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‘God gave us music so that we can pray without words.’


St Augustine, 354–430

























Preface





Richard Davis’s pioneering book is to be welcomed by orchestral players, prospective orchestral musicians, conductors, composers, senior management and their junior staff – and by anybody interested in the internal workings of a symphony orchestra.


Hitherto, there has been nothing comparable to help a student of college or pre-college age decide upon an orchestral career, nor to guide parents and teachers about its perils and pleasures. Here there are helpful guidelines concerning all the essential topics, including how to cope with nerves, intonation and counting difficulties, conductor problems, and strategies for survival in everyday orchestral circumstances. The mechanics of the orchestra are laid bare through interviews with orchestral principals and rank and file players, soloists, academics, music critics, fixers, chamber musicians and management.


There are probably more orchestras, amateur and professional, in Britain than ever before, and, with a new recognition of the importance of music in schools, this book will provide invaluable insights into one of the most rewarding musical professions.


Richard Davis has twenty years’ experience as Principal Flute, and I have had the privilege of benefiting from his excellent musicianship and support as both composer and conductor with the BBC Philharmonic. He is also Senior Lecturer and an orchestral coach at the Royal Northern College of Music.


His timely book fills a gap in the literature with a lightness of touch and humour, and many a telling anecdote along the way, yet with a seriousness that is both profound and exactly to the point.




 





SIR PETER MAXWELL DAVIES


Master of the Queen’s Music


Sanday, Orkney


26th July 2004 



















Prologue





In 1979 a young musician was faced with a dilemma. Up to that point, his music-making had gone remarkably well – he had attained his grade eight with distinction after only two years and was a principal player in his county youth orchestra. Then an event made him come to doubt everything he had done. He had entered a major music competition. After passing through the early rounds with ease, he had reached the quarterfinals; and it was then that a panellist did an unusual thing. He handed the boy a note. It read: ‘For your career’s sake, stay behind for a chat.’ After a three-hour wait, the distinguished musician and the boy met up and walked to a local café.


His opening remark was direct: ‘You haven’t won the round – you do know that don’t you?’ When the boy’s heart had begun to beat again, they discussed what was wrong. The boy was indeed talented, he was told, and he did have a future. But major flaws in his playing were holding him back and needed to be addressed soon. His whole style was considered to be ‘out of vogue’.


The panellist’s motives were in fact well intentioned and he made it clear that poaching wasn’t an issue when he said: ‘Well, I’m not going to teach you.’ Instead, he scribbled down some tone exercises on a paper napkin, and recommended a completely new direction for his studies. He then left the boy to ponder these words. ‘A true talent, such as yours, will always succeed in getting a job; but with proper guidance that job will find you.’


The sixteen-year-old went home that night, his mind brimming with confusion. He just didn’t know what to do, nor did his parents, and they asked themselves who this man was to give such advice, anyway? If only a book like this had been available to guide them.


A decision was taken and that boy, now a man, never looked back. During the following four years he won first prize in an international music competition, received glowing reviews from national newspapers for his London début and found himself sitting in the principal chair of a professional British symphony orchestra. Remarkably, the panellist’s prophecy did come true as that particular job found him – but that’s another story. There isn’t a day that passes when the author of this book fails to wonder what would have happened to him if he had ignored the advice he was given in the café and had not changed his school of playing.


That there are opposing ‘schools of thought’ in music may surprise the reader. Surely beautiful, deeply felt playing that establishes a link between performer, composer and audience is everyone’s goal. However, style is fluid: the art of playing is never to set your ideals in concrete but to evolve.



















Foreword







‘We shall never become musicians unless we understand the ideals of temperance, fortitude, liberality and magnificence.’


Plato, 428/7–348/7 BC, from The Republic





The word ‘orchestra’ is derived from the Greek word meaning ‘to dance’ and in the Roman theatre it referred to the area in front of the stage where senators and dignitaries sat. Every day we hear the word ‘orchestrate’ being used figuratively in business, politics and sport, and yet few people know what it is like to play in that well-orchestrated body of musicians known as a ‘symphony orchestra’. Little is understood about these highly motivated and disciplined teams where each player plays an integral part and is acutely aware of and reliant on every other player. Orchestral musicians have to be able to switch instantly between supporting, following and leading. But how do so many individuals perform complex music on instruments that take a lifetime to master, in complete synchronization? When you listen to an orchestra, you are experiencing a process in which each player is continuously making millions of adjustments aurally, visually, emotionally and physically, and combining their collective talents into one organism. They perform concerts with apparent ease balancing their levels of pressure, fusing their discipline and talent, and surmounting exceptional obstacles. As you become aware of these innate abilities, your senses will become heightened both as player and as audience. Such qualities are clearly defined and illustrated in this book. Through searching questions and answers, it attempts to grasp the essence of the elusive orchestral performer. By analysing and distinguishing those qualities, you will be able to discern what it is possible to learn as opposed to what is intrinsic to the mind of the musician.


A wide spectrum of needs have been addressed, from the rudimentary skills that are necessary in a student right up to the highly specialized requirements of the young professional.


For parents of budding artists, advice and direction are given to enable their children to go on to prepare themselves for their unique future. To cater for different temperaments among performers, various aspects of education are discussed, ranging from the suitability of your teacher to the question of how to attempt to gain a coveted place at a music college, or whether to opt for the stability of university life instead.


If you are a member of the audience reading this, you may cast your mind back to the days of your own instrumental lessons. With rose-tinted spectacles, you may recall the joys of Bach and Handel, and question your motives for giving it all up. At this point, however, more than likely, a dark shadow will descend and engulf you as you recall that passage which needed just too much work, those rhythms that definitely eluded you, and that dreaded scale-practice. Practising scales is in fact necessary for developing any technique and for understanding musical language, although it is a constant source of battle between most students and their mentors. The book will enlighten you, and inform and enrich your concert experience. It may even inspire you to pick up your instrument again where you left off.


If you are curious about taking up a career in an orchestra, it is imperative for you to understand how the profession works. In this guide, you will learn what to expect and what will be expected from you when you play in an orchestra. As a student at music college, it will be an essential aid that should accompany you to your lessons and rehearsals; and if you are at the stage of auditioning for orchestral jobs, or just starting up in the profession, there are invaluable insights to be found in the following chapters and advice that will help you navigate the inevitable minefields that you will encounter. Aspiring soloists, chamber musicians and teachers will also find the book useful since many of the ensemble and performing techniques discussed can be applied in all musical contexts.


I have used my many years of experience as a principal player in an orchestra, and as a teacher, to illustrate my philosophy and my beliefs in this wonderful and extraordinary profession; and, even though I am a flautist, I have written this work for all orchestral instruments. To help me in my quest, I have interviewed many musicians from all the different instrumental sections of the orchestra. These have included rank and file players and principals and freelancers, along with specialist instrumentalists, music scholars and people involved in orchestral management, in order to provide the reader with the widest and most comprehensive view of orchestral life possible.


Except in the chapter entitled The Formative Years, I have assumed you have already attained a certain level of proficiency with your particular instrument: that you can produce beauty with a flexible and expressive sound, and execute impeccable rhythm with a good technique and crisp, clear articulation. I have also taken it for granted that you are ‘musical’. This is a multi-layered term, but for our purposes think of it as the quintessential, enigmatic quality of musicians communicating through their art. However, merely ‘being musical’ without those skills will lead to frustration as performers will never seem able to capitalize fully on their God-given talents. Conversely, all the facility in the world without ‘musicality’ will lead to frustration in the audience, and it will leave the performer feeling confused and empty.


To succeed, you will need all these qualities and more – to be able to go beyond mastery of your instrument, and to learn the disciplines and subtlety you require to become a mature orchestral musician.




The idea for this book came through my teaching at the Royal Northern College of Music, where I am a Senior Lecturer. I have also conducted orchestral rehearsals, and I regularly give lectures on orchestral playing and technique. It was while taking these classes that it became apparent to me that pupils who had reached an advanced standard needed additional information that was not available. They wanted to know about different audition techniques; where to look for jobs; how to continue improving after college; how to discover ways of coping with their nerves; and how to make their sound blend with others. Their questions were abundant, their hunger for knowledge insatiable. I hope my book will help them.


Many musical ideas and thoughts are abstract, subjective and continually shifting. There are no absolutes in music, and this book conveys my own personal viewpoint.


The chapters are in logical order. But you can in fact ‘dip in and out’ of them without any problem. For easy reference, the most important tips throughout the book have been preceded with:





• (a large dot)
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Chapter 1


Introduction to the Orchestral Profession







‘Music is the thing of the world that I love most.’


Samuel Pepys, Diary, 1666





Occasionally during a boring rehearsal which seems to be going nowhere, achieving little and stimulating no one, I ask myself: ‘Why on earth am I doing this?’ Orchestral musicians can easily become disillusioned and question whether they are bringing anything of value into this world.




‘The professional musician, as such,


can have no special social status.’


Bernard Shaw, 1856–1950,


Irish dramatist and literary critic





We are not feeding starving people or saving lives. Nevertheless, it has been the arts that have separated the human race from other animals, crossing language barriers with ease, and enriching and inspiring man for millennia. Recent studies have suggested that man may have even sung to communicate before talking, and prehistoric bone flutes and cave paintings are well documented.


The ancient Greeks believed that music was part of everyday life and an essential activity in the pursuit of truth and beauty. Their rich mythology weaves stories of gods, demi-gods and immortals who are masters of the art of music. These deities give a deep insight into the human psyche, reflecting, as they do, the power, magic, love and fascination that music and the arts command, and revealing the human need for visions of the divine cosmos.


As we transport ourselves forward in time to a more scientific age, we may observe the relationship of mathematics and music proposed by Pythagoras. He believed that music and arithmetic were not separate and that both were governed by the laws that determined the whole physical and spiritual universe. The value and power of music were also revered by Aristotle and Plato who acknowledged that art should be kept within strict confines lest it have an immoral influence on human character and society. Even in more modern times, dictators have felt this same need for mandatory control over music, for music is power and musicians wield control. It is music that can pierce the heart in an instant and cleanse the soul. Music can calm and it can excite. It can make a strong man weep and a sad man smile. That is power, and we hold that power in our hands. Through our instruments, we create, we interpret and we harness all emotions. Therefore, we musicians shouldn’t devalue our worth – we have much to contribute to civilization.


What we produce as musicians, though, is not tangible. It vanishes immediately into the ether, only becoming temporarily etched into the aural memory of the listener. The moment a musician plays a note or turns a phrase is the moment it is ‘lost’, perhaps in a similar way to a culinary masterpiece which is savoured by the taste buds of a minority of connoisseurs. The majority, if given the chance, would no doubt just gobble up the creation within seconds without a moment’s thought or consideration of the long hours it took to prepare. In our case, however, the majority of the audience do appreciate the music we play to them even if we still get the occasional: ‘What’s your proper job?’ and ‘What do you do during the day?’ My wife was recently at the Royal Albert Hall, attending a Promenade Concert in which I was playing. Beside her sat two elegant ladies, one of whom was educating the other: ‘Of course, they don’t get paid for performing you know, although I do believe the leader gets a little something!’ Maybe she was recalling the argument with the musicians at Juliet’s funeral:




‘Music with her silver sound,


because musicians have no gold for sounding.’


William Shakespeare, 1564–1616,


Romeo and Juliet, act IV, scene V





Orchestral musicians spend hours each day practising, rehearsing, performing and travelling; suffering the wrath of conductors; and preparing for the onslaught of critiques in the following day’s newspapers. It is easy for us to feel we are an insignificant cog in an unappreciated note factory.


But then, once in a blue moon, we will feel effortlessly in control of our instruments, which will no longer be an appendage we hold onto for dear life but instead will become fused naturally to our bodies. This will not just be a matter of our playing well, for the performance will have attained a higher level as if possessed by a greater force. Dynamics, pitch, colour and expression will be produced as if conjured up by pure desire. There will be no technical problems because there will appear to be a cognitive link between the music, the mind and the body. The notes on the soulless, flat sheet of manuscript paper will spring to life and become animated in the way originally intended. Only when such a summit has been reached will we become ‘as one’ with our instruments, linked to another dimension, close to the spirit of the composer.


It doesn’t matter if no one notices. To have reached this level is reward enough. But this is not the end of the story, for there is an extra dimension to attain and one that is even more desirable. Orchestral musicians are team players, consciously willing every member to perform in this heightened state, and longing to be directed by a genius with intellect and brilliance in a concert hall that is an acoustic sensation. This is the ecstatic goal to which we all aspire: when all the orchestral jigsaw pieces fit deliciously into place. As you might imagine, it is not attained often, but when it is, the feeling of euphoria it generates, along with the release and surge of an adrenalin and dopamine cocktail, is like the elixir of life. It gives us that emotional, spiritual and physical recharge that we so desperately yearn for to enable us to continue.




The good moments are great and make life worth living, but there is a lot of pain you have to go through to win that reward.


Jonathan Goodall





When such a level of musicianship is touched, it becomes clear why we play in this overworked and underpaid profession. All the petty gripes pale into insignificance.




The monotony of being a rank and file player does get to me sometimes as I crave for more creativity and responsibility; but occasionally we do an amazing concert and I say to myself, ‘I’m quite happy to be a rank and file player today because that was a wonderful experience.’


Miriam Skinner





I keep practising because I too crave for this musical ecstasy. We all strive for perfection although we know that reaching such a goal is impossible. In the past, artists have sometimes added minor faults to their creations when they felt they were closing in on perfection, for they knew that only God could attain such flawless excellence. I’m sure musicians wouldn’t have worries about such problems. If perfection was possible, we’d make sure we’d achieve it.


What Are the Chances of Success?




It seems to me that there are too many people, playing too many instruments, going for too few jobs. When I was studying, there were fifty other ’cellists at my college alone, and to think that only around two jobs come up a year!


Miriam Skinner





At the Royal Northern College of Music, I give a lecture to the fresher flute students on the statistics of getting a job in a major symphony orchestra. I believe it is better for them to be aware of the cold reality and the harsh facts. Some of them may be put off by their slim chances of getting a job. On the other hand, if they have any hope of surviving in the shark-infested waters of the orchestral profession, they may be spurred on regardless.


You have to ask yourself the following questions. How many players of your particular instrument are required in an orchestra? For example, if you are a horn player, most UK symphony orchestras will have around five members, whereas in the larger German orchestras there could be up to nine contracted players with three of them sharing the principal role. If you are a violinist in Britain, then thirty (sixteen firsts and fourteen seconds) is the standard complement in a large orchestra, and if you are a woodwind player, you would have either three or four players in each section.


How many full-time orchestras are there in your country, and how often do vacancies for your instrument come up? These are worthwhile questions because if you count up the number of orchestras, including opera, ballet, chamber and symphony orchestras, there are quite a few. However, when you look for vacancies, they will not be so abundant. On the Continent, they will appear more frequently, especially in Germany, where many small towns have their own professional symphony orchestra. Logically, you would think that the ratio of populace to orchestra would remain the same relatively, but this is not always the case. Finland, with a population of around five million, boasts twenty-seven full-time orchestras, whereas Scotland with a slightly higher population has only five.


Finally, consideration must be given to the popularity of your instrument if you are to work out how many competitors you will be up against when applying for a vacancy. My orchestra has seen the number of applications for a job range from 120 down to only eight, depending on which section was being advertised.


If you look at the number of music students entering college and observe how many of them actually succeed, what you will see is a pressure-cooker without a release valve. The music colleges are churning out an abundance of string players: if they were all to play symphonic music professionally, six new orchestras would have to be created each year to employ them. The wind, brass and percussion players that they are producing are so plentiful that you could fill an orchestra nine times over. On the South Bank Sinfonia website, they claim that only five per cent of new graduates gain full-time positions in orchestras. So the competition is tough, and it is continually increasing.


Assuming that you are, nonetheless, in the musical marketplace, there is another factor that is often overlooked. It is not just the new graduates who will apply for jobs. While many students at college are capable of playing professionally, and several will be going for jobs towards the end of their course, the wider competitive spectrum includes graduates from the last thirty years, some of whom will have become established freelancers and some already be in orchestral positions. You will be competing against them all and judged by their standards.


Once you have done these highly relevant calculations for your particular instrument, you will soon realize that the statistical probability of your getting a job is heavily against you. And that is before we have discussed ways of improving your playing. Of course, there could be a freelance career open to you. But you would probably find it easier to play in a professional football team.




There were three of us in my year, and I’m the only one playing professionally! Only one was successful from the year above, and no one at all is playing from the year below.


Emma Ringrose





At all times in this profession you will need to hang onto your sense of humour. A friend of mine once made a droll but wise observation. It still makes me smile. It was after a particularly bad class in my first week at music college, and I was upset with the way I had played. We were standing in the dinner queue, and he said: ‘Don’t worry, it’ll probably get worse!’ While the second part is not necessarily true, ‘don’t worry’ is the most useful thing anyone has ever said to me.



















Chapter 2


The Formative Years







‘You cannot imagine how it spoils one


to have been a child prodigy.’


Franz Liszt, 1811–86





Envisage yourself as a talented young musician at an ordinary school – perhaps the most advanced player on your instrument in the region. You are thinking of embarking on a career in music, but where do you go for guidance?


I regularly come across parents who are faced with this question, and anxious to do the right thing. Desperate for advice that will tell them about all the available options, they are hoping to maximize their child’s potential and improve their chance of achieving a career in music and playing the instrument they have heard being practised and enjoyed over the years. They may have spent a fortune buying instruments and even more on tuition fees.


Now they want to know whether their child may be able to get into music college. We have seen what the odds are on getting a full-time performing job in an orchestra, but gauging whether a child will get into music college is not easy. Potential becomes a very important part of the equation, and that is difficult to assess in the twenty minute ‘snapshot’ of an audition. At this age, children develop at varying rates, and you can never predict when their development will stagnate or accelerate. The exceptionally talented musician will appear like a beacon on a clear night and will always get into music college. But I have come across many young players who have been told by their teachers that they are in this elite category when in reality they are far from it. If you are serious about going to music college, it is wise to have your standard assessed by someone who regularly hears talented children.




	
Contact a music college, and apply for an advice audition.






An ‘advice audition’ will be taken by a specialist in your field. It will be in the form of a lesson and provide an honest evaluation of your standard. There will be no guarantees, of course, but it should give you a clearer idea of your potential and your chances for the future. More often than not, requests for advice auditions are made too late in the day, perhaps as close as six months to an entrance audition for music college. That will usually be too late for you to be able to rectify your most serious faults in time. Your assessor may offer constructive general criticism, or perhaps advice on particular exercises that would enable you to improve, but on the big question, only a comment of ‘yes’, ‘no’ or varying degrees of ‘maybe’ can be offered. Ideally students should have such auditions a whole year or more before applying, with the prospect perhaps of a couple of follow-up lessons in between. Continual assessment of a student’s progress over a period of time is likely to be the most accurate.




	
Join an organization that specializes in your instrument.






Such societies and groups exist for all instruments, and your teacher will be able to give you the relevant information. Music shops and websites also carry details of them. You will receive quarterly magazines filled with articles relating to your instrument that offer performing advice, reviews of concerts, new publications, profiles on famous players, details of courses that take place during the school holidays, and much more. There will also be organized events throughout the year, such as weekend courses with master classes, concerts and stalls selling instruments. If you live and are taught in a ‘vacuum’, it is often difficult to judge your standard; but through attending these events you will make friends, be inspired and hear your competition. Playing any instrument requires perseverance and determination; so don’t be disheartened when you hear better players than yourself. Let this encourage and stimulate you to practise even harder.


Persistence


If you are a self-conscious performer, don’t give up and indulge in the folly of Athena. In Greek mythology, the goddess Athena, daughter of Zeus, was said to have invented the flute by piercing holes in a stag’s horn to replicate the sound made by the dying Medusa (a gorgon), whose throat had been slit by Perseus. Gorgons were monstrous winged creatures with large projecting teeth, round faces and snakes for hair. When she imitated this creature’s fading cries on her new instrument, she was laughed at by the Olympians as she puffed out her cheeks and pursed her lips. Angered by this response, she tossed it aside and cursed anyone who dared pick it up.




	
Inner confidence in your ability is an important quality to have as an aspiring musician, for you need the strength to continue when criticized.






There is a wise adage: never read what the critics write. But for many performers the temptation is too great. In the Alternative Careers chapter, there is an interview with a music critic which attempts to understand his perspective (page 227). If you find yourself reading reviews of concerts, use your own judgment and take what they say with a pinch of salt.


Music Competitions




‘Pay no attention to critics.


No statue has ever been put up to a critic’


Jean Sibelius, 1865–1957





Competitions and festivals can help you improve your virtuoso skills, but beware of the emotional roller-coaster you may be on. Above all stay focused on your ultimate goal of playing the music whether you win or lose. Although competitions are not conducive to the most natural music-making, they are an inevitable by-product of our profession.


Returning to Athena’s cursed flute, let us remember what happened at the very first music competition. Marsyas, a Satyr (half man, half beast) picked up the discarded instrument and learned to play it, enchanting all who heard him. Full of confidence from the praise and attention he was receiving, he dared to challenge Apollo, god of light, prophesy, music and song, to a musical contest. Apollo accepted, opting to play his favoured instrument, the lyre – a plucked stringed instrument that was held to the side of the body, and symbolized wisdom and moderation among the ancient Greeks. Apollo selected King Midas to be the adjudicator, and the competition commenced. Poor old Midas had only narrowly escaped after his last indiscretion when he made the wish that all he touched should be turned to gold. After the musical duel was over, he announced that Marsyas had won. It was a decision he paid for dearly. You may not always agree with the subjective views of a panel, but when entering any competition, you must accept the jury’s decision as final. Apollo thought otherwise. He immediately planted a pair of ass’s ears on Midas. The fate of Marsyas, the winner, was more gruesome. He was tied to a tree and flayed alive, after which his body was left to fester, suspended from a cave entrance. Some musicians just hate losing.




	
Enjoy the challenge of music competitions, but also face the consequences.






My teacher believed that you had to be totally obsessed at such an age to stand a chance of getting into music college, and I think he was right. As you make strides in your progress, there will come a time when the next hurdle will have to be addressed.


Is Your Teacher Right for You?


Teachers are of course one of the most important influences in your life. They have the power to stimulate and encourage, and set you off down the road to becoming the best musician you could possibly be. On the other hand, they may destroy and obliterate any prospects you may have of succeeding. There is a thin line between the two because children are vulnerable and easily influenced. Hence, finding the right teacher for a talented and gifted student requires a great deal of thought, and also agreement between parent, child and teacher. Flexibility that caters for the child’s needs and idiosyncrasies is paramount in a successful relationship. I should point out that there are some excellent teachers who are infinitely inspirational and are capable of teaching one person for a lifetime without any hint of monotony. But this is a rarity.




	
Are they specialists on your instrument?






Sometimes we get an applicant for flute who is still being taught by an oboist or a clarinettist. This is fine in the early stages of learning but not acceptable at music-college entrance level.




	
Is my teacher really pushing and getting the most out of me?






Often, the relationship between pupil and teacher becomes close after a few years, which may be fine if the pupil is excelling and there is still electricity in the lessons. But sometimes stagnation creeps in insidiously, and a move of teacher is for the best. I have known teachers who have not passed on talented pupils, and kept them under their wing, for their own gain and glory, hoping to promote their own teaching skills rather than doing what is best for them. I have also come across the other extreme: for example, a young student who had been playing for seven years, and in that time had had seven teachers. Changing teachers this often can be equally destructive and very confusing to a young mind, since each teacher will probably say different things, some of them cancelling out what previous tutors have said. But, although essential, establishing stability carries the danger that it may lead to monotony.


Quality of Instrument


As you consider a career in music, it is vital for you to acquire a metronome (see ‘Rhythm’ in the Ensemble chapter, page 96), a tuning machine (see Intonation) and a decent instrument: a good one will make you play better, while with a wonderful instrument your future will know no bounds. Your standard will determine the quality of instrument you require. One that is below your level will hold you back, and one that is above it will help you to excel. Even at an early stage, musicians often talk about the substantial amounts of money that will be required to buy the next grade of instrument, and so I’m afraid that you may need sympathetic parents who will be willing to re-mortgage. Winning some competitions might cover part of the expense, and perhaps contacting your local authority for financial support might be a good idea too, as scholarships are sometimes available. I have noticed whilst conducting the interviews for this book that it has been the ‘proactive’ type of person who has generally been successful. They have approached their problems with optimism and thought, tackling obstacles as soon as they appear on the horizon, and, as a result, have found things relatively straightforward. For example, they have gone to libraries and found countless numbers of competitions to enter. They have picked up the names of contacts in books, which have led to them performing in concerts, and they have written to societies and foundations that are willing to give them money. Why don’t you do the same?


Assuming the money for a better instrument is there, the next question I often hear parents and children ask is: ‘Why don’t we buy the best possible instrument now so that it will last for a lifetime, and eliminate this time-consuming process every few years?’ Finding an instrument that will satisfy a player for their entire musical life is difficult. Improving your instrument slowly but surely is not only a practical solution that will meet your developing needs. It will also cushion the financial pressure.


How Dear Can They Be?


When orchestras tour abroad, the authorities have to know precisely what is entering and what is leaving each country. Instrumental vans have been stopped at check-points between two countries for something as minor as an extra bow in a violinist’s case that wasn’t registered on the official inspector’s list. Sometimes customs-officers become extremely authoritarian. Once, as I passed through an airport customs, an armed guard decided he needed to verify what I was cradling in my arms. He beckoned me over and proceeded to grab my flute from my hands. He quickly opened the box, picked up the main body of the instrument and maliciously bent the trill keys. I felt helpless and was in a state of shock as I witnessed my £12,000, 1864, antique Louis Lot flute being manipulated like a coat-hanger.


To illustrate further the costliness of instruments, we were touring South America a few years ago and the local customs men unexpectedly demanded to be told the value of each and every instrument we had before we were granted admission. I happened to be standing beside the solo ’cellist for the tour, and he seemed agitated by this request. Under his breath, he whispered to me: ‘If I tell them how much this instrument is worth, I’ll never see it again!’ I suggested that he put forward a much lower figure while remaining realistic. ‘Good idea,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell them it is only worth two hundred thousand pounds, then.’ Musicians of this calibre are often loaned the instruments they perform on, and you may see their benefactors’ names credited in concert programmes.


Players who have jobs can sometimes get interest-free loans from their orchestra to obtain that ‘career-advancing’ instrument. But at this stage I think you will have to rely on generous grandparents to lend you a few thousand pounds. If you choose wisely, a good instrument could be an investment. Therefore, always seek professional advice so that you can find the most appropriate instrument for you. Don’t do as I once did when I persuaded my parents to buy the shiniest flute in the shop. I had to get rid of it six months later as it was totally unsuitable for me.


Stolen Instruments


Visit any international concert hall and you will find that their notice-board will probably have a desperate plea for the return of a beloved instrument. Instrumental theft is rife, and you can find websites that help to reunite musician and instrument by advertising all the relevant details.


Frequent orchestral tours, when they travel with valuable instruments, make musicians inevitable targets for thieves. Even on their own turf, every player, if not already a victim, will know several people who have been. Hotel lobbies, the touring coach, dressing rooms and even the concert platform have all been the scene of such crimes, and although your insurance will cover the material cost of replacement when you lose your instrument, an intimate relationship will be unexpectedly severed. Finding a worthy replacement may take years, and so I urge you not only to insure adequately the instrument you love but also to take great care where it is left at all times. Always ask the question: is it as safe as it can be? In a similar vein, during rehearsal breaks (no pun intended) check that your colleagues can manoeuvre through the orchestra without having to climb over or ‘shimmy’ too close to your instrument. Accidents can occur in the instrumental maze that is created every time a break is announced. The myriad of instruments often resembles an assault course, with instruments being casually placed on the floor or precariously balanced on the edges of chairs. One clumsy step can cost thousands of pounds.


I was writing this during a foreign tour with my orchestra, and by an unfortunate coincidence what I wrote was a timely illustration. Only two hours later, a £10,000 viola was taken from the green-room during our concert interval in Frankfurt.


Wrong Notes


Students frequently play pieces with an infestation of wrong notes, and sometimes they can be totally unaware that their interpretation is erroneous. In such cases, the mistakes will have become deeply embedded in their minds: they will be accustomed to hearing the incorrect notes and they will often end up preferring their own version to that of the composer. Such mistakes will take a long time to rectify. They will have to be unlearned before the correct version can be absorbed. Otherwise inaccuracies will always creep back.




	
When learning a new piece, learn it slowly, making sure the correct notes are played right from the start. This will save time later.






Learn the Score


Whenever possible, learn a piece (solo or orchestral) from the whole score. Otherwise you will be viewing the work from a narrow perspective. Even if you have the solo part throughout, the picture will be incomplete and distorted. An actor is sent the entire script for a new play so that he can understand the relevance and context of his words in the plot. We too need to know our music in such depth so that our melodic dialogue makes sense. Once learnt, it is not necessary for you to continue studying the piece in this manner all the time as the other part or parts will have become etched into your brain.


Goals


I think that the setting of general goals at all stages of your career is a good idea so long as you also have mini-goals as well. These are smaller and friendlier goals, spaced closer together to make them easier to accomplish.


Recordings are often an important influence in a student’s formative years. I spent many a Sunday afternoon listening to my treasured record collection of ‘flute gods’ and orchestral lollipops, studying different styles and interpretations, and immersing myself in the music and the scores. I distinctly remember listening to a record of one of my idols when I was only fourteen. Knowing that I would never play at that standard, I simply wished that I could play the notes in the piece. Such modest, bite-sized goals are fairly easily reached, and stimulate the desire to make progress.
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