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Abstract 
 

In his treatise Über das Dirigieren (1868) Richard Wagner stated that ‘Composers cannot afford 

to be indifferent to the manner in which their works are presented to the public’.1 This 

paper explores how such interest is manifest in the relationship between the orchestral/ 

opera composer and conductor, and how the artist who develops skills in both roles can 

have insight into their craft that is otherwise unattainable. In short, this paper studies 

how it would benefit a composer to also be a conductor, and vice versa. In order so to 

do, the paper explores how composers may create their work for performance whilst 

mindful of the requirements of the conductor, and how conductors search within the 

score for the composer through, and often despite, the written notes – and then, how the 

conscious exercising of this relationship can provide advantages to both parties.  

 

The research for this paper has been conducted in three directions: an examination of 

past artists (in whose legacy the contemporary composer and conductor must work), an 

examination of artists currently performing, and the examination of the author’s personal 

experience of the conducting of his compositions, which are submitted in the 

accompanying portfolio. In this way the paper seeks to gain the necessary historical and 

contemporary perspective of the orchestral composer-conductor, in order to judge each 

element within its separate circumstance. This thesis presents evidence for the 

presumption that even if a conductor does not need to be a composer (and the composer, 

a conductor) to function adequately in that role, that mastering elements of both spheres 

can create a synergetic advantage, eventuating in the artists’ benefit – and therefore better 

serving the needs, conscious or otherwise, of the audience. 

                                                
1 Richard Wagner, Über das Dirigieren (1868, trans. Edward Dannreuther) 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Overall purpose of research 
 

“Only a composer can be a conductor” 

Giuseppe Sinopoli attr. 
 

An audience member can largely take for granted that the performance to which 

they are listening came about in a conventional fashion: composers will continue to 

compose works good or bad, conductors will conduct them getting the 

performance more or less correct, and hopefully keep conducting the good ones, 

and filter out the bad. 

 

However, little study has been devoted to the crucial relationship between 

composers’ attitudes towards the performance of their work, and the correlation 

with the conductors’ insights into its presentation. The clarity in the score of 

transmitting the composer’s thoughts into music, with the myriad of choices 

available to the composer, is only partially available to the conductor, who in turn 

must comprehend, communicate and transmit that final choice to the audience. 

Unaware of the multiple variables, an audience member attends performances with 

the assumption that, in the professional arena at least, a score by a good composer 

will give rise to a good performance.  



 
 

2 

 

 

Yet, by necessity and on account of contemporary presumptions, the score issued 

by the composer only provides the minimum of gestures codified on paper. Herein 

the opportunity for misunderstanding the underlying purpose or ‘meaning’ implied 

or intended by the composer, through his or her composition, is immense. While 

several different interpretations may be equally ‘valid’, miscommunication and 

therefore misunderstanding is also commonplace.  

 

Of the many artistic duties in the field of Western ‘Art’ music, none carries such 

weight as that of the composer, as the medium is a result of the repertoire that they 

have created. Yet even in life (notwithstanding that the majority of the repertoire is 

from comparatively few, deceased composers) for mainly practical reasons the 

composer is expected to stay in the background, relinquishing performance control 

of the musical score to the ensemble performing it. The score provides the 

performers with instructions (approximate pitch, comprehensible rhythm etc.) that 

the ensemble is trained to understand, and replicate audibly, within the boundaries 

of their education and vicinity to the composer’s sense of the vernacular.  

 

When the ensemble is of limited members, then the interpretation – an assessment 

of variable literalness of the composer’s intentions in the score – is left to the 

players. However, when the ensemble is of numbers too great for feasible 

discussion (or consensus agreement) the interpretation is left to a prominent 

member of the ensemble, say the singer, first violinist, or continuo keyboardist. 

When the ensemble, or likewise the score, is of such complexity to require a specific 
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individual to marshal the musical forces, he or she will consequently also assume the 

mantle of interpretation, whether or not such interpretation is consciously desired.  

 

The relationship between the conductor and the score differs subtly yet 

fundamentally from that between the score and a solo or chamber-ensemble 

performer. Wherein it can be assumed that the composer wishes their product to 

‘speak for itself’ and that the performers contribute their own personality to aid or 

augment the communication of the original design, the chamber-ensemble artist has 

a degree of intuition and self-determination that can vary only with the numbers and 

talents of their partners and the intricacy of the score1. The conductor, too, relies 

upon intuition in the inner comprehension of the music but equally relies on 

considered skill in the dissemination in his/her communication with the musicians 

from whom the score is heard. Giuseppe Sinopoli’s intention for the conductor’s 

duty was one of transparency in their role, to enhance the clarity of the music: 

 
The conductor must make it possible to eliminate himself in the music. If 
the orchestra feels him doing that, then everything will go well.2 

 

Leopold Stokowski, on the other hand, laid out a contrasting vision of his 

responsibility as a conductor in an interview, conducted in private whilst he was the 

music director of the Houston Symphony Orchestra (1955-61): 

 
My idea of conducting is something very simple. It is to try by every means 
possible to convey from the composer… his inspiration, the beauty of his 
music, the meaning of his music, the dynamic of his music and perhaps 
sometimes the mystery of his music to the listener. And, we, the orchestra in 
between… we’re merely a means to an end3 

 

                                                
1 Carse, A Orchestral Conducting (London: Augener 1935) 94  
2 Duffie, B Conductor Giuseppe Sinopoli: a conversation (1986, retrieved online 13.04.2010) 
3 Extract from the interview with Robert Dumm, quoted in the Leopold Stokowski Papers 
(University of Pennsylvania Rare Book and Manuscript library, 2001) 
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In this light, the conductor can be regarded by players and audience alike as the 

composer’s representative, or philosophical embodiment4 and it is not uncommon 

for artists to facilitate such elevation of their perceived status5. Maestro Sinopoli 

asserts that the conductor should ‘eliminate himself from the music’. However, this 

position is fundamentally unrealistic as interpretation is always required, to a greater 

or lesser degree, as not all information from the composer can exist in the score.  

 

For this study a range of perspectives from experts in the relevant fields of 

composing and conducting were drawn, principally from three sources: 1.) 

publically available interviews conducted by third parties with artists enjoying 

higher-profile careers – these comprise an overview of acknowledged viewpoints 

since the 19th Century 2.) the author’s own interviews conducted with reputable 

artists with high standing in Europe and Australasia 3.) observation of interviewed 

artists at work—these providing in-depth assessment of the ‘real-world’ artistic 

sphere, hence clarifying the ideological, hypothetical and practical context that has 

provided the combined data. 

 

The data should identify certain aspects pertinent to the education and training of 

artists at all stages of their musical progression, from beginning to the comparatively 

advanced. Particular attention has been given to differences in training between 

continental European composers and conductors, with that of their Anglo-Saxon 

(including Northern American and Australian) colleagues.  

 

This paper aims to demonstrate the advantages inherent to the composer-

conductor, by exploring the interdependency bridging the boundary between the 
                                                
4 Pirrie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (London: Duckworth 1980) 103  
5 Robinson, P Karajan (London: Lester and Orpen, 1975) 117, 121, 122  
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two duties of the artist. In so doing, it presents the following hypothesis: the 

composer-conductor possesses the synergetic advantage, in either field, over the 

artist who performs solely in one duty.  

 

Pursuant to the hypothesis, it asks the questions: what beneficial interrelationship or 

‘synergy’ exists between the two arts of composing and conducting? Does either 

medium offer insights into the other: can experience in the creation of a score aid 

the recreation of another, and vice versa?  

 

 

1.2 The conductor’s score: performance and interpretation 
 
They say it is all in the score. But there is nothing in the score! 

Pablo Casals, ‘cellist, quoted in Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting 

 

The balance between representing and enhancing the ‘meaning’ within a score is 

central to the role of the conductor. Subsequently it behooves the composer to 

elucidate his or her thoughts within the accepted realm of musical notation. 

However, such notation is limited, and therefore the role of the conductor as leader 

of the ensemble assumedly dedicated to the intentions of the composer, can be to 

champion that cause – and to lead, where leadership is necessary. What such 

leadership implies is the central point of investigation into his or her craft.  

 

Composer-conductor Pierre Boulez created a highly successful career based in part 

upon the verisimilar appearance of accuracy and precision both through his own 

works, and in his performances as a conductor of works of others, from the 

Baroque to the avant-garde. The rigorous scholarship intrinsic to Boulez’s approach 
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as a conductor contrasts with the primarily intuitive approaches of conductors such 

as Furtwängler, Herbert von Karajan and Sinopoli. To facilitate appreciation of the 

results he sought, Boulez at times made his intentions known in the form of 

publications and pre-concert speeches6.  

 

In his first address to members of the New York Philharmonic Boulez stated that 

he “wasn’t interpreting music” and instead was “only there to get everything done 

exactly as the composer had specified.”7  

 

Where Boulez suggested that his modus operandi was to be solely the executioner 

of the composer’s instruction, his biographer Joan Peyser offers the contradictory 

hypothesis that maybe “his performance of the great music of the past seems to 

suffer from his insistence on interposing himself… between the listener and the 

composer”8. Boulez would be merely standing on the shoulders of his illustrious 

forebears; in his essay Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924) 

makes clear upon which side of the artistic fence he resides: 

 
What the composer's inspiration necessarily loses through notation, his 
interpreter should restore by his own.9 

  

However, Busoni’s words can themselves be misleading, perhaps lending weight to 

the presumption that the interpreter should be justified in replacing uninspired 

notes with superior alternatives. The balance between the composer, editor, 

                                                
6 Boulez held directorships of the Cleveland Orchestra (1970-2) BBC Symphony Orchestra (1971-5), 
and notably New York Philharmonic (1971-7). In addition to his contentious programming, 
“exciting the curiosity of the snobs” Boulez stated that “in order to impose contemporary music into 
the concert, you must also include repertoire, also. An orchestra cannot survive without repertoire. 
Therefore, you have to make a compromise - not a compromise in a bad sense, but a good one” 
7 Peyser, J Boulez (Katomo, New York, 1976). Whether this statement would relate to Boulez’z 
attitude towards all his conducting work (for example, Boulez’s interpretations of Handel with the 
New York Philharmonic Orchestra) with is a matter for further conjecture. 
8 Peyser, J Boulez (Katomo, New York, 1976) 

9 Busoni, F trans. Baker: Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (New York, 1907: Schirmer) 



 
 

7 

arranger and performer, is constantly shifting. 

 

The Canadian pianist Glenn Gould, now little regarded as either a composer or 

conductor (although he was highly proficient in both arenas)10 wrote eloquently on 

his beliefs as an interpreter. He questioned that whether as the artist, or indeed as 

the audience, we should expect: 

 

… that in the work of art we must receive a direct communication with the 
historical attitudes of another period?  

 

Moreover, he questions whether either the audience or the artist can: 

 
…assume that the situation of the man who wrote it accurately or faithfully 
reflects the situation of his time? 

 

At the apparent crux of Gould’s concerns was the question: 

 
What if the composer, as historian, is faulty?11 

 

Soprano Elizabeth Schwarzkopf’s account of her 1966 recordings of Richard 

Strauss’s Ophelia Lieder with Glenn Gould proved his point was lived beyond mere 

rhetoric. 

    
Gould began by improvising something Straussian—we thought he was 
simply warming up, but no, he continued to play like that throughout the 
actual recordings, as though Strauss's notes were just a pretext that allowed 
him to improvise freely.12 

      

                                                
10 Gould had intended to retire from the piano at 50, and perform solely as a conductor. His 
premature death in that year left a modest repertoire as a conductor: the direction of Brandenburg 
Concerto No. 5 and the cantata Widerstehe doch der Sünde by Bach from the keyboard; the ‘Urlicht’ 
section of Mahler’s Resurrection Symphony (No. 2) and Wagner’s Siegfried Idyll in its original 
scoring for chamber ensemble. Gould’s original compositions, as well as numerous cadenzas and 
orchestrations, are published by Schott  & Co. 
11 Roberts, P.L. The Art of Glenn Gould: Reflections of a Musical Genius (Toronto: Malcom Lester Books, 1999).  
12 from CD liner notes, p. 12, Richard Strauss Ophelia-Lieder, et al., Sony Classical, 1992 
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In stark contrast with Schwarzkopf’s stated dedication to ‘total fidelity’ to Strauss’ 

score, Gould’s attitude and resultant performing style rendered the session an 

‘outright fiasco’13.  

Gould’s interpretational re-composition was not limited to the recently-deceased 

composers. In 1962 Leonard Bernstein broke from tradition to preface a concert 

with Gould of the Brahms D-minor concerto with a verbal explanation of why he 

would neither insist upon his own interpretation nor quit the podium, but instead 

support the soloist, despite the lack of artistic concurrence. Extracts of Bernstein’s 

speech are below.  

 
You are about to hear a rather, shall we say, 'unorthodox' performance of 
the Brahms D-minor Concerto, a performance distinctly different from any 
I've ever heard, or even dreamed of, for that matter, in its remarkably broad 
tempi and its frequent departures from Brahms's dynamic indications. I 
cannot say I am in total agreement with Mr Gould's conception. … and this 
raises the interesting question, what am I doing conducting it? I am 
conducting it because Mr Gould is so valid and serious an artist that I must 
take seriously anything he conceives in good faith, and his conception is 
interesting enough so that I feel you should hear it too. 

 

Bernstein closes with the critical question: 

 
… But the age-old question still remains, in a concerto, who is the boss? 
The soloist, or the conductor?14 

 

There is no consensus among experts as to what exactly the conductor’s role is or 

should be. The violinist and ensemble director Richard Tognetti is quoted as stating 

that ‘with Beethoven, the score is God’.15 From the same publication, the conductor 

and pre-19th Century specialist Nicholas Harnoncourt is quoted as attesting to 

                                                
13 from CD liner notes, p. 12, Richard Strauss Ophelia-Lieder, et al., Sony Classical, 1992 
14 Preceding Gould’s 1962 performance of the Brahms d-minor concerto (New York Philharmonic, cond. 
Leonard Bernstein) Bernstein addressed the audience to provide a ‘disclaimer’: that the pianist and the 
conductor could not agree on the stylistic interpretation of the work (Gould had insisted on playing the first 
movement at almost exactly half its tempo indicated in the score and with extreme rubato) and that, as the 
conductor, he relinquished responsibility of what the audience was to listen to. 
15 Quoted in ABC Limelight magazine, November 2010 
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Simon Rattle ‘it’s not what it says, it’s what it means’.16 And so, if according to 

Harnoncourt, what it means is not necessarily what it says, then the conductor 

needs the ability to interpret creatively. 

 

If Glenn Gould’s conviction in the validity of an ‘aliteral’ interpretation wasn’t 

limited to studio recordings, neither was he without historical precedent. Anton 

Schindler wrote of Beethoven’s playing of his own works as: 

… without constraint as to the rate of time. He adopted a tempo rubato in the 
proper sense of the term, according as the subject and situation might 
demand, without the slightest approach to caricature. 17 

   

However, in terms of describing the technique towards that end, Beethoven himself 

wrote, observably as composer and performer, that: 

 
… the poet carries on his monologue or dialogue in a progressively marked 
rhythm, yet the declaimer, for the most accurate elucidation of the sense, 
must make caesuras and pauses in places where the poet could not venture on 
any interpunctuation. To this extent, then, is the style of declaiming applicable 
to music…18 

 

Beethoven’s view upon ‘declamatory’ performance practice apparently makes a 

presumption that accepted boundaries exist in which the extent of an artist’s 

freedom of interpretation can be deemed appropriate. 

 

At the heart of the conflict between absolute realisation and ideal interpretation is 

the acceptance that the score, as notated by the composer, cannot contain all the 

information requisite for performance. The state in which the score is left by the 

composer, however, can be enough pretext for conflict. In an interview for Musical 

Quarterly, the American academic and conductor Leon Botstein expounds his point 
                                                
16 ibid. Quoted in ABC Limelight magazine, November 2010 
17 Quoted in Pirie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (Duckworth, London, 1980) 11 
18 Quoted in Pirie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (Duckworth, London, 1980) 46 
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of view towards the automatic validity of the composer’s hand: 

 
Some people think, well, the composer wrote the music(...) But depending 
when the score was written, the number of indications of what to do are 
very few. So in the 18th and 19th Centuries…  before conducting was a 
profession, … the score tells you a minimum number of things.19 

 

Botstein’s perspective may largely be due to the growing insistence through the 

latter half of the twentieth century for ‘disciplined’ interpretations of orchestral 

music, championed and popularised by the Italian conductor Arturo Toscanini.20 

This modern method was uncluttered by the ‘romanticisation’ developed from 19th 

Century performance practice, which would apparently favour an indulgence of 

interpretation over historically-informed accuracy. 

  

In contrast to Toscanini, the respected composer-conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler 

was consistently berated for his ‘flexible tempi’21. With the methodology of a 

composer within a conductor22, Furtwängler’s approach was a focus on the whole 

work, with the ‘correct’ tempi chosen in the moment. Furtwängler notes, in his 

essay Principles of Interpretation that:  

 
A score cannot give the slightest clue as to the intensity of a forte or a piano, 
or exactly how fast a tempo should be, since every forte, every fast or slow 
tempo has in practice to take account of such things as the size and 
composition of the orchestra and the characteristics of the hall in which it is 
playing.23 

 

                                                
19 Botstein, L The Art of Conducting Music (Musical Quarterly, June 2010) 
20 Quoted in Pirie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (Duckworth, London, 1980) 124 
21 ‘Flexibility in tempo and rhythm is among the basic principle of Furtwängler's art. But when the 
conductor decides to be "inflexible" in these two aspects, we get an impressive alliance of single 
tempo, precise rhythm and intense expression’ (Société Wilhelm Furtwängler, op.id) 
22 “I have to say I began as a composer much before conducting, all my life I considered myself as a 
conducting composer but never as a composing conductor” (Société Wilhelm Furtwängler, 1969, 
retrieved online 2012) 
23 Furtwängler, ed/ Taylor Furtwängler on Music; Essays and Addresses (Scolar, London 1991) 
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Furtwängler continues, upon the specific point of composers from his home 

country: 

 
Moreover as far as German classical composers are concerned, the dynamics 
are quite deliberately not literal but symbolic, not with a precise practical 
meaning for each individual instrument but of a broad significance, added 
with the sense of the work as a whole in mind.24 

 

A common thread is the prerequisite of fidelity to the composer. The discrepancies 

lie within whether the conductor views the composer’s score as the exemplification 

or mere beginning of the composer’s intention – the score being, indisputably, all 

that the composer has intentionally left them. 

 

Furtwängler’s opinions as to ‘literal’ interpretation are key to the methodology of his 

craft:  

 
There are two slogans prominent in public discussion today. One is that of 
‘literal’ performance. The other is that of ‘creative interpretation’… the 
former with associated concepts such as ‘adherence to the spirit of the 
work’ and ‘subordination of the performer’s personality to the composer’ 
must seem a matter of course. Every student takes it for granted that one 
does not contradict what the composer has written, and that it is our 
obligation to make our own personality take second place to the composer’s 
intentions.25 

 

However, here the operative word is ‘intentions’ – Furtwängler is clearly implying 

that there is further information beyond, or behind, merely the notes. Moreover, the 

obligation which is ‘taken for granted’ by the student is not so clear a policy for the 

professional. For example, while it can often fall to conductors to ‘edit’, i.e. clear up 

minor errors in the score/parts, make adjustments to timings, etc., there is also 

precedent for conductors’ wholesale rewriting of scores, without admitting credit or 

clauses of liability. Even, or perhaps principally, ‘great’ conductors have been found 
                                                
24 Furtwängler, ed. Taylor Principles of Interpretation (Hants: Scolar Press, 1991)  
25 Furtwängler, ed. Taylor Principles of Interpretation (Hants: Scolar Press, 1991) p. 8  
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culpable of such action26. Some have justified their tinkering as an attempt to get 

closer to the composer’s intended result, despite the score left by the composer. This 

hints at the premise that the conductor is in a position to know something necessary 

to the correct performance of the piece, or specifically to the spirit of the piece, that 

neither the composer, copyist nor editor were in a position to grasp, nor elucidate 

through notation.  

 

Furtwängler clearly expressed his motivation against the ‘literal’ performance27: 

 
As a goal this concept of the ‘literal’ performance is woefully inadequate; at 
the most it represents the ideal of the pedant, the pedagogue, quite apart 
from the fact that it is simply not practicable, even in the simplest of cases. 
…In fact, the whole notion of ‘literal interpretation’ belongs rather to the 
sphere of literary criticism than to music, to which it is so irrelevant as to be 
scarcely worth discussing. The only matter of interest is how and why it has 
come to be seen as so important by the public at the present time. 
… In the face of this, it is fully understandable that there should be a 
concern with the composer’s instructions and a demand for clarity and 
objectivity of performance, however inadequate a way this is, in itself, to 
approach the works of the great composers.28 

 

The ‘literalness’ of the conductor’s art is at the very root of the composer’s dilemma 

in aiming for the ‘perfect’ performance. Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps provides 

by itself three examples that attest to the flexibility of the composer’s intent. The 

first deals with the telegram sent, by Stravinsky to Henry Wood, after what was in 

the composer’s opinion a particularly successful performance in the Queen’s Hall: 
                                                
26 Noteworthy examples include Toscanini’s performances of Tchaikovsky’s Manfred symphony; here 
he added cymbal crashes and removed 100 bars from its finale. While not a lone target, Tchaikovsky 
appears to have been fair game for performer’s ‘improvements’, up to and including the first half of 
the 20th Century, with similar treatment to his Violin Concerto by its dedicatee, Leopold Auer and 
further cuts by his pupil Jascha Heifetz. Stokowski’s treatment of Mussorgsky’s Night on a Bald 
Mountain contains similar alterations, although, without irony, this may have brought Rimsky-
Korsakov’s orchestration closer to the composer’s originally perceived soundscape.    
27 “Furtwängler… liberated himself from slavery to the score; he realised that notes printed in the 
score, are nothing but symbols. The score is neither the essence nor the spirit of the music. 
Furtwängler had this very rare and great gift of going beyond the printed score and showing what 
music really was” - Henry Jay Lewis, double-bassist and conductor (October 16, 1932 – January 26, 
1996), Wilhelm Furtwängler In Memoriam liner notes, p. 54 from the CD [FURT1090–1093] Tahra, 
2004. 
28 Furtwängler, ed. Taylor Principles of Interpretation (Hants: Scolar Press, 1991) p.9 
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Wood had re-written the arguably most metrically difficult passage (Sacrificial Dance) 

into a progressive sequence of 4/429. That the piece possessed scope for such 

metrical re-dissection was hardly a new consideration, as the piece’s basis in dance 

precipitated an even, linear metrical division. However, Wood’s edition tailored the 

score to the strengths of the ensemble – and, one presumes, the conductor. Such 

methods are commonplace in band and amateur circles30 and yet largely taboo 

amongst the professional31,32. 

The second account deals with Stokowski’s re-orchestration and simplification of 

the score for the 1940 Walt Disney film Fantasia, aimed at the American Youth 

market. Stokowski had presented the piece in concert at its American première in 

1922, and then on stage with Martha Graham in 1930. He also first recorded the 

piece that year. However, while Stravinsky accepted the royalties for the piece’s 

inclusion in Fantasia, he begrudged Stokowski’s recording, with alterations, as 

‘execrable’33, even if Stokowski’s insistence on using the work in an animated film 

ensured its popularity with a greater audience in contemporary America.  

 

The third account is by Stravinsky himself, who complained bitterly to his 

biographer Robert Craft about the tempi in Herbert von Karajan’s 1964 recording 

of Sacre with the Berlin Philharmonic. Stravinsky asserted that as composer, he had 

a unique insight into his own score, whereas Karajan’s tempi broke from his original 

                                                
29 Woodfruff, E.G. Metrical Phase Shifts in Stravinsky’s ‘The Rite of Spring’ (Music Theory Online, V. 
12/1, February 2006 
30 See interviews with D.P., B.D. (4.2.2) 
31 Sir Simon Rattle admits to changing the scoring in multiple works to suit the circumstance, in 
particular over-scoring support for a vocal line (see chapter 5)  
32 After the première season in Paris, and before the Ballet Russes progressed to London, the 
conductor Pierre Monteux apparently declared that he, not the Diaghilev (the producer) was the 
composer's representative in matters related to The Rite of Spring (Buckle, Richard (1975). Nijinsky. 
Harmodsworth (UK): Penguin Books p. 258) 
33 Gutman, P Igor Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring (classicalnotes.net, 2002) 
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intentions. However, Karajan’s tempi were precisely taken from what was marked in 

the score, and the Berlin Philharmonic obeyed to the letter34.  

 

Not only do the three instances listed above demonstrate a lack of compatibility 

between the composer’s intentions for a piece and its ensuing reception, but also an 

incongruity between the composer’s perception of the work and how it can be 

perceived by others with the capacity to control the music’s performance.   

 

Giacomo Puccini’s failure to complete Turandot (due to an inability to solve 

difficulties in the score, hampered by chronic illness before his death) provides a 

further example of a conductor’s direct interference into the ‘fidelity’ of the 

rendition of the composer’s score. Despite the composer’s direct wishes, Franco 

Alfano, a minor composer in the Ricordi publishing house, was commissioned to 

finish the opera.35 

 

Alfano’s ending for Turandot exists in three versions: the original, with passages 

additional to the 36 pages of sketches left by Puccini and supplementary text to the 

libretto (Alfano 1); the revised shorter ending, with the passages recognizable as 

‘Alfano’ rather than ‘Puccini’ excised from the score after strict conditions imposed 

by Ricordi and Toscanini (Alfano 1b); and the final edit by Toscanini, which cuts 

further sequences from the score (Alfano 2).36 

                                                
34 Craft, R Conversations with Igor Stravinsky (London: Faber, 1959) 
35 Alfano did not receive Puccini’s blessing in the role, which the composer had intended to be given 
to Riccardo Zandonai 
36 The order of the surviving Alfano manuscripts are either incomplete or indistinguishable from 
each other. Research by Alan Rich (d. 2012) indicates that Puccini had completed his final opera in 
full score through the scene of Liù’s death midway in Act III; and that according to Joseph Kerman 
in Opera as Drama, from that point on was “a thirty-six-page draft”; or according to Julian Budden 
in OperaGrove “twenty-three scarcely legible sketches” or “thirteen pages of sketches, which take 
the final scene only to the  crucial kiss” according to Anthony Tommasini in The New York Times. 
Rich’s article first appearing online in Opera News, November 26, 2002 
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However, Toscanini played none of these at the première, apparently instead opting 

for posterity – and so creating legend of that conductor upholding the composer’s 

unattainable superiority – by dropping the curtain halfway through the third act, at 

the point where Toscanini believed Puccini’s own music concluded.37  

 

The various degrees of ‘premeditated performance inspiration’ versus ‘literalness’ 

can be observed as a sideline through the eyes of the orchestrator: at which points 

are notes classed as ‘re-composed’ rather than ‘edited’? Records of re-orchestrations 

of pieces composed by fine orchestrators is commonplace, for example W.A. 

Mozart’s ‘modernising’ of the Messiah, and many more modernisations since, 

perhaps culminating in Eugene Goossens’ allocation of comparatively gargantuan 

forces for the 1958 performances by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, 

commissioned by its founding conductor, Sir Thomas Beecham. 

 

Instances of tinkering, or even wholescale re-writing, are neither rare nor have they 

been in the past considered worthy of report. In the twenty-first century such 

liberties could be considered highly questionable. Yet it is worth considering that 

each decade carries with it its own flavour of ethics, from which the subjective 

boundaries of ‘classical’ or ‘contemporary’ art provide no shield – if they are not 

themselves archetypes of such conflict. 

 

                                                
37 Albeit with profound intention, Toscanini’s remarks to the audience at the early end of the 
première “Qui finisce l’opera, perché a questo punt’ il maestro è morto” (La Scala, Milan; 25th April 1926) were 
inaccurate; Puccini had written further, though at times in piecemeal fashion. To ascertain whether 
Toscanini was intentionally quoting CPE Bach’s note “Über dieser Fuge, wo der Nahme B A C H im 
Contrasubject angebracht worden, ist der Verfasser gestorben” (“Over this fugue, where the name BACH 
appears in the countersubject, the composer died”) is conjecture which, as that composer had 
written the work a decade earlier and was most likely preparing the work for publication at the point 
of his death, is similarly apocryphal. 
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1.3 Consensus in appreciation of the composer-conductor 

The conductor is charged with the responsibility of recreating the composer’s 

vision. With a ‘perfect’ score this can theoretically become a simple exercise of 

beating time, and controlling balance and other issues of ensemble, with the musical 

forces following their parts obediently – the interpretation emerging from the 

orchestral sections without effort or artifice. However, the ‘perfect’ score only 

comes from the ‘perfect’ composer. The architectural rigour that underpins Esa-

Pekka Salonen’s approach as a composer may be seen as contasting to the holistic, 

organic nature of inspiration that characterises his conducting. Salonen describes the 

gestural aspect of conducting, that which Botstein explains as “the art of directing… 

through pantomime”38 

 

Musical expression is bodily expression, there is no abstract cerebral 
expression in my opinion. It all comes out of the body39  

 

In contrast to Salonen’s position Boulez expounds a view that disavows merely 

interpreting in the moment. Boulez asserts that the model presents an unworthy 

substitute to realising the composer’s concept of the whole: 

 
I think that form is the feeling and that the feeling expresses itself through the 
form. Composers work through conceptions. You have to navigate a long 
work. In Parsifal you can’t just begin and follow the fancy of the moment. 
Wagner spent four years writing it. It’s not fair to the composer of the score 
just to follow one’s fancy. There’s more freedom in knowing than in not 
knowing.40 

 

However, despite centuries of improvements and refinements, by definition a 

‘perfect’ score remains a theoretical concept. And, fundamentally, there is no 

                                                
38 Botstein, L The Art of Conducting Music (Musical Quarterly, June 2010) 
39 From A compulsion to compose (quoted by van Hewitt, The Telegraph 2nd November 2005).  
40 Quoted by Peyser in John Gruen’s television program The Art of the Live Interview, recorded at the New School 
for Social Research, New York, N.Y.  
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‘perfect composer’, whose score is the result of an imperfect transcription of the 

composer’s intention and inspiration. 

  

Igor Stravinsky’s attitude has been well documented, but what is often glanced over 

is the discontinuity – even wholesale contradiction – of his opinions towards 

interpreting music, as if his scores were uniquely communicative: 

 
I have often said that my music is to be ‘read’, to be ‘executed’, but not to 
be ‘interpreted’. I will say it still, because I see in it nothing that requires 
interpretation […] But… stylistic questions in my music are not conclusively 
indicated by the notation; my style requires interpretation. This is true and it 
is also why I regard my recordings as indispensable supplements to the 
printed music… Notes are still intangible. They are not symbols but signs.41 

 

The paradox appears to be one borne of slights perceived to his personal 

intervention. Despite his insistence at one point upon the score displaying all, 

Stravinsky appears to have taken the centrist path, yet one in which he as composer 

is in a unique position for realisation of the score, possessing a symbiotic 

appreciation for it as both its composer and conductor: 

 
… Reviewers have certainly resisted me in that capacity for forty years, in 
spite of my recordings, in spite of my special qualifications for knowing 
what the composer wants, and my perhaps one thousand times greater 
experience conducting my music than anyone else… how could Time or 
anybody know whether I ably conducted a work I alone knew? 

 

It would be fallacious to assume that Boulez and Stravinsky shared a minority belief 

that their scores carry both the perfect intent and the means with which to 

communicate it. However, events from the mid-twentieth century suggest 

otherwise: the movement towards electronic music, where the composer had the 

means to perfectly realise their ideas without reliance upon the interpretations of 

                                                
41 Stravinsky, I and Craft, R Conversations with Igor Stravinsky p72 
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other musicians, demonstrates that composers were facing increasing 

disappointment with the seemingly obligatory imposition of interpretation. 

 

Innovations in electronically produced music had gained traction even with 

composers otherwise famed for their adherence to tradition42. By the 1950s this new 

paradigm began to erode the view that the solution to the composer’s quest for the 

perfect realization of their music was the virtuoso conductor, or even the acoustic 

performance. Whilst the majority eschewed these developments as a novelty, few 

musicians were oblivious to the potential implications of electronically-composed43 

and electronically-performed music.  

 

 

1.3.1  Revising the models of Composer and Conductor from the 19th to the 

21st Century 

Without the advent of the ‘professional’ conductor in the late nineteenth-early 

twentieth century, and the increasing specialisation that artists have followed since, 

the premise of this study would be redundant. Indeed the polarisation of crafts – 

the composer, the conductor, the soloist – that may be a construct of external 

forces, such as professional appearance and (more recently) marketing44 – is both 

the foundation for the need for this research, and also the prime obstacle in the 

                                                
42 Busoni, F trans. Baker: Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (New York, 1907: Schirmer) ch. 32 ‘The 
Tripartite Tone’ 
43 The Illiac Suite, programmed in 1956 by profs. Lejaren Hiller and Leonard Isaacson at the 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, is generally accepted as the first successful experiment 
with computer-composed music. According to Dennis Baggi, the suite was an experiment to test 
various algorithms for composition, not “to be, in a strict sense, great or beautiful music”.  
(Chairman and Founder, IEEE CS Technical Committee on Computer-Generated Music; published 
online 9th December 1998)  

44 A notable study on this topic is Paying the piper: a study of musicians and the music business by Krzysztof 
Kubacki and Robin Croft; International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing (Special Issue: 
Creativity and the Nonprofit Marketing Organization)Volume 10, Issue 4, pages 225–237, 
November 2005  
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quest for reliability in the data drawn from artists’ opinions and experience45.  

 

To understand the variance in the definitions attached to an artist, for example the 

definitions of composer and conductor one could describe the accepted masters Bach, 

Mozart, Beethoven through to Britten, Hindemith, Prokofiev and Rachmaninov. 

However, such definitions are limiting. All the ‘composers’ mentioned were in their 

lifetime soloists who wrote for themselves to perform as well as, when the artistic 

and/or financial opportunity arose, for others46. All the artists listed above also had 

successful careers in conducting47. In summary, for the purpose of this study, 

examination focuses upon the acts of composing and conducting; the definitions of 

‘composer’ and ‘conductor’ rest primarily with artists who can be described as ‘one 

who composes’ or ‘one who conducts’, without either financial nor critical bias.  

 

 

1.3.2  The musician who composes: two examples of habitual misdefinition 

Two examples stand out from the crowd of composing musicians from the last 

century and beyond. Niccolò Paganini, for instance, is considered to be principally a 

violinist who composed to further his playing career, despite how many ‘composers’ 

                                                
45 Further study into the reasons for the separation of skills has largely pointed to historical factors 
that precipitated schisms of skill, often due (at least in part) to increasing specialization in society in 
general. See “How German Is It? Nationalism and the Idea of Serious Music in the Early Nineteenth 
Century” Applegate, Celia; 19th-Century Music, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Further study into the reasons for 
the separation of skills has largely pointed to historical factors that a schism is due in part to 
increasing specialization in society in general (University of California Press, Spring, 1998), pp. 274-
296  
46 Historically, musicians have been commonly packaged by either the magnitude of their output (for 
instance, Wagner as an operatic composer rather than an orchestral conductor) or their enduring 
popularity (Klemperer as an orchestral conductor rather than a composer). The prominent exception 
is the ‘wunderkind’ to whom the historical media has fed the word-of-mouth audience an unlimited 
form of appeal – those akin to Mozart, Beethoven (yet probably not Rossini, Korngold and 
Hermann) whose accepted oeuvre is expected to cover more avenues of interest than the general 
aficionado for which their style of work will particularly care.  
47 Bach and Vivaldi would not have been aware of their work as ‘conductors’, as the term didn’t exist 
in modern usage until c.1820; however, both held positions where musical direction was necessary: 
Bach as Kapellmeister at the Thomaskirche Leipzig; Vivaldi as the equivalent Maestro di cappella at the 
court of Mantua 
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have utilised his thematic material for their own compositions48. However, Paganini 

may have been surprised by the distinction: until the Twentieth Century, it was 

unusual for a performer not to compose for themselves, while it would have been 

due to either their creative talent, professional availability and the opportunity as to 

whether they wrote for musicians other than themselves. 

  

A similarly revealing case can be made from diverging viewpoints of Sergei 

Rachmaninov’s career during his life and since his passing. During the majority of 

his career Rachmaninov’s compositions were critically derided;49 indeed from 1918-

43 he composed only six works, whilst he made his living as a touring pianist. 

Furthermore, Rachmaninov’s work as a conductor50 has been largely ignored. 

However, since his death, whilst his own playing has been acknowledged as first-

class51 primarily fed by surviving recordings52, his compositions have become daily 

fare of pianists due to their broad range of emotional and technical requirements.  

 
The example where Rachmaninov sought to study opera conducting in Moscow, 

and then held the directorship of the Bolshoi for two years, would be at least 

noteworthy in the 21st Century, if not a pivotal moment in any conductor’s career. 

That such a move is merely glanced upon suggests that the conducting of opera as 

an income source was not unexpected, even for a composer – whose financial 

                                                
48 For example, the theme from the 24th Caprice (theme and variations) has been re-used by Brahms, 
Dallapiccola, Liszt, Liebermann, Lutowslawski, Rachmaninov, Schumman, Symanowksi, and Benny 
Goodman (to name but a few). 
49 Grove Dictionary of Music (1954) described Rachmaninov’s compositions as ‘monotonous in 
texture’ and consisting ‘mainly of artificial and gushing tunes’  
50 Notable conducting appointments held by Rachmaninov include the Assistant Conductorship at 
the Russian Private Opera from 1897-8, concerts with the Royal Philharmonic Society in 1899, and 
the directorship of Bolshoi Opera from 1904-6, and in 1917 an offer for a permanent conductorship 
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra 
51 “I was always under the spell of his glorious and inimitable tone…  always the irresistible sensuous 
charm” (Arthur Rubinstein, 1980, 87-89, 468) 
52 "Sergei Rachmaninoff The Complete Recordings" RCA Victor Gold Seal 09026-61265-2 
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career was primarily as a concert pianist. Consequently, to the 21st Century listener53, 

Sergei Rachmaninov was principally a composer, who also played the piano 

brilliantly, and incidentally conducted54.  

 

Such definitions may appear circumstantial or even punctilious, but are crucial to 

the design of any exploration into the relationship between the arts of composing 

and conducting. Fundamentally, they ask the question ‘Does the term composer or 

conductor allude to a full-time calling, or clarification of circumstance?’  

 

 

1.3.3 Definition of the Composer  for this study 

This paper suggests that based upon the sample of conductors and composers 

interviewed, the majority of conductors have composed or still do – but would not 

publicly promote themselves as composers. The similar ratio applies to composers 

who have conducted, or still do, yet would not publically describe themselves as 

conductors. 

 

The necessary definition determines whether an artist can be so described as a 

composer when he/she writes music, or exclusively one who earns a living by such 

writing. This invites two easily understood definitions; the amateur composer and 

the professional composer.  

 

                                                
53 The UK’s nationally-available independent classical radio station Classic FM (as opposed to BBC 
Radio 3) holds a plebiscite The Classic FM Hall of Fame where the public can vote on their favourite 
work. Rachmaninov’s second piano concerto has been included within the top 3% each year since 
the station began the Hall of Fame in 1996  
54 The opinion promulgated by the Encyclopædia Britannica in 1922 
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For the definitions used by this paper, musicians who do not source their income 

primarily through the composition of music, but make a living as performers, or 

conductors (or elsewhere) are to be considered composers whether or not they 

would so describe themselves. However, the evolution of definitions over the 

preceding decades could provide a discrepancy in data drawn from the surveys of 

conductors who compose, as opposed to composer-conductors55. 

 

 

1.3.4  Definition of the Conductor  for this study 

For the purpose of this study, the conductor is the leader of a musical ensemble 

whose purpose is assumed to be musical guidance and management, through verbal 

as well as non-verbal gestural means.   

 

 

1.3.5 Definition of the Composer-Conductor  for this study 

Pursuant to the definitions for the purposes of this study of the composer and the 

conductor, we assume that the composer-conductor is an artist who strives to achieve 

mastery in both crafts, whether or not either, or neither, represent the core priority 

of the individual’s income stream as an artist. 

 

1.4 Preliminary supposition 

It is out of the remit of this study to catalogue, let alone to explain, the 

psychological elements behind the public appreciation of an artist, especially when 

                                                
55 Of the artists who have been included in the interview process, 83% of conductors have (or still 
do) compose, whilst only 28% would describe themselves as composer-conductors (whose 
composing and conducting occupies equal personal priority, if not financially); However, over 40% 
of artists interviewed who describe themselves purely as composers have conducted (and expect to 
in the future). 
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so few guidelines exist for the subjective appraisal of the quality of their work. 

Instead this study concentrates by definition on the human aspect of music making, 

specifically on the two crucial and highly-regarded duties which hold an exalted 

place in the sphere of ‘Western Art Music’ yet, at their time of the execution of that 

duty, make absolutely no sound whatsoever. 

 

The focal point of this research is a study into the work of the composer-conductor, 

in order to highlight potential conflicts and advantages in the artist’s wearing of 

both hats, often at once.  

 

Specific attention is given to exploring what thought processes link the composer of 

a work with its conductor; what forethought can be made implicit in the score; and 

conversely, how, if at all, can a conductor look beyond the written notes – and still 

attest validity in its communication? This paper seeks to answer these questions 

through research in three areas:  

 

1. The historical context in which the development of ensemble composition 

gave rise to the benefit of the role of the conductor;  

2. Observation of key artists (composers, conductors) and interviews with 

these artists and supplementary facilitators) contemporary to this paper; 

3. Case studies in composition/conducting that elucidate the data drawn from 

investigations 1. & 2. 
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2  

 

HISTORICAL EVIDENCE  

 

 

2.1 Literature review 

 

2.1.1 Introduction 

This review has been constructed along three specific paths. Primarily, these are 

based upon material exploring the creative process of the composer and material 

regarding the interpretation of the conductor. Literature available on artists and 

their œuvre fall into clear categories: 1) papers or books about an artist’s life and/or 

career; 2) prose by the artist about their life and/or career; 3) papers or books about 

what the artist should and should not be doing. However, this means research is 

often, at its most objective strictly personal in ambition and scope and, if eventually 

put into print, highly subjective in both approach and conclusion. Moreover, the 

particular points where creation in composition is redesigned into recreation 

through conducting have only featured in paragraphs of larger tomes. This may be 

because few composers of the past centuries have written, let alone spoken on the 

record, about their relationships with conductors of their music other than 

themselves. As such, one can draw no firm conclusions from these sources; 

however they do serve as support and background to other elements of the 

research, namely interviews, observations and case studies. 

 

Certain examples stand out, each purposefully un-Machiavellian in tone, if not 
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subtext. Of the texts scrutinized for this purpose, six are written by composers 

(Busoni, Carse, Furtwängler, Ives, Schumann, Wagner) with a purpose that under 

the surface is akin to a manifesto, defense or apology, and is far from objective.  

 

Below is an overview of the key papers and publications that supply the 

fundamental basis for this investigation. The research discussed in this review has 

been organized into the following three subchapters (2.1.2 Overview and analysis on the 

field of composition; 2.1.3 Analysis on the field of conducting; 2.1.4 Potential insights into the 

interdependency between composition and conducting) for aid of lucidity.56 

 

2.1.2  Overview and analysis on the field of composition 

 
“A composer is or isn't; he cannot learn to acquire the gift that makes him one…” 

         Igor Stravinsky, to Robert Craft57  

 

The issue of whether composition is the primary communicative tool exists in the 

perspective of the levels that follow – namely interpretation, performance and 

appreciation (or reception) of that performance58. In any case, the perspective of the 

composer is paramount to the appreciation of the composer’s craft. This can be 

accessed through writings by the composer, insights contained in biographical/ 

analytical writings regarding the composer, and analysis of the composer’s working 

methods. By offering direct resource, writings by composers have been perhaps 

most critical to this end, with exceptional clarity being given by Robert Schumann 

and Richard Wagner.  

                                                
56  For further insight, suggestions for further reading has been included in the appendix (vi). 
57 Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft Conversations with Igor Stravinsky (London: Faber, 1959) 
58 The predominant contention to this order is the issue of inspiration, which either counts as a 
substrate to facility of composition, or can belong to an external medium to which the composer 
subscribes, or is made aware. 
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From the perspective of a composer-conductor, Leonard Bernstein’s view of his 

own work takes particular import in his view of his conducting career, and yet it is 

with his interpretation of the German masters that Bernstein focused his career as a 

conductor59. His intellectuality was made evident during the series of Norton Lectures 

at Harvard in 196760 where he articulately demonstrated the benefits of an analytical 

approach to Beethoven’s symphonic output, albeit a gentle one. Berstein’s modus 

operandi is shown in Joan Peyser’s bibliography to contrast starkly with Boulez’s in 

a biography by the same author, chiefly in how the issue of artistic priority leads the 

artist within their individual direction.  

 

For the perspective of an eminent composer, Robert Schumann’s ‘Advice to Young 

Musicians’61 illustrates an idealism underpinning the duty of the composer in the 19th 

Century. While the ‘romantic’ ideal sat firmly on the mercenary shoulders of 18th 

Century musicians, Schumann’s opinions can also be seen to contrast sharply with 

perspectives held by composers of the 20th and 21st Centuries, for instance with 

those of Stravinsky62.  The divergence can be seen to develop over the style and 

approach of the two periods in which the composers worked. Schumann states that 

‘music without melody is nothing’. By the early 20th Century music had evolved to a 

point where melody was not the prime factor, as Stravinsky’s broad definition 

illustrates:  

 
Today the composer does not think of notes in isolation but of notes in their 
intervallic position in the series, in their dynamic, their octave, and their 
timbre. Apart from the series, notes are nothing63.  

                                                
59 Teachout, T: How good was Leonard Bernstein? (Commentary Oct.1994, Vol. 98 Issue 4) 
60 Videotape and transcripts, Harvard 1967, Bernstein Office 2008-9 
61 Schumann, R Musikalische Haus- und Lebens-Regeln (Leipzig: Ferber & Seydel) 
62 Craft, R Conversations with Igor Stravinsky (London: Faber, 1959) 
63 ibid. 
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Once again, some measure must be made for contemporary circumstance. In 

continuance to Schumann’s idealism, Ferruccio Busoni’s pamphlet Sketch of a New 

Aesthetic of Music64 affords an eloquent panegyric with a background mired in the 

ideals of the late-Romantics. Busoni discusses many issues fundamental to this 

study, in particular the intervention of conductors in cases where they presume 

shortcomings in the composer’s technique. Busoni at times strongly agrees with 

Wagner’s testament65 and at others, is in stark contrast to the important, if 

subjective, analysis of the transcription process that is fundamental to the 

composer’s craft. In Notation vs Emotion and Notation and Transcription Busoni 

highlights this issue as a divergence between the roles of composer and performer. 

Robert Craft’s interviews with Stravinsky illuminate a similar realm, albeit in 

reflections upon recent and long-past encounters. The chapter ‘Performance of 

Music’ is the most critical to this research; Stravinsky makes plain his attitude 

towards conductors of his own music; the composer’s duty of clarity and 

communication of style; and himself as the composer of his music, whose 

endeavors were at that time often derided in the musical press. The final chapter, 

advice to Young Composers allows a further, scholarly and perspicuous contribution to 

the educational conclusions of this paper.  

 

Guiseppe Sinopoli’s interview by Brian Duffie66 demonstrates the artist’s more 

cautious outlook upon his art and his duty as an artist, and politely probes into the 

seemingly incongruous balance between Sinopoli’s work as a romanticist conductor 

and that of modernist composer. The contrast between Sinopoli’s and Stravinsky’s 

                                                
64 Busoni, F trans. Baker: Sketch of a New Æsthetic of Music (New York: Schirmer, 1907) 
65 Wagner, R, tr. Ashton Ellis ‘The Artwork of the Future’ (‘Das kunstwerk der Zukunft’) 
 (Leipzig: Otto Wiegand, 1850) 
66 Duffie, B Conductor Giuseppe Sinopoli: a conversation (1986) retrieved online 
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views is of particular importance to this study, as each case highlights an ideal 

without necessarily carrying a wider consensus. Stravinsky believed himself singly 

qualified to conduct his own works. Similarly, Sinopoli believed that only 

composers should conduct, but rarely conducted his own works or those of 

contemporaries, opting instead for opera by the Italian masters. In both composing 

and conducting, Sinopoli the composer publicly trumps Sinopoli the conductor in 

demonstrating the prioritisation of creation over ensemble regulation.  

 

2.1.3  Analysis of the field of conducting 

On the historical placement of the orchestral/ opera conductor in the timeline of 

the repertoire Adam (von Arne) Carse’s books67 provide the greatest scope and 

depth. Carse has provided a resource of superlative context, not shy of anecdote but 

sure-footed with scholarship. For the purposes of justification, the exhaustive 

nature of Carse’s research brings only one particular flaw, being that he has already 

quoted most of the surviving literature from the periods of which he has written 

(approximately 1750-1870). 

 Literature pertaining to the job of the living, or recently-deceased conductor is 

plentiful in scope but relatively weak in depth, generally presenting of a conductor’s 

output during a particular time or tenure. The biographical accounts of conductors 

fall into two general camps: myth-making or apologetic, and those that gloss over 

the difficult details that illuminate the artist’s education and challenges. Nicholas 

Kenyon’s partial biography of Simon Rattle68 is a prime example, but it appears – 

twenty years later – that Rattle might simply be adept at surmounting challenges 

before they become issues; his startlingly conventional yet full-throttle career 

                                                
67 Carse, A Orchestral Conducting (London: Augener, 1935); Carse, A The Orchestra from 
Beethoven to Berlioz (Cambridge: W. Heffer & Sons, 1948) 
68 Kenyon, N Simon Rattle: The Making of a Conductor (London: Faber and Faber, 1987) 
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appears to acknowledge this.  

 

Peyser’s biography of Bernstein69 often focuses upon his character in order to 

illuminate the multifaceted genesis of his work. Peyser feels it necessary to illustrate 

the difficulties Bernstein had to overcome – his middle-class Jewish background in a 

racially-charged America through the 1930s and 1940s; education at the mercy of 

the interests of his teachers; and mentors who betrayed his ambitions whilst they 

outwardly promoted him.  

 

Peyser’s account of the early/mid career of Boulez70 finds similar restrictions, but 

the younger Boulez had even less interest in verifying anything that could 

undermine a meticulously constructed public image. Similar issues confound 

biographies of other maestri, although Karajan emerges glowing from Osborne’s 

account of his career71, if with a greater sense of fact behind the assembled fancy.  

 

However, it is Wilhelm Furtwängler whose output as composer and conductor faces 

the greatest conflict between assertions made in the available literature. Daniel 

Gillis’s Furtwängler Recalled72 mirrors Furtwängler’s own writings73 in asserting his 

commitment and musicianship, whereas documents such as Pirie’s treatise74 on 

Furtwängler’s craft appear at times as a personal defense of the artist’s 

accomplishments, armed with subjective observations in the face of subjective, if 

severe criticism. In the quest for contextualization of the conductor’s art and 

purpose, these works can obscure as much as illuminate.  

                                                
69 Peyser, J Leonard Bernstein (London: Transworld, 1987) 
70 Peyser, J Boulez (New York: Katomo, 1976) 
71 Osborne, R Conversations with Karajan (Oxford: OUP, 1989) 
72 Gillis, D Furtwängler Recalled (Zurich: Atlantis Verlag, 1965) 
73 Furwängler, ed. Taylor Furtwängler on Music; Essays and Addresses (London: Scolar, 1991) 
74 Pirie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (London: Duckworth, 1980) 
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As it stands, literature concerning conductors is useful in identifying particular roles 

that the artists can take within, and often without, the parameters of their 

profession. However, notwithstanding the historical trend of composers conducting 

and vice versa, the available literature is limited with respect to the question of the 

synergetic relationship. 

 

 

2.1.4  Conclusion: Potential insights into the interdependency between 

composition and conducting 

Comprehensive investigation has revealed little research comparable in either depth 

or scope to the aims of this study into the exact relationship between the duties of 

composers and conductors. Much of the literature available has shown a bias 

towards anecdotal rather than analytical research. 

 

Whilst the literature on composition and composers, and conducting and 

conductors represents an embarrassment of riches to any researcher, there is a 

deficiency of interest where both duties are combined and very little that deals with 

the issue head-on. This could be due to the need for artists to be categorised as a 

matter of their own self-development and career advancement, or that major artists 

are rarely engaged in both duties simultaneously75.  

                                                
75 Notable exceptions include Richard Strauss’s discography which provides indisputable evidence of 
his work as a first-rate conductor; Pierre Boulez’s brand of composer-conductor was devised 
through his conducting of his work and directing ‘definitive’ performances of work by his colleagues 
in the European Avant-Garde movement. However, Bruno Maderna’s comparatively early death 
(1973) forced his contributions as a conductor to come behind his composition, and become more 
evident through the careers of his students. In contrast, the second decade of the 21st century 
showed that the popularity of Leonard Bernstein’s early ‘popular’ compositions endured not 
necessarily due to but rather, sometimes despite the conflicting brand of their creator as a classical 
conductor: by mid-career the appreciation of his ‘serious’ compositions, for example the two 
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Whether the public perceive an artist as either a composer or a conductor is often a 

result of simplistic marketing approaches of such artists towards one field or other. 

Some journalists, one example being Norman Lebrecht76, have drawn attention to 

the power held by contemporary composer-conductors77. However, Lebrecht forces 

journalistic and often highly opinionated conclusions instead of objective studies of 

the professional role78.  

 

In contrast, the composer himself can on the face of it make matters worse by using 

his hierarchical status as composer to cloud the issue of subjectivity versus 

‘correctness’. Ostensibly, this can be due to a lack of objective distance from the 

subject matter. One instance of this (as noted in Chapter 1.2) would be Stravinsky’s 

insistence to Craft on the necessity for correct tempi for his music. Stravinsky 

apparently relies upon his subjective ideal of his score which once removed from 

specific objectivity of the score as printed, is subject to evolution over time. 

Stravinsky’s savage review of Karajan’s recording of Sacre was based upon his dislike 

of the tempi, which Karajan had obeyed fastidiously.  

 

Antithetical to many anecdotal narratives, there is a lack of literature that presents a 

credible and non-partisan context to the conductor and composer-conductor. 

 

                                                                                                                               
symphonies and piano concerti, were forgotten in the wake of his career conducting mainstream 
compositions by other composers.  
76 Norman Lebrecht (b. 1948) columnist for The Daily Telgraph (1994-2002), assistant editor Evening 
Standard (2002-09), presenter BBC Radio 3 Lebrecht.live (from 2000) and The Lebtrecht Interview (from 
2006)  
77 Lebrecht, N Conductors of the New Century (la Scena Musicale, Dec. 2000) 
78 Lebrecht, N The Maestro Myth: Great Conductors in the Pursuit of Power (New York: Citadel 
2001) p175-91 
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2.2  Examination of historical/ contemporary context 

 
Conductors’ careers are made for the most part with ‘romantic’ music.  

‘Classic’ music eliminates the conductor; we do not remember him in it. 

Igor Stravinsky79 

 
While a thorough discussion of the history of conducting and conductors is outside 

the scope of this study, the emergence of the conductor from the job as composer 

is central to the theme of research, and so some mention may be necessary to 

illustrate how this relationship emerged.  

 

Throughout the documented history of music, an ensemble of combined players 

has required leadership, whether formal or subtle, of one sort or another. However, 

the figure of the ‘conductor’, now so central to the ‘classical’ industry, did not exist 

before the nineteenth century, except as a time-beater in performances of sacred 

music.  

 

As influential musical posts were filled by composers, whose duty generally would 

include writing fresh music for every notable occasion, the direction of the 

performances naturally fell to them. In the sphere of secular performance, where 

the performers were potentially separate from the composer who provided the 

music, an ensemble had its own ‘leader’. Such a person either gesticulated from the 

keyboard, or directed the band as the principal first violinist. Naturally, regional 

traditions differed notably across Europe with regard to which instruments, and 

their respective players, were considered suitably worthy of ‘leadership’.80  

 

                                                
79 Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft Conversations with Igor Stravinsky (London: Faber, 1959) 
80 see Carse, A The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz p. 316-318 (W. Heffer & Sons, Cambridge 1948) 



 
 

33 

The sharing of directorship between the various musical parties was intrinsic to the 

method of 18th Century music performance. For a more complex performance, for 

instance in the theatre, the orchestra would be led by the principal violinist; the 

ensemble of ’celli and basses accompanying the soloists through recitatives would 

be led by the keyboard player; and the chorus would be directed by the chorus 

master, who was charged with their direction from the side of the stage as well as 

their training before the performance81.  

 

Certain traditions have survived to this day on account of their suitability in the 

performance of music from the period of their conception: in England the principal 

first violinist, known elsewhere as a ‘concertmaster’ is still known as the ‘leader’ and 

is always visible from the mid-to-front of the theatre stage. Ostensibly the 

placement aids the performers in following both the leader and the conductor. 

Opera houses with large repertoire and conductors in a guest capacity can often rely 

on the prompter for cueing the soloists, and chorus masters are often still expected 

to conduct offstage vocal/instrumental ensembles from backstage. 

 

However, once orchestral and operatic scores reached a suitable level of complexity 

to require a dedicated director, it increasingly befell the visiting soloist or the 

composer to develop, in an entrepreneurial fashion, the post of the conductor. This 

evolution was largely hastened by the retirement of keyboard instruments from the 

orchestral line-up. 

 

Records from Germany, Italy, France and England suggest that every noteworthy 

                                                
81 Carse, A The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz pp. 316-318 [W. Heffer & Sons, Cambridge 1948] 
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‘conductor’ since 1820 – when the title was first used in London82 – was a composer 

by profession. Berlioz, Costa, Habeneck, Jullien, Mendelssohn, Nicolai, Schumann, 

Spohr, Wagner and Weber all were celebrated as conductors as much as composers. 

For them, the role of ‘conductor’ was born out of their work as composers.  

 

While it is not evident whether the title ‘conductor’ was considered one that could 

be separate to the role of composer, the birth of the orchestral conductor, as a 

position in its own right, came about at the same time as the emergence of purely 

orchestral performances.83 In the closing segments on his polemic on the 19th 

Century composer-conductor, Carse notes: 

 
As long as conductors were all composers, a reasonably strong musical gift, 
a good ear, sufficient knowledge of the orchestra and ample musicianship 
might almost be taken for granted; but these were not enough. The new 
orchestral conductor required also such qualities as leadership, a certain 
assertiveness, a suitable temperament, organizing ability, and the power to 
maintain his authority. These were personal qualities quite apart from 
musical gifts... Just how these various qualities, both musical and personal, 
were distributed in the same person was the factor which eventually 
determined who would make a good conductor and who would not… so 
there were still plenty of composers conducting who were not good 
conductors, and plenty of conductors composing who were not good 
composers.84 

 

According to Kastner in 1839, the composer and conductor were often at best ‘not 

quite of the same species’ and at worst, incompatible. He wanted the conductor to 

be ‘musician enough to be able to compose’, but would prefer that he didn’t do so, 

because: 

 

“… A conductor who also composes will have an invincible propensity for 

getting his own music played… it is very difficult for a man enjoying a 
                                                
82 Letter by Louis Spohr to Wilhelm Speyer, dated April 14th, 1820 
83 Carse, A Orchestral Conducting (London: Augener, 1935) 
84 Carse, A: The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz p. 94 (W. Heffer & Sons, Cambridge 1948) 
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certain amount of influence and conducting a musical society or in a theatre 

wholly to renounce the love that everyone feels for his own works”85 

 

The theory of the composer-conductor working in his best interest is hardly 

anathematic to any self-referential outlook of an artist, especially in the music 

industry of the 21st Century. However it appears to have gone against the grain of 

Kastner’s 19th Century perspective, likely imbued with the ethics of the time, and 

infected with the Beethovenian struggle for integrity86.  

 

 

2.3  Framework of Investigation 

 

2.3.1  Overview of methodology 

In the exploration of the synergy between the composer and conductor, this study 

compares the methods of past masters with their present successors. The study 

further assesses the evolving expectations of the professions, their past and 

continuing challenges facing the artists.  

 

The research in this paper seeks to qualify what knowledge can be brought to each 

discipline through study, if not necessarily mastery, of the other. Furthermore, the 

research endeavours to reconcile the divergences between both roles, presenting 

conclusions that demonstrate possible avenues that can be taken by composers, 

conductors and composer-conductors to the express benefit to their audience. 

 
                                                
85 Kastner, L Cours d’instrumentation, p. 15, (Paris: 1837; quoted by Carse: The Orchestra from Beethoven to 
Berlioz) 
86 Woodward, PJ, Jean-Georges Kastner’s Traité Général d’instrumantation: a translation and Commentary 
(masters thesis, University of North Texas, May 2003) 
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Through analysing the attitudes, perspectives and work ethics of artists in the 

contemporary professional sphere, the paper will conclude that the artist who both 

composes and conducts holds distinct advantages over composers and conductors 

who do not perform in both roles.  This data provides a linear study of the past 

development and potential future heading of the ‘classical’ composer and 

conductor.  

 

In order to view the data in the most objective context, the study first assembles a 

brief yet comprehensive survey of the context in which the question takes place by 

researching historical accounts of musicians performing as conductors in their own 

right, from the advent of orchestral conducting c. 1820. The study then seeks to 

acquire corroborative data through two distinct angles: 

 

1. Observations and interviews of key artists (composers, conductors and 

composer-conductors) in professional environments: W.H. (observed as a 

conductor) during the production of Kat’a Kabanová at Theater Bonn in 2010; and 

B.D. at the Metropolis Festival produced by the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra 

(observed as composer, conductor and soloist) in 2011. Additional interviews were 

conducted with administrators with direct influence upon the creative and 

regulatory work of the artists: theatre producers, publishers, and artist managers. 

The interviews and professional observations took place throughout a three-year 

period between August 2009 and June 2012.  

 

a) Of whom are Conductors (who are not composers) 

W.H. (expert) 

F.R. (experienced) 
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A.S. (experienced) 

 

b) Of whom are Composer-Conductors 

B.D. (expert) 

D.P. (expert composer, experienced conductor) 

T.W. (intermediate composer, intermediate conductor) 

 

c) Interviews with one87 composer (who does not conduct) 

P.S. (expert) 

 

d) Interviews with Producers/Managers 

E.R. (former manager of State Theatre, Prague) 

R.S. (producer of prestigious Summer Opera programme in Norfolk, 

England) 

 

e) External interviews 

Further interviews with the following experts, conducted by third parties, 

from which information and data has been extracted.  

Pierre Boulez 

Oliver Knussen  

Sir Charles Mackerras 

Sir Simon Rattle 
                                                
87 As the study focuses upon the relationship between the composer and conductor, there is a natural 
interest in exploring artists who are disinclined to breach the boundary of their ability. Whilst the 
conductor is by definition working with the work of a composer, the composer does not necessarily 
work with a conductor – it is possible to compose and allow the assumption that the compositional 
process there ends. In the exploration of the perspectives and attitudes of such artists, the aim is to 
present the possible reasons why conducting is not a prerequisite skill for a composer; however, 
provisional sources that indicate ambivalence to the concept (manifested in a disinterest in 
conducting) rather than theory-centric are dismissing potential benefits in acquiring and utilising the 
ability to conduct.  
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Esa-Peka Salonen 

José Serebrier 

Alexander Shelley 

 

2. Evidence gained through experiments conducted by the author with own 

compositions being conducted by him. Interviews were conducted to obtain 

comparative data with members of the Mill Point Quartet (T.O, D.C, A.H, S.T), 

and J.L. (composer and conductor). 

 

a) Bad Angel Fire 

Three-movement work written for the Australian String Quartet (mvt. 1) and 

Mill Point Quartet (including revision of mvt. 1 and new mvts. 2-3) 

The study was concentrated on three approaches taken by the Mill Point 

Quartet in realizing one movement of the piece: the quartet’s recording of the 

work with the composer’s input only in speech in advance of the recording; the 

quartet’s recording of the work with the composer’s input in speech in response 

to the first recording; and the quartet’s recording of the work being conducted 

by the composer. Analyses were drawn from a feedback interview with the 

quartet, and visible discrepancies between wave-form printouts of the recording. 

 

b) Unusual Weeds 

One-movement piece for chamber ensemble, written for the West Australian 

Symphony Orchestra Composition Project 2012, conducted and mentored by a 

respected Australian composer.  

The study concentrated upon reflections of the work and process of 

composition and co-composition with the conductor, in interview with the 
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conductor and analysis drawn from recordings of rehearsals and the 

performance. 

 

c) Second Piano Concerto  

This work is for piano soloist and orchestra, composed specifically to be 

directed from the keyboard by the composer. The experiment concerns the 

second movement, which was premièred separately in October 2011 by a 

student orchestra with the composer conducting rehearsals and directing the 

performance from the keyboard.  

 

The approaches chosen have been designed to make allowances for the subjectivity 

of evidence, by seeking alignment between data taken from observations and 

interviews and seeking corroboration between different sources of anecdotal 

evidence.  

 

2.3.2 Case studies for observation with correlating interviews 

The principal source of this study is the assessment of the singular roles of the 

conductor and composer, and the attitudes that precede the assessment and re-

creation of the score left by the composer. As in all the chosen contemporary cases 

studied, the significance of the subjectivity of individual artistic merit necessitated 

background field research to assess the suitability of the key artist within certain 

criteria. These included educational background, professional accomplishments, and 

current career profile, and interest in contributing to the research.  

 

Towards this end the German conductor W.H. was chosen as the conductor for 

observation during the production and performance of the opera Kat’a Kabanová. The 
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observation sought to examine his methods and intent in relation to distinctly well-

documented examples of previous productions and their relevant interpretations. 

Due to the manifold deficiencies in performance readiness of the composer’s score, 

each production was unique in the constructive decisions made by conductors for the 

work’s successful performance. Maestro W.H. was particularly suitable for 

observation due to: 

 

• Exceptional professional reputation (winning a Gramophone Award in 

1991) 

• Experience conducting contemporary premières alongside conventional 

repertoire (including Berg, Berio, Mahler, Nono, Puccini, Rihm) 

• Tertiary musical education in the classical European model (training 

included advanced theory, harmony, counterpoint, instrumental 

performance and composition) 

• Medium-high career profile (Artistic Director of major European opera 

houses; many commercially available recordings on a major international 

label, and consistent and continuing work as a guest conductor) 

• Willingness to participate in all levels of research (within professional 

schedule) 

 

Provisional interviews were conducted during the Turandot revival production at the 

Deutsch National Theater Weimar, October 2009, one of two opera productions 

provisionally arranged for field study88. Of potential interest in Deutsch National 

Theater’s production of Turandot were their decision to blend the two published 

                                                
88 Operas were chosen for study to contrast with further observation/ interview research in concert 
performance, which require different skills from the composer and conductor. An example would be 
the need for awareness of practical (dramatic and staging) requirements by both the opera composer 
and conductor, and therefore greater opportunity for verifiable effects of symbiosis. 
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endings of the opera, the first completion offered by Franco Alfano to Puccini’s 

publisher Riccordi, and the second where Puccini’s unfinished final score 

recompleted through revisions ordered by the conductor, and Puccini’s confidant 

Arturo Toscanini.  

 

Data drawn from the initial field research was inconclusive in key areas due to the 

nature of a revival rather than a new production, which sought to re-create the 

original ideas from the production of a few month’s prior, and not to necessarily 

examine the composer’s work as an intellectualized urtext. However, the interviews 

with the conductor were included in the subsequent field research in Bonn (Kát’a 

Kabanová, Theater Bonn 2010) where techniques in conducting and the 

philosophical approaches overlapped. 

 

Additional interviews were conducted to broaden the scope of research. The benefit 

of further interviews with composer-conductors and pure-conductors were those of 

increased sample size, which granted the data greater significance and was less 

prone to bias. However, as well as the opinions of the creative artists, collaborative 

research with publishers on their outlook upon the role of the contemporary 

composer and with managers and producers on their estimation of the role of the 

conductor have been included within the research in an effort to ensure objective 

contextualization.  

 

The production chosen as a basis for research was Kát’a Kabanová by Leos Janácek 

(Theater Bonn, March-May 2010). The advantage of the Janácek work was in the 

score’s incomplete and erroneous nature at the time of publication, with major 

alterations made by the conductor of the première performance, and the 
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authoritative version heavily edited by the Australian-American conductor, Sir 

Charles Mackerras. The factor of ‘originality’ versus contentious re-editing proved 

indispensable to this study: where one conductor overruled another, with each 

consciously overruling the composer’s work, with the intention of improving upon 

the work’s spirit, in many instances despite its notes. 

 

2.3.4 Methods of data collation 

 

The role of the composer-conductor was studied under two specific circumstances, 

each within the historical context of artists of the past and present: the composer as 

conductor of his/her own work, and the composer conducting works by another 

composer. Data was collected through the observation of work of contributing 

artists in production, and in the interviews conducted throughout the duration of 

the observation. This was subsequently analysed through qualitative and quantitative 

methods, including comparison with the supplementary and historical-contextual 

research categorized in the Chapter 1 (introduction: 1.2, 1.3) and Chapter 2 

(background: 2.1, 2.2). These subsections of research include historical study into 

the performances by Robert Schumann, Hector Berlioz, Gustav Mahler, Richard 

Strauss, Alexander Glazunov, Edward Elgar, and living composers Pierre Boulez, 

Esa-Pekka Salonen, and interview/ observation research artist B.D. 

Interview questions for the artists were consistent and followed a predetermined 

formula, but allowed the opportunity for follow-up questions to be posed where the 

interviewer deemed it beneficial to the study to explore further upon a particular 

course.89 

                                                

89 The standard templates for artist interviews are enclosed in the appendix (i) 
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Interviews were carried out face-to-face. Audio recordings were taken to ensure 

correct record of the interview was made for transcript, including vocal inflections 

and similar gestural communication90. Audio recordings provided an accurate 

archive, negating the need for videotaping the interview, which studies have 

demonstrated to potentially constrain the ease of the interviewee91. The recording 

process was made purposely clear to the interviewee in all instances, including 

during the arrangement and execution of the interviews. 

The interview questions dealt with the context of the interviewee’s background and 

principal education in preparation for their career and associated targets; the path in 

which their career track could be traced; the challenges/ advantages that they 

encountered and the results that ensued on account of the strengths/ weaknesses of 

their technical and experiential tutelage. Attention was then drawn to their 

reflections upon the suitability of their education for their career aspirations; 

reflection upon their core achievements vs. their original career ambition, and the 

underlying philosophy behind their art - and of music in general, if they supported 

the supposition that such a relationship exists.  

 

In the final stage of analysis, the data from the interviews and professional 

observation of the key artists was reviewed in the context of the primary research, 

then compared with the analysis of the three experiments 1.) Bad Angel Fire 2.) 

Unusual Weeds and 3.) Second Piano Concerto. In order to seek further validation, the 

data was corroborated by published accounts by internationally-recognised 
                                                

90 Questions regarding an artist’s career (irrespective of any outward success enjoyed by the artist) 
could provoke defensive responses in areas involved the artist’s personal insecurities. For instance, 
many musicians had anticipated greater collegial respect, finer published reviews, or greater financial 
stability through their career, and almost always an easier path to stable work.  
91 See Schensul, Schensul and de Compte Essential ethnographic methods: Observations, interviews, and 
questionaires  (Oxford: Altamira/ Rowman & Littlefield 1999) 
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composers and conductors. 

In this way, the statistics collected from the interviews provided contextual evidence 

to enhance the relevant conclusions from the observation and case studies. 

Similarly, the background research of literature constructs a context where data 

drawn from the interviews can be grounded, minimising the risk of data pollution 

through possible willful bias or subjectivity of the interviewer.  
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3 

 

RESEARCH PROJECTS 

 

3.1 Background to research projects 

Research projects were undertaken in 2009 (revival season of Turandot for Deutsch 

National Theater, Weimar) 2010 (Kát’a Kabanová, Theater Bonn, Germany 2010) and 

2011 (Metropolis Festival, Melbourne, Australia). The purpose of the observations 

was to examine how the artistic perspectives of a conductor shape the creative 

atmosphere in which they work. This was achieved through investigating how their 

field of work may strengthen or negate such a perspective and how that perspective 

may differ from outside their point of view, for example those of colleagues 

(singers, instrumentalists, artistic management) who share goals but are separated by 

their immediate context.  

 

3.1.1  Observation and interview of W.H.  

Background to the musical circumstances of  Kát’a Kabanová (Theater Bonn 2010) 

In 2010 Theater Bonn mounted a new production of Leoš Janáček’s opera Kát’a 

Kabanová with W.H. engaged as guest conductor. The opera presented the 

conductor with various artistic challenges due to, in his opinion the unsuitable 

nature of the score for dramatic purposes in its most recent revision. The version 

was the 1991 Universal Edition score meticulously produced by the late Australian 

conductor Charles Mackerras92.  

                                                
92 Mackerras (1925-2010) gained experience as a professional conductor following his education in 
composition, which he studied (with oboe) from the relatively young age of 16 at the Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music; he continued his studies in England and studied conducting at the Prague 
Academy of Music with Václav Talich, the chief conductor of the Prague Philharmonic.  
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3.1.2 Overview of the source: Kát’a Kabanova in the 1991 Universal Edition 

Mackerras’s aim in the preparation of the score of Kat’a Kabanová for Universal 

Edition93 was to return the opera to how Janáček would have intended it for 

performance – at least as close as could be found in retrospect. His main direction 

was to revise the orchestration to Janáček’s original style, which according to 

Mackerras had been viewed as:  

 

A sort of incompetence in orchestration, or his inexperience or his 

primitiveness in orchestration and in general writing down of the music...94 

 

In producing the revision, Mackerras was conscientious to the issues inherent in 

Janáček’s orchestration, which had precipitated the changes made by the conductor 

of the première František Neumann. Mackerras describes such changes being: 

 

… to the phrasing and dynamics, sometimes for practical reasons of 

instrumental technique, sometimes to modify the volume of the orchestra so 

as not to cover the singers (a constant danger in Janáček’s operas)95 

 

However, after the première, the opera was conducted by Václav Talich who heavily 

re-arranged Janáček’s orchestration in a manner “comparable to Rimsky-Korsakov’s 

version of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov”96. Mackerras himself eventually conducted 

the English première of Kát’a in 1951, indeed the English première of an opera by 

Janáček (presumably using the 1922 Universal Edition with Talich’s orchestration). 

 

                                                
93 Janácek, L. ed. Mackerras Kát’a Kabanová (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1991) 
94 ‘Conductor Sir Charles Mackerras: a conversation with Bruce Duffie’, recorded November 6, 1986. 
http://www.bruceduffie.com/mackerras. 
95 Preface by Charles Mackerras to the full score Kát’a Kabanová (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1991) 
96 Ibid. 
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The complex evolution of Kát’a – the Neumann changes of the first score in 

première, the widely-performed Talich reorchestration, then the 1991 Mackerras 

revision – made it a highly suitable choice for exploration of the means and motives 

of a conductor’s alterations of a score to suit their own requirements in both the 

immediate (addressing practical limitations) and indirect (considering artistic 

imperfections). 

 

3.1.3  Observation versus supporting interviews 

Kát’a Kabanová and the conflicts of interest: Janáček, Mackerras, W.H. 

Kát’a Kabanová occupies a central position in this study, as the subject of the 

principal research project (Bonn, March-May 2010). Kát’a Kabanová is a work with a 

chequered history of authenticity. As a work by a composer who didn’t conduct, 

and conducted by an artist whose training as a composer lead into a career purely as 

a conductor, the production of Kát’a presented an opportunity to witness first-hand 

where a score fails: specifically, where a ‘critical edition’ by one conductor is deemed 

by another conductor unsatisfactory in terms of the score’s utility in creating a 

convincing musical narrative. In most cases it can be assumed that over time, errors 

within a score are corrected by editors as well as the performing musicians, however 

this is not the case with Janáček’s scores, due to the subsequent alterations made by 

other conductors early on in the piece’s history.  

 

The modern ‘workshopping’ process, which suits larger forces and co-creative 

ensembles, would provide a solution by inverting the method, as the composition is 

presented as a ‘work in progress’ for extended rehearsals before the work is finalised 

for performance. This is demonstrated by the common working methods of D.P., a 

successful composer-conductor who runs a number of ensembles in Western 
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Australia, including a professional contemporary music ensemble and a high-

standard community orchestra.  

 

D.P. recounts how the process of writing Triptych for Orchestra utilised the orchestra 

itself as an editorial tool, where as both the composer of the piece and the 

conductor of the ensemble, he was in the position to guide the orchestra’s progress 

as the composition evolved simultaneously to the orchestra’s technical 

acclimatization with the music: 

 
The rehearsal process is the next draft, so that has to be informed by what 
I’m trying to achieve in the piece as a composer. While we were rehearsing it 
the act of composition hadn’t actually finished. So we could say that the 
score I put in front of the orchestra was about the third draft.  
… When I put the score in front of the players… inevitably there are places 
that something I’ve tried to achieve hasn’t come off. That’s when you start 
to re-write. And in a sense the orchestra becomes something of a laboratory. 
The score we presented in performance we’d have to call the fourth draft97 

  

The observation of W.H. in the 2010 production of Kát’a Kabanová centred on the 

conductor’s priorities when dealing with the score in its 1991 format, which not 

merely attempts to return the score to the standard of the composer’s manuscript, 

but to correct the (many) errors that are contained therein. Due to the unsuitability 

of the score for performance – hence the history of many changes – the 1991 

revision itself was based upon the Neumann alterations, with Mackerras’s expertise 

with the other Janáček operas often the only guide to further development in 

Janáček’s late style98. 

 

                                                
97 DMA Interview with D.P., 14th February 2012  
98 Preface by Charles Mackerras to the full score Kát’a Kabanová (1991, Universal Edition) 
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In W.H.’s opinion, it’s the absence of tailoring a performance to the production that 

can undermine the dramatic success of a theatre work – an overhelming majority of 

opera conductors produce a product at odds with their original purpose:  

 
95% of opera performances are boring for me, because it's [a] museum. 

 

In defense of this view, W.H.’s opinion of Mackerras’s work, based upon 

Mackerras’s two recordings of the opera99, was that Mackerras’s alterations, whilst 

scholarly, were at times incompatible with his requirements for drama.  

 

90% of conductors do symphonic music with voices. And that's the opposite 
of what theatre should be. And it's not ‘prima la musica, doppo la parole’ or 
‘prima la parole, doppo la musica’, it's not that question – it's not 'or words or 
music?' the question is 'words and music together: what are the gestures 
coming out of both together in the indication given by the composer'?  

 

Commenting specifically upon the subject of Music vs. Drama, Mackerras promotes 

the similar view in his interview with Bruce Duffie: 

 
I think that they’re equally important, but the desires of the composer are 
paramount, if it comes to a dichotomy of interests.  If it comes to a quarrel or 
a battle, I believe not necessarily that the music is more important, but that 
the composer’s conception is more important. 

 

In this, Mackerras and W.H. are almost aligned. However, W.H. takes the theory 

further – that his duty as conductor is to ‘sell’ the production, musically, to the 

audience using the composer’s dramatic or gestural concepts for the particular 

moment. W.H.’s motives for such changes are complicated but evidently altruistic. 

His working strategy is constructively analytical: whilst the priorities he holds can 

                                                
99 Recordings of Kát’a Kabanová conducted by Mackerras:  
Decca Classics 475 7518 (Vienna Philharmonic, Chorus of the Vienna State Opera) 
Supraphon SU 3291-2 632 (Czech Philharmonic, Prague National Theatre Chorus) 
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appear counter-intuitive to some musicians100, the methods he uses are designed to 

maximise the audience’s experience. W.H achieves this by using the dramatic 

narrative and the music to weave a convincing reality on the stage, or even in the 

more abstract medium of the concert hall.  

 

Regarding the rehearsals of Kát’a W.H states: 

 
My thought must be, to convince you at that moment, in this production, 
with this singer, with this stage director, how it was acted in that way, to 
convince you at that moment that was the only right way. 

 

Concerning purely musical decisions, W.H’s opinion was that the changes made by 

Mackerras were often unsuitable for the stage, at least in the version he wished to 

produce: 

 
So, so often, even here in Kát’a, you feel in some tempi indications of 
Charles Mackerras, you feel musical reasons and not theatrical, dramatical 
reasons 

 

W.H.’s consciousness of Mackerras’s motives underline his own; here for W.H. the 

priority of theatrical/dramatic persuasion takes a clear advantage over theoretical, or 

purely musical consideration.   

  

However, W.H.’s further statements emphasise that at all times, the composer’s 

intention should not be treated whimsically, as conductor’s decisions have far-

reaching musico-dramatic consequences. Instead, there must be an awareness of 

‘inevitability’ guiding the conductor’s action: 

 
I could imagine it differently... And there must be consequen[ces]. 

                                                
100 See Interview with T.W, April-May 2010 (footnote91) 
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[For example]… if I do this rallentando there, then I have to answer it with 
the orchestra like that… But if you finish the line like that, then the music 
must go another way. You must prepare the music... It's always action-
reaction, always.101 

 

In this way W.H. concurs with the noted Italian conductor A.S., whose view comes 

from his expertise in Italian opera, in which traditionally the composer leaves a 

recognisable margin for interpretation:  

  
 … the composer when he is making an opera, has one idea here and one 
interpretation; for a conductor, who plays something contemporary, there is a 
lot of possibility – for the fact that this can be written in the score102  

 

And yet what is written in the score is sometimes left undecided, even after much 

time has progressed. The composer-conductor D.P. explained his ‘workshopping’ 

process as  

 
the chance, with extended rehearsals, of reworking material. So you’re 
literally working with the material to see what’s going to work best, and it’s a 
question of what works best for the piece, sometimes it’s what works best 
for the [particular] orchestra. 

 

In such a format, there are two constructive aspects: 1.) where the composer will 

write for an ensemble and improve his or her technique either through re-writes or 

piecemeal through successive new pieces, or 2.) that the deficiencies in the 

composer’s technique are solved by revisions by the conductor.  

 

Through the period of rehearsals (March-April 2010) W.H. added slight changes to 

the score, principally in timing and dynamic detail. A comprehensive list of W.H.’s 

changes to the conductor’s score is included in the Appendix (ii), showing the 

location of the edit (bars before or after a figure number); the type of edit and 

                                                
101 Interview with W.H, conductor, 24th March 2010.  
102 Interview with A.S., conductor, 7th November 2009 
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whether it was added to the score or a nullification of an edit made by Charles 

Mackerras; the artist responsible (W.H. or Mackerras) and the result achieved103.  

 

3.1.4 Findings 

Beneath the surface, research into W.H.’s working methods reveal an approach 

apparently dissimilar to common professional practices that have found general 

acceptance. W.H.’s attitudes toward conducting were formed fundamentally as a 

composer with a background in composition, and a practical, but not academic, 

scholar of thousands of scores that he had performed.  

 

Stemming from W.H.’s insistence upon discovering the purpose of the music, and 

not merely performing the score, W.H.’s conducting priorities can be listed as 

follows:  

 

1. Priority of musical communication over composer’s explicitly written 

notation 

W.H. prioritised the musical communication with or despite the composer’s 

notated instruction. This was evident in W.H.’s refining of the timings based 

upon text- and character-driven musical gestures in Janáček’s vocal writing 

by augmenting the elements of tempi and punctuation that he deemed 

necessary. 

 

2. Priority of drama over theoretical musicianship 

Due to W.H’s original training as a composer and subsequent awareness of 

compositional techniques, W.H. gave higher priority to immediate dramatic 

                                                
103 The list of alterations has been assembled from markings in conductor’s score. 
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requirement over musicological scrutiny, and felt confident to frequently 

dismiss the theoretically-correct amendments made by Mackerras in the 

manuscript prepared for the 1991 UE revision. However, assuming that this 

edition was the closest available to the composers’ original intention for the 

piece, W.H.’s intuition as a conductor redrew the priority away from the 

scholastically-accurate score to make the dramatic flow necessary for the 

contemporary production. 

 

3. Priority for contemporary interpretation, instead of accurate presentation 

Further to the preceding point, this was evident at times where the 

conductor views himself as a collaborative artist with the composer’s 

intention in mind but not necessarily in literal goal. This gave rise to the 

necessity for fresh creation as a necessary style of interpretation of the 

composer’s work. 

 

4. ‘Humbling’ of composer’s relationship to performing musicians 

During interviews, W.H’s readiness to accept the Kat’a score only as a work-

in-progress demonstrated a perspective that is a cornerstone of his attitude 

as a conductor, and not reserved for this score or production. This was 

made evident in the consistent rejection of the ‘artistic pedestal’ on which 

the composer may be held aloft by the performing musicians. In W.H.’s 

opinion this may present a danger, where the respect for the composition is 

outweighed by the reverence for the composer. In the case of Kat’a, the 

work suffers from the dichotomy between apparent humility to the 

composer’s technical achievements and familiar acceptance of the 

composer’s technical limitations. However in W.H’s view this dichotomy 
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could be repaired only to a certain extent with academic means. To achieve 

the goal of a strong performance, W.H would override the wish for any 

achievement of theoretical accuracy by lowering of the composer’s status 

from an ideal of infallibility towards a more human reckoning of his/her 

skill sets and limitations. 

 

In summary, the observation of W.H.’s production of Kat’a Kabanova produced 

evidence of multiple conditions that a conductor at all times must reconcile in order 

to produce a constructive working environment. These were particularly clear in the 

circumstances of the Kat’a Kabanová production on account of the work’s particular 

challenges. These challenges concerned the instrumentation and balance of the 

original version, the cuts and rewrites of the Talich and further revisions, and the 

frequent obstacles of timing that hindered a dramatic arc.104  

 

The advantages held by the composer-conductor to a conductor were evident in the 

capacity to conciliate issues with the composition in the present situation without 

creating intrinsic artistic conflict. In these instances, the conductor requires a 

competent and assertive capacity to address the score at a level equal to that of its 

composer.  

 

3.2 Observation and interview of B.D. 
  
3.2.1 Overview   

The Melbourne Symphony Orchestra mounted a major retrospective of B.D.’s work 

as a composer, conductor and instrumental soloist in the 2011 Metropolis festival. 

Drawing upon similarities and creative divergences between B.D.’s career as an 
                                                
104 A list of the alterations in the production are included in the appendix (ii) (Alterations to the score 
of Kát’a Kabanová made by W.H.) 
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Australian composer/performer in Berlin, and the second Viennese School and its 

successors, the festival showcased major pieces of his work with that of Anton 

Webern and of other contemporary composers whose work he has championed in 

his subsequent career as a conductor. Alongside pieces for the reduced orchestra by 

young Melbourne composers, the MSO performed Olga Neuwirth’s Remnants of 

Song, Johannes Maria Staud’s Incipit III, HK Gruber’s Dancing in the Dark, and Beat 

Furrer’s Piano Concerto. 

 

As the named focus of the festival, B.D.’s professional capabilities were central to 

the festival’s artistic content. The research was focused on the artist’s ability to 

utilise the authority held in a particular role to enforce their work in another. The 

cross-duty relationships were examined in the artistic director’s roles in the festival 

as composer, conductor and soloist, amidst other artists holding these roles in 

different performance situations. In the study, the reach of authority for a 

composer-conductor is examined in its constituent parts as well as when combined, 

versus the power for creative control vested by associate artists.  

 

The festival presented the opportunity to directly research each of the multiple 

duties performed by an artist in the roles of conductor and composer. 

Circumstances examined were B.D. as conductor of Im Sommerwind by Webern, as 

conductor of new works where the composer was present or within contact (for 

example Remnants of Song and the Staud Piano Concerto), as conductor of his own 

music (Beggars and Angels), and as artistic director and soloist of his own work when 

directed in rehearsal and concert by another conductor (Viola Concerto). Each of 

these duties was examined for instances where one may inform or affect each other, 

and to observe the results of such actions upon the artistic process of the festival.  
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The festival also presented multiple facets of objective reference of an artist’s 

individual career, and was a valuable opportunity for meaningful comparisons 

between the artist’s motivation and results under challenging circumstances. 

Therefore, the critical focus of the investigation was to assess the management of 

creative control between conductor and composer, in terms of conscious 

(predetermined) and intuitive (or reactive) circumstances within his own artistic 

priorities, and between himself and collaborative individuals.  

 

The central point of investigation was the interaction in B.D.’s Viola Concerto 

between the composer, who so far in each performance has been the soloist, and in 

this instance a relatively inexperienced conductor. By the time of the Metropolis 

festival the piece had already accumulated a substantial performance history, with 

B.D. performing alongside orchestras conducted by Rumon Gamba (BBC 

Symphony Orchestra, première performance 2005) and Simone Young (Sydney 

Symphony Orchestra 2008) and since with the Berlin Philharmonic and other major 

orchestras of international standing. Interviews with the composer and conductor 

focused upon their artistic relationship and respective artistic leadership. Analysis of 

the interviews has focused upon the discrepancies between their viewpoints.  

  

3.2.2  Observation and supporting interviews 

Multiple interviews were conducted with B.D. (as composer, conductor, soloist and 

Artistic Director of the festival season) and with the conductor F.R. who was in the 

rare position of conducting a piece (in rehearsal and performance) with the 

composer performing alongside. In this case the composer had the advantage of 

greater conducting experience and the position of Artistic Director of the festival. 
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Unlike the position of a conductor who directs just the piece he or she is 

conducting, the Artistic Director has overarching control over the creative content 

of the festival in advance of rehearsals (planning repertoire, hiring musicians). In the 

case of the Artistic Director performing alongside the musicians, then he/ she also 

has the potential for indirect control over the creative direction of the rehearsals 

and, further to that of the performance. However, in the case of an Artistic Director 

not being also a conductor, let alone the composer of a work, this control may be 

manifested in non-musical (i.e. inter-personal, political) means.  

 

To facilitate comprehension of the artistic roles, the artistic structure can be 

described in the following hierarchy: Artistic Director (responsible for the artistic 

direction and ‘success’ of the Festival, but not necessarily the managerial process) 

Performance Leaders (responsible for the performance in present time) and 

Performers, who actively create the sound heard by the audience.  
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The direction of creative control for rehearsals/ performances can be shown in the 

following diagrams, below: 

 

1. Ensemble performances without a soloist (orchestra and quartet) 

 

Fig. 3.1 Festival Direction (performances without soloist) 

 

Overarching creative control is held by the Artistic Director, who chooses the 

conductor and/or principal musicians (in the second case, the leader/first violinist 

of the quartet) to perform music appropriate to the chosen concept. Criticism or 

praise is theoretically shared by all parties, with the conductor in charge of the live 

performance. Ultimate responsibility remains with the Artistic Director105.  

 

                                                
105 The authority vested in the role of artistic directorship is largely presumed to be one of strategic 
planning and vision, and non-invasive to the artistic process. For example, the Artistic Director 
could programme a recital (with the facilitation of the recital handled by the artistic management) but 
could not interfere with the artists’ performance.  For multiple similar contexts, see Preston, Ward 
What an Art Director Does (Los Angeles: Silman-James Press 1994) 
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2. Concerto performances (without the composer present) 

 

Fig. 3.2 Festival Direction (concerto performances without the composer present) 

 

Overarching creative control is held again by the Artistic Director, who chooses the 

conductor and principal musicians (in the second case, the concerto or vocal soloist) 

to perform music appropriate to the chosen concept. Criticism or praise is 

theoretically shared by all parties, with the conductor in charge of the live 

performance. In this particular case, where the festival is focused around the 

compositional (and conducting) work of the Artistic Director, the ultimate 

responsibility remained tightly with him. Note here that the concertmaster has no 

creative control outside the ensemble structure: as prima unter pares he/she is 

primarily a regulatory force within the ensemble. 

 

3. Concerto performances with the composer as soloist (but not conductor) 

In this particular circumstance, the interdependency of control between the 

conductor and the soloist is undermined by the interpolation of the composer, 

whose own hierarchy is elevated by the incorporated role of Artistic Director. 
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Fig. 3.3 Festival Direction (concerto performances with the composer present as soloist but not conductor) 

 (Arrows signify course of influence) 

 

Once again, overarching creative control is held again by the Artistic Director, who 

chooses the conductor and principal musicians (in the second case, the concerto or 

vocal soloist) to perform music appropriate to the chosen concept. Whilst ultimate 

responsibility remains with the Artistic Director, with criticism or praise 

theoretically shared by all parties, here the conductor’s responsibility over the live 

performance is diluted by the composer having an active physical presence as 

soloist.  

 

3.2.3  The conductor performing for the composer: political aspects of 

creative control 

It is important to examine the role of the conductor in context of the composer’s 

creative input into a performance. If performing actively as a soloist, the composer 

can influence the piece to the performance priorities of his own choosing – for 

example that of style of communication, fine-tuning of tempi and phrasing – or 
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even to the advantage of his own playing.  

 

Whilst similar in that fashion, the conductor’s (when not also the composer) 

primary influence is essentially two-dimensional: control over the management of 

the orchestra, and control of the management of the music. The latter can itself be 

discussed within two parameters: command over the creativity of the ensemble, 

with regard to a unified interpretation, and control over the ensemble’s performance 

of the chosen interpretation. 

 

However, feeding into his two roles of composer and conductor, of considerable 

importance was that B.D. was also aware of the advantages, and disadvantages, in 

conducting a work that he had composed. He describes that there are advantages 

 

… because you know how it goes and you’ve internalised it – even if it’s an 

older piece, and it’s so deeply (or thought to be deeply) within you and you 

can sort of tap into that. 

 

However, in his awareness of potential challenges faced by the composer of the 

work in performing – conducting or playing – their own pieces, he offers that 

 
To some extent, however, it’s possible for a composer to be in love with his 

or her piece to the extent that it is then difficult for them to get down to the 

tin-tacks of rehearsing it. 

 

Unsolvable challenges with the score of Gruber’s Dancing in the Dark for the piece’s 

première were largely overcome by the time that B.D. got to conduct the piece in 

the Metropolis festival. However, the offer of using Sir Simon Rattle’s score for the 
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Melbourne performances had to be refused due to the large and critical differences 

between Rattle’s creative editing and the revised version.106 

 

During the first rehearsal, an issue with rehearsal management occurred apparently 

due to F.R.’s relative inexperience as a conductor at the professional level. His 

baton technique was studied and highly competent, but there appeared to persist an 

unwillingness to sculpt the dramatic excitement of the concerto, instead falling back 

into the passive role of time-keeper. He regarded such a mantle as almost 

unachievable, due to his performing colleague being: 

 
… the composer, he’s the soloist. It’s very rare you’re in this situation, 

where the composer and the soloist are also the director of this particular 

festival and conducting all the other concerts so his opinion – I respect him 

greatly, he’s a terrific musician. 

 

In advance of the positivity on the composer’s attributes, F.R. avoids describing 

how he would receive the composer’s opinion. However, in so doing the evasion 

provides a particular clarity of its own as to the delicacy underlying the topmost 

artistic roles. Herein, the issue of the conductor’s ‘free reign’ of the rehearsals is 

viewed differently by each party. F.R. mentions with reserve that the composer 

gives him agency, with ‘commentary’ as opposed to advice, or even direction:                    

 

[B.D.] allows me to take the rehearsal as I see fit; he gives me some excellent 

commentary throughout. 

 

This excellent commentary can be viewed in less jovial terms. In the first rehearsal, 

                                                
106 “[HK Gruber’s score for Dancing in the Dark] was originally all in half time values of what it now 
is. For example, it started with 5/32, 7/32 bars and at one point Simon [Rattle] was even conducting 
a 4/4 bar in 16/16 – in semiquavers. And then he doubled all the duration values, which made it 
much more in 4, and so the score was not really useable.” (DMA Interview with B.D.) 
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F.R.’s intention to spend more of the available rehearsal time on the concerto were 

overruled by B.D., who chose to make more time for other pieces.107 

 

For the concerto’s conductor, this decision created a particular challenge, as the 

rehearsal was as much for him as it was for the players. Indeed, the only musician 

who had played the concerto before was the soloist, composer and artistic director 

of the festival. It was an exceptional circumstance of cross-duty influence; neither a 

soloist nor composer possesses such authority, and it is highly infrequent for artistic 

directors to actively control proceedings in present time. As B.D. noted, 

 
This was me as conductor for the rest of the program, and as overriding 

Artistic Director for the series. 

 

However, the Artistic Director has no direct influence upon the proceedings of a 

rehearsal; his or her role is limited to overarching decisions, for example creating a 

theme of future programmes and choosing artists. Yet in this case, the conductor, 

who had passively avoided a confrontation between his duty as orchestral controller 

and the potential limitations of his creative authority, had to accept how B.D.’s 

involvement as the composer made use of the higher authority to overrule the 

conductor. 

 

The facet of creative control was particularly relevant to the performance of both 

conductor and soloist. Naturally, there were discrepancies between F.R.’s and B.D.’s 

view upon the issue: B.D. indicated that he wanted the conductor to take charge,  

 

                                                
107 “He wanted to do the whole thing and I can understand if he’s doing it for the first time, but then 
I had to pull rank.” – B.D. 
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… to own the piece as much as possible, I think that’s important. I think 

that today it was fairly shared – I’ve certainly said some things, but I’ve done 

the same when Simone [Young]’s conducting. 

 

However, F.R. didn’t perceive his role as that of leader; his outlook, couched in 

somewhat ambiguous terms, promotes the union between forces rather than stand-

out governance and eschews the conductor’s personal responsibility: 

 
Creative control is the ensemble. We are accompanying, so we have to really 

fit in with what he [B.D.] is doing. 

 

Eventually the composer found his theoretical view at odds with his own actions 

but accepted an inevitability to the exceptional status of the status quo; in principle, 

B.D. felt that the conductor could not be a lone force in the performance: 

 

… that probably any conductor that’s doing this piece will have to 

appreciate that they’ll have a soloist with things to say, more so than I might 

take the liberty to do in Walton’s Viola Concerto. 

 

That B.D. required a conductor was not in question; he asserted that for such a 

complex ensemble a conductor was a necessity, though in a regulatory and not 

necessarily a creative role: 

  

[It is only possible] to play with a conductor; the piece is too complicated to 

hold it all together. 

 

But the position of the ‘conductor’ was in perpetual doubt; was he maestro in the 

sense of being in charge, or merely an assistant in all but title? B.D. professes a 

compromise, with a caveat: 
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He’s the conductor at all times as far as the orchestra’s concerned, but I am 

driving it obviously. The conductor’s the person who’s co-ordinating 

between the single person and this large group or body; they need this help. 

But that would be the same if I were playing the Tchaikovsky concerto on 

the fiddle… 

 

And nonetheless the discrepancy remains, between the theoretical view and the 

practical action: 

 

… Obviously, the soloist has to have his or her say, but it’s probably a bit 

more in the hands of the conductor. 

 

The expressive, resourceful aspect of the conductor’s role is a facet that in this case 

the composer/ soloist has taken upon himself, even if he is not the conductor. 

Similarly to a circumstance where as Artistic Director, the composer/ conductor 

can programme pieces (by other composers) that suit his skills and limitations as a 

conductor, with the knowledge that he would have been the soloist the composer 

may have intuitively composed the piece to be driven from the solo instrument and 

less so the podium.  
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3.2.4 Findings 

The challenge F.R. and B.D. faced was to find a comfortable and pragmatic 

concord within an atypical circumstance. In this situation, the balance between 

creation and regulatory powers of the composer and conductor were tested with 

political means for an artistic goal. Typically, neither a concerto soloist nor the 

work’s composer has any official power over the rehearsals (and hence the 

performance) and yet the soloist’s authority as composer as well as Artistic Director 

and conductor of other pieces in the programme, was the key to the eventual 

resolution of roles. In such a scenario a mix of powers could have contributed to a 

fractious orchestral mood and atmosphere, but instead the roles were separated to 

create hierarchical solutions to potential conflicts. 

 

In certain pieces, where the composer was within contact, the conductor of the 

piece had certain potential advantages as well as disadvantages in terms of 

possibilities of clarification or changes by the composer, as well as the chance that 

his interpretation or working methods could be deemed incorrect by the composer. 

In each situation, the composer could suggest an alteration of content or process, 

providing the conductor with a strengthened creative position; or the composer 

could insist upon only one option, leaving the conductor in a weakened creative 

position. In this circumstance, when the composer could insist creatively and 

managerially, the status of the conductor was therefore in permanent flux.  

 

However, the conductor’s own opinion of such duties was not always concurrent 

with those of his colleagues. The predominant issue, where an ensemble is guided 

by more than one leader, is that of creative control; the influence over the ensemble 

that is classically reserved for the conductor, not the composer nor soloist. As the 
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Viola Concerto’s composer, B.D. had created the soloist’s part to suit and service his 

own technical and artistic ambitions and limitations. Therefore, it is safe to conclude 

that pulling rank using the role of Artistic Director was less a fulfillment of the duty 

of that particular office than a method to authorise his will as the composer of the 

work.  

 

In his decision to override the conductor in rehearsal, B.D. had assumed a position 

in the rehearsal above the conductor, that of the traditional, but rare, performing 

composer. In accepting this assertion of dominance, F.R. relegated the role of 

conductor to middle management. Furthermore, B.D.’s actions, in terms of role and 

place in the professional environment, appear to fulfill the needs of the composer 

of the piece at the immediate expense of its conductor. In demanding such a 

concession using the political status of Artistic Director, the composer clarified his 

perspective of the conductor’s necessary influence. Here the quiddity of the 

composer performing alongside as a principal artist ensured that the conductor’s 

superintendence was strictly limited. Most evidently, the creative situation was 

influenced advantageously toward the artist who simultaneously possessed 

additional capabilities reflected in their creative roles – whether as composer, or 

conductor, or as soloist.  

 

B.D.’s perspectives upon the theoretical hierarchy from the point of view of 

Composer/ Artistic Director could appear contrary to his actions within the context 

of his stewardship of the Metropolis festival. However, such views are easier to 

understand within the reference of the inherent advantages faced by the composer-

conductor. B.D.’s influence as ‘conductor for the rest of the series’ is worth noting 

as also the composer-conductor for much of it, and his priorities for these other pieces 
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are inevitably the same for when other conductors take on the execution of his 

music. As B.D. narrates further upon the conducting of his own work:108  

 

The thing I’ve noticed is that you have to rehearse your pieces just the same 

as you rehearse the other pieces; you have to sort stuff out, you have to have 

that patience. 

 

That B.D.’s influence upon the festival transgressed the usual Artistic Director/ 

performer divide is beyond question. His perspective over his duty as Artistic 

Director was fed by his role as composer of the most highly-promoted concerts of 

the series and the conductor for the majority of large-scale performances. These 

produced the sense of having the ‘overarching creative control’ over the series and 

its performers, in direct as well as indirect means.  

 

In the particular situation of the Viola Concerto, B.D. used his role of Artistic 

Director as a device to alter the artistic presentation of the piece and, by doing so, 

lessen the status of the piece’s conductor. Such actions stray from the 

conventionally accepted responsibility of the Artistic Director, which provides no 

automatic opportunity for intervention into the performance of a work, nor its 

preparation by the artists engaged for the purpose.  Such actions, whilst instigated 

under the guise of the artistic directorship, were only legitimate because of the 

accepted superiority of B.D.’s status as both the composer of the work and a 

conductor in his own right. 

 

                                                
108 B.D.’s prior engagements as a composer-conductor include performances with the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic (2006), Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Gothenburg Symphony Orchestra and 
Swedish Chamber Orchestra (2011) 
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3.3 Overview of significant themes from observation and interviews 

Interviews with composers, conductors, composer-conductors and artists in 

supporting roles support the evidence gained in observation of W.H.’s and B.D.’s 

work in their respective fields. Such evidence can be described under five separate 

topics: 

 

1.  The potential advantages of the composer-conductor as regards insight into 

another composer’s creative process 

2.  The potential disadvantages facing the composer-conductor in the direction 

of their own work  

3.  The potential for inherent fallibility of the composer, and a conductor’s need 

for capability for improvement  

4.  The hierarchical superiority of the composer-conductor in relation to the 

conductor 

5.  The potential importance for the composer to consider the needs of the 

conductor  
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4 

 

CASE STUDIES IN THE RELATIONSHIP  

BETWEEN COMPOSITION AND CONDUCTING 

 

4.1 Overview: composition/conducting experiments 

In this investigation, three studies of new compositions by the author were carried 

out to examine the separation of responsibilities that furnish the roles of the 

composer or conductor. These studies focused upon how, in situations where their 

roles could interfere with or assimilate each another, they may be clearly defined. 

Similarly to the observation of W.H. and B.D.  in the preceding chapters, these 

studies are designed for subjective analysis through objective appraisal. Importantly, 

none of the pieces used for these studies – Bad Angel Fire for string quartet, Unusual 

Weeds for chamber ensemble, and the Second Piano Concerto for piano and orchestra – 

were composed specifically for the purpose of this research.   

 

The first case study Bad Angel Fire (1) examined the benefits of the composer as 

conductor of the piece. It focused upon the alterations that were made to fulfill the 

composer’s intentions despite the limitations of the printed score. The second study 

Unusual Weeds (2) examined the influence of a composer-conductor conducting a 

piece he did not compose; it examines the composition-to-performance history of 

the piece which was conducted by a composer-conductor with influence into the 

writing of the piece, but who was not the composer.  

 

The third case study Second Piano Concerto (3) examined how a composer can 

compose a piece mindful of limitations he will face as the director, rather than the 



 
 

71 

conductor of the ensemble. The piece was composed specifically to be directed 

from the keyboard, with therefore limited means of physical gesture in 

performance. Unlike Bad Angel Fire the concerto was designed to require directing, 

as the ensemble would have no clear instrumental leader other than the soloist who, 

in the fashion of its compositional context, played as much against the orchestra as 

with it.  

 

Data from the case studies, when used as analytical evidence, is included in the 

following narrative text with additional data included in the appendix. 

 

4.2 Case Study 1 Bad Angel  Fire  

 

4.2.1. Overview Bad Angel  Fire 

The quartet format was chosen because by tradition no conductor is required – 

indeed the ensemble between the players is a critical influence in the strength of the 

ensemble’s musicianship – and yet unlike a smaller ensemble of two or three 

players, issues of musical or behavioural leadership can arise where the ensemble 

relies on its inter-personal dynamics to negotiate musical challenges. 

 

Bad Angel Fire is a three-movement quartet, begun for the National Composers’ 

Forum produced by the Australian String Quartet. In August 2011 the quartet 

‘workshopped’ and performed the first movement. The piece was taken up by the 

Mill Point Quartet, for whom the second and third movements were composed.  

 

The experiment aimed to address three topics: 1.) the need for a conductor, 2.) the 

benefit from a conductor, and 3.) the benefit of the conductor being specifically the 
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composer of the work.  

 

In order to assess these criteria, the observation examined two areas in particular:  

 
1. The advantage to the composer of the piece when presented opportunities 

to respond to issues in the score in a present-time circumstance 

 
2. The multiple courses of action available to the conductor with an ensemble 

where each musician was equally empowered to contribute by choice, 

though without the prejudice of necessity 

 

The primary supposition started with a state of presumed irrelevance (that of a 

string quartet using a conductor), which allowed examination of the potential 

benefit to the performance of the ensemble. To attain further grounding to offset 

the bias of novelty, the format of an un-obligatory leader of the ensemble was used 

shortly prior to the experiment109.  

 

4.2.2 Methodology 

Using a three-movement work that had been already performed multiple times by 

the quartet, this experiment recorded five takes of the third (final) movement. Use 

of multiple takes clarified the differences between the quartet’s intuitive 

performance as a ‘sealed unit’ and that of a conducted ensemble of four musicians, 

and it was assumed that the ensemble would require some acclimatisation to being 

conducted. Due in part to the previous performances of Bad Angel Fire by the 

quartet, there was a notable consistency of the performances of the work and so it 

was assumed that mere repetition without the change in creative circumstances 
                                                
109 The quartet were previously directed from the keyboard in performance of ‘Salzburg’ symphonies, 
by W.A. Mozart, with improvised keyboard part (Kidogo Art House, Western Australia, 2012).  
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would have caused little or no effect. 

The five takes were arranged to demonstrate the clearest change between the 

different working methods: 

 

1. Mill Point Quartet performing autonomously, as a control example; without the 

presence of the composer 

2. Mill Point Quartet performing autonomously, in the presence of the composer, 

but without any verbal instruction from the composer 

3. Mill Point Quartet performing autonomously, after the composer had offered 

verbal instruction 

4. Mill Point Quartet rehearsing with the composer conducting, acclimatizing to 

being conducted, after the composer had offered verbal instruction 

5. Mill Point Quartet performing, after the composer had offered verbal 

instruction, with the composer conducting.  

 

All recordings were produced in one session, with the stereo microphone in a fixed 

position throughout. The readings were recorded and printed as waveforms. These 

were transcribed with the rehearsal marks A-H  annotated at the specific points on 

the diagram, with the discrepancies graphically demonstrated. 

 

The observation was carried out in three directions: 

 

1. The musicians were invited to privately record their own thoughts with 

regard to the processes of the experiment between each take. Discussion 

of the process was not allowed; each player’s comments were written 

independently of their colleagues’. The comments were then listed 
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according to topic (e.g. phrasing, tempo)110 

2. The recordings are analysed for differences of performance, timing and 

dynamics 

3. The comments made by the musicians and composer/conductor were 

placed together with the analysed recordings of the performance, and 

patterns of similarity or differentiation were viewed alongside the 

comments. 

 

4.2.3 Observation and supporting interviews 

 
4.2.3.1 Bad Angel  Fire  Reading 1 

The quartet performed the third movement without the presence of the composer, 

and whose influence was none other than the musical notation and directions 

(tempo, dynamics, articulation) written in the score and player’s individual parts 

used for conventional performances. This reading was used as the control level for 

the readings to follow. 

 

A visualization of the reading can be seen in the wave-form below: 

 

Fig. 4.2.1 Bad Angel Fire reading 1 

 

The first reading was musically performed and well presented; errors in 

performance were solely due to note-placement and intonation. The timings of the 
                                                
110 Included with the score in the appendix (iv) 
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reading, with regard to the point at which the performance reached the eight 

rehearsal marks, can be seen below, with data rounded up to one decimal place: 

 

Rehearsal Mark Time (seconds) 

A 48.8 

B 81.5 

C 99.5 

D 120.4 

E 139.9 

F 155.0 

G 169.9 

H 195.8 

 

Table 4.2.1 Bad Angel Fire performance timings for the first reading 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the relevant time in seconds) 

 

To aid comprehension of the timings and associate tempi, these timings can be 

graphically represented as below: 
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Fig. 4.2.2 Graphic representation of the performance timings for the first reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time in seconds) 

 

4.2.3.2 Bad Angel  Fire  Reading 2 

The second reading was performed by the quartet in the presence of the composer, 

but without any influence by the composer other than the notation of the printed 

score and the musicians’ individual parts.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.2.3 Bad Angel Fire reading 2 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 
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The timings for Reading no. 2 (conducted without prior verbal instruction) are 

below. 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.2.2 Performance timings for the second reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

In order to aid further comprehension of the timings and associate tempi these 

timings can be graphically represented, as below: 

  

Rehearsal Mark Time (seconds) 

A 48.9 

B 81.4 

C 99.2 

D 119.3 

E 139.0 

F 155.1 

G 168.8 

H 194.3 
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Fig. 4.2.4 Graphic representation of the performance timings for the second reading of Bad Angel 

Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time in seconds) 

 

4.2.3.3 Bad Angel  Fire Reading 3 

The third reading by the quartet was conducted by the composer but without 

instruction prior to the commencement of the performance. All instruction given by 

the composer was through purely physical gesture at the time of performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.2.5 Bad Angel Fire reading 3 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 
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Timings for the third reading are listed below:  

 

Rehearsal Mark Time (seconds) 

A 45.8 

B 76.9 

C 93.9 

D 113.3 

E 132.5 

F 148.0 

G 161.1 

H 182.0 

 

Table 4.2.3 Performance timings for the third reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

Again, to aid comprehension of the timings and associate tempi, these timings can 

be graphically represented, in relation to the first reading: 
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Fig. 4.2.6 Graphic representation of the performance timings for the third reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time y in seconds) 

 

4.2.3.4 Bad Angel  Fire  Reading 4 

The fourth reading was preceded by instruction by the composer. Such direction 

regarded general dynamic gesture and tonal quality, some concerning generalised 

expectation, and some regarding certain passages. These directions used techniques 

particular to string playing. Instructions were based solely upon interpretation of the 

notated score; no alterations were made. Excerpts from the transcript of the 

composer/conductor’s instructions are below: 

 

1. With regards to dynamics:  

“Really overdo them. Every piano, incredibly so. Especially because of the 

closeness of this room, it’s brilliant for recording, but if there’s a piano-
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crescendo, use it. I might give too much of a gesture; and if that’s my fault, 

slam me for it afterwards.111 

The fortes, kick it. Give it real bite.”  

 

2. With regard to tonal quality: 

“Some bits are very glassy… A lot more bow, a lot less hair. Make sure it’s 

more ethereal.”  

[In reference to the playing of the opening chords] “No, really dig [in to the 

string].” 

 

The performance can be represented by the wave-form, below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.2.7 Bad Angel Fire reading 4. 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds.) 

 

The timings achieved by the performance, under advisement of the composer’s 

expressed wishes but still based solely upon narrowing the range of interpretation of 

the printed score, are listed below:  

 

                                                
111 Apparently an indication that either the notated dynamics were insufficient, or that the musicians 
were of the habit of playing dynamic markings under the level expected by the composer. 
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Rehearsal Mark Time (seconds) 

A 46.4 

B 77.9 

C 96.2 

D 116.7 

E 135.9 

F 151.3 

G 164.6 

H 187.2 

 

Table 4.2.4 Performance timings for the fourth reading of Bad Angel Fire  

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

Such timings can be demonstrated graphically, as below: 

Fig. 4.2.8 Graphic representation of the performance timings for the fourth reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time y in seconds) 
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4.2.3.5 Bad Angel  Fire  Reading 5 

The final reading was performed by the ensemble after discussion with (as 

differentiated from advisement from) the composer. This discussion covered four 

topics: 

 

1. previously mentioned topic of dynamics, with a continuation of the need for 

gestural, and not merely literal, interpretation of the pp  and f f  markings.  

The transcription is below: 

 

Composer-Conductor: “Let’s look at this an exercise in pianissimo. I want all your 

piani to go down. Fortissimi to stay exactly as they are, they’re 

perfect. But I’d like the downgrading to be extreme.” 

 

2. The desired bow-strokes to be used at certain points by the violist. 

The transcription is below: 

 

Composer-Conductor: “More travel [subdivided repeated quavers] more like spiccato 

– we need a bit more bite, and more volume. Less air, more 

steam in the pipes.  

 

3. The substantial change in beating patterns from quadruple time (4/4, four 

crotchets beated per bar) to duple time (2/2, two minims beated per bar). 

4. The emphasis on change rather than continuance of the written score; the 

priority was now placed upon the gestures given by the conductor, not the 

markings notated by the composer.  

A transcription of this exchange is below: 
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Performer: Now, if you tell us to go down or go up and it contradicts 

with what we have… 

 

Composer-Conductor:   Just go with me. Not the ‘me’ that’s in print, the official me. 

 

The performance can be represented by the wave-form below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.2.9 Bad Angel Fire reading 5 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

The timings achieved by the performance, after discussion with the ensemble of the 

composer’s further wishes and now prioritising the conductor’s gestures as a further 

expression of the interpretation of the printed score, are listed below:  

 

Rehearsal Mark Time (seconds) 

A 44.9 

B 75.7 

C 93.0 

D 111.5 

E 130.2 
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F 145.3 

G 158.4 

H 184.8 

 

Table 4.2.5 Performance timings for the fourth reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

In order to further facilitate scrutiny, the timings can be demonstrated graphically, 

below: 

Fig. 4.2.10 Graphic representation of the performance timings for the fifth reading of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time y in seconds) 
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4.2.3 Overview: analysis Bad Angel  Fire 

The Bad Angel Fire study was designed to produce a perspicuous model to 

demonstrate whether clear benefits could be examined where the composer 

conducted his or her own work.  

Data was extracted from each of the five readings to create visual representations of 

the dynamics and timings of the performances. A table of the timings, and a graphic 

representation, is below: 

  
Rehearsal Mark Reading 1 

(Control 

performance; 

performed 

autonomously, 

without 

composer 

present) 

Reading 2 

(performed 

autonomously, 

in presence of 

composer but 

without prior 

instruction) 

Reading 3 

(performed 

autonomously, 

after verbal 

instruction) 

 

Reading 4 

(performed with the 

composer conducting, 

acclimatising, after 

verbal instruction) 

Reading 5 

(performed after 

the verbal 

instruction, with 

the composer 

conducting) 

 

A 48.8 48.9 45.8 46.4  44.9 

B 81.5 81.4 76.9 77.9 75.7 

C 99.5 99.2 93.9 96.2 93.0 

D 120.4 119.3 113.3 116.2 111.5 

E 139.8 139.0 132.5 135.9 130.2 

F 154.9 155.1 148.0 151.3 145.3 

G 169.9 168.8 161.1 164.6 158.4 

H 195.8 194.3 182.0 187.2 184.8 

 

Table 4.2.6 Performance timings for readings 1-5 of Bad Angel Fire 

(The rehearsal marks A-H are shown with the affiliated time in seconds) 

 

These timings can be represented graphically, with the first reading at the back of 

the graph and the subsequent readings drawn in front, below: 
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Fig. 4.2.11 Graphic realisation of the combined performance timings for readings 1-5 of Bad Angel 

Fire (the rehearsal marks A-H are shown on the x-axis, against the time y in seconds) 

 

The data shows a consistency between the first two readings, as should be expected 

due to the absence of input by the composer/conductor. The third reading (being 

the first conducted) is the fastest performance, reaching figure A  three seconds 

before readings 1 or 2, and figure H  thirteen seconds quicker.  

 

The fourth reading – conducted after the conductor’s instructions were imparted 

verbally – partly bucks this trend, having a slightly slower tempo than the first. 

However, it is still almost nine seconds quicker than the non-conducted 

performances, with a stronger dynamic centre and less flaring to the waveform. 

Judging by the increased but steady tempo and the restrained volume, this is the 

most ‘considered’ performance of the five readings. 
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By appearances, it was such restraint that the fifth reading sought to dispel. After a 

discussion with the musicians where doubt regarding what to follow was removed – 

the priority firmly being the composer’s conducting, and less the composer’s written 

intent – the ensemble was directed into what essentially was a halved beat-value 

which instinctively raised the base tempo from crotchet = 134 to minim = 84.  

 

The changes in playing style and the musicians’ opinions of such changes are critical 

to how the data can be evaluated. The musicians were free to phrase their 

comments in any vein or fashion. 

 

4.2.4  Correlations and discrepancies between rehearsal and 

performance methods of Bad Angel  Fire 

 
4.2.4.1 Musical-gestural Techniques 

The issues of phrasing were paramount, with dynamics of volume and tempo 

considered a part of the whole. Musicians felt that the conductor had a capacity to 

impart a ‘big picture’ concept that could be lacking in the ensemble-directed 

performance; in part on account of that of one leader separate from the performing 

group can have a view of his/her own and provide a facility “to feel phrasing, not 

get caught up in notes but follow [the] conductor’s body language through the 

phrase”.   

 

The ensemble noticed that dynamic markings could be seen as more contextual 

than literal. By altering their playing away from what each assumed how their mf 

should be played, the ensemble sought a balance where the part levels were ‘more 

relevant’, and evolved away from merely following the instruction as printed. In so 
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doing, it was noted that the printed word was not enough – the room for 

interpretation within the Italian s f  could portray a plethora of sounds from equally 

valid understandings of sforzandi.  

 

Discrepancies in Bad Angel Fire emerged between the printed page and the 

composer’s expressed wishes, as verbally instructed by the composer in the role as 

conductor. For the violist, the new instruction for subdivided semiquavers were 

“less chunky, slightly contradicting the written dynamics”. However, the for te  

entries gained power through more confident articulation. 

The musicians were united in finding greater lyricism in the conducted 

performances, despite the discernable increase in tempi and longer fermati between 

breaks. In this, it was also remarked that there was a greater “awareness of pauses 

and space” and of the “placement of phrases” – not merely to be played, but to be 

felt under the “more detailed interpretation of tempo [and] rubato”. The ensemble 

was forthcoming with their praise for the change of beating pattern; that the 

“principal time signature changed to 2/2 instead of 4/4” not only produced longer 

lines, forever the interest of an ensemble of limited numbers, but “totally changed 

the feel of the piece (for [the] better!)”.  

 

4.2.4.2 Ensemble Dynamics 

The Mill Point Quartet felt that they listened to the sound created by the ensemble 

differently with a conductor, though whether this is a positive, negative or un-

appraisable quantity cannot be ascertained. Decidedly positively, the ensemble also 

gained an awareness of “how [a] part fit together, but less concerned if things don’t 

fit exactly” as the conductor’s influence provides a confidence that they “know it 

will come together”. The musicians observed that in watching the conductor, they 



 
 

90 

therefore could not watch each other as much, and that watching the conductor in 

certain pauses and dynamic turns was “very different” to following each other. This 

difference was predominantly advantageous as the visual aspect allowed a ‘”much 

more obvious” manifestation of the dynamic range. The musicians remarked that 

they listened to some aspects more and less too, with the conductor apparently 

diminishing the need for the attention of each player to the regulation of the 

ensemble dynamics. Generally agreed upon was the positivity of change, but no less 

the surprise by it, as the ensemble was satisfied with the first reading but elated with 

the fifth.  

The comments provided three explanations for this: the advantage of the conductor 

providing a focal point, of “where to focus and who[m] to watch” and that the 

conductor could provide a “better sense of direction” than the democratic 

diplomacy of the ensemble, or what resources the first violinist would necessarily 

have to call upon in the quasi-leadership role.  

 

4.2.5 Case Study 1: Preliminary Conclusion 

The five readings of Bad Angel Fire provide a comprehensive model of how the 

composer can positively affect the performance of a piece through his or her 

conducting of the music, regardless of whether the act of conducting had – or 

would have – been originally deemed necessary. 

 

A substantial evolution in the ensemble’s performance was shown through the 

multiple takes of the movement. Beginning with merely interpreting the written 

music without extra input by the composer, through to having the composer lead 

the ensemble through conducting, the ensemble found new breadth in rubato, and a 

clearer direction in phrasing, attack and tone. 
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Finally, the quartet proposed that the composer-conductor required the ensemble to 

possess an “adaptability of playing” where “what you see compared to what the 

conductor signals you to do, can change”. In the view of one musician, the 

conductor’s purpose in this situation was to provide a “visual representation of 

expression”, in place of (and not additional to) the conductor’s typically assumed 

role of ensemble management. This view supports the musical evidence presented 

by the case study in that the ideal physical direction of interpretation could only be 

achieved by the composer of the work in the role of conductor. 

 

4.3  Case Study 2 Unusual Weeds  

 

4.3.1 Overview 

This case study examined whether if by fulfilling both duties of composer and 

conductor, an artist could have a heightened sense of both compositional 

practicality as well as interpretation of their own pieces. Examples of these include 

insights into another composer’s intra- as well as extra-musical intentions, or seeing 

past the flaws in a composer’s technique perhaps on account of having experience 

of similar challenges in composition. In this way, they could empathise with the 

methods and priorities in a piece by another composer. Such ‘intuition’ would be 

drawn from an affinity with the means of composition, rather than the study of the 

score as an object independent to the understanding of its creation. 

 

The study assumed that if such intuition exists, then an approach led by intuition 

would be subjective rather than objective and could potentially therefore have 

disadvantages as well as advantages in solving issues faced by conductors and 
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composers in rehearsal and performance. In order to illuminate possible drawbacks 

to the potential for imbalance in an intuitive approach, the study examined a 

scenario in which one composer-conductor conducted a piece by another 

composer. In this circumstance, the potential for artistic conflicts developed where 

assumptions based upon compositional style and approach possessed by a 

composer conducting the piece differed markedly from that of the other. The case 

study focused upon how the balance was or was not achieved.  

 

4.3.2 Methodology 

The single-movement piece Unusual Weeds was composed for professional chamber 

orchestra to be conducted by an experienced composer-conductor. The composer-

conductor had input into the composition of the piece through one-on-one 

instructional sessions and as ensemble conductor in the rehearsal process. During 

the rehearsal process (and naturally the performance) the composer of the piece had 

no direct input into the conducting of the piece, though alternate compositional and 

notational methods were actively encouraged. 

 

Similarly, the conductor had limited input into the composition of the piece outside 

of rehearsals. In an extreme example to the professional normality, demands could 

be made by the conductor for revisions of the piece to be made by the composer. 

 

The chamber orchestra format (12 players, each solo musician effectively 

representing their orchestral section) was chosen by the orchestra management to 

simulate the conditions imposed by a professional orchestra upon a composer, and 

so to test and improve the composer’s orchestral writing in the three rehearsals 

before the piece would receive its public performance. In each case, the conductor, 
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who had an ongoing relationship with the orchestra as a composer, enjoyed the full 

support of the ensemble despite limited professional conducting experience. The 

experiment was conducted through observation and analysis of the recordings of 

two rehearsals and a performance with the ensemble. Extracts of the readings were 

then transcribed as wave-forms to provide data for analysis. These were transcribed 

with the rehearsal marks A-L  annotated at the specific points on the diagram. 

 

The analysis of the music in rehearsals and performance was carried out in two 

phases, in differing directions of interest: 

 

1.  The recordings are analysed for differences of timing, dynamics and phrasing 

methods during performance  

2.  The recordings were analysed subjectively for the events and progress of the 

musical process.  

 

4.3.2.1 Limitations of the study 

Efforts were made to review the author’s own input as composer in an unbiased 

light as far as possible112 and to disregard certain events that could appear correlated 

but whose methods were without implicit causation. The study began by assuming: 

1.) While every professional ensemble has their own strengths and biases the 

conductor is attempting to lead; 2.) results from the ensemble are presumed due to 

either the actions or inactions of their conductor; and 3.) directions and decisions 

made by the ensemble are for musical or practical, but not political reasons. In this 

way, the study assumed a necessarily idealistic perspective where the conductor is 

responsible for the orchestra’s actions. Such an assertion, though purposefully 
                                                
112 All critical evaluation of the score by peers and colleagues was unrestricted by pressures of time or 
circumstance 
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artificial, was a compromise that was accepted as necessary to reduce a multi-faceted 

scenario to one of the clearest contrast.  

 

4.3.3  Observation and analysis 

Unusual Weeds was technically ambitious as to the orchestra’s capabilities, in its 

requirement for precision coupled with extended phrasing from soloistic elements 

within the orchestral texture. However, the substantial rehearsal time available for 

the piece exposed issues with limitations within the composer’s compositional 

technique, the skills of the ensemble, and/ or the rehearsal methods of the 

conductor. Limitations in the composer’s technique were accepted as a point of the 

educational element of the programme. The status difference between composer 

and composer-conductor created both advantages and disadvantages to the 

rehearsal process. The conductor of the ensemble had to deal with the conflicts 

between the creation of the work and management of forces that he could only be 

expected to partially control. Here the composer of the music was greatly aided by 

some of the conductor’s creative decisions in the beginning of the rehearsal process, 

but increasingly the conductor’s desire for a strong performance overrode the 

composer’s desire for a convincing piece. Such issues accumulated during rehearsals 

where the conductor felt that the aspects of the composition were at odds with the 

ensemble’s playing style.  

 

In the fanfare-like opening of Unusual Weeds (in the original notation) precisely 

notated chord strokes in the strings created closely-differentiated rhythmic gestures. 

Without intimate knowledge of the ensemble, the composer notated differences in 

articulation and note duration, intending to bring about a rough, highly energetic 

momentum to the opening of the piece.  
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Fig. 4.3.1 Provisional sketches of themes A, B, C (first page), for what would become Unusual 

Weeds, produced for introductory session with the orchestra. Note metre and beat markings, off-beat 

string pizzicati. Theme and counter-theme are labeled. 

 

However, viewed from a perspective where the aim of compositional technique is 

to create an adequate performance through the efficient use of rehearsal time, such 

notational style could appear as an ill-defined, or even hazardous, execution of 

compositional technique.  



 
 

96 

 

In this particular circumstance the conductor was enthusiastic to simplify the 

notation in the layering of some of the orchestral writing, particularly the opening 

‘fanfare’ gesture, despite the composer’s wish for the greater complexity of rhythmic 

details and dynamics.  
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Fig 4.3.2 First complete draft, first page: note new metre and tempo markings; off-beat pizzicati have 

now been limited to low strings (theme and counter-theme are labeled) 

 
This encouraged further contraction of the polyrhythmical complexities in Unusual 

Weeds which developed as a result of the conductor’s wish to attain a satisfactory 

performance that overcame the potential deficiencies faced by the ensemble. Such 

limitations were evident in player technique as well as the time available for 
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rehearsal. However, it appeared that the rehearsal time made available for the piece 

was not inadequate with respect to its duration.  

 

Fig. 4.3.3 Performance version, first page: note change of metre to 4/4, simplified part writing 

(theme and counter-theme are labeled) 

 

An error in the initial tempo specification by the composer (minim=128, instead of 

crotchet=128) added to the immediate challenges faced by the ensemble, in the 

impossible speed that the conductor attempted to achieve, and assumptions of the 
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composer’s technical skill. Concatenated issues of sustaining a steady tempo 

appeared to arise owing to the conductor’s priorities, which appeared to favour 

ensemble cohesion at moments when the pressures of rehearsal necessitated 

shortcuts were taken to direct a path to a clean performance. 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.4 Wave-form image of opening bars from first playthrough, conducted in 2/2 (major themes 

are labeled) 

 

Similar challenges facing the conductor resulted in leadership difficulties within the 

ensemble, when the conductor was left to follow the musicians. This resulted in 

compromising the intended tempo to the common denominator (this occurs when 

the tempo shifts to the majority players, or a subset of the ensemble who follow the 

most insistent player) therefore encouraging a shift of tempi that may keep the 

ensemble together, but not necessarily at the tempo originally instigated by the 

conductor. This creates conflict of priorities wherein by attempting to steady the 

ensemble, the pre-arranged pulse is unconsciously ignored. After four consecutive 

collapses of the ensemble, the conductor’s solution was to change the metre to 

simple quadruple (4/4) time. This had the unintended effect of confounding the 

primary problem (the ensemble cohesion) with a fundamental alteration to the 

composition, by altering its pulse and corresponding rhythmic environment. 
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Fig. 4.3.5 Opening bars as played in the performance, conducted in 4/4 (themes are labeled) 

 
In highly-critical situations such as an orchestral rehearsal, an unconstructive 

resolution of conflicting demands for guidance can be a result of the limits of a 

conductor’s practical experience. In this particular circumstance, the result was a 

concentration upon multiple aspects within the ensemble without focus upon a 

clear line of priority. Subsequently, the conductor might not have realised the tempo 

fluctuated, because his main focus was upon keeping the unity of the ensemble. The 

conductor’s priority was, if frustrating to the composer, grounded in the  reality of 

the situation and that was proven in both the challenging rehearsals and the 

successful performance. 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.6 Wave-form image of the performance of Unusual Weeds, rehearsal marks labeled.  
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4.3.4 Case Study 2: Preliminary Conclusion 

This experiment focused upon the potential for conflict between two composer-

conductors’ approaches to a score written by one of them, testing whether the 

intuition possessed by the composer could prove disadvantageous, as a means of 

testing the existence of such intuition.  In this particular case, the methods 

employed by the conductor demonstrated that in the scheme of potentiality for 

changes, repairs and presumptions of error, the status of composer conducting the 

ensemble was assumedly superior to that of the composer of the work. 

  

In such circumstances where a composer of a piece is present yet does not possess a 

status that is equal or superior to the conductor, the basic weight of doubt and the 

onus for betterment falls towards the alteration of the score and not the 

improvement of the ensemble’s performance. During these instances, even if the 

composer’s fundamental intention is valid then other shortcomings in the score – 

perhaps the required technical means to play the piece not being adequately clear in 

the notation, etc. – would be subsequently viewed as flawed in the corresponding 

notational technique. Such assumptions are at the base of the composer-conductor’s 

advantage, whose skills were clearly delineated in this case study: if the composer 

shows an abundance of idealism in his technique, the conductor, as leader must 

possess a practicality to counter it. In this case, as a composer himself, the 

conductor inhabited an ideal position to think beyond the idealism of the composer 

and create a successful, if not idyllic, performance.  

 

This study demonstrated not only that the status of the composer-conductor has 

the potential to be higher than that of the composer (who does not, or is not known 

to conduct) but furthermore, the means in which a composer-conductor can insist 
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upon changes to the score may significantly outweigh the necessity or desire to 

improve the efficacy of the performance.  

 

4.4 Case Study 3 Second Piano Concerto  

 

4.4.1  Overview 

The Concerto for Piano and Orchestra was composed between 2009-12 (the second 

concerto for piano after the 2002 Cerriglio for piano and symphonic wind ensemble) 

with the intention to direct it from the keyboard. The second movement andante-

allegro-andante was premièred at the University of Western Australia in October 2011. 

The movement runs for 118 bars113, and is structured in a derivation of ABA form 

that progresses from a metre of simple quadruple- to compound duple-time.   

 

The second movement, the middle and most lyrical of three, is based upon a 

broadly tonal palette centred on b-minor. The middle ‘circus’ passage is based 

around G with a central modulation to D, giving the whole concerto (which starts 

and ends in d/D) a broadly palindromic format.  

 

4.4.2 Methodology 

The second movement was chosen for the case study due to its mostly steady tempi 

and regular instrumental entries, which aid its direction from the keyboard when, at 

most, only one hand is able to gesture physically to the orchestra. The movement 

was rehearsed twice; the first time for three quarters of an hour, three days before 

the performance, conducted by the composer for approximately 35 minutes and 

then directed by the composer from the keyboard; the second for approximately a 

                                                
113 The score of Second Piano Concerto, II is included in Appendix vi. 
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quarter of an hour immediately prior to the performance, directed entirely by the 

composer from the keyboard. To maximise transparency of data differentiation, 

only the first rehearsal and performance are included in this study. 

 

The experiment focuses upon the role played by the composer-conductor/director. 

At times part of the performing ensemble and with at most one hand free to gesture 

toward the musicians, he is faced with limited physical means for the conducting of 

his own music. To achieve this the case study examined 1.) the means of composing 

in expectation of such limitations; 2.) the means of rehearsing in order to alleviate 

such limitations; and 3.) to further examine the role in which a conductor plays 

when he is at times part of an ensemble.  

 

In order to guarantee unbiased direction of the research, the rehearsals were not 

designed to facilitate the research, but organised to create the best performance 

possible. In this way, the changes made to the music could be designed as an aid for 

the players in the rehearsal, not necessarily the future direction of the music.114 

 

4.4.3 Observation and analysis 

The rehearsals were designed to guide the talented (yet inexperienced) group of 

young musicians to perform the piece as a self-regulating musical ensemble. Ideally, 

this ensemble would require only the minimum of physical gestures from the 

pianist/director and instead accompany the piano in the tutti passages relying on the 

pianist’s tempi and phrasing. It was accepted, however, that changes to the score 

                                                
114 As a point of difference: conductor’s changes are notably for the benefit of the immediate future 
performance, and seldom for the reasons that follow; in this fashion the conductor’s alteration can 
differ in aim from the composer’s alteration, which aims typically for the long-term amelioration of 
the music. See Claudio Spies, "Igor Stravinsky's Threni: Conducting Details" (Washington, DC: 
Library of Congress, n.d.) 
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were likely to be made during the rehearsals in order to bring about the most 

successful première. Previous alterations had been made due to advice from a 

respected Melbourne-based composer and conductor who suggested115 a 

simplification of the rhythmic dissonance between figures D and F On account, 

whilst changes were not made in advance, the musicians were advised that 

alterations might be needed. Significant time in the primary rehearsal was allocated 

to work on this passage, through the orchestral sections individually and together, 

to discover what changes were necessary.  

 

Audio recordings were taken from the rehearsal preceding the performance which 

were examined quantatively to reveal rehearsal segments and timings. These were 

subsequently analysed qualitively in order to discern how, if at all: 1.) whether 

having composed the music to be directed brings an advantage or disadvantage to 

the conductor; 2.) as the composer, whether directing an ensemble from within 

could bring either an advantage or disadvantage; and 3.) whether an advantage of 

being both composer/conductor could negate disadvantages facing the conductor 

when directing within the ensemble. 

 

Observation was carried out retrospectively with the resource of audio recordings of 

the primary rehearsal and final performance116. Verbal feedback regarding the 

rehearsal process and performance was drawn from questions asked to the 

musicians during rehearsal, and comments volunteered by individual members of 

the orchestra during and after rehearsals and after the concert.  

 

                                                
115 Private coaching session, October 2010 
116 A complete score and wave-form transcriptions of the rehearsals and performance of the 
movement are included in the appendix (iv). 



 
 

105 

The rehearsal was designed to work on the passages that presented the most 

technically demanding aspects for the ensemble whilst conducted by the composer. 

The design assumed that the ensemble would be competent to follow the composer 

when leading from the keyboard. As projected, the majority of rehearsal time was 

spent achieving satisfactory balance through the ‘circus’ passage (D-F)117. 

This can be seen in the rehearsal plan in the wave-form transcription below. 

 

Fig. 4.4.1 Second Piano Concerto rehearsal 

(Bar numbers and rehearsal marks are shown with the affiliated time in minutes) 

 

4.4.4 Musical-gestural Techniques 

The intention to direct the piece from the keyboard without a separate conductor 

necessitated composing into the ensemble much of the regulatory impulses that are 

typically relied upon to be given by a conductor in two ways – audibly clear cues 

                                                
117 The central section of the concerto movement has been termed the ‘circus passage’ by one 
composition professor at the University of Western Australia on account of the unrestrained 
dissonance thrown out of the orchestrated ebullience.  
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through the ensemble, and space in the solo piano line for improvisation.  

 

During the primary rehearsal the ensemble and conductor faced numerous 

difficulties, including technical limitation and ensemble inter-management. These 

were generally solved through traditional rehearsal methods including repetition, 

sedation of tempi, temporary focus upon particular instrumental sections and 

soloists, and piecemeal build up of the structure. This logical approach nonetheless 

could only progress so far in a limited time, with an ensemble made exclusively of 

students of varying capabilities. The uneven level of experience across the sections 

necessitated that more rehearsal time than expected be devoted to mastering some 

of the more difficult passages whose difficulty in ensemble playing was not 

foreseen.  

 

While it may be assumed that an experienced professional group would find 

adequate security in their own ensemble playing (while the findings of Case Study 2 

could suggest otherwise), the piece was composed to be performed by university 

student musicians. With this in mind, the rehearsal for the Second Piano Concerto was 

primarily conducted by the composer standing in the centre of the ensemble, with 

only the remaining ten minutes directed from the keyboard. This format facilitated 

direct gestural communication between the composer (as conductor) and the 

orchestral musicians, as if seated at the keyboard would have restricted view to the 

conductor’s hands. In rehearsals the ensemble was managed that so that the soloist 

was to be always visible to the orchestral musicians.  

 

However, in the performance this was not possible and for orchestral members 

seated furthest away from the keyboard, a line of sight was not always achievable. 
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The absence of direct visual communication would naturally encourage negative 

results in the performance due to principal musicians rushing or lagging behind the 

beat. This necessitated line guidance by the soloist, playing or exaggerating cues and 

phrasing. The resultant artistic environment was one of collaboration, with the 

keyboard taking the place of the conductor’s non-verbal gestures. 

The wave-form transcription of the audio of the rehearsal demonstrates the many 

parts worked on in isolation (by time) and by repetition within the orchestral 

sections118. The two segments requiring the majority of attempts are b.79 (RM. D) 

and b.97 (RM. F) with separation between readings by the strings and 

wind/brass/percussion sections. Further emphasis was put on to breadth of 

phrasing (figures A & C) and a substantial cleanliness of attack and tone (RM. F, 

H). 

Alterations had to be made from RM. E to ensure the brass section did not swamp 

the rhythmic harmony. As the potential for issues in this area were anticipated, 

improvised solutions119 of tone control by the musicians were encouraged creating 

minimal alterations to the score. 

 

Considerations were made with regard to the solo part, that either the gestures given 

musically by the piano would indicate cues for the instrumentalists’ entries/ exits or 

that one hand would be free at moments anticipated to require direct gesticulation. 

The score of Second Piano Concerto, II is included in Appendix (vi). 

 

Examples of the musical cueing gestures are clearest at: 

                                                
118 The full list of wave-form diagrams, annotated with bar/rehearsal numbers is included in the 
appendix  (v) 

119 solutions concerning articulation of the horns and duration of suspensions in the trumpet line 
(again at RM. E) 
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• Ensemble entry at b.10 

• modulation at RM. C  

• LH leading string pizzicati at b.116 

 

Examples of composed non-musical (physical) gestures are clearest at: 

• Contrabass entry at RM. A  

• Tutti string entries at b.42 

• Orchestral recapitulation at b.107/8  

 

Extended passages of improvisation allowed in the solo part (e.g. RM. C to F) 

permitted the ensemble to ‘play along’ with the piano if or when the means for 

direct physical gesticulation above the keyboard was neither possible nor 

appropriate. 

 

4.4.5 Ensemble Dynamics 

Both the full run of the movement at the end of the rehearsal and the performance 

were directed from the piano. The wave-forms, annotated with the rehearsal marks, 

are below:  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4.4.2 Second Piano Concerto Run 1, expanded view  

(Rehearsal marks are shown with the affiliated time in minutes: seconds) 
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Fig. 4.4.3 Second Piano Concerto performance, expanded view 

(Rehearsal marks are shown with the affiliated time in minutes: seconds; note that the superior 

microphone quality resulted in visually greater dynamic range, though observations have been limited 

to timing only) 

 

The performance, whilst taken at generally the same tempo as the rehearsal, takes 

almost ten seconds longer to conclude. This is due to two factors: increased rubato 

in the solo passages, and the greater reverb in the acoustic of the recital hall than the 

ensemble studio120. Dangers to the ensemble cohesion from excessive rubato are a 

constant concern in a concerto performance (whereas insufficient rubato can risk 

the piece sounding devoid of drama and consequently limpid). When the soloist is 

also directing, the dangers can be self-correcting as long as the soloist is capable of 

splitting his or her focus from the solo line to the ensemble solidarity.  The benefits 

of an informed compositional awareness were likewise displayed during the 

rehearsals for the Second Piano Concerto. With the situation in mind, it was expected in 

advance of the composition process that the relative inexperience of some of the 

musicians could result in insecurity with the solo aspects of the chamber ensemble. 

In this case, by anticipating during the compositional process those issues that had a 

                                                
120 The rehearsal was held in the Eileen Joyce Studio; performance was held in the Callaway 
Auditorium, both at the University of Western Australia 
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higher degree of probability to occur during rehearsal or performance, the 

possibility arose to tailor the composition to suit the means of directing the 

ensemble. The spaces left in the score for extended improvisation circumvented the 

main challenges of overly-limited direction from the keyboard; such passages 

allowed the ensemble to be led by the music as it was improvised for the certain 

effect of ensemble leadership. This ensured that the least rehearsal time was 

required to be conducted from the podium or spent directing from the keyboard, 

and minimal time was required to constructively accommodate the change from 

podium direction to directing from within the ensemble.  

 

4.5 Case Study 3: Preliminary Conclusion 

The ease of alteration to the score during rehearsal suggests a facility in grasping the 

concept and execution of the piece, which is only available to the composer when 

he is also conducting his score. One unique aspect of this was when such alterations 

could take the form of improvised solutions to ensemble problems; the musicians 

themselves being free to follow the new solo line that led and guided their entries 

and phrasing. Although the changes to the score were minimal, these brought a 

great sense of space and improvements of balance that narrowed the discordant 

range into conflicting overtones (as intended) instead of a conflicting rhythmic and 

tonal disharmony. The opportunity for the musicians to play with, and to be 

directed by the piece’s composer, created a unique balance of risk and reward, 

where a ‘correct’ interpretation was not considered a primary aim of performance. 

This rebalancing of goals was caused by the status of the composer/conductor 

being brought to a similar level to the ensemble musicians. In this approach, by 

playing and directing the Second Piano Concerto movement the composer/conductor 

was able to create a scenario in which the ensemble playing was guided in a 
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collaborative role. Familiarity with the requirements for ensemble direction, coupled 

with the expectation of their limits during performance contributed fundamentally 

to the compositional process, the positive results of which in turn substantially 

contributed to the success of the performance of the composition.  

 

  

4.6.1 Overview of significant themes explored within case studies  

The three case studies explored potential advantages unique to the composer-

conductor, through the examination of scenarios where specific faculties of 

composition or conducting were 1.) intentionally superfluous (at least in terms of 

tradition and convention) in the case of introducing a conductor for the string 

quartet Bad Angel Fire; 2.) heightened, as in the case of Unusual Weeds, and 3.) 

intentionally limited, in the case of the Second Piano Concerto. Each study 

demonstrated that leadership by a composer-conductor could create positive 

reactions in both the music and the musicians. 

 

4.6.2  Advantages held by the composer-conductor demonstrated in Case 

Studies 1-3  

1) Advantages to the performers in being led by a composer-conductor 

In the Bad Angel Fire study the readings showed a pattern of how greater influence 

by the composer, from verbal communication to physically-gestured leadership in 

performance, can benefit the performance through directly enhancing the 

experience of the musicians. The study demonstrated this by examining the impact 

of the composer conducting a string quartet, an ensemble where a conductor is not 

traditionally used. Challenges in the case of a lack of a conductor (or external 

director) were noticed in the first run of Bad Angel Fire, where the issues arising 
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from status within leadership requirements were negated when a conductor was 

provided. This scenario developed further when the conductor of the ensemble, 

being also the composer of the piece, began to reinvent the tempo and metre (as 

was similarly the case in the Unusual Weeds experiment) alongside the conductor’s 

more conventional tools of tempo and phrasing adjustment, and in so doing 

inverted the relationship flow between composing and conducting. The musicians 

attested that the composer-conductor gave the ensemble an “adaptability of 

playing” which mixed the regulatory aspect of conducting with the “visual 

representation of expression”. The musicians believed that such ‘visual 

representation’ required an understanding of the music to a depth greater than what 

the printed score could provide, and the communication of this understanding 

could be attained most efficiently by being conducted by the composer of the piece. 

The third case study (2nd Piano Concerto) also explored the altering of status roles of 

composer and conductor. In this scenario the humbling of the composer-conductor 

to the level of a performer (leading from the material the musicians played to the 

means in which they played it) created a particular balance of excitement and 

accomplishment that transformed the ‘Alpha and Omega’ perception of the 

composer or conductor into a partnership between musicians. Here a potential for 

improvisation by the composer in the role of director/performer provided a 

freedom to gesture with sound in place of visible physical movement121. This was 

due to the potentiality for the ongoing sense of creation rather than interpretation 

by the composer when conducting. The converse – when the instinct for recreation 

can overtake the requirement for regulation – was evident in the second case study 

(Unusual Weeds).  

                                                
121 As a particular example of a ‘present-time response’ as much as non-verbal gesture to a situational 
challenge, improvised ‘accompaniment’ has the potentiality to respond to immediate issues in cueing, 
phrasing, intonation and ensemble stability and prevent the possibility of compounded negative 
results. 
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2) Advantages to the performance when being conducted by the composer 

The third case study demonstrated that when the composer is also the conductor of 

his/her piece, the composer-conductor had a unique position to alter the score 

during rehearsal due to the potential facility in grasping both the concept and 

execution of the piece. In this circumstance, such alterations often were in the form 

of improvised solutions to ensemble problems. These allowed the musicians the 

freedom to listen to the musical gestures that were in response to their own. This 

capability presented a ‘new’ method for leading their correct entries and guiding 

their musical phrasing, and allowed minimal musical changes in the score to bring a 

‘great sense of space and improvement’. 

  

As with the third case study, the Bad Angel Fire study demonstrated that under the 

composer’s musical direction, the score could appear as a more malleable guide, 

rather than merely a set of specific written directions. By having the composer 

conducting the ensemble, the musicians found that they performed with new 

interpretations in terms of rubato, phrasing, and tone. The second case study 

(Unusual Weeds) showed that in the composer-conductor possessed a unique 

authority to change and repair the score, even within the presence of the composer 

of a work, and in so doing lessening the pressure for self-critical playing, rather than 

ensemble cohesion, in the players. This study also demonstrated skills particular to 

the composer-conductor, where he or she alone can assess the balance between the 

idealism of composition and the practicality of ensemble management. The study 

also presented evidence to show that when one or more of these skills were 

misbalanced, a composer-conductor can use this authority to insist upon changes to 

the score, at the expense of fulfilling the composer’s vision for the piece. 
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5 

 

REVIEW OF EVIDENCE FOR SYNERGY BETWEEN THE ROLES OF 

COMPOSER AND THE CONDUCTOR 

 

“Being a composer myself, I know how important it is to take the composer’s words with a grain of 

salt” 

 - José Serebrier 

5.1 Overview 

Evidence for ‘synergy’ existing between the roles of composer and conductor have 

been compiled from the professional observation and interviews of the key research 

subjects, the three case studies, interviews conducted by third-parties with 

composers, conductors and composer-conductors and historical attestation in 

available literature. Such proofs are here dealt with under their situational headings, 

below: 

 

• Evidence for advantages to a composer through experience in conducting 

• Evidence for advantages to a conductor through experience in composition 

• Evident advantages and disadvantages inherent in cross-disciplinary 

experience of the Composer-Conductor.  

 

5.2  Evidence for advantages to a composer through experience in 

conducting 

Principal advantages to the composer are in areas where hands-on experience of the 

regulation of music can inform the artist in the craft of a score that is better than 
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that which would have been composed without prior experience as a conductor. 

One example would be where through conducting an ensemble, an artist has an 

interactive rapport with the musicians in the duty of facilitating their work. An 

example of this situation would be in the 1st Case Study Bad Angel Fire and the re-

composition by the conductor of Unusual Weeds122. In such situations a composer 

has the opportunity to gain experience in the abilities of the instrumentalists, the 

technical capabilities of the instruments, as well as the wishes of the players, and 

what inherent technical difficulties may be faced by the players in relation to 

demands made upon them in music by other composers.  

 

In such an event, this physical-intellectual interaction between the composer and the 

players can create a symbiosis of attitude and intention. If susceptible to the 

attitudes of the ensemble players, the composer can gain non-verbal feedback from 

members of the ensemble at the point of playing, with the ability to influence the 

resulting reactions. An example of this is recorded in Chapter 4. Referring to the 

fifth recording of Bad Angel Fire, a member of the quartet viewed the conductor’s 

purpose as providing a “visual representation of expression” and thus, 

interpretation123. This is apparently highly advantageous in comparison to the 

circumstance in which a composer is in attendance during rehearsals or 

performances, as such a benefit would be limited to the composer’s learning 

through observation, without the reciprocity enjoyed by the conductor. In such an 

example, the composer could possess the knowledge of how an ensemble outwardly 

functions. However without the higher perspective of leading it, the composer 

would possess a limited perspective of the mechanisms that cause the observable 

results.  
                                                
122 4.3.3 Unusual Weeds, Observation and Analysis  
123 4.2.4.2 Ensemble Dynamics  
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The chief benefit to ‘hands-on’ creative/regulatory experience would be the 

intimate knowledge of the workings of the ensemble ‘machine’. The virtues from 

this would include (but by no means be limited to): 

  
1. Increased anticipation of potential challenges and problems as faced by 

members of the ensemble, or the ensemble as a whole 

2. Anticipation of counter-measures, for example through enhanced 

recognition of clues in the ensemble’s approach to the composer-

conductor’s work, from the feel of leading the ensemble124 

3. Active assessment of the inherent advantages (or disadvantages) in 

undertaking certain approaches to score-writing and notation, from the 

many possibilities that are available to the composer.  

 

In ‘conservatively-influenced’ music, where the melodic and harmonic quotient is 

more readily accessible to the mainstream audience-member, the function of an 

editorial implement is limited, and the piece when published acquires a rigidity that 

has created a ‘taboo’ in alteration. In the professional sphere, the process of 

continual editing of music by a composer would necessitate a ‘workshop’ format125 – 

which outside the educational forum would be at potentially great cost. However, in 

non-professional activity, such issues of cost are mitigated, and a workshopping of 

original material can, and increasingly has become an intrinsic part of the 

composition process126.  

 

                                                
124 The ‘feel’ and ‘feedback’ of ensemble leadership can afford the leader an intuitive response as to 
what the musicians would play gladly, through playing with efficient concentration, to the sense that 
the conductor is seemingly pushing against the wishes of the ensemble. 
125 4.3 Case Study 1 Unusual Weeds: an example of ‘workshopping’ by a professional orchestra.  
126 Most often in cases of large-scale or collaborative formats: opera, dance, group-composed or 
mixed-media compositions. See Fricke, S Contemporary Music Publikations der Deutsche Musikrat 
(2013): 175-6 
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An example of this is richly demonstrated in 3.1.3 (Observation versus supporting 

interviews) where D.P. described using his role as an orchestra’s chief conductor to 

not only make small changes to traditional scores (to facilitate the ensemble’s 

performance) but to facilitate his role as the composer of his own work by trying 

out multiple drafts of a score in a workshop-composing method.  

 

From D.P.’s explanation, two aspects of the composer-conductor symbiosis are 

apparent:  

1. D.P.’s collaboration with the orchestra as a composer greatly benefitted 

from his role as its chief conductor. In this role, he has been able to use the 

orchestra’s time both for his own ends as composer of the piece, and in their 

best interests to have music moulded to suit their strengths whilst avoiding 

the ensemble’s weaknesses. 

 

2. Furthermore, D.P.’s assertion confirmed a direct benefit of conducting for 

a composer: where the trial-and-error process of building compositional 

technique for a particular ensemble can be enhanced through a symbiotic 

relationship between the two crafts.  In this context, D.P. provides an 

example of such a task within the ‘laboratory’ session with the ensemble in 

rehearsal of his music: 

 

“… the rehearsal process is the next draft, so that has to be informed by what I’m trying to achieve 

in the piece as a composer”127. 

 

                                                
127 3.1.3 Observation vs. supporting interviews: Interview with D.P., 14th February 2012  
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In such fashion, D.P.’s technique as a conductor in rehearsal has directly influenced 

his typical working method as a composer and to a limited effect, vice versa128. 

Whilst such a compositional method would appear atypical of the circumstance for 

a professional composer or professional composer-in-training, due to the issues of 

financial burden placed upon the ensemble, it is viable to view this format as 

actually a condensation of common practice. This is in evidence in the evolution of 

B.D.’s career from ensemble musician to composer-conductor, whose training as a 

composer was shaped through mentorship from composers whose music he 

performed, and conductors who led the performances. 

 

5.3  Evidence of advantages to a conductor through experience in 

composition 

The historical accounts, interviews with W.H. and B.D. and case studies 

demonstrated that many conductors are prepared to alter a score to aid its 

performance. Furthermore, the evidence presented in the interviews and case 

studies demonstrates that by having an affinity with the processes of composition, 

composer-conductors can have increased confidence in such ‘creative conducting’ 

even despite their lesser training as a conductor.  

 

One consistent difficulty that afflicts the conductor, more than merely a solo or 

ensemble musician, is that the orchestra is never a constant: rather it is a shape-

shifting beast of many individuals searching for their own goals at their own pace, 

with or despite the music in front of them. Additionally, no two orchestras sound 

alike, or respond alike to a composer’s hand, or a conductor’s gesture. Unlike the 

                                                
128 This effect is reciprocal in a qualified degree, as although D.P. has stated that symphonic 
repertoire as conductor would not necessarily require re-composition of the pieces performed by his 
orchestra.  



 
 

119 

instance of working with an instrumental quartet, the opportunity to verbally seek 

solutions to a problem is often not a feasible option129. Instead, the conductor has to 

take charge – and yet all the conductor has is the notes in front of him. The score, 

he presumes, is an accurate representation of the composer’s intention in the vein 

that the general public is led to assume that, if in print, a published literary work 

carries the writer’s conviction. Despite the necessity of committing work to print, an 

orchestral composer, especially if he/she is attempting to break new ground in their 

technique, is however not necessarily capable of such forthright conviction.  

 

The composer-conductor José Serebrier, whose career began as an assistant to 

Leopold Stokowski130 for the historic première of Charles Ive’s Fourth Symphony, 

noted in an interview conducted by Bernard Jacobson in 1977 that: 

 

Conductors generally pride themselves on being literal: the more literally you 

follow the score, within an artistic frame, the better you are. Now, I feel that 

[Charles] Ives couldn’t have cared less about artists who try to be literal...  

 

He felt that the artists should interpret music freely within the dictates of 

the score. On the opening page of the Fourth Symphony, Ives makes what 

could be construed as a joke: For the choral part, he writes ‘preferably 

without voices’. Well, if you have a conductor who wants to do it exactly the 

way the composer wanted, what’ll he do here? 

 

In the same interview, Serebrier reveals how later Stokowski and he resolved 

                                                
129 In 1922 Lev Tseitlin founded PERSIMFANS (Pervïy Simfonicheskiy Ansambl’ bez Dirizhyora) which 
functioned as the Soviet Union’s first conductorless symphony orchestra. Unlike other conductorless 
chamber orchestras whose limited size facilitated direct leadership from the concertmaster and 
section principles, PERSIMFANS functioned – with according to anecdote, dubious results – by 
leadership through committee, following political and philosophical precepts of egalitarianism. 
130 Stokowski was himself both conductor and organist, but noted more for his conducting and 
orchestration of other composers’ works, such as Bach (20% of his output as transcriber) and 
Mussorgsky, amongst others. Controversially, Stokowski was also not averse to substantial rewrites 
of popular pieces. 
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significant problems with the score: 

 

In the second movement of the Ives Fourth Symphony, again, the 

conductor has the option of either a bassoon or a saxophone. Stokowski 

used both playing together – he couldn’t make up his mind – and that adds 

to the muddiness of the movement. Since Ives gave the option, I decided 

that sometimes the saxophone gives the more interesting sound for a 

particular passage, sometimes the bassoon. I used both, but separately. So I 

helped what Ives had in mind, because he really couldn’t make up his mind, 

except in one passage where it’s specifically saxophone. 

 

In similar vein A.S. recounts that composers have not always seen as infallible. 

Indeed, without the guidance of accommodating – even charitable – conductors, 

even the finest composers and orchestrators would have left a flawed legacy: 

 

Like Toscanini with Puccini: always Toscanini make[s] Puccini change 

orchestration of Fanciulla. A lot of changes of orchestration of Fanciulla 

were made by Toscanini in the rehearsal. And so this is something that must 

go together131 

 

D.P. explains the benefit of his experience as a composer conducting his own work, 

in relation to a conductor conducting the work of another composer:  

 

What becomes interesting is when, as a conductor, rehearsing a piece by 

some other composer, I can sometimes say “okay, the ‘cellos can’t play this 

particular passage, but I could simplify it like this” and we’d get the effect 

that we’re after. 

 

A.S. makes the further point that it is the conductor’s duty to examine closely 

musical opportunities in a score that may not have been part of the composer’s 

                                                
131 DMA Interview with A.S., conductor, 7th November 2009 
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intention, but where a musical, or dramatic (for the stage) advantage can be found. 

In such fashion, A.S. also ascertains the risk in presuming the composer-

conductor’s advantages are without impediment: 

 

 … not always… the composer has the best idea, or is the best conductor. 

As a conductor [who is not also the composer of the work], we could offer 

different things of interpretation. I think more things than the composer 

imagined.132  

 

Further in the Jacobson interview, Serebrier catalogues further issues – such as 

multiple-choice instrumentation with conflicting consequences – that he presents as 

a typical hazard with Ives’s music. Serebrier is not afraid to experiment with 

solutions, a trait he is happy to ascribe to his training and experience as a composer 

as well as his experience as a conductor – that he knows not to take the composer 

literally, but with “a grain of salt – to interpret”: 

 

In some pieces Ives gives the conductor a choice of instruments: in one 

case, saxophone or bells or piano! Can you think of three more different 

instruments? How are you going to be literal?  

In… From ‘The Steeples and the Mountains’ he has a choice of instruments 

to use for bells – a carillon, or a piano. Can you imagine a piano playing in 

place of bells? In ‘The Unanswered Question’ you can use a choice of four 

flutes or a variety of other instruments.  

 

So, in a way, much of the time he’s writing in the abstract, almost – and this 

should not be a sacrilegious comparison – but almost as Bach wrote ‘The 

Art of the Fugue’ [sic.], which is really in the abstract.” 

 

                                                
132 See 3.1 professional observation of W.H. in Kát’a Kabanova, Theater Bonn March-May 2012  
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Serebrier attributes an affinity between composers as a natural means to his 

authority.  

 

Speaking as a very young composer myself, I had no doubts about Ives’s 

imagination and his formidable ideas, but I was disgusted by… the 

impracticality of the writing, which made it so difficult and unplayable at 

times, and by the complete lack of stylistic unity… 

 

Here Serebrier takes a view contrary to that of the American conductor, pianist and 

composer T.W.133 where T.W.’s interest as a conductor stems from an idealised 

motive: 

 

… [to follow an] absolutely strict vision of being true to the score in every 

possible way. To always realise that the composer is a much better musician 

than you will ever be, and that your job is to try to realise this.134 

 

The inherent contradiction in T.W.’s intention, where he seeks to be “true to the 

score” by realising that the composer is of presumably musical or intellectual 

superiority, indicates that his view of the composer appears to be in the context of a 

musician who is slightly removed from the creative process. However, his 

compositions are not integral to his career but instead a pleasure ‘on the side’, being 

self-funded and written for limited performance. Furthermore, his views can be 

attributed to a ‘New World’ outlook upon the ‘Old World’ composers, which can 

favour a lionization of their abilities over a pragmatic reality of a professional 

composer’s situation.  

 

                                                
133 T.W.’s professional training as a conductor began first as a repetiteur at Hamburg Opera; he 
trained first for a career as concert pianist with Gyorgy Chandor (Bela Bartók’s last pupil) and in 
London with Peter Feuchtwanger 
134 DMA Interviews with T.W. April-May 2010 
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T.W.’s opinions upon the composers’ creative processes are especially high in this 

regard: 

 
Since this time I never take some details that the composer has written and 

change [some-]thing because I think that someone like Bruckner or Brahms 

or Verdi didn't sleep for three days because he couldn't decide whether to 

put that fermata there or not. So who am I to decide: “Oh, we don't need 

that fermata”. Everything that a composer's written is very important for 

me, and more important than my own instincts about something. 

 

It is not wayward to presume that the apparent ‘romanticism’ of T.W.’s attitude 

towards the composer’s craft is not in part drawn from deficiencies in his 

professional training in composition; indeed it could be quixotic to view the 

professional composer’s life so that despite the firmness of their technique, a 

master-composer were concerned with the ‘placement of a fermata’ even if he or 

she would have ever enjoyed the opportunity to spend days concerned with such 

minutiae. In interview, T.W. appears to implicitly refer to the divergence between 

the attitudes shared by him and W.H. during rehearsals for the Bonn production of 

Kát’a Kabanová.  In contrast to T.W., W.H. agrees with the production’s stage 

director Balázs Kovalik on his own understanding on the compositional aspect of 

conducting: 

 

[As a] Conductor in theatre – you have to be a composer. You only have the 

text, and you have to compose every sentence. Whether it should be 

shouted, spoken, whispered, slow, quick, spoken high or low, you have to 

compose… my approach is to imagine in which dramatic situation, live, 

would someone say or sing this text with these accents, with this melody, 

with this loudness, in this tempo. And there are two, three, four, five 

different ways – but there are a thousand wrong ways… to sing only the 

notes, without imagining how these notes were imagined by the composer. 
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In strict contrast to T.W.’s opinion that what the “composer's written is very 

important for me, and more important than my own instincts”, W.H.’s belief in the 

role of the conductor to ‘compose’ afresh is central to his craft as a conductor135.  

 

It could appear that whilst a musician’s position in respect to a composer, akin to 

being ‘at the feet of the master’ can be perceived to be a commonly preferable trait, 

it is by no means universal even amongst musicians who engage creatively full-time 

with such masters’ scores.   

 

A.S.’s opinion, that what is written in the score “can mean quite nothing” strongly 

suggests that he is highly accustomed to limitations in composer’s technique, but 

that it can be elevated – if not necessarily entirely corrected – for performance by 

the conductor: 

 

… for the fact that this can be written in the score… always means quite 

nothing, because the way in which you approach, you could have something 

that’s not clearly written and this could be appreciated by the composer... or 

not. But always the composer has one idea in mind, and it’s up to the 

performers to think of this idea, but to give to him other ideas for his piece. 

 

According to Grove (1980) the Dutch conductor and composer Willem 

Mengelberg136 would ‘not hesitate to make… ‘changements’ to a composer’s scores 

when he felt it would add clarity’137. In this action of ‘small changes’ Mengelberg’s 

policy is not isolated, nor is it a feature of past conductors that would be abhorrent, 
                                                
135 As observed in interview and based upon the professional observation; See 3.1 observation of 
W.H in Kát’a Kabanova, Theater Bonn March-May 2012  
 
136 Willem Mengelberg (1871-1951) studied composition in Utrecht with Richard Hol and Anton 
Averkamp, and with Franz Wüllner and Adolf Jensen at the Conservatorium der Musik, Köln; 
graduated with prizes in conducting, composition and piano; appointed conductor of 
Concertgebouw Orchestra 1895. 
137 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 1980 
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officially at least, to the conductor of the 21st Century. However, such ‘touch-ups’ 

made by conductors in the mould of Wagner138 have not been without controversy.  

 

B.D. recounts139 that Simon Rattle held similar views when altering a selection of 

music from his first opera, for baritone and orchestra in a concert performance. 

After finding issues of balance for the baritone amidst the dense orchestral scoring, 

Rattle informed the composer retrospectively: 

 

You don’t really need to re-write anything, but I’ve re-written a few bits 

myself: I’m going to cut this, and cut that… if it’s any consolation, I do this 

to Ravel, I do this with everyone. 

 

From the artistic director (2002-2018) of the Berlin Philharmonic, this is a candid 

exposé of a seemingly taboo section of the conductor’s craft, if one takes the oft-

quoted servitude to the score. Indeed, in the 21st-Century corporate management-

training sector, an assessment of the orchestra-conductor relationship is used as a 

core model, on the basis that “The conductor’s job is not to rewrite [the] score but 

to interpret it.”140 

 

Nevertheless, with a strong tradition of altering composers’ scores to suit the 

forces141, acoustics, playing styles142 or for mere creative whim143, Simon Rattle’s 

objectification of the act of refining, reworking or recomposing pieces strongly fuels 

the proposition that re-writes by conductors are a normality, rather than an 

                                                
138 Richard Wagner, Über das Dirigieren, (1868; Leipzig – Insel, 1914) 
139 DMA Interview with composer-conductor (and soloist) B.D., Melbourne, April-May 2011 
140 Prof. Patrick Miller, Professor of Managing People in Organizations, IESE Business School 
141 3.1.3 Observation vs. supporting interviews: Interview with D.P., 14th February 2012  
142 Richard Wagner, Über das Dirigieren, (1868; Leipzig – Insel, 1914) 
143 As observed in interview and based upon the professional observation; See 3.1 observation of 
W.H. in Kát’a Kabanova, Theater Bonn March-May 2012  
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exception in the creative-regulatory obligations of a professional conductor. By the 

absence of the composer’s direct input, such accounts demonstrate that the 

conductor who does not possess experience in composition is strictly limited in the 

breadth and depth of his alterations. 

 

Contrary to the confines of the conductor’s creativity, the composer-conductor can 

draw upon two sources – experience as a composer, and that of a conductor – to 

better rework another composer’s material to further that composer’s original 

intention, which may no longer perfectly suit the present circumstance. As Bowen 

and Holden write in ‘The Central European Tradition’144 Mengelberg’s changements 

were valid on account of his ‘wide experience as a conductor and the knowledge 

that he gleaned from his [composition] teachers’ and therefore, that ‘the 

modifications that he made were in sympathy with the composer’s wishes’145  

 

5.4   The metaphysical tangent: philosophy and the cross-disciplinary 

experience of the Composer-Conductor 

The advantage of an ‘affinity’ between an artist and their specialty is often quoted to 

promote a link between conductors and composers, for example: 

 

Being gifted as a composer himself, Micha Hamel has a natural affinity for 

contemporary music.146 

 

Sinopoli's reinterpretation of familiar scores owes much to his bilateral 

training… On the other hand, he brought a composer's insight to a 

conductor's role, deconstructing here and reconstructing there.147 

                                                
144 José Antonio Bowen and Raymond Holden, The Cambridge Companion to Conducting (Cambridge 
University Press, 2003) 
145 ibid. The Cambridge Companion to Conducting p. 127 
146 source: www.michahamel.com/poet/general_information.htm 
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However, the natural ‘affinity’, ‘sympathy’ or even ‘empathy’ can be a mere gloss 

over the workings of the artists involved. B.D., whose career involves the rare hat-

trick of composing, conducting and performing major works with first-class 

ensembles, states that the composer, in conducting their own work, possesses 

advantages, due to the unique internalization of the work they composed, that can 

‘tapped into’.148 

 

The advantages that B.D. refers to would be the source that one composer can tap 

into when conducting the work of another composer who shares similar or 

appreciable working methods or results. 

 

Sergei Rachmaninov has been equally forthcoming in breadth, if withholding the 

scope of specific rationale. As a student of Alexander Scriabin at the Moscow 

Conservatory, Rachmaninov’s insistence upon ‘colour’ as a paramount force in his 

art, was itself the kernel of Scriabin’s metaphysical perspective upon his art and the 

theosophical philosophy that underlay it from 1909.  

 

Interpretation demands something of the creative instinct. If you are a 

composer, you have an affinity with other composers. You can make 

contact with their imaginations, knowing something of their problems and 

their ideals. You can give their works colour. That is the most important 

thing for me in my interpretations, colour. So you make music live. Without 

colour it is dead149 

                                                                                                                               
147 source: www.bruceduffie.com/sinopoli2.html  
148 Interview with B.D, composer/conductor and soloist (3.2.3) 
149 Quoted in "Conversations with Rachmaninoff" by Basil Mayne, Musical Opinion, October 1936. 
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For this research, the issue of artistic philosophy was revealed in the interview 

process to be central to some conductors, yet with others one that figures 

minimally. In answer to the question “Do you see a relationship between music and 

philosophy?” the conductors trained in Europe (mainland) were unequivocal in their 

insistence upon the link with music and philosophy: 

 
Yes, absolutely. Scriabin, for example felt the philosophy of colour and a 

good link for music and philosophy. For me, music and picture and art and 

general. With music and poetry, obviously! Music related to other arts is 

always a good thing. (A.S.) 

 

When I’m conducting, when I’m in front of a orchestra, I will often have an 

image in mind either of an actual story that’s being told, or an emotion 

that’s being expressed, or a philosophy that’s being expressed (Alexander 

Shelley)150 

 

As a fundamental crux point between musicians’ attitudes, an awareness of 

‘philosophy’ in music is not universally welcomed. Some professional musicians, 

perhaps notably trained in more traditionally Anglo-centric educational methods, 

have been less eager to dwell upon the philosophication of music, preferring to 

keep the art separate from the temptation of projecting a meaning onto it. The 

producer, publisher, academic and retired international double-bass soloist R.S. 

claims that the modern professional musician is completely removed from the 

process of the composer’s thought, and that one duty of the conductor is to negate 

this shortcoming: 

 

A professional musician comes to his part and plays the dots that he has in 

front of him. It’s nothing to do with what the composer had in mind, and 
                                                
150 Interviewed by Clemency Burton-Hill for The Culture Show, BBC, broadcast online 25th May 
2012 
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the philosophical thing behind it. As a professional musician, as a player, 

you play what’s on the paper, and you do what you’re told to by the 

conductor.151 

 

However, R.S.’s objectification of the professional attitude appears to encourage a 

hierarchy of philosophizing, evidently from the massed-ensemble towards the 

conductor or presumably the soloist: 

 

If you become a chamber music player, then you do get a little closer to the 

world of the composer. As an orchestral player, you do not152. 

 

R.S. is certainly not alone in eschewing abstract comprehension for accessible logic.  

The highly experienced professional orchestral musician, conductor of the 2011 

MSO Metropolis Festival and conducting teacher F.R. readily accepts that the 

relationship between music and philosophy exists, but denies that as a musician 

there can be a requirement to explore it. 

 

Yes, of course there is, but I’m not a philosopher – I’m a musician, in that I 

see the connection but to be honest with you I haven’t spent too much time 

about this, there’s too many notes on the page. 

 

However, whether or not the issue of philosophical empathy between artists is 

discounted, the possibility for objectivity through extra-musical comprehension is 

an important perspective for the conductor. Nevertheless, evidence of the 

relationship between the composer and the performing musicians makes clear that 

not all the inter-dependency is in the composer-conductor’s advantage. In chapter 3, 

the composer-conductor B.D. described the need for objectivity in approaching his 

                                                
151 DMA Interview with F.R., conductor, April-May 2011 
152 ibid. 
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own pieces; objectivity is in this case a requirement to counter the danger of 

sentiment. B.D. expressed the concern a composer-conductor can have with being 

‘in love with his or her piece to the extent that it is then difficult for them to get 

down to tin-tacks of rehearsing it’ with the need for patience and rehearsal 

technique in dealing with his works alongside those of other composers.153 

                                                
153 Ibid., DMA interview with B.D. 3.2.3 
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6 

THE SYNERGETIC ADVANTAGE 

 

“I’m maybe not the most accurate conductor but I can really turn them on” 

Hanz Werner Henze (attr.)154 

 

6.1  Overview of significant differences in abilities between 

composers, conductors and the composer-conductor 

 

The composer-conductor has a unique capability that is founded on two separate 

but intrinsically-linked skills, that of the creation of music and that of its regulation. 

As defined in this paper155 a composer need not be a conductor by profession (in 

the sense of earning a living from the craft of conducting) nor a conductor a 

composer by profession, yet there are inherent advantages in capability in each craft 

for the artist to be proficient in some aspects of the other.  

 

Through the research of both crafts, this paper has sought to demonstrate that the 

artist who practices both benefits from an enhanced capacity to perform either skill. 

In this sense, this paper suggests that the composer-conductor functions in a sphere 

that is greater than the sum of his or her parts.  

 

The principal advantage is the composer’s empathy with another composer’s 

methods and the deeper philosophy behind the composer’s purpose of writing. In 

so doing, a composer-conductor can formulate an understanding of the composer’s 

                                                
154 Hans Werner Henze, composer and conductor (1926-2012) 
155 1.3.3 definition of composer, 1.3.4 definition of conductor, 1.3.5 definition of composer-
conductor 
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aims despite the composer’s potential shortcomings with orchestral technique. This, 

amidst a facility to efficiently draw-out the best sound from an orchestra, empowers 

the composer-conductor with a unique set of inter-related skills.  

 

The disadvantage of the balance between roles is therefore one of the dangers of 

inequality of aptitude. An example of this is the composer who is not well regarded 

as a conductor, but nevertheless does so due to misappropriation of confidence in 

his or her strengths as a composer. Regarding Igor Stravinsky’s capabilities at the 

podium Pierre Boulez has been scathing. After the debacle of the Paris première of 

Threni Boulez denied that he considered Stravinsky ‘a good conductor’, instead that 

Stravinsky was “a terribly lousy conductor156”. Composer-conductor B.D.’s capacity 

for self-reflection is directed by a supplementary assessment of his colleague: 

 

[Hanz Werner] Henze… was a great musician but the conducting would go 

with his surges of temperament about the piece so that it was often a bit of 

a swim-fest… probably sometimes he could also get too excited about a bit 

you’ve put a lot into… and maybe that’s also the case with me. 

 

The distinguished composer-conductor Lorin Maazel recounted similar problems 

with different results. His concern, instead of taking the orchestra away in a flurry of 

inspiration over technique, regards the fluidity of options available to his creativity 

as a composer with which he can struggle as a conductor: 

 

I had trouble conducting my own music from memory. I‘m so emotionally 

involved I get carried away and I can lose it. In the process of composing 

music you have various options and alternatives; you chose one, and the 

others stay there. And in a moment of stress I’m always afraid that one of 

                                                
156 Joan Peyser, To Boulez and Beyond: Music in Europe Since the Rite of Spring, revised edition (Lanham, 
MD: Scarecrow Press, 2008): 223 
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the other options will come forward and I’ll be conducting something that 

hasn’t been published.157 

 

It may stand to reason therefore, that the approach taken by one composer to 

another composer’s manuscript is based upon the way he would read his own, and 

therefore not necessarily the way in which the original composer may. Oversights 

and presumptions of both musicians could be similar, complementary or 

contradictory. However, these scenarios indicate not a disadvantage in terms of 

technical capacity, but rather an abuse of the advantages that a composer-conductor 

possesses. As according to Boulez, and explored in the Unusual Weeds case study158 

such circumstances would be symptomatic of a deficiency of discipline within one 

of the roles of composer or conductor, rather than a refutation of the advantages of 

such symbioses. 

 

Case studies 1-3 along with the historical evidence explained in chapter 2 

demonstrate that the skills of a composer are highly advantageous to a conductor in 

his approach to a score and can provide the capacity and authority to create a 

circumstance for a successful performance in the absence of the composer’s explicit 

intentions. 

 

Evidence for such interdependency between the roles of composer and conductor 

was validated in the observation of the key artists. In particular, the composer-

conductor B.D.’s expertise in conducting his own pieces, which despite the 

limitations in his experiences as a fully-professional conductor, culminated in 

                                                
157 Interview conducted by the Philharmonia Orchestra, retrieved from 
www.philharmonia.co.uk/thesoundexchange/backstage/interviews/lorin_maazel 
158 4.3.1 Unusual Weeds 
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overruling the conductor appointed to lead the piece159. This topic of status and 

creative power, being emphasized or inverted, was further explored in case studies 2 

and 3 (4.3, 4.4) alongside interviews, in particular those with A.S., W.H. and D.P. 

(5.2). Examples of the creative benefits of the composer-conductor’s unique status 

were found in the performances of Bad Angel Fire, which improved with the 

composer’s direction of the quartet160. Further evidence is seen in the similarities 

with the compositional ‘workshop’ process preferable to the composer/conductor 

D.P.161  

 

These case studies present compelling evidence that a true synergetic relationship 

between the two duties of composing and conducting is found in the creation and 

performance of the composer-conductor’s own work.  

 

6.2   The requisite balance for symbiosis 

This paper demonstrates that by practicing the craft of conducting, a professional or 

amateur composer can expect viable and visible advantages to their capabilities as a 

composer of certain music, if not necessarily similar to the style of their own 

composition. Similarly, the paper suggests the inverse is also equally demonstrable: 

that possessing skills in composition can be of practicable and verifiable advantage 

to the amateur or professional conductor. 

 

Evidence has been taken from field research in Germany (Kat’a Kabanová) and 

Australia (MSO Metropolis Festival) supported by the case studies and interviews 

established that knowledge in a particular area will have a definable benefit to the 

                                                
159 3.2 Interview with B.D.  
160 4.2.4.2 Bad Angel Fire ensemble dynamics  
161 5.2 Interview with D.P.   
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practitioner of comparable skills in both associated areas.  

 
These synergetic advantages are outlined in 3.3 ‘Overview of significant themes 

from observations and interviews’; here the field research highlighted two 

potentially distinct advantages that the composer-conductor could enjoy over the 

conductor who did not compose, namely: 

 
1.  The advantages of the composer-conductor as regards insight into another 

composer’s creative process 

2. The re-examining of the accepted hierarchies of artistic authority.162 

 
Furthermore the field research (3.2 observation of B.D.) and the first case study 

(4.2.3.1 Bad Angel Fire) demonstrated that by being the composer conducting their 

work, they have the potential for producing a more ‘direct’ performance of their 

piece, if only through the absence of requiring the ‘interpretation’ of their wishes by 

a third party. This in turn has the potential benefit of granting the performing 

musicians a greater sense of their own self-confidence, through a heightened sense 

of trust in the composer-conductor’s artistic authority in his own piece. This 

evidence demonstrated that the composer-conductor has the advantage of direct 

communication without the need for interpretation.163 

 

The interviews with B.D. (field research, 3.2) support the perspective that the 

assumption of hierarchical superiority of the composer’s craft is, paradoxically, an 

intrinsic aspect of the advantage that the composer-conductor has over the 

conductor.  

 
                                                
162 3.3 ‘The superiority of authority of the composer-conductor next to the conductor’ 
163 3.2.3 “you know how it goes and you’ve internalised it – even if it’s an older piece, and it’s so 
deeply (or thought to be deeply) within you and you can sort of tap into that” (B.D.) 
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Alongside Case Study 1 (4.2) the field research provided evidence that when 

conducted by the composer of the work, the composer’s direct, or intuitive ‘feel’ or 

command of their own pieces can create a sense of support for the performing 

musicians, by instilling an appreciation for a feeling beyond the printed notes.164  

 

However, factors can be seen which mitigate this advantage, in both the interviews 

with W.H. (field research, 3.1) and Case Study 2 (Unusual Weeds, 4.3) which suggest 

that the performers’ trust in the composer’s score may consequentially be 

weakened165, in the circumstance that confidence has shifted from the art to the 

artist. Whether this is voluntary or involuntary may be seen either to be an 

advantage or a disadvantage to the artist,166 depending upon whether the status of 

the conductor is heightened,167 accepted as a trade-off to the fallibility of the score168 

or merely dismissed.169  

 

The second case study Unusual Weeds (4.3) and interview with W.H. (regarding the 

Talich/ Neumann revisions to Kát’a Kabanová) provide examples of the potential 

misplacement of this advantage. In these circumstances the composer-conductor 

conducting another composer’s work must find balance between improving the 

score and improving the ensemble when met with failings in both writing and 

playing.  

 

                                                
164 4.2.4.1 Multi-gestural techniques: “The ensemble noticed that dynamic markings could be seen as 
more contextual than literal”  
165 3.2.3 The composer performing for the conductor 4.2.4.2 “the composer-conductor required the ensemble 
to possess an “adaptability of playing; what you see compared to what the conductor signals you to 
do, can change” 
166 4.3.4 “where a composer of a piece is present yet does not possess an status that is equal or 
superior to the conductor, the basic weight of doubt and the onus is for alteration of the score, and 
not the improvement of the ensemble’s performance”) 
167 3.1.4 ‘Priority of musical communication over composer’s explicitly written notation’ 
168 3.1.4 ‘Humbling of composer’s relationship to performing musicians’ 
169 3.2.4 ‘Hierarchical decisions of the performing composer’ 
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However, the possibility exists to hinder the composer’s wishes when such intuitive 

empathy creates misplaced conclusions, for example where comprehensive revision 

of the score can be an erroneous rather than corrective path.170 In such cases, where 

the composer-conductor has the potential for empathy with the compositional 

process, he must show caution (or humility) in how he chooses to use this insight 

into the composer’s concept and priorities, to enhance the performance of the work 

as he sees it. 

 

The historical reworkings of the Kat’a score along with the Unusual Weeds case study, 

demonstrate that experience in both roles – composing and conducting – is 

necessary to take the score closer to the original composer’s ideal instead towards 

the conductor’s171.  

 

6.3  The advantage of the composer-conductor  

In any relationship where each duty shares between them a beneficial dependency, 

there is a trade-off of practice gained in one sphere against time available for 

practice in the other: given that a craftsman works within a finite time, the aptitude 

sought in practicing his/her principal craft may be negated by the time allocated to 

acquiring a skill set in an associated area. So, for the skill set (a) to enhance the 

abilities of skill set (b) despite the time required for its acquisition, either skill set 

must use similar or complimentary techniques to feed the other, or risk losing the 

opportunity to attain top-level skills in either duty.  

        

                                                
170 Field research 3.1, Kát’a Kabanová, Theater Bonn 2010)  
171 5.3 Whereas Simon Rattle would often alter scores (“I’ve re-written a few bits myself: I’m going to cut this, 
and cut that... I do this with everyone”) during the rehearsals for Unusual Weeds “the polyrhythmical 
complexities… developed as a result of the conductor’s wish to attain a satisfactory performance that 
overcame the potential deficiencies faced by the ensemble.” (4.3.3) 
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There is an apparent difficulty in judging the level of mastery of a certain craft. For 

an artistic endeavour where physical (muscular) practice is not a prerequisite to 

mastery, standardised definitions such as the ‘10,000-Hour Rule’172 have largely 

proved ineffective due to the intrinsic unsuitability of their premise (few conductors 

have the option of such practice in conducting, either directly or indirectly). For the 

purposes of this research, the appellation given to the artists is based upon 

subjective appraisal of their abilities during professional observation. 

 

The paper demonstrates that from the roots of orchestral conducting in the 1820s 

through to the twenty-first century, the symbiosis between the roles of composer 

and conductor results in potential advantages in the creation and realisation of 

modern and historical scores. This paper has ascertained that how having a practical 

knowledge of conducting is beneficial to a composer, and vice versa, where a 

practical knowledge of composing is beneficial to a conductor.  

 

The paper further demonstrates that the simultaneous possession of such assets has 

a compounding effect, meaning that an artist who composes and conducts has 

access to advantages that are created by the interdependence of both roles. This 

paper provides conclusive evidence for a synergetic relationship between the roles 

of composition and conducting. It does this using research into historical artists and 

circumstances, observations and interviews of contemporary artists and key figures, 

and comparing the results against case studies of the author’s own work.  

 

                                                
172 Gladwell, M Outliers (New York: Little, Brown and Company 2008), after ‘The Role of Deliberate 
Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance’ (Anders Ericsson, 1993), itself highlighting 
studies of practice habits of violin students in childhood, adolescence and adulthood. 
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Furthermore this paper has demonstrated that a synergy exists between the two 

duties that underpin the relationship between the composer and the conductor. This 

symbiotic relationship provides a basis for enhanced professional ability and 

achievement in certain aspects that have the potential for attaining a level 

unachievable without the symbiotic relationship, but equally requiring the artist to 

embrace a disciplined approach to such symbiosis.  

 

Notwithstanding the limitations of artistic research, the paper has provided robust 

and conclusive evidence to prove that the unique benefits of such advantages are 

available only to the composer-conductor. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 (i) Interview questions 
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(ii)  Alterations to the score of Kát’a Kabanová  made by W.H 
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(iii) Case Study 1, Bad Angel  Fire  – score of the third movement of Bad 

Angel  Fire and comments by the Mill Point Quartet, 2012 
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First Violin 

1. Easier to feel phrasing, not get caught up in notes but follow conductor’s 

body language through phrase 

2. Forte entries more articulate and confident 

3. Listen to ensemble differently – aware of how parts fit together but less 

concerned if things don’t’ fit exactly as know it will come together. 

4. No need to beat bars out as we know the piece (and the 

composer/conductor is not, which is great!) but a visual representation of 

expression etc. 

SPECIFIC CHANGES 

I. Change to 2/2 was very interesting as totally changed feel of piece (for 

better!).  

Helped flow of quavers and phrases. 

II. Bar 52 area not sure of entries as a quartet and we have been making a slight 

pause, but with conductor’s direction we are ‘playing through’. Need to 

work this passage a few times to clarify this moment. 

 

Second Violin 

• More detailed interpretation of tempo, rubato 

• ‘bigger picture’ phrasing and shaping 

• dynamic markings seen more contextual: i.e. balance and part levels more 

relevant 

• SPECIFIC CHANGES  

I. softer piani 

II. longer fermati and breaks 

III. [principal time signature changed to] 2/2 instead of 4/4 
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IV. Better sense of overall direction 

 

Viola 

1. Awareness of pauses and space as well as the placement of the phrases. 

2. Far more lyrical than how we performed it under instruction in May 

3. Simply where to focus and who to watch changes when a conductor is 

involved 

4. Listening changes: I found myself listening to different parts more and less 

with a conductor 

5. [In] bar 52 we adjusted the way we started that bar – with a conductor it 

changed the focus and threw me a bit... 

6. Subdivided semiquavers were less chunky, slightly contradicting the written 

dynamics. 

7. Longer lines when in 2 

8. Not all sforzandi were the same which was great for character change 

throughout the movement  

 

Violoncello 

1. Very different not watching each other as much but watching conductor – 

pauses, dynamics etc. 

2. Having to have the adaptability of playing what you see compared to what 

the conductor signals you to do – can change! 

3. It helps to have a visual aspect to help with dynamics when having 

conducted, the dynamic range much more obvious. 
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(iv) Case Study 2, Unusual Weeds score and supplementary data 

Performance, rehearsal marks labeled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Provisional sketch, first page: Note metre and beat markings, off-beat string 

pizzicati. Theme and counter-theme are labeled. 
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First complete draft, first page: note new metre and tempo markings; off-beat 

pizzicati have now been limited to low strings. Theme and counter-theme are 

labeled. 
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Wave-form image of opening bars from first playthrough, conducted in 2/2.  

Themes are labeled.  
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Performance version, first page: note change of metre to 4/4, simplified part 

writing. Theme and counter-theme are labeled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Opening bars as played in the performance, conducted in 4/4. Themes are labeled. 
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(v)  Case Study 3, 2nd Piano Concerto  – score and supplementary data 
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Wave-from transcriptions of the Second Piano Concerto rehearsal 

Each has been labeled with rehearsal numbers from the score. 

Individual sections of the rehearsal have been expanded for comprehensive view; 

timings (in seconds) each begin from nought.  



 
 

165 



 
 

166 



 
 

167 



 
 

168 



 
 

169 



 
 

170 



 
 

171 



 
 

172 



 
 

173 



 
 

174 



 
 

175 



 
 

176 



 
 

177 



 
 

178 



 
 

179 



 
 

180 



 
 

181 



 
 

182 



 
 

183 



 
 

184 

(vi) Commentary on quoted literature 

 

Publications in the form of articles 

 

1. Bernstein, L Norton Lectures (videotape and transcripts, Harvard 1967, Bernstein 

Office 2008-9)  

Bernstein’s lectures, while he occupied the Norton chair at Harvard University, 

present Bernstein at his peak as an educator. His earlier Young People’s Concerts with 

the New York Philharmonic breathed life into analysis at a more junior level; 

however it was at Harvard that Bernstein was able to completely release his talent 

for measured communication, without the shackles of a sharp script and orchestral 

cues. His discourses on the pivotal Beethoven and Mozart symphonies illuminate 

his ‘warm’ approach; with analytical methods sometimes little more than skin-deep 

he gleefully demonstrates how tools of thematic and harmonic construction are 

utilised for the maximum emotional control. 

 

2. Botstein, L Leon Botstein on Conducting (The Musical Quarterly, Dec. 1997)  

Botstein, L On Conductors, Composers, and Music Directors: Serge Koussevitzky in Retrospect  

(The Musical Quarterly 84-4; Oxford: OUP 2004) 

Botstein, L The Art of Conducting Music (The Musical Quarterly, June 2010) 

 

Leon Botstein occupies an off-centre role in American music-making, similar in 

vein to that left by Bernstein but differing in content. As a conductor he is the 

Artistic Director of the American Symphony Orchestra, and as an academic held 

the post of president of Bard College. His articles appear across the mainstream 

media yet it is in the periodical The Musical Quarterly that his opinions and insights 
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are best known. Perhaps controversially, he is also the editor of the publication; and 

whilst this does not necessarily undermine his views, his points-of-view are held in 

the highest esteem by those who read his prose, but apparently less so by those who 

play under his baton. 

 

3. Busoni, F trans. Baker: Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (New York: Schirmer, 1907) 

Busoni is principally writing as an educator, extolling what he feels as virtues still 

present in the fin de siècle musical sphere while warning against what he perceives as 

errors, or dead-ends, in the coming war against tonality. In contrast to what could 

be perceived as a reactionary slant, Busoni also anticipates the dawn of 

microtonality and therefore infinite concord as well as discord, whilst admitting the 

‘flavour of the epoch are transient and are aging rapidly’. Of all his erudite yet 

eloquent theorising, furthermost to this research is the effort to explain and 

moderate the necessity of transcription as a composer’s primary tool.  

 

4. Craft, R Conversations with Igor Stravinsky (London: Faber, 1959) 

Conductor Robert Craft’s attention to Igor Stravinsky dates to the early 1950s when 

he approached the composer as a Boswellian assistant. The ease of mind that he 

offered the aging Stravinsky allowed him to record the composer’s thoughts with 

the maximum of self-reflection and minimum of self-consciousness.  

 

5. Duffie, B Conductor Giuseppe Sinopoli: a conversation (1986) 

Giuseppe Sinopoli’s reputation as a versatile yet intellectually rigorous composer 

and conductor is underlined in his 1986 interview with Bruce Duffie. As a 

composer, he was a student of Maderna and became a member, albeit a junior one, 

of the European avant-garde. Yet as a conductor his repertoire was firmly based in 
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the Italian romantics, anchored heavily in Verdi. In this article he apparently sees 

little conflict between the directing of ‘contemporary’ and ‘classical’ music, yet is 

satisfied to perform only ‘one or two’ new pieces a year, and of those, ‘sometimes’ 

premières. The apparent polarity between his previous life as a composer and that 

of a conductor is illuminating, especially when seen in light of the views of his 

contemporary peers: notable conductor-composers, including Bernstein, Boulez and 

Salonen; and conductors with wildly differing outlooks, though sharing the same 

orchestra across two generations: Herbert von Karajan and Simon Rattle. 

 

6. Ives, C Essays before a Sonata (New York: Knickerbocker Press, 1920) 

Charles Ives’ Essays Before a Sonata is a ‘preface or reason’, moreover a defiant anti-

apology to the enthusiastic disagreements voiced at, and after, the première of the 

Concord sonata. Ives presents poetic yet firm discourse, drawing on his elaborate 

philosophy on the meaning and purpose of music, through the inspiration from 

transcendentalism for his characterisations of Emerson and Thoreau, and the 

influence of their (alongside Alcott’s and Hawthorne’s) philosophical writing upon 

the piece’s unique and challenging thematic structure. Ostensibly written as a 

comprehensive programme note the essay is of historical and intellectual value to all 

admirers and performers of his music, in particular the performers of the Concord 

sonata. 

 

7. Johnson, S. E. Stokowski: Essays in Analysis of his Art (London: Triad Press, 1973) 

Leopold Stokowski (1882-1977) gained fame as a conductor responsible for the 

priority of sound as the principal tool of expression, guiding tempo, and harmonic 

pulse. In this respect he was close to Furtwängler (and later Karajan) yet the 

definitive appreciation of his contribution is still hotly debated, partly on account of 
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his conscious yet conspicuous restyling of his biography as an integral element of 

his public persona.173 Nevertheless, his altering of compositions (as much including 

and opposed to his orchestrations) for maximum effect, or specific occasions, aided 

the position of his detractors. 

 

8. Lebrecht, N Conductors of the New Century (la Scena Musicale, Dec. 2000) 

Norman Lebrecht’s role as one of the UK’s most outspoken music critics came to a 

head upon publication of The Maestro Myth in 1990. His 2000 article for la Scena 

Musicale is a continuance from his perspective from a decade earlier; he argues that 

the classical musical world post-Karajan will accept less ‘mystery’ of its conductors: 

that they can no longer be viewed as ‘above the law’ but merely ‘first among equals’; 

however, he purports that the equals they are amongst are the players whom they 

conduct, and not necessarily the composers whose music they realise. 

 

9. Del Mar, Norman On Co-Conducting Stockhausen’s ‘Gruppen’ (Tempo, New Series, no. 

59, Autumn 1961) 

Norman del Mar’s career as a conductor grew out from his orchestral experience as 

a horn player. His natural inquisitiveness, and the exceptional degree of scholarship 

intrinsic to his conducting, came to fruition outside the concert hall in his books on 

Richard Strauss and his later critical inventory of errors and confusions that 

permeate the orchestral repertoire. His reflections upon the British première of 

Gruppen is a record of intellectual rigour besting musical intuition, and the personal 

benefits in the achievement from the conductor’s point of view – and vicariously, 

the composer’s. 

                                                
173 Stokowski’s contradictory accounts of his upbringing and musical training are highlighted in 
Stokowski – a Counterpoint of View (Daniels, R, 1982)  



 
 

188 

10. McGilvray, J Cambridge companion to Chomsky (Cambridge: CUP 2007) 

Noam Chomsky’s literary output in the wide-ranging area of humanities occupies a 

decisive segment in late 20th-century world thought. His work on the fundamental 

application of language and the universality of semantics174 has proven constructive 

to the analytical/intellectual approach to musical comprehension and direction by 

musicians such as Leonard Bernstein and Daniel Barenboim.  

 

11. Merson, F Inside the Berlin Philharmonic Limelight (Sydney: Haymarket, Nov. 2010) 

What Merson’s article lacks in depth it more than makes up with directness. The 

significant piece, the interview with Simon Rattle, was conducted on the eve of the 

Berliner Philarmoniker’s 2010 tour of Australia. Merson’s questions, including 

thoughtful topics such as the role of the conductor and composer in the 21st 

century, are answered with simplicity and purpose.  

In counterpoint to the conductor’s perspective, the interview that follows is with 

the composer and an ex-permanent member of the Philharmoniker, B.D. Whilst 

both Rattle and B.D. offer gentle insights into the inspiration and methodology of a 

great symphony orchestra, Rattle’s attitude as their chief conductor – and B.D.’s 

reflections as a highlighted composer – direct towards a similar focus from two 

divergent points of thought.  

 

12. Schumann, R Musikalische Haus- und Lebens-Regeln (Leipzig: Ferber & Seydel) 

Robert Schumann’s publication (available in the translation by Henry Hugo Pierson 

as Advice to Young Musicians) is a pamphlet of rules and guidance, sometimes 

                                                
174 Publications pertinent to this study include ‘Aspects of the Theory of Syntax’ (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1965); Reflections on Language (New York: Pantheon, 1975); Essays on Form and Interpretation (New York: 
North-Holland, 1977); New Horizons in the Study of Language and Mind, ed. Neil Smith, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press; and On Nature and Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) 
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profound, at times pithy; but its use never wanders far from its author’s intention: 

to further the articles of musicianship in the priority that to which he subscribed. In 

this manner, Schumann is consciously ideological yet his text is often unbalanced in 

its content (‘The laws of morals are those of art’; ‘always attend good operas’; 

‘always keep your instrument well tuned’; ‘When you play, never mind who listens 

to you’ yet soon after, ‘Play always as if in the presence of a master’). Nevertheless, 

Schumann’s opinions, whether as an ideologue or hypocrite, are of seminal 

importance to this study as during Schumann’s lifetime his standing as an 

accomplished composer was balanced equally by his reputation as a deficient 

conductor. 

 

13. Teachout, T: How Good was Leonard Bernstein? (Commentary Oct.1994, Vol. 98 Issue 4) 

Leonard Bernstein’s career reached levels of the extraordinary, not through any one 

particular achievement, nor necessarily through the accumulation of achievements 

in digressive areas (composition, conducting, education) but potentially on account 

of the constant media presence throughout almost all of them. Joan Peyser’s 

biography and Terry Teachout’s article How good was Leonard Bernstein? serve as of 

insights at a median level of scholarship that elucidate the man against the role 

created by and for him. Teachout in particular attempts, in the years following the 

artist’s death, to refashion the man’s achievements against the myth; the author’s 

attempt to breach the decorum of one of the 20th Century’s most iconic, and 

iconoclastic, composer-conductors presents a glimpse into an area of study in close 

parallel to the direction of this research. 

 

14. Wagner, R, tr. Ashton Ellis The Artwork of the Future (Leipzig: Otto Wiegand, 1850) 

Richard Wagner’s philosophies underpinned his œuvre as a composer; however his 
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philosophies themselves evolved as his tastes matured. ‘The Artwork of the Future’ 

(Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft), where Wagner expounds his beliefs in the 

interdependency of music and drama as inherent fulcrum of art’s mirroring of 

society, is a product of Wagner’s then-recent appreciation for the writings of 

Feuerbach (especially Principles of the Philosophy of the Future), before he abandoned 

them in favour of the works of Schopenhauer, whose concepts on renouncing one’s 

will in favour of pursuing the ultimate reality through release were to feature heavily 

in Wagner’s later work. 

 

15. Weissman, P Early Development and Endowment of the Artistic Director (1964) Journal of 

the American Psychoanalytic Association, 12:59-79 

Dr Philip Weissman’s work concerns the later career of Herbert Graf (b. Vienna, 

10th April 1904; died 5th April 1973). Graf’s career as an adult was as an extremely 

successful opera director and producer in Europe the USA; he authored The Opera 

and its Future in America (New York, W. W. Norton, 1941), Opera for the People 

(Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1951) and Producing Opera for America 

(Zurich and New York, Atlantis Books, 1961). However, Graf’s influence upon 20th 

Century intellectual thought is not limited to his own adult work; as a child from 3-5 

he was the subject of Freud’s 1909 seminal psychoanalytical study Analysis of a 

Phobia in a Five-year-old Boy. Freud’s study of Herbert’s role as ‘Little Hans’ in 

subsequent research is central to Weissman’s interest in Graf, whose managerial 

career he largely attributes to the infantile Graf’s associations with his mother, often 

contrary to Freud’s conclusions. 
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Publications in book form 

 

1. Carse, A The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz (W. Heffer & Sons, Cambridge 

1948) 

Adam (von Ahn) Carse’s authoritative examination of the beginnings of the 

symphony orchestra, as differing from the ‘bands’ that preceded it, and the men 

who fashioned them includes a comprehensive account of the nascence of the 

orchestral conductor, from its roots in many different roles. In chapters 7 & 8 (pp 

289-390) Carse provides information that is of pivotal import to this study, with 

clear references and bibliographies to minimise the ‘dating’ of the perspectives that 

have evolved since the book’s original publication.  

 

2. Carse, A Orchestral Conducting (London: Augener, 1935) 

Orchestral Conducting highlights factors that its author, a composer and conductor of 

comparative renown, assesses in practical terms what The Orchestra from Beethoven to 

Berlioz attests in theoretical terms. As a practical handbook, the book is still 

unbettered by more up-to-date authoring, and if it offers less information than 

larger tomes, Carse’s instructional style cultivates a background of scholarship to 

support otherwise-apparent presumptions with the conductor’s dealings with the 

score, musicians and audience.  

 

3.  Furwängler, ed. Taylor Furtwängler on Music; Essays and Addresses (Scolar, London 

1991) 

As one of the undoubted ‘great’ composer-conductors of the previous century, 

Wilhelm Furtwängler was both a musician of immense resource and talent, and an 

erudite communicator of his considered philosophical outlook. Ronald Taylors’ 
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assemblage of his collected letters and essays permits the reader to paint a 

somewhat demure picture of the man, as an artist and reluctant figure mired in the 

political arena that punctuated his career. In the period immediately before, during 

and after the Second World War, Furtwängler’s directorship of the Berliner 

Philharmoniker and his close ties to the Staatsoper, Wiener Philharmoniker and 

Wiener Staatsoper, established a practical hegemony over the musical life in 

Germany and Austria at a time of critical flux in the arrested birth of contemporary 

music. 

 

4. Gillis, D Furtwängler Recalled (Zurich: Atlantis Verlag, 1965) 

Daniel Gillis’ compendium of eulogies and short writings is a touchingly delicate 

resource, revealing the personal reactions to Furtwängler’s life – and passing – with 

the appropriately disarming ‘human touch’ which nevertheless only supports the 

evidence of the colossal effect that the artist had on twentieth-century music, and 

the continuing weight of its nineteenth-century predecessors. While its directly 

factual content minimal, where it can be verified at all, the book assumes a 

humanistic position that facilitates the understanding of the psychological and 

quasi-spiritual aspects of the man, as a composer, musical collaborator, and 

conductor. Further insights are gained when considering the views herein with those 

of Furtängler’s successors on the podium of the Berliner Philharmoniker: Karajan 

(Robinson 1975, Osborne 1989) and Rattle (Kenyon 1984, Merson 2010)  

 

5. Kenyon, N Simon Rattle: The Making of a Conductor (London: Faber and Faber, 

1987) 

Nicholas Kenyon’s biography of Simon Rattle successfully avoided the label of a 

‘premature effort’ by consciously distancing itself from the idea of a definitive guide 
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to Rattle’s career; while for a conductor in any country (let alone the notoriously 

age-conscious United Kingdom) Rattle was still relatively young, he had 

accomplished more in Bournemouth, London and Birmingham orchestras than 

many of his peers with could show with decades’ worth of advantage; and so 

Kenyon’s research seems effortlessly replete in its detail of Rattle’s career path and 

the importance of each circumstance that was leading, with another fifteen years to 

go, to his tenure of the Berliner Philharmoniker. 

 

6. Osborne, R Conversations with Karajan (Oxford: OUP, 1989) 

Herbert von Karajan’s incumbency of the Berliner Philharmoniker stood as one of 

the central artistic relationships of the second half of the twentieth century. From 

1955 to months before his death in 1989, Karajan was responsible for the artistic 

content of one of the world’s most admired, observed and recorded orchestras, as 

well as residencies in Vienna and directorship of the Salzburg festival. Karajan’s 

fame did little to obscure his impact on the industry; his obituary in The New York 

Times described him as "probably the world's best-known conductor and one of the 

most powerful figures in classical music175". His impact on the careers of many 

performers is undeniable. However his contribution to contemporary composition, 

and the careers of contemporaneous composers, is debatable. Osborne’s interviews 

with Karajan were conducted in his final months, when he had little to prove other 

than his audience’s comprehension where his often-lofty ambitions succeeded, and 

their understanding – and compassion – when they were thwarted.  

                                                
175 John Rockwell in The New York Times, 17th July 1989 
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7. Peyser, J Boulez (Katomo, New York, 1976) 

8. Peyser, J Leonard Bernstein (Transworld, London 1987) 

The self-styling of artists is a timeless phenomenon and Boulez (like Jullien, 

Stokowski, Karajan and Bernstein, and many before and since) has carved segments 

of his career out of the manipulation of perceptions of critical events and critical 

reactions to them. Joan Peyser’s quests for insights may have caused her subjects to 

sometimes conspicuously hide more details than necessary, but nevertheless she 

highlights the pieces with which Boulez broke onto the artistic scene, the crucial 

episodes in his career, including when his control of the ‘avant-garde’ was lost to 

Stockhausen and the personal injuries that underlined the political fall-out between 

the divergent camps; the paths of his development as an artist; and the glimpses of 

flaws in the Boulez mythology. 

 

Joan Peyser’s digest of Leonard Bernstein’s groundbreaking career charts his life, 

from his middle-class roots through his musical education and obstacles to the 

manifold successes for which he gained fame.  The authoress has continued with 

her quest for personal insights as an angle into the matter that drives the artist. 

Bernstein’s personal history is laid bare, with the composer-conductor’s willingness 

to reveal the unpalatable appearing to belie a sense of catharsis; in so doing, Peyser 

again makes a significant contribution to this study through the psychological 

exploration the artist’s drive to become the finer artist, not merely as his own 

development, but also to equal his image as held by his audience; of what makes the 

artist want to be whom he is perceived to be; and how he strives to compare with 

the public’s assumed level of his success.  
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9. Pirie, P Furtwängler and the Art of Conducting (Duckworth, London, 1980) 

Peter Pirie’s treatise on Furtwängler’s work investigates the maestro’s work 

unashamedly from the angle of an admirer, though only of his accomplishments as 

a conductor, with scant reference to his compositions.  

 

10. Del Mar, Norman Orchestral Variations: confusion and error in the orchestral repertoire 

(London: Eulenberg, 1981)  

Norman del Mar’s distinguished position in the canon of twentieth century 

conductors has allowed him to accrue a rich database of errors, illusions and issues 

of confusion that plagues the classical repertoire. Del Mar’s research is exhaustive in 

scope and content but, by the author’s own acknowledgement, certainly not 

authoritative, as the very quest for the authoritative score is a quest doomed to 

frustration. Adam von Carse, in his paper Sources of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, makes 

a telling assertion: 

 

“The editors of Beethoven's scores… had to deal with a composer who was 

maddeningly careless, who made untidy or illegible corrections, who often changed 

his mind, who sometimes appeared to be unable to make up his mind and was 

clearly a most inefficient proof-reader” 176 

 

However, del Mar is convinced that a certain amount of headway into a scholarly 

appreciation is not only pragmatic or prescient, but artistically necessary. He 

catalogues inconsistencies and omissions in symphonies, concerti, serenades, operas 

and overtures from Bach to Wagner, and he is by no means the first conductor to 

cast a scholarly eye over a hallowed score (he accounts Eric Kleiber’s noticing 
                                                
176 Carse, A Sources of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony OUP: Music & Letters, Vol. 29, No. 3 (Jul., 1948), pp. 
249-262 



 
 

196 

handwriting other than Beethoven’s notating arco in the contrabass stave in the 

Seventh symphony as a prime example of the Pandora’s box faced by many artists). 

His work draws attention to the conflict faced by the classical conductor: how much 

does one read on the lines; how much can you read between the lines; and how 

much must one accept as a ‘grey issue’ before their interpretation – is declared 

invalid? And who, if not the master-musician, is ‘qualified’ to offer a solution to the 

composer’s shortcomings? 

 

11. Del Mar, Norman Richard Strauss: a critical commentary on his life and works (London: 

Barrie and Rockliff, 1962) 

Maestro del Mar offers a comprehensive and critical account of Richard Strauss’ 

output and charts the artist’s progress from an composer aspiring to Brahms’ 

mantle to a conductor unequaled in scope, except perhaps by Mahler, and in 

technique by Karajan. His operas, as a dramatic outgrowth from his interest and 

perfection of the tone poem, come under especial attention, and it is critical to note 

that rarely were his scores written for another conductor to conduct. However, it is 

the gentle analysis of his early D minor symphony that reveals Strauss’ quest for 

perfection, and frustration with the constant revisions, through productions and 

beyond, that make such perfectionism possible.  

 

 

 

 


