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1
            Introduction

         

         It was 26 September 2019, and I was conducting Mozart’s ‘Paris’ Symphony to a happily noisy audience – applauding, cheering and generally making appreciative sounds while we performed. Sometimes they were excitedly shushing each other so they could hear a quiet section; sometimes there was a magical hush until the next surprise loud moment.

         Was this a children’s concert perhaps, or an unusual venue such as a shopping centre, or were we simply providing background music? There’s a time and a place for that important work, but no, this was an evening with the BBC Concert Orchestra at the Queen Elizabeth Hall on London’s Southbank. Is this normal for a classical concert? In Mozart’s time it certainly was, but it is so alien to a modern audience that not only did we have to give permission to the audience to behave in this way but we also had to workshop the idea with them at the start, forcing them to let their hair down.

         It was one of the most artistically, and musically satisfying concerts I have ever conducted. Although we were playing on modern instruments rather than the subtly different instruments Mozart would have written for, we played it with a decent respect for Mozart’s style, rehearsing and performing with careful attention to detail. The BBCCO is a wonderfully versatile orchestra and the rehearsal process had gone 2well, once I reassured them that the authentic re-enactment we were attempting didn’t require them to wear wigs and tights. It was the authentic sound of the audience that most interested us.

         The environment of a classical concert can be off-putting – a bit like going to a church service and not knowing when to stand or sit. There is a whole set of expected behaviours that can leave the uninitiated feeling unwelcome. It’s hardly a relaxing environment conducive to listening properly. How do we break down these barriers and make the concert hall a more welcoming environment for people of all ages and backgrounds? Perhaps by looking at how things used to be done? This was the brainchild of broadcaster and presenter Tom Service, who suggested Mozart’s ‘Paris’ Symphony was the perfect piece to start unapologetically breaking today’s rules. In Mozart’s letters to his father, he described at great length how enthusiastically the audience responded on first hearing this symphony. If Mozart visited earth today and heard performances of his music, he’d assume from our silence throughout that we just didn’t like it.

         There is a relatively recent rule in classical music that applause between movements of a work is forbidden. Concert halls and orchestras rarely insist on this; rather it is something that has evolved over the centuries and comes mostly from audiences rather than from performers. It makes no difference how a movement ends. Some movements fade to an atmospheric silence before emerging into the next movement, and then perhaps applause seems insensitive. 3Another movement might culminate in a cascading fountain of sound that surely cries out for applause. Unless it is the final movement of the work, it is most definitely frowned on to applaud, though you are permitted to clear your throat, because apparently a smattering of ugly coughs is an acceptable noise to make. The same mostly unspoken rule applies all over the world of the classical concert. Pity the poor soul who enthusiastically applauds at the triumphant end of the third movement of Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony! Do they not know that there’s another movement to come? In some places they might even get shushed by their neighbours, but they should certainly feel deeply embarrassed and ashamed. It is only in the concert hall where this happens. In ballet, audiences frequently applaud when they see something they love on stage. Just so in opera: at the end of a spectacular aria the audience (much to the chagrin of some stage directors) can burst into spontaneous applause, regardless of what’s happening in the drama. In jazz, it would be downright rude not to clap after a solo and in church, it’s perfectly acceptable for the organ music at the start and end of a service to be accompanied by a bit of chat. Can you imagine an audience at Glastonbury sitting still and silent?

         So, Tom and I talked to the audience at the start. We gave them permission to listen and make noise, just the way Mozart had described it. He had written two second (slow) movements, so we played an excerpt of each and let the audience choose, by way of a clapometer, which was to be performed. As far as we could tell, both options were equally 4popular, and interestingly there had been a similar 50–50 opinion when we had asked the orchestra earlier in the day, so I made the casting vote. Sometimes conductors have their uses. Between movements the audience was not only permitted to applaud, but we encouraged them to chat about what they thought of the music so far to their neighbour, even if they’d never met before. The orchestra talked too, and I stepped off the podium for a few friendly words with the leader.

         The programme, entitled Orchestra Unwrapped, was an exploration of what makes a modern symphony orchestra. The second half comprised works by living composers, two of whom (Dobrinka Tabakova and Graham Fitkin) were in attendance. There was film music, TV theme tunes, and more traditional works from the twentieth century. Tom interviewed me, the composers and the leader of the orchestra. The audience played its part too, and the spontaneous response to the music continued into the second half – gasps of fear at the high strings in Psycho, nervous laughter at Jaws, even clapping along to the BBC Animal Magic/W1A theme tune. There was respectful attentive silence at the start of Elgar’s ‘Nimrod’, then a cheer when it reached its culmination. Many of the players said afterwards the whole experience made them less nervous, they felt the audience was with them, a living organism they could bounce off, rather than the usual wall – the silent critical mass. I felt that too. A conductor has their back to the audience, so it’s particularly hard to pick up an atmosphere until the end, but not that evening.5

         I am sure there were some who felt it was distracting and annoying, and I can understand that, but I challenge anyone who says it’s dumbing down. The audience was engaged and listening, and it made for an interesting Radio 3 Afternoon Concert when it was broadcast a few months later. There are times when I love more than anything the stillness of an audience that allows me to disappear into the music. But I have no doubt there is space for both experiences in the concert hall, not just as an experiment, but as a mainstream way of performing classical music.

         The next day I was back in the opera world, with some of the country’s most talented young singers at the Guildhall School of Music & Drama. The production was Haydn’s comic opera La fedeltà premiata – a ridiculously complicated story even by operatic standards, which the director Stephen Barlow was cleverly shaping into refined but thoroughly enjoyable entertainment. My job as conductor was to work alongside him, to guide, support and lead these singers, the student music staff, and later in the process the student orchestra. The fact that they were students made very little difference to our approach and expectations. As with most students at conservatoire level, they were already performing to a high professional standard. These opera productions are a consolidation of years of training, and open to a paying public, with invited agents and promoters; they are reviewed in the national press. But the rehearsal process for the students is also important, and this is where my job is most interesting. I love the opera rehearsal period, so it is a particularly 6happy part of my work. I enjoy making music with young performers. You’re unlikely to come across a cynical or jaded music student, and their enthusiasm is infectious.

         We rehearsed from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. from Monday to Friday. Quite civilised office hours one might think, but for all involved in the production our work continues outside the rehearsal room – preparation time for each rehearsal, and students must fit lessons around the schedule.

         I was busy on three consecutive weekends that October – teaching conductors’ workshops for women in Oxford, London and Dublin respectively. Just over five years before, I had decided to shake up the world of conducting by simply encouraging women to consider it. In 2014, if you googled ‘orchestral conductor’, a picture of a conductor-shaped balloon appeared before that of a female conductor. That same year, according to Christina Scharff’s report Equality and Diversity in the Classical Music Profession, the gender ratio of conductors holding titled conducting positions (music director, principal conductor, assistant conductor, etc.) with professional UK orchestras was a toe-curling 1.4 per cent.* I knew the only way to tackle this was by taking positive action at grass-root level. It was a simple, almost naive idea, but it was working, and the climate was rapidly changing for the good. I believed I was the right person to lead this revolution in the UK because I had broken through 7debilitating inhibitions and insecurities to enjoy successes that were unimaginable to my teenage self. I knew there were plenty of women out there with the qualities to become a conductor and all they needed was the right encouragement. I knew how to enable the talented but underconfident to tap into their natural communication skills, to trust their musical instincts and training, and to own that space on the podium. Starting at Morley College, I found a new home for the Women Conductors programme at the Royal Philharmonic Society in 2016 and it has been thriving ever since. 

         The first weekend was exactly thirty years after I had started my undergraduate years at Oxford University as a very confused young woman, amazed at the confidence of my peers, and utterly convinced that I didn’t deserve to be there. On this Saturday morning, I walked into a quiet and tense room containing twelve very serious women. With these workshops, some people are completely new to conducting, others are quite experienced, and it works particularly well when the level of musicianship is high. After three hours, with the help of two professional pianists and the body language coach Alma Sheehan, the participants were laughing and partaking in the playful yet serious work of communicating music. By the end of the first day, as they prepared to meet a small string ensemble, far from becoming more nervous, they were ready and willing. The next day a carefully selected group of professional string players, most of whom had worked with me many times before, allowed this safe space and positive learning environment to continue. 8The aim is that by the end of the workshop every participant feels at least more confident to stand in front of people and wave. Some might decide that conducting is probably not for them, or think they might come back to it later, but a small group will be determined to take it further as soon as they possibly can. By 2019 I had worked with nearly five hundred women – and not just in the UK. So, by 2019, there were already women forging ahead in advanced conducting training and early careers.

         The following weekend I was teaching alongside Sian Edwards, Head of Conducting at the Royal Academy of Music, and a long-time hero of mine. She was helping develop this wave of emerging female conductors by running short courses preparing women to apply for postgraduate study, giving them that extra push and an equity they needed to reach the next level.

         One more workshop weekend, this time at the National Concert Hall in Dublin, with a similar group to the Oxford course. I was to work with this new cohort of conductors for a year – or as it turned out much longer, as we struggled with Covid lockdowns to complete the programme by early 2022. By late October 2020 I was running on empty and had given myself a bad cold. After an inspiring but exhausting first day, I took some Night Nurse, went to bed early, and twelve hours later woke up in a panic realising I had slept through my alarm. Luckily the hotel was opposite the NCH, and I got there with minutes to spare. I took a flight back to London that evening, then up early for rehearsals of the opera. This 9had been ticking along nicely all the way through this period, and we were moving into the final stages of rehearsal.

         I rarely work in one place for longer than a few months, so over the years I have discovered an excellent way of feeling rooted in my place of work. When I arrive somewhere new, I will seek out the cafe with the nicest ambience serving the best coffee and croissants. Then for that period of work, be it two weeks or two months, I shall try to go there every day. My aim is that by the end of the first week we greet each other by name, and they start making my coffee (double-shot Americano with hot milk on the side) before I put in my order. There’s a cafe in Stockholm where they remembered after a six-month absence. That morning, back in London, I poured the contents of a Lemsip Max sachet into a ‘keep cup’ and asked the barista for some hot water, but she misheard my croaks and made my usual double-shot Americano. It was just about drinkable when I thought of it as coffee-flavoured Lemsip rather than Lemsip-flavoured coffee. The long day of rehearsals whizzed by with a caffeine-, paracetamol- and decongestant-induced energy.

         This was not an especially unusual month for me – the variety of jobs, juggling more than one project at a time, is expected of conductors. I know many who take on much more. Sometimes I’m at home for a few weeks or a month, preparing music for the next rush of engagements, and personally I need and value those quieter times. During that autumn I had worked with about two hundred musicians, the majority of whom I’d never met before. In a few months 10I was to travel to Calgary to make music with another hundred or so Canadian folk.

         As a child I could never have imagined I would become a conductor, but there’s something about pursuing this strangest of careers that somehow wouldn’t have surprised my childhood self. I loved music, I loved entertaining and interacting with people, I wanted to travel, and I thought sitting in an office must be very boring and to be avoided at all costs. I have found a varied career that ticks all those boxes. Stressful and uncertain though it can be at times, it is never dull, and I cannot imagine a time when I would stop learning.

         
            *

         

         Have you seen the viral YouTube clip of three-year-old Jonathan conducting Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony? It’s been doing the rounds since at least 2010. He’s conducting along to a recording, which isn’t what we do (we lead the music rather than react to what we hear), but he’s brilliant nonetheless. He has some interesting moves too – learned from watching conductors probably. The dramatic wiping of the brow is excellent, though I’m not sure where he got the nose-picking from, and that really distracts him for a few bars. It’s obvious he’s grown up with classical music in the house and I’m guessing he’s already learning an instrument. More impressive still is his strong sense of the structure – the push and pull of the musical narrative, the moments of drama. He mutters something in excitement as the huge 11crescendo grows and tension builds then explodes into the joyous C major finale. He knows exactly when it’s going to happen, and that’s impressive. But what is the envy of many musicians is his sheer uninhibited joy. It’s physical, the music is in his hands, and in his whole body. The symphony ends with a hilariously large number of ‘final’ chords – as if Beethoven just can’t bear to end the piece. Jonathan finds this so funny he ends up falling off his little podium and rolling around on the floor in fits of giggles. I don’t think an orchestra would thank a conductor for that, but you get the idea.

         Most of us ‘musos’ will remember how we fell in love with music – the first time we heard a live orchestra, an operatic voice or a string quartet, and there was no going back. Or maybe we grew up surrounded by it, and it has always been as lovable and familiar as a close relative. We can’t imagine living without it. We will have a story to tell as to how this art form captured us as children and how we caught the life-long bug. Then, very early in our training, we rightly understand that no matter how much we love it, to create that magic we shall have endless technical skills to hone. If we don’t learn this, if we don’t practise (and that never stops throughout our lives), we shall just play wrong notes, make an unpleasant sound, and the magic will very quickly disappear. It’s not enough to put us off, and we still love it and even relish the hard work involved. But along the way, do we lose the joy that Jonathan so clearly shows?

         I played this short video at the start of my conducting workshops in Dublin and Oxford, as I do for all those starter 12workshops. It always makes them laugh. Next comes a short clip of my teacher – the legendary Russian conductor and pedagogue Ilya Alexandrovich Musin. He was ninety-three at the time the video was made, and he too is conducting Beethoven. I can see the technical brilliance in every gesture, but what strikes everyone is the ‘Jonathan joy’. It’s on his face, in his whole body. Ninety years of hard work, analysis, life and wisdom between them, but they share that joy of the music. I ask the participants to remember that – to hold onto it every time they feel locked in and fearful.

         
            *

         

         Conducting is a multi-skilled job, requiring razor-sharp hearing, musical and intellectual discipline, imagination, excellent time-management (micro and macro), and intense periods of score preparation – hours, days, weeks, months and years of study. All the above should be a given, but most importantly conductors need excellent communication skills, otherwise their musical knowledge and ideas will stay right there in their heads. The language used to communicate in rehearsal is both verbal and visual, with more emphasis on the latter. In the performance it is entirely visual. It is partly a technical language and means of expression, yet the conductor’s personality cannot help but shine through – flaws and all!

         As well as practical information, orchestras are looking for inspiration from their conductor, who is in effect a salesperson for the music and their interpretation. On rare occasions, 13in the very finest orchestral performances, the conductor totally embodies the music – a vessel through which the music flows. And there is a fine line here. Conductors produce no sound at all – bar the odd grunt (you can hear that on recordings sometimes, but it hardly adds to the performance). Yet they aren’t just dancing to the music. Their gestures should be leading the musicians in creating the sound and not just keeping the ensemble together, so a physically uninhibited conductor is helpful. Having said that, an emoting, out-of-control arm-flapper is the most annoying creature on earth to an orchestral player, however much it might impress the audience. Conducting gestures should embody conflicting elements – rhythmic accuracy versus sound, mood and expression. Classical musicians typically spend years focusing on producing sounds, and not caring so much about their appearance. This changes when we become conductors. The orchestral sound is reflected in a conductor’s physicality. It is no longer about how to make contact with an instrument, but how to make contact with the air, how we move silently through space. It needs to be controlled yet uninhibited. Even our facial expressions will be read, consciously or otherwise, by an orchestra. We are leaders, and like all good leaders, we are listening keenly and responding in the moment. It’s really a very difficult job.

         
            *

         

         My views, explanations, passions, aspects of the job I particularly love, these are as peculiar to me as my own conducting 14style. By telling my story, and interviewing some of my most trusted colleagues, I attempt to explain this elusive art, describing the variety of ways in which a modern conductor can earn a living and enjoy a successful career. This is not a handbook for conductors, but in attempting to describe what I do, there are small sections that fall into that category. Feel free to ignore them if they become too technical or indeed not technical enough.

         I am British and live in London. While there is a big international side to my work, and I spent seven years living abroad, there is an inevitable emphasis in the book on the UK. However, of the sixteen conductors I interviewed, six are non-British and two have dual nationality. I deliberately chose from a relatively diverse background – nine women, three conductors from black and ethnically diverse backgrounds, and with an age range of nearly fifty years. Classical music is certainly international, though it would be disingenuous to say this wholly reflects the industry and conducting profession, which still woefully lacks inclusivity. Yet we are making slow progress, and I wanted to celebrate that. I also chose not just big names, but a variety of working conductors, at different stages in their careers. Becoming a successful conductor in fact only rarely involves wealth and fame, though I believe it is one of the richest and most fulfilling jobs imaginable.

         
            * See also Christina Scharff, Gender, Subjectivity and Cultural Work: The Classical Music Profession (London: Routledge, 2017).
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            1: The Start

         

         Time to Play

         I am a privileged middle-class white woman with all the advantages that gives me in life. My father was a clergyman and my mother a primary school teacher. Until just before my tenth birthday, I enjoyed an idyllic, carefree, playful childhood in a Norfolk rectory with acres of garden. There was plenty of music. My parents had met as students at Trinity College of Music in London. My father sang, played the guitar and lute, and had a very sophisticated knowledge of harmony and counterpoint. My mother played the piano and was a supremely gifted children’s choir director. Dad was an eccentric, liberal-minded and charismatic priest. He wasn’t evangelical, though he’d talk with very great enthusiasm about his faith and his many doubts. The rectory had an open door. Parishioners could drop in at any time, and my sister and I were comfortable talking to anyone of any age and background.

         It was a well-educated family, yet I somehow managed to hide from my parents that I couldn’t read terribly well, and although I sang in the church choir and played the trumpet, I certainly couldn’t read music. It was the 1970s, SATS and assessments didn’t exist, and my mother taught at another school, so faking it was quite possible.18

         We cycled around the local villages, played in our large garden and sometimes next door in the creepy graveyard, overlooked by the cavernous, architecturally rich medieval church of St Agnes, Cawston. Classroom time in the local primary school was quite dull, and we lived for playtime in our enormous school playing field. A passionate sailor, my father bought a small dinghy and took us sailing on the Norfolk Broads and the North Sea. We were adventurous with no sense that some things girls just ‘can’t do’. Those years were very happy and the fact that we were free to roam and feed our imaginations was, I believe, key to our development, and we caught up on the other aspects of education eventually. My sister and I were confident, articulate, happy and healthy children. The salary of a clergyman and a part-time teacher was small, but it was a rich childhood, nonetheless.

         On 17 April 1980, my father drowned in a sailing accident off the north Norfolk coast and our lives were turned upside down. My sister and some family friends’ children were involved and nearly died too, and I watched the whole thing unfold from the shore. I remember it vividly, and part of my childhood and self-confidence was left on the shore that day. Within months we had to move from the rectory and consequently moved schools. In the following months I used to stop what I was doing and ask myself if I would be doing it if Dad was still alive. By September, almost nothing I did, nowhere I went, was the same.

         Clergy and their dependants are not wealthy but there are charities to help keep them in middle-class comfort and 19education. The archaically named Clergy Orphan Corporation swung into action and offered to pay fees at a nearby prep school, Beeston Hall. I was put into a very academically bright class with children a year younger than me, and I remained a year behind right the way through my school education. Looking back, I can see there were sound, well-meaning reasons for this, though no one thought to explain them to me, or even to tell me that this was going to happen. I found out when on my first day we went round the class saying how old we were and I figured out that I must be very stupid. Probably not the greatest boost in confidence to a little girl who’d just lost her dad, but I was quickly learning resilience and to keep these upsets to myself. Eventually I convinced myself that being given that extra year was just what I needed to realise my musical and intellectual potential, and I still believe that. But it took me many years to get rid of the idea that I was behind and therefore slower than my contemporaries.

         St Margaret’s

         In 1982 I quite happily went as a boarder and a ‘foundationer’ to St Margaret’s School in Bushey, Hertfordshire. Founded in 1749 for the ‘fatherless daughters of the clergy’, by the 1980s there were just eleven clergy orphans, and the rest were ‘normal’ fee-paying girls. It sounds like something grim from a Brontë novel, but the reality for me was mostly positive. Some would be surprised to hear this, but going 20away to school, being taken away from the responsibilities of home for some of the time, was good for me. I felt freer from worry and missed my dad less, yet I never felt unloved, and the holidays with my mother and sister were always the best times of the year. Also, there were other clergy orphans at the school, and we understood each other. I’m still close friends with some of them. At Beeston I felt embarrassed at my dad not being alive. It seems extraordinary, but it was just too hard to deal with the reaction of my peers when I said that my dad was dead – it made me feel ‘other’. At St Margaret’s I could just say I was a ‘foundationer’ and everyone knew what that meant, and it didn’t bother them.

         As in other schools, there was a handful of horrendously cruel members of staff, and, looking back, some bizarrely mean-spirited school rules, but there were many kind and clever people educating and caring for us too. There were eccentric, enlightened, super-bright older women who had dedicated their life to teaching and had some wonderful nuggets of wisdom to impart. The education was overall pretty good, and I did a lot of sport too, which saved me from being too ‘square’. ‘Alice has indefatigable stick work’ was my lacrosse report – perhaps that could be my strapline today. Bushey is near London, so school trips to concerts, theatres and museums were frequent. It was all very wholesome.

         There were pupils from Nigeria, Hong Kong, India and even Libya and Iran, as well as a lot of Jewish girls who lived locally and so didn’t board. Sadly, we weren’t encouraged to learn about their cultures and religions, and I regret that lost 21opportunity. They were to go to chapel and become ‘nice English girls’. It was a church school, but not evangelical; attending chapel was an endurance but they weren’t expected to convert to Christianity, and I suppose this was something their parents had chosen for them. It could have been worse, but I feel embarrassed by the endemic unconscious racism.

         It was of course music that made me most happy and fulfilled, and I could ignore the less attractive sides of boarding-school life by throwing myself into this. Since Dad’s death, music had taken on a great importance. In those few remaining months at Cawston rectory, I sat down with a recorder and Singing Together (that accompanying booklet to the iconic BBC Radio Music Education programme) and played through every tune until I became fluent. I started the piano a year after my father died. That’s quite late for someone who ends up becoming a professional musician, but it was the right time for me, and I practised obsessively, rattling through the grades in just a few years. Life was serious and deeper now and like many children who experience loss, music was an outlet for emotions I couldn’t put into words.

         At St Margaret’s I practically lived in the music department and was able to practise the organ, trumpet and piano at every spare moment – day and night. The award-winning chapel choir rehearsed almost daily. We were the rent-a-choir for many boys’ schools and joined forces for big choral works. By the time I left the school, I had sung nearly all the giants of the repertoire from Handel’s Messiah to Britten’s War Requiem.22

         We had an inspiring music director called Graham Garton. Very much the captain of the ship, he encouraged us to punch above our weight. He wrote a new grace every week, which we sang before Wednesday lunch, and with chapel services, competitions and concerts, we were all good sight-readers. It was as close as you could get to a cathedral choir school, an option still open only to boys. Yet it was nowhere near as immersive, and the fact that we as girls all had to accept this privilege was bestowed only on boys was rarely questioned.

         My parents partly jokingly said they had always planned to have two boys and send them to choir school. Both my sister and I could make as nice a noise as the boys, and we were very keen, but in the 1970s there was no questioning the wisdom of the Church of England in ignoring this talent and enthusiasm. My dad ran the church choir, and it was full of very good girls and young women, and a smattering of somewhat reluctant boys. My parents once took us to evensong at King’s College, Cambridge, and I think it was the first time I experienced real envy. Watching those little boys all dressed up, so assured (and, let’s face it, looking a bit pompous), I wanted that life very badly. There’s plenty of examples of excellent singers and conductors in the operatic and symphonic world coming from this background. For some, the aesthetic and technical challenge of moving from cerebral church music to these more visceral forms of expression is not for them. However, there’s no doubting the solid musical grounding a cathedral choir training and education can give.23

         When I was fifteen, I started to attend the Oundle International Organ Week, and quickly realised I was behind the many ex-cathedral choristers around me. They seemed to have knowledge of repertoire, musicianship and general self-belief in abundance, though I could see even then that I was perhaps more at ease talking on a variety of subjects beyond Bach, Messiaen and organ-pipe wind pressures. I was told by tutors on these courses that I was good enough to apply for an Oxbridge organ scholarship, though – absurdly, I see now – I thought they were just being kind. One of the country’s leading organists and teachers, Nicholas Danby, had agreed to teach me, and once a month I would travel to the Royal College of Music for lessons with him, courtesy of the Clergy Orphan Corporation. It was all looking very positive.

         Oxford

         If someone had told me when I was nineteen that I would become a professional conductor, I would never have believed them – I was just as likely to become a fighter pilot. ‘An Englishman’s strongest emotion is embarrassment,’ my English teacher used to say. Well, how about a teenage girl in the 1980s? If the Margaret Thatcher model didn’t chime (and it most certainly didn’t for me), then who were our role models? Our ideas of authority, leadership and career prospects were scrambled. In theory women could do anything with their lives, but one only has to watch a clip of 1980s 24TV with its outrageous casual sexism to see what confusing mixed messages we were receiving. My teenage self is positively in awe of the wisdom and sophistication of many of today’s teenagers, though I am sure the embarrassment strain is still there. Embarrassment, or rather self-consciousness and inhibition, was debilitating for me as a teenage musician, and an element of that has haunted me for many decades. Not until my forties was I able to let go and really let the music out. I had finally come home. Yes, it really was a homecoming. A core element of my personality that I had left behind three decades ago was re-emerging. Confidence both personal and professional, internal and external, life and perhaps a little bit of wisdom all contributed to the real me daring to show itself.

         In 1989 I went to Oxford University holding an organ scholarship at St Hugh’s College. There are many British conductors who start out that way, so on paper it wouldn’t have been such a leap. Depending on the size and prestige of the college chapel choir, Oxbridge organ scholars are expected either to run the music entirely themselves or to be something very close to an assistant cathedral organist, playing for all the services for a professional music director. Either way, they are supposed to act like a professional musician despite still being a teenager. Learning on the job, sinking or swimming, it is a peculiarly British approach to musical training, and one that has changed for the better in recent years. Now many colleges employ professional music directors to guide the music-making, though there’s 25still a thriving student-led music life, and professional demands on organ scholars are still high. At St Hugh’s I was very much left to my own devices in running the chapel music, which included the choir, making it up as I went along, drawing on what I’d learned from years of singing in choirs. Far from relishing this, I had so little confidence on so many levels that initially I was scared out of my wits. I’m not being falsely modest when I say that the results in that first year were not good. There were two big stumbling blocks. Waving my hands around in front of people was really embarrassing, and I assumed a conductor was supposed to know more than all the people in front of them. It being Oxford University, everyone in the choir seemed very clever from where I was standing, so this difficulty appeared insurmountable.

         I’m not quite sure where I got the idea that a conductor (even a student conductor) must know everything, but it was entrenched. The university was full of aspiring conductors, conducting their college choirs and orchestras, starting their own, or winning auditions to conduct the main university orchestras. It never occurred to me that these would-be conductors (many of whom were becoming close friends), who talked about this art form with such authority and enthusiasm, didn’t know much more than me. Nor did they claim to know more than anyone else; they were just daring to step onto the podium and have a go. It was me who replaced the podium with a pedestal and decided their brilliance was unattainable to me.26

         I got into Oxford to study for a degree in Classics. The organ scholarship was extra-curricular, and was clearly where my interests lay, but that I could become a professional musician seemed fanciful. ‘Keep it as a hobby’ was very sensible British advice I’d heard a lot. I remember the school careers adviser, exasperated and amused in equal measure at my psychometric career test results. I had resolutely refused to tick any box that implied financial gain was more important than job satisfaction. ‘Good Lord, I can see you an impoverished musician, walking the streets with an instrument in your hand!’ I didn’t think I was a good enough to be a musician, I loved A-level Latin and Greek and totally convinced myself and even managed to convince the Classics tutors at St Hugh’s that this was a good idea. But the leap from A level to ‘Mods & Greats’, the famous Oxford Classics degree that was said to be harder than Japanese business exams, was terrifying and frankly beyond me. ‘You can get any job with that degree,’ we were all told. ‘Computer programming, law, finance, politics, teaching, spying … It shows you can do anything.’ I can do only things that engage me, so that ruled out most of the list, though maybe spying … but judging from the books and TV dramas, those characters all seemed a bit lonely and miserable.

         I was by no means a straight-A student. I did well in most subjects, but I had to work very hard, and I really needed that extra year. I think I inherited some of my father’s severe dyslexia. I must have it a bit because just now it took me four attempts to write ‘dyslexia’ before the auto-correct could 27even recognise the word. I stumble when reading aloud, find reading to myself effortful, don’t know my right from my left and often jumble up numbers. I don’t make careless mistakes. I just don’t see the mistakes.

         I quickly recognised my heart wasn’t in Classics and was disinclined to attempt coasting along. So, after a year of translating and writing about Homer and Virgil, Greek plays, ancient history, philosophy and looking at pots and statues, I changed to Music and started my degree all over again. The imposter syndrome continued but it was my issue, since my wonderful tutor, Dr John Warrack, couldn’t have been more welcoming. It was 1990 and I was twenty – now two years behind most of my year.

         During my two first years, it gradually dawned on me that perhaps a conductor didn’t need to know absolutely everything to galvanise a group at least to start and finish at the same time. The real turning point was when it fell to me to conduct Fauré’s Requiem with St Hugh’s College Music Society. The handful of music undergraduates in the college was expected to take charge of the extra-curricular music. We could be as adventurous as we wanted, with a small budget, most of which went on the after-concert party – a bribe to draw in musicians. A little bit of competitiveness kicked in, and I didn’t want to be left out as we shared the opportunities.

         I felt an impending gloom at the thought of every rehearsal, yet as soon as I was rehearsing, I was in the moment with these musicians. My nerves disappeared, and my only focus was to make music and to get that music sounding better 28than it did at the start. I always left the rehearsal on a high. I had learned a magically simple trick to help a musical ensemble start together – taking a breath (see Chapter 2). With this up my sleeve, and having made sure I learned the score well, I was ready for the concert. The entrepreneurial music scene at Oxford had allowed me to observe much. Anyone who wanted to conduct their favourite work could normally expect to get a group together to do so. As a trumpeter, I’d played in many of these concerts, and experienced some excellent and also some truly terrible music-making. Whatever the results, the person at the head seemed refreshingly unapologetic. By this time, I’d gained some of that famous Oxbridge arrogance and this helped bat away some of my self-doubt.

         Something wonderful happened in the concert itself. My nerves disappeared, and I simply enjoyed the music. So often my nerves had been debilitating, no matter how well prepared I was, and performances were never as good as they were behind closed doors. I was beginning to think that I just didn’t have the performing gene, though for some reason I continued to put myself through hell and seek out opportunities to play in public. And why had I chosen two exceptionally noisy instruments, if I was so shy? There was always another kind of noise that accompanied me through an organ recital or a service, reminding me that I might screw it up at any moment. If I played a trumpet solo in an orchestra, a little demon was there to remind me that I could easily split that exposed note just coming up, 29turning it from the dramatic climax of the work to a comedy musical raspberry. In fact, this rarely happened, but it led to my playing it safe and giving a reserved, controlled and ultimately boring performance.

         Some people think that conducting has got to be the most nerve-racking of all musical disciplines. Yet conducting has some key elements that help combat nerves. Firstly, you have your back to the audience. Secondly, the nerve-wracking bit is meeting a new orchestra for the first time and gaining the trust of the musicians. The rehearsals are the test. The performance, though not without some stress, is the fun bit – the icing on the cake. And, of course, a conductor can’t play wrong notes.

         Everyone was surprised at the success of the Fauré Requiem performance. Instead of the clamour of self-doubts going on inside my head, my focus was external – the music and the performers. We had rehearsed, and I knew what to do. I wasn’t worried for myself, nor was I worried for anyone else. A Haydn ‘Nelson’ Mass and Mozart C minor Mass followed in my final year, and I had well and truly caught the conducting bug.
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            2: The Basics: Hands and Baton

         

         Waving

         Whenever someone introduces me in a social situation and says I’m a conductor, they invariably do some waving gestures, mirroring their hands, performing a little conductor mime. It happens all the time. Is it to differentiate us from the bus conductor? Yes, we get the ‘So you work on the buses’ joke a lot. In fact, the waving of hands is fundamental to the art.

         As a teenager my fear, before I ever attempted to conduct, was simply: How on earth can I get a group of people to start making music at the same time? This is the most basic and essential job of a conductor. It was worse than that. I didn’t believe they would start at all, let alone together. I fully expected them to stare back at me, utterly bewildered at my panicked, meaningless flailing. To this day, although that fear has long disappeared, it remains a recurring anxiety dream. I once dreamed I resorted to stabbing a double-bass player to stop them playing, so it would seem that worried me too. The performance starting without me while I’m trying to find the concert hall regularly crops up in dreams too. The result when I was finally forced to take the plunge with my college chapel choir wasn’t quite that bad. It was a small choir, they were kind people, and decent musicians, so they helped me out.31

         Remembering to breathe, a clear and decisive breath, is the conductor’s best friend and was a revelation to me. How often do we forget that most essential act? Of course, we breathe all the time, but often it is shallow, especially when we’re nervous. When we sing or play a wind or brass instrument, we breathe to make the noise, but in fact all musicians need breath. Even organists, who have huge artificial wind forces at the touch of a button, should breathe as they are about to start a phrase. If that breath is related to the tempo and character of the phrase about to be played, then the body will more likely follow suit.

         A Mini-Guide for the Curious

         How to Start

         Try this:

         Sing the first line of the chorus ‘We All Live in a Yellow Submarine’ and, as you do so, make your preparatory breath audible. Now grab a friend. Ask them to sing it with you but tell them that you are to decide when you are both start. Smile, look them in the eye (in a friendly, non-threatening way) and make that audible breath again. Did you start together? Grab more friends and repeat.

         Do the breathing trick again, and this time as you make that breath, raise your dominant hand (left or right, it doesn’t matter, whatever the purists say) and drop it lightly down on the ‘W’ of ‘We’.

         Repeat, but this time use both hands.32

         The conductor’s baton-holding hand (their dominant hand) does a lot more work than the other as it usually beats time all the way through. The other hand comes in and out when needed, helping with phrasing and character, and cueing instruments. Mirroring the dominant hand with the non-dominant one all the way through isn’t cool, despite it being the mime everyone uses to describe a conductor. But if you start with just one hand it can look as though only half your body is engaged in the activity. Two hands at the start looks more confident and committed.
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