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Introduction





It seemed like magic then, and it still does. The first orchestral concert I ever saw was in the lino-clad glory of Glasgow’s City Hall when I was seven, in 1983. I had expressed no desire to see an orchestra play: I had just started to make my first faltering fingerings through beginners’ piano books, and only went along because a friend of the family was ill and there was a spare ticket. But what happened after the Scottish Chamber Orchestra assembled on stage, about six feet above my seat near the front of the stalls, would change my life. I craned my neck and saw a very young-looking Richard Hickox step on to the concert platform, after the musicians had made some weird, tuneless scratchings and scrapings. There was some applause for Hickox, though he didn’t seem to have an instrument anywhere underneath his tails, so why everyone thought he was so special was beyond me. He stood in front of the players, he made a couple of arcane signs in the air with what looked like a magician’s wand, and the music started. And something opened up in me, some place of resonance and meaning, which I’ve been exploring ever since.


The music was the main thing. I found out that it was by Mozart, his Symphony No. 29 in A major, K201 (all part of the trainspottery information I quickly started to imbibe as a new and zealous convert), and I was unstoppable in my quest to hear more, discover more. It was Mozart’s symphonies, concertos, sonatas, and operas I threw myself into first, my early Walkman devouring tapes on long car journeys until they wore out (and the Walkmen too, over the years): Herbert von Karajan conducting the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, Daniel Barenboim with the English Chamber Orchestra, Karl Böhm with the Berlin Philharmonic again (that orchestra seemed to be everywhere, especially on a record label that styled itself with big yellow stickers, and the Berliners quickly became one of my favourites). Then there was Neville Marriner with the glamorously named Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Leonard Bernstein with the Vienna Philharmonic (a close second to the Berlin Phil in my affections), Otto Klemperer with the New Philharmonia (there was obviously an ‘Old Philharmonia’ I had never heard of ), the extravagantly mustachioed Arturo Toscanini with the NBC Orchestra, John Eliot Gardiner and the English Baroque Soloists, and the charismatic Nikolaus Harnoncourt with his wild staring eyes and the Chamber Orchestra of Europe. I gorged myself on all of them and more playing Mozart, Bruckner, Beethoven, Mahler, Brahms, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Bach, Elgar, Scriabin, Ligeti, James MacMillan, Joonas Kokkonen: anything I could get my hands on, and everything I heard and liked on BBC Radio 3.


But there was something else, too. I didn’t hear this canon of orchestral music as monuments of sound, great things that one really ought to know about, to be worshipped and adored from a safe distance. To me, all the pieces of music I loved were visceral experiences that did things to my insides, to my brain and body, things I still can’t fully explain, because of the way they moved through and manipulated time.


And when I started going to more concerts, the person who seemed to be at the centre of this flow of time, both moving with it and apparently shaping it, was the person – usually a man – who stood where Richard Hickox had taken his place: in the centre of the podium at the front of the City Hall, almost always using nothing more than a white stick, and making no sound at all, bar the odd expressive grunt. The conductor wasn’t the composer but he seemed to be the closest person to the source of the music, wherever that was, since without conductors, most orchestral performances would never get started. The conductors I saw most often in concert, like Walter Weller, Bryden Thomson, and Neeme Järvi, with the Scottish National Orchestra (now Royal Scottish National Orchestra), were the ones responsible for the music happening, for creating and shaping the time-flow of the music.


That was what I wanted to do. At home, my impressions of Toscanini and Karajan in their pomp were legendary. At least, they were to me and my mute audience of tapes, CDs, and music dictionaries. That was before I had even seen film of either of them conducting: but leading the Berlin Philharmonic or the NBC Symphony in my window (which, I admit, acted like a mirror after dark), I felt the music flow through me as I thought it must flow through them.


And I still do it, after teenage years of conducting courses and forcing myself on unsuspecting orchestras, choirs, and contemporary music ensembles at university and afterwards. Even knowing a bit about the technique of conducting hasn’t dimmed my appalling habit of sitting in concert halls listening to the world’s great orchestras and conductors and giving an involuntary downbeat at the start of a Beethoven scherzo, or showing the oboist how to shape that melody in the slow movement of Brahms’s Violin Concerto.


But my ideal was: be Simon Rattle or bust. I quickly discovered the shocking truth that there is, in fact, more to conducting than moving your arms in time with the music, or emoting along to your favourite Bruckner or Mahler symphonies. My skills as a performer were never good enough to equip me for the traditional routes into conducting – becoming a pianist at an opera house and being given the chance to pick up a baton, or playing in an orchestra and learning how others do it before moving to the podium – and so my dreams of conducting the Berlin Philharmonic remain unrealised.


Yet my fascination with conducting has never dimmed, and that’s what this book is about. In part, it’s an attempt to answer the simplest question of all: what is it that conductors do up there? How can a person who makes no sound occupy the attention of more than a hundred musicians – who really do make a sound – and of the audience, too? But the book also deals with a bigger question, exploring what that hackneyed old phrase, ‘the art of the conductor’, might actually mean. If conducting is about anything, it’s about communication. It’s significant real-time interaction between one person and a larger group of musicians. Far from being mystical, conducting is about things that happen and which can be described. Something is passed from the conductor to the orchestra, and vice versa, and it’s the quality and intensity of that communication that is responsible for what happens in orchestral performance.


It’s been a centuries-long cultural development to get to this point. The roots of conducting in the sense we understand it today – a person with a stick controlling the musical impulse of serried ranks of musicians playing instruments – go back to the seventeenth century, but the basic idea of someone commanding a large group of singers or players goes back much further. There’s a report from Greece in 709 BC of a group of eight hundred musicians being led by on ‘Pherekydes of Patrae, giver of Rhythm’, who waved a golden staff so that the ‘men began in one and the same time … [beating] his stave up and down in equal movements so that all might keep together’. The Greeks also gave us the idea of ‘cheironomy’, a system of moving the hands to indicate pitch level and melodic contour to singers, something employed in India, China, Egypt, and Israel; and in the first millennium AD there were traditions of Jewish Torah-singing which used the right hand to signal different melodic formulae. In modern times, the first evidence of a baton being used comes with the nuns of St Vita in 1594: ‘Finally the Maestra of the concert sits down at one end of the table and with a long, slender and well-polished wand … gives them without noise several signs to begin, and then continues by beating the measure of the time which they must obey in singing and playing.’ The sort of silent baton used by the Maestra of St Vita was not generally adopted straight away, as the story of Lully shows. Jean-Baptiste Lully was the most famous composer-conductor of the seventeenth century, and he’s also the most celebrated casualty of a conducting accident. Lully was so important a part of Louis XIV’s court that he was de facto the head of all music-making throughout France. Instead of a baton, this early musical dictator used a long staff to beat time on the floor, and while directing a Te Deum for the Sun King in 1687, he stabbed his toe. The injury developed into an abscess, became gangrenous, and killed him two months later. Many have suffered for the art of conducting, but only a few, like Lully, have died from an injury sustained in the act.


Once conductors had taken up the baton again (after experimenting with rolls of paper, sticks of ivory, wands of ebony, and the like) it was the early nineteenth century that saw the conductor start to flourish as an essential component of musical performance. It was not simply an extension of the roles of leader of the first violins or keyboard player in the eighteenth-century orchestra: the bigger demands composers made from their musicians in the nineteenth century made conductors essential instead of optional. The heroes of the podium in this era were all composers: Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Spohr, Weber, Spontini, Berlioz, Liszt, von Bülow, and above all, Wagner. On Conducting, Wagner’s treatise, is a manifesto for realising what he calls ‘the very life of music’ through a careful understanding of the tempo fluctuations and modifications demanded by the music of Beethoven, Weber, and a certain Richard Wagner. As with so much of his writing, Wagner is making a polemical claim to territory that was previously the preserve of brilliant Jewish musicians, above all Meyerbeer and Mendelssohn. According to Wagner, Mendelssohn’s method is capable of realising only the most ‘superficial’ aspects of music like Beethoven’s symphonies, as opposed to the revelations (naturally) of his own performance practice.


After another generation of brilliant composer-conductors, like Gustav Mahler and Richard Strauss, a new phenomenon emerged: career conductors such as Hans Richter and Arthur Nikisch who, for the first time in musical history, could make a living simply by working with orchestras. The stage was set for the titans of the podium of the twentieth century and the recording era: the ‘classical’ Arturo Toscanini and his ‘romantic’ antipode, Wilhelm Furtwängler (also a minor composer), the prodigious Herbert von Karajan and the enigmatic genius Carlos Kleiber, the charismatic Leonard Bernstein (also a great composer) and the guru-like Sergiu Celibidache – and so on.


But such a list of names, from Pherekydes to Furtwängler, gives rather less than half the story of conducting. All of these maestros are nothing without their musicians. The story of how conducting has changed over the millennia, from the Greeks’ cheironomy to the choreography of today’s maestros, is not so much a drama of treatises, diktats, and titanic figures standing in front of their orchestras, but rather a story of ever-developing communication and interaction. It’s about how different generations of musicians have reacted to different kinds of leaders. In other words, conducting is about collaboration, politics, and society. In the recent past, that has often meant a top-down model of communication that many have compared to dictatorship – fascist, communist, or otherwise. It hardly needs the forensic equipment of a cultural historian to unpick the symbolism of a man with a stick telling a hierarchically arranged phalanx of well-dressed men (orchestras were mostly all male up to the 1930s and 1940s) what to do, and shouting at them for not doing it well enough. As Elias Canetti puts it in a famous passage in Crowds and Power, ‘There is no more obvious expression of power than the performance of a conductor … He is the living embodiment of law, both positive and negative. His hands decree and prohibit. His ears search out profanation.’ More recently, artist Christian Marclay has revealed the hollowness of the cult of the conductor in his Dictators, stitching together twenty-five LP sleeves of maestros in variously vainglorious poses, creating a wall-size mosaic of images of unwitting impotence. The conductors are shown eyes closed, fists clenched, batons aloft, hair gelled, all of them male, all of them well lit, and all of them fetish objects of pure, menacing power – power without responsibility, since none of the photos shows any of the musicians at the end of their sticks. It’s as if the conductors have ascended to an ethereal realm where they no longer need their humble orchestras in order to make music. Many conductors have themselves indulged the fetish of their supposed superiority, celebrating the ontological slippage that my young mind identified, which is that in the absence of the real-live composers – everyone from Bach to Stockhausen being now a dead composer – the conductor can all too easily assume ultimate musical authority. That’s why on Karajan’s later record sleeves, his name is bigger than Beethoven’s or Wagner’s. But even in the most otiose caricature of the conductor as despot, they still need their musicians. Without their players, they are all armchair conductors. They’re no better than me, in other words.


However, in most books about living conductors, which are often collections of interviews, it’s possible to come away with the illusion that all conductors do is arrive at a rehearsal with an idea about a piece of music, and that orchestras simply enact their instructions and respect their authority. As with any other discipline, if you talk only to conductors themselves, the danger is that you might believe what they say. My approach is different. Every orchestral concert is the tip of an iceberg of human and musical relationships. To find out what conductors really do, it’s essential to find out what their orchestras do as well. Each chapter of the book puts the particular concert or concerts I saw being prepared and performed (taking place over a three-year period in cities throughout Europe) in the context of the orchestra’s life: its place in the musical culture of the city, its relationship to audiences past and present, its political situation. Most crucially, there’s the story of the relationship between the conductors and their musicians, and the myriad relationships within the orchestras themselves, from one player to another, one section to another. That thickness of description, and that multitude of voices, informs the essential discussion of each chapter, which is the relationship between rehearsal and performance, and how conductor and orchestra transmute these infinite stories and histories into the music they play, from Mahler to Debussy, Dvořák to Rachmaninov.


So who are the conductors and orchestras you will meet in the six main chapters of the book? The choice was driven by a desire to find a wide range of different approaches to situations that look superficially similar. All six conductor-and-orchestra pairings were preparing symphonic, and occasionally choral, concerts of music of the core romantic and early modernist repertoire. All the conductors in this book are musicians I deeply respect and admire, and all have given performances among those I treasure the most in a lifetime of concert-going.


The players in all the orchestras you will encounter are as central to the musical journeys as the conductors. Talking to orchestra members provided the key insights into the creative process of music-making that I witnessed in each city. It’s one thing to have an inkling of what’s going on when you’re following a score of a symphony in a rehearsal, and another to talk to the conductor about what they thought was happening, but it’s another to actually ask the oboist, the timpanist, or the bassoonist what was really happening in that place, to find out what mix of psychology, man-management, technical know-how and musical shenanigans was really afoot.


There are obvious things the conductors in this book are not: most obviously of all, they are not women. The gender imbalance of the conducting profession may be scarcely different from the higher echelons of politics or business, including major arts organisations, but it’s a grotesque difference when you consider the constitution of most major orchestras, which are steadily reaching a point of equality (especially in Britain, but around the world too). Judging from the composition of the world’s youth orchestras, there soon will be – or should be – more women than men in professional orchestras all over the world. That’s less true of conducting courses worldwide, but it’s another truism that there are many more women student conductors, proportionally, than there are in professional jobs. However, this is now as much a generational phenomenon as a question of cultural or sexual politics. In China, for example, there are whole dynasties of female conductors. The most celebrated female conductor to have made a career in the West, Xian Zhang, was taught by a woman, who herself was taught by a woman conductor. And in Portugal, major musical jobs are held by women, notably the English conductor Julia Jones, who is principal conductor of the Teatro Nacional de São Carlos in Lisbon, and guest conducts at the Vienna State Opera and the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Slowly, the balance will change. But we aren’t there yet, and the simple fact remains: the top conducting jobs at the world’s great orchestras in London, Berlin, and Amsterdam are in the hands of men, despite the early influence of the Maestra of St Vita. However, at least Susanna Mälkki, Marin Alsop, and Joana Carneiro are no longer referred to as ‘women conductors’, but ‘conductors’, pure and simple.


There are other obvious things the conductors and orchestras are not: in order to highlight the huge differences between the apparently similar phenomena of orchestral concerts from London to Lucerne, there are no new-music ensembles, nor are there early-music ensembles or conductors who specialise in this field, nor is there any opera. It was a deliberate choice, too, that Daniel Barenboim, Pierre Boulez, and Nikolaus Harnoncourt would not appear as major focuses of the book, given how much all of them have published on conducting and their philosophies of music-making. To have done justice to all the world’s finest conductors and orchestras in the way I wanted would have overstretched even the fattest dust jacket, although the ghosts and axioms of other conductors, from Herbert von Karajan to Carlos Kleiber, nonetheless stalk the book’s pages.


So in the symphonic patchwork of the chapters that follow, there is a variety of locations and types of orchestra, from those with an impregnable and sometimes daunting history, like the Concertgebouw or Berlin Philharmonic, to the relatively new and ad hoc, such as the Festival Orchestras of Budapest and Lucerne. All of them want to do the same thing: to play orchestral music to the highest standard possible, and to change audiences’ lives through the power of music, just as their own lives are indebted to the art-form. But they go about it in completely different ways.


As Kolja Blacher, the leader of the Lucerne Festival Orchestra, a soloist and ex-leader of the Berlin Philharmonic, puts it, ‘There is a sociological difficulty nowadays, where personal liberty is so important to everybody. So why stick with this very un-free job of being an orchestral musician?’ Nearly all conductors nowadays – although not all of them, as you’ll find out – style themselves democrats. They espouse models of authority that are much less hierarchical than earlier decades, especially the era of the shouty tyrants like Toscanini and the less noisy but equally despotic Fritz Reiner. But it’s easier to say you’re a democrat than to be one in practice on the podium. How do you lead an ensemble of a hundred-odd rampant individualists – as nearly all orchestral players instinctively are – without simply telling them what to do? How can you be a democrat when there’s not much rehearsal time, the concert’s the next day, and the piece still isn’t taking off as you would wish? And here’s the thing: while the musicians might tell you they all want to have their say as individuals, that’s only part of the complicated psychology of orchestral playing. Conversely, as a collective, they want and need to feel they’re going in the same direction, that they’re being led.


One of the differences between conducting today and conducting half a century ago is that the gaps between what conductors say is happening and what’s really going on are more obvious, and orchestras are less willing to believe the hype of the maestro. As audiences are too. And yet that figurehead for orchestral performance is still a necessary lightning rod, even for those who think there should no more be conductors in the world than there should be omnipotent political leaders. Whether we like it or not, we read orchestral performances through the conductor’s gestures as well as through the sounds and movements the musicians make, and whether we like it or not, it’s easier to have a single person to refer to when we talk about a performance than a hundred (so we talk, paradoxically, of ‘Jurowski’s Mahler’ or ‘Furtwängler’s Beethoven’, as if the conductors possessed the composers, and as if they were solely responsible for the sounds the orchestra made).


Each conductor you will meet – and every conductor working today – wants you to think that they are serving the music rather than their own ego through their performances. And that can’t always be true. Not least because ‘serving the music’ sometimes means going as far into the depths of your own ego as any psychoanalysis to get to the truth about a Mahler symphony, a Bruckner slow movement, or a Rachmaninov piano concerto. But what if they were right? Colin Davis has had a career of more than six decades, leading orchestras in America, Germany, and Britain, where he was principal conductor of the London Symphony Orchestra from 1995 to 2006. Reflecting on his life in music, he told me with disarming honesty, ‘You don’t matter at all as a conductor. And if you think you do, you’re on a hiding to nothing. You have to get rid of your ego.’ Behind Davis’s self-deprecation is a deadly serious truth about conducting. There is something that happens between the music, the conductor, and the musicians that is, in performance, greater than the sum of its parts. At those moments, conductors really do think that the music is simply flowing through them.


It happened to me once, when thanks to a concatenation of happy circumstance, I came to be conducting an orchestra – an actual orchestra of real people, not one in my imagination or my mirror – in my favourite symphony, Bruckner’s Ninth. The final section of the first movement is one of the most thrilling ratchetings-up of tension, dissonance, and volume in the whole repertoire. It’s music I’ve imagined countless times: how I would shape it, control it, make it happen if I were ever lucky enough to do so. And then, in the moment, actually doing it and being there on the podium, something strange happened. I wasn’t aware of doing anything at all, instead simply letting this symphonic cosmos achieve its natural momentum and power. It felt like the music was flowing through me, that I was hardly there in any meaningful physical sense. It could have been that I simply stopped conducting and started listening. But I don’t think that’s what was going on. It was as if I was feeling the energy-filled stillness at the centre of a storm.


It wasn’t a great performance, thanks to my manifold conductorly incompetencies, but it was an insight into what professional conductors and orchestras experience, day after day, night after night. I believe in the life-changing, mind-bending, and ear-enhancing power of those experiences, demonstrated in the rehearsals and concerts I describe in this book. It’s a journey that starts in London, with Britain’s most highly regarded orchestra and its talismanic, dangerously inspirational principal conductor.
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It’s one of the great riddles of conducting: the relationship between the physical movements a conductor makes and the sound that results from the orchestra. If you read any of the dozens of handbooks that claim to teach you a basic technique of conducting, you’ll discover that what every conductor should be aiming for is a clarity and transparency of beating pattern, so that the orchestra can instantly understand the rhythmic impetus of the music, and at the same time interpret the conductor’s expressive intentions. The vast majority of these books turn conducting into a kind of musical semaphore, in which if you swish the baton in the correct shapes through the air, you should be guaranteed a reasonable musical result. These tomes are full of diagrams that show you how your right hand and your baton should move, whether you’re conducting music with two beats in the bar, a waltzing three-time, the most common four-beat pattern, a compound six-time, or the more exotic combinations of five, seven, eleven, or thirteen beats. The diagrams resemble the Laban notation that ballet dancers use as a mnemonic for choreography. They suggest that all you have to do to become a virtuoso conductor is to execute these moves fluently.


Supposedly, this spatial geometry in the mime of the conductor’s hands can be transformed into an instant musical result. Lazare Saminsky, in his Essentials of Conducting, propounds a typical theory. ‘The rhythm being marked by the right wrist, its movement must be confined to a triangle or a rhombus with the sharp angle pointed to the focus, where the initial down-beat originates. The right hand alone is the legitimate organ of rhythm; the left must be considered chiefly as the means whereby shading is defined.’ That’s an idea shared by many of the technicians of the art of conducting: use the right hand and its attendant spatial rhomboid to mark out the rhythm and to keep the players together, and use the left hand to communicate the expressive and emotional dimensions of the music. It ought to be easy – and it ought to mean not only that it’s possible to teach conducting, but also that there should be a gold standard of technical excellence that is as quantifiable and assessable as any other musical discipline. Getting your triangles and rhombuses right is the conductor’s equivalent of playing your scales and arpeggios as an instrumentalist.


Some pedagogues of conducting turn that ethos into practice. Each summer at a public school in Dorset, conductor George Hurst leads one of the most celebrated conducting summer camps in the world. The tuition begins every day with an extraordinary colloquy of conductors, one of the most astonishing anthropological sights in musical culture. On the lawn at Sherborne School – at the summer course that took place for many decades at the nearby Canford School – the students on the other music programmes look out over their breakfasts with bemusement as eighty or so conductors assemble on the grass, batons deployed. With right arms stretched, these fledgling maestros practise the beating patterns that have become known to generations of student conductors as the ‘Canford method’, a silent mimetic ballet that proceeds according to the instructions of a teacher who calls out mysterious commands such as ‘12/8 with an accent on the sixth quaver!’, ‘4/4 with a fortissimo entry on the upbeat!’, ‘7/4, split into two, two, and three!’, ‘a slow 5/4, three and two!’, ‘fast 3/4, moving into one beat in the bar!’ There is no better illustration of the fundamental impotence of the conductor as an individual musician than this bizarre musical drill. There are no musicians watching these maestros, there are no sounds produced other than a self-satisfied chuckle when you carve out a perfect 12/8 with your baton, or an ironic guffaw at the sheer ridiculousness of belonging to a field of conductors who have suddenly transformed into an assemblage of synchronised swimmers, of trainee Harry Potter-like wizards. And I know, because I was one of them for two years, making these ‘Canford Christmas trees’ in the air (you can often tell a Canford graduate, thanks to the smooth shapes of Yuletide arboreality they describe with their batons). I dutifully practised in front of mirrors, I had videoed lessons with one of the tutors, who assessed my potential without any musicians being present, and I felt thoroughly confused by the whole thing. Was conducting a journey of musical exploration, or just, after all, a technical acrobatic exercise? At Canford the feeling was that if you made a technical mistake – an extra flick of the wrist that upset the pre-ordained patterns of your ethereal carving – you were committing a musical crime, as if the gesture was the music.


George Hurst himself is a brilliant and visionary conductor, but the attempt to deduce a one-size-fits-all technique from his personal physical language is a hopeless cause. And any attempt to find a single gestural methodology of conducting from a historical model is doomed to failure. John Barbirolli’s maxim that ‘a conductor is born and not made’ is only half true – conductors are formed by circumstance and experience, and they can only learn the necessary musicianship through hours of study and sheer hard work – but in terms of physical technique, he was absolutely right. Anyone can learn a beating pattern, but that won’t make you a conductor, as any number of experiments over the years have proved. And not just at Canford or any other conducting school, either: one of the latest attempts to make conducting technique legible to a wider audience was BBC Television’s Maestro, a series in which celebrities with varying degrees of musical ability attempted to learn the rudiments of conducting, with mostly dire results. The two musicians of real talent, comedian Sue Perkins and electronica artist Goldie, were the finalists, both of whom had an innate musicality and a convincing personal body language instead of a perfect, Canford-style technique.


Gunther Schuller, in his The Compleat Conductor, a magisterial, painstaking diatribe against what he sees as the paucity of musical intelligence of conductors throughout recorded history and their often abject failure to respect the authority of the composer’s score, is nobody’s fool. He knows that there’s no single true way for conductors to move their hands through the air:




The most important thing, from a technical point of view, is what a conductor does between the beats. Beating time is something that almost anybody can do – and unfortunately too many conductors are merely ‘time-beaters’ – but the real art of conducting resides in how you shape the music, give it its appropriate character and mood and essence by how you move from beat to beat, what you do between the beats.





But Schuller is no conductorial relativist, and censures the worst excesses of podium antics. ‘A simple definition of the art of conducting could be that it involves eliciting from the orchestra with the most appropriate minimum of conductorial (if you will, choreographic) gestures a maximum of accurate acoustical results,’ to which he adds a footnote: ‘Fritz Reiner … put it similarly in an interview … One wishes that Leonard Bernstein, Reiner’s pupil, but later one of the world’s most histrionic and exhibitionist conductors, would have taken his teacher’s advice to heart.’ Schuller describes Bernstein as one of a handful of ‘perfect conducting machines’ (the others are Seiji Ozawa, Carlos Kleiber, and Reiner), but misses no opportunity to criticise him for his immodest interpretative indulgences. Saminsky, writing in 1958, would probably agree with Schuller’s assessment of Bernstein: ‘The abuse of large and expressive gesticulation, which certain conductors bring to the verge of hysterics, quickly exhausts both the psychic strength and the enthusiasm of the players. They are likely to be found non-responsive, emotionally paralysed just when a special effort – a powerful sonority, an emotion of high potency – is demanded of them.’


Schuller’s ideal conductorial physicality amounts to a transcendence of any individual’s bodily attributes and limitations: ‘Almost all of us are to one extent or another variously inept in one area or another.’ These physiological obstacles need to be surmounted so that the conductor ‘may accurately reflect and transmit to the orchestra (and thence to the audience) that which the music requires us to express’. Saminsky has a more precise piece of advice, regarding the necessity, as he sees it, of using a baton to conduct (unlike Pierre Boulez, Kurt Masur, and Leopold Stokowski, to name but three famously batonless conductors):




The baton has a special value, and it is scarcely wise to abolish the use of it. The gesture of a batonless hand grows less concise. It loses the neatness of rhythmic punctuation which the movement from the wrist transmits to the baton-point with such clarity. The ensemble feels the absence of the baton at once, particularly when sharply rhythmic music is played. [Not using a baton makes] an additional demand on the orchestra’s attention, [and is] wasteful and consequently harmful.





So what Saminsky and Schuller would make of Russian conductor Valery Gergiev is anyone’s guess. Gergiev’s hand and arm movements – almost always without a baton, although he did use a stick in his earlier career, and has occasionally made use in concerts of a strange object the size of a toothpick between the thumb and index finger of his right hand – are among the most fascinating phenomena of contemporary conducting. For anybody seeing Gergiev for the first time, it’s difficult to decode what you’re witnessing. Gergiev doesn’t bring music into being with upbeats or downbeats, but with tremors and vibrations of his fingers, with explosive propulsions of his elbows, with violent convulsions of his shoulders, and even with bestial laryngeal grunts. There is no perfectly observed rhombus or triangle anywhere in his technical or physical apparatus. Instead, there is a tremulating mass of nervous energy that infects the air around his hands and which somehow communicates something to his players. At first sight, you wonder how any musician in any of the orchestras he regularly conducts – the orchestra of the Mariinsky Theatre in St Petersburg, the institution he has masterminded from penury to international fame over the last twenty years, the London Symphony Orchestra, where he has been principal conductor since 2007, the Metropolitan Opera in New York, the Vienna Philharmonic, and the occasionally convened international super-band of the World Orchestra for Peace – manages to follow him at all. Any textbook conceptions of the division of labour between the left and right hands, any two-dimensional diagrams of what conventional beating patterns should look like, any conception of proper conductorial decorum – all of these go out of the window when you are confronted, either as a player or a listener, with Gergiev’s unique physicality on the podium. A drawing of Gergiev’s path through even the most mundane of 4/4 bars would resemble a spider’s web more than a neat diagrammatic representation; you would produce a labyrinth of lines and judders and doodles from the independent movements of all ten of his fingers, and the unpredictable oscillations of his forearms and wrists. The Gergiev technique is unique and unteachable: the Canford lawn would look like a shoal of jellyfish rather than a collection of militarily disciplined Christmas trees if they tried to turn Gergiev’s movements into a model for aspiring conductors to follow.


But Gergiev’s movements are not, apparently, incomprehensible. He works with the world’s most accomplished and experienced orchestral musicians, day-in, day-out. Sometimes on the same day, in fact: no other conductor, apart perhaps from Daniel Barenboim, clocks up the air miles like Gergiev does. If his physical gestures really were as gnomic and cryptic as they sometimes appear, his career in music could never have happened. If Schuller is right, and every conductor’s gestural language is the result of compensating for physical deficiencies of one kind or another, it’s tempting to ponder what Gergiev’s might be. What defects could the trembling spasms of his hands be disguising? The easiest answer might be an inability to keep still, a continual or even clinical need for constant movement. Yet off the podium, Gergiev is poised and serene. A compensation for that most common of conductorly traits, a lack of physical stature? Not really: Gergiev is above average height, and heftily built. A deliberate attempt to give his players something unclear to decode, to make them work harder, because of an inherent lack of weight or intensity in his other physical gestures? Impossible: because of his manic self-imposed work schedule (which more often than not requires the use of private planes to supplement commercial flights around the world), Gergiev works more intensively and in a more concentrated fashion than most other conductors. No. The answer has to be the other part of Schuller’s formulation: that Gergiev’s physical language is the most direct route he has found to communicate his vision of what the music ‘requires him to express’.


That vision is a singular one, and amounts to a philosophy of performance, of rehearsal, of music-making, that sets Gergiev apart from all of the other conductors in this book. It’s a vision that is symbiotically related to his gestures, that flows from the filigree dances of his fingertips – surprisingly slender and delicate, when you shake his hand, compared to the strength and bulk of the rest of his body – to the core of his musical being.
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And to explore it properly, you need to have seen Gergiev throughout the process of moulding his performances. In London, in autumn 2008, fifty-five-year-old Gergiev rehearsed the three concerts that would open the London Symphony Orchestra’s season: a Rachmaninov festival, with his three symphonies and the Third and Fourth Piano Concertos. On paper, this was a schedule that would have tested all but the most resilient conductors and most tolerant orchestras. They had just two and a half days of rehearsals before the first concert, scant time to prepare four and a half hours of uniquely demanding music. Together, they would play just about as many notes as it is humanly possible to perform in so short a space of time.


Yet such a punishing workload is nothing unusual for the LSO players or for Gergiev. Unlike most of the other orchestras in this book, but in common with every other professional symphony orchestra in Britain (apart from the BBC ensembles), the LSO employs even its most seasoned principal players on freelance contracts. This is an orchestra whose players are proudly in charge of their own destiny, as they have been since their founding in 1904, but they have to work extraordinarily hard for their survival. Proportionally, their salaries are much lower than those of, say, the Concertgebouw or the Berlin Philharmonic, and each musician is expected to put in far more hours, sessions, and concerts, than their counterparts in continental orchestras. When I explained the mechanics of the LSO’s season to players in orchestras in Berlin and Munich, they looked appalled.


When the LSO musicians convene on the afternoon of Thursday 18 September, the atmosphere is hardly red-hot with excitement at the prospect of the dawning of a new season. Unlike professional footballers, who enjoy a close season of pampering and resting ahead of the autumn calendar, the London Symphony Orchestra musicians have had no chance to relax. They have just returned on a delayed flight the night before from a ten-day tour to Italy, in which time they played all seven symphonies of Prokofiev with Gergiev – rehearsed in just three days – and concerts with their previous chief conductor, Colin Davis. This was their twenty-second tour of the season, in addition to fulfilling their regular season-long residency at the Barbican Centre in London, just down the road from their rehearsal space, the converted church of LSO St Luke’s. ‘We’re just back from the lovely seaside town of Rimini,’ jokes Andrew Marriner, this week’s principal clarinet. ‘Actually, it was like off-season Blackpool.’ Their tours have taken them everywhere from Florida to Japan, and the sheer pressure of having to maintain their hugely high standards as individuals and as an orchestra, as well as learn and play the massive volume of music they get through, takes its toll. Joost Bosdijk, the orchestra’s second bassoon, says, ‘I have hardly been home all summer’; Andrew Marriner tells a colleague, ‘I can hardly stand up.’


This superhuman level of stamina, sustained by necessities financial as well as artistic, will be tested over the next few days by their immersion in Rachmaninov. And by Gergiev. But at the start of the first rehearsal, despite the fatigue, the late night, and the sense of the mountain of music ahead of them, there’s optimism in the ranks. ‘Valery is mesmerising,’ Marriner says. ‘We played two performances of Prokofiev’s Fourth Symphony, and I was amazed at how different they were. And this is how he likes to work – under pressure, like this.’
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Gergiev puts the same pressure on himself as he does on his musicians. The way he has turned around the fortunes of the Mariinsky Theatre embodies everything about his personality and his approach to music-making. Not content with securing the artistic future of the orchestra, the theatre, and the ballet, Gergiev built a new concert hall in St Petersburg in a couple of years – the same time it would take a planning application to get approval in a major Western European or American city. He knows how to operate within the labyrinth of Russian politics, and he knows that the Mariinsky brand has become the most famous exporter of Russian musical culture around the world: they opened Beijing’s new concert hall with a residency in 2008, they have played complete cycles of Shostakovich’s fifteen symphonies all over the world, given Prokofiev’s operas their most compelling contemporary advocacy, defined a twenty-first-century performance practice of Tchaikovsky’s and Rimsky-Korsakov’s music, and revealed the essential Russianness of Stravinsky in their performances of his ballets. In short, the Mariinsky orchestra has become synonymous with the nineteenth-and twentieth-century repertoires of Russian music.


But the Mariinsky company without Gergiev is almost unthinkable. When he was just about to take over the LSO job, he told me that the Mariinsky was still the centre of his musical life, and that it always would be. He was proud of the repertoire that he and his orchestra instantly had at their disposal: ‘Who else in the world can do this? We can do a Shostakovich cycle if needed, Prokofiev cycle if needed, Brahms and Beethoven cycle if needed, Wagner Ring cycle if needed – who else?’ To which the obvious response is: who would want to? If the simple volume of music is the measure of an orchestra’s achievement, rather than the potential quality of those performances, is having all this repertoire at his febrile fingertips really such a good thing? Gergiev’s visionary musical dreams have sometimes been hoisted by the petard of his ambition. One nadir was a staging of Wagner’s Ring that he toured in Cardiff, New York, and London, whose production values and quality of singing were damagingly impoverished, and which he performed in four consecutive days (usually, the cycle takes six, with two rest days, allowing the musicians – especially the string players – time to recover). Only Gergiev’s orchestra would agree to this inhuman schedule; and probably, they had no choice.


For Gergiev, pressure is a necessary part of the game, adding to the adrenalin-fuelled alchemy essential for his performances. And things can happen in a Gergiev performance with an orchestra that are impossible with any other conductor. ‘I really like this Gergiev way of working,’ says Lennox Mackenzie, one of the LSO’s most experienced first violinists. That’s because the risk-taking of the Gergiev approach matches the LSO’s sense of adventure – and the time pressure under which both conductor and orchestra continually put themselves. For other orchestras and other conductors, this kind of pressure-cooker would be anathema – the Concertgebouw, for example, would never tolerate so intense a workload – but in London, the schedule works. Not least, because it has to.


‘I don’t know this piece, I’ve only heard a few bars of it,’ Joost says. That’s not surprising. Rachmaninov’s First Symphony, with which Gergiev begins his rehearsal, is a rare symphonic bird on concert programmes; a pity, since the work’s big-boned romanticism allows any orchestra the chance to indulge the full gamut of colours and expression. Their performance gives the players the opportunity to save the reputation of an unjustly neglected minor masterpiece. The premiere of Rachmaninov’s symphony, in St Petersburg in 1897, was one of the great catastrophes of the composer’s life. Teacher and composer Alexander Glazunov conducted the performance, possibly under the influence of alcohol, with a hopelessly under-prepared orchestra; Glazunov also made nonsensical cuts in the symphony, a piece he couldn’t fathom: ‘There is a lot of feeling … but no sense whatever,’ he said. As if the lamentable quality of the performance weren’t enough – Rachmaninov left before the farrago had even finished – he suffered the indignity of some especially vitriolic criticism, from fellow composer César Cui:




If there were a conservatory in Hell, and if one of its talented students were to compose a programme symphony based on the story of the Ten Plagues of Egypt, and if he were to compose a symphony like Mr Rachmaninov’s, then he would have fulfilled his task brilliantly and would delight Hell’s inhabitants. To us this music leaves an evil impression with its broken rhythms, obscurity and vagueness of form, meaningless repetition of the same short tricks, the nasal sound of the orchestra, the strained crash of the brass, and above all its sickly perverse harmonisation and quasi-melodic outlines, the complete absence of simplicity and naturalness, the complete absence of themes.





The creative collapse that Rachmaninov suffered in the wake of this experience left him unable to compose for three years (the Second Piano Concerto, completed in 1901, was the next work he composed), and the First Symphony was not performed again until 1945, two years after Rachmaninov’s death. So Gergiev’s responsibilities with the LSO are awesome and multi-dimensional: to teach the vast majority of his players how the symphony goes, to try and inject its essence into their musical bloodstream before the performance in seventy-two hours’ time, and even more significantly, to make a case for this symphony in the wider context of music history, to convince an audience that the First deserves a place in the repertoire alongside Rachmaninov’s most famous symphony, the Second.


It all starts somewhat inauspiciously. Gergiev is on his mobile phone when he appears in the rehearsal room, wearing a baseball cap that he won’t remove for the duration of the rehearsal. His bearing is not that of an overpowering maestro but a shambling, overworked, and pretty knackered-looking human being. There’s some confusion about which symphony he wants to rehearse initially, but together, he and the orchestra agree on the First. Gergiev’s strategy is inscrutable. In its simplicity, it’s closest to Thomas Beecham’s disarmingly simple description of how he rehearsed: that he played the whole piece through, played it again and then picked out some places that weren’t working. Gergiev is sitting on a high chair, his eyes only occasionally coming up from the score, and he plays through the first movement, only stopping once to correct a tiny rhythmic error; the second movement, a wild scherzo, receives the same treatment. It’s hard to know what Gergiev is doing in this rehearsal, beyond simply allowing the players to become acquainted with Rachmaninov’s least performed symphony. But in the last two movements, he makes some general requests of the LSO musicians, going into more detail in the third movement, a slow Largo – ‘to help the orchestra to understand the rhythm, we play the horns solo’ – so that the rest of the musicians know where to play against the repeated syncopated rhythms in the horn parts: ‘you heroically resisted the temptation to go with the wrong stress, thank you.’ In the finale, there are some infelicitous moments of tuning and ensemble in the woodwind and strings, but Gergiev does not stop to correct these mistakes.


The atmosphere is a strange mix of the pressurised – Gergiev looks at his watch every few minutes during the rehearsal, and reminds the orchestra that ‘we do not have much time to prepare this music’ – and the relaxed, given the fact that this is basically a sight-reading session through the piece. Gergiev’s gestures are shimmering shadows of the shakes and tremors that he uses in his performances, his hands making smaller shapes and convulsions than he uses in concert. And yet, even if his eyes are usually affixed on the black and white symbology of the notes in front of him, he is not disconnected from the players. It’s as if those slender fingers, with all their weird tremblings, are connected through a web of gossamer filaments to each of the players. There’s a moment in the coda of the last movement, as Rachmaninov builds his gigantic D major peroration, a hard-won victory against the fatalistic gloom of much of the rest of the symphony, when Gergiev and the London Symphony Orchestra players suddenly come alive. He jumps up from his seat, and is able with a single look at the trombones to perfectly balance the orchestral texture – and for just a moment, the rehearsal is transformed into a performance. The energy in the room lifts as the players give themselves to Rachmaninov’s musical climax, and Gergiev gives a glimpse of the excitement and finesse he wants to generate in the concert.


For all that, this is a baffling rehearsal. It’s obvious from those final few minutes that Gergiev and the orchestra are capable of working with intensity and commitment, but the rest of the session seems neither to have familiarised the players with music that the vast majority of them don’t know at all, nor to have gone into any meaningful detail on what it is that Gergiev wants to say or do with it. All that would not be a problem, were it not for the tightness of the schedule, and the sheer volume of music they still have to get through: another two symphonies, and two piano concertos.


Nonetheless, none of the players seems worried by the way things are going. They know enough about Gergiev’s working methods to understand that this relaxed rehearsal is a way of preserving energy for the concert, and trust themselves and their conductor enough to know what has to be done in the next forty-eight hours to turn the base metal of this rehearsal into the gold of a proper LSO performance. ‘The more I work with him,’ Joost says, ‘the more I think he knows exactly what he’s doing. The problem sometimes, having played a lot with him in Holland, is that he trusts his musicians so much. Which sometimes I don’t like, because in rehearsal it means if things go wrong, he doesn’t correct them, and just trusts and knows that it will work in the performance. You’re thinking, we should really do that again, but it doesn’t happen!’ Andrew Marriner tells me that ‘he’s so clear in what he wants, what he shows with his hands. He can balance an orchestra as it’s playing’ – as the conclusion of the First Symphony showed.


Another day dawns, in which the LSO have two gigantic symphonies on their plates, Rachmaninov’s Second and Third, as well as the mythical virtuosity of the ‘Rach Three’ – his Third Piano Concerto, played by the young Russian pianist and Gergiev protégé, Alexei Volodin. It’s a relief for the musicians to turn to the Second Symphony, a piece that’s part of their repertoire, which they recorded famously with André Previn, and which they don’t have to learn from scratch. And it’s in this piece that Gergiev’s musical philosophy emerges; the essence of what he wants to do in these Rachmaninov concerts. The Second Symphony is the longest orchestral work Rachmaninov ever composed, especially in the complete, uncut version of the piece that Gergiev plays, as most conductors do today. The first movement is a massive outpouring of lyricism and melody, but the music’s voluptuous charms can sound cloyingly sentimental if every one of Rachmaninov’s big tunes – and there are a lot of them in this twenty-minute movement – is indulged with overwrought emotion. It’s a temptation to which it’s all too easy to succumb. But it’s something from which Gergiev wants to rescue Rachmaninov, at all costs. ‘We have to follow the accents melodically, not rhythmically,’ he tells the players, ‘and each bar should never be the same. We have to save Rachmaninov from sounding repetitive; we should use such a range of sonority that it is always different.’ Later on, as the orchestra swells to an over-enthusiastic climax: ‘it’s beautiful – but it’s dangerous’; and specifically to the horns: ‘you play wonderfully, corni, beautifully, but it’s too smooth. Does it work in this context? It is not sure.’ And again: ‘I will do my best with the strings to make each bar different. The feeling with every new bar should be like when a new guest comes into a room, and everyone looks round.’ Gergiev leans into his string section, imploring them to re-imagine each bar of Rachmaninov’s music.


It’s not just his gestures that transform the sound: his words do, too. ‘Strings, the sound is always there, but we need to keep it speaking, singing; we are always against the brass, so we need to sing.’ Repeated again, the problematic passage is sorted out. There is a moment of humour when Gergiev asks the orchestra to play ‘from figure 69’ – the players give a round of applause at the single entendre, the sort of schoolboy and -girl humour that never leaves a British orchestra’s psyche, whatever their collective brilliance and individual maturity – and at the end of the movement, there is a cursory ‘good’ from the podium. The orchestra pauses for a well-earned coffee and fag break, while Gergiev attends to messages accrued over the last hour and a half on at least two of his mobile phones.


Throughout the symphony, Gergiev’s concern is to make Rachmaninov’s melodic and harmonic lines speak, so that the music has ‘presence’. His continued request is that every section and every player articulates their part in the context of what’s happening around them. This rehearsal is a lesson to the players to develop a three-dimensional awareness of the entirety of Rachmaninov’s orchestration. In Rachmaninov’s quicksilver scherzo: ‘It sounds good, strings, but we need to make it more present, we need a better connection between all the parts. It’s easier for me to read because I have the whole score – but you need to know too.’ The third movement, Rachmaninov’s sumptuously emotional slow movement: ‘This music is an endless line, all the time, line … the line continues, so please play all legato, not just your part, but create the whole line with the rest of the orchestra.’ He gives the violins a technical solution to creating this enormously long horizontality, a span of musical time infinitely longer than the length of the string players’ bows: ‘Please, you have to have the fingers vibrating before the bow comes down on the string – I can hear the difference.’ A tune in the huge finale ‘should not be sentimental, but it needs to be a proud melody’. And there is more of Gergiev’s insistence on making individual lines felt within the texture, making them speak. ‘Celli and contrabassi, may I encourage you to play with more presence … horns, your change of harmony should be very present.’


This idea of ‘presence’ is not just a musical request to clarify a passage of harmony. It’s one of Gergiev’s calls to arms for his players: that every note they perform should be played with intensity and understanding. What looks on the page like a routine bit of passage-work – repeated quavers in the viola parts, sustaining tones in the brass or woodwind – Gergiev wants to be performed with a complete comprehension of the character of the music at that point. What he is aiming for is that each player should be conscious of the whole musical organism of the piece they’re playing, not just focused on getting their own part played accurately. Character, line, presence: these are Gergiev’s watchwords in the Second Symphony.


Later, it’s the same in the Third Symphony, which he rehearses in detail, especially the opening page of the piece, when the cameras from CNN arrive in the rehearsal room for a documentary about Gergiev. After they’re gone, he reverts to a more generalised rehearsal technique, similar to his work on the First Symphony. The Third is another rare visitor to the stage of the Barbican Hall, and Gergiev needs his musicians to have a feel for the architecture of the whole piece. That’s not easy in what is Rachmaninov’s most complex symphonic structure, with its second movement that fuses together elements of scherzo and slow movement, its moments of surprising, garish orchestration, and some of the most daring harmonies he ever wrote. Gergiev’s watchwords are identical to those in the Second Symphony. ‘Horns, these triplets are not leggiero, they’re very full, very present – very what you call “in your face”.’ At another passage, later in the scherzo section of the symphony, he tells them that ‘my philosophy is not equality of parts, but speaking, making the music, the line speak’, as he picks out the piquant dissonances Rachmaninov composes for the celesta above a viola ostinato, making the soft-focused bells of this sugar-plum instrument sound creepy, uncanny, and chromatic.


The time for the rehearsal is up. Working longer than the allotted time is almost always a social and professional no-no – as well as contravening Musicians’ Union regulations – but Gergiev asks ‘for five more minutes on the finale of this symphony, then it will be right’, and he gets them without a murmur from the orchestra. It’s a moment that crystallises the two irrefutable facts of the LSO’s schedule in these few days: they are working too hard, more intensively than any of them would choose to, and yet they have no choice but to plough on through this stamina-testing mass of Rachmaninov, or risk giving a performance that is not up to their high standards. For the opening concerts of the season, in the glare of large audiences and a full complement of critics, no one wants to take any chances.
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There is no let-up for the musicians when the weekend of concerts comes. On the day of their first concert – the Third Piano Concerto and the first of two performances of the Second Symphony during the weekend – the players have another rehearsal in the Barbican Hall, their first experience for a couple of months of their home turf (they are the sole resident orchestra there), after a long summer of tours. Before the concert, Joost Bosdijk and the tuba player, Patrick Harrild, field questions from the audience on their relationship with Gergiev. Harrild, one of the LSO’s most experienced players, describes how the myths of Gergiev not rehearsing properly, or not having time to prepare, are completely untrue, and says that he can be obsessed with twenty bars of a piece, ‘to go to the core of the sound-world’, after which he can push through the rest of the piece relatively quickly. Joost defines Gergiev’s approach as ‘creating melody through a continuum of harmony. That’s how he sustains slow tempos, because it’s as if there’s a great big river of harmony underpinning the whole orchestra.’ A river that requires each of the players to be fully alert and awake, to stay afloat. ‘He is challenging to play for, because he demands that you really listen, that you really join in with creating the performance. You can never just follow him. If at times his gestures are not clear, he is doing that deliberately, to create atmosphere.’ Patrick describes how ‘every performance is different, you never know what’s going to happen’.


And the LSO has to be ready to react instantaneously when the concert starts. In performance, Volodin lifts the Third Piano Concerto from the mundane prestidigitation of the rehearsal room into something special. This isn’t just a run-through of Rachmaninov’s massively demanding music, but an edge-of-the-seat event. In the first movement, Gergiev throws a look along with an exploding tangle of fingers at the cellos, and their accompaniment is suddenly alive with an intensity and immediacy that changes the character – the ‘presence’ – of the music in an instant, from languid accompaniment to searing expressive line. As Joost has told me, ‘he does so much with his eyes,’ and even if in the audience we can’t see those big, dark eyes boring into the players, you can hear the results of Gergiev’s visual engagement with his musicians throughout the concert. Rachmaninov’s music flickers with luminous colours and murky half-lights. If Volodin’s brand of pianism is brasher than the orchestra’s playing, the performance still reveals unexplored dimensions to this concerto. Gergiev finds expressive ambiguities in the light and shade of Rachmaninov’s orchestration; instead of a flashy, self-indulgent heroism, the music becomes questioning and introverted, without losing its shape or its line. Gergiev never loses his grip on the performance, and Volodin has to obey the conductor’s speeds, his phrasing, and his architecture. Having invited his soloist to make these debut appearances with the LSO, there’s no doubt that Gergiev expects Volodin to do his musical bidding, rather than the other way round.


The Second Symphony receives a superficially exciting performance, but whether it’s because another account of the piece looms as the climax of this Rachmaninov festival at the end of tomorrow’s concerts, not every element of the symphony sings with the line that Gergiev wants to find. There are moments of episodic brilliance, like Andrew Marriner’s clarinet solo in the slow movement, but somehow the symphony isn’t connected from beginning to end with the same intensity as the concerto.


Marriner offers another interpretation of Gergiev’s musical goals. ‘Everything – every performance – for him is a work in progress. He’s not looking for the definitive performance. If something happens during a concert that he’s not expecting, if someone plays with a new phrasing or articulation or intensity, he’s able to incorporate that into his performance, to make it part of the whole.’ And that gives a clue to the physical conundrum of Gergiev’s tremulous hands. Those shakes and vibrations are invitations to his musicians to conceive music and sound as he does. His movements seem to have no beginning or end, since every beat, every phrase, and every paragraph of his performances is connected by the same field of energy. For Gergiev, sound is a plasma that surrounds him and his players during a concert. It is his job to guide and shape that aura of energy, which has no definite start or end point. The players’ fingers need to vibrate before the bow comes into contact with the strings, the woodwind players need to be imagining the next note they play before it sounds on their instruments; the whole orchestra needs to have a perception of the piece of music as a continuous structure that is bigger than the individual notes they play. Those shaking fingers and arms of Gergiev’s are nothing less than quantum conducting, manipulations of musical space-time. The difference between Gergiev and a conductor who is a perfect time-beater or metronome, for whom music is about making the right noises in the right places, is the difference between a Newtonian physicist and a professor of string theory. For Gergiev, sound, music, and performance are all relative.
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It is the morning after the night before, and the London Symphony Orchestra has two concerts still to play, in the afternoon and the evening. And they also have another rehearsal in the morning. It’s a stupefying workload, and it’s no surprise that the end of that final rehearsal is a little chaotic. In the finale of Rachmaninov’s Fourth Piano Concerto (as seldom played as the Third Symphony, and even more unjustifiably: the piece is a masterpiece that fuses romanticism and modernism with a unique virtuosity), orchestra and soloist come unstuck. The problem is that it’s Gergiev who sets the tempo, after which the pianist (Alexei Volodin again) has no choice but to get on with it. In the rehearsal, the speed Gergiev has set is just too fast, so poor Volodin is sent crashing around the keyboard without a hope of getting the notes right. And it’s not his fault – and neither is it the orchestra’s, who are almost equally stretched by Gergiev’s speed. ‘Don’t worry,’ Gergiev says to Volodin and his trumpeters, who fared especially badly, ‘in performance, we agree that the tempo will be a little slower.’ There is a collective sigh of relief.


About an hour before the players are due to reconvene for the first of the day’s concerts, Gergiev manages to outline his philosophy of rehearsal and performance to me, as we walk through backstage corridors, into a chauffeur-driven car, through a hotel lobby, and back to the Barbican foyer. ‘You must have wanted the schedule to be like this,’ I ask him, ‘to have crammed all of this music, all of these rehearsals and performances into such a short space of time?’
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VALERY GERGIEV: Sometimes that’s the way it has to be. And yes, so far, I do like it. I think it was a good concert last night. And we are sweating here, we are really working in these sessions. Whatever I want the musicians to give in the concert, we have to prepare. It is a question of how you inspire the orchestra, how you find the right sonority for Rachmaninov. Sometimes it is even a technical question of asking musicians to change their technique, to ask them to play their instruments differently, and working in a lot of detail on one small section to have a big result. It was a very big work to achieve in these days, I must say.


TOM SERVICE: It is as if you work so hard on one particular section, to teach the orchestra what principles you want them to apply to the whole piece, the whole symphony or concerto. Is that your strategy?


VG: Yes, correct. You have to realise that the modern orchestra can play in many different ways. Some people believe that sound should be very articulated, that musicians should play always with clear attacks and heavy articulation. And others think that the sonority should be very flexible and transparent and light. And I just happened to become a conductor who believes that all these elements are important – and all of them are necessary in Rachmaninov. So you have to achieve very different things at the same time, which includes lightness and transparency at the same time as utmost power. So I have to work in detail to arrive at these results.


But the rehearsal process – my rehearsal process – is also about something which is very rarely done: making sure that there is a strong sense of presence in the concerts. This is very, very important. I want the flow of the music to feel so natural in the concert, that there is always a sense of direction and even what you call ‘drive’. That energy should always be present in the concert.


TS: So how do you achieve that? Is it a question of deliberately holding back in rehearsal, deliberately leaving room for the live improvisation of the concert?


VG: You know you can talk a lot in rehearsal, tell the orchestra what you want to do and how to do it – but finally, you have to do something in the concert, not in the rehearsal room! This is the most difficult thing, making sure that the performance never loses shape and energy. The challenge is making a sixty-minute-long symphony, like Rachmaninov Second, not seem like a long, boring speech, which you want to interrupt, or if possible just leave the room.


To get to that point, you have to prepare a lot. And of course I choose the things that I decide will be most important in our performance. So when we play through the second movement of the symphony, say, I am looking for those small but important details. The musicians then quickly understand that they need to take this point and put it in the context of the rest of the symphony, and feel how that principle will be projected across the whole performance. And I can be completely open and honest with these musicians. I just go straight to the most important thing – what is the colour, what is the character of this music, what is the principal voice? And that means we are working immediately on what I call light and shade, the relationship between all the parts, which is a huge coordination between all of us. And especially for me: what I do with the bass line, the harmony, the texture.


The point of understanding all these things is the performance – the ability to change things in performance, all the time. And that is what I can do; that is why I am in these shoes, and why I have been in them for the past thirty years in my career as a conductor. And that ability is probably the reason people and orchestras around the world keep me busy, and ask me to do certain things. I never want to lose the direction of a performance. I want to lead that direction and demonstrate it in the performance.
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We have reached his hotel in the car; there is a hiatus in our conversation as Gergiev’s manager, a shadowy American suit, tells him he has half an hour before he needs to get back to the concert hall. He goes up to his room to make some calls, and comes down the lobby a few minutes later.


VG: I couldn’t even get any lunch.


TS: I’m sorry. Now, the thing about last night’s concert was that it was both a more expressive performance of the Second Symphony than I’m used to hearing, and a more structurally coherent one, too: it showed how great Rachmaninov was as a symphonist, not just that he could write a good tune.


VG: That’s because the performance had that direction, that energy I was looking for. And that’s what conducting is really about. Real conducting is the furthest possible thing from giving entrances to musicians, making sure they play in the right place. It’s about doing whatever you can to help the composer, and having the strength of will and gesture to get the sound you want. There are very different ways to do that: Fritz Reiner hardly moved his hands, whereas Toscanini was very expressive and passionate, and Lenny Bernstein was unbelievably extrovert – he jumped even more than I do on the podium. But inside, they all knew the sound they wanted to hear and communicated it powerfully to the players. There was no way orchestras could resist doing what they wanted! These were strong-willed artists. The best conductors work in such a way that the orchestra doesn’t understand why it plays how it does – they just have no room to think about what they are doing. The process is almost a little bit mystical: you just – you are emotionally involved, and you know, it just happens.


TS: But there’s a paradox here, because you aren’t the same conductor in rehearsal as you are in performance – you’re less emotionally involved in rehearsals, because you have to be more objective and analytical.


VG: Of course rehearsal and performance are absolutely different things. There are times when you give the energy a little bit like you would in a concert, but for me, the time has long gone when each rehearsal is like a concert. I’m completely aware now of the empty hall. And I don’t want to tire the orchestra out before the performance.




*





Talking of which, we arrive back at the Barbican in Gergiev’s car. There are just ten minutes to go before he is due on stage to conduct the First and Third Symphonies. He hasn’t changed into his concert gear yet, and as soon as he steps out of the Mercedes, a group of French friends of his collar him. I rush to take my seat in the hall, as Gergiev engages in what sounds like relaxed conversation. Stories of Gergiev’s lackadaisical approach to time-keeping are legion in the classical music world: interviews given in intervals, attempting to rehearse an orchestra for one concert in the morning in Russia before flying to the UK to give a concert that evening with another ensemble. But the impression he gives is the opposite of chaos: he emanates a sense of relaxed calm. After all, it only takes three minutes to walk from the foyer to the backstage of the Barbican, and probably ninety seconds to change. So what’s the rush?


Some of the players, however, are less sanguine about the day’s schedule. Second oboist John Lawley, shortly to retire, says, ‘We’ve never done a day like today, with a full working rehearsal in the morning, a concert in the afternoon, and another in the evening.’ And the truth is that for all that Gergiev doesn’t want to tire out his players, the fact that they are human beings rather than musical machines means that some of them are mentally and physically worn out. Yet the adrenalin of performance – and the special atmosphere created by a Gergiev concert – brings its own ineluctable energy, because the players launch themselves into a performance of the First Symphony that’s driven with a dark intensity that leaves me and the rest of the audience breathlessly wondering why the piece isn’t performed more.


After the interval, the Third Symphony is more controversial. Gunther Schuller, the patron saint of conductorly rectitude, would not be pleased with Gergiev’s approach: he flagrantly ignores Rachmaninov’s metronome marking for the main body of the first movement, an Allegro moderato that the composer means to flow, albeit melancholically, at a speed of crotchet = 100, the pace of a fast heartbeat or a steady walk. But Gergiev takes the movement at a lugubrious tread of around crotchet = 80, making Rachmaninov’s already baggy symphonic structure almost come apart at the seams. What’s more, he repeats the long first section in this opening movement, further robbing the piece of forward momentum – the ‘drive’ he has just been telling me about. And if the finale comes off more energetically, the performance isn’t helped by a sense of anticlimax in the Barbican Hall. This afternoon concert is far from sold out, and on the opening weekend of the orchestra’s season, too; and it is in the back of the players’ minds that they will have to do it all over again in just a couple of hours, performing the Fourth Piano Concerto and the gigantic Second Symphony again.
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