Conducting the Orchestra - Ideas presented by the panelists

Time Management

Have you planned your orchestra rehearsals to the minute, including consideration of union rules for professional orchestras?

What are the differences and similarities between efficient use of rehearsal time with the orchestra and rehearsal time with the chorus? (AH)

Anticipate potential ensemble problems in advance.  Make a list of places that will need rehearsal.  Pick the top three and work them out.  You won’t likely have time for all of them. 

Pay your concertmaster extra to bow his/her part and then meet with you to discuss. The leadership of a strong concertmaster, to whom you give control of the strings, will avoid the need for discussions while everyone watches the clock tick.  If your budget allows, ask all principal players to mark their parts from the concertmaster’s part, then get together and give them a chance to discuss any discrepancies.  If everyone is on board before the first rehearsal you will not lose time talking about bowings. (JH)
It is important for the conductor to make effective and efficient use of time under any circumstance, but most especially with an orchestra which is being readied to perform with a chorus.  Rehearsal time is usually severely limited and the conductor must plan rehearsals meticulously to take advantage of the rehearsal period and to make the best use of it.  

The conductor must know the union rules about time.   Starting and stopping on time is a presumed imperative. 

When the orchestra comes together with the chorus for the first time, the orchestra needs more attention than the chorus.  To this end, the chorus must be prepared so that it can function without a great many specific instructions from the conductor.  Choruses can be trained to manage entrances and cut offs, for example.  In general, the orchestra will see the score much less often than the chorus, so the conductor’s attention is needed to show the players phrasing, articulation, dynamics, etc.  These are things that can all be rehearsed into the chorus ahead of time but require the attention of the conductor to assist the orchestra. (AHJ)

Score Preparation

How well do you know the orchestra score?
Have you identified “problem” sections?
Have you anticipated the choral/orchestra problems and do you have them “in your ear”? 

How much does the orchestra want or need to know about the historic placement and textual meaning of the piece? (AH)
Mark your score so that the elements of the orchestration are immediately obvious.  

Note which orchestral parts double which choral lines so you can quickly call out who needs to play along when you rehearse that vocal line.  

Indicate for yourself the instruments that fulfill an independent role in case you also want to include a contrasting part with the vocal line and the doubling instruments.

Prepare for the orchestra a concise handout that discusses the composer’s background, places the piece in historical context, and summarizes the texts.  Consider including some personal reflections on the work, but keep it brief.  If the musicians have a sense of what the piece is about, and if they understand your conception of it and emotional commitment to it, they may appreciate playing it more. 

Mark in the parts anything you might need to say in rehearsal. Tempo changes, rubati, articulations, dynamic nuances, places to watch you, etc. Pay special attention to dynamic markings where the entire orchestra has the same dynamic marking.  Should the trumpets and timpani really be the same dynamic as the violins in a Haydn Mass? Mark the dynamic changes. The less you have to say, the more rehearsal time you will have. (JH)

Preparing parts in advance for an orchestra - considerations concerning bowings, articulations, phrasing, balance, rehearsal letters and measure numbers.  What else can I do to make rehearsals efficient and musical?  Is a recording helpful?  Texts?  Information on the work? Meet with the concertmaster? 
Conductor preparation - what can I do in advance of the first orchestra rehearsal? (DGJ)
Individual movements should be timed and those timings are factored into the rehearsal planning, for example.  

An orchestration chart of what instruments play in what movements and what movements require soloists should also be made so that players can be rotated in and out of rehearsal as they are needed. (AHJ)

Rehearsal Logistics and Procedures

When is the best time to put the chorus and orchestra together? OR What are the benefits and drawbacks of rehearsing chorus and orchestra together?
Have you prepared your choir in a way that they will not waste orchestra rehearsal time? (Including the “special” skills of of singing with large orchestra including diction adjustments, vowel color adjustments) (AH)
If the principals know the players, let them make the seating chart for their respective sections.

Have someone you trust sit in the house and listen for balance problems.  The podium in many halls does not give an accurate picture of what is heard in the audience. 

Try to look relaxed, even if you are not.  Be gracious and courteous to everyone.  Smiling really helps.  These are often forgotten when one is nervous. (JH)

Organization of rehearsal schedule - considerations to include:
Choosing the size orchestra you need and can afford, especially including issues of balance, and the number of rehearsals you need.

Will there be a separate string rehearsal?  Or a separate orchestral tutti?  Do I need this?
In what order should I call the orchestra?  Can I split my rehearsal efficiently?  Can I save time money by calling some people early and some later?  Do I need everyone at each rehearsal?
How can I organize each rehearsal to maximize my time?  What works/movements do I rehearse in what order?  Can I skip sections in the first rehearsal?
Orchestra set-up - will it be “normal”?  Different?  How? Why?  What do I gain or lose? What is the acoustic like and how will that affect this?  Will they be comfortable?  Will there be light? Heat?
Expectations from the orchestra:  How will they improve between the first and second rehearsal, or between the first time through a section and the second?  Are these professional players?  How much can I leave to them and how much should I make them play again?
Talking to the orchestra, conducting the orchestra - How should I approach union players?  Student players?  What do they need to see from me?  Is this different if I’ve had a rehearsal with the orchestra without the chorus or if they are meeting together for the first time at a choral rehearsal?  Have they played together regularly as an orchestra or are they pickup players who don’t often play together?  How do I get my musical ideas across?  How can I make the orchestra play their best for me? (DGJ)

It is also important to know that a seating plan must be worked out ahead of time, that parts must be prepared, that measure numbers and letters should be the same from the orchestral parts to the choral parts, that there are preferred seating arrangements for families of orchestral musicians, and that a relationship with the instrumentalists should be cultivated that is congenial and supportive.

Balance will almost always be an issue unless the chorus is rehearsed to perform with a sense of precise and particular rhythm and careful enunciation of text.  (AHJ)

Conducting Techniques

Are your gestures clearly thought out, especially for the most challenging ensemble situations such as transitions, cadenzas, accompanied recitatives? (AH)
Talk with the baton, not with your mouth. You need to convince everyone immediately of your total commitment to the music and your ability to portray your interpretation visually, not verbally.  If you can successfully accomplish this, they will play for you and everything else will be almost inconsequential. Showing the shape and emotional content of the music is far more important than beat patterns.  However, orchestral players occasionally need very specific gestures for certain situations.  Two examples: pizzicato and wind and brass group entrances. (JH)

It is important to know the score structurally to aid in rehearsing – playing through the work phrase by phrase instead of stopping for every mistake when the mistake occurs, for example; conducting with enormous care the “seams” in the work; communicating changes in tempo with accuracy. 

Effective preparatory beats that properly set the intended tempo and communicate the dynamic and the style are expected.

It is helpful to know what information the orchestral musicians need from the conductor.  (Tempo, clear downbeats, the occasional cue, reinforcement of dynamics, etc.) (AHJ)

