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Preface


It is a curious thing that the United Kingdom, with its world-wide reputation for choral singing, had no formal choral conducting teaching at a musical institution before Patrick Russill and I, at the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music in London, respectively, instituted postgraduate Masters degree courses in the skill in 1997. Patrick had started a Church Music course involving conducting ten years earlier, but the degrees focusing purely on choral conducting were coincidentally started in the same year.


I had been brought into the RCM to conduct the Chamber Choir by the then Head of Vocal Studies, Neil Mackie, and rapidly came to the conclusion that a conducting course would be of real benefit to budding conductors wanting to learn the skill in a structured way, increase their knowledge of repertoire, and have the opportunity of trying out their new-found techniques and ideas on a good college choir.


After a number of years, having again been brought in to direct the Chamber Choir, this time by David Saint at the Birmingham Conservatoire (more recently, Royal Birmingham Conservatoire), I set up a similar Masters course there, starting an additional chamber choir for the conducting students to work with (for ‘podium time’), and building on the successes of the RCM course by creating additional resources which included a programme of highly regarded recordings with the Chamber Choir giving the students experience of the processes involved in making professional recordings.


It is good to see how choral conducting is now widely taught in various institutions, and that organisations like the Association of British Choral Directors (ABCD) have carried the teaching of the skill forward with courses for beginners upwards.


All this pioneering activity between Patrick and me was begun, on my side, because I so often witnessed people conducting choirs who had little or no idea of meaningful gesture, of how to make a choir use their voices well, and often had hopelessly incorrect signalling of which beat went where. This would lead an orchestra either to laugh the conductor off the stage, or simply smile in bemusement, as a trumpeter (shall we say) with a hundred bars’ rest had no idea of where the first beat in a bar occurred. Choirs, sad to say, get used to anything their conductors throw at them, but for the many choirs performing works with orchestras large or small, it becomes a real issue. A lovely, and I’m sure apocryphal, story is told of the wonderful and inimitable George Guest at St John’s College, Cambridge (Director of Music 1951–91) who, being asked how he was conducting a seven-beat bar, replied in his inimitable Welsh accent, ‘One, two, three, four, five, six, se-ven’ – with the ‘seven’ pronounced with two distinct syllables to make eight beats! While it is true that the Welsh separate their syllables far more than the English, I am perfectly certain that George knew how to deal with numbers of beats in a bar, even if they were perhaps not ‘text book’ patterns.


The Swiss conductor, Ernest Ansermet, conducted many of Stravinsky’s ballets for the Diaghilev Company. He was interviewed by John Drummond (Controller of BBC Radio Three) about new works for the stage commissioned by Diaghilev. He talked of Stravinsky writing music which changed meter and the number of beats in a bar all the time. It was therefore necessary to invent a new conducting technique. That is why, as Ansermet recalled, ‘Before my time and until my time, conductors never had lessons in conducting. They had models… but since this time (they) have begun conducting classes, which were not existing before my time.’1 Ansermet also made the point that he had known Stravinsky well and that whilst he ‘was an attractive man, always very lively, full of spirit, temperament, and working very hard’2 he was also ‘very authoritarian’ and he felt his tempi very exactly (unlike Debussy).


Although this refers to orchestral conductors, it demonstrates two points: first, that orchestral conducting teaching has been in existence since just after the First World War; and second, that choral conducting really needed the same level of discipline just with regard to accuracy of gesture, let alone all the subject areas which are the substance of this book. It has been the Cinderella of the conducting world because, until more recent times, choirs were not taken as seriously as orchestras – probably because their membership is so often made up of amateur musicians. The rise of the professional choir (and of choral recordings) in the last century brought with it a rise in amateur choral standards together with a heightened sense of ambition which showed, more than ever, the need for highly trained conductors who could bring the best out of these choirs and also stand in front of orchestras and be, at the very least, understood and appreciated.


I started my choral life at the tender age of seven as a chorister at New College, Oxford under David (later Sir David) Lumsden. I was quickly hooked, both by the choral and organ sound world and also by the repertoire – in my case especially the music of Herbert Howells and his contemporaries. This led me later to study with Howells at the Royal College of Music and for that period of British music to become a specialism that I was able to explore when I founded the Finzi Singers, a professional choir whose recordings for Chandos Records in the 1990s onwards featured many works that had never been recorded before. The subtlety of colour and nuance in response to word setting which was required to bring out the beauty of this music was something which fed my approach to everything I conducted thereafter, and this involved manipulation of vocal sonority which underlined the essence of the whole skill – knowledge of vocal production.


Some years before this I was asked by my old friend Robert Gower, who was then Director of Music (Precentor, in their local usage) at Radley College, a boys’ boarding school near Oxford, to do a term’s stand-in singing teaching. It was here that I had a ‘road to Damascus’ moment with a vocally unformed teenage singer which has fed my approach to tone production ever since. This transformation in such a young singer was wholly endorsed when I later heard a simply remarkable ensemble of young singers in Stockholm under the direction of the wonderful Eric Ericson. To hear so mature a sound from such young people (the boys especially, as they mature vocally so much later than girls) was extraordinary and inspiring.


Apart from the Finzi Singers, and some outings with the BBC Singers, my main conducting focus during my career has been top-end amateur choirs and quasi-professional student ensembles. These groups are incredibly rewarding as they are effectively blank pages waiting to be written on. Not, mostly, professionally trained voices (except, of course, the work-in-progress vocal students at music colleges), they are vocally entirely manipulable and can thus take on board, and reflect one’s own philosophy of sound. They may not be quite as agile or such able sight-readers as their professional counterparts, but their commitment, desire to achieve, and willingness to give themselves completely to realising the conductor’s intentions – and so often rising wholly to that standard – brings a wonderful sense of achievement on both sides.


At the conservatoires where I ran chamber choirs, the one thing which would always annoy me was the singing teacher who would not let their precious student join these expert choral groups because I might ruin their voices. I hope the coming pages will demonstrate just how much every voice is cared for and nurtured as part of our task as choral conductors. My aim is to give singers the versatility to be able not only to stand on a platform and sing solo, but, to my mind, do the more challenging job of joining one of our crack professional chamber choirs. Here, not only the quality of voice, but the all-round musicianship – sight-reading ability, pitching, languages, sensitivity to blend and balance, and a hundred other qualities – is measured in audition, and only the best and most vocally versatile are chosen. This is what I hoped to help train in the chamber choirs of these institutions.


Like almost everyone of my generation (I was born in 1952), I learned how to conduct by closely observing conductors of choirs that I admired. In that way I learned to note what really worked and how that was achieved; as well as what did not work, or I did not like, and why that was. I quickly learned the importance of clarity of gesture and of expression, and taught myself a style of gesture which, for me, works on almost every level. That will be a focus of a later chapter. To this day, I find that the gestures of orchestral conductors are a world away from the precision I use with choirs, and orchestral players often find this bemusing and not what they are used to. But I am reminded (so often) of the late, great Sir Adrian Boult whose intensely musical but minimal gestures showed what was necessary whilst allowing the orchestral players to make the music within the pulse frame he indicated. He was the facilitator, not the dictator, giving the players freedom to express themselves as musicians within his overall interpretation of the work. Conducting a choir, whilst obviously sharing some of the same intentions, is, for me, completely different, and that is why this book may be of use. I certainly hope so.


I have chosen a narrative form for my method of writing this book which I hope will engage the reader. I have also deliberately avoided the graphic illustration of beating patterns which are readily available in other conducting manuals (see Further Reading), important as this is. Here, I am much more concerned with the creation and development of an effective choral group, with knowledge of language (which means the ability to read and understand poetry and prose as well as deal with foreign languages), vocal technique, gesture, interpretation, and the personal qualities needed for those directing choirs. There is also a need to consider the esprit de corps and your role in nurturing and encouraging it.


Much has been written about conducting, and indeed about choral conducting, already. I believe, however, that those who have enjoyed some success in the outcomes from their own choirs over a long career have something which may be of value for those starting out in helping them to think in different ways, and, if nothing else, encouraging people to think carefully about the important issues and work hard to hone their own approach to this most rewarding of skills.





1 John Drummond: Speaking of Diaghilev (Faber and Faber 1997, London), p.215.


2 Ibid.




Chapter One


WHYS AND WHEREFORES


OK, so let’s start with a blunt question: why do you want to conduct a choir? I’m going to ask you to be honest with yourself. Is it a vanity project because you like choral music and find it an appealing prospect to stand in front of a group of people and get them to do as you tell them? Have you been listening to recordings of choral music since you were a kid and enjoyed waving your arms in imaginary glory as a conductor? Have you watched conductors on television and imagined yourself wielding that apparent power and enjoying an audience whooping and stamping after a fabulous performance? Or perhaps you have far more serious intentions which come from a powerful connection with choral music, probably felt since childhood, which you feel as a vocation.


This chapter is intended to encourage, but also to make people think hard about what they are embarking upon. The skills required to make a really fine choral conductor are many and varied and require enormous dedication to their development to achieve the accolade of becoming a really skilled practitioner.


Why do I say that I want to make potential conductors think hard about taking up the skill? I would never want to discourage anyone from following a dream or fostering a talent. But, in our incredibly competitive age where everything we do can be followed globally online, by recording, by instant reaction on social media and in many other ways, what we do in the higher echelons of music-making is under a constant spotlight. There are, of course, many levels of musical operation, and not all are subject to this kind of scrutiny. A community choir which often serves a social purpose as much as a musical one will fulfil its profoundly important function in its own way, important to the community within which it operates but not seeking limelight beyond, though that does sometimes happen. These choirs of all shapes, sizes, styles, voice types, repertoires and even sexual orientation, are crucial to the musical infrastructure of the nation. This book will, I hope, give help at all levels of operation, but seeks, in the detail offered, to help especially those who feel they have a particular calling – an ambition to conduct at a level which satisfies a hunger to share fundamental musical ideas, repertoire and approaches and are seeking the technical know-how in order to achieve these ends.


Let’s Start with Ears


A conductor’s ears are the most important tool in his or her toolbox. The level of sophistication required of ears in our business is something which requires dedicated work and almost always serious training. Let’s consider some of the tasks involved: the ability to hear blend and balance, tone quality, dynamics, clarity of diction, pronunciation, especially of foreign language texts, colour of vowels, breathing issues, tuning, incorrect notes – which can, of course, be in any part. You might have to deal with a piece with multi-part divisions, or any number of choral parts from one to, shall we say, forty (thinking of Tallis’s Spem in Alium, or James MacMillan’s Vidi Aquam, for instance). Then there are other matters which include the effect(s) of your chosen tempi, acoustic situations, balance with any accompaniment and the effect of moving people around within the choir, and so on.


I would go so far as to say that if your ears are not currently up to these tasks you need to work hard in order to achieve the highest level of aural perception possible. Of course some of this work needs to be done in front of a choir so that you are honing your skills as you work. But some is pure hard graft in the background and endless repetition of certain exercises which will stretch your aural capacity. To this end you really need someone with keyboard skills to help you with aural exercises.


Amongst these, some of the most demanding and ear-stretching, to my mind, are exercises in harmony. You should be given a sheet of music paper with a melody of perhaps eight bars already printed or written out. Your accomplice should then play the full harmony which harmonises your given melody four times, which you will then note down. After this, check to see how you have fared. If you need further repetitions, ask your pianist to play the passage again. When you are proficient at this, increase the length of the exercise to twelve bars, and so on. A variation on this is to be given the full harmony version and get your pianist to make mistakes for you to recognise. Another variation is to sing back an alto, tenor or bass part (lower parts can be sung an octave higher) as asked by your pianist. You can also be given increasingly complex individual chords and asked to pick out a particular note, or to sing them all.


Another key aural skill is being able to sing intervals correctly, partly so you can recognise if your singers are making errors, but particularly so you can demonstrate with confidence even quite complex moments in a score. Remember that context can completely change the ‘feel’ of an interval given its harmonic surroundings. That can be confusing for a conductor as well as a singer unless careful preparation has been done. So, it is best not simply to read intervals as a pair of notes unrelated to a key (as an aural exercise), but to read them in the context of a piece of music. Again, you might like to make use of your pianist and ask them to play the vocal parts around the part you are going to sing. This is excellent sight-reading as well as interval practice.


Vocal and Keyboard Skills


As we are discussing the singing of intervals let’s then move on to the use of your own voice. An integral part of the curriculum I put together for the conducting degree courses at the Royal College of Music (RCM) and Royal Birmingham Conservatoire (RBC) was singing lessons for all conducting students. It really doesn’t matter if you don’t have a great voice, but it does matter that you have the confidence and the ability to sing so that you can demonstrate points you want to make to a choir. To my mind, ten seconds of vocal demonstration, if done effectively, are worth thirty or more seconds of less effective verbal description. Many less-experienced conductors (and some experienced ones!) talk far more than is necessary, often repeating their points needlessly. If a choir gets used to you repeating yourself they will not listen first time – and may indeed switch off and miss the point altogether. Thus, you need to work towards having an effective instrument of your own. Having singing lessons will be valuable at all levels. I will be covering this in far more detail in Chapter 2, Creating an Instrument.


Let’s now consider keyboard skills. Many choral conductors are gifted keyboard exponents, and that is certainly true of many church musicians. But these days a very significant number of choral conductors have not come through the church stable and are not necessarily proficient keyboard players. Rather like the suggestion of having vocal lessons, however, it is highly desirable that a conductor has some sort of ability at the keyboard. Again, there is no need to be a budding solo pianist, but it is extremely useful to be able to play vocal scores at the piano. This, therefore, means having some ability to score read in, say, four parts. This should form part of your training regime. You could practise using simple Tudor or Renaissance anthems, motets or madrigals (without piano reductions of the vocal parts printed below!). CPDL (online) is a great resource for this, and is free to use. There are also plenty of published score-reading exercise volumes which are useful for starting more simply (and in fewer parts) and working up to scores which are more complex.


Character and Personality


The issue of personality is important for obvious reasons. Conductors have been known to have all sorts of quirks and quiddities, have been tyrants, physically violent, gentle, persuasive, loveable, and sometimes simply so musical and involving that they carry everyone with them because the music-making is so genuine. A conductor is essentially a teacher (see Chapter 9). They know their subject, have thoroughly prepared their material, and now need to pass that knowledge on to everyone in front of them but in a manner which acknowledges that the people singing or playing for them are the musicians who have to realise the conductor’s thoughts, feelings and instructions.


We are born with, or may develop, certain traits of character which, when problematical, can be hard to change. Essentially, a conductor needs to exude musicianship; to know and have thoroughly prepared the score, language, background and context; to exert control; to have a keen sense of time; and to have a sense of humour and a generous aspect, in order to earn the respect and affection of the musicians he or she is conducting. It is much better to be musically persuasive than autocratic, though discipline in rehearsal is essential. There is sometimes a thin dividing line which has to be trodden between the sheer fun and energy of a good rehearsal, and the hard work to a timetable which ensures that the necessary ground is covered.


Musical Interpretation and Repertoire Choice


Musical interpretation will be dealt with in more detail in Chapter 4, but having a clear idea of what you want to do with a piece of music is another essential building block for the successful conductor. Just re-hashing someone else’s performance from a recording you have heard is not the foundation for a career in conducting which marks you out as having something interesting to say. Recordings have their place, but only as points of reference, not as something to be slavishly copied. Therefore, it is a good starting point to ask yourself which period of music speaks most directly to you. Is there a style which seems to chime with your own personality, something with which you seem almost to have a chemical connection? If so, that is a very good place to start in order to put your personal stamp on music written in that time. You will then probably find that your approach to interpreting this music feeds into other styles from different periods. With the requisite research and broadening of your horizons you will grow outwards from there.


Repertoire choice follows on from this, but has a broader aspect. You should always be curious. One of the potential problems with having a ‘favourite’ composer or period is the likely narrowing of your horizons so that this specialism becomes a one-hit wonder. There is so much wonderful music out there and investigating as much as possible feeds the broadening of our perspective. I have always been known for specialising in twentieth-century British music, but the many different choirs I conduct, the different countries worked in, the specific requests to conduct music of many other periods all ensure that my outlook is always facing outwards, however often I return to the music with which I feel a special connection. Because I conduct a Bach Choir in Birmingham (and in Leicester and Chester before that) I have always had a close connection with Bach. The discipline, the vocal techniques needed for surmounting his often improbably difficult vocal lines, decisions concerning form and structure, language, phrasing, breathing, tempi, dynamics, knowledge of the decisions which need to be taken with regard to the orchestra, and so on, are all elements which can relate to other repertoire, whether of the Baroque period or later.


Thinking of language, is your choir resistant to singing in a foreign language? Do you give in to them (are you perhaps resistant too?), or do you help them to see the value of performing a work in its original language, which can make such a difference to the overall sound of the performance? This is a significant issue which needs much thought. The British are notoriously poor at speaking foreign languages and this reluctance is often mirrored in choral performances. This is something that, in my view, needs to change.


As I write this, I happen to be preparing Monteverdi’s Missa in illo tempore of 1610. This is Monteverdi at his most confusing: he is responding to criticism by trying to show that he could write in the ‘old style’ – the imitative polyphonic style of the sixteenth century – but is too earnest by half. It is simply too thickly textured with almost no relief from the six-part scoring, and too relentlessly imitative with new ‘points’ occurring simultaneously. The string of high notes in the soprano and tenor parts, often following each other around can also be tiresome to the ears, not to mention the singers. Therefore finding dynamic shape, textural relief and yet clarity of his intentions is problematical to say the least. But through close preparation of the score one can find ways of lightening elements and thus creating the shade which is visibly missing from Monteverdi’s score. Working at this music presents challenges, even at my stage of life, which are enlivening, brain-teasing and ultimately satisfying both for me and, I hope, for those singing it. The contrast between this Mass and the Vespers written in the same year could not be more extreme, and shows just how the innovative Monteverdi was taking music onto an altogether different and exciting plane as his career developed. Seeing a composer’s work in the round is important, as much can be learned from their early compositions which help us to put later and often more significant works in their proper context.


In Summary


In this first chapter I have tried to show some of the issues which the serious choral conductor has to deal with in order to become not only proficient but skilled. Conducting is multi-tasking at its highest level and involves many different elements: some of these are personal and require a good deal of self-recognition; many others are learned and developed skills which enable us to do our professional job in a way which brings music to life for everyone involved.


Never forget that as a conductor you are essentially a facilitator, and while you are the leader of the group, it is a collaboration that involves give and take. Your mood and attitude will affect a rehearsal and even a concert for good or bad.


I remember some years ago going through a period of personal difficulty and effectively taking it out on the choir I was conducting. It was an awful time and the singing deteriorated alarmingly. When I took a step back some weeks later and reflected on what was happening I realised that unless I sorted myself out everything would suffer, most especially the choir which I loved and knew were a really excellent group of musicians who were being badly served by my own personal issues. The following week I arrived with a completely changed outlook and almost immediately everything improved. The sense of relief in the rehearsal room was palpable. It was a major lesson to learn but one to which I, and undoubtedly the choir, was glad to have found the solution.


More recently, a similar situation arose when preparing Bach’s B minor Mass. This had nothing to do with my mood and everything to do with trying to get one particular section of the choir seriously up-to-the-mark with this challenging score. The issues with which I was dealing made me far more aggressive in my approach (coming from real frustration) than was in any way normal for me. This caused the section in question to feel intimidated and they were not really improving as a result. The following week I changed tactic. It is this kind of self-realisation which is so developmentally important.


There are any number of other qualities a conductor may need, depending on the type of choir you are conducting. One is a good head for administration, a collaborative approach when dealing with choir management, committees and officers, the willingness to spend time planning, including rehearsal schedules and complex on-the-day rehearsal plans for large-scale works with orchestras (this will be covered in Chapter 7). Major Bach and Handel works tend to be much more complicated in this regard than large-scale Classical or Romantic works such as the Mozart or Duruflé Requiems. All this is besides the advance planning of concert programmes which is, of course, the fun part of the desk job.


Another aspect of planning is being financially aware. Putting on concerts can be a hugely expensive business, and it is incumbent on the conductor to ensure that programmes are planned with an eye to cost as well as musical programme balance. Costs in all types of different circumstances might include music hire, venue hire, staging, keyboard instrument hire and tuning, soloists and instrumentalists as well as programme printing and general advertising.
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