasive personality, the former sporting the utmost charm and social 
grace. Most music directors operate today, mostly contentedly, in relative anonymity. 
They are active members of the musical and theatrical communities, but are largely 
unknown outside those circles. There are the occasional “stars,” but they are rare, and 
even the best-known music directors are far from being household names like the per-
formers they accompany or the productions they work on.

As music intended for artful entertainment took an increasingly firm hold in the 
Western cultural musical consciousness, beginning late in the 18th century, composers 
became more independent and more often self-employed, and engaged music directors 
as performers, leaders, and organizers of their musical presentations. The separation of 
composer and performer grew wider, though it has never become complete. Although 
many composers continued as performing musicians, and though many conductors, 
pianists, and instrumentalists continued to write their own music, a greater number 
specialized in either writing or performing.

In the mid-1900s the variety of types and styles of stage music exploded, and with it 
the field of music direction. Popular music and musical theater burgeoned into profitable 
industries. Producers and presenters bet their bankrolls on their shows, and impresarios 
found a new home in show business. Audiences flocked to theaters and auditoriums, and 
countless performers, technicians, and creative specialists found work there, including 
musicians. An expert who could handle large amounts of music in different styles with 
relative facility, and with the intelligence or intuition to make the music work effectively 
in many situations, was a huge commodity. Specializations abounded, with conductors, 
pianists, arrangers, orchestrators, copyists, and others steadily employed and, around 
1900, unionized. Singing and dancing on stage were nothing new; music direction was 
nothing new. Now, as in history, music directors were the generalists, the “multitaskers.” 
What was new in the modern age were the stylistic scope of music that music directors 
worked on and the conditions under which they were employed.

In the world of contemporary commercial music, which encompasses music 
for the stage, the composer is seldom also the music director. Some pop singers and 
singer-songwriters (James Taylor, Bette Midler, and Miley Cyrus, to name just a few) 
employ music directors, especially when the arrangements are specific and the accom-
paniment needs to be well controlled in a live setting. Usually these music directors are 
members of the onstage band—the drummer, perhaps, or bassist, guitarist, or keyboard 
player; it really doesn’t matter—and are responsible mostly for distributing and updat-
ing set lists, making sure everyone is on stage at the right time, starting and stopping the 
songs in a concert, perhaps counting off the tempos, and helping to maintain the quality 
of performance over time.

The leading stage music directors of the past gained their reputations through 
proven virtuosity (often at a young age) on one or more instruments or a flair for 
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composition and improvisation, or both. Improvisation, which is in effect spontaneous 
composition, was a requirement simply because of the sheer volume and immediacy of 
music to be composed. If a composer’s deadline could not be met or the composer was 
not on site, the music director could always fake something or elaborate on existing 
music. This is still the practice today.

But prodigal talent or impeccable musicianship is not necessarily requisite to work-
ing as a music director in today’s environment. Some music directors have achieved suc-
cess just because of their understanding of a particular musical style, their singular skill 
at a particular instrument, some nonmusical ability such as outstanding organizational 
acumen, an unbreakable connection to a star performer, or perhaps just being in the 
right place at the right time. If a certain music director’s skills are precisely in line with 
the needs of a particular production, then he or she need not be multitalented. Some 
music directors have a long-term association with a certain writer or director or a per-
ceived sensitivity to a certain type of material.

Though some may lack the virtuosity of music directors of earlier eras, today’s 
music directors are direct occupational descendants of their musical ancestors. Their 
methods have evolved a great deal (most conductors no longer beat the tempos on the 
floor with a large stick, as was practiced in 18th-century conducting, and seldom do they 
write their music by hand in ink anymore), but there are still employment opportuni-
ties anytime someone needs music for the dancing and singing, or whenever someone 
is putting on a show.

Technology and the Shrinking Orchestra
The following is a “help wanted” ad posted on an online theater website in 2011:

[Unnamed theater] requires a musical director/arranger to m.d. and create cus-
tom tracks for a summer season of 3 cabaret musical revues with four-member 
SATB cast. The shows are a Sinatra tribute, an Elvis tribute and a celebration 
of ‘One Hit Wonders’. The candidate will rehearse the cast through the open-
ing of the final of the three shows [sic]. Theater provides a Yamaha Motif XS for 
rehearsals and building tracks—experience with that line or similar is a plus. 
Duties include creating vocal arrangements, charting certain songs by ear, and 
the creation of MP3 accompaniment tracks with complex rhythm/orchestration 
ranging from american [sic] standard to pop. The right candidate will have the 
computer software technology (Logic, Cubase, ProTools, or a similar program) 
to build quality MIDI tracks before rehearsals begin and to modify those tracks 
during rehearsals as needed.8

8. Retrieved from http://www.theproducersperspective.com/my_weblog/2011/02/musical-directorarranger-  
new-huntington-theater.html.

 

http://www.theproducersperspective.com/my_weblog/2011/02/musical-directorarranger- 
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For music directors, there is gainful employment in technologically oriented posi-
tions, but the music direction position advertised here largely ends on opening night, 
when the machines take over. In many fields, computers are now performing many 
functions formerly done by humans, and music is not exempt. The reaction of audiences 
watching shows with mechanized accompaniment runs the gamut from ignorance to 
outrage. In music, as in other areas, the information age has brought with it an unfor-
tunate tendency toward superficiality, enough so that listeners sometimes can no longer 
discern live music from its electronic emulation, or make no such value judgment. This 
is not to say that electronically produced music is all bad or entirely unacceptable in live 
stage productions. Rather, it can be very useful, from allowing low-budget productions 
to sound more grand to creating musical and sound effects that would be otherwise 
unperformable. (Even Respighi’s Pines of Rome is rented to orchestras with an audiotape 
of nightingale song to be played during the last segment.)

Like it or not, permanent groundwork for further dilution of realistic sound may 
already have been laid. Music directors are among those in the industry who will decide 
whether replacing live music with electronically simulated sound is a threat to the 
long-term health of music, or a new and useful technology. If audiences can no longer 
tell the difference between the real thing and a fake, or if they believe a recording to be 
a live band, should it matter to those who produce the music?

Even putting aside the argument that electronics replace human jobs, my answer 
is almost always a resounding yes. Audience members who do know the difference find 
the replacement unacceptable. Professional musicians, and all performers, avow to sat-
isfy the keenest listener in the audience, not the one who will love the show regard-
less of its production values. This pledge is even more sacrosanct when considering the 
high cost of tickets. On the other hand, all professional musicians must appreciate the 
importance of thoughtful budgeting. Unfortunately, the most popular means of cutting 
budgets is by reducing orchestra (and cast) sizes and replacing real instruments with 
synthesizers. The practice continues on Broadway despite its increasing profits. This can 
be a disheartening state of affairs for music directors doing their best to serve the music, 
and for those who aspire to conduct a full orchestra.

Compounding their gradual diminution, orchestras are being hidden away under 
stages, behind set pieces, and in offstage rooms. Traditionally, an orchestra would 
occupy an orchestra “pit” in front and below the level of the stage. Pits are a holdover 
from opera (venues for musicals and concerts are often converted opera houses, or mod-
eled after opera houses) that help balance orchestra and singer, both without amplifica-
tion (pits, of course, preceded microphones). Now many orchestras are being evicted 
from their dens and relocated, reducing their visibility and live audibility. Many are 
isolated in separate, acoustically treated compartments, similar to a recording studio.

The podium of this book’s subtitle may in the future be a chair in front of a com-
puter screen and an electronic keyboard in a dressing room backstage. For the 2013 
Tony Awards show, held at Radio City, the orchestra was piped in from a recording 


