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More than 300 years ago, Jean-Baptiste
Lully accidently caused his own death while
conducting Te Deum, a song of thanksgiving,
in a French monastery. Beating time on the
floor with a long, thick staff, he struck his
foot instead of the floor. Attempts to stop the
gangrene that set in failed. Three months later,
King Louis XIV’s court composer was buried.

Today, conducting is far less dangerous.
Most conductors wave a 12-inch stick, rather
than pounding a six-foot staff, to convey
| the beat of the music. And who better to tell
. about the role of the modern conductor than
Maestro Fabio Luisi, principal conductor of
the New York Metropolitan Opera.

In Camogli (pronounced KUH moh lee), a
quaint fishing village tucked away along the
Italian Riviera, Maestro Luisi leans back in
his chair and smiles. As music director, you
need to “make all musicians of an orchestra
play together,” he says. “They [must] know
how fast or how slow, how loud or how soft,
they have to play. This is the very core of the
profession of a conductor.”

But When Did “Conducting” Begin?

The earliest report of keeping time can be
traced back almost 3,000 years to Patrae,
an ancient Greek city-state. There, a
musician named Pherekydes moved a long
golden staff up and down to indicate the
beat. In the Middle Ages, an early form of
conducting used hand gestures to direct the
time and shape of the music. By the 15th
century, leaders also used staffs and rolled-
up scrolls or papers to indicate accented and
unaccented beats. During this period, the
time-keeper did not have formal training in
leading a musical group.

Lulisi

Louis Spohr
In 1820, Louis Spohr (ABOVE) appeared as a guest

conductor with the London Philharmonic Society. He drew

his conducting baton from his coat pocket and “gave the
signal to begin”—to the astonishment of both the
audience and the orchestra. But it was an immediate
success for all, as he noted in his Autobiography. Spohr is
credited as the first documented conductor to stand in
front of an orchestra and use a baton.

eecccccce

The Maestra

The year was 1594 and, inside the Italian convent of
St. Vito, a group of nuns waited at a long table,
musical instruments in hand. The lead nun walked
to the head of the table, picked up a long, slender,
polished wand and signaled to the nuns in silence.
They then played and sang, while the maestra beat
the time. Thus, the first known baton conductor was
a woman.

The person credited as the first woman to
conduct a symphony orchestra was Mary Davenport
Engberg (ABOVE), who died in 1951.
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The score and the batons all await the conductor’s arrival for a performance of a symphony ia concert hall.

Today, the road to conductorship usually
begins at an early age. Growing up in
the Italian city of Genoa, Fabio Luisi had
asthma as a child. As a result, from the time
he was three years old, his parents guided
him away from sports and encouraged
his learning piano. Daily practices could
reach two hours, with lessons once or twice
a week, but to Fabio it was “like a game.”
He actually learned to read music before he
could read words.

A Yearning for More

At 16, Luisi worked as a piano accompanist
and coached singers, sparking his interest
in conducting. “I wanted to explore other
fields of music...and only playing piano was
not enough for me,” Luisi says. He learned
how to conduct and play other orchestral
instruments at the conservatory in Graz,
Austria. He completed his piano studies

at the Niccolo Paganini Conservatory

in Genoa.




Luisi says it is important to “first learn an
instrument and then...become a conductor.”
It does not matter what instrument, he
explains, because “the direct producing
process of sound is crucial for a musician.”
Only by knowing instruments can the
conductor communicate his ideas to the
performers. Then, Luisi says, “you go to the
next step”—showing the orchestra members
how to produce the sounds you want.

A Leader Needed

In the 1700s, the director of the orchestra
was less concerned about communicating
his musical ideas and more concerned
about beating the time. Commonly, the
first violinist or pianist led the orchestras
and operas. The violinist’s bow served as a

Gustav Mahler won fame as a
composer and conductor, but
he also had his detractors, as
can be seen in these
caricatures drawn in 1901
showing Mahler conducting
the Vienna State Opera.

baton. However, as orchestras
grew in size, musicians began
to have difficulty seeing the
director. A leader was needed
to stand before the orchestra
not only to beat time, but also
to cue the musicians to their
entrances. The complexity of
the music demanded more
effective use of batons and
gestures. As directing became
conducting, the short and
sturdy modern baton replaced
rolled-up papers, violin bows,
and the six-foot staff. No longer
were clapping, foot-tapping,
stomping of a staff, or shouting
required. Silent gestures
evolved.
Although styles and
techniques have varied
throughout the 20th century,
communicating to musicians is “not just
waving hands,” says Luisi. “There are
patterns...and conducting techniques you
have to learn. It's a real language, which
musicians in the orchestra know as well.”
While one hand (usually the right) beats the
time with the baton, the other hand helps
shape the sound, including expression and
dynamics. By following the conductor’s body
movement, facial expressions, and hand
and arm gestures, the players draw out the
appropriate emotion from their instruments.
Today, Luisi says, he can communicate
his musical ideas worldwide. “This is the
beauty of music—a universal language...and
the most beautiful thing that can happen to
a conductor.”
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