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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite the increasing presence of female conductors and concertmasters in professional 

symphonic orchestras, their stories have scarcely been documented.  This thesis addresses the 

paucity of material in this area through investigating the biographical experiences and their 

effects on the careers of female conductors and concertmasters working in Perth, Western 

Australia.  Through the analysis of the women's experiences and perceptions, this research 

takes a fresh look at leadership in music, and questions ways in which values and enabling 

structures in the symphonic orchestra generate impediments to the participation of women.  It 

also considers how women currently working in leadership positions are redefining the 

parameters for participation and success.  To carry out this research the investigation adopts 

an interdisciplinary approach, drawing on and contributing to literature in psychology, 

musicology and feminist studies.   
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Women as musical leaders: Experiences and perceptions of female conductors and 

concertmasters in Perth, Western Australia. 

 

Sarah Ellen Wells 

 

 I began working in the role of a conductor with a community orchestra as a nineteen-

year-old.  Before the first rehearsal, my male university professor, a professional orchestral 

conductor, advised me to wear a “power suit”: “No frilly dresses” he said, “or low cut tops.  

That would be inappropriate in this role.  Also lower your voice.” My professor made me 

realize that I would be under scrutiny in front of the orchestra, not just as a conductor, but 

also as a woman.  I broached the subject of this extra musical advice with female conducting 

peers and discovered they too received similar advice from mentors and audience members.  

These conversations led me to question why female conductors are being encouraged to 

repudiate what could be perceived as socially defined observable traits of “femininity”.  Do 

these expectations extend to the concertmaster position, which is imbued, both ideologically 

and practically with similar leadership responsibilities? What are the experiences and 

perceptions of women working as conductors and concertmasters? This situation invites 

research and discussion.   

Given that women working as conductors and concertmasters (the director of the 

performance and leading first-violinist) are still a minority in a mostly male-dominated field, 

their stories have been inadequately documented.  This thesis investigates how biographical 

factors influence the careers of female conductors and concertmaster working in Perth, 

Western Australia.  The investigation brings together the stories of ten women (five 

conductors and five concertmasters), to explore their experiences leading the performance of 

music.  The project will specifically investigate how the women view the conventions and 
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traditional discourses of their profession, the extent to which they identify and comply with 

stereotypical perceptions of conductors/concertmasters and whether they identify a 

relationship between this compliance and their experiences.   

By placing the women's narratives at centre of the inquiry, this thesis takes a fresh 

look at the role of the conductor and concertmaster in the modern symphonic orchestra.  This 

research questions ways in which these professions generate structural or somatic 

requirements and impediments to the participation of women.  It also investigates how 

women are negotiating the challenges of contemporizing a role steeped in tradition, hierarchy 

and masculinity and redefining parameters for participation and success.   

Part A of this thesis is divided into two chapters that explore the contextual issues of 

women leading the performance of music.  Chapter 1: Leadership and women, investigates 

the discourses of leadership in Western societies and how they have traditionally situated 

women.  Chapter 2: Leadership in the performance of music, shifts the lens from general 

leadership and focuses on music and the socio-historical progression of the conductor and 

concertmaster. Part B documents the research.  Chapter 4: Research methodology, outlines 

the construction of this research process.  Chapter 5: Analysis and discussions, translates 

emergent themes from the inquiry into narrative accounts of the participants.   

This research embraces an interdisciplinary approach drawing on and contributing to 

literature in psychology, musicology and feminist studies to understand better the experiences 

of contemporary female conductors and concertmasters and the social progress of the women 

holding leadership positions in music.   

The ultimate goal of this thesis is to offer deeper knowledge of extra musical factors 

in the music professions.  It is hoped that illuminating these will encourage critical reflection 

amongst musicians, educators, arts activists and critics and highlight the importance of equal 

opportunities and expectations for those who occupy positions of musical leadership. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   11 

PART A 

 

CHAPTER 1: LEADERSHIP AND WOMEN 

 

 From ancient times to the present day, Western European historical narrative is 

replete with examples of feminine leadership, ranging from the overt and aggressive to subtle 

and more intuitive styles.  Given this, it is curious that sections of society still subscribe to the 

perception that leadership demands predominately “masculine” attributes.  This perception 

stems from the traditions which have led society to allocate different statuses to men and 

women.  These originated from women's role as mothers and men's roles as providers, 

protectors and leaders.  Although the ways in which society distributes work and 

opportunities have, over time, progressed in a direction towards gender equality, the 

historical superiority of men has proven resilient.  This superiority is ubiquitous in 

conceptions of leadership which manifest entrenched ideals of hegemony through robust 

associations with power and authority (Klenke 1996; Freeman and Bourque 2001; Ford, 

Harding, and Learmonth 2008; Sealy and Singh 2008). 
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1.1 Leadership historiography: Enduring conceptions of power, masculinity and 

exclusivity. 

 

 Leadership is a pervasive phenomenon.  Since recorded history, ideas of leadership 

have been found in every culture and in the literature of the oldest civilizations around the 

world (Klenke 1996:1).  Despite this, Leadership Studies is a relatively young discipline 

struggling to conceptualise an elusive, emergent and ever changing structure.  Previous 

attempts to condense the meaning of leadership into a set of formal constituents have failed to 

acknowledge the potential leadership has, as both a concept and a process, to be fluid, 

meaning different things to different audiences.  Most of what has been written and taught in 

the last 50 years focuses on behaviours, skills, styles and traits.  This approach merely 

scratches the surface of the densely intricate web of culturally specific narratives, metaphors, 

and emotions associated with leadership.  The result is that the literature on leadership is 

somewhat homogeneous.  Looking beyond mainstream concepts is vital in this situation to 

get a multi-perspective view, and to see leadership in new and insightful ways (Western 

2008: 39).  Instead of attempting to define leadership in its current state, this research will 

attempt to carve an approach that lends itself to heterogeneous comprehension.  It will do this 

through considering the historical narratives on leaders and leadership and the extent to 

which elements of these endure in contemporary discourses. 

Historically leadership has been regarding by Klenke (1996) as, “the man on the 

white horse” that is, the study of leadership has been seen as the study of heroes, or “great 

men”.  The great man theory of leadership was originally used by Thomas Carlyle (1813) in 

his essay on heroes.  Carlyle reinforced the concept of the leader as the necessary champion 

of people, with unique attributes, most significantly being that they were male.  The author 

affirmed his view when he said, “In all epochs of the world's history we shall find the Great 
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Man to have been the indispensable saviour of his epoch - the lightning, without which the 

fuel never would have burnt” (p.83).  As such, early values of leadership were shaped around 

the idea that great leaders were male (Acker 1990; Martin, 1990; Calas and Smirich, 1992; 

Jamieson 1995 cited in Ford, Harding, and Learmonth 2008).  With few exceptions, women 

have had no place in Western history as leaders. 

The attributes leaders were expected to possess aligned with patriarchal conceptions 

of polarised ideas of masculinity and femininity, with the former claiming exclusive rights to 

aggression, competitiveness, dominance, ambition, decisiveness, rationality, high levels of 

energy, tallness, a commanding voice, persistence, assertiveness and in particular, power  

(Klenke 1996; Freeman and Bourque 2001; Ford, Harding, and Learmonth 2008; Sealy and 

Singh 2008). 

The trait approach to leadership was particularly prevalent in the 1930s and continued 

to characterise conceptions of leadership until the early 90s.  The synonymous nature of 

leadership with power became a platform for more critical analysis of leadership to take 

place, where and when issues of gender and discrimination against women came to the 

forefront.  Such issues stemmed from the fact that, “power has traditionally been considered 

exclusively a male reserve” (Freeman and Bourque 2001).  This concept was pioneered by 

scholars focusing on women working in business and politics, such as Sally Helgesen, 

Dorothy W.  Cantor and Toni Bernay, who have explored the nature of power as a social 

structure, and its ability to influence patterns of discourse, shared understandings and 

participation in a set of values, expectations, norms and roles, all which correlated to a social 

structure dominated by men.   

Other scholars at this time also acknowledged the gender bias in existing conceptions 

of leadership.  A classic short paper by Heidi Hartmann published in 1976 (Capitalism, 

patriarchy, and job segregation by sex), provides the essential framework for theories that 
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place patriarchy centre stage as the key explanatory factor.  Hartmann defined patriarchy as 

men's dominance of women, men's control over women's labour (Hakim 2004:9).  After 

analysing over 221 definitions Rost (1991) identified an encompassing description of a leader 

as rational, management-oriented, technocratic, quantitative, cost-driven, hierarchical, short-

term, pragmatic, materialistic and male (Klenke 1996:8).  Additionally, Sadler (1997) 

commented that, “the literature on leadership has a strongly masculine ring to it” (p.24).  The 

outcome of such critical thinking resulted in the emergence of transformational leadership 

theories, with attention given to methods and techniques women were able to bring to the 

table.  According to Tarr Whelan (2009), the legitimization of attributes such as 

collaboration, communication, and consensus within a theoretical model, has increased the 

perceptions of female leadership approaches as, “valuable rather than signs of weakness” (p.  

77). 

By the turn of the century, perspectives on leadership had broadened considerably.  

The narrow range of masculine characteristics associated with the “great man” fantasy was 

acknowledged as dooming both women and men to strive for an, “unachievable norm” (Ford, 

Harding, and Learmonth 2008:90).  This argument was an important response following 

numerous critiques of feminism and specifically contributes by Judith Butler (1990, 1995, 

1997).  This theory of leadership became termed post-heroic leadership (Bradford and Cohen 

1998).  Post-heroic leadership argues that the focus on styles and contingencies should give 

way to a more democratic approach.  Despite this endeavour towards gender impartiality, the 

powerful undercurrents endorsing “heroic” leadership styles and contingencies remained, and 

while narrow, still overlapped with the endorsed identity of men in western societies.  

Leadership, therefore, has remained synonymous with men and masculinity, as concurred by 

Adler and Izraeli (1994) who found masculinity correlated with leadership regardless of the 

cultural context.   
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In the current day, despite the progression towards gender equality in leadership has 

continued, the presence of a woman in elite leadership remains unusual enough to, “evoke a 

sense of wonder” (Eagly and Carli 2007:1).  Conceptions of leadership remain masculine, at 

least in elite leadership.  As the literature currently stands, the vast majority have focused on 

masculine elite leadership, which can be considered formal leadership.  That is, leadership 

exerted by visible leaders in an organization.  Ford, Harding and Learmonth (2008) elaborate 

on this, stating that, “leadership research has tended to focus upon the director/chief 

executive role” (p.23).  Very little research has focused on informal leadership.  This 

represents an oversight by academia.  Given the acknowledged ambiguity of leadership, and 

its potential to mean different things in different contexts, surely leadership can be applied 

outside organisational culture? In our everyday life, we talk about leadership in the family, 

leadership in schools, leadership in communities and leadership at work.  Would the female 

junior school coach of a netball team still evoke this “sense of wonder”? Would it really be 

that unusual to see a woman organise a community-sewing group or a mother teaching her 

children right from wrong? Surely these activities can be considered examples of leadership? 

The failure to acknowledge female power and the de-valuation of female spheres has resulted 

in traditional bastions of female leadership (such as charity work and the raising of children) 

becoming divorced from the conventional idea of leadership itself.  This contextual 

perspective calls our attention to the fact that successful leadership in one context - whether 

business, grassroots organisations or the military - does not necessarily guarantee success in 

another field (Klenke 1996:188). 

While this expanded notion of leadership is, and always has been, accessible to 

women, it would seem that that the adoption of formal models of leadership, replete with 

masculine ideologies, remains the “blueprint” for public leaders and leadership in Western 

societies.  According to Shein (2007), “Even at middle levels of management, “Think 
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manager, think male” is a natural and normal process (cited in Sealy and Singh 2008: 208).  

One only needs look at the ratio of men to women leading the world's top organisations to 

recognise that it is still more accessible for men to enter such positions.  Ford, Harding and 

Learmonth (2008) comment that, “Where leadership used to be a series of tasks or 

characteristics, it is now an identity” (p.28).  Sealy and Singh (2008) articulate exactly what 

that identity is, “Notions of authority and power remain bound with notions of leadership 

and, hence, leadership is inherently gendered in style, reflecting characteristics of heroic 

heterosexual and powerful males” (p.208).   

The existence of this male leader identity is evident in workplace dialogue with 

professionals, management and the workplace often described in masculine terms (Stivers 

1993).  For example, Alvesson and Billing (2009) describe the “professional” as promoting, 

“an aura of objectivity”, “assertion of autonomy” and “brotherhood among members” (p.79).  

Likewise, Ford, Harding, and Learmonth comment on management being, “rational, target 

driven, performance managed, controlling and rigid” (p.129), while Wharton (2006) 

describes the workplace as, “arena of competition, rationality and achievement” (p.86).  

Femininity, associated with embodiment, emotions and sexuality, is regarded as inferior and 

subordinate to “male” rationality and out of place in rational organisations (Ford, Harding, 

and Learmonth 2008).  The result is occupational segregation - men's jobs and women's jobs.  

It is unjust and inefficient.  Compounding the problem, so-called women's jobs are often 

assigned a lower market value.  Even in these fields dominated by women, such as such as 

education and health, men often occupy the “more skilled”, “responsible” and higher-paid 

positions.   

The challenge for women beyond 2011 directly relate to these enduring conceptions 

of power, masculinity and exclusivity that deem it necessary for leaders to possess 

characteristics in line with patriarchal notions of masculinity.  Female leaders are faced with 
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a paradox: they must prove their qualification for leadership by conforming to “masculine” 

ideals, while not offending society by being unnaturally “unfeminine.  The negotiation of 

conflicting identities for women is addressed in following discussion. 
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1.2 The leadership-femininity paradox: Negotiating conflicting identities. 

 

Your daddy's rich and your momma's good looking, 

So hush little baby, do not you cry. 

 (Heyward 1935: Libretto, Porgy and Bess). 

 Despite the diversity of women by race, ethnicity, age, class and generation, 

according to Lott (1994), the traditional image is, “overwhelmingly homogeneous” as, “the 

supporter of men and nurturer of children” (p.164).  Lott claims the pervasiveness of this 

image impends on all females, with the expectations that they will manifest acquiescent 

qualities in their thinking and action. 

Eagly and Carli (2007) elaborate on the expectations placed on women, stating that 

they are expected to, “maintain family harmony,” and undertake, “responsibilities that require 

nurturance, sensitivity and warmth” (p.88).  While this female identity may be identifiable 

and embraced by some, others may deem the “supporter/nurturer” role incongruent and even 

incompatible with their pursuits outside the family home.  This discordance is evident when 

comparing the tradition image of women with the enduring conceptions of power, 

masculinity and exclusivity associated with leadership. 

Several researchers have documented the discordance experienced by female leaders 

who approached the role with in a manner aligned with the traditional image of women.  Chin 

(2007) found nurturing leadership styles perceived as lacking in substance and that 

sensitivity, demonstrated through emotion such as crying signalled weakness.  Qualities 

aligned with femininity are regarded as subordinate to male rationality and, as determined by 

Ford, Harding, and Learmonth (2008), “out of place in rational organisations” (p.129).   
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Compounding the rejection of femininity in leadership is the lack of an appropriate 

reference group for aspiring and current female leaders, demonstrating women succeeding in 

positions of leadership and power.  According to Polster (1992) cited in Klenke (2003): 

It seems clear that young men have a popular gallery of heroes stretching back 

for centuries and continuing into the present.  Our contemporary myths are 

often modern versions of the ancient hero tale dressed up in new clothes.  

Moses, Joshue, Achilles, and Odysseus turn up again as Luke Skywalker, 

Rambo, Superman and the Terminator.  But to whom can a young woman 

look up to for inspiration? Her classic models are Penelope, the devoted stay-

at-home wide, Cassandra, unheeded prophet and sexual prize of war, 

Guinevere, Arthur's faithless queen, and Helen of Troy, the beautiful 

troublemaker. (p.9) 

 Ford, Harding, and Learmonth (2008) support Polster's claims, commenting that hero 

stories are populated by, “conventionally masculine characters” (p.65).  Similarly, Sealy and 

Singh (2008) argue that, “the scarcity of female role models in leadership positions plays a 

major part in the persistence of the gender stereotypical construction of leadership” (p.  208).  

As a result, society, including women themselves may conclude that women are born to be 

followers or cannot be successful as leaders without acting in a masculine way (Klenke 

1996:169).   

The destruction of femininity in masculinised contexts has been a common theme for 

women throughout the ages.  One of the earliest references is a Greek Amazonian myth 

where female Amazons burned out the right breast in order to learn male crafts and engage in 

typically masculine activities (Malamug 1980 cited in Ford, Harding, and Learmonth 

2008:65).  In Greek mythology, Athena the goddess of war and wisdom often went to the aid 

of people in the guise of men.  Likewise, there are many stories of women serving in wartime 
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disguised as men.  Hua Mulan is said to have lived in China during the Northern Wei dynasty 

and posed as a man to fulfil the household draft quota.  Less directly, Elizabeth I of England 

referred to herself as a king when she rallied her troops at Tilbury to fight the armies of the 

Duchy of Parma saying, “I know I have the body of a week and feeble woman, but I have the 

heart and stomach of a king” (cited in Alfar 2003:57).   

More recently, Dorothy Lawrence, an English reporter disguised herself as a man to 

become a soldier in World War 1.  Perhaps one of the most famous examples of a woman 

disguising gender in order to take up a career at the time closed to women is that of 19
th

 

century French novelist Amadine-Aurore-Lucile-Dupin who by went by the pseudonym 

George Sand.  Even in societies where gender boundaries are more fluid, the first women to 

occupy powerful political roles sometimes have projected a masculine or androgynous 

identity (Eagly and Carli 2007:92).  Margaret Thatcher is widely described as having a highly 

dominating and combatative “male” style.  Likewise when Indira Gandhi was asked how she 

felt as a woman prime minister, Mrs Gandhi replied, “I am a human being.  I do not think of 

myself as a woman when I do my job” (Wolpert 1991: 210). 

Given that women who set out on the road to elite leadership travel in domains 

designed by, and for men (Mandel 2003: 73), it is no surprise that when they first entered this 

masculine context, they relinquished their femininity and imitated the men (Halpern and 

Cheung 2008:181).  This however did not result in women's acceptance.  As Nayak and 

Kehily (2008) point out, there is a, “general lack of acceptance of masculine women and 

boyish girls” (p.186).  Jamieson (1995) comments that, for female leaders, acceptance into 

corporate society is far more complex than the adoption of stereotypical masculine 

behaviours: 

A woman's competence is not assumed; her deviation from the supposed 

masculine “norm” is more likely to be noticed and, once noticed, penalized.  
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Trying to satisfy this complex set of expectations is impossible.  Women are 

penalized both for deviating from the masculine norm and for appearing to be 

masculine.  When women try to establish their competence, they are 

scrutinized for evidence that they lack masculine characteristics as well as for 

signs that they no longer possess female ones. (p.125) 

This situation places women in a unique double bind.  By rejecting their feminine 

attributes; their identity as women in society to conform to the masculine identity of a leader 

in corporate organisations, they enter a slippery intermediate where they can be deemed to 

fail as both a woman and a leader.  This complex negotiation can be termed the “leadership-

femininity paradox”.  Eagly and Karau (2002) comment on the “double bind” women in 

leadership positions face. 

In everyday behaviour on the job, women encounter more obstacles to their 

leadership and authority than men do.  Women who are too assertive, 

competitive, or even competent can at times threaten others, who then resist 

female influence and leadership…At the same time, women can be criticized 

for being too nice. (p.117) 

Eagly and Karau continue to suggest that the perceived incongruity between the female 

gender role and leadership roles leads to two forms of prejudice: (a) perceiving women less 

favourably than men as potential occupants of leadership roles, and (b) evaluating behaviour 

that fulfils the prescriptions of a leader role less favourably when enacted by a woman.  One 

consequence is that attitudes are less positive toward female than male leaders.  Other 

consequences are that it is more difficult for women to become leaders and to achieve success 

in leadership roles (Chin 2007:7).   

The term, “glass ceiling” has been used to describe the invisible barrier that is 

transparent, yet strong enough to stymie access to leadership for women and other minorities 
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(Klenke 1996:171).  However, this explanation no longer fits.  The glass ceiling metaphor 

conveys a rigid impenetrable barrier.  However, barriers to women's advancement are now 

more permeable (Eagly and Carli 2007:1).  The leadership-femininity paradox is therefore 

not an unsolvable, unbreakable glass ceiling.  Whilst a degree of deviation from the narrowly 

defined set of characteristics that overlap femininity and leadership would appear 

unavoidable, there are examples of contemporary female leaders developing approaches that 

merge masculine and feminine traits (Rhode 2003).   

German chancellor Angela Merkel has received the title of Forbes magazines most 

powerful woman for the past consecutive six years.  She is the only woman leading a Group 

of Eight (G8) country, the only female head of state in NATO and the only female head of 

state in the European Union.  During her re-election campaign she received criticism by the 

media for her apparent “toughness” and was given the name “Iron Lady”.  In response to this 

perceived lack of femininity, Merkel drastically changed her appearance by wearing bright 

colours and adopting a new hairstyle (Hoyt 2007:277).  In other words, in assessing her 

identity as a woman, and as a leader, Merkel adjusted her gender identity to align more with 

the stereotypical notions of femininity.  She was re-elected on the 28
th

 of October 2009.   

Closer to home, political commentary indicates that Prime Minister Julia Gillard has 

undergone a similar adjustment, with less success.  In a recent article Old Julia versus new 

Julia, published in The Sunday Times and Perth Now, journalist Rebecca Carmody critiques 

the changes she has observed in a newly more feminine Julia Gillard.  “How come the new 

Julia speaks so softly and sweetly even, when the old Julia did not?”  Carmody critiques 

Gillard as aggrandizing her femininity and implying this identity is “inauthentic” and having 

a negative effect on her leadership ability. 
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…Julia Gillard softens her voice and goes all sweet sounding.  Where were 

those soft tones a year ago? …What happened to the feisty woman who wasn't 

afraid to call a spade a spade? 12 months ago voters warmed to her because of 

her apparent authenticity… How come the new Julia cannot make a decision, 

whereas the old one stood firm and did not mind the odd stoush or two? 

…today's Julia tiptoes around…too afraid… (Carmody 2011). 

Whilst Carmody's commentary is sensationalised, her critique of Gillard's perceived 

mitigation aptly demonstrate the ongoing complexities of gender negotiation in female 

leadership. Carmody‟s critique exposes the rigid expectations placed on women to find a 

balance between “fiesty” masculine leadership and “sweet and timid” feminine leadership. 

According to Carmody's article, Gillard failed to find this balance, adopting feminine traits 

not aligned with leadership (i.e. a soft and sweet voice). 

The rigidly defined script that women in positions of leadership are expected to 

follow requires them to adopt masculine traits aligned with leadership, moderate feminine 

traits that subvert leadership and preserve feminine traits necessary for their acceptance as a 

woman in society.  How women themselves negotiate and redefine expectations and 

constraints is a powerful factor in shaping life pathways. This balance is potentially offset by 

the choice some women make to have children. 

 

 

1.2.1 The “Jugglers”: Balancing careers and families. 

 For many women and men today, not only are the employing organization and the 

family central institutions in their lives, but also frequently these two spheres are inextricably 

linked (Klenke 1996).  According to Locket (2008), “Australia has an increasing number of 

women in paid employment, and many of these women find it difficult to keep on top of 
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home and child-care responsibilities and the demands of their work” (p. 17).  Women's 

allocation of effort and negotiation of identity in the two spheres often takes on a balancing 

act has earned its own tag of “juggling”, which Jamieson (1995) defines as, “the double task 

of raising children and pursuing a career” (p.62).  The juggling act intensifies for women 

magnifies when they are not only an employee, but a leader in a corporate organization.  The 

associated discourses of leadership (see chapter 1.2) dispute those of a woman in the home, in 

particular a mother, to a greater extent than an employee of lower status.  The key disruptions 

to the “juggling” act between motherhood and a career in leadership include (a) the impact of 

the physical display of pregnancy, (b) the interruption of work advancement through 

childbirth and (c) the competing demand of a child. 

The physical display of fertility and femininity that the pregnant body entails, i.e.  

swollen belly and breasts, draws attention to the fact that this is a woman in charge; to be “in 

charge” and to “take care” are considered mutually exclusive qualities (Williams 2002, 2008 

in Halpern Cheung 2008:214-215).  Cultural anthropologist Robbie Davis-Cloyd finds that, 

“pregnant professionals in positions of real power tend, “to see the body as an imperfect tool” 

(Rhoads 2004:36) In other words, the pregnant body cannot be melded into the masculine 

body of a leader.  Hence, colleagues and even the women themselves may struggle to identify 

the physical display of pregnancy with traditional notions of leadership, which remain so 

powerful in organizational institutions (see chapter 1.2).  In addition, a woman's identity is 

strongly aligned with her body.  Jamieson (1995) refers to this as a common theme 

throughout history, with women as being historically thought of as, “bodies not minds, 

wombs not brains” (p.53).   

A direct disruption to women's” balance between motherhood and their career is the 

birth of a child.  The birth period interrupts a woman's participation in the workforce by 

taking them out of the “pipeline”.  This interruption may have an impact on women's 
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advancement in their careers.  According to Frederick and Atkinson (1997) most male CEO's 

claim that lack of experience constitutes the main factor prohibiting women's advancement 

(p.112).  However, it must be acknowledged that the reason many women have had less time 

in the pipeline is because they have often had to interrupt or delay careers for events such as 

pregnancy, or later children or family matters. 

The most obvious disruption to the balance between career and family is the 

competing demand of a child.  Lockett (2008) comments that the family responsibilities can 

be unpredictably inconvenient - “whereas work responsibilities can be fairly consistent - 

regular hours, schedules, meetings and so on - the needs of children can vary erratically…” 

(p.18) Hayward elaborates on the difficultly of the competing demand of a child. 

The last taboo in business can be the fact that, at times, if you have got a 

family, they may, horror of horrors, expect you at home at a certain time each 

night.  Sadly sometimes with small children it can be hard to make it beyond a 

certain level in the corporate hierarchy because it's assumed you will have to 

leave the office by five, need time off when the kids are sick or need to juggle 

your leave around an assortment of sports days, nativity plays or half-term 

holidays. (p.37) 

In addition, Rhoads (2004) believes women who have recently had children have a reduced 

ability to function.  He pinpoints a biological cause correlated with levels of the “natural 

opiate” oxytocin claiming that it leaves pregnant and breastfeeding women, “slightly sedated, 

less anxious and with less muscle tension" (p.214). 

There appears to be an obvious solution to simplify the lives of women in leadership 

positions: Do not have children? No doubt countless women who have placed greater value 

on their role in the employing organization above the family have considered this option, yet 

bowed to the pressures in society on women to fill the traditional role as mothers.  This 
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attitude is deeply entrenched in society's attitudes towards women.  Less than a decade ago 

women who do not retain the role as mother and homemaker have been tagged, “frustrated 

spinster, too ugly or ill tempered to attract a husband, or lesbians” (Jamieson 1995:66).  Now, 

a common phrase heard in reference to women with successful careers but no family is that 

they are “married to their jobs”.  It appears that for women to be accepted in society as 

women and in organizations as leaders participation in a juggling act is unavoidable.  As 

Lockett (2008) says, “Having it all means doing it all” and for mothers holding leadership 

positions, they are not only expected to do it all, but also be it all. 
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1.3: The male leader v the female leader: Biological and sociological accounts for 

different leadership styles. 

 

 Much research has been carried out in search of alternative explanations that account 

for the lack of women in elite leadership positions.  One of the major themes concerns the 

question of the degree to which women and men are different and, whether this influences 

their behaviour or ways of working and leading (Rosener 1990; Butterfield and Grinnell 

1999; Eagly et al.  2003 cited in McTavish and Miller 2006:12).  The basis of such research 

is rooted in gender differences; the differences in leadership styles between men and women 

(Rosener 1990; Butterfield and Grinnell 1999; Eagly et al.  2003 cited in McTavish and 

Miller 2006:12).  While some researchers (Grant 1988; Bass 1990) conclude that there are 

apparently few, if any, personality or behavioural differences between male and female 

leaders, most literature does in fact document certain differences from both a biological and 

sociological perspective. 

From a biological perspective, the research of Goldberg has been central to this 

debate.  His 1973 theory of The Inevitability of Patriarchy and male dominance received 

intense criticism, yet was followed by a revised version under the new title Why Men Rule in 

1993 which, according to Hakim (2004) was “precise, developed and persuasive” (Hakim 

2004:4).  Goldberg focuses on the influence male physiology has on social behaviours and 

attitudes.  He gives particular attention to the effect of testosterone and its contribution in 

making men self-assertive, dominant and competitive and hence inclined to seek the top 

positions in any hierarchical institution.  Despite this strong biological evidence linked to 

testosterone, mainstream feminists question whether the contribution of testosterone to 

making men more self-assertive, dominant and competitive may be a causation effect.  In 

other words, acts of successful dominance could give men a testosterone high instead of the 
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reverse.  This is supported by Rhoads (2004), who comments that, “When men successfully 

dominate, they achieve a pleasurable testosterone high; but when they fail, lose, or are 

demeaned, they experience a testosterone low (p.153). 

An additional set of biological differences between men and women was uncovered 

by brain researchers Raquel Gur and Ruben Gur, who found women were far more sensitive 

to emotional cues and verbal nuances than men (Dubrin, Dalglish and Miller 2003:48).  

Likewise, Crawford (1995) found women to be more likely to use spoken communication for 

relationship building and emotional support than men.  Rhoads (2004) comments that this can 

be explained by men having fewer neurons connecting the left and right hemispheres of the 

brain.  This difference, according to Rhoads explains “why women are better at talking about 

their emotions (The left brain controls talking; the right brain controls emotions)” (p.28) In 

addition, research has indicated women to be biologically primed to seek out and nurture 

relationships.  Barsh, Cranston and Lewis (2009) term this ancient reflex “tend and befriend”.  

They claim that the “tend and befriend” reflex survives today, passed down through social 

hormones.  According to Helen Fisher the primary hormone responsible for this is oestrogen, 

which she claims is associated with, “the female taste for egalitarian and harmonious 

connections (cited in Rhoads 2004:154).   

These findings follow on with a sex difference that, according to Colwill (1995) tends 

to be maintained in a variety of research situations.  That is, those women in leadership 

positions are disinclined to adopt a more democratic or participative style (Colwill 1995a:33).  

The result of women's” proclivity to tend and befriend has, according to Barsh, Cranston and 

Lewis has had, “a dramatic impact on our survival and our success” (p.135).  They comment 

on the positive outcomes of women's inclination to value nurturing relationships in 

organizational settings. 
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Inclusiveness - cultivating team success and feelings of belonging is one of the 

advantages that women bring to leadership.  Deploying this skill helps not 

only us but the people and organisations around us too.  The positive cycle 

you create leads to greater success than you could have ever imagined. (p.142) 

We can assume female leaders sensitivity to emotional cues and verbal nuances to assist them 

in responding to subtle emotional cues in employees. 

From a sociological perspective, much of the literature claims that female leadership 

is shaped by experiences young women are presumed to have had in the home.  For example, 

Morris (1992) claims, “women are socialised to manage people and relationships in the 

home, and have taken their skills to the workplace” (cited in Dubrin, Dalglish and Miller 

2003:48).  Such skills include time management, coaching, organization, people management 

and even balancing the budget, which are all vital for both home life and in the workplace 

(Hayward 2005:37).  Other perspectives continuing with the theme of women and the home 

by Phillips (1995) cited in Dubrin, Dalglish and Miller (2003) are that female entrepreneurs 

are more likely to perceive their business as family, placing a greater emphasis on forming 

caring, nurturing, relationships with employees.  Likewise, Phillips found female leaders to 

be more likely to demonstrate compassion and sympathy by buffering criticism when an 

employee falls short of expectations (p.48).  Joanna Barsh, Susie Cranston and Geoffrey 

Lewis in their book, How remarkable women lead: The breakthrough model for work and 

life, support Phillips‟ perspective, dedicating an entire chapter to the positive implications of 

women's perception of the business they lead as family entitled Your organization as family 

(pp 134-142).  They begin this chapter emphasising this common trait amongst female 

leaders: 

When we asked women leaders about connections, almost all of them spoke 

about her team and the people in her company as much or even more than 
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about her senior sponsors.  They talked about the magic of teams and their 

pride in seeing the organization pulling together.  They reported the same 

satisfactions from watching their people grow that they derive form their own 

families.  Indeed, they often described their organisations as families. (p.134) 

While interesting, the research is compromised in several ways.  First, the context in which it 

has been carried out questions its validity.  Corporate organisations are masculinised 

environments (Hartmann 2002; Ford, Harding, and Learmonth 2008; Alvesson and Billing 

2009).  The extent this influences expectations and perceptions of female leader's behaviour 

is unknown.  Secondly, there is evidence that sex stereotypes influence the way in which 

male and female leaders are evaluated concerning effectiveness.  Therefore, the true impact 

of gender on leadership is still unclear.  In addition, Colwill (1995a) highlights a major gap in 

sex-difference research as the fluctuation and subjectivity of circumstances and experience. 

…people differ according to their circumstances as surely they differ 

according to their sex, People change.  People learn.  People with similar 

characteristics seek similar workplace situations and the workplace renders 

them even more similar, regardless of their sex. (p.33) 

Colwill also points out that sex-differences research is particularly susceptible to problems of 

interpretation because, he claims, “there are no true experiments in this area” 

A true experiment requires that a variable be manipulated or that people be 

randomly assigned to certain groups.  These criteria cannot possibly be 

satisfied in sex-differences research.  Researchers cannot manipulate people's 

sex or randomly assign them to male or female groups, so they cannot do true 

experiments.  Instead they do correlation research, which merely allows them 

to say that two variables are correlated or related to each other; never that one 

causes the other (p.21). 
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Given the complexity in evaluating male and female leadership styles, a more fruitful 

area of study may be to move away from generalized notions of elite leadership (i.e.  a 

“male” style and “female” style in corporate organisations) and instead, explore diverse styles 

of leadership in an assortment of contexts.  Such research would illuminate the vestige of 

power, masculinity and exclusivity that lies dormant in modern day leadership ideals, and has 

the potential to begin the formation of a platform for acceptance of diverse individuals with 

innovative and progressive strategies.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   32 

1.4 Chapter summary: Leadership and women. 

 

Our sense of what is possible in our careers is influenced by what has gone 

before, how we interpret that history, and how we draw inspiration and 

learning from leaders past and present in our own identity development (Sealy 

and Singh 2008: 208). 

 Chapter 1 documented the history of the development of discourses on leadership.  It 

establishes leadership as a complex set of concepts and hence, difficult to define.  We need to 

be aware of that history, because it has left its residue in our language and conceptual 

vocabulary (Trailer 1993:44).  As we currently stand in 2011 remnants of masculine 

exclusivity, the embedded / inherited “blueprint” for leaders and leadership, remains a 

pervasive ideal in Western societies, in particular in elite leadership, which is distinguished as 

revolving around relationships of power and due to the socio-historical gender hierarchy in 

western societies, can be viewed as inherently masculine.  This, in part, explains the 

difficulties women have had and continue to have, in matching the numbers of men in elite 

leadership positions through the identity conflict of matching the masculine leadership 

archetype while retaining their identity as a feminine woman in society.  This conflict has 

been termed the leadership-femininity paradox, and is compounded by pressures on women 

to have children due to complications motherhood has on the female form.  Lastly, research 

into the differences between female and male leadership stemming from biological and 

sociological perspectives is discussed.  The next chapter Leadership in the performance of 

music will move the lens of leadership to the symphonic orchestra and look at women 

holding leadership positions in the performance of Western classical music. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LEADERSHIP IN THE PERFORMANCE OF MUSIC 

 

 There are two distinct leadership positions in the modern symphonic orchestra: the 

conductor and the concertmaster.  The conductor is the person who directs the performance 

and the concertmaster is the leading first-violin player.  Individuals holding these positions 

are expected to draw on a unique set of characteristics that comply with the dual identities 

they hold in that setting, as both a leader and a musician.  To lead, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, is a concept and action dominated by traditional ideals of masculinity, 

despite being re-conceptualised to accommodate the participation of women.  So how do 

these expectations for leadership change when the functionalism of a specific context 

subverts patriarchal masculinity? This is where leading the performance of music becomes a 

complex and multifaceted negotiation between conflicting discourses.  This chapter 

contextualizes leadership in the modern symphonic orchestra and explores the production of 

gendered meaning in the roles of conductor and concertmaster. 
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2.1 Contested spaces: Gender paradox in the modern symphonic orchestra. 

 

The environmental setting is not a neutral and value-free space; it is culture 

bound.  It is constantly conveying meanings and messages and is an essential 

part of human functioning and an integral part of human action (Moser and 

Ouzel 2003:420). 

 Music exists in a social context, however the nature of this social interaction is 

dependent on the environmental setting or “space” in which this music making takes place.  

The space of musical performance has importance beyond its functionality and is embedded 

in a rich array of historical discourses that ultimately dictate the expectations, perceptions and 

interactions of the musicians.  This concept of space can be likened to the concept of scene, 

used in academic discourses by Straw (1991), which focuses on the production, performance 

and reception of popular music.  Bennet and Peterson (2004) elaborate on the scenes 

perspective as focusing on the situation where performers, support facilities and fans come 

together collectively to create music.  The space perspective I will adopt in this thesis differs 

with the scene perspective adopted by Straw in that it places an emphasis on the physical and 

psychosomatic elements of the environmental setting and the ways in which they affect the 

individuals performing within it, rather than the reverse.  The space perspective 

acknowledges the uniqueness of the classical symphonic orchestra and the rich history of 

traditions and expectations it enforces upon those within it.  Therefore to understand the 

dynamic of leadership in the symphonic orchestra; we must first acknowledge the space in 

which musical leadership takes place. 

A small number of studies have examined orchestras as social units (Faulkner 1973; 

Atik 1992, 1994, 1995; and Allmendinger et al.  1994, all cited in Davidson 1997:218).  

However none have explored metaphors of patriarchy in the orchestra.  These juxtaposing 
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metaphors can be considered from two paradigms.  The first considers the orchestra as an 

organised institution with an emphasis on hierarchy and hegemonic leadership.  This 

paradigm lends itself ideals of patriarchal masculinity.  The second moves away from the 

organisational blueprint and towards the functionality of the orchestra - to produce music.  I 

will argue that from this perspective the orchestra facilitates unity, alignment with the body 

and nature and therefore lends itself to ideals of patriarchal femininity.  Therefore, the space 

occupied by the symphonic orchestra can be considered as contested by opposing gender 

discourses.  This imbroglio raise several important questions.  How do musicians in the 

modern symphonic orchestra negotiate an acceptable gender identity and how does 

performing in this contested space affect the practices and perceptions of leadership?  

 

 

2.1.1: The orchestra as an institution: Rubrics of tradition, hierarchy and 

masculinity. 

…as an institution, the symphony orchestra has a tradition of male exclusivity 

that is both longstanding and deeply rooted. (Allmendinger and Hackman 

1995:454) 

 When it was born in late seventeenth century Europe, the orchestra represented a new 

kind of social organization: a large number of people doing the same thing at the same time 

in precisely the same way (Spitzer and Zaslaw 2004:507).  From these beginnings, the 

organizational structures began to take form in an ongoing process shaped by various 

political traditions (Carter and Levi 2003:14).  Order and discipline emerged as central 

themes to the functioning of the orchestra.  Spitzer and Zaslaw (2004) comment on the 

developing ethos of the orchestra's organisational culture as, “An example of participation 

and social solidarity” (p.530).   
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The staying power of the symphonic orchestra is undoubtedly attributed to this 

foundation of regimented activity.  Indeed, research by Faulkner has demonstrated that, 

“Group music making to this day, rests on recognized and sanctioned ways of doing things” 

(Faulkner 1973:147).  Channing (2003) supports this, commenting that: “Orchestras are by 

their nature authoritarian…This was often a recipe for wonderful music-making" (Channing 

2003:181).  Likewise, Weiss and Adler (1984) comment the symphony orchestra is a 'strong 

situation” in which institutional properties such as task demands and social norms are clear 

and powerful (cited in Allmendinger and Hackman 1995:452) Despite this level of stability, 

the symphonic orchestras dependence on tradition has left it obsolete in the projecting climate 

of 21
st
 century social equality.  Small (1987) comments that the symphonic orchestras 

inability to, “fertilize outside influences” has left it, “far from secure” and, “declining in 

usefulness for the social and individual concerns of creative musicians” (p.341).  Likewise, 

Cutler (2010) comments on the irrelevance of the orchestras antediluvian traditions: 

They fight passionately to preserve the authenticity and integrity of The Great 

Tradition, playing standard lit, wearing standard attire, following standard 

concert etiquette.  In their minds, any twist to this model is a gimmicky cheap 

trick that detracts from the performance.  With the power of history on their 

side, they stay true to authentic practices, longing nostalgically for an earlier 

period when audiences were more sophisticated and great music alone reigned 

supreme.  (p.272) 

This lack of progress by the symphonic orchestra is exemplified by the preservation of 

hierarchy and hegemonic leadership, which I will argue are characterizing features of the 

modern symphonic orchestra.  

The modern symphonic orchestra stands as a microcosm of society and a cross-

section of people from all kinds of backgrounds, working together in close proximity 
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(Gillinson and Vaughan 2003:194).  Therefore, as with any social system, there is a need for 

internal political structures.  Hierarchy is a major feature of the symphonic orchestra and 

manifests on many levels.  Physically, musicians are seated in an order, which figuratively 

implies a ranking of ability.  For example, in the flute section of the symphonic orchestra 

there is the principal flautist, the second flautist and third flautist.  The principal flautist is 

presumed to be the most accomplished, followed by the second flautist and finally the third 

flautist (who may also be required to play a piccolo part).  The section will sit in that order 

from left to right with the principal flautist playing any solos marked for the flute.  In the 

violin section (of which there are over five times the number of musicians than the flute 

section), the most accomplished violinist from each of the three sections sit closet to the 

audience.  The first violinist from the first section is named the concertmaster.  They sit 

closest to the audience at the front of the section.  The only member of the orchestra to hold a 

higher position than the concertmaster is the conductor, who stands on a platform above the 

orchestra.  The respect for, and understanding of, hierarchy and membership roles within the 

orchestra are highly pertinent issues.  Davidson (1997) gives an example of how hierarchy is 

understood and maintained in the orchestra.   

If someone from the back desk of the second violins suddenly were to express 

a highly personal agenda in front of the whole orchestra, the other players and 

the conductor would perceive the expression as inappropriate to the context, 

and even an abuse of the position. (p.219) 

The implication of this hierarchy is that competition is an inherent element in the lives of 

musicians (Beeching 2005:216).  However, this is somewhat of a paradox, given that the 

group of “competing” individuals must ultimately work together, often literally (i.e.  playing 

in “unison”).  Knussen (2003) comments on the tension inducing paradox placed on 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   38 

orchestral musicians to “blend into the group”, despite years of rigorous training and often 

soloist potential, on their respective instrument. 

Life in a symphony orchestra, while artistically enriching and relatively 

lucrative, can have its drawbacks for talented instrumentalists.  As students, 

they worked hard to perfect their art, receiving suitable recognition for their 

gifts and for their work.  When they become part of a symphony orchestra, 

however, they enter a society of equals, but one in which it can be difficult, 

especially for string players and for players in second or third chair positions 

in the wind and brass and percussion sections, to shine.  They sometimes 

begin to feel like cogs in a complex machine in which real recognition is 

reserved for the principal players and, even more, for the conductor.  After all 

the years of training and countless hours of practice, they can sometimes feel 

invisible. (p.247) 

Another example of the symphonic orchestra's perpetuation of antiquated institutional 

ideals is its proclivity towards hegemonic leadership.  This stems from the notion of 

subordination, which is ripe in the orchestra's hierarchic structures and follows the ideology 

that for one to lead, another must follow.  Accounts and perceptions of conductors and 

concertmasters perpetuate the archetype musical leader as a powerful male, which remains 

consistent with organisational theory‟s associations of leadership with masculinity.  For 

example, conductors are depicted by Faulkner (1973) as the “focal superior” and, “man on 

the podium” (p.156).  Likewise, Osbourne (1996) depicts the conductors as hostile and 

despotic: 

Power and public subjugation, threats, the whipping and slashing of the phallic 

baton and the orgiastic build to the climax under the watchful and absolute 
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authority of the conduct are part of what patrons expect from orchestras, and 

these expectations seen to contain vicarious satisfactions of sadism. (p.14)  

Accounts of display of hegemonic leadership by concertmasters in the symphonic 

orchestra tend to be diluted by the dominance of the conductor, but remain present.  This is 

shown in the following account by English poet George Haddesford, who analogized 

Napoleon as a concertmaster and the French public his orchestra. 

Great Master! To your potent lay 

Each heart in unison replies… 

All our brute-cats symphonize. (cited in Spitzerand Zaslaw 2004:529) 

Here Haddesford positions the concertmaster as The Great Master, and the members of the 

orchestra the submissive “brute-cats”, whom are under complete control. 

A dissension to the patriarchal masculinity of the symphonic orchestra occurs when 

we shift the lens away from its organizational blueprint and towards its function - to make 

music.  Suddenly the symphonic orchestra becomes a multi-dimensional and complex 

negotiation between two sets of opposing discourses.  The following subsection explores the 

relationship between making music and patriarchal notions of femininity. 

 

 

2.1.2: Making music: Unity, the body and nature. 

The idealized construction of both woman and music grants them certain 

shared characteristics: fleetingly beautiful, ephemeral, desirable yet 

unattainable in their ineffability, contrived yet at the same time natural, they 

both possess a mysterious otherness, very unlike the stable, rational self-

certainly of man in his opposition to nature. (Green 1997:87) 
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 The corporation of the symphonic orchestra is more than hierarchy and tradition.  It is 

a network of interacting human beings, each deeply involved in the collaborative process of 

music making.  I will argue that this perspective paints the symphonic orchestra in a 

completely different light to that discussed in the previous chapter as making music is 

intimately connected with the feminine (Macarthur 2002:23).   

Music and music making has long been associated with patriarchal notions of 

femininity such as the expression of emotions, the depiction of tenderness, sensitivity and 

beauty, and the emphasis on communication and nurturance.  Furthermore, music-making 

can be considered a collaborative experience, with performers, conductors, and audience 

members creating a united musical experience together.  Kercher (2003) refers to this “united 

musical experience” as: “A community of active performers, listeners, and people responding 

to music (pp.114-115).   

Laurence Kramer discusses these qualities of music in his 2007 text Why Classical 

Music still Matters, commenting on music's ability to comfort and unite New York citizens 

during a benefit concert at the Metropolitan Opera following the events of September 11, 

2001. 

For many people coming to terms with the cataclysm, classical music 

provided a perhaps unexpected, perhaps momentary, but nonetheless real 

resource, consoling in both an emotional and something like a metaphysical 

sense.  And also a communal sense, for this was a matter not just of listening 

but of listening together. (p.16) 

Kramer affirms his position on classical music, stating that, “the language of beauty 

and harmony was what people needed in these difficult weeks, and music, in this case, 

classical music above all, could justify that language and seem to speak it” (p.17).  Knussen 
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(2003) offers a similar sentiment to Kramer regarding the potential of classical music to 

comfort and resonate with human emotions and experiences. 

As the twenty-first century begins to unfold in ways we could have never 

imagined, it becomes more and more evident that people in the Western world 

have a great need for the arts in general and music in particular.  In its 

abstraction and its ability to address issues of the human spirit that cannot be 

articulated, music attends to the soul in ways that transcend theology.  It 

addresses the full range of emotions, from joy to sorrow, from violence to 

peace. (p.250) 

Looking inward to the orchestra itself, the act of making music together has the 

potential to unite the musicians themselves, despite the seemingly alienating, competitive, 

and despotic environment they work in.  Gillinson and Vaughan (2003) support this, 

commenting that, “Many orchestral musicians are able to find, “great camaraderie” in their 

work (p.194).  Spitzer and Zaslaw (2004) elaborate on this camaraderie, believing that for 

orchestral musicians, their united performance transcends their individual performance 

(p.396).  In other words, unity is an essential component of the symphonic orchestra, and 

when embraced, the orchestra has the potential to be is greater than the sum of its parts. 

The potential for music to unite, comfort, and nurture is not restricted to the 

symphonic orchestra.  One of the most universal forms of music are lullabies, which 

according to Gregory (1997) reflect the universal need to calm (p.124).  Likewise, the act of a 

parent singing to a child unites the pair in a shared experience.  Taking this a step further, in 

some traditional societies music serves a healing function (i.e. the harp-lute players of West 

Africa).  Of course, music communicates highly masculine cultural practices (e.g.  war 

chants, marching etc), however; it does seem that in most cases, music is used in the more 

feminised domains of nurturance and comfort. 
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Further lending to music's alignment with patriarchal definitions of femininity is its 

intrinsic appeal to the body.  The identification of women with the body is a familiar idea in 

the Western tradition from Aristotle to post-Cartesian modernism (Price and Shildrick 

1999:17).  This identification, well documented within the field of philosophy and feminism 

links the cultural associations of mind with masculinity and body with femininity, as 

documented by Lucy Green (1997): 

…men's pursuit of knowledge is commensurate with masculine prowess of the 

mind; women's reproductive and nurturing functions (menstruation, gestation, 

lactation) derive from feminine obeisance to the body. (p.14) 

Green continues to note that, “the performance of music normally contains an element of 

bodily display, be it bowing a string or striking a key, which predisposes it to be assigned to 

the feminine” (p.29).  Green discusses the implications bodily display in musical 

performance have for patriarchal gender affirmations in men and women. 

Whatever their intentions and whatever the performance situation, male and 

female musical performers are both thrown into a world of display.  But for 

the male performer, this contradicts his discursive position as masculine; 

whereas for the female performer, it affirms her discursive position as 

feminine. (p.26) 

Like women's associations with the body, their associations with nature further 

endorse participation in music making, which has long been referred to using metaphors of 

nature.  Pythagoras claims, “Music is a representation of cosmic harmony, a microcosmic 

representation of the macrocosm” (Cook 1998:76).  Thus, music is a local representation of 

the cosmos. Likewise, Spitzer and Zaslaw comment on the music produced by the orchestra 

being filled with metaphors of nature. 
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The orchestra as a natural phenomenon… A nature metaphor can be heard in 

C.D.F.  Schubert's description, written around 1780, or the Mannheim 

orchestra: “No other orchestra in the world can match the execution of the 

Mannheim orchestra.  Its forte is like thunder, its crescendo a cataract, its 

diminuendo a clear brook balling in the distance, its piano a spring breeze”.  In 

this purple passage Schubert projects four different natural phenomena onto 

the orchestra - thunder, a waterfall, a brook and a breeze… (p.521) 

This perspective considers music as a natural phenomenon that resists the type of control and 

order that patriarchal masculinity would impose.  Shepherd (1993) expands on this idea, 

stating that, “Music, in its reception and analysis tends not to encounter the kind of developed 

frameworks brought to bear in academic and commonsense settings on other forms of human 

expression and activity (p.49).  From this, we can consider the musical element of the 

symphonic orchestra to be inherently feminine. 
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2.2 Leadership and music: A socio-historical account. 

 Introducing another element into the mixing pot of discourses within the symphonic 

orchestra is leadership, which according to Bowen (2003), has existed ever since musicians 

began to gather together in groups (p.94).  Chapter 1 established that ideals of leadership 

remain the domain of patriarchal masculinity.  However, as this thesis has previously 

established, the symphonic orchestra can be viewed from organizational and functional 

paradigms, which respectively sanction or destabilize this type of patriarchal masculinity.  So 

does leading the performance of music remain dominated by ideals of patriarchal 

masculinity? This chapter place the professions of the conductor and concertmaster into their 

historical context and discusses key issues in the development of the professions and 

presence of women. 

 

 

2.2.1 The conductor: Men with authority and charisma. 

Modern conducting emerged after different forms of divided leadership were 

unsuccessful and necessitated the need for an external director who would beat time to mark 

rhythm and keep the players together.  The first individuals to take on this role were the 

composers themselves (Pendle 2001: 171), whose works pushed orchestras beyond their 

autonomous capacity.  Some of the first orchestral conductors were Felix Mendelssohn 

(1809-1847), Louis Spohr (1784-1859), Carl Maria Von Weber (1786-1826), Gaspare 

Spontini (1774-1851), Franz Liszt (1811-1886), Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and Hector 

Berlioz (1803-1869) (Bowen 2003:106-113).  At this stage conductors' identities were still 

associated with their dual profession as composers.  It was not until the second half of the 

nineteenth century that the orchestral conductor was redefined as an independent musical 

being (Bowen and Holden 2003:114).   
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With this redefinition of orchestral conducting as an independent career came 

the construction of a set of extra-musical expectations and ideologies.  These 

stemmed primarily from perceptions of the symphonic concert audience of 

bourgeoisie, politicians and industrialists. (p.114) 

Those in the audience viewed the conductor as the heroic stature who, according to Small 

(1998) was, “a powerful and dependable autocrat who led the orchestra safely through the 

tensions and conflicts of a symphonic work, to the final resolution and cadence on the home 

tonic” (p.86).  Small continues to describe his presence as “the incarnation of power” (p 86) 

and despite this public idealization faced, “a contrasting reception from orchestral 

instrumentalists who reacted to the new hierarchy that abolished their autonomy and power of 

independent action” (p.83) and sought to test the authority of conductors by looking for signs 

of weakness.  The dynamics of this conflict are articulated by Franz Strauss (1822-1905), 

father of conductor-to-be Richard Strauss (1864-1949) and principal horn player for the Court 

Opera in Munich: 

When a new man faces the orchestra - from the way he walks up the steps to 

the rostrum and opens his score - before he even picks up his baton - we know 

whether he is the master or we. (cited in Siepmann 2003:112) 

Therefore, success for the first orchestral conductors depended on the assertion of authority 

and power (Edwards 2003:220).  The act of commanding respect from the orchestra solidified 

the identity of the orchestral conductor as the, “personification of male potency” (Lebrecht 

1991:259).  Late nineteenth century conductors Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) and Arturo 

Toscanini (1867-1957) epitomized these extra musical expectations; with Mahler was known 

for his temper and autocratic manner and Toscanini widely considered as being a, “tyrant” 

(Botstein 2003:291).  Their success cultivated a cycle of expectations that legitimized 
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mannerisms and institutionalized habits of authority, subsequently exacerbating tensions 

between orchestral musicians and maestros (Botstein 2003:288).   

The celebration of masculine qualities of authority and power is further illustrated in 

the adoption of equipment used by orchestral conductors, specifically the baton and the 

podium.  The conductors “tool” (Ripley 2003:87) the baton, which has “no musical 

properties” (Bowen 2003:94).  Certainly it, “disciplines the conductor's gestures” (George 

2003:60) and provides a visual consistent for beating audible time, but aside from these 

superficial contributions, its function is largely ornamental.  It is for this reason that the baton 

is considered the orchestral conductor's symbol of power, compared to the Pope's staff, the 

monarch's sceptre and the mace carried by university professors and drum majors (Bowen 

2003:94).  One of the best accounts of a conductor who used the baton as a symbol of power 

was Gaspare Spontini (1774-1851) who bought, “military-like discipline” to the orchestra, as 

Bowen comments. 

Spontini held the baton in the middle with his whole fist and manipulated it in 

a way to show one that he looked on the baton as a marshal's staff, and used it 

not for beating time with, but for commanding. (Bowen 2003:104) 

Feminist theorists may further observe how the baton's phallic appearance places additional 

emphasis on the masculine connotations associated with the profession.  While not a direct 

observation by musicologist Susan McClary (1987), her perspectives on Western Music and 

constructions of gender and sexuality within supposedly “purely musical” elements, explores 

similar concepts. 

Additionally, the podium on which the conductor stands to rehearse and perform can 

be considered a symbol that represents power, hierarchy and sole expertise (Kerchner 

2003:113) by physically perpetuating systems of “higher-archy” within the orchestra.  Like 

the baton, the podium has practical reasons for use.  For example, for a conductor such as Sir 
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John Barbirolli who was little more than five foot tall, the podium was an absolute necessity.  

For others who were taller, use of the podium was of little consequence (Holden 2003:13).  

The use of the podium to this day, where issues of visibility are not of concern, perpetuates 

notions of the orchestral conductor as “ruler”.  This is confirmed by Bowles (1961), who 

encourages conductors to value the podium's associations with power and authority by 

conditioning players to associate their direction with such qualities: 

It is wise for the conductor not to approach the podium until everything is 

ready for him to begin…and likewise, [the conductor should] leave the 

podium immediately after the rehearsal is over to attend elsewhere to any 

matters arising.  The value of this is that it tends to condition the player to 

associate the conductor's presence on the podium. (p.146-147) 

The encouragement of masculine discourses in the profession, both directly through 

the positive reinforcement of personalities like Mahler and Toscanini, and indirectly through 

the associations of authority and power with the baton and the podium, contributed to the 

creation of a climate that rejected traditional notions of femininity and subsequently, the 

participation of women.  At the centre of these discourses emerged the ideology of the “Great 

Conductor”, a term  Bartleet (2003) notes was “adopted as a cliché” by music critics and 

academics who contributed significantly to the cult of the orchestral conductor (p.44).  Their 

collective attitudes contributed to the artificial creation of the modern virtuosic conductor as 

demonstrated in the definition of “Maestro” by Kurt Blaukopf in 1955 (cited in Bartleet 

2003) 

He is a leader…a father figure, the great provider, the fount of inspiration, the 

Teacher who knows all.   To call him a great moral force might not be an 

overstatement.   Perhaps he is half divine; certainly he works under the 

shadow of divinity.   He has to be a strong man; the stronger he is, the more 
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dictatorial he is called by those he governs.   He has to but stretch out his hand 

and he is obeyed.    He tolerates no opposition.   His will, his word, his very 

glance, are law. (p.126) 

These larger than life expectations were underscored by the elevated public status of 

conducting as a distinct profession (Botstein 2003).  Individuals who appeared to display 

such grandiloquent characteristics were celebrated.  This contributed to the rise of conductors 

who, while different in many respects, collectively conformed to the ideals of a masculine 

potency on the podium.  Three such individuals who would emerge as Great Conductors 

during the mid twentieth century were Herbert von Karajan (1908-1989), Leopold Stokowski 

(1882-1977) and Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990). 

Karajan is considered a pivotal figure in orchestral conducting, marking the beginning 

of a new era (Bowen and Holden 2003:129).  “He introduced modern techniques into his 

rehearsals while embodying the old world with performances of inspired transcendence… 

moving sparingly on the podium to achieve a sweeping legato; the Karajan line” (Bowen and 

Holden 2003:130).  Karajan achieved great success in both orchestral and opera conducting, 

performing regularly throughout Europe and seeking the most advanced audio and video 

technologies to make over eight hundred recordings and films leading to some proclaiming 

him as “Generalmusikdirektor of Europe” (Bowen and Holden 2003:130). 

Similarly, Stokowski and Bernstein emerged as central figures in the United States 

orchestral scene.  Their rise to fame was timed to perfection, as during the mid twentieth 

century the United States emerged as a dominant world power (Bowen and Mermelstein 

2003:175), which extended to their status on the world music stage.  Like Karajan, both 

conductors used technological advancements to broaden the audience of the symphony 

orchestra.  Stokowski used lighting effects and new media to enhance the orchestral 

experience and additionally, collaborated on the vastly popular 1940 Disney film Fantasia.  
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Bernstein embraced the media (Bowen and Mermelstein 2003:175) and televised his Young 

People's Concerts, which subsequently achieved cult status in the United States (Bowen and 

Mermelstein 2003:176). 

“It is often asserted that an orchestral conductor's attributes are made up of ninety 

percent effrontery and ten percent knowledge” (Bowles 1961:1).  This can be seen in the 

examples of Karajan, Stokowski and Bernstein, who illustrate how the profession remained 

preoccupied with the extra-musical qualities of orchestral conductors ahead of their abilities 

on the podium.  “Karajan cultivated the aura of a glamorous superstar” (Bowen and Holden 

2003:129).  He spent as much time and energy on the power plays and financial wheeling's 

and dealings as on strictly musical concerns (Small 1998: 82).  Stokowski contributed to the 

appearance stereotype of the orchestral conductor from his caricature in Disney and Warner 

Brothers animations.  Lastly, Bernstein's, “larger-than-life personality” has often been 

attributed to his success ahead of his abilities as a conductor.  “He had charisma and 

audiences reacted” (Farberman 2003:255). 

Bernstein, an extraordinary human being, went on to become one of his 

generation's greatest conductors, but it is important to understand that he was 

not born a great conductor, nor was he a great conductor for much of his 

conducting career. (p.256) 

Small (1998) further emphasized how extra-musical components, such as the personality trait 

of “charisma” were important in the profession through his depiction of an orchestral 

conductor‟s presence, “bringing  reassurance to musicians and audience alike - and at the 

same time, an excitement, as his charisma hangs in the air like a faint perfume (p.78). 
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2.2.2 The female conductor. 

 One of the earliest reports of a woman conducting was Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel, 

(1805-1847) who conducted a mixed ensemble in a private setting.  Given that she was 

primarily moving in the private sphere, the social expectations documented above did not 

necessarily apply to her.  However, for Nadia Boulanger (1887-1979) and Ethel Leginska 

(1886-1970), two of the first women to work within the professional symphonic environment, 

their displacement, “beyond the bounds of the female” (Green 1997:68), combined with the 

existing elevated masculine ideals of orchestral conducting, played a large role in shaping 

their experiences. 

Nadia Boulanger, an aspiring organist, composer and conductor became the first 

woman to appear as a conductor for The New York Philharmonic (1930), The Boston 

Symphony Orchestra (1938) and The Philadelphia Orchestra (1939) (Brooks 1996:92).  

Boulanger, along with her sister Lili (1893-1918) a composer and pianist made huge inroads 

into women's participation as professional musicians during the early years of the twentieth 

century.  Similarly, Ethel Leginska, a concert pianist with a well-established international 

career began conducting studies to gain insights into orchestration for her compositional 

activity (Edwards 2003:224).  During the 1920s she regularly appeared as a conductor with 

some of the world's top orchestras, including the Berlin Philharmonic (1923) and founded 

several orchestras herself, including the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra (1925) and The 

Women's Symphony Orchestra of Boston (1926).  She is best remembered for her pioneering 

work as one of the first female orchestral conductors. 

On closer examination, Boulanger and Leginska share many similarities.  While both 

women pioneered the way for female conductors, they were still denied acceptances as 

conductors in their own right with their credibility resting on their separate careers as 

instrumentalist and composer.  Their success challenged the notion that orchestral conducting 
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was truly an independent profession within the framework of orchestral music (Bowen and 

Holden 2003:114).  Another similarity the two appeared to share was a rejection of the 

conventions and trappings of femininity.  Lebrecht (1991) asserts that, “the first women to 

lead assaults on the podium were more masculine than the men” (p.265).  Both women 

eschewed the formal, bare-shouldered evening gowns that were standard stage apparel for 

female performers in the Western classical world at the time.  Lebrecht's depiction of a, 

“tuxedo-clad Leginska who could easily be mistaken for Paderewski in the half-light of a 

concert hall” (p.265), paints a vivid picture of her unconventional gender identity.  Further 

reports of Leginska by Edwards (2003) frequently comment on her, “bobbed hair” and, 

“concert attire modelled on men's formal wear” (p.222).   

Similarly, there is conjecture about Nadia Boulanger for her apparent lack of 

femininity based on her appearance on the podium.  Brookes (1996) attributes Boulanger's 

remarkable success to her projection of an image that displayed an understanding of 

acceptable behaviour for women on the podium.   This image stemmed initially from a 

performance review in Minerva (1928) by Simone Ratel depicting Boulanger as lacking in all 

feminine guises: 

The article compares her to a priest, erasing both her sexuality and her gender 

by identifying her with a celibate male.  Her black dress is compared to a 

cassock and her walk in flat-heeled shoes described as virile. (cited in Brooks 

1996:92) 

Further accounts of Boulanger's conducting consistently refer to her dress and, 'synthesis of 

male and female traits” (Edwards 2003:226).  It is interesting to note the contrasting gender 

identity of her sister Lili, a pianist who Pendle (2001) comments, “remained feminine, 

avoiding confining gender stereotypes” (p.185).  However, Lili's early death from bronchial 

pneumonia saw her immortalized in an equally restrictive stereotype: the fragile feminine. 
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This apparent suppression of femininity exhibited by Boulanger and Leginska draws 

on theories explored by Green (1997) who comments on how it was virtually impossible for 

female musicians to enter the public sphere without the delineation of their femininity being 

bought to bear on the inherent meanings of the music (p.80).  Therefore, women were 

pressured to compromise patriarchal notions of femininity to regain the autonomy of the 

music and subsequently gain acceptance for their place in the profession. 

Boulanger and Leginska were praised for their work on the podium and for the most 

part, they were accepted by the Western orchestral scene.  However, following their success 

dominant conducting discourses continued to enforce the profession as a Western European, 

man's job.  This is reflected in Arthur L.  Salmon's 1924 article for the Musical Times - “The 

Conductor: His Uses and Abuses.” Straight from the gendered noun in the title, Salmon refers 

to the profession of conducting as, “the pinnacle of glory for men….he longs to control a 

powerful orchestra” (p.29).  Salmon compares the conductor's vocation with other 

authoritative pursuits such as governing great empires and mighty communities, opportunities 

also foreign to most women.  Given that this discourse was prominent in musical 

communities, it is not surprising that masculine values continued to infiltrate the profession, 

perpetuating the notion that women were less capable working as orchestral conductors than 

men.  This has been noted by Barleet, who observed that, “A female conductor was defined 

by her difference to the masculine norm with male being the unmarked category and female 

the marked.  Woman is perceived as “Other” (p.51).   

Regardless of these extra-musical “prerequisites for success”, leading lights such as 

Boulanger and Leginska encouraged women to continue to fight for their place in the 

profession and by the late 1950s female conductors began to make progress within classical 

circles.  Successors to Boulanger and Leginska included Veronika Dudarova (1916-), Judith 

Somogi (1937-1988), Iona Brown (1941-2004), Jane Glover (1949-), Odaline de la Martinez 
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(1949-), JoAnn Falletta (1954-), Marin Alsop (1956-), Sian Edwards (1959) and Andrea 

Quinn (1964-) (Siepmann 2003:112). In Australia, one of the most celebrated female 

conductors over the last decade has been Simone Young (1961-).  Young is a regular guest 

conductor in the worldwide symphonic concert; however, her forte lies in opera conducting.  

Currently, she holds the position of artistic director at the Berlin Staatsoper.  Young's greater 

success in opera rather than orchestral conducting may not be coincidental.  Many female 

conductors have had greater success conducting in opera houses than with symphony 

orchestras (Edwards 2003:234).  Judith Somogi, one of the first women to conduct opera, 

perceptively noted that women would stand a better chance in opera because they were less 

visible in the pit and therefore, “less offensive” (Lebrecht 1991:266).  Additionally, the route 

to opera conductor often begins as rehearsal pianist and coach, positions frequently held by 

women (Edwards 2003:234).  Somogi's claims appear to be verified by the number of 

successful American female conductors in opera houses.  Sarah Caldwell (1924-2005) 

conducted La Traviata at the Metropolitan Opera in January 1976 and it was received as a, 

'social milestone” (Lebrecht 1991:266).  Meanwhile, Eve Queler (1936- ) was introducing 

New York audiences to early operas by Strauss and Puccini (Lebrecht 1991:266).   

Just under two decades later a landmark for female orchestral conductors occurred 

when in 1990 the American Symphony Orchestra announced that a woman, Catherine Comet 

had been appointed its musical director.  Ironically, this was the orchestra founded by 

Leopold Stokowski, a role model of the masculine stereotyping of the time.  (Lebrecht 

1991:267).  Comet had been awarded the Affiliate Artists” Seaver Conducting Award in 

1988, the first woman to receive this prestigious award.  It was not until 2002 that Joanne 

Falletta, Director of the Buffalo Philharmonic, became the second female conductor to win 

the 'seaver”.  Such achievements for female conductors were momentous, but rare.  As noted 

by Lebrect, “the podium ban on women has been blurred by marginal concessions but 
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remains solid in the places where it counts” (p.258).  More recently, there has been greater 

movement towards gender equity within Western societies.  In time, this process will 

undoubtedly have a positive influence on the expectations and experiences of female 

orchestral conductors.  Despite this trend, disparities exist relating to the strength of the 

masculine discourses inherited from the past, which have contextualized the role and status of 

female orchestral conductors in the present.   

 

 

2.2.3 The concertmaster: Men with confidence and diplomacy. 

…when the conductor has a lapse in technique or memory, it is the 

concertmaster as his alter ego or backup system who intercedes to steady the 

strings and lend assurance to the orchestra as a whole.  The concertmaster 

becomes what the French term chef d'attaque and what the Italians call spalla, 

or the shoulder the orchestra leans on.  In fact, this crisis management is likely 

the area of great spontaneity in a concertmaster's execution of his or her 

leadership responsibilities. (Mischakoff Heiles 2007:515) 

 The modern concertmaster emerged in the eighteenth century, where, by playing the 

melody and standing in front, the violinist was in a good position to lead by example (Bowen 

2003:97).  During this time, concertmasters were truly “masters” of the concert, “men who 

organized and led small orchestral ensembles, combining roles as manager, violinist and 

conductor” (Mischakoff Heiles 2007:9).  As musical style changed during the eighteenth 

century, and the keyboard bass was gradually eliminated as an alternative leader, the first 

violinist - leader (in England), Konzertmeister (in Germany), premier violin (in France) or 

capo d'orchestra (in Italy), could lead the orchestra by beating the neck of the violin in the 
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air, making other movements or simply playing louder (again leading by sound rather than by 

sight) (Bowen 2003:97). 

During this period the leading violinist was respected by his colleagues and the music 

world in general; “he was the ablest master of what was in his time considered to be superior 

orchestral instrument” (Eddlemon 1980:178).  Despite this status as the “master” of the 

concert, by the 1850's, an external leader was introduced who wielded a baton to beat audible 

time This change was initiated in the opera house, primarily because of the increasing 

complexity and size of the orchestral forces that were required for nineteenth-century operatic 

works (Carter and Levi 2003:8).  Having said this, divided and alternating forms of 

leadership were still a major theme of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century.  Bowen 

(2003) comments on this. 

Composers like Bach, Haydn and Mozart could lead from either position 

depending on the situation.  In German and Italian opera houses, the violinist 

was responsible for the orchestra and led the instrumental music, while the 

performer at the keyboard focused on the singers.  Even the Gewandhaus 

Orchestra in Leipzig, the first orchestra devoted exclusively to symphonic 

music rather than opera, retained this model of alternating leadership. (p.97) 

Regardless, the progression of musical leadership was undoubtedly moving towards chef 

authority for conductor and “first officer” for the concertmaster.  So, while the concertmaster 

was to retain its identity as a leader within the orchestra, they have been forced to find a 

unique balance between leadership and subservience in the position.  Menuhin and Primrose 

(1976) comment on this: 

The concertmaster, the leader, the first violinist in an orchestra holds a unique 

position in the violinist's world.  He requires all the qualities of supreme 

musicianship, outstanding technique and the ability to sight-read.  He must be 
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proficient in playing alone, for there are hair-raising solo passages for the first 

violinist in many orchestral works.  But these qualities are not enough and 

there are many solo violinists and chamber music players who could not fit 

automatically into the position of orchestral leader.  For the leader must have 

the qualities of leadership and also of submission to authority. (p.86) 

 Little has changed for contemporary concertmasters.  Mischakoff Heiles (2007) 

comments that, “Concertmasters no longer are managerial or authoritarian masters of the 

concert” (p.515).  Mischakoff Heiles continues to discuss the leadership dynamic of the 

modern day concertmaster. 

Concertmasters are a refined breed, highly skilled and amply compensated, 

but limited to a secondary position, to the side of the podium.  There they sit, 

confined in a sense between the violin section and the ultimate authority of the 

music director. (p.515)  

Despite this seemingly subservient position, concertmasters have retained certain 

characteristics that can be likened to the previous discussion on conductors in that their role 

requires them to draw on extra musical traits of hegemonic leadership.  This enforcement of 

subordination is evident in Galeazzi's belief that, “All the violinists of an orchestra must have 

complete, blind and perfect subordination to the first violin (Galeazzi in Spitzer and Zaslaw 

2004:396)”.  Likewise, Mishchakoff Heiles talks about the importance for concertmasters to 

have, “An aura of authority” (p.515).  She references this as coming directly from their 

confidence, an attribute identified as crucial to their success. 

Second only to playing skill is confidence.  From great confidence comes an 

aura of authority and coolness under fire...  There is real pressure in playing on 

the first stand...  Concertmasters cannot afford self-doubt. (Mischakoff Heiles 

2007:515) 
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Eddlemon also comments on the importance of confidence in concertmasters.   

As the first musician and leader, the concertmaster needs full control of his 

nerves to withstand the pressures and remain unscathed...  When trouble arises 

during a performance, he must remain above the general unsteadiness with a 

strong and courageous hand. (p.178) 

Besides confidence, certain personality traits are referenced as essential for 

contemporary concertmasters to possess.  Mischakoff Heiles refers to personality as a, “chef 

issue” for concertmasters, and separate from “playing ability”.  We can infer a key 

personality trait for concertmasters to employ in the position as diplomacy.  Eddlemon (1980) 

talks about the importance of diplomatic relationships between the concertmaster and 

conductor.  “It is necessary that the concertmaster and conductor be able to agree together, 

for they are an important partnership in the making of orchestral music” (p.183).  According 

to Mischakoff Heiles, “A concertmaster develops remarkable sensitivity to the conductor he 

works with” (p.187).   Mischakoff Heiles continues to reference the unique dynamic of this 

alliance. 

When the conductor has a lapse in technique or memory, it is the 

concertmaster as his alter ego or backup system who intercedes to steady the 

strings and lend assurance to the orchestra as a whole.  The concertmaster 

becomes what the French term chef d'attaque and what the Italians call spalla, 

or the shoulder the orchestra leans on.  In fact, this crisis management is likely 

the area of great spontaneity in a concertmaster's execution of his or her 

leadership responsibilities.  In a way, it is also the greatest potential power he 

or she wields.  Rarely recognized by the audience, these instants of averted 

crisis are indicators of a lifetime of preparation.  It may be their displays of 
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steady nerves and decisive leadership that earn these violinists, at the top of 

their profession, the title concertmaster. (p.515) 

Despite the seemingly “feminine” traits of diplomacy, collaboration and support the 

concertmaster employs, it remains an entrenched idea that the position of concertmaster, like 

the position of the conductor, is one best suited to men.  This is commented on by Crouch 

and Lovic (1990). 

…some contend that the requisite qualities for persons in principal desks are 

not commonly characteristic of women because social pressures do not foster 

competitiveness, confidence and assertive behaviour in women to the same 

extent as they do in men.  This is now seen to be slowly changing, though 

there are still entrenched attitudes. (p.14) 

We can presume these entrenched attitudes have their origins in leadership discourses, and, 

according to Mischakoff Heiles (2007), “Concertmasters exhibit all the traits associated with 

leaders in other competitive fields.” She continues to list these traits as, “…focused on values 

and performance and are well prepared, self-disciplined, knowledgeable, communicative, self 

assured and courageous” (p.7).  Given this, we can infer that the leadership component of the 

concertmaster position takes precedence over the musical component in determining the extra 

musical attributes necessary for individuals in the position to succeed. 

 

 

2.2.4 The female concertmaster. 

There is a lack of information documenting the participation and experiences of 

women working in the position of concertmaster.  This represents an oversight given the 

recent watershed of female concertmasters' employment with symphony orchestras around 
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the world.  The subject of female concertmasters could be considered one of the most topical 

subjects in gendered musicology studies. 

The earliest accounts of female concertmasters in major orchestras are far more recent 

than female conductors.  In fact, the first woman to lead a major orchestra as concertmaster 

occurred as recently as just over 2 decades ago, with Emmanuelle Boisvert, leading the 

Detroit Symphony Orchestra in 1988.  Despite a slow start, the current movement of female 

concertmasters has been expeditious, with the United States paving the way.  Within a few 

months of Boisvert's appointment, Jorja Fleezanis assumed the same position with the 

Minnesota Orchestra in 1989 and a few years later Brynn Albanese joined the Annapolis 

Symphony Orchestra 1992.  The most noteworthy appointment of a female concertmaster in 

recent years has been Albena Danailova as acting concertmaster of the ultra conservative 

Vienna Philharmonic in September 2008. 

Despite the strength of past discourses that have contextualized the role and status of 

concertmasters, these pioneering women are reshaping the position and critiquing 

expectations that have previously restricted their involvement.  In a recent interview with 

Mischakoff Heiles (2007) Boisvert reflected upon the concertmaster positions failure to 

accommodate family life and how she has struggled to, “have a decent life in both places” (p.  

241).  Boisvert's reflection provides evidence to indicate the position is assumed to be held by 

a man, without external family/household tasks.  Despite Boisvert‟s recognition of the 

professions shortcomings for women, she firmly believes that women are capable of the role, 

saying in a recent interview with that, “it is only a matter of time before more women become 

concertmasters” (p.234). 

Like Boisvert, former Seattle Symphony concertmaster Maria Larionoff shows an 

appreciation of the expectation that the concertmaster will be a male.  She justifies women‟s 

place in the profession articulating, “the concertmaster job is genderless…gender has nothing 
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to do with leadership” (Bargreen 2007).  Larionoff's protestation is representative of the rich 

history of masculinity with leadership, but indicates a willingness to move forward, and away 

from the hegemonic authority based leadership of the past.  It is undeniable that the 

concertmaster position is being reshaped.  Mischakoff Heiles comments that concertmasters, 

“no longer need to whip their sections into shape (p.515).  In other words, the modern day 

concertmaster draws more diplomacy, collaboration and support, rather than hegemonic 

authority based leadership. 
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2.3 Chapter summary: Leadership in the performance of music. 

 

There is no occupation concerned with the management of social affairs that 

belongs to women or to men, as such, wrote Plato two millennia ago; yet the 

idea of a woman managing the performance of music remains anathema even 

in societies where women have achieved the highest office. (Lebrecht 

1991:263)   

Since most principals and all conductors are men, this puts women at a, 

“natural” disadvantage. (Crouch and Lovric 1990:18) 

 In this apparent phallocratic milieu in Western music, it is not surprising that the 

symphony orchestra has remained resistant to engaging women until relatively recently.  The 

most spectacular example of this exclusion can be seen in the Vienna Philharmonic 

Orchestra, who in 1997 confirmed its policy of excluding all women - except harpists.  It 

appears the orchestra was under the conviction of its most famous conductor, Herbert von 

Karajan, who once said, “A women's place is it the kitchen, not in the symphony orchestra.” 

This has changed, with the employment of women, including concertmaster Albena 

Danailova in 2008.  However, the resistance to women's participation less than 2 decades 

ago, would undoubtedly have left remnants in the ethos of the organization, specifically, the 

philosophy that male is superior.  As Cook observed in 1998, 'sexism is rife in the music 

business” (p.110).  Likewise, O'Neil (1997) comments that, despite the increased 

opportunities and achievements of women in music, men continue to have the more 

prominent roles in the music profession (p.47)  

The result of this is that world-class female musicians are pressured to be “non-

intrusive” and adapt to the archetype of the male leader, be it the authoritarian charismatic 

conductor, or the confident, diplomatic concertmaster.  This situation can be paralleled to the 
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previous chapter's section the leadership femininity paradox.  To conform to the archetype 

“male” conductor or concertmaster, women are forced to acknowledge, assess and negotiate 

their femininity.  Hence, leadership in the symphonic orchestra can be considered an area that 

has long seen the destruction of femininity in a masculinised context.   

The next section of this thesis will address these historical situations and theories 

within the framework on a qualitative research investigation of women in current roles of 

musical leadership. 
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PART B 

 

CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

 This investigation brings together the experiences and perceptions of 5 female 

conductors and 5 female concertmasters currently working in Perth, Western Australia as a 

starting point in the analysis of what it means to be a woman leading the performance of 

music.   

 

 

3.1 Qualitative research. 

 

 Qualitative research is a method of inquiry employed to gather in-depth understanding 

of human behaviour.  Bresler (1996) elaborates on the approach as, “not [attempting] to 

discover reality, but explore different interpretations of that reality” (p.6).  In other words, 

qualitative research enables a detailed and sophisticated account of “what”, “how” and most 

importantly, “why”.  This level of detail was necessary for the subject matter of this thesis.  

As there are few women working in these roles in Western Australia, I required a framework 

that would enable me to gather detailed personally-salient accounts with adequate richness 

and depth to tell the women‟s stories from their perspectives.  The objectivity of perspective 

is an essential component of this research, and justifies the use of the selected methodological 

approach, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 
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 3.1.1 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. 

 IPA was developed and described by Jonathan Smith (1999), and originally applied to 

research in psychology and the human, health and social sciences.  According to Smith, 

Flowers and Larkin (2009) the approach is theoretically rooted in critical realism (Bhaskar, 

1978) and the social cognition paradigm (Fiske and Taylow, 1991) and informed by concepts 

and debates from three key areas of the philosophy of knowledge: (1) phenomenology: the 

study of experience, (2) hermeneutics: the theory of interpretation and (3) ideography: the 

study of the particular. 

 IPA lends itself to this research, by being “phenomenological”, in that it is concerned 

with the personal perception of the women‟s account.   In other words, it emphasises 

perception rather than reality and the “why” rather than the “what” in how people make sense 

of and perceive particular situations and experiences in their personal and social world 

(Smith, Flowers and Larkin 2009).  This approach positions the women's narratives in the 

centre of the inquiry, and through their united dialogues provides a platform to balance 

phenomenological description with interpretation, all from a verbatim transcript.   

 

 

3.1.2 Applications of IPA in musicology. 

 In the field of musicology, IPA is increasingly applicable as a research paradigm, 

reflecting the discipline's progression from a homology-centred, structuralist paradigm to a 

broad “multidiscipline” with postmodern agendas, spurring new modes of musicological 

discussion in literature, philosophy, psychology, history, semiotics, art history and feminism.  

Such discussions call for the application of a methodological approach that simplifies 

contemporary understandings and maximises the potential for meaningful musicological 

debate.   
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Jane Davidson (1997, 2004) has pioneered the use of IPA in music.  More recent 

applications of IPA in music have been varied, including work carried out by Robert 

Faulkner (2006) on masculine identity in choral singing, and Karen Burland (2005) on the 

development of a musical self across higher education.  As yet, no IPA research has focused 

exclusively on female musical leadership and previous studies which have examined the 

subject lack depth because the participants‟ subjective perceptions of their experiences and 

surrounding environments have been left unaddressed.  But of course besides the interviewee, 

there is the subjective position of the interviewer/researcher and how this impacts on the 

research process.  Using IPA keeps the researcher aware of his or her position and its 

relationship to the research environment and the participants. 

 

 

3.1.3 Reflexivity and the researcher. 

 IPA research can be considered “dynamic” in that it acknowledges analysis cannot be 

truly objective.  This is because access to the personal world of a participant is dependent on 

and subsequently complicated by the researcher, who is often researching a topic that holds 

“personal significance” (Moustakas 1994:104).  From this point in the paper I will refer to 

myself in the first person pronoun in acknowledgement of my personal relationship with the 

subject matter, as an aspiring conductor, and the affect this has on my research.   

I believe my conversations with the women were unique in the sense that, on some 

level I could be considered “one of them.” As a woman, developing knowledge in the same 

area, in the same city, (admittedly with far less experience), I was able to easily contribute to 

a lingo surrounding key ensembles, individuals and institutions of the Perth music 

community. Additionally, as I have actively continued conducting alongside my research, I 

have found certain scenarios relayed by participants‟ playing out in my own experiences and 
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in our exchanges was able to share some of these.  Admittedly, this has made it a challenge to 

distance myself from this research.  Whilst some may comment that the validity of this 

research is compromised by this factor, (which I will discuss further in the following section), 

I would instead propose that my position has enabled me to engage in rich and candid 

dialogues with the women that would not be otherwise be possible. My personal relationship 

with the subject matter has been a driving force behind this research, as I have strived for 

clearer explanations of the issues that surround and challenge me - as a female, and aspiring 

conductor.  Carrying out this research has given me greater appreciation for orchestral 

conducting and a desire to contribute to future research that will hopefully resonate with 

those involved in shaping the future of the profession. 

 

 

3.1.4 Ethics 

 Ethics approval was obtained at the stage of creating the research design (See 

Appendix ii).  Participants were informed that the interview recordings and transcripts would 

be confidential, and that their identities would not be revealed in the thesis discussion.  The 

protection of participant‟s identities became increasingly important in discussions of teachers, 

peers, organisations and institutions.  For the purpose of protecting the identity of women 

pseudonyms were employed.  Additional individuals mentioned by women were simply 

referred to as “X”.   With this contextual information justified, it is now possible to detail the 

methodology employed. 
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3.2 Methodology. 

 

3.2.1 Participants. 

Studies using IPA usually have small numbers of participants and the aim is to reveal 

something of the experience of each of those individuals (Smith, Flowers and Larkin 2009: 

3).  A purposive sample of 5 concertmasters and 5 conductors who have previously or 

currently hold leadership positions with Perth orchestras/choirs or ensembles were recruited 

to participate in this research.  For the most part, I limited the study to women working 

professionally with Perth ensembles and orchestras.  I chose this because I believe the nature 

and discourses of professional ensembles and orchestras are the most revealing for issues 

relating to patriarchal hegemony and a traditional absence of women in leadership positions.  

The following is some brief biographical information about each of the women involved in 

the study.  Pseudonyms have been used to protect the privacy of the women. 

 

 Concertmasters. 

Sara 

 Associate concertmaster with the West Australian Symphony Orchestra (WASO) 

 Formerly principle second violin with WASO, concertmaster with the West 

Australian Youth Orchestra (WAYO) and Universities Symphony Orchestra (USO) 

 Performs regularly with the West Australian Piano Trio and other professional 

chamber ensembles (quartet, trio) 

 Violin teacher 

Mary 

 Co-concertmaster with the WASO 

 Formerly concertmaster with the AYO 
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 Violin teacher 

Jenna 

 Formerly concertmaster with WAYO and USO  

 Member of WASO 

 Performs regularly with chamber ensembles (quartet) 

 Violin teacher 

Amy 

 Formerly concertmaster with WAYO and USO  

 Member of WASO 

 Performs regularly with chamber ensembles (quartet) and a record label signed 

alternative rock group 

 Violin teacher 

Penny 

 Formerly concertmaster with WAYO, AYO and USO  

 Member of WASO 

 Performs regularly with professional chamber ensembles (quartet) 

 Violin teacher 

 

Conductors. 

Janet 

 Conductor with the Fremantle Symphony Orchestra (FSO), Perth Symphony 

Orchestra (PSO), Metropolitan Symphony, Fremantle Chamber Orchestra and 

WAYO. 

 Also former concertmaster with USO and associate concertmaster with WAYO 

 Regularly performs on violin in orchestral settings 
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 Currently string specialist at an elite private girls school 

Elizabeth 

 Conductor with the Collegium Vocal Consort 

 Formerly conductor with an elite private girls school ensemble 

 Senior lecturer in music 

 Double bassist and pianist 

Karen 

 Freelance conductor with Playlover Inc, West Australian Academy of Performing 

Arts (WAAPA) and the WA Opera Company. 

 Repetiteur with the West Australian Opera Company 

 Regularly performs with the Trinity piano trio 

Susan 

 Conductor with the WASO chorus 

 Formerly conductor with WA Opera Company, The Gilbert and Sullivan Society, The 

Perth International Arts Festival, Gondwana Voices and an elite private girls school 

ensemble and  associate conductor with the WASO chorus 

 Lecturer in music 

 ABC radio host 

 Clarinetist 

Anna 

 Conductor with WAYO and a specialist music school 

 Formerly conductor with an elite music school 

 Regularly performs on the saxophone 

 Saxophone teacher 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   70 

3.2.2 Materials. 

Schedule for questions in semi structured interviews. 

 A guided questionnaire was devised to assist the flow of the interviews.  The 

questions were drawn from my own experiences in conducting as well from the broader 

theoretical ideas explored in the contextual chapters of the thesis (see Appendix i). These 

questions were used flexibly and the participant has an important stake in what is covered.  

The point of departure in interviews was the question, “Tell me how you starting working in 

the role of conductor/concertmaster?” This open-ended question allowed each woman to 

begin by reflecting on why she chose to take up this career and decide what she felt was 

important to reveal or conceal.  We then went on to discuss training, early influences, 

inspirations, mentors and experiences of significance.  We slowly broached more sensitive 

topics, such as, whether she believed female conductors or concertmasters face any unique 

challenges?  

 The use of semi-structured interviews, according to Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009) 

“enables participants to offer a rich, detailed, first person account of their experiences and 

remain consonant with an intimate focus on one person's experiences” (p.56). 

 

 

3.3.3 Procedure. 

 Interview rationale. 

My focus during interviews was on the interaction rather than the gathering of 

information, in the sense that I hoped to develop new ideas rather than provide pre-existing 

hypotheses.  In other words, the process of analysis was subordinated to the process of 

listening.  This approach enabled a degree of flexibility in conversations, as I was able to 

stray from the set of guided questions, which covered key themes, and engage in a deeper 
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dialogue on unanticipated issues that spontaneously arose.  Although the same research 

questions were asked, each interview moved into territory unique to the experience of the 

different subjects as the women focused on the issues of importance to them.   

 

An emphasis on validity. 

 Given my experiences as a young female conductor, bias towards the subject matter 

was a central concern.  Manifestations of bias within research is outlined by Cohen and 

Manion (1996): 

The sources of bias are the characteristics of the interviewer, the 

characteristics of the respondent, and the substantive content of the questions.  

More particularly, these will include: the attitudes and opinions of the 

interviewer; a tendency to see the respondents in their own image; a tendency 

for the interviewer to seek answers that support her preconceived notions; 

misinterpretations on the part of the interviewer of what the respondent is 

saying; and misunderstandings on the part of the respondent of what is being 

asked. (pp.281-282) 

In order to reduce my inherent bias towards the subject manner, the semi-structured 

interviews were formulated to avoid leading or biasing the women towards a particular 

response.  Before the interviews I undertook several practice interviews with women who 

were not included in the study so that I could reflect upon my questions and improve their 

comprehensibility and objectivity.  During the interview process I was vigilant to not to 

encourage or discourage responses and endeavoured to explore participant answers as 

comprehensively as possible.  In these ways, I attempted to maximise the validity of the 

research. 
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Interview process. 

 Interviews took place over a two month period.  Participants were interviewed in a 

place of their choosing; typically, cafes or at their house.  This enabled participants to feel 

comfortable and speak freely about their experiences.  The average duration of an interview 

was 80 minutes. 

 

 Data analysis. 

Following the interviews, transcripts of the recordings were made and the analysis 

followed according to the guidelines outlined by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009).  The 

transcripts were printed with large margins either side of the page to make analytic 

comments.  The first step involved, “immersing myself in the original data” (p.82).  This is to 

ensure participants were, “the focus of analysis” (p.82).  To do this, I read the transcripts 

several times and consciously strived to “enter the participant‟s world” (p.82).  During this 

step recurrent words and ideas for each participant were documented in the left-hand margin 

of the transcript paper.  This was a slow process, with each reading providing new insight.  

All themes taken into consideration during this step. 

The second step of the analysis was the refinement of these words and ideas into 

vague themes titles which were documented in the right-hand margin.  Recurrent themes 

were listed on a separate sheet of paper.  This treatment was done for each of the 10 

participants.  From this point it was possible to see convergences in themes across the 

transcripts.  The subordinate themes were identified not just by occurrence in the transcript, 

but also by the richness of passages.  The identified subordinate themes were: learning on the 

job, lacking direction, self-efficacy, influence of mentors, competition and politics in the 

orchestra, establishing professional relationships, tradition and practicality in community 

orchestras, defining career success, flexibility and diversity in part time work, impact of anti-
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social hours on personal lives, the female form on display, pregnancy, the orchestra as the 

“boys club”, age and respect, confidence in musicianship as a saviour for professional 

identity, concertmasters the “mother hens”, femininity and the concertmaster, perspectives of 

a conductor/concertmaster and role primacy in conductors. 

From this point, the subordinate themes were checked with the transcript to ensure the 

connections made sense with the primary source material and actual words of the participant.  

I also ensured that I was not enforcing my own bias or predictions of themes into the 

research. 

The subordinate themes were then able to be categorized into a “theoretical ordering” 

(Smith 1999) which revealed the superordinate themes of 1) Career path, (learning on the job, 

lacking direction, self-efficacy, influence of mentors) 2) Perceptions and experiences of the 

Perth music community, (competition and politics in the orchestra, establishing professional 

relationships, tradition and practicality in community orchestras) 3) Perceptions of career 

success, (flexibility and diversity in part time work, impact of anti-social hours on personal 

lives) 4) Physicality, (the female form on display, pregnancy) 5) Professional identity, (the 

orchestra as the “boys club”, age and respect, confidence in musicianship as a saviour for 

professional identity) and 6) Differences between female conductors and female 

concertmasters, (concertmasters the “mother hens”, femininity and the concertmaster, 

perspectives of a conductor/concertmaster and role primacy in conductors). 

The final themes to emerge from the women's transcripts will be discussed in the 

following chapter Analysis and Discussion. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

 Chapter 4 documents the exploration of key themes to emerge from the qualitative 

analysis of the women's phenomenological description with their interpretation through the 

verbatim transcript.  The six key themes to emerge are: 

 

1.  The career path of the female music leader: Self-efficacy vs. operational learning. 

The unconventionality of the professions was highlighted in interviews, with the women 

displaying unique factors and individual circumstances that led them to the place they are 

today.  Despite the vastly different circumstances in each of the women's career progressions, 

some striking consistencies emerged from the cohort.  The first of these was the lack of 

direction the women felt early on in their careers.  This was offset by their sense of self-

efficacy - that they had the abilities to succeed.  The second consistency amongst the women 

was the role mentors played in inspiring and informing their career paths.   

 

2.  The Perth music community: Orchestra politics, working with friends. 

 All women displayed an awareness of the existence of politics in the orchestra, and spoke of 

the benefits and disadvantages of working with friends as well as the dynamic of working 

with community ensembles. 

 

3 Change and compromise: Redefining career success for female conductors and 

 concertmasters in Perth.   

The redefinition of career success for female conductors and concertmasters in Perth emerged 

as a theme of deep significance as the women spoke of sacrifices they have made in terms of 

career aspirations and their personal lives. 
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4.  Physical presence: 

The women identified their physicality and dress as areas that potentially disrupted their 

credibility in leadership positions by drawing attention to their femininity. 

 

5.  Professional identity. 

The concept of professional identity was a recurring point of discussion among participants.  

Participants demonstrated an acquaintance with masculine discourses in the organisational 

blueprint of the symphonic orchestra, and in turn, an appreciation of the importance of 

musicality in shaping and somewhat justifying their professional identity as leaders in that 

environment. 

 

6.  Concertmaster vs. Conductor. 

Despite a rich and intertwined history, the two professions in their modern manifestations are 

distinct, with unique sets of challenges for women.  The women's perspectives indicate the 

concertmaster position is more aligned to femininity and thus more open to women's 

participation. 
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4.1: The career path of the female music leader: Self-efficacy vs. operational learning 

  

 The pursuit of a career as a professional conductor or concertmaster is undertaken by 

only a select group of individuals.  These roles are often chanced upon by talented musicians 

who are then forced to learn quickly on the job or rely heavily on mentors to show them the 

routes.  The unconventional pathways to these professions were highlighted in interviews, 

with the women discussing the unique individual circumstances that led them to the 

professional situation they occupy today.  Despite the vastly different circumstances in each 

woman's career progressions, consistencies emerged.  First, there was the lack of direction all 

the women felt early in their careers.  This lack of direction was offset by an over-riding 

sense of self-efficacy, with each woman believing she had the ability and musical knowledge 

to succeed eventually.  Secondly, mentors played inspiring and informing roles in the 

formation of their professional identities and perceptions of career potential and limitations. 

 

 

4.1.2 Learning on the job: Lacking direction and “falling” into careers.   

 In many senses, working in the role of conductor or concertmaster is dependent on 

experientialism: a doctrine that knowledge comes from experience.  To learn how to conduct, 

one needs to conduct.  To learn how to be a concertmaster, one needs to occupy the first desk 

in an orchestra.  This “learn on the job” perspective complies with Klenke (1996) who 

perceived that leaders are, “self-taught and gain leadership skills through trial and error” 

(p.258).  The result of this is that conductors and concertmasters enter positions with very 

little experience and according to Eddlemon (1980), “have to learn everything through their 

mistakes" (p.1).   
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Sara supports this perspective in her understanding of the process of becoming a 

concertmaster saying, “It‟s not really talked about.  You cannot go to concertmaster school!” 

Likewise, Susan talks about the most difficult step for young conductors being the initial 

experience in the role: 

You have to get some flying hours down.  Your learner's permit.  That is the 

hardest thing. 

This theme of “falling” into their careers by default without a plan or specific preparation 

seemed a common response amongst participants.  Mary recalls how she started playing the 

violin by default: 

Well I started playing the violin when I was 7 years old, my mother was a 

piano teacher and so she bought a little violin for my sister Mary-Anne…she 

did not seem very interested so I thought that I would learn it! 

Sara's recollection also indicates that her orchestral career happened by default after her first 

career plan fell through: 

 I started off wanting to be a string quartet player and trained initially to be a 

string quartet player… and then the quartet broke up [laughs].  So I freaked 

out and thought, “What am I going to do now?” I never thought I would be an 

orchestral musician.  Never ever.   

Likewise, Susan did not enter the conducting profession through a direct career line, recalling 

a period of time where she was juggling numerous musical roles: 

I found myself conducting choirs in the community and honing my skills there 

and even starting to become a music director for Gilbert and Sullivan 

productions.  I was acquiring these additional skills [clarinet and voice 

studies] along the way while studying for a BMus Ed… then I returned to 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   78 

university and did a MMus and then I came back again and did a masters in 

choral conducting. 

According to Beeching (2005), this lack of direction is typical amongst musicians.   

When asked if they had a concrete plan for their career path, most successful 

musicians will say no.  Either they had no plan at all or they had a vague 

vision.  They stumbled onto opportunities.  There were stretches of time when 

their lives made no sense, when they seemed directionless.  They bounced 

from project to project relying on their instincts and following the path of their 

artistic integrity.  Miraculously, it all worked out pretty well” (p.3). 

While this might be said of any profession, particularly in the current climate of vocational 

hesitation, for the musical performer career instability is an inherent part of their lives.  This 

is discussed further in chapter 4.3.3.  Personal Life: The impact on relationship of working 

“anti-social” hours. 

 

 

4.1.3 Self-efficacy: The success that came naturally. 

 This degree of uncertainty in participant's careers was offset by their belief that they 

had the abilities to succeed.  Bandura (1986) refers to this as “self-efficacy”.  Participants 

displayed extremely high levels of self efficacy in willingly undertaking the challenge of 

beginning career without prior knowledge.  Mary references how the role came naturally for 

her: 

I had perfect pitch.  That can be learnt, but you know…yeah I did show 

potential…it just came so naturally.  I guess it is natural for me to be a bit 

bossy [laughs].   

As does Amy: 
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I would not say [I received] any specific leadership training…for me it was 

kind of a natural thing.  The gestural movement… leading is a natural thing.   

And Susan: 

…I just loved it! I was really in my element….I knew that was where my 

skills were, not just in the conducting of the music, but as a communicator.   

This self-efficacy can be seen in Mischa Mischakoff, who, in recounting his early life, said he 

was born, “with a violin and bow in his hand” (Mischakoff Heiles 2006:261).  In other words, 

he knew, without a doubt that his future career as a violinist was never in question, regardless 

of his circumstances.   The importance of self efficacy in shaping success became evident 

when Susan responded to a question about whether two prominent female conductors would 

have achieved the level of success they have without help from mentors Susan responded 

saying, “Yeah I do.  Because of the nature of the two people we are talking about”.  Susan's 

response illustrates an appreciation for the relationship between self-efficacy and success 

through her implication that the two conductors in reference made the most from 

opportunities that came their way because they believed they could make the most of them.  

According to Nairne (2003) Self-efficacy significantly shapes and constrains what we gain 

from learning (p.261).   

 

 

4.1.4: The mentor influence: Learning by example from idols and idiots. 

 According to Burland (2005), “the role of others in the development of musical 

expertise is vital” (p.22).  The individuals who informed the women‟s musical 

understandings through their positive or negative example take the form of teachers, idols, 

peers and parents, and can all be encompassed as “mentors”.  According to Kram (1985), the 

term “mentor” typically describes a, “relationship between a younger adult and an older, 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   80 

more experienced adult [who] helps the younger individual learn to navigate the adult world 

and the world of work” (p.2).  Kram refers to two types of mentor functions: “career-related 

support” which enhances the younger adult's advancement in the organization through 

sponsorship, exposure, coaching, protection and challenging assignments; and “psychological 

support” which enhances the “individual's sense of competence, identity and effectiveness in 

a professional role through role modelling, confirmation and friendship (p.32). 

For musicians, mentors often take the form of their teachers, who according to 

Gembris and Davidson (2002), “serve as role models while also providing the necessary 

technical skill and musical knowledge (p.23).  Davidson (1997) comments that this 

teacher/pupil relationship is, “one of the most significant social relationships in music” 

(p.214).  She elaborates on the dynamics of this complex relationship.   

The historical impact of teachers has already been explored, but recent 

empirical research has shown that the relationship between teacher and pupil 

in the music lesson is a particularly interesting social phenomenon, for unlike 

many other forms of learning which tend to occur in groups, in musical 

instrument learning the teacher and pupil most often work in one-to-one 

settings.  This means that the personal relationship is an important factor in the 

learning process. (p.214) 

Concordant with Davidson's research, many of the women relayed memories of a 

beloved childhood teacher.  Interestingly, the first teacher that the women mentioned was 

often a parent.  The involvement of a parent early in the development of successful adult 

musicians is common trend (Winner & Martino, 1983; Howe, 1993; Ericsson et al, 1990; 

Manturzewka, 1995, cited in Gembris and Davidson 2002:21).   

 Jess talks about her father: 
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Probably those people in the very beginning.  I learnt violin from my Dad, and 

he is an amazing musician.  He taught me a lot about music and phrasing and a 

sense of all that sort of stuff, and his humility as a musician. 

For Sara, it was her mother that was her first teacher: 

 Well my mother is a violin teacher so it was pretty natural progression.  [I 

thought], “I want to do what mum does”, so that is how I started.  She had an 

orchestra that used to tour Singapore and Malaysia so I did a lot of solo work 

with this orchestra when I was a child.   

Mary also recounts how her mother was her first teacher and gave her and her sister their start 

in music: 

 Well I started playing the violin when I was 7 years old, my mother was a 

teacher and so she bought a little violin for my sister Mary-Anne… 

Karen's experiences are similar: 

 I began playing the piano when I was 3; my mother was a piano teacher… 

The importance of teachers on the women's lives became apparent when Sara articulated how 

she wanted to emulate them in her early aspirations to be the leader of a string quartet: 

The two teachers that were most important in my life were both leaders of 

string quartets.  It is just very close to my heart and the thing I love most.  I 

started off wanting to be a string quartet player… 

 As participants began to undertake studies to become professional musicians recalled 

the mentors that shaped their goals and career paths Karen speaks about a lecturer at 

university whose encouragement had an impact on her self efficacy: 

I took a conducting unit with X.  It was just something I had to do as part of 

my studies, but I ended up really enjoying it…I was encouraged and told that I 

was quite good at it. 
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Sara spoke of her experience with a concertmaster at WASO who, like X with Karen, 

provided her with encouragement: 

X was here in WASO when I first joined.  He was fantastic and always very 

clear, very prepared, very reliable and an amazing violinist of course.  He gave 

me a few pointers.  He himself has obviously made a big study of watching 

other concertmasters and doing it himself.  He is so amazing.  I just wanted to 

learn whatever I could from him.  I think I picked up a few things watching 

him and a few things he told me I could do better.  Before I was assistant 

concertmaster, I was the associate principal second and you have to lead a 

couple of things in that context as well.  There were a few times I had 

problems and X gave me some tips that were helpful.   

Jess recalls a high school music teacher and university professor who passed on their passion 

and interest for music: 

 I had X at St Mary's and the stories he would tell about the composers I find 

myself repeating all the time to conducting classes, like Mozart was that guy 

under the tables looking up girls dresses [laughs].  He gave me that love and 

interest in music.  X is an interesting one.  I have always enjoyed working 

with X as a conductor and have had some really interesting talks with him… 

Jess also referenced a conductor who she undertook master classes with in the Symphony 

Australia Core Conductors program who helped her technique to grow: 

X would probably be my biggest influence.  He took me to the next level of 

being able to move sound and stretch the sound. 

 Interestingly, one of the concertmasters, Amy, regarded a conductor as her primary 

mentor.  This demonstrates that she sees a clear connection between the leadership 

expectations of the conductor and concertmaster: 
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X would be a huge [influence] for me… He was very aware of everyone… He 

made you feel like you had to get into it with everyone else.  When I became 

leader… he always encouraged me… he made me realize the importance of 

the position...  and how the whole orchestra depends on the concertmaster.  He 

was very responsible and sensitive to everyone in the orchestra. 

Susan spoke warmly about fellow participant Elizabeth who acted as her teacher and also 

references Marin Alsop as a mentor: 

Marin Alsop is a mentor figure for me.  Very much! … It was amazing 

working with her… Marin is great with the mentoring.   

Susan continues to talk about how important she believes a mentor to be for young 

conductors: 

I think having a mentor is the most important thing for young conductors.  

Marin had Bernstein.  I think that made her as strong as she is.  Simone as 

well; she earned her flying colours with Barenboim. 

Anna acknowledges her status as a woman and ties to another female conductor, Simone 

Young, who she hasn't met but holds in high regard:. 

As a woman, failing to mention Simone Young would be a crime.  I love her 

expression and energy on the podium and her obvious refusal to follow the 

“conducting guidelines” that are so often insisted on at conducting clinics. 

Anna also references several other male conductors who have been important influences for 

her: 

My all time favourites are Vladimir Verbitsky - proving that language is no 

barrier to communicating music, Isaiah Jackson - who demonstrated that if 

your fingers are long enough you do not need a baton, Dale Lonis - the way he 

projected his personality to the ensemble was amazing and Steve Williams - 
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his consummate musicianship and attention to mastery of the stick remains as 

my ultimate, possibly unachievable goal.   

Karen references Daniel Barenboim, whom she identifies with as a pianist and conductor: 

Daniel Barenboim is a famous solo pianist and a famous solo conductor...  

When I was in my third year, I was playing a Beethoven Sonata for my recital 

and it was his performance of it that I was really enjoying focusing on.  I was 

influenced by it for sure. 

The collective images of the women's mentors depict individuals that provided Kram's 

criteria of “career-related support” and “psychological support” at a time where women 

described themselves as being impressionable and “malleable”.  It became increasing evident 

through the women's stories that these positive role models were deeply respected to the point 

of idolism, and had a profound influence on the women and their careers.  It should be noted 

that the women primarily referenced male mentors.  Rayburn et al (2010) account for this as a 

historical trend. 

In the past, women were able to find only male mentors, because women 

available as role models and mentors were scarce.  The few who were 

available were usually so overloaded with fulfilling service tasks that they had 

little time or energy to also serve in mentoring relationships. (p. xiii) 

Considering the history of mentoring, as male-oriented, the women's reference to countless 

male mentors was perhaps to be expected.  Nonetheless, this is something the women could 

consider revising.  According to Denmark and Klara (2010), “Women have been encouraged 

to seek out mentors who embody certain characteristics such as those who can balance career 

and personal life expectations and who embody feminist ideals of equity, reciprocity, and 

cooperation” (p.10) They continue to note that, “having a female mentor can be a critical 

factor in women's professional career development (p.3)  and, “particularly important for 
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women and minority women, because they are a group that has typically had less access to 

mentoring structures” (Johnson, cited in Denmark and Klara 2010:14). 

Following conversations about positive mentors, the women displayed an equal 

willingness to speak about the individuals who influenced them through their negative 

example (i.e. knowing what not to do).  Penny talks about how her observations of 

concertmasters have had a significant influence on her approach to leadership.  In this 

discussion she compares the approaches of two individuals, one whose approach she deems 

positive and one negative.   

From when I was leading WAYO and that type of thing a lot of what I did 

came from observing past leaders….You do not want some wanker at the front 

on their high horse.  X is like, “my way or that's it.  However the approach of 

X leading quartets and that sort of thing gave me the best experience about 

physically leading and also how to have musical ideas and communicate them 

to people…I like that he respects his players and is open to suggestions. 

Amy references a male concertmaster and critiques his lack of encouragement to the 

orchestra.  Through observing his approach Amy has rejected such methods:   

X is so harsh and instead of encouraging people he puts people down…I think 

encouragement is so important.  Even in uni orchestra, there have been second 

years that do not have much experience, and I have been harsh on them to 

learn their parts but in a way that still encourages them.   

Interestingly Penny references the same male concertmaster: 

We have been doing Sartory with X who was a concertmaster of WASO.  I 

definitely do not have as much respect for him as I have for other 

people…maybe that is to do with his insecurities… his insecurities are so 

apparent.  If he is playing a passage or something that he cannot play, and you 
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can tell that he cannot play it, he will get really cranky at each member of the 

quartet...  and we can see…we can understand what he is doing, but still it 

makes you feel horrible.  I am not a sensitive person when it comes to that… I 

think he is an incredible musician, I would love to learn from him, but the way 

he says things can be so demoralizing. 

When asked whether Penny believed this conductor was overcompensating his extra musical 

authority because he was insecure in his musicianship she replies, “Yes definitely.  He 

becomes a bully.  It is so clear that it is his insecurity.” Penny also references a female peer 

who she observes to “overdo” the aggressive authority: 

One of my good friends who lives in Melbourne now, led WAYO for a couple 

of years before me.  Some things I really took from her leadership… But some 

things I thought, “They work for you, but that is not the type of leader I want 

to be”…She was very aggressive in the way she went about saying things… 

Not that you want to be nurtured necessarily….Over-compensating her 

authority…  

Janet tells a similar story to Penny, recalling a female leader who she believed was over-

compensating her authority: 

Well, like she would stand up and yell which isn't constructive.  You kind of 

look at her and think “Really? Are you serious?” You just need to say *firm 

voice*, “Guys that is very loud can we take it down a bit”.  Sometimes I could 

see there was friction between her at X.  There was a little battle.  I do not 

know whether it was her trying to say “I am the leader” or whether she 

believed so much what she was saying.  I do not know… 
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 The women's accounts of individuals who they perceived demonstrated how not to be, 

indicate the potential for mentors, both “idols” and “idiots”, to equally inform their musical 

understandings and leadership styles. 

 

4.1.5 Summary: The career path of the music leader: Self-efficacy and 

 operational learning. 

 Traditional career theorists suggest that as individuals get older, confidence in self-

concept increases and the requirement for role model's diminishes.  However, recent studies 

by Sealy and Singh (2008) suggest that, “the tendency to observe and use role models does 

not diminish with age, but rather changes the importance places on various dimensions used 

in the development of the individuals professional identity” (p.210).  Therefore, despite the 

women‟s lack of career direction and supposed “self-teaching” or “learning on the job”, the 

importance of operational learning experiences through significance others (i.e.  mentors, 

idols and peers) cannot be denied in shaping their career paths. 
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4.2 The Perth music community: Orchestra politics and working with friends. 

 

 The Perth music scene is a vibrant contributor to the cultural fabric of Western 

Australia.  At its heart is the WA symphony orchestra (WASO), which was established in 

1923.  WASO performs approximately 130 concerts each year and contains 83 full-time 

musicians.  It is the only professional symphony orchestra in Perth and for concertmasters 

and conductors working in Perth, the pinnacle of their professions.  This chapter 

acknowledges the nature of the Perth music community and explores participant‟s 

perceptions of orchestral politics.  It will also explore how they establish professional 

relationships with friends and how they negotiate an approach for work with community 

ensembles.   

 

 

4.2.1 “A strange beast”: Competition and politics in the orchestra. 

 As Sara said in her interview, “It is a funny place, the orchestra.  A strange beast”.  

Chapter 2 articulated hierarchy as key features of the orchestra.  Therefore, it is not surprising 

that politics within the orchestra relating to competition amongst co-workers was a strong 

theme of discontent amongst the women.  Anna acknowledges this element of the orchestra 

and stresses the importance for conductors to be sensitive to potential conflicts: 

There is always a hierarchy of leadership within the players, especially in 

adult groups, so the conductor needs to exercise a good deal of diplomacy 

when communicating with an ensemble. 

Janet also acknowledges orchestra politics and the importance of being able to mediate with 

players: 
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You need personality.  Being a people person is needed more now than 

perhaps it has been in the past.   

Concertmasters identified allocation hierarchy as a recurring cause of tension, fuelling 

orchestra politics.  Amy articulates this saying, “there is controversy about where people sit 

and things like that.” As does Penny: 

In orchestras there are politics...the hierarchy where if you are at the back you 

are at the back and you do not say anything… I do WASO to pay the bills.  

Some of the rep is fantastic but I hate the politics.  At the end of the day, you 

are all playing the same music.  Who gives a shit where you sit - you are all 

playing the same music…  

Penny continues to give the advice regarding politics: 

Do not get involved with the politics.  Stay humble.  It is about the music… 

keep reminding yourself that the end product is what is important and you will 

find a way.  There will always be people who disagree and listen to them...  

but know that you cannot please everyone. 

Penny's attitude of “not getting involved” and focusing on the “end product” complies with 

Vinnicombe and Colwill (1995) who found that for many women the focus at work is clearly 

on task accomplishment; they do not see the relevance of politics. 

Mary also indicated an awareness of general politics in the orchestra, describing the 

environment as “brutal” and orchestral musicians as unsupportive of others‟ success.  She 

justified this as an Australian attitude, “I think the Australian mentality unfortunately is to 

pull down people”. 

Mary continues to speak about this: 

You know thinking about being a female concertmaster I have found that my 

colleagues are the worst...  It isn't the conductors going, “Oh look a young 
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female let‟s be a bit brutal”.  No, it's often your colleagues who can be the 

worst. 

Margaret attributed the 'small mindedness” to Perth being a small city. 

[Perth] is very limited.  We are not a hub like Sydney so we do not get an 

automatic cross fertilization of ideas from different people coming through.  In 

Perth it is a little bit incestuous.  It is a beautiful place and it‟s hard to leave… 

We really should have a more vibrant cultural community… 

Susan also bought up the limitations of Perth: 

I think we are in such an isolated city in Perth.  I think you need to go out and 

grab that experience and come back.   

Sara spoke of the politics in WASO and how she has felt discriminated against: 

When I was associate principal, second there were a few interpersonal 

relationships that got the better of me.  I think whatever you do, maintaining 

working relationships is important… My associate concertmaster, who was 

also my teacher, said, “It's amazing you got the job because you are female, 

you're Asian and you're short! He said it is almost unheard of because this 

environment is so prejudiced against people like me and yet there are so many 

good musicians out there.  What are they going to do? It isn't fair really. 

Sara continues to justify interpersonal problems as a consequence of the generic musician's 

personality traits rather than an Australian attitude:   

Musicians are known to be perfectionists! There is also a stereotype that 

musicians are overly emotional people…and musicians have egos…that is a 

problem.  I think musicians tend to get quite defensive.  When you are 

constantly being told what to do it does get to you sometimes and you feel like 

saying, “No do not tell me what to do.  I think you are wrong!”  
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 It is not surprising that the women bought up the issue of interpersonal politics 

amongst co-workers within the orchestra.  According to Gillinson and Vaughan (2003), the 

main area of stress on musicians is peer pressure: “Musicians who are susceptible to stress 

always say that it is what their immediate neighbours and colleagues on the platform think of 

them, rather than their audience….”  (pp.200-201). Likewise, Cutler (2010) found that 

professional satisfaction often has more to do with collegiality between co-workers than the 

content of tasks completed.  Cutler continues to reference the music industry: 

The music business is first and foremost about people.  Not music.  Not 

business.  Not money.  Not talent.  People.  Interpersonal skills can make or 

break someone in any environment, and they usually do. (p.138) 

Unfortunately for women, this highly competitive social environment has been proven to 

favour men.  According to Rhoads (2004) “Males do not just like competition more; they do 

better when a situation is seen as competitive” (p.156).  Therefore the women's discontent 

towards hierarchy related politics in the orchestra are explicable.  An additional cause of 

tension within the orchestra, particularly an orchestra like WASO, is that before members of 

an orchestra become co-workers, they are often friends due to the close-knit nature of the 

music community. 

 

 

 4.2.2 Establishing professional relationships: Working with friends. 

Socialising with members of your orchestra can be a risky situation…there is a 

line of respect that must be honoured at all times.  If your behaviour crosses 

this line, you will run the risk of losing respect….  It is always best to 

maintain a totally professional relationship with the musicians in your 
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orchestra…you should never place yourself in situations that could 

compromise the integrity of your position. (Wittry 2007: 184) 

 The classical music community in Perth is a tight knit group.  It often seems that 

everyone knows everyone.  To give an example of this, I knew all the participants in this 

research, either in passing or personally.  Additionally, participants often referenced people I 

knew or had heard of, and frequently told stories about the other participants, as colleagues, 

mentors or friends of theirs.  This brings up an interesting point of discussion.  What are the 

implications of working with friends? Does it create a role tension between being a leader 

and a friend, or do they enjoy the increased rapport of working professionally with someone 

with whom they have an existing social relationship? Participants were divided on this 

matter.  Several participants commented on experiencing role tension when leading a 

performance with friends involved, and the importance of establishing a “new” relationship 

dynamic with friends in that setting.  Janet expressed her reluctance to talk socially about her 

son in a rehearsal setting: 

…everyone knows me.  I will be in a rehearsal and someone will say, “How's 

[your son]?” and I will be like, “Hang on, we are in a rehearsal.” 

Janet then recounted the successful establishment of a working friendship: 

…when I was doing Best of British the other week one of my best friends was 

on the first desk of the cellos and you know, not really deliberately, we would 

be on the break and I would go into the conductor‟s room, without even saying 

“hi” to her, and she would go and do her thing.  It is just this natural thing that 

kind of happened.  She did not come into my room and go, “Oh hi Jess it was 

so much fun the other night when we were drinking…” you know? [Laughs] 

There is this automatic thing that happens.  The professional distinction is 

made. 
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Likewise, Susan articulates how her interaction with friends changes as they acknowledge her 

as the leader. 

It is a job though so I do not think you have to be that pally wally…To be a 

good teacher there is a line...There is a bit of a gap…when you are on a 

podium, even though you are friends they differentiate, ok this is work, my 

colleague is on the podium and is in charge. 

Indirectly, Mary emphasized how she would adopt a more professional persona at work by 

rejecting her nickname and instead adopting the more formal name.   

Everyone calls me by my nickname…but you know professionally I think I 

prefer my full name.  My nickname is sort of sunshine. 

 While Janet, Susan and Margaret embrace adopting a “professional” persona while 

working with friends, Jenna displays a frustration at having to stay in concertmaster mode 

during rehearsals with friends. 

Yes that is hard.  Sometimes you want to catch up with all the gossip and you 

cannot in rehearsal settings.  Perth is very small with music.  Everyone does 

know everyone! 

Janet, Susan, Margaret and Jenna's comments indicate that they suppress elements of their 

personality that would see them be sociable with friends outside a rehearsal setting.  One 

explanation, which relates to the previous discussions, is that the women may be aware that 

their encouragement of social relationships in a rehearsal setting would subvert their image as 

musical leader.  In other words, the women may be aware of the conventions and traditional 

discourses in the music leadership professions that deem traits associated with masculinity 

superior, and traits associated with femininity (i.e.  sociability, communication and unity), 

inferior or even incongruent.  While Janet, Susan, Margaret and Jenna discussed the tension 

between role conflicts and working with friends, other participants bought up the potential for 
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increased rapport amongst their colleagues.  Penny talks about the relationship between 

musicians in Perth: 

One thing about Perth, the people in the chamber ensembles have all studied 

together and grown up together and there is this mutual respect, musically and 

socially. 

Amy shares a similar sentiment: 

Yeah, everyone knows everyone! …there is generally a mutual respect with 

the Perth crowd. 

Karen comments that working with friends gave her the potential to “let her guard  

down”: 

Well I knew most of the musicians on a personal level, as friends.  That is 

pretty common in the Perth music scene, everyone knows everyone else.  So, I 

was lucky and fortunate that I did not need to change anything about myself to 

get the results I wanted.  I think they respected me. 

 These comments indicate that some of the women feel a sense of familiarity, 

camaraderie and safety with other musicians in Perth.  This is consistent with Crozier (1997) 

who suggests that, “music provides the security of identification with other like-minded 

peers” (p.73). 

 

 

4.2.3 Community orchestras: Tradition vs. practicality.   

 When women enter professions that previously have been dominated by males, they 

usually appear initially in lower-status organizations (Allmendinger, Hackman, and Lenhan 

1996:207) Therefore it is no surprise that all participants interviewed had experience with 

community and student ensembles.  Their responses on how leading in the two settings 
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differs, sheds light on how leadership roles at more informal levels may be more receptive to 

female appointments.  Anna displayed an awareness that greater numbers of women are 

working with community ensembles than with professional ensembles: 

Well there is obviously a larger percentage of male conductors at the 

professional level and a far more even percentage of male/female as you 

descend to community and educational groups.   

Anna also demonstrated an appreciation for a different set of expectations between 

professional and community ensembles: 

With adult groups I phrase criticisms as suggestions and ask for “us” to try 

alternatives to what is happening and allow them to take ownership for how 

they make that happen.  With student groups I explain why I think something 

isn't working and the need for “us” to try an alternative approach.  I then tell 

them how to modify their playing to achieve it 

Likewise, Sara's response shows how she perceives these expectations and how she 'softens” 

her leadership approach with community orchestras: 

You have to be a bit more direct with professional ensembles.  Community 

orchestras play because they love to play.  It is unfair to just [slams hand 

down] you know, hack into them.   

Sara's use of words, saying she felt it was unfair to, “hack into them” or in other words, 

display characteristics of hegemonic leadership, acknowledges that she relaxes her leadership 

approach with community orchestras, and allows qualities such as compassion, understanding 

and patience to come to the forefront.  Sara implicitly accounts for this lean towards 

patriarchal feminine traits by referencing the centrality of music in community ensembles: 

I think it is great that there are community orchestras…and maybe there are 

politics but it doesn't seem so.  The focus seems to be on the music.  
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Professional ensembles lose that sometimes.  It becomes more about power-

plays and politics. 

Janet expresses a similar statement, referencing music making as the focal point in 

community ensembles in contrast to financial incentive in professional ensembles: 

…Amateur, school and community orchestras, you have to remember that 

they are there because they want to play music.  It sounds awful to say the 

professional musicians aren't, but they are there every single day...  it is a job.   

Janet‟s awareness of how she changes her approach for community ensembles to increase 

their enjoyment of the experience was evident: 

I feel it is my job to be really enthusiastic with community orchestras, so they 

enjoy it…I want to let them know we can have a good time… 

Like Sara, Janet's response demonstrates she is drawing on qualities aligned with patriarchal 

femininity such as nurturance, facilitation of collaboration and communication.  Karen's 

response also leans towards “authority based leadership” for professional orchestras and a 

softer approach with community and amateur ensembles.  In response to professional 

orchestra, Karen states that the authority based leadership, “doesn't mean it has to be a man.  

It requires someone who is not afraid to assert their authority or demonstrate how musically 

competent they are.” She continues to define her response towards amateur ensembles: 

With amateur musicians and amateur, not necessarily meaning they are a 

certain level, but just meaning they aren't being paid, it means that there is 

only so far you can push them and you have to be a certain way with people.  I 

have seen conductors try to not be that way with amateur musicians and it just 

doesn't work…you have to know where to draw the line 

Karen also shows elevated knowledge for external factors such as age and gender that she 

perceived may alter the expectations of leadership with a certain ensemble: 
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I think it's different with a professional ensemble than it is with an amateur 

ensemble, I think it's different with an adult ensemble than it is with school 

ensemble, I think it really depends… it is probably different with an all male 

ensemble, like at a boys‟ school than it is with an all girl ensemble.  Really, 

you need to identify who it is you're in charge of and act/communicate 

accordingly.  It simply doesn't work to treat children the same as you treat 

adults.  It really doesn't work if you treat amateur adult musicians the same as 

professional adult musicians.  It doesn't work that way. 

Susan's perspectives concur with Karen's as she references Marin Alsop and Simone 

Young‟s ability to adapt their leadership approach for different ensembles: 

…I have seen how both of them structure their rehearsals, seeing also their 

communication skills with different levels of musicians.  They take a different 

approach with the professional and amateur musicians.  Really, any good 

conductor, you are looking at the clarity of their conducting, but then it always 

comes back to interpretation. 

Sara also talks about the importance of adapting to different ensembles: 

I have learnt to adjust to the way the orchestra responds.  This wasn't my first 

job and the response time and way different orchestras play is quite different.  

I guess you tend to play in a different way and WASO has a certain style of 

playing. 

 Amy expressed an opposing view, wanting to maintain the tradition and hegemonic 

approach of professional ensembles and carry that into community groups. 

…with community groups you have to step it up no matter how easy the gig 

is.  There is almost more responsibility to do so.  I have done gigs with FCO… 

you just have to put your foot down…sometimes you need to keep things 
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professional, like the conductor may go overtime or start late and you need to 

be that voice for the group and step up to the conductor and say “look we have 

to keep going etc”.  So community or not, you still need to keep a high 

standard. 

Still, her response shows a willingness to take on a nurturing role in that setting through 

being a, “voice for the group” and making sure the needs of her section are met.  Mary 

expressed a similar sentiment: 

Well with my approach, I would not change much at all.  For me the main 

thing about being a concertmaster and a leader is musicianship.  If you are at 

the top of your game and working hard consistently… if you are devoted to it, 

the rest of the stuff is peripheral. 

Some participants found working with community groups more demanding than with 

professional ensembles.  Jenna articulated that she was, “more relaxed socially” but thought 

that more depended on her in amateur settings: 

There is way more pressure! You have twenty people backing you up in a 

professional ensemble whereas in amateur groups it is all up to you. 

Penny expressed a similar sentiment: 

…in a community group you have to keep everything together and fix little 

things you would expect to be natural in a professional group. 

The women's responses show maintaining the “tone” of a professional ensemble while 

being “lighter” on amateur musicians for practical reasons (i.e.  they are not as capable as 

members of a professional orchestra) was an ongoing struggle while working with 

community groups.  In most cases participants demonstrated clear understandings about 

employing adaptive leadership to obtain the best results in a variety of circumstances and 

with musicians of varying strengths. 
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4.2.4 Summary: The Perth music community: Orchestra politics and working 

with friends. 

 Navigating politics, establishing professional relationships and assessing suitable 

approaches for various groups are not unique factors for musical leaders from Perth.  

However, I will argue that the geographical proximity of the city, compounded with the fact 

that there is only one professional symphonic orchestra, give interpersonal factors overstated 

significance.  The women's perception of the Perth musical community complies with this, 

suggesting that politics are both rife and unavoidable. 
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4.3 Change and compromise: Redefining career success for female conductors and 

concertmasters in Perth 

 

If there is one word that captures the essence of contemporary organizations, 

societies, nations and cultures, it is the word “change”.  The changes we are 

facing in today's and tomorrow's world demand a new breed of leaders and the 

creation of a new leadership agenda.  Women leaders are very much part of 

the widespread change processes, which are both revolutionary and 

evolutionary. (Klenke 1996: 261) 

 In English, the word “leader” is more than 1000 years old, and little has changed from 

its Anglo-Saxon root laedre, meaning “people on a journey” (Bolman and Deal 1991a cited 

in Klenke 1996:6).  From these origins, we can understand change to be a central theme in 

leadership, particularly the leadership of women, which fuses together multiple discourses, 

which individually are in a state of flux - (i.e.  discourses of leadership and femininity).  It is 

against this rapidly changing landscape that female leaders are forced to reframe and 

reconstruct the major issues of contemporary leadership.  As chapter 1 outlined, leadership in 

its current state, despite its elusive façade and undeniable progress towards equality, remains 

dominated by ideals of patriarchal masculinity.  Given this, it is not surprising that a major 

theme to emerge from the interviews was compromise.  Participants articulated compromise 

as a characterizing feature of their careers as leaders.  They identified the two areas in which 

they had made the most significant compromises as career aspirations and personal life.  To 

expand on the significance of compromise in the careers of female conductors and 

concertmasters, we must first arrive at working definition of career success that takes into 

account limitations of past definitions and the changing landscape of the contemporary 

workplace.   
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4.3.1 Arriving at a working definition of career success. 

Every society in the world establishes standards for achievement - what skills 

and tasks are deemed important and unimportant - and these standards 

influence what the members of the society seek to achieve, and perhaps the 

level of productivity of the society as a whole. (McClelland 1961 cited in 

Nairne 2003:377) 

 Career success has been explained as “the subjective and objective aspects of 

achievement and the process of an individual through an organization or an occupation 

(Arthur et al.  1989).  Operational definitions generally include the number of promotions, 

salary increases or levels, current hierarchical positions (e.g.  Tharenou et al.  1994; 

Melamed, 1995).  The focus on employment primacy and hierarchic achievement in 

traditional notions of career success restricts the potential satisfaction of individuals who do 

not value, or are not able to fulfil such requirements in their occupation.  Such is often the 

case for individuals working as conductors or concertmasters.  In the highly competitive and 

specialist field of classical music, those leading the performance of music circle the upper 

echelon of musical aptitude and fight for extremely few positions, often on a limited salary.  

They endure years of highly specialised skill training, yet seldom receive performance 

opportunities that recognise their capabilities.  Gillinson and Vaughan (2003) note that, “the 

life of an orchestral musician can be highly rewarding, challenging and exciting, but is just as 

likely to be frustrating, exhausting and unfulfilling” (p.194).  Likewise Bennett (2008) 

observed classical musicians often have careers that fail to offer, “rewards commensurate 

with effort” (Bennett 2008:36). 

Furthermore, the roles of conductor and concertmaster are complicated by multiple 

discourses that deem a specific type of individual likely to succeed (see chapter 2).  Despite 

this, more and more diverse individuals are choosing to embark on professional careers as 
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conductors and concertmasters, and are indeed achieving personal career satisfaction outside 

the constraints of conceptions of career success.  Therefore, it is necessary to reconceptualise 

career success to encompass the changing landscape of the contemporary workplace.   

One of the greatest challenges conducting this research was establishing how 

participants viewed career success and what factors they identified determined success.  In 

interviews, the woman spoke about how life as an orchestral musician had the potential to be 

exciting and rewarding, but was just as likely to be frustrating and exhausting.  Career 

success was referred to as a process rather than a product - a continuous balancing act.  

Participants discussed how their aspirations changed over time and how they developed 

strategies for coming to terms with new sets of career possibilities.  Specifically, participants 

emphasized the ongoing quest for equilibrium between their work and home lives and the 

importance of having flexible work schedules and diverse skill sets over employment 

primacy and hierarchic achievements.  In other words, participant's sense of career 

satisfaction rested more on the day-to-day activities that contributed to their career 

development rather than the achievement of specific goals or positions.  This finding concurs 

with Vinnicombe and Colwill (1995), who believe that women define their success in terms 

of meeting a relentless stream of demands (often conflicting) from everyone around at work 

and at home (p.  78).  From the interviews, balance, equilibrium, flexibility and diversity 

were recurring topics of discussion.  These themes can be condensed under the umbrella 

theme of “compromise”.  Therefore, in reconceptualising notions of career success amongst 

female conductors and concertmasters working in Perth, we must include the “ability to make 

compromises on a day-to-day basis” as a fundamental element. 
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4.3.2 Part time work: Flexibility and diversity. 

Many musicians struggle with the issue of balancing the need to make a living 

with the need to pursue their passion.  There's no way around it.  The process 

of developing your professional career and income as a performer takes time.  

Most musicians, at some point in their careers, work day jobs (Beeching 

2005:294). 

 The first key area in which participants articulated they had to make compromises 

was their career aspirations.  The women interviewed can be characterized as a group of 

highly motivated and ambitious individuals; however, the need to remain financially stable 

has forced them to cultivate alternate activities from their performance ideals.  Bennett 

acknowledges this as typical for musicians, “who are required to engaged in multiple roles to 

remain financially viable” (p.36).   This was the case with Susan, who began teaching to 

supplement her conducting work.  In retrospect, she believes that her heavy involvement in 

teaching restricted her from taking opportunities that would have furthered her conducting 

aspirations: 

…do not get me wrong some people are brilliant teachers but that isn't me.  To 

keep my passion in conducting going I had to do all these extended things… 

So then the balance probably wasn't there…well I went so far down the 

teaching role.  I wish I had the courage in my early 20s to go overseas and 

study with a mentor.  You know, take that opportunity.   

Sara spoke about the setback of having to take one month off the associate concertmaster 

position with WASO due to her hectic part time work schedule. 

I do a lot outside the position.  I teach a lot and play a lot of chamber music in 

various venues not just with my trio…It is hard.  It is really hard.  I found it a 

real struggle last year.  I took a month off for fatigue… I think I took on too 
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much last year and had a complete burnout.  I think you have to be really 

careful. 

Anna's perspectives also emphasize the importance for conductors working in Perth to be 

prepared for diverse work experiences that do not necessarily correlate with their aspirations.  

Her advice to young aspiring conductors was: 

Be realistic about what Perth has to offer conductors, be prepared to conduct 

in a variety of contexts and do not expect too much too soon. 

Anna also talked about patience: 

Understanding that success in conducting is based on sheer effort and hard 

work would have removed my feelings of inadequacy in the early stages and 

taught me to be patient and just continue to work hard without losing heart.  

While some participants spoke of the disadvantages part time work has had to 

their career progression and aspirations, others attributed career opportunities 

that emerged as a direct result of this peripheral work. 

Elizabeth began teaching music in a school to supplement her higher career aspirations.  It 

was through this work and the encouragement of an enthusiastic principal that she was able to 

seek opportunities to develop her conducting: 

I went into teaching to save some money to go to England to study 

accompanying with Joel Moore…I look at what I did in my first two years of 

teaching and think I must have been mad! …during this first year ISME had a 

conference here in Perth and I was exceedingly motivated and my principal, 

who had a bit of a bias towards music education, said, “Nothing like this will 

come to Perth again, you can take time off to go”.  I had access to an 

American director who had come out with this choir and he came and gave 

workshops with my choir - this guy, Rodney Ickenberger was exceedingly 
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good.  He just seemed to have a way of fixing everything, which I discovered 

later is his trademark.  So I thought, I could go to the states and do piano and 

study with him as well, which is what I did for a year and then I came back to 

Perth, taught for another 6-7 years and went back to the states and studied 

conducting for another 4 years. 

Anna and Janet initially began conducting through part time work with school ensembles.  

Anna talks about how she was asked to take a Junior Band at Kelmscott Senior High School 

as part of her teaching responsibilities at the School of Instrumental Music.  She explains 

how part-time work and activities supported her primary artistic endeavour. 

[I think] It is important to have and develop interests that support your 

wellbeing enabling you to bring as much energy and freshness to directing as 

is possible. 

A considerable positive for the women's participation in part-time work is their 

acquisition of diverse and unique skills.  According to Cutler, “musicians with a unique 

history and vision stand out from the rest” (p.10).  This is important for musicians, who 

according to Bennett “sustain their careers within an increasingly complex and competitive 

cultural environment” (p.11).  Another positive of these women having such diverse skills is 

that when their careers end, they know they are able to go on and teach, which Beeching 

(2005) notes, many find, “a satisfying and rewarding complement to their performance work” 

(p.299).   

Mary displayed an appreciation for the time limitations of her career, despite currently 

holding the concertmaster desk in Perth's only professional symphonic orchestra.  She does 

this by talking about her future career plans: 
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When I am older I would like to become a specialist teacher … in my teens I 

lost my way a bit.  That is what I would like to specialize in my career later 

on…so they do not slip through. 

The requirement for the women to diversify their skill sets elicited varied responses 

from the women.  For some, like Susan and Sara, undertaking external part-time work was 

viewed as a necessary compromise, but to the determent of their primary artistic goals.  

Others, like Anna and Elizabeth articulated that the requirement to acquire new skills-sets and 

expand their interests supported their primary artistic goals.  Gordon (2006) comments on 

musicians diversification as “a personal matter”, however continues to state that, 

“encouraging it within oneself…paves the way for a deeper musical understanding (p.161).  

This “deeper musical understanding”, can be seen to have resonated with all the women, 

regardless of whether they embraced or rejected the part time work they previously or 

currently undertake.  Either way, the women gained insight into the reality of sustaining a 

career in music and the nature of the lifestyle of a female conductor or concertmaster. 

 

 

4.3.3 Workaholics: The impact of “anti-social” hours on personal lives. 

How can you find enough time to fit everything you need to do into the day 

and the week? How can you find enough time to practice, freelance, teach, 

work a day job and take care of the business side of your career? Admit it, to 

do it all you'd need to live without sleep.  Not possible! (Beeching 2005:254). 

 A consistent element amongst the participants in this study was their busy schedules, 

As documented in the previous subchapter, these were filled with multiple activities and 

commitments.  It seemed that all the women were what might be termed “workaholics”.  This 

characteristic has undoubtedly has contributed to their success.  As Marsha Evans said, “You 
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can have unbelievable intelligence, you can have connections, you can have opportunities fall 

out of the sky.  But in the end, hard work is the true, enduring characteristic of successful 

people” (Cited in Cassidy and Kreitner.  2010: 70).  However, this is not to discount the 

impact rigorous rehearsal schedules during prime socializing times (i.e.  late nights and 

weekends)  is having on their lives, in particular their personal lives.   Personal life was the 

second key area in which participants articulated they were forced to make compromises.  

Sara articulated the impact minimal free time had on her personal life:   

I have had a lot of relationships break up because they just do not see me.  I 

find that really hard to deal with.  My family even, my Mum and Dad say, 

“Can you come around for dinner”, and its like, “How about in May?” I am 

just so busy that I cannot find time for friends and family. 

She continued to explain that her social circle is narrower because it is more difficult for her 

to see non-musical friends outside a rehearsal setting: 

I think that is why many of my friends are musicians.  I find that I have to 

make an extra effort for my friends who are not musicians. 

Anna also talks about the consuming nature of her work and the benefits of having a partner 

involved in music: 

It is very tricky not to become overly consumed by music and teaching.  

Having a partner who is also a music teacher and ensemble director has helped 

enormously. 

Penny also articulated the encompassing nature of music in her life and the difficulties of 

maintaining relationships when nights are occupied with rehearsals: 

Music is 24/7…..  there is always music to learn, to practice and whatever.  

And Friday nights when everyone is going out, I always have a concert or a 
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rehearsal.  It is difficult I guess to sustain a relationship if your partner works a 

9 to 5 and you are going to night time rehearsals. 

Penny references her current relationship as having a good balance because her partner is in 

the music scene: 

…I have the perfect thing at the moment...  My boyfriend is one of the owners 

of the Ellington Jazz Club...  he is very flexible with his time but has that 

respect for the music…  

She also articulates that previous relationships with musicians have had their own 

complications: 

…someone like X...  we were so terrible rehearsing together.  We were 

competitive. 

Sara also articulated the difficulties associated with mixing work and relationships: 

…there is only one orchestra in town! My last orchestra I left because I had a 

really bad break up with someone in the orchestra and I cannot do that here! 

[Laughs] I do not want to leave Perth.  I love being in Perth.  So yeah, you 

have to be careful. 

Jenna expressed a similar sentiment to Sara and Penny about the hectic workload:. 

My social life is rehearsals! It is just impossible though.  Say if you do 

WASO, have a school job..., and teach privately at night, you might also have 

gigs over the weekend.  There is any time for social life gone.  And when you 

do get free time, you just want it for yourself! 

Susan commented about having to, “keep all these balls in the air” and the importance of 

finding balance: 

I think we are all looking for balance.  I tend to be a workaholic and work late 

hours…I have a new job teaching conducting at UWA, still preparing radio, 
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PhD studies which I should do more, and picking up a lot of adjudicating work 

and professional development work.  In the last couple of years, I have found 

a bit more of a balance. 

Susan acknowledged that her experience was not uncommon based on her perception of 

female conductors, referencing Simone Young: 

I know I read an article about Simone in which she is quoted as saying she 

“used to fall asleep in her pasta at night”.   

The women articulated the rigorous and “anti-social” rehearsal commitments have 

had a direct impact on their personal lives.  They comment that their social circles are 

restricted to their musical peers and this often is the same for relationships, which are easier 

to maintain when their partner understands the musical scene.   

 

 

4.3.4 Summary: Change and compromise: Redefining career success for female 

conductors and concertmasters in Perth. 

The music profession has always had a reputation of being stressful.  The 

demands of delivery incredibly high standards of a performance coupled with 

anti-social hours, long periods away from home, and in some countries poor 

pay and conditions all go to make this a very demanding and high pressure 

profession (Gillinson and Vaughan 2003:200). 

 The personal choices that the women have made outside their careers as conductors 

and concertmasters are bound up in complex, diverse and unique conditions.  However, as I 

have shown in this chapter, compromise unified them, specifically in relation to their career 

aspirations and personal lives.  Compromise is essential and should be reconceptualised as a 

requisite for career success for women leading the performance of music. 
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4.4 Physical presence: The female form on display. 

 

Music is theatre.  Concerts are visual.  Strong extra-musical elements can 

transform an event.  Musicians should evaluate every aspect of their 

presentations, from the moment people enter the venue to the time they leave.  

Everything matters, from bows and smiles to lighting and staging, since all 

contribute to the overall experience of viewers (Cutler 2010:164) 

Participants demonstrated awareness that their physical appearance was being scrutinized 

through conversations regarding concert presentation and, in particular, concert attire.  Cutler 

(2010), comments that, “Attire frames the tone of an event and image of performers (p.168).  

Likewise, Beeching (2005) stresses the importance of dress, in particular for female 

musicians.  In her  text, Beyond Talent: Creating a successful career in music, she advises 

female musicians to, “Make sure your audience can concentrate on your music-making and 

not on the knees, legs or thighs you may be flashing or the bodice out of which you may be 

falling! (p.212).   

 All women working as concertmasters demonstrated an appreciation of orchestra 

dress standards.  Sara comments on these: 

They had a rule for women that you cannot wear sleeves above your elbows.  

It is a little murky…I have heard in the past that there have been complaints 

from audience members if they felt someone was wearing something 

inappropriate.  That would come to the switchboard and we would get 

feedback for that.  I am always quite mindful of that.  You just be careful you 

do not show too much or have wardrobe malfunctions.   

As does Penny: 
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[We are expected to have a] demure neckline… I think that is a given…I 

normally wear a long skirt.  Also with something like WASO you would wear 

sleeves… you would not wear a singlet, which I think, is more of a distraction 

thing.  Onstage you want everyone to look the same.  You are a soloist you are 

a member of a collective of 70 90 people whatever.  You have to blend in.  It 

is the greater image.  Yeah so length of dress and plunging necklines I am 

aware of…. 

Many concertmasters admitted to flirting with the boundaries of the dress standards.  Sara 

admitted to, “pushing the boundaries”: 

My sleeves have become shorter and shorter, but as long as no one complains, 

it is ok. 

Jenna also suggested a degree of noncompliance:  

I would not always comply with these dress codes…I wear what I want...  

dresses, whatever… 

Mary also confesses to “glamming it up”.  She justifies this by saying, “I figure I can play 

really well as well as glam it up!”  Despite her confidence in not conforming, Mary later 

expressed that she recognised that she was at a risk of losing respect from the group. 

You can never please everyone.  I do not know if that is a woman thing.  I 

think that comes into it.  I sometimes feel uncomfortable leading the orchestra, 

because I like clothes and glamour...  I mean, I love all that! … Female 

concertmasters, I am sure Sara would agree, might not be taken so seriously… 

Sara likes to wear groovy clothes and so do I... 

However, Penny expressed distaste for those who do not conform to the dress standard.   
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There are times where the younger girls wear skimpier things and it is just 

disrespectful.  I actually like the dress code.  I think people come to a concert 

and expect you to look appropriate. 

As does Amy: 

I made a point this year to the university orchestra because I have felt in the 

last few years there have been girls dressing inappropriately, wearing short 

skirts, low cut tops…  

Amy continued to comment on the importance of the concertmaster set the standard of dress 

for the ensemble: 

I think classical music in popular culture has to have its place and it is 

supposed to be classy, not bare, older people come to concerts ….that is the 

target, ….  and they do not want to be seeing legs and cleavage.  I think you 

have to watch that.  As concertmaster, you definitely are setting an example 

with that.   

Amy's attitude reflects Eddlemon (1980) who comments that, “The concertmaster is a leader 

in concert deportment - an example to the rest of the musicians in 'stage manners”.  If he is 

careful and proper, so will they be (p.178).  Jenna took another perspective, believing that as 

concertmaster it was easier to get away with dressing more proactively by merit of the 

position:   

If a female concertmaster was dressing up a bit I would be like, “Well she is 

the concertmaster it is ok for her.” 

 The conductors, like concertmasters were all familiar with expected standards of 

dress.  They explained how they interpreted these expectations as subduing their femininity, 

ensuring their breasts were fully covered and sometimes even adopting masculine dress, such 
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as a suit or tuxedo.  Janet demonstrated an awareness on the sensitivities of attire, 

commenting on how she advises her female conducting students.  

When I teach at WAAPA, I tell my students to watch what they wear, so that 

the focus is on the music, not a girl's low cut top or every time she lifts her 

arms, her midriff shows.  Do not attract unnecessary attention….I have a black 

satin suit that I wear.  But otherwise I will wear a black top over pants…but I 

do not feel like I have in “it” a skirt.   

Margaret also demonstrated awareness of the expectations placed on female conductors to 

subdue their femininity, commenting that, “Some people think you have to wear what a man 

wears to be a conductor…” She continued to recall passing these expectations to the next 

generation of female conductors, “I have certainly told my female students to not have their 

boobs out!” 

Anna also perceived an emphasis placed on physicality and pressure to comply with an 

“unfeminine” dress code. 

 Very early in my conducting career at a very prominent music school I got the 

distinct impression that my outfit of choice was frowned upon.  I had dressed 

for performance, as I would have for a performance as a player.  Great hair, 

make-up and a long dress.  I very quickly ascertained that I should not 

accentuate my femininity and I have often remarked to other female 

conductors that it is better to dress like a man if you are conducting an 

instrumental ensemble. 

As does Karen, who comments on her familiarity with women imitating men in the role: 

 Female [conductors] try to step up to into the male shoes in terms of attitude, 

control and even dress…  
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Susan talks about being comfortable dressing masculinely, but disputes the expectation of 

playing down femininity in the role: 

 I am comfortable in pants.  You know, you ground your legs in that position 

so I feel more comfortable in pants.  Although I have seen Simone conduct 

once or twice in a dress… I do not think you have to follow the, *low voice* 

“you must wear a tux rule”.  I do not think it has to be like that.  You have to 

be comfortable but you do not want what you are wearing to be a distraction to 

you as a conductor. 

In a similar vein to the concertmasters, many of the conductors rejected the dress 

expectations.   

Margaret admitted to wearing feminine clothes deliberately: 

 I am not a man, so I refuse to do that! On the whole I wear a dress, quite 

stubbornly so.  I am a woman and I will dress like a woman.  I am very happy 

to have all sorts of things and make sure they are nice. 

So did  Karen: 

I still wore my dresses and my girly stuff and make-up and curled my hair. 

Janet believed that her respect would not be sacrificed, despite wearing an outfit she knew did 

not conform to accepted dress standards for female conductors: 

Once I wore something I was a bit unsure about, it was a one shouldered top 

that showed a bit of skin, but in the end I thought, “No, people know who I 

am”.  I like heels too. 

 Several participants also indicated that they felt had to go beyond dress as a conductor 

or concertmaster in demonstrating authority through physicality.  Anna extended the dialogue 

to physical shape: 
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I think women are under more pressure to maintain a svelte and athletic 

appearance on the podium, particularly as they age to compete with men.   

Jenna and Sara both received advice to be a more dominant physical presence in the 

orchestra.  Sara spoke about feedback she received in her trial as associate principal second 

and her difficulty in remaining true to the music, whilst overexerting herself physically in the 

role: 

One of the things that was said in my mid-trial assessment was, 'she's not very 

visible.  She is a bit short.  What can she do to improve that?” But what can I 

do to improve my height! Growth hormones? …I had someone try to give me 

tips on how to change my posture so that I would appear taller and I found it 

really offensive.  They would never say that to X and he is pretty short.  Plus, I 

was young.  I was in my 20s so…For years and years I was told, 'Sara you 

need to be more expressive on stage” I was like, “what do you mean more 

dynamic”, and they were like “no you just need to perform more, be more 

flambuoyant on stage.” And I was like, “I am a little person! Whatever I do is 

going to be smaller than everyone else, you know, it's going to look smaller 

than everyone else.  Do I really need to throw my bow in the air? Really does 

that help?” It is just such a fine line.  You have to demonstrate that you are 

involved in the music, but at the same point, I find when I put so much effort 

into leading, I play louder than I normally would or I put accents in that aren't 

there.  It becomes all too big for what the music requires.  You have to be 

careful to play what is there.  I am a purist.  I like to follow the directions to 

the letter.  I do not like to change what is written. 

Jenna spoke about how her teacher commented on her posture. 
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He made me aware that I had to sit more upright and straight.  He said as a 

concertmaster you need to be a stronger physical presence in the orchestra… I 

do not know how to explain what I was doing… I guess I was playing into the 

music stand a bit before but he was saying you have to really sit up straight so 

you can see everyone.  If you cannot see something, stand up.  Be a presence. 

Several conductors commented on the use of powerful gestures and the advantage men can 

have in this area.  Margaret spoke about the natural physical power of men as an advantage in 

the conductor role: 

I think that men can exhibit power much more readily.  Inevitably, his body is 

stronger.  We have no choice about that, because he has much higher 

testosterone in his muscles and that is what makes muscles strong…I love 

watching Verbitsky conduct.  I think, “Oh god I would love that power!” You 

just look at the physique of the man.  It is like a good solid bear [flexes 

muscles]….  [But] you do not have to be big; you just have to have physical 

strength.  I had a friend in a conducting program in the States and she was 

very strong.  She was a very good director and she used to work out at the 

gym… 

Janet expressed a similar sentiment to Margaret, articulating her perception of the physical 

expression of power being advantageous and something she was actively seeking to 

incorporate into her body language as a conductor: 

[I have worked on presenting] Authority, even in a physical sense, when X 

puts his hand up *gives powerful closed first gesture in the air* it's a big 

masculine male hand supported by his big frame.  So I have really had to work 

on this.  I feel like I do it just as much now, but I have had to work on 
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authoritative body language.  I am not naturally an aggressive person and I 

have had to include that and take out a bit of the sunshine. 

 Participants awareness that their physical appearance is scrutinized complies with 

anecdotal evidence suggesting that post-applause banter of a musical performance lead by a 

woman is often of an extra musical nature, commentary focused on the “novelty” of seeing a 

woman in this role; critiques and observations of how her body moved and the clothes she 

wore.  An example of this can be seen in the reputation of internationally acclaimed 

Australian conductor Simone Young, who is consistently headlined as “The Maestro in 

Stilettos”: 

… [Young] made her conducting debut of The Mikado at the Sydney Opera 

House when the original conductor fell ill and she stepped up to fill his shoes 

(or stilettos in her case - she is famous for her strappy footwear).  As expected, 

she received a vast amount of attention because she was a woman in a skirt 

and heels (cited in Cavendish 2000). 

 Several participants referenced Simone Young and the attention her choice of 

footwear receives.  Elizabeth commented on the marketability opportunity of a female 

conductor referring to Young, “The last time I saw her she conducted in a pair of shoes she 

was obviously paid to wear though [laughs]”.  Margaret also suggested that by wearing 

“heels” Simone may be trying to be more physically imposing: “…part of the fact is that she 

wants to look taller.” Susan concurs with Margaret, 'she started off in stilettos when she 

started off with Stuart Challender because she is tiny and Stewart is tall.  She probably used 

them for height.” Susan suggests that by wearing stilettos she may be sacrificing her 

technique, “The fact she can physically conduct in Stilettos is amazing!” Janet however 

claimed that Simone's choice of heels was for practical reasons, 'Simone feels like she is 
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better balanced in heels.” Regardless of the reason for why Simone wears heels, the fact that 

it is so often referred to following her concerts, as Susan said, “It is a media grab”. 

 This “media grab” focus on women's appearance is present outside the framework of 

music.  Consider a European Union advertisement that featured a stylish stiletto heel and the 

caption “should not your next boss be wearing these?” Whilst purporting to promote women 

as leaders, in fact trivializes feminine leadership by presenting women in a restrictive 

stereotype.  Likewise, in a recent article from the West Australian, referencing a meeting 

between the new Australian prime minister Julia Gillard and Australia's Governor General 

Quentin Bryce, the first line reads, “Two pairs of black stilettos pointed towards each other 

under the desk where history was made at Government house in Canberra yesterday” (The 

West Australian June 25
th

 2010 p3 Yuko Narushima).  In a similar vein countless jokes are 

circulating about Gillard's hair colour.  I.e.  “it is a momentous moment for Australian 

politics, not because we have the first female head of state, but because we have the first 

redhead, or “ranga” head of state” etc.  Rebecca Carmody noted the attention on Gillard's 

appearance in a recent article, Old Julia versus new Julia, referencing a T-shirt for sale that 

read, “Julia Gillard - Totally Hot Chicks Rule!” Carmody also addressed the scrutiny on 

Gillard's body language: 

When she gesticulates, it's judged to be overdone and is a source of irritation 

to many.  “Just what is Julia doing with her hands?” (Carmody 2011) 

 Andrea Mayes, a journalist with the West Australian, is one journalist aware of the 

scrutiny placed on women in leadership positions.  She comments that, “on the surface it 

appears that barriers have been broken and glass ceilings have been shattered and the gender 

power imbalance is finally shifting.  However, scratch the surface and you will see just how 

fragile and illusory it all is.” She continues to reference the media scrutiny on the appearance 

of women in positions of power.   
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The amount of attention given to the colour and style of Ms Gillard's hair has 

been ludicrous.  There have even been articles written about her earlobes…we 

are in serious danger of alienating young women…if they think they are going 

to have to be constantly fending off questions about their hair colour…the 

relentless focus on female politicians appearance…is dumbing down the 

political debate and devaluing the contribution of women. 

 

 4.4.1 Pregnancy: Knocked up and keeping tempo. 

 Out of the women interviewed, Janet was the only one to have chosen to have a child.  

As outlined in chapter 1.2.1 The “Jugglers”: Balancing motherhood and a career, the physical 

display of a pregnant body is associated with maternal qualities of “taking care” rather than 

the leadership qualities of “taking charge.” Hence it is far removed from the power and 

authority associated with the historical image of a conductor.  Janet talks about the surprise 

her audience received when realizing she was pregnant. 

…being pregnant was really interesting.  I did a Weber overture and when I 

turned around my Mum said the audience just gasped. 

She continues to talk about how she deliberately did not reference the fact she was pregnant 

while working as a conductor...  Despite these attempts, when it became obvious that she was 

carrying a child, Janet found her colleagues were more aware of her femininity and status as a 

woman rather than a leader: 

They suddenly treated me like a female, motherly, woman type whereas 

before it was more like “That Rachmaninov was...” I think they saw me as 

more of a woman than the conductor… 

Janet also referenced that she received some comments implying that because she had a child 

she would now not be able to continue working as a conductor: 
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And I had a couple of interesting comments, people saying, 'so is this it?” And 

I was like, “Why would this be it?” [Laughs]  

Janet has continued conducting and manages to balance her work and home life, however it is 

important to acknowledge the impracticality of the pregnant body in the physical act of 

conducting.  Janet refers to this herself, commenting on how she broke the baton on her 

stomach during a performance during her pregnancy, and had to finish the rest with her 

hands. 

 Some participants, despite not having children themselves, were able to acknowledge 

the difficulties having a child would create.  During the interview with Susan she spoke about 

the role conflict for young female conductors with children. 

…young female conductors.  They have to make their mark.  Let's say they 

have a relationship with young children.  They need support.  Whereas with a 

male conductor, like Paul Daniels…The wife fills the traditional role.  So they 

can zip off and do their gigs and you know, they will miss the children and 

that but it isn't the same thing. 

 

 

 4.4.2 Summary: Physical presence: The female form on display. 

The idea of a woman mentally manipulating or controlling music is incommensurable 

and unacceptable, because women cannot be understood to retain their dependent, bodily 

femininity at the same time as producing a cerebral and potentially autonomous work of 

genius (Green 1997:113) 

 The leadership potential of women is ignored when the focus is on external offerings, 

i.e.  “feminized” and “eroticized” dress.  For women, finding a balance between their identity 

in society and as leaders in organisational culture is a major obstacle (Jamieson 1995:125).  
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Despite these obstacles, over the last three decades women have entered many traditionally 

male domains of leadership, including politics and business (Klenke 1996:4).  Their presence 

in the professions and in many of the arts has also become stronger.  However, in music, and 

despite being widely accepted as performers, composers and teachers, women still struggle to 

be taken seriously as conductors and concertmasters. 
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4.5 Professional identity of the female musical leader: Navigating the orchestra. 

 

The words “leader” and “leadership” do not merely describe but actively 

create identities or subject positions… they provide an identity, or a way of 

being a self, for the people charged with the tasks of leadership. (Ford, 

Harding, and Learmonth 2008:89-116).  

 Organisational research has shown that the development of a professional identity is 

important for career success (Sealy and Singh 2008: 209).  We can presume that this 

particularly important for female conductors and concertmasters, whose construction of 

identity remains in line with the previous discussion of compromise, in requiring the 

reconstruction and negotiation of contemporary discourses of leadership in classical music.  

Not surprisingly, the concept of professional identity was a recurring point of discussion 

among participants.   

 In line with the previous discussion about compromise, creating an identity as a 

female conductor or concertmaster requires the reconstruction and negotiation of ideas about 

contemporary leadership; that is, the acknowledgment of leadership in music a category 

unique to studies in both leadership and music.  The type of leader that emerged from the 

interviews was someone with developed knowledge of past and present discourses in the 

modern symphonic orchestra and implicit understanding for both where their strengths as 

women lie in leadership positions in that environment.  Specifically, participants 

demonstrated an awareness of masculine discourses in the organisational blueprint of the 

symphonic orchestra, and in turn, appreciation of the importance of musicality in shaping and 

somewhat justifying their identity as leaders in that environment. 
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 4.5.1 The “boys club”: Working with grumpy old men. 

Mary: “To be honest the orchestra is so brutal.  It is run by a lot of grumpy old 

men!”   

Organization and management theory frequently assumes, although never explicitly that 

managers and workers are male, with male stereotypic power, attitudes and obligation 

(Acker, 1990; Calas and Smirchich, 1992; Martin 1990 cited in Ford, Harding, and 

Learmonth 2008:128).  This theory applies to the organization of the symphonic orchestra, 

which as chapter 2 discussed, has remained strongly resistant to engaging women until 

relatively recently (Carter and Levi 2003:14).  Participants demonstrated an understanding 

that their professions were traditionally filled by men, and they, as women, were trespassing 

into, what one participant referred to as a, “boys club.” We slowly broached more sensitive 

topics, such as, whether they believed female conductors or concertmasters face any unique 

challenges? When discussing such issues the women generally appeared accustomed to 

censor their responses.  “I cannot tell you their name because you would know them”, was a 

common response.  Often, after I posed a question of a more sensitive nature, the women 

responses were preceded by long pauses, grimaces and heavy sighs.  Some women were very 

open about it, others gave indirect answers, but all seemed to acknowledge that “it”, the 

invisible barrier inhibiting women in leadership positions was very much a part of their 

experiences. 

Elizabeth:  Oh it is definitely there.  It really is definitely there.  It comes in very odd 

ways.  I do not think about it a lot when I am running rehearsals.  I think, “I 

have a job to do”.  I am intensely focused, but the boys‟ club is very tight… as 

soon as you start to get prominence.  It is the glass ceiling…-  

Susan: It is tradition.  This has been a male's role.  You know, like judges, law and 

politics.  There are women there, but they are outnumbered by men… because 
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it is reasonably new, I think they still have to prove their mettle more than if a 

guy got up on the podium.  If you are going to go into conducting as a female 

you have to really know your stuff because you are going to be judged 

immediately.  Once you win them over, then you can start working.  I think 

there is this, still, this notion from musicians, *disapproving tone* “oh erm, 

female.  Has she really got the goods?  

Sara:  I think the orchestra is very patriarchal…My brother calls it a barbecue club.  

They all hang out together.  It is tricky…you have to be really strong.  You 

have to really know your own worth… You just have to protect yourself as 

well because people will see you as an easy target….this might be 

controversial, but I think you have to be better if you are a woman…  

My associate principal job was funny.  I did not tell anyone I was doing it and 

they knew there was one person who wanted the job and they knew this 

person was doing it and they thought I was him when I got the job.  They were 

really surprised when they read my name out! I must have sounded like a man 

behind the screen.  My associate concertmaster who was my teacher said, “its 

amazing you got the job because you are female…He said it is almost unheard 

of… 

Karen:  When you are conducting as a female you are doing something that for the 

most part is male based and so you are trying to do something that is harder 

for you…in general women have to work harder [and] do more to get the same 

results and respect.  [Female conductors have to]…overcompensate for not 

being a man….[they] have to try harder to earn respect from whoever they are 

conducting and not thought of as being some pushover at the front flapping 

their arms about.  They would do that by getting some balls! 
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Mary:  Now I will be honest if you are a woman, or with me… they expect me to play 

very well, better than a man.  They expect me to play brilliantly… even my 

mother who is a fantastic mother, when I used to lead the orchestra in 

Adelaide she used to say, “Margaret you were great but I would prefer to have 

a man there.” You might not be taken so seriously.  Especially if you have a 

personality that is bubbly and effervescent…You have to have a very thick 

skin…no matter who you are… I mean, Simone Young and Jess Gethin… I 

just think until the old boys network start to retire, which thankfully is going 

to be a few years… I love having Sara there.  So the two of us lead the 

orchestra of grumpy old men [laughs] 

Anna:  Well there is obviously a larger percentage of male conductors at the 

professional level and a far more even percentage of male/female as you 

descend to community and educational groups. 

Jenna:  …in some ways you do have to be better than the men. 

To explore this issue and its implications further I searched for a way to push our 

conversation beyond the constraints of “acceptable discussion”.  With some women I shared 

my own experiences and found this helped them to elaborate on their perspectives.  Some 

women felt compelled to tell me deeply personal stories, including co-workers blatant sexual 

discrimination.  Sara shared some personal feelings about being discriminated against as a 

female concertmaster: 

Conductors will refuse to shake your hand because you are a woman.  

Conductors will refuse to start the entire concert because you aren't looking at 

them.  I just think if I were a man you would not do that to me.  Certain things 

that they say to you…I have had conductors grab me from behind and shake 

me.  I do not think you would do that to a man you know.  Or yell at me 
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during a concert.  Things like that I just think, “What are you trying to prove?” 

Are you trying to assert your dominance over me or something? I find it 

incredibly offensive.  You have to grow such a thick skin.  I have gone home 

in tears very often because of the way conductors or my colleagues have 

spoken to me, which can be well meaning but so incredibly misplaced.  I just 

think if I were a man you would not have done that to me.  ..I see what 

happens when my brother sits in number two they will shake his hand.  But 

they will not shake mine! I think it is such a small thing to acknowledge 

someone.  It's decent human behaviour.  The power play is always there and I 

find it really tiring sometimes having to cope with that.  You have to keep 

telling yourself it is not personal.  It is their insecurities.  Just do your job and 

do it as well as you can. 

She continued to talk about the lack of respect she perceives: 

I just generally felt a lot of condescension, even from female conductors.  

They treat you in a way they would never treat a male counterpart.  I have had 

someone come up to me and they were acting in a student conductor role and 

they came up to me, patted me on my shoulder and said, “Well done Sara” 

*patronizing voice*.  I just thought, “You would not do that to John Harding.  

You would not do that to a male concertmaster ever.  What do I have to do to 

prove that I am good enough? What is it that you want from me exactly?” 

Despite this candidness, in particular from my interview with Sara, I suspect 

much was still left out, with some things being too private to share with 

someone they did not know well.  What I took from the stories of these 

women was that the discrimination and harassment were as much to do with 

power as they were gender. 
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Like Sara, Elizabeth recognised her unique status as a woman in articulating how women 

have been considered tokens in the musical leadership positions: 

I watched a telecast of part of the proms.  It was an introduction to the 

orchestra with Bill Hayley and there was a woman conductor and she looked 

like she was in conducting 101.  I thought to myself, “How the hell did that 

happen? Well, tick the token box; they have to have a woman doing 

something.”  

 A veiled display of WASO's hegemony can be seen through an advertising campaign 

in the 1990s.  Documented by Bennett (2008), this campaign involved the distribution of a 

compact disc at local railway stations entitled, “Are you a classical virgin?” Encased in the 

compact disc was a free condom.  The facade of this campaign can be seen as a “cute”, 

perhaps crude joke; “Classical music is as good as sex”.  However, it is also an indication of 

deeply entrenched hegemony in WASO's marketing department, which no doubt infiltrated, if 

not originally stemmed from, the orchestra itself.  The campaign is clearly aimed at men, 

through the distribution of condoms, and sex is presented as accessible and purchasable 

through its comparison to a symphony orchestra concert.  Furthermore, the campaign 

presumes that the implied third party, women, would naturally want to sleep with the men 

proposing sex.  If the essence of hegemony is men being served by women, this campaign 

certainly reflects that.  Men are depicted as the audience, being served; and women, the 

orchestra, serving.   

 

 

 

 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   128 

 4.5.2 Age and respect: Youth as a barrier to young musical leaders. 

 Age was referenced as a factor that the women associated with respect.  They 

believed the mentality in the orchestra was that if you were young, people would assume you 

lacked experience and wisdom.  Karen articulates her perception of youth as an obstacle for 

respect: 

…age comes wisdom, which doesn't mean a young person cannot be a far 

superior musician than an older person, but sometimes older people do not 

think that way and so they are just going to think “here is a young spring 

chicken trying to tell me what to do and I have been doing this for however 

long so I know better and I am just going to do what I think.” I have most 

certainly seen this happen. 

Penny also articulates age as a factor that affected her perception of respect in the role of 

concertmaster 

:…I think the biggest issue, if there is any politics, is to do with age, with 

people thinking, “You are 6 years out of uni and I have had that much 

experience so why are you sitting in front of me”…I think it is ridiculous 

because, if anything we were practising so much more than they… So I think 

that is one of the problems in WASO.  I think two years ago they did a cull 

and that was a massive thing.  I can understand why that ruffled a few 

feathers.  People auditioned for the spot and deserved to be there. 

 Some of the women also acknowledged the difficulty of “learning on the job” (see 

chapter 4.1.2), but not being given the opportunities because of age.  Janet speaks about the 

difficulty of gaining work as a young conductor: 
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 [My lack of work] was more a case of experience, which I guess comes with 

age…I guess because I am still young my CV is not as full.  It is an experience 

thing.   

Others recounted similar experiences to Janet where they felt they were not being taken 

seriously, or struggled to gain respect directly because of their age.   

Jenna:  When I was in first year at UWA I was associate concertmaster and that was 

really hard…People would be going, 'she isn't good enough she is too young.” 

I felt like I had no authority.  I actually felt like it did not matter how good I 

was.  No one took me seriously.  It might have just been me at that time.  It 

might have been in my head.  I lacked confidence.  I think it depends on that.  

At that time though, I was really worried about it.  With age you grow up you 

know… 

Sara:  I find it very difficult [being young].  Some of the people I work with are the 

same age as my parents.  I find it very strange telling them how to play and I 

am sure they find it very strange for me to tell them how to play, and maybe 

sometimes even a little insulting.  I do not mean to be but you have to assert 

some sort of authority it rubs people up the wrong way.   

Interestingly, Mary thought that age was more an issue for women than men: 

I sense that there are people who think just because I am younger, and I am 

43!! You sense that they question my direction…But [age is only an issue] if 

you are a woman.  I mean, look at X! He was 23 or something… 

Margaret concurs with the other women, admitting that, “it takes time to get the experience”.  

She continues to acknowledge that talent may overcome the age/inexperience barrier: 

…you know if they are a really talented 26 years old.  I saw a Swedish 26 year 

old appointed music director of the LA orchestra and he was just highly gifted. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   130 

 4.5.3 Musical self: Confidence in musicianship as a saviour for professional 

 identity. 

Chapter 2 discussed how the masculine organisational blueprint of the symphonic 

orchestra could be destabilised through acknowledgment of its function as a vessel for 

making music.  Interestingly, participants emphasized the importance of the musical element 

in the symphonic orchestra, with many highlighting their professional identity as a leader as 

firmly entrenched in their confidence in their musicianship. 

Janet: I am a lot more confident now in my ability as a conductor and in my 

musicianship.  I think that certainly I do not feel that I need to or am even 

aware of the gender as I used to be.  I do not feel like I have to work harder to 

show authority.  Whether it is already in my repertoire or, because I am more 

confident with my musicianship I do not know. 

Karen: The more comfortable you are with your musicianship, the less you have to 

overcompensate… being confident in your musicianship.  You really have to 

show everyone that you are in charge and ultimately they have to rely on you.  

You have to be a certain type of woman to even attempt to conduct: one with 

more strength than it seems on the outside… 

Susan: I was really in my element...  I knew that was where my skills were, not just in 

the conducting of the music, but as a communicator.…if you have self doubt 

then you might be a bit ambiguous…That is something for me.  Self-

confidence… If you know your work you do not have to go overboard with 

that authority… The musicianship is crucial.  Musicianship is the be all and 

end all. 

Amy: Musicianship is so important.  If someone doesn't know the music…the style… 

You loose a lot of respect from people for that.  I have been in orchestras 
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before where people have obviously not prepared.  It is a huge mistake.  

Knowing the music is the main thing….and knowing you know the music 

Penny: You have to be such a musically proficient player if you are a concertmaster 

and you have to know what you are capable of….  You have to the respect and 

that comes from the musical side of it. 

Mary: For me the main thing about being a concertmaster and a leader is 

musicianship.  If you are at the top of your game and working hard 

consistently… if you are devoted to it, the rest of the stuff is peripheral…? 

Elizabeth: You are the leader.  You are the leader of the pack and if you do not have 

confidence they aren't going to hand over the leadership to you, particularly 

orchestral players.  You have to be very confident…You get confidence by 

building your skills and by knowing your score inside out… If you know what 

you are doing people will accept you. 

Jenna: if you are a phenomenal musician and can do your stuff you have nothing to 

worry about. 

Sara: I think I face the same doubts that most musicians have about their playing.  I 

have to work on not second-guessing everything I do.  You have to have a lot 

of confidence.  That is a word that is banged around a lot but you really have 

to know…you are capable of doing that…I know that I can do this job… 

Sara continues, articulating that with other women in positions of leadership, she overlooks 

the fact they are female based on their musicianship. 

Simone Young was magical to work with…I have heard she is quite 

tough…and I have seen her be really tough when needed… [WASO] love her.  

We have a very good relationship with Simone… The fact she is a woman 
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doesn't come into play.  It is just the fact that she is such a good musician.  She 

commands respect… 

Penny expressed the same sentiment to Sara regarding her feelings working with Simone 

Young and Janet: 

[Working with Simone Young] was fantastic! I did not view it differently 

because it was a women [conducting].  Simone…just commands respect.  She 

is a fantastic musician.  With Janet, she is very assertive.  I do not see any 

gender issues really….I had a great experience with the female conductors I 

have worked with not because they are female but because they are good 

musicians. 

Anna also shares this sentiment 

When I have encountered professional female conductors, I assume they are 

conducting at that level because they can, and have demonstrated the ability to 

do so.   

 From these perspectives we can identity a strong link between confidence in 

musicianship and the professional identity of the women.  Musicians regarded confidence as 

the cornerstone of professional success and inner wellbeing (Evans 1994: ix).  Participants 

emphasis on having confidence in their “musical self” is used in a way that provides 

somewhat of an aversion to their apparent transgression (as women), into the potentially 

contentious territory of leadership in the role of conductor or concertmaster.  These quotes 

demonstrate participant's awareness of the masculine associations with the positions of 

conductor and concertmaster.  However, as previously established, the discourses 

surrounding the roles of conductor and concertmaster are far more complex concoctions of 

leadership and music ideologies.  Gordon (2006) aptly articulates this, “positive past 

experiences, such as achievement or success might be associated with our talents and our 
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strong points and they too can be summoned up as powerful components of our personality” 

(p.13).  As does Kemp (1996), “the musician's self-concept is so powerfully tied up with that 

of being a musician that the maintenance of a rigid gender role stereotype may be felt to be 

unimportant.  Musicians may be so used to making decisions and valuing artefacts that can be 

seen as being dissonant with matters relating to social desirability that a few additional 

factors that relate directly to their gender identity may be of little consequence (p.115). 

 

 

4.5.3 Summary: Professional identity of the female musical leader: Navigating 

the orchestra. 

 The professional identity of female conductors and concertmasters has proven to be a 

fascinating area of discussion.  Participants demonstrated awareness that as women, they 

were delineating from the archetypal figure.  Furthermore, the environment in which they 

were acting as leaders was described as rich in socio-historical discourses and expectations.  

Musicality emerged as a “redeemer” that justified their position as leaders and levelled bias in 

gender and age. 
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4.6 Concertmaster vs. conductor. 

 

 It would be remiss to not acknowledge the discrepancies between the female 

conductors and female concertmasters interviewed.  Despite a rich and intertwined history, 

the two professions in their modern manifestations are distinct, with unique sets of challenges 

for women.  In chapter 2.2.1 I argued that the conventions and traditional discourses of the 

conducting profession deem the archetype figure as a man that displays strong levels of 

authority and charisma.  In chapter 2.2.3 I argued that the conventions and traditional 

discourses of the concertmaster profession deem the archetype figure as a man, with less 

overtly masculine traits than the conductor, but displaying strong levels of confidence and 

diplomacy.  The presence of sanctioned and expected diplomacy in the concertmaster 

position presents women with a trait they are able to recognize as congruent with their 

identity as a woman in society.  In other words, the concertmaster archetype draws on 

qualities that are closer aligned to the image of women in western society.  Conversely, I will 

argue that the conductor archetype, which draws primarily on images associated with 

authority, is more closely aligned with the image of the heroic leader and masculinity.  

Therefore women working as concertmasters may have a less complicated negotiation 

between their identity as a woman and identity as a leader in that particular role (see chapter 

1.2 The leadership-femininity paradox: Negotiating conflicting identities).  It was no surprise 

the female concertmasters interviewed displayed a softer side to their leadership approach 

than the female conductors.  In the following sub-chapters I will talk about how the 

concertmaster position is more aligned to femininity and thus women's participation and 

explore the perspectives of one, Janet, who has worked as both a concertmaster and 

conductor. 
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 4.6.1 Concertmasters the “mother hens” of a musical performance. 

Though we're often told we should tone down our emotions in the workplace, 

using our instincts and capabilities - seeing the emotional truth of a situation 

and spending time nurturing to bring out the talent in others - can make us 

[women] extraordinary leaders. (Barsh, Cranston and Lewis 2009:140) 

 Although Mischakoff Heiles (2007) refers to concertmasters as the “masters” of 

musical performance, I will take an alternative perspective in considering them more as the 

“mother hens” of a musical performance.  Despite the female concertmasters frequently 

talking about having to be tough and have a thick skin, they often and inadvertently displayed 

a softer side to their leadership approach.  This is evident from Sara's response, talking about 

occasions she has had to challenge the conductor in defence of “her violin section”. 

Sometimes you have to protect your section.  You have to be like a mother 

hen.  Sometimes you get conductors that are really difficult and not helpful for 

the section, splitting hairs, so on occasion I have said, “No I think it will be ok 

like this….  It is a game of give and take. 

Sara elaborates on the balance she tries to strike in the role of concertmaster between being 

approachable, yet reactive if necessary. 

No.  I am who I am and I believe that if I am not myself people notice and 

think, “What is she trying to pull?” I try to be approachable and if I react, it is 

because someone has provoked me.  I do not pick fights though.  I am a 

diplomat and I think you have to be.   

Janet groups herself with some of the other female concertmasters working in Perth in a 

“peacemaker” and “group collaborator” type role.   

…people like Mary, Sara, myself and that, you are watching the times the 

conductor doesn't go over, you are making sure everyone is watching and 
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supporting the conductor.  You are banding together and keeping the peace 

where it might get a bit tense.  If the conductor and the horn are having 

differences of opinions over a tempo you might suggest, “how about we do 

this after the break”.   

Similarly, Penny speaks about finding a balance in the role of concertmaster. 

…finding that balance between being assertive and… approachable.  You 

have to have the respect most importantly… You have to be assertive, but not 

aggressive.  Also not submissive. 

She highlights inclusivity as essential in the role, acknowledging that she herself is “part of 

the group.” 

[I keep it in mind to] make inclusive criticism, so “we need to fix...” instead of 

“you need to fix”… [I] do not ever single out an individual… even if you say, 

“back desks you need to be on the ball” you do not need to be patronizing but 

you can put it in a way where it is inclusive… I also think you have to have 

their respect.  You cannot be like *sweet voice* “yeah sorry guys can we 

just…we're playing really loudly”  

Penny continues to reference the need for diplomacy: 

…they have to be diplomatic… there cannot be any bitchiness… [The 

concertmaster] is the one person representing everyone.  It takes an amazing 

person to be a good concertmaster… 

Jenna says an important piece of advice for young aspiring female concertmasters is to “try 

and get along with everyone.” Mary emphasizes the importance of helping others. 

I totally try and support and build up anyone who is trying to achieve…I think 

the more you try to help other people… [The more everyone can succeed] 

there is plenty of pie for everybody and there is a place for everybody really. 
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The women's responses indicate that they perceive diplomacy is sanctioned and 

expected in the position of concertmaster.  By using this trait they are able to identify with 

their role as a woman in society, and as a leader in the role of concertmaster.  This 

undoubtedly would result in an increase in confidence.  Confidence itself is the second 

primary trait associated with the conventions and traditional discourses of the concertmaster 

profession.  Therefore, for women working as concertmasters, there is the potential to set a 

chain of success in motion.   

 

 

4.6.2: Femininity and the concertmaster. 

 Chapter 2.1.2 outlined how making music is aligned with the body and nature, both of 

which are identified by Green (1997) as inherently feminine.  I will argue that the position of 

concertmaster lends itself to both the body and nature to a greater extent than the position of 

conductor. 

In both the concertmaster and conductor positions there is an undeniable element of 

bodily display involved.  Chapter 4.4 illustrated that all participants had an awareness that 

their physical appearance was on display.  However, I will argue that for the most part of a 

performance the concertmaster's body is more exposed than the conductors.  Both roles 

require an entrance in which the individual walks onstage and takes a bow frontally exposed 

to the audience.  Then, on commencement of the music, the conductor turns away from the 

audience and faces the orchestra and the concertmaster is seated, still facing the audience.  

The most obvious female delineation from the male body is the breasts.  The conductor 

would, for most the concert be faced away from the audience, and her breasts will not be on 

display.  The concertmaster however, despite being seated, remains facing the audience 

always.  Because the spheres of nature and the body are associated with femininity and 
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divorced from masculinity, and because playing the violin involved the intended or 

unintended display of the body with no interrupting technology the scenario of a woman 

playing the violin leaves this association firmly in place.   

Additionally, the concertmaster position can be greater associated with nature than the 

conductor position.  Green argues that, “Within patriarchy, man is constructed as being in 

control of nature through the harnessing of technology, woman as part of the nature that man 

controls” (Green 1997:28).  When we consider the violin, it is an instrument that in its 

modern form has made very little advancement from its original, with the Stradivarius model 

of the 1800s remaining the paramount model.  It is made of wood, a material used before 

polymers gained prominence.  Additionally, the violin can be considered a symbol of the 

female form.  It has a “body” with two sets of curves mimicking the hourglass figure (breasts 

and hips) of the female form, an angled back, a long neck, and a nape.  The baton however 

rejects both the body and nature.  It has undergone multiple model transformation from its 

original wooden form, ranging from plastic, fibreglass and even glow in the dark variations 

for performances in the opera pit.  Additionally, feminist theorists have observed the baton as 

a phallic object that places an emphasis on the masculine connotations associated with the 

profession. 

 

 

4.6.3 Concertmaster turned conductor: An insider’s perspective of selves.   

 Janet began her career as a concertmaster and later trained to become a conductor.  

She is in the unique position of being able to offer perspectives and insight into working as a 

female in both roles.  Janet talks about her career path 

I started out as a violinist.  I was concertmaster of different orchestras - UWA, 

even going back to my school orchestra and all those sort of things, so through 
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that way I started out because I had been in that sort of leadership position and 

that way I worked with conductors a lot.  Then, I found once or twice I had to 

do things (when I was teaching at St Marys and Hale, where I was asked to 

conduct their orchestra.  So professionally I was a concertmaster and teaching 

in schools I began was conducting. 

Janet talks about the differences she perceives in the two professions. 

A concertmaster has to get people to work together in the best way and to be 

that mediator between the conductor and the orchestra so that everyone can do 

their job… You want everything to keep running fine in the rehearsal…Maybe 

it is a female concertmaster thing.  It is not so much about gaining authority 

and respect.  You have to be well liked…Conductor is different.  That is more 

authority, respect and all that sort of thing.  They have to believe that what you 

are doing up there is one-hundred and ten percent what you believe, so they 

believe it.  The concertmaster is…more about bringing people together.  You 

have to be the right people person and get respect from the players. 

Janet also acknowledges that she moves further away from her identity working as a 

conductor, saying, “In some ways I am a different person on the podium.” 

Janet's perspectives support the notion that women working as concertmasters are 

required to draw on diplomacy and hence able to display a softer side to their leadership 

approach in contrast to female conductors who are required to draw on authority.  Her 

perspectives comply with the premise of this chapter that the concertmaster position is more 

aligned to femininity and thus more open to women's participation. 
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4.6.4 Leader or musician? Role primacy in conductors. 

 When asked, “What do you do? The response “I am a musician” invariably leads to 

the query, “What do you play?” Consequently, self-identity is paradoxical for most musicians 

whose activities contradict the traditional image of the musician as a performer (Bennett 

2008:2). If being a musician means playing an instrument, where does this leave conductors? 

Surprisingly, specialist music dictionaries including The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians do not include the word “musician”.  General English dictionaries provide 

definitions that depict a traditional view of a musician as one who performs: The Budget 

Macquarie Dictionary defines a musician as “one skilled in playing a musical instrument; and 

The Oxford Reference Dictionary describes “a person who plays a musical instrument, 

especially professionally… (Bennett 2008:35).   

This attitude lends the identity of the musician, (i.e.  the demonstrator of 

musicianship) to the individual who plays an instrument.  Given previous discussions on the 

virtue of musicianship for the identity of women leading the performance of music, we can 

contend that concertmasters have greater capacity to justify their merit in the role as opposed 

to conductors.  This attitude is articulated by the female concertmaster's response to whether 

they wanted to conduct.  The following quotes are indicative of the female concertmasters 

interviewed. 

Sara:  No! I have never felt the urge to conduct.  I actually did not even want to be a 

concertmaster.  I was very happy being second player.  I loved the whole idea 

of inner voices and am more comfortable in that area.  I had some problems 

with someone and auditioned for the concertmaster position just to get away 

from them! [Laughs] That is like what I said before it is really important to get 

the interpersonal things sorted and not to take things too personally.  It can 
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really destroy a lot of things and you cannot go back and fix them because you 

are stuck in that situation. 

Penny: Not conduct as in get up on a podium and conduct, but in terms of leading a 

chamber ensemble sure.  Something like that I can imagine doing…but I also 

like playing.  I could not just conduct.  I need to demonstrate by playing… I 

could not get up and look at this massive score and go from there… 

 Some of the female conductors referenced their identity as an instrumentalist as a 

strong factor in their “musical identity.” Karen speaks about being a solo pianist and finding 

it, “easy to hind behind that”.  Additionally, all conductors mentioned their instruments.  The 

following quotes are indicative of the female conductors interviewed. 

Jess:  I started out as a violinist.  I was concertmaster of different orchestras 

Margaret: I was primarily an instrumentalist; a professional pianist and semi-

professional double bass player 

Anna: I was fortunate enough to do a lot of playing as a saxophonist in the Western 

Australian Wind Orchestra and the Western Australian Symphony Orchestra. 

Susan:  I was a second clarinettist in the pit [with the WA Arts Orchestra] 

Therefore compounding the notion that the profession of concertmaster is easier for 

women to succeed is the fact that the concertmaster position is associated with being a 

musician and hence aligned with femininity, whereas the conductor position is associated 

with being a leader and aligned with masculinity. 

 

 

 4.6.5 Summary: Concertmaster vs. conductor. 

 The women‟s experiences and perceptions indicate the concertmaster position is more 

accessible for women than the conductor position.  The reasons given to justify this are the 
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women‟s awareness of sanctioned diplomacy in the concertmaster position, the greater levels 

of physical display and archetypal “interruption” of female conductors and significantly, the 

associations of musicianship and femininity with the concertmaster position and leadership 

and masculinity with the conductor position.  From this, we can explain the greater levels of 

success women have seen in the concertmaster position. 
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4.7 Chapter summary: Analysis and Discussions. 

 

 The discussions have revealed a consistency in the women's perceptions and 

experiences, that in the interests of advancing their careers they have had to compromise 

aspects of their femininity.  Although national and state laws ,and community sentiment, 

support equality of opportunity, these capable and enlightened women still perceive that 

attitudes and practices prevailing in the classical music tradition remain forces that favour the 

“male” as leaders in music and creates situations that present discriminatory challenges for 

aspirant “female” leaders.  These perceptions were expressed through the women's admission 

in redefining “attainable” career success, the transference of ideals and expectations from 

mentors role models and peers, compounded by orchestra politics and traditional discourses, 

an awareness of being physically scrutinized and an overemphasis on musicianship as a 

justification for their professional identity as a leader. 
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CHAPTER 5: LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 

 

 This thesis contributes to the body of literature derived from studies about women in 

contemporary professional life.  Through a literature review and analysis of semi-structured 

interviews with women in Perth, Western Australia, I have been able to describe the 

experiences and perceptions of a selection of female musicians all aspiring to leadership 

positions in classical music ensembles or orchestras.  The research has shown a consistency 

in the women's understanding that in the interests of advancing their careers they have had to 

compromise aspects of their femininity.   

While the gradual evolution towards equality in Western societies has seen the 

removal of most barriers to women aspiring to leadership in music, the results of this research 

reveal, even in supposed equal opportunity environments, inequities exist.  At a personal 

level I am torn between acceptance of society's slow progression towards gender equality and 

the need to hasten reform of the values and enabling structures in the symphonic orchestra 

that generate impediments to the participation of women as leaders.  Major obstacles 

rendering career progression difficult relate to the conventions and traditional discourses of 

the profession that thrive in the hegemonic environment of the orchestra.  The impact of these 

is unlikely to be restricted to Perth, Western Australia.  According to Allmendinger and 

Hackman, “The core task of symphony orchestras is both well-defined and similar across 

nations…” (p. 428).  Given this, the findings discussed in this thesis warrant further 

exploration and more detailed research into the existence of gendered barriers and the effect 

they have on orchestral conductors and concertmasters in other national locales.  According 

to Shepherd (1993), as a discipline, musicology has paid scant attention to difference (p.46).  

Extended research that explores issues discussed in this thesis will ensure gender disparity 

remains in focus as to advance the frontiers of liberating social change.  The following sub-
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chapter will explore some possibilities for intervention likely to facilitate positive change for 

women aspirants for positions as concertmasters or conductors.   
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5.1 Perpetuators and changers: Accountability of the Perth musical citizen. 

 

…a citizen is one who is willing to be accountable for and committed to the well-

being of the whole.  That whole can be a city block, a community, a nation, the earth.  

A citizen is one who produces the future, someone who does not wait, beg or dream 

for the future. (Block 2008:63) 

 To create communities where citizens reclaim their power, we need to shift our beliefs 

about who is in charge and where power resides (Block 2008:65).  In light of recent 

discussions in this thesis, it appears that members of the orchestra have a social responsibility 

that extends beyond their role of as musicians.  Through their attitudes and actions they are 

able to either perpetuate existing discourses or create an alternate and more egalitarian future 

for the Perth music community.  In other words, members of the Perth musical community 

must choose to take a stand and be accountable for their attitudes, perceptions and actions.  

One such stand can be made by women in the Perth musical community is to acknowledge 

ways in which they have been discriminated against.  Colwill (1995b) claims that women are 

often in denial of personal discrimination.   

There is strong evidence that women clearly recognize the fact of sex 

discrimination in the workplace but that they fail to see how they, personally, 

have experienced discrimination.  Against all evidence to the contrary, 

individual women tend to see themselves as being justly treated, even though 

they recognize that women in general are not. (Colwill 1995b:55) 

 According to Colwill this is possible because, as Canadian psychologist Mel Lerner 

demonstrated, people strive to perceive their world as a just and fair place.  In order for the 

world to be just and fair women must compare their situation, not to the situation of men in 

comparable positions, but to the condition of other less fortunate women (p.55).  For the 
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Perth music community to move forward, women must strive to see the reality of their 

treatment and become accountable for their acceptance of inequality. 

In addition to women's acceptance of inequality, they must also be made aware of 

ways in which they sabotage their own opportunities in leadership.  Bowles and McGinn 

(2005) found that women are less likely to self promote themselves for leadership positions 

than men (cited in Hoyt 2007:274), instead, taking on informal, as opposed to official, 

leadership roles, and using terms such as “facilitator” or “organiser” instead of leader 

(Fletcher 2001; Andrews, 1992 in Hoyt 2007:274).  This can be attributed to women's 

internalization of societal expectations that deem women less socially attractive and less 

hireable when they display an overt confidence in their abilities (Rudman, 1998). 

Kerchner (2003) supports the notion of musical “citizens” accountability for the 

dynamic of music-learning and music-making in a community.  Musicians and music 

educators in the twenty-first century have the responsibility for not only providing models of 

exemplary musicianship, but also models of empathy, caring for and communicating with 

those they lead into the music-learning and music-making partnership.  (p.113). Kerchner 

also refers to the musical leader's responsibility in moving towards a model of empathetic 

leadership, which she refers to as “a mind-set for determining how conductors and the 

ensemble musicians will treat one another in their attempts to build musical communities” 

(p.121).  She comments that, “empathetic leaders are charged with the responsibility to model 

respectful caring and compassionate behaviours to their group (community) members”, 

which in turn, “Creates opportunities within rehearsals for individuals and the ensemble to 

understand, learn, and grow musically and personally” (p.120).   

It takes empathetic leaders to “level the playing field”, venues in which 

leaders share with ensemble members the journey toward discovering their 
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innate musical potential and their human ability to connect with other human 

beings through music. (Kerchner 2003:128) 

 

 

 5.1.2 Promoting diverse role models in leadership. 

If everyone woke up tomorrow assuming that men and women ought to be 

treated in the same way in the same situations a lot would change.  Teachers 

would call on girls as often as boys.  Women would earn the same salaries as 

men with comparable degrees.  Ken would have joined Barbie in claiming, 

“Math is tough” - or neither would have uttered the phrase. (Jamieson 

1995:99)  

 As Halpern and Cheung (2008) state, "When a majority of leaders are selected from 

only one-half of the population, you must also wonder about the lost talent from the other 

half" (p.20).  The construction of frameworks ensuring equity amongst leadership positions in 

music is in the interest of all musicians.  Promoting a richly diverse group of women into the 

leadership roles of conductor and concertmaster will make the symphonic orchestra truly 

representative.  In addition to being representative, group member diversity is associated with 

greater group productivity (Forsyth 2006 cited in Hoyt 2007:270).   

Affirmative action policies are designed to ensure that jobs are accessible to qualified 

people regardless of their gender or race.  These policies need to be enacted transparently in 

the symphony orchestra, with symphony decision-makers moving beyond their conventional 

comfort zone to create space for talented women (Edwards 200:234).  Research has shown 

that exposure to models that challenge existing ideals can reduce gender stereotyping (Phillip 

and Imhoff 1997 cited in Fassinger 2002:23).  Susan spoke about this in our interview, saying 

that she believed the high profile of Simone Young and Marin Alsop is encouraging young 
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women to pick up the baton and give it a go.  By introducing symphonic audiences to female 

conductors and concertmasters gradually the masculine stereotypes that influence current 

decision-making by leaders in music and financiers may be reduced. 

 

 

 5.1.3 Revision of training programs. 

 Women not only have limited access to leadership opportunities, but to educational 

opportunities that enhance their development of leadership skills and competencies (Klenke 

1996:257).  Beyond the curricula fixated on general musicianship (Farberman 2003:256) 

local orchestras, universities and conservatories should provide be training opportunities for 

aspiring conductors and concertmasters.  Such programs should embrace a contemporary 

approach that addresses the subjective experiences of men and women in these roles.  Until 

recently, the field of music education has ignored gender issues (Green 1997:230).  By 

acknowledging discourses of the past and legacies that promote inequity, musicians of the 

future will be better equipped to understand and deal with extra-musical issues that may arise, 

should they attempt to pursue orchestral conducting as a professional career. 

Feedback should be utilized in training programs.  This is an important training 

technique that has been used to improve leadership behaviours. Observation has shown that 

leadership skills increase after feedback (Klenke 1996:255).  Robert and Nolen-Hoeksma 

(1989) found that women's self-evaluations were affected differently by positive and negative 

feedback, whilst men's were not.  The authors found that women were more willing to modify 

their own evaluations in line with what they heard from others, whereas men treated other's 

evaluations with scepticism and maintained a positive outlook about their abilities (cited in 

Klenke 1996: 255) 
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5.2 Personal reflections. 

 

 Several themes explored in the discussions of this thesis have resonated with me and 

the experiences I have had working in the role of conductor.  I will reflect on some of these 

themes. 

 

5.2.1 Establishing professional relationships: Working with friends (see chapter 

4.2.2). 

 The interviews with female musicians that provided the raw data for this thesis 

became a powerful developmental tool for my own sense of purpose in music.  Many of the 

experiences they described were familiar to me.  The responses of these successful musicians 

to their issues and challenges as they work predominantly in the relatively small music 

community of Perth have provided guiding principles for me as I negotiate similar issues and 

challenges. 

I know that when working in the role of conductor with an ensemble made up of 

friends.  I am conscious of the role tension I feel between being seen as a leader and as a 

friend.  I am acutely aware that in this situation I suppress aspects of my personality that exist 

outside a rehearsal setting.  For example, when socializing with friends I am very vocal and 

my “catch-ups” with friends involve much laughter.  By contrast, in rehearsal settings I have 

tried to maintain a purposeful demeanour, respectful of both the music and the players in the 

ensemble.  I do not make jokes, laugh or engage in any insignificant discussions and have 

suppressed my natural tendency towards informality.  Following my analysis of the 

interviews and reflections on the professional demeanour of my subjects, I became impressed 

by their humour and humanity.  Perhaps I have been too serious and have mistaken 
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leadership for seriousness.  I now feel much more confident to present myself as both 

objective and purposeful professional and as relaxed human being. 

 

5.2.2 Part time work/Personal lives: Flexibility and diversity (see chapters 4.3.2 

and 4.3.3). 

 Listening to the women's stories of hectic workloads and the inability to balance their 

professional lives with relationships struck a chord of fear in me as I contemplate my own 

future in the conducting profession.  I have certainly begun to reassess my career ambitions 

contemplating this mismatch. 

I also noted to myself with humour how the women talked about only having 

relationships with other musicians, as they do not meet people outside that 'scene' due to their 

hectic rehearsal schedule.  This applies to me also.  I have had three major relationships all 

with individuals who would call themselves “professional musicians.” I met all of them in 

rehearsal settings, and we bonded through our mutual appreciation of a shared art form.  

Much relationship “quality time” has been spent with them in musical settings, primarily 

rehearsals, and a consistent frustration would be the lack of time either of us has available to 

share with the other due to the demands of anti-social rehearsal and performance schedules. 

 

 

5.2.3 Physical presence (see chapter 4.4). 

 As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, my curiosity in the experiences of 

women holding positions of leadership in music was sparked by an initial conversation with 

my professor regarding my attire.  Besides this I am now able to reflect on thoughts I have 

had with greater understanding of their pertinence and origins.  For example, before a 

conducting master class with WASO I remember doing more weights at the gym to “bulk” 
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myself up a bit.  My thoughts on this were that I would appear 'stronger” in front of the 

orchestra.  Now I realize I was attempting to look closer to my understanding of the 

masculine archetype of a conductor. 

 

 

5.2.4 The importance of confidence in musicianship (see chapter 4.5.3). 

 I was recently involved in conducting a concert, at which one of the women I had 

interviewed for this thesis -Amy - was the concertmaster.  This particular concert was 

exceptionally challenging.  There were issues with one of the arrangements, which had not 

been completed until the last minute, resulting in all musicians, including myself, having to 

sight-read one of the pieces, which happened to be a Stravinsky-like modern work with cross 

rhythms and time changes every second bar.  Like most musicians, I went through a range of 

feelings before going onstage to the sold out theatre, which ranged from mild apprehension to 

strong anxiety.  The turning point for me occurred backstage.  One of the violinists 

mentioned a piece of music she loved, but could not remember the tune.  I knew what she 

was referring to, and to jolt her memory, and lighten the mood, I sat down at the piano and 

played a few bars.  This worked and the piece was identified.  Several of the musicians made 

complimentary comments about my playing.  As I held these musicians in high esteem, their 

compliments made me feel instantly more confident in my abilities to rise to the current 

challenge of sight-reading the piece.  In other words, I became aware of my musicianship.  

The outcome of the concert was successful.  I, along with the orchestra, rose to the challenge 

and successfully sight-read the piece. 
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5.3 Chapter summary: Looking to the future. 

 

 This thesis has contributed to the literature and empirical study of women in 

leadership, drawing on the case of conductors and concertmasters in Perth, Western 

Australia. The literature reviews indicated that the historical superiority of men is ubiquitous 

and resistant in conceptions of contemporary leadership. These discourses infiltrate the space 

of the symphonic orchestra despite music‟s associations with the feminine reserves: unity, the 

body and nature. In depth interviews with the applied analytical technique of IPA permitted 

an investigation of the practical situation in Perth. These data were invaluable in that they 

revealed powerful evidence of inequality and discrimination towards the women.  

Furthermore, the data expanded the scope of this research, enabling the exploration of new 

thematic areas including: the career path of women in positions of musical leadership; the 

comparison of politics between a professional ensemble and community ensemble; the 

perceptions and redefinitions of career success; the concept of professional identity and 

emphasis on musicianship over leadership and; the comparison of experiences of female 

concertmasters and female conductors.  

 Given the unique contribution of this research to our understanding of gender equity 

across musical professions, further study would be illuminating.  This might include a follow 

up study to account for information overlooked or undiscovered due to time limitations of the 

Master‟s study.  Research into the experiences and perceptions of those being lead at a 

professional level might help us understand and analyze in fresh detail the outcomes of the 

interviews that comprise the data source for this thesis.  This would no doubt provide a more 

complete picture of feminine leadership in the classical orchestra and provide fresh insights 

about perceived differences in the issues faced and the styles and effectiveness of the female 

vs. the male leader.   
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 One of the shortcomings of the research was its limitation to the Western music 

tradition.  Future comparative research with a broader focus may consider how women lead 

in other music traditions and cultures and whether the same expectations exist.  
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5.4 Conclusion. 

 

 This thesis offers preliminary information on the subject of women leaders in music 

performance, specifically female conductors and concertmasters.  It is my hope that this 

information encourages positive changes which accelerate the momentum of expansion and 

diversification within the professions.  Such change will inevitably result in the inclusion of 

more and more talented women in the professions, and perhaps pave the way for increased 

gender equity across those professions still resisting the employment of women.  As Margaret 

Mead said, "If we are to achieve a richer culture, rich in contrasting values, we must 

recognize the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less arbitrary social 

fabric" (cited in Adams: 261). 

In closing, I wish to acknowledge the women I interviewed for this research.  Their 

musicianship and perseverance are inspirational.  By redefining the parameters for the 

participation and success of women, they are paving the way for future generations to excel 

as conductors and concertmasters.  I wish them continued strength in tackling the values and 

enabling structures in the symphonic orchestra and hope the dreams of their pasts become 

realities of their futures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   156 

References. 

Adams, M. (2000). Readings for diversity and social justice. New York: Routledge. 

Adler, N. J., & Izraeli, D. N. (1994). Competitive frontiers, Women managers in a global 

economy. Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers. 

Alfar, C. L. (2003). Fantasies of female evil: The dynamics of gender and power in 

Shakespearean tragedy. Newark: University of Delaware Press. 

Allmendinger, A & Hackman, R. J. (1995). The more the better? A four-nation study of the 

inclusion of women in symphony orchestras. Social forces, 12(2), 423-460. 

Allmendinger, J., Hackman, J, R., & Lenhan, E. V. (1996). Life and work in symphony 

orchestras. The Musical Quarterly, 80(2), 194-219). 

Alvesson, M., & Billing, Y. D. (2009). Understanding gender and organizations (2nd ed.). 

London: Sage Publications Inc. 

Arthur, M. B., Hall, D. T., & Lawrence, B. S. (1989). Handbook of career theory. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognition theory. 

Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall. 

Barsh, J., Cranston, S., & Lewis, G. (2009). How remarkable women lead: The breakthrough 

model for work and life. New York: Crown Publishing Group. 

Bartleet, B. L. (2002). Re-embodying the „gendered podium.‟ Journal of Music Research, 23, 

39-47. 

Bartleet, B. L. (2003). Female conductors: The incarnation of power? Hecate: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal of Women’s Liberation, 29(2), 228-234. 

Bass, B. M. (!990). Bass and Stodgill’s handbook of leadership: Theory, research and 

managerial applications (3rd ed.). New York: Free Press.  



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   157 

Beeching, A. M. (2005). Beyond talent: Creating a successful career in music. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Bennett, D. (2008). Understanding the classical music profession: The past, the present and 

strategies for the future. Hampshire: Ashgate publishing limited. 

Bennett, A., & Peterson, R. A. (2004). Music scenes: local, translocal and virtual. Nashville: 

Vanderbilt University Press. 

Block, P. (2008). Community: The structure of belonging. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers Inc. 

Botstein, L. (2003). The future of conducting. In J. A. Bowen (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to conducting (pp. 286-302). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bowen, J. A. (2003). The rise of conducting. In J. A. Bowen (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to conducting (pp. 163-177). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bowen, J. A., & Holden, R. (2003). The central European tradition. In J. A. Bowen (Ed.), The 

Cambridge companion to conducting (pp. 114-132). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Bowen, J. A., & Mermelstein, D. (2003). The American tradition. In J. A. Bowen (Ed.), The 

Cambridge companion to conducting (pp. 163-177). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Bowles, M. (1961). The conductor: His artistry and craftsmanship. London: G Bell and 

Sons. 

Bradford, D. L., & Cohen, A. R. (1998). Power up: Transforming organizatings through 

shared leadership. New York: John Wiley & Sons. 

Brooks, J. (1996). Noble et grande servante de la musique: Telling the story of Nadia 

Boulanger‟s conducting career. The journal of musicology, 14(1), 92-116. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   158 

Burland, K. (2005). Becoming a musician: A longitudinal study investigating the career 

transitions of undergraduate music students. PhD thesis. University of Sheffield. 

Carlyle, T. (1840) On heroes, hero worship and the heroic in history. London: Chapman and 

Hall Limited. 

Carmody, R. (2011). Old Julia versus new Julia. Retrieved January 30, 2011, from 

http://www.wangle.com.au/1opinion/old-julia-versus-new-julia 

Carter, T., & Levi, E. (2003). The history of orchestra. In Lawson, C. (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to the orchestra (pp. 1-21). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Casside, C., & Kreitner, R. (2010). Supervision: Setting people up for success. Mason: 

South-Western Cengage Learning. 

Cavendish, L. (2000, March 24). Staccato on stilettos. UK Telegraph. Retrieved October 10, 

2009, from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/4720229/Staccatos-on-stilettos.html 

Channing, S. (2003). Training the orchestral musician. In Lawson, C (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to the orchestra (pp. 180-193). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

Chin, J. L. (2007). Overview: Women and leadership: Transforming visions and diverse 

voices. In Chin, J. L., Lott, B., Rice, J. K., & Sabchez-Hucles, J (Eds.), Women and 

leadership: Transforming visions and diverse voices (pp. 1-18). Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishing. 

Cohen, L., & Manion, L. (1996). Research methods in education. New York: Routledge 

Colwill, N. L. (1995a) Sex differences. In Vinnicombe, S. & Colwill, N. L. (Eds.), The 

essence of women in management (pp. 20-34) London Prentice Hall International. 

Colwill, N. L. (1995b) Women in management: Power and powerlessness. In Vinnicombe, S. 

& Colwill, N. L. (Eds.), The essence of women in management (pp. 47-58) Hemel 

Hempstead: Prentice Hall International. 

Cook, N. (1998) Music: A very short introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

http://www.wangle.com.au/1opinion/old-julia-versus-new-julia
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/4720229/Staccatos-on-stilettos.html


WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   159 

Crouch, M., & Lovric, J. (1990). Paths to performance: Gender as a theme in professional 

music careers. A pilot study of players in two orchestras. Australia Council 

Cutler, D. (2010). The savvy musician: Building a career, earning a living and making a 

difference. Pittsburgh: Helius Press. 

Davidson, J. W. (1997) The social in musical performance. In Hargreaves, D. J. & North, A. 

C. (Eds.), The social psychology of music (pp. 209-228). Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Dubrin, J. A., Dalglish, C., & Miller, P. (2003). Leadership (2nd Asia-Pacific ed). Milton: 

John Wiley & Sons. 

Eagly, A. H. & Carli, L. L. (2007). Through the labyrinth: The truth about how women 

become leaders. Harvard: Harvard Business School Press. 

Eagly, A. H., & Karau, S. J. (2002). Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female 

leaders. Psychological review, 109(3), 573-598. 

Eddlemon, S. L. (1980). The concertmaster in North America: His European heritage and 

present-day role in orchestral practice. D.M.A Thesis. The Julliard School. 

Edwards, J. M. (2003). Women of the podium. In Bowen, J. A. (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to conducting (pp. 220-236). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Evans, A. (1994). The secrets of musical confidence: How to maximize your performance 

potential. London: Thorntons. 

Farberman, H. (2003). Training conductors. In Bowen, J. A. (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to conducting (pp. 249-261). Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres 

Faulkner, R. R. (1973). Orchestral interaction: Some features of communication and authority 

in an artistic organisation. The Sociological Quarterly, 14(173), 147-157. 

Faulkner, R. & Davidson, J. W. (2006). Men in Chorus: Collaboration and competition in 

homo-social vocal behaviour. Psychology of Music 34(2), 219-37. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   160 

Ford, J., Harding, N., & Learmonth, M. (2008). Leadership as identity: Constructions and 

deconstructions. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Frederick, C., & Atkinson, C. (1997) Women ethics and the workplace. London: Praeger 

Publishers. 

Freeman, S. J. M., & Bourque, S. C. (2001) Leadership and power: New conceptions. In 

Freeman, S. J. M., Bourque, S. C., & Shelton, C. M (Eds.), Women on power: 

Leadership redefined (pp. 3-24). Boston: Northeastern University Press. 

George, V. (2003). Choral conducting. In Bowen, J. A. (Ed.), The Cambridge companion to 

conducting (pp. 45-64). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gembris, H., & Davidson, J.W. (2002). Environmental influences. In R. Parncutt, & G. E. 

McPherson (Eds.), The science and psychology of music performance: Creative 

strategies for teaching and learning (pp. 17-30). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Gillinson, C., & Vaughan, J. (2003). The life of an orchestral musician. In Lawson, C (Ed.), 

The Cambridge companion to the orchestra (pp. 194-202). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Gordon, S. (2006). Mastering the art of performance: A primer for musicians. London: 

Oxford University Press. 

Grant, J. (1988). Women as managers: What can they offer organizations? Organizational 

dynamics, 16(3), 56-63. 

Green, L. (1997). Music, gender and education. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gregory, A. H. (1997). The role of music in society: The ethnomusicological perspective. In 

Hargreaves, D. J. & North, A. C. (Ed.), The social psychology of music (pp. 123-140). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hakim, C. (2004). Key issues in women’s work: Female diversity and the polarization of 

women’s employment (2nd ed). The Glasshouse Press: London. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   161 

Halpern, D. F., & Cheung, F. M. (2008). Women at the top: Powerful leaders tell us how to 

combine work and family. West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Hartmann, H. (2002) Capitalism, patriarchy and job segregation by sex. In Jackson, S., & 

Scott, S. (Eds.), Gender: A sociological reader (pp 97-111) New York: Routledge. 

Hayward, S. (2005) Women leading. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Holden, R. (2003). The technique of conducting. In Bowen, J. A. (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to conducting (pp. 3-16). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hoyt, C. L. (2007). Women and leadership. In Northhouse, P. G (Ed,). Leadership: Theory 

and practice (pp 265-299). London: Sage Publications. 

Jamieson, K. H. (1995). Beyond the double bind: Women and leadership. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Kemp, A. (1996). The musical temperament: Psychology and personality of musicians. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Kerchner, J. L. (2003). Stepping off of the podium: Levelling the playing (and singing) field. 

In Leong, S (Ed.), Musicianship in the 21st century: Issues, trends & possibilities (pp. 

113-129). Sydney: Australian Music Centre. 

Klenke, K. (1996). Women and leadership: A contextual perspective. New York: Springer 

Publishing Company. 

Knussen, S. (2003). Educational programmes. In Lawson, C (Ed.), The Cambridge 

companion to the orchestra (pp. 239-250). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kram, K. E. (1985) Mentoring at work: Developmental relationships in organizational life. 

Glenview: Scott, Foresman and Company 

Kramer, L. (2007). Why classical music still matters. California: University of California 

Press. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   162 

Lebrecht, N. (1991). The maestro myth: Great conductors in pursuits of power. New York: 

Birch Lane Press. 

Lockett, K. (2008). Work/life balance for dummies. Milton: Wiley Publishing Australia. 

Lott, J. T. (1994). Women, changing demographics and the redefinition of power. In. 

Odendahl, T., & O‟Neil, M. (Eds.), Women & Power in the nonprofit sector (pp.155-

182) San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Macarthur, S. (2002). Feminine aesthetics in music. Westport: Greenwood Press. 

Mandel, R. (2003). A question about women and the leadership option. In Rhose, D. L. (Ed.), 

The difference “difference” makes: Women and leadership. (pp 66-75). Stanford: 

Stanford University Press. 

Mayes, A. (2011, February 1). Personal focus distorts message: Women in charge, but 

lifestyle scrutiny places too much emphasis on appearance. The West Australian, p. 

21.  

McTavish, D., & Miller, K. (2006). Women in leadership and management. Cheltenham: 

Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd. 

Melamed, T. (1995). Career Success: The moderating effect of gender. Journal of Vocational 

Behavior, 47, 35-60. 

Menuhin, Y., & Primrose, W. (1976). Violin and viola. London: Kahn & Averill. 

Mischakoff Heiles, A. (2007). America’s concertmasters. Michigan: Harmonie Park Press 

Moser, G., & Uzzell, D. (2003). Environmental psychology. In. Irving, B., Freedhein, D. F., 

Millon, T., & Lerner, M. J. (Eds.), Handbook of psychology: Personality and social 

psychology (pp. 419-446). New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc. 

Moustakas, C. E. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. California: Sage Publications 

Inc. 

Nairne, J. S. (2003). Psychology: The adaptive mind (3rd ed.). Belmont: Wadsworth. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   163 

Narushima, Y. (2010, June 28). Australia‟s top women get off on the right foot. The West 

Australian, p.3.  

Nayak, A., & Kehily, M. J. (2008). Gender, youth and culture: Young masculinities and 

femininities. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

O‟Neil, S. A. (1997). Gender and music. In Hargreaves, D. J. & North, A. C. (Ed.), The 

social psychology of music (pp. 46-63). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Osborne, W. (1996) Art is just an excuse: Gender bias in international orchestras. IAWM 

Journal, October 1996, 6-14. Retrieved from  

http://www.iawm.org/articles_html/osborne_women_in_intl_orch.html 

Pendle, K. (1991). Women and music: A History (2nd ed.). Indianna: Indiana University 

Press. 

Poole M.E., & Langan-Fox. J. (1997). Australian Women and Careers: Psychological & 

Contextual Influences over the Life Course. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Price, J., & Shildrick, M. (1999). Women as body? In Price, J & Shildrick, M (Ed.), Feminist 

theory and the body: A reader (pp 15-20) New York: Routledge. 

Rayburn, C. A., Denmark, F. L., Reuder, M. E., & Austria, A. M. (2010). A handbook for 

women mentors. Santa Barbara: Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-publication-data. 

Rhoads, S. E. (2004). Taking sex differences seriously. San Francisco: Encounter Books. 

Rhode, D. L. (2003). The difference “difference” makes. In Rhode, D. L. (Ed.), The 

difference “difference” makes: Women and leadership. (pp 3-50). Stanford: Stanford 

University Press. 

Ripley, R. L. (2003). The orchestra speaks. In Bowen, J. A. (Ed.), The Cambridge companion 

to conducting (pp. 79-90). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   164 

Rudman, (1998). Self promotion as a risk factor for women: The costs and benefits of counter 

stereotypical impression management. Journal of personality and social psychology, 

77(5), 1004-1010. 

Sadler, P. (1997). Leadership: Styles, role models, qualities, behaviours. London: Logan 

Page Ltd. 

Salmon, A. L. (1924). The Conductor: His Uses and Abuses. Musical Times. P.29 

Sealy, R., & Singh, V. (2008). The importance of role models in the development of leaders‟ 

profession identities. In James, K. T., & Collins, J. (Eds.), Leadership perspectives: 

Knowledge into action (pp 208-220). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Shepherd, J (1993). Difference and power in music. In Solie, R. A. (Ed.), Musicology and 

difference: Gender and sexuality in music scholarship. (pp 46-65). Berkley: 

University of California Press. 

Siepmann, J. (2003). The history of direction and conducting. In Lawson, C (Ed.), The 

Cambridge companion to the orchestra (pp. 112-125). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Small, C. (1998). Musicking: The meanings of performing and listening. Hanover: University 

Press of New England. 

Small, C. (1987) Music of the common tongue: Survival and celebration in African American 

music. Hanover: Wesleyan University Press. 

Smith, J. A., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2009). Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. 

London: Sage Publications Ltd.  

Spitzer, J., & Zaslaw, N. (2004). The birth of the orchestra: History of an institution 1950-

1815. Oxford University Press: Oxford. 

Stivers, C. (1993). Gender images in public administration: Legitimacy and the 

administrative state. Newbury Park: Sage Publications. 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   165 

Straw, W. (1991). Systems of articulation, logics of change: Scenes and communities in 

popular music, Cultural studies, 5(3), 361-375. 

Tarr-Whelan, L. (2009). Women lead the way: Your guide to stepping up to leadership and 

changing the world. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc. 

Tharenou, P., Latimer, S., & Conroy, D. K. (1994).How do you make it to the top? An 

examination of influences on women‟s and men‟s managerial advancement. 

Advancement of management journal. 37(4), 899-931. 

Treitler, L. (1993). Gender and other dualities of music history. In Solie, R. A. (Ed.) 

Musicology and difference: Gender and sexuality in music scholarship. (pp 23-45). 

Berkley: University of California Press. 

Verstegen, D. A. (2009). First ladies in the academy. In Mertz, N. T. (Ed.), Breaking into the 

all-male club: Female professions of educational administration (pp. 91-102) New 

York: State University of New York Press 

Vinnicombe, S., & Colwill, N. L. (1995). Training, mentoring and networking. In 

Vinnicombe, S. & Colwill, N. L. (Eds.), The essence of women in management 

(pp.74-91) London Prentice Hall International 

Western, S. (2008). Leadership: A critical text. London: Sage. 

Wharton, A. S. (2005). The sociology of gender: An introduction to theory and research. 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

Wittry, D. (2007). Beyond the baton: What every conductor needs to know. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Wolpert, S. (1991). India. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 

 

 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   166 

Appendix. 

 

i) Questions to guide semi-structured interview 

ii) Ethics information and permission 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   167 

Appendix i): Questions to guide semi-structured interview 

Conductors. 

1. How did you get into conducting?  

2. Who have been some of your key influences?  

a. Teachers/mentors?  

b. Do you have a favourite conductor?  

c. What do you admire about this person? 

3. Can you list a few personal traits that you think distinguish a conductor? 

4. Do you think these traits differ for male conductors and female conductors?  

5. What expectations do you think orchestras have of conductors? 

a. Do these expectations differ for male conductors and female conductors? 

b. What about the standard of the of ensemble, (i.e.  community vs professional)? 

c. And genre (opera vs orchestra)? 

6. Are there any general etiquette „codes of conduct‟ that you believe conductors should 

be aware of? 

7. How do you feel about the terms „maestress‟ and „conductress‟? 

8. Tell me a bit about one of your first experiences conducting. 

a. Who was it with? 

b. What were your main concerns? 

c. How did you prepare? 

d. How did it go? 

9. Have you had to make any changes to your approach to conducting in order to 

improve? 

10. Now, when you get in front of an ensemble what are your main concerns? 

11. Do you have a preference for orchestral or opera/ballet performance (or other)?  
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a. Why is this your preference? 

b. Is this the genre you have done most of your work in Perth? 

12. How do you prepare for a rehearsal? 

13. When you have to give criticism and make suggestions to the orchestra how do you 

do it? How about with management? 

14. Do you socialize with colleagues after rehearsal hours? (If YES) Are they from the 

orchestra or the management? 

15. For concerts what do you wear?  

a. Is this typical dress for you?  

b. Is there anything you are mindful of? 

16. Can you describe one of your most successful conducting experiences? 

a. What made it so successful/What role did you play?  

17. How do you feel about the auditioning process in Perth? Are you screened? (“Blind 

audition”) 

18. How do you balance time between your musical activities and home life? (Partners, 

kids etc) How do you feel about orchestra tours? 

19. Do you believe female conductors face any unique challenges? 

20. Do you believe male conductors face any unique challenges? 

21. What is the most important piece of advice would you give young aspiring female 

conductors in Perth? 

22. What is the most important piece of advice would you give young aspiring male 

conductors in Perth? 

23. What has been one of the hardest lessons to learn as a conductor? 

24. Is there anything you feel you could be doing differently, or could have done 

differently, to improve your opportunities as a conductor?  
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Concertmasters. 

1. How did you get into playing the violin?  

2. Did you have an interest to be a soloist? If so, why did you give it up? 

3. Did you receive any special training to be a concertmaster? 

4. Who have been some of your key influences?  

a. Teachers/mentors?  

b. Do you have a favourite concertmaster/violinist?  

c. What do you admire about this person? 

5. Can you list a few personal traits that you think distinguish a concertmaster? 

6. Do you think these traits differ for male concertmasters and female concertmasters?  

7. What expectations do you think orchestras have of concertmasters? 

8. Do these expectations differ for male conductors and female conductors? 

a. What about the standard of the of ensemble, (i.e.  community vs professional)? 

b. And genre (opera vs orchestra)? 

9. Are there any general etiquette „codes of conduct‟ that you believe concertmasters 

should be aware of? 

10. How do you feel about the terms „concertmistress‟? 

11. Tell me a bit about one of your first experiences as a concertmaster. 

a. Who was it with? 

b. What were your main concerns? 

c. How did you prepare? 

d. How did it go? 

12. Have you had to make any changes to your approach as concertmaster in order to 

improve? 

13. Now, what are your main concerns working as concertmasters? 
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14. Do you have a preference for orchestral or opera/ballet performance (or other)?  

a. Why is this your preference? 

b. Is this the genre you have done most of your work in Perth? 

15. How do you prepare for a rehearsal? 

16. When you have to give criticism and make suggestions to the orchestra how do you 

do it? How about with management? 

17. Do you socialize with colleagues after rehearsal hours? (If YES) Are they from the 

orchestra or the management? 

18. How do you relate to conductors? (How do you, as a leader, also follow?) 

a. Have you ever worked with a female conductor? If so, please describe that 

experience. 

b. Do you have a preference to work under a male or female conductor? 

c. Do you have an itch to conduct? 

19. For concerts what do you wear?  

a. Is this typical dress for you?  

b. Is there anything you are mindful of? 

20. Can you describe one of your most successful experiences as a concertmaster? 

a. What made it so successful/What role did you play?  

21. How do you feel about the auditioning process in Perth? Are you screened? (“Blind 

audition”) 

22. How do you balance time between your musical activities and home life? (Partners, 

kids etc) How do you feel about orchestra tours? 

23. Do you believe female concertmasters face any unique challenges? 

24. Do you believe male concertmasters face any unique challenges? 



WOMEN AS MUSICAL LEADERS   171 

25. What is the most important piece of advice would you give young aspiring female 

concertmaster in Perth? 

26. What is the most important piece of advice would you give young aspiring male 

concertmaster in Perth? 

27. What has been one of the hardest lessons to learn as a concertmaster? 

28. Is there anything you feel you could be doing differently, or could have done 

differently, to improve your opportunities as a concertmaster? 
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Appendix ii): Ethics information and permission 

 

 
 

Professor Jane W.  Davidson 
School of Music 
M413 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, 
WA 6009, Australia 
Telephone +61 8 6488 7176 
Email   jwd@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 

 

Date, Name and Address of Participant 

Dear (Name of Participant to be individualized), 
Re: Women leading the performance of music: Experiences and perceptions of female conductors and concertmasters in 
Perth, Western Australia. 

As music researchers, we are seeking to deepen our understandings on the experiences of female musicians in a diverse 
range of musical roles.  So far, little research has focused on the experiences of women as leaders of a musical 
performance.  We are keen to ask you to reflect on your personal and professional experiences as conductors and 
concertmasters with professional and/or amateur ensembles in Perth.  Your participation will play a key role in helping us 
more precisely understand the key issues faced by women in these leadership roles.  The project has the approval of the 
Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia. 

Subject to your agreement, the study would involve a single 30 minute interview with student researcher Sarah Wells.  
These interviews will relate to your experiences as conductors and concertmasters, for example; how you came to be a 
conductor or concertmaster, what types of ensembles you have worked with etc.  Please note that your participation in this 
project is voluntary, and we respect your right to withdraw at any time.  We will not use any information that could be used to 
identify you, such as your name.  The interviews will take place in a suitably quiet location, perhaps at the School of Music, 
UWA, or if this were inconvenient, at another location equally suitable to the task.  These interviews would be tape-recorded 
to permit later transcription.  After collecting interviews from several individuals, we will undertake a thematic analysis of the 
material, at which point, you will be free to read the analyses and offer comments and feedback so that your personal 
position is clarified.  If we report the data at conferences or in academic journals, your anonymity and confidentiality will be 
preserved.  Any records of the interviews and transcripts will be coded so that individual identities could not be determined.  
The records will be kept in a sealed filing cabinet and after the completion of the study will be destroyed. 

If you have any further questions about the research, please do not hesitate to contact us.  We thank you for your attention 
and hope that you will help us by participating once again in this research project. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Professor Jane Davidson, University of Western Australia 

Also on behalf of Sarah Wells, University of Western Australia
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Professor Jane W.  Davidson 
School of Music 
M413 
35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, 
WA 6009, Australia 
Telephone +61 8 6488 7176 
Email   jwd@cyllene.uwa.edu.au 

 

 
 

Participant permission 
 
 

Women leading the performance of music: Experiences and perceptions of female conductors and concertmasters in 
Perth, Western Australia. 

 
 
 

Please complete and return in the pre-paid envelope attached. 
 

I      (full name) have read the information provided and any questions I have asked 
answered to my satisfaction.  I agree to participate in this research, realising that I may withdraw at any time without reason and 
without prejudice. 

I understand that all information provided will be treated as strictly confidential and will not be released by the investigator.  The 
only exception to this principle of confidentiality is if a court subpoenas documentation.  I have been advised as to what data is 
being collected, what the purpose is, and what will be done with the data upon completion of the research. 

I understand that my participation in this study does not prejudice any right to compensation, which I may have under statute or 
common law. 

I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published provided my name or other identifying information is not 
used. 

I agree to participate in a 30-minute interview.  This interview will be tape recorded so that it can be analysed at later date by the 
researchers.  I understand that I can ask for the recording device to be turned off and the recorded tape destroyed at any time. 

 

 

 

 

           
Participant signature     Date 

The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia requires that all participants are informed that, if 
they have any complaint regarding the manner in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to the researcher or, 
alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (telephone number 6488-3703).  All study participants will be provided with a copy of the 
Information Sheet and Consent Form for their personal records. 

 


