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Abstract 

This	dissertation	explores	and	reflects	on	the	professional	practice	of	the	author	and	a	group	of	

five	experts	through	case	studies.	Incorporating	interviews,	observations,	reflective	journals,	

video	footage,	and	a	choral	project,	this	research	aims	to	explore	how	five	expert	choral	

conductors	work	in	the	rehearsal	setting.	

Rehearsal	techniques	are	as	diverse	as	the	individuals	who	practise	them.	Yet,	even	though	

conductors	have	their	differences,	the	varied	outcomes	can	still	be	judged	as	satisfactory.	These	

techniques	are	not	necessarily	skills	that	have	been	taught	in	an	undergraduate	conducting	

class.	Conducting	courses	and	textbooks	focus	on	beat	patterns	and	other	skills	that	must	be	

mastered	by	the	novice	and	which,	in	turn,	lend	themselves	more	readily	to	assessment.	

However,	the	running	of	a	rehearsal	is	a	complex	mixture	of	musicianship	and	teaching	skills	

that	are	continually	developed	over	a	lifetime	of	practice.	The	following	questions	emerge:	how,	

then,	do	highly	successful	conductors	work	in	rehearsal?	What	do	they	consider	to	be	important	

parts	of	their	own	practice?	What	skills	and	attributes	are	crucial	for	successful	ensemble	

leadership?	

For	this	research,	five	expert	choral	conductors	were	observed	on	site	in	multiple	rehearsals	and	

in	working	with	a	variety	of	vocal	ensembles.	They	also	participated	in	a	wide-ranging,	semi-

structured	interview	that	further	explored	their	approaches	to	conducting,	repertoire	selection,	

planning,	personal	philosophy,	and	reflections	on	their	craft.	The	author	used	the	data	generated	

from	the	case	studies	and	through	a	survey	of	core	literature	to	experiment	with	their	own	

practice	during	a	12-week	rehearsal	period	that	culminated	in	a	performance	of	Haydn’s	Missa	

in	angustiis.	

The	research	project	revealed	that,	while	each	case	study	conductor	had	an	individualistic	

approach	to	their	rehearsal	delivery,	five	main	characteristics	appeared	to	be	common	amongst	

them	all:	they	recognised	the	conductor’s	role	as	a	teacher;	they	were	interested	in	working	

towards	a	sound	ideal;	they	believed	in	their	responsibility	to	develop	skills;	they	included	

performance	opportunities	in	the	rehearsal	setting;	and	they	emphasised	the	importance	of	

building	community.	As	a	result,	these	concepts	formed	the	foundation	of	the	author’s	work	with	

their	own	ensemble.		

These	findings	have	implications	for	the	author’s	own	practice	as	well	as	broader	implications	

for	other	conductors	and	the	training	of	student	conductors.	The	results	appear	to	advocate	a	

more	holistic	approach	to	conducting	and	conductor	training	as	well	as	the	importance	of	

developing	community	within	the	avocational	choir.	
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Chapter One: Project Overview 

Introduction 

The	training	of	conductors	is	a	relatively	recent	innovation	in	music	performance	

history.	While	evidence	of	time-beating	can	be	traced	back	to	ancient	times,	an	early	form	of	

choral	conducting	began	to	develop	in	the	fifth	century,	with	a	leader	responsible	for	keeping	

the	ensemble	together.	The	choir,	as	understood	today,	began	to	form	during	the	early	15th	

century	with	the	development	of	Renaissance	polyphony	and	its	use	in	the	Church	(Alwes,	

2015).	Polyphony	encouraged	the	use	of	larger	ensembles	and,	with	it,	the	need	for	a	musician	to	

keep	the	choir	together.	

The	formalised	study	of	choral	conducting	is	an	even	more	recent	phenomenon.	Before	

the	development	of	university	conducting	courses	in	the	20th	century,	conductors	learned	

through	a	master-apprentice	model:	the	student	often	began	as	a	chorister	and	learned	through	

experience	and	observation,	copying	the	methods	and	mannerisms	of	the	master.	While	the	

learning	situation	has	now	moved	from	the	Church	to	the	conservatory,	the	learning	model	has	

remained	much	the	same	(see	Carey	et	al.,	2013;	Carey	et	al.,	2017).	

There	are	probably	as	many	choral	rehearsal	methods	as	there	are	choral	conductors.	

Almost	50	years	ago	the	noted	American	choral	conductor	and	pedagogue,	Howard	Swan,	

observed	that:	

Since	it	is	impossible	to	reach	a	unanimous	opinion	concerning	the	elements	which	

constitute	good	tone	quality,	it	follows	that	specialists	are	hopelessly	divided	in	

their	choice	of	methods	to	be	used	in	securing	from	their	singers	a	high	level	of	

achievement.	(1973,	p.	5)	

Meanwhile,	the	gestures	of	conducting	have	become	fairly	standardised	over	time,	with	many	

textbooks	available,	but	one	could	be	forgiven	for	assuming	that	conducting	gesture	alone	is	the	

totality	of	the	conducting	art.	In	these	texts,	the	actual	process	of	delivering	a	rehearsal	is	

underrepresented.	Among	some	of	the	texts	in	use	in	university-level	conducting	courses,	Roy	

Ernst	and	Donald	Hunsberger	(1983),	Max	Rudolf	(1994),	and	Jerry	and	Henry	Nowak	(2002)	

devote	a	few	pages	to	rehearsal	structures	and	techniques,	while	Elizabeth	Green	(1981)	and	

Gustav	Meier	(2009)	avoid	the	subject	almost	completely.		

Works	that	focus	on	choral	conducting	tend	to	be	more	diverse,	emphasising	the	dual	

role	of	both	conductor	and	teacher.	Snow	(2009)	combines	the	two	words	into	the	hybrid	

conductor-teacher	to	emphasise	the	dual	roles	of	the	conductor	as	both	an	artist	and	an	

educator.	There	is	an	acknowledgment	that	the	pedagogical	skills	of	a	teacher	are	of	equal	

importance	and	that	in	every	rehearsal	there	is	a	transfer	and	development	of	knowledge	and	

skill	regardless	of	the	rehearsal	situation.	A	recent	survey	of	Australian	choral	conductors	led	by	



10	

	

Dumont	(2016)	found	that	the	overwhelming	number	of	respondents	were	working	in	

educational	settings.	One	might	broaden	this	to	acknowledge	that,	regardless	of	whether	or	not	a	

choir	occurs	in	an	educational	setting,	a	choral	conductor	is	performing	an	educative	function.		

Tertiary	training	programmes	in	Australia	traditionally	follow	the	textbooks,	focusing	on	

the	development	of	conducting	patterns	and	some	score	study	methods.	As	Wyvill	(2012)	

pointed	out,	most	courses	run	for	only	a	semester	or	two,	and	time	in	the	curriculum	is	at	a	

premium.	Learning	the	gestures	of	conducting	and	score	study	can	be	done	as	a	group	activity	

and	is	easily	assessed,	yet	research	shows	that	other	components	such	as	repertoire	selection	

(Apfelstadt,	2001;	N.	Cox,	2006;	Dean,	2011)	and	rehearsal	planning	(Apfelstadt,	2017;	Nápoles,	

2013;	Price	&	Byo,	2002;	Snow,	1998)	are	also	of	vital	importance.	Again,	as	Wyvill	notes,	the	

training	of	choral	conductors	should	“emphasise	the	development	of	a	set	of	skills	to	ensure	a	

successful	and	rewarding	rehearsal	process”	(p.	182).		

Rehearsal	processes	themselves	are	more	complex	and	require	longer	periods	of	

individualised	tuition.	If,	as	Snow	(2009)	suggests,	the	education	component	of	the	conductor-

teacher	is	crucial,	these	questions	emerge:	is	developing	this	expertise	over	extended	periods	of	

time	beyond	the	scope	of	most	tertiary	courses?	Due	to	the	interlacing	nature	of	rehearsal	

pedagogy,	musicianship,	educational	psychology,	vocal	science,	and	numerous	other	skills,	is	it	

unrealistic	to	expect	a	novice	conductor	to	combine	them	all	in	the	early	stages	of	their	learning?	

Is	gesture	the	logical	place	to	focus	and	assess?	

Choral	conducting,	like	other	forms	of	teaching,	is	situational,	often	learned	through	the	

master-student	relationship	of	observing	and	doing.	Practitioners	use	a	variety	of	strategies,	

built	up	through	experience,	to	respond	to	each	situation	as	it	arises	(Panciera,	1998).	In	this	

way,	learners	become	part	of	a	community	of	practitioners	and	master	their	skills	and	

knowledge	by	gradually	becoming	full	participants	in	the	practices	of	that	particular	community	

(Lave	&	Wenger,	1991).	

Because	conductor-teachers	must	respond	in	real	time	to	the	ensemble	in	front	of	them,	

which	itself	is	made	up	of	individuals	who	are	constantly	changing,	it	becomes	almost	

impossible	to	develop	a	set	of	rehearsal	tricks	that	will	apply	to	every	circumstance.	It	becomes	

necessary,	then,	to	widen	the	lens	further	and	look	for	a	set	of	guiding	principles	upon	which	

conductor-teachers	can	rely,	for	“successful	choral	rehearsals	do	not	happen	by	chance.	They	are	

very	carefully	planned	by	the	conductor,	who	knows	that	the	ultimate	success	of	the	choral	

program	(as	well	as	his	or	her	own	artistic	fulfillment)	is	determined	in	the	rehearsals”	(Terry,	

1991,	p.	151).	

Which	areas	of	rehearsal	pedagogy	are	worthy	of	being	examined?	Dorsey	(2015)	

compiled	an	index	of	articles	written	in	the	American	Choral	Directors	Association’s	magazine,	

the	Choral	Journal,	between	September	1979	and	August	2015.	Dorsey	identified	500	articles	
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dealing	with	topics	in	choral	conducting	and	choral	techniques.	As	shown	in	Table	1,	the	

emphasis	tends	toward	topics	dealing	with	the	vocal	process,	the	rehearsal	proper,	repertoire	

selection	and,	interestingly,	the	organisation	and	administration	of	the	ensemble	itself.		

Table	1	

Articles	Appearing	in	the	Choral	Journal,	Volumes	19-55		

Choral	conducting	and	choral	

techniques	
No.	of	articles	

Vocal	technique,	production,	and	tone	 152	

Rehearsal	 89	

Repertoire	 68	

Organisation	and	administration	 49	

Conducting	technique	 37	

Diction		 20	

Musicianship	 19	

Auditioning	and	adjudicating	 15	

Intonation	 14	

Score	study	and	preparation	 11	

General	 9	

Instrumental	conducting	 6	

Balance	 4	

Blend	 4	

Formation	 3	

Note.	Adapted	from	Dorsey,	2015.	

The	articles	identified	in	Table	1	tend	to	align	themselves	under	three	broad	headings:	

pre-rehearsal,	rehearsal,	and	post-rehearsal	activities.	They	can	also	further	be	categorised	into	

sub-headings	that	will	be	explored	further.	When	viewed	in	this	way,	a	cycle	begins	to	appear	

where	pre-rehearsal	activities	set	the	foundation	for	a	rehearsal	period	which,	in	turn,	leads	to	a	

post-rehearsal	performance.	The	reflection	on	this	performance	and	rehearsal	period	then	leads	

to	pre-rehearsal	work,	thus	beginning	the	process	once	more.	This	process	will	be	referred	to	as	

the	rehearsal	cycle	(discussed	in	detail	in	Chapter	5).	
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Personal Background – Positioning the Researcher 

Throughout	this	study,	I	have	consciously	placed	myself	and	my	work	at	the	centre	of	the	

research	as	a	way	of	examining	my	own	participation	in	the	processes	involved.	In	outlining	the	

features	of	a	“good”	qualitative	study,	Creswell	and	Poth	(2018)	stated	that	researchers	position	

themselves	in	their	study	to	reflect	on	their	“history,	culture,	and	personal	experiences”	(p.	49).	

This	autoethnography,	or	self-study,	is	“an	autobiographical	genre	of	writing	and	research	that	

displays	multiple	layers	of	consciousness	connecting	the	personal	to	the	cultural”	(Ellis	&	

Bochner,	2000,	p.	733).	Freeman	(2010)	observed	that	“practice-based	research	methodologies	

will	often	focus	on	specific	processes	undertaken	rather	than	on	what	might	or	might	not	be	

contained	in	the	‘finished’	work	produced.	We	can	identify	this	as	a	concentration	on	forms	of	

procedural	application”	(pp.	182-183).		

This	research	is	very	personal,	examining	my	own	practice	and	seeking	to	deeply	

examine	my	work	as	a	conductor.	I	am	a	central	part	of	this	project	and,	therefore,	cannot	be	

separated	from	it.	For	sections	of	this	study,	I	have	embraced	an	autoethnograic	lens	to	

acknowledge	my	role	in	the	research	project.	Bartleet	and	Ellis	(2009)	found	that	

autoethnography	allows	musicians	to	give	deep	and	vibrant	meaning	to	their	research,	rather	

than	merely	reporting	upon	a	series	of	events.	It	is	this	personal	connection	to	the	work	that	will	

be	acknowledged	and	explored	in	this	dissertation.	Autoethnography	is	the	reflection	on	the	self	

for	the	benefit	of	others.	As	such,	I	will	employ	my	own	reflections	as	a	participant	researcher.	

These	will	appear	in	the	main	text,	written	in	italics	to	differentiate	my	voice.	

My Story 

As	part	of	this	process	of	self-reflection,	it	is	important	to	state	my	teaching	philosophy	at	

the	outset.	I	believe	in	music’s	ability	to	bring	people	together	and	to	level	cultural	and	class	

boundaries.	I	come	from	what	could	best	be	described	as	a	working-class	background	and,	through	

my	involvement	in	music,	I	have	been	fortunate	to	receive	opportunities	that	would	otherwise	have	

been	denied	to	me.	In	a	recent	report	from	Living	SJ	and	the	University	of	New	Brunswick,	five	

neighbourhoods	in	my	hometown	of	Saint	John,	New	Brunswick,	in	Canada,	were	identified	as	

having	“high	poverty	rates,	high	percentage	of	single	parents,	and	lower	levels	of	education	and	

labour	force	participation”	and	child	poverty	ranges	from	54%	–	88%	(Living	SJ,	2016).	As	a	way	of	

framing	my	background,	I	grew	up	in	the	three	neighbourhoods	lowest	ranked	in	the	study.	While	

my	family	was	always	as	supportive	as	they	could	be,	there	was	not	a	lot	of	extra	money	for	

organised	activities	like	team	sports	or	music	lessons.	It	was	because	of	the	generosity	of	the	local	

Rotary	club,	the	church,	and	many	kind	teachers	and	mentors	that	I	was	able	to	take	piano	and	

singing	lessons.	Being	involved	in	the	Cathedral	Choir	and	the	Saint	John	Rotary	Boys	Choir	gave	

me	the	structure,	grounding,	and	personal	confidence	that	might	otherwise	have	been	denied	to	
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me.	I	was	also	fortunate	to	have	experienced	many	formative	moments	during	my	training,	

learning	from	inspiring	experts	and	mentors	in	my	field.	

Ever	since	I	can	remember,	music	has	been	a	part	of	my	life.	My	earliest	recollections	as	a	

performer	were	singing	rousing	renditions	of	“She’ll	be	comin’	‘round	the	mountain”	with	the	band	

at	our	local	community	social	association.	I	was	all	of	4	years	old	and	completely	fearless.	My	

mother	says	that	when	I	was	a	pre-schooler,	I	used	to	conduct	orchestras	that	I	would	see	on	

television,	using	a	wooden	spoon	as	a	baton.	April	Mills,	my	Grade	1	teacher,	once	told	me	that	I	

would	conduct	music	in	class	and	had	a	great	sense	of	rhythm.	When	she	asked	me	if	I	could	sing,	

“Of	course	I	can!”	was	my	incredulous	reply.	As	fate	would	have	it,	Miss	Mills	also	hosted	a	television	

talent	show	called	Star	Date	and	I	became	a	regular	performer.	With	her	introduction	to	Walter	

Ball,	conductor	of	the	Saint	John	Rotary	Boys	Choir,	I	was	on	my	way.	Thanks	to	them,	and	many	

others,	a	lifelong	love	of	music	and	performance	was	nurtured	and	encouraged.	My	family	was	not	

well-to-do,	and	without	the	financial	support	of	the	Rotary	Club,	music	lessons	would	have	been	

impossible.	This	has	underpinned	my	firm	belief	that	music	should	be	open	to	everyone	regardless	

of	their	social	or	financial	circumstances.	

It	was	in	the	Rotary	Boys	Choir	that	my	conducting	training	began.	During	one	of	our	

annual	summer	camps	our	conductor,	Dr	Kevin	Langford,	was	finishing	some	administrative	

business	and	was	late	for	a	rehearsal.	Some	of	my	friends	started	to	goad	me	to	take	over	the	

rehearsal	–	I	must	admit,	they	probably	didn’t	have	to	try	very	hard.	I	didn’t	realise	that	in	the	

middle	of	this,	Dr	Langford	had	come	up	the	stairs	and	was	observing	my	efforts.	At	our	end	of	

camp	concert,	I	made	my	debut	conducting	Aden	G.	Lewis’s	arrangement	of	Streets	of	London.	Dr	

Langford	was	also	my	voice	and	piano	teacher	and	soon	conducting	was	added	to	the	list.		

After	high	school	I	started	a	music	degree	at	Mount	Allison	University	in	Sackville,	New	

Brunswick.	It	was	an	idyllic	setting	and	possibly	the	first	time	that	I	can	remember	being	

surrounded	by	so	many	like-minded	people.	I	still	remember	the	thrill	of	walking	down	the	

corridors	and	hearing	music	coming	out	of	every	room.		

At	the	end	of	my	first	year,	I	represented	New	Brunswick	in	the	1992	National	Youth	Choir	

of	Canada	(NYCC)	under	the	baton	of	Dr	Elmer	Iseler,	at	the	time	considered	the	Dean	of	Canadian	

Choral	Conductors	(Elmer	Iseler	Singers,	n.d.).	The	NYCC	was	a	project	of	the	Association	of	

Canadian	Choral	Communities	(ACCC),	the	peak	body	for	choral	conductors	and	choristers.	A	

quartet	of	singers	from	each	province	would	gather	biennially	under	the	direction	of	an	eminent	

conductor	for	10	days	of	rehearsal	followed	by	a	concert	tour	of	the	surrounding	area.	The	

culmination	of	the	season	would	be	a	performance	and	live	broadcast	at	the	biennial	Podium	

national	conference	for	choir	conductors.	I	had	grown	up	listening	to	Elmer	Iseler,	the	Elmer	Iseler	

Singers,	and	the	Toronto	Mendelssohn	Choir,	so	to	finally	be	singing	with	him	was	both	thrilling	

and	terrifying	in	equal	measure.		
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The	NYCC	was	my	first	experience	making	music	at	a	near	professional	level	and	

participating	in	rehearsals	that	demanded	everything	I	could	muster.	I	also	met	outstanding	young	

musicians	from	all	over	the	country,	many	of	them	at	the	beginning	of	international	careers	as	

conductors,	singers,	voice	pedagogues,	and	arts	administrators.	I	was	inspired	to	hear	them	talk	

about	musical	issues	and	concerts	with	international	artists	that	they	either	attended	or	performed	

in.	I	also	have	to	admit	that	I	was	secretly	embarrassed	because	I	didn’t	know	many	of	these	people	

who	were	brought	up	in	conversation	even	though,	now	I	look	back	on	it,	they	were	the	leading	

singers	and	conductors	of	the	time.	It	then	occurred	to	me	that,	perhaps,	my	musical	upbringing	

was	a	bit	sheltered	from	the	developments	of	the	wider	world.	I	started	to	long	for	the	lights	of	the	

big	city	and	that	meant	moving	to	Toronto	or	Montreal.	I	met	several	students	from	the	University	

of	Toronto	(UofT),	and	it	sounded	like	a	great	place	in	a	musically	vibrant	city.	I	really	doubted	my	

ability	to	gain	entry,	but	they	were	very	encouraging	and	so	I	left	Mount	Allison	University	and	

became	a	student	at	UofT.	

My	first	year	in	Toronto	was	a	whirlwind	and	I	was	a	bit	overwhelmed	by	all	of	the	

opportunities.	I	sang	in	the	university	chamber	choir,	the	Macmillan	Singers,	with	Dr	Doreen	Rao.	I	

knew	of	Rao	when	my	boys’	choir	had	attended	an	international	festival.	At	the	time	she	conducted	

the	Glyn	Ellen	Children’s	Chorus	and	I	thought	they	were	the	best	thing	I	had	ever	heard	in	my	

young	life.	I	was	also	baritone	section	leader	in	the	Amadeus	Choir	of	Greater	Toronto	with	Lydia	

Adams.	I	had	met	Adams	when	I	was	a	treble	at	the	Diocesan	Choir	Camp	and	reconnected	when	

she	was	accompanist	for	the	National	Youth	Choir.	She	was	also	the	accompanist	for	the	Elmer	

Iseler	Singers	and	a	central	figure	in	the	choral	life	of	Toronto.		

I	probably	got	involved	in	too	many	things	that	year	and	I	said	“yes”	to	everything	that	was	

offered	to	me.	I	was	like	a	person	discovering	some	delicious	food	for	the	first	time	and	I	became	a	

“choral	glutton”.	In	my	second	year,	I	resolved	to	be	more	selective.	I	prioritised	my	studies	and	my	

work	with	the	Amadeus	Choir;	everything	else	had	to	fit	in	with	this	and	not	take	over.	At	the	

beginning	of	the	academic	year,	I	was	invited	to	go	on	tour	with	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers	and	I	was	

granted	a	3-week	leave	of	absence	from	university.	This	was	my	first	time	working	with	a	

professional	choir	and	to	be	a	member	of	this	group	that	I	had	listened	to	all	my	life	was	surreal	as	

well	as	a	real	stretch	of	my	abilities.	The	tour	itself	took	us	to	Atlantic	Canada	and	included	many	of	

the	places	where	I	grew	up.	In	many	ways	it	was	a	homecoming	but	not	just	a	return	for	a	visit:	I	

was	now	professional	musician.		

One	of	the	great	privileges	was	working	with	Iseler	himself.	He	was	one	of	the	most	musical	

people	I	had	yet	met.	His	ability	to	hear	what	to	me	sounded	like	a	dissonant	chord	of	random	notes	

and	say	“I	need	more	of	this	note”	or	“[section]	you’re	singing	x	and	not	y”	was	astounding.	Also	

impressive	was	his	knowledge	of	very	complex	scores	and	his	ability	to	make	sense	of	them	for	us.	

Iseler	was	a	champion	of	newly	commissioned	works,	and	he	had	such	a	sense	of	musicianship	that	

he	could	make	every	piece	beautiful.	I	was	offered	a	permanent	place	in	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers	
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but	that	would	have	meant	leaving	my	degree	to	sing	with	them	full	time.	I	continued	to	sing	with	

them	on	a	casual	basis	even	when	Iseler	passed	away	and	Adams	continued	his	work.	To	say	the	

Elmer	Iseler	Singers	were	like	a	family	to	me	is	figuratively	and	literally	true	–	I	met	my	future	wife	

when	I	was	in	the	choir.	

When	I	was	a	voice	major	at	UofT	I	enrolled	in	an	orchestral	conducting	class	as	an	

undergraduate.	My	degree	focussed	on	solo	singing	but,	despite	this,	I	had	always	preferred	

ensemble	singing	and	choirs.	The	professor	who	taught	choral	conducting	was	on	leave,	but	the	

orchestral	conducting	lecturer,	Dwight	Bennett,	was	also	an	opera	conductor	with	the	Canadian	

Opera	Company.	I	figured	he	would	be	“singer	friendly”	and	I	would	learn	more	about	the	

orchestra.	Bennett	believed	in	cantabile	playing,	in	other	words,	imitating	a	singing	legato.	Often,	

he	would	come	to	class	with	orchestral	parts	from	some	symphony	or	other.	He	would	assign	each	

of	us	to	an	instrument	and	we	would	sight	sing	through	the	parts.	Bennett	taught	me	how	to	

analyse	a	score	and	break	it	down.	He	was	also	a	great	believer	that	music	was	not	a	separate	

artform	but	developed	as	part	of	a	wider	society.	Politics,	architecture,	painting,	sculpture,	

economics,	literature,	and	music	were	all	intertwined.	Orchestral	conducting	was	my	most	

successful	class	and	in	my	final	year	Bennett	encouraged	me	to	continue	with	graduate	studies.	I	

was	at	a	crossroads	and	decided	to	pursue	operatic	singing	instead.	Now	that	conducting	had	

become	such	a	focus	of	my	professional	life,	I	often	wonder	what	would	have	happened	if	I	had	

taken	the	other	fork	in	the	road.	

When	I	finished	a	Master	of	Music	(Opera)	at	the	Royal	Scottish	Academy	of	Music	and	

Drama	(now	known	as	the	Royal	Conservatoire	of	Scotland),	I	returned	to	Toronto	and	my	familiar	

territory.	On	the	day	I	arrived	I	received	a	phone	call	from	Lydia	Adams	to	join	the	Elmer	Iseler	

Singers	on	a	tour	of	the	United	States.	I	also	started	as	a	Lay	Clerk	(professional	chorister)	at	Saint	

James’	Cathedral	(Anglican)	and	as	a	chorus	member	of	the	Canadian	Opera	Company.	I	continued	

to	sing	oratorio	and	recital	repertoire	as	a	soloist,	but	the	bulk	of	my	professional	life	was	singing	

in	choirs	of	one	form	or	another.	It	was	around	this	time	that	I	began	to	tentatively	start	working	

on	the	other	side	of	the	podium,	mostly	in	the	role	of	vocal	consultant.	I	would	assist	the	conductor	

by	making	suggestions	or,	as	Adams	once	said,	“I	can	translate	into	‘singer’”.	These	were	tentative	

steps,	but	I	wouldn’t	have	classified	myself	as	a	choral	conductor.	

After	moving	to	Melbourne,	Australia,	I	began	to	teach	singing	and,	through	my	work	in	the	

tertiary	sector,	I	began	to	observe	the	lack	of	choral	pathways	open	to	voice	students	in	my	

universities.	The	focus	appeared	to	be	on	developing	careers	in	opera	even	though	the	competition	

for	the	few	positions	that	existed	was	tight.	Together	with	my	wife,	Claire	Preston,	we	founded	the	

Exaudi	Youth	Choir,	and	it	was	Claire’s	encouragement	that	finally	started	my	conducting	journey.		

Our	mission	was	to	cater	for	(1)	university	voice	students	who	enjoyed	choral	music,	(2)	

instrumental/composition	students	who	wanted	to	sing,	and	(3)	non-music	majors	who	had	been	

heavily	involved	in	their	secondary	school	music	programmes	but	now	found	there	was	a	lack	of	
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opportunity	for	them	to	continue	their	music	making	with	their	peers.	I	used	the	Toronto	

Mendelssohn	Youth	Choir	as	my	model	and	tried	to	form	strong	connections	with	secondary	schools	

who	would	supply	us	with	new	recruits.	Over	time,	Exaudi	became	well	known	and	a	trusted	

destination	for	secondary	school	conductors	to	send	their	singers	upon	graduation.	In	2009	Exaudi	

won	the	Open	Championship	at	the	Australian	National	Eisteddfod.	They	continue	to	this	day	as	

part	of	the	Young	Voices	of	Melbourne	organisation.	

During	this	time,	I	also	obtained	a	teaching	degree	and	soon	became	Director	of	Music	at	

Melbourne	High	School.	It	was	here,	as	part	of	my	work	in	the	whole-school	massed	singing	

programme,	that	my	teaching	philosophy	really	evolved:	music	is	for	everyone	regardless	of	class,	

ability,	or	financial	means;	and	we	worked	as	hard	as	we	could	to	create	the	best	outcome	we	could	

with	the	resources	at	hand.	

When	I	look	back	at	my	first	rehearsal,	I	was	really	making	it	up	as	I	went	along,	and	I	had	

to	employ	the	techniques	I	had	been	exposed	to	as	a	chorister.	Like	many	conductors,	I	was	

teaching	the	way	I	was	taught.	Or	at	least,	the	way	I	had	perceived	that	I	was	taught.	This	was	

really	mimicking	others,	with	little	understanding	of	what	I	had	to	do	to	achieve	the	results	I	

wanted.	Over	a	period	of	time	I	developed	my	own	rehearsal	style,	mostly	through	personal	

reading,	attending	professional	development	workshops,	reflection,	and	trial	and	error.	This	

follows	closely	the	findings	of	Panciera	(1998)	who	noted:	“most	conductors	develop	rehearsal	

skills	in	an	implicit	fashion	through	personal	experience	and	the	observation	of	mentor	conductors”	

(p.	4).		

Shortly	after	starting	Exaudi,	we	worked	with	UK-based	conductor,	Michael	Brewer,	who	

was	then	conductor	of	the	National	Youth	Choir	of	Great	Britain.	After	observing	me	at	rehearsals,	

he	challenged	me	by	asking	why	I	didn’t	“conduct”	my	choir.	He	said	that	I	knew	a	lot	about	singing	

and	yet,	I	didn’t	teach	any	of	it	to	my	choir.	I	didn’t	want	to	impose	my	ideas	on	the	singers	for	fear	

of	contradicting	their	voice	teachers	(and	maybe	also	losing	our	source	of	recruits).	It	really	was	

the	beginning	of	a	long	period	of	reflection	for	me.	I	still	hadn’t	made	the	leap	to	choral	conductor	

in	my	mind;	I	didn’t	take	ownership	of	that	title	or	see	it	as	my	role.	It	was	at	that	moment	that	I	

decided	to	really	explore	my	practice	as	a	choral	conductor,	as	a	conductor-teacher.		

I	now	began	to	(finally)	develop	a	curiosity	about	the	ins	and	outs	of	choral	conducting	–	

how	gesture	affected	sound,	cleaning	up	some	bad	habits,	using	vocal	pedagogy	in	the	rehearsal,	

and	developing	my	sound	concept	or	ideal.	Sometimes	I	have	felt	hostage	to	“imposter	syndrome”	

but	I	was	always	eager	to	learn	more	from	my	colleagues	in	order	to	improve	myself.	This	long	and	

complex	journey	has	now	led	me	to	this	present	study,	an	effort	to	improve	my	own	professional	

practice	and	learn	from	the	expert	conductor	teachers	with	whom	I	have	had	the	honour	of	

working.	Beyond	improving	my	practice,	the	research	aim	of	undertaking	this	reflective	exercise	

has	been	to	influence	the	rehearsal	process	for	others.			
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Rationale and Purpose 

As	J.	Cox	(1989)	noted:	“Methodology	textbooks	disagree	as	to	the	most	effective	type	of	

organizational	structure	to	be	used	in	choral	rehearsal”	(p.	201).	The	same	could	be	extended	to	

the	construction	of	the	rehearsal	process	as	a	whole,	with	many	authors	offering	wide-ranging	

advice	and	suggestions	but	few	agreeing	on	an	exact	method.		

While	many	practitioners	have	developed	ways	to	approach	pre-rehearsal	activities,	

with	near	universal	acknowledgement	of	the	importance	of	score	study,	the	rehearsal	period	

itself	offers	a	wide	variety	of	viewpoints.	In	describing	the	role	of	the	conductor,	Snow	(2009)	

observed	that	they	are	an	improviser	who	“brainstorms	(in	real	time)	multiple	strategies	.	.	.	

based	on	a	rich	knowledge	of	teaching”	(4:22).	There	are	many	facets	to	a	rehearsal	or	series	of	

rehearsals	and	the	methods	employed	appear	to	be	situational	and	context	driven.	This	makes	

developing	a	series	of	steps	or	a	rigid	set	of	guidelines	a	near	impossibility.	Rather,	researchers	

offer	a	collection	of	ideas	with	the	knowledge	that,	while	the	philosophy	and	practice	are	sound,	

there	is	a	flexibility	left	to	the	discretion	of	the	conductor	working	with	a	specific	group	in	a	

particular	moment.	It	is	this	gap	that	warrants	more	exploration	in	this	project.	

Australian	researchers	Wyvill	(2012),	Dumont	(2016),	and	Morton	(2020)	all	recognise	

the	necessity	for	choral	conducting,	in	the	Australian	context,	to	move	beyond	its	current	state	

into	a	more	professionalised	art	form	that	values	continuous	professional	development	and	

specialised	training.	As	a	result,	this	study	seeks	to	expand	this	research	through	an	examination	

of	one	conductor-teacher’s	practice.		

According	to	the	Australian	National	Choral	Association’s	(ANCA)	website,	there	are	

currently	over	1,000	members	of	ANCA,	the	majority	of	which	are	choirs	(Australian	National	

Choral	Association,	n.d.).	In	the	Music	Council	of	Australia’s	report	focusing	on	community	

choirs,	62%	of	community	choir	conductors	have	a	degree	related	to	music	and	most	of	those	

respondents	(58%)	have	a	focus	on	music	education	(Masso,	2013).	Most	courses	offered	by	

Australian	universities	tend	to	be	general	conducting	courses	of	approximately	12	weeks	in	

duration	and	taught	as	part	of	undergraduate	training.	As	the	community	of	choral	conductors	

seeks	to	become	more	professional	and	to	receive	the	acknowledgement	that	professionalism	

brings,	they	will	be	required	to	examine	their	own	practice	and	become	more	proactive	in	their	

demands	for	in-depth	training	and	entry	to	the	profession.	They	will,	in	effect,	become	

gatekeepers	for	entry	into	their	own	community	of	practice.	Schon	(1983)	recognises	these	

steps	as	the	hallmarks	that	define	a	“profession”.	

My	own	research	also	follows	this	pathway	towards	self-reflection	and	professional	

growth.	My	work	as	both	a	conductor	of	choirs	and	an	educator	of	conductors	has	led	me	to	

examine	my	own	practice	as	a	conductor-teacher	and	to	experiment	with	various	forms	of	

rehearsal	techniques.	Through	a	series	of	interviews	and	observations	with	expert	choral	
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conductors,	examining	my	own	work	in	a	rehearsal	setting,	and	a	review	of	the	literature,	I	will	

look	for	trends	and	methods	of	rehearsing,	comparing	and	contrasting	various	styles	and	

philosophies.		

Research Questions 

The	aim	of	this	project	is	to	examine	the	professional	practice	of	highly	regarded	

conductors	of	amateur	choirs,	to	apply	these	concepts	to	my	own	work,	and	to	articulate	them	

here	for	the	benefit	of	others.	Through	the	use	of	interviews,	observations,	and	reflexivity	

regarding	my	own	practice,	this	project	explores	the	following	research	questions:	

• How	do	the	selected	expert	conductors	work	in	rehearsal	with	their	ensembles	and	what	

do	they	consider	to	be	important	aspects	of	their	own	professional	practice?	

• What	are	the	skills,	attributes,	and	qualities	that	should	form	an	important	part	of	the	

choral	conductor’s	training	for	ensemble	leadership?		

• How	can	I	apply	what	I	have	learned	to	my	own	professional	practice	and	what	are	the	

implications	for	the	wider	profession?	

These	questions	help	to	focus	the	literature	review	which,	in	turn,	informs	the	

techniques	to	be	observed	and	studied.	They	also	focus	on	the	work	of	the	conductor	in	

secondary,	tertiary,	and	community	environments.	A	major	emphasis	is	the	development	of	

skills	in	amateur	choruses,	but	this	does	not	denote	a	lesser	performance	standard.	In	place	of	

amateur,	the	term	avocational	will	be	used	to	indicate	a	choral	practitioner	whose	main	source	

of	income	is	not	derived	from	their	musical	activities.	As	such,	this	project	will	not	focus	on	the	

peculiarities	and	demands	of	the	professional	choir,	although	there	will	be	elements	that	are	

readily	applicable	to	that	situation.	

As	for	the	expert	conductors	themselves,	what	sets	them	apart	from	their	peers?	What	

makes	them	the	subject	of	study?	Harrison	(2004)	examined	the	identities	of	music	teachers	in	

Australia,	listing	“attributes	considered	significant	for	teachers	to	possess	and	develop”	(p.	198).	

Particularly	valuable	to	the	current	study,	Harrison	listed:	

• knowledge	of	content,	pedagogy,	repertoire,	and	curriculum	documents,	

• possession	of	a	range	of	teaching	styles,	

• reflective	skills	for	self-evaluation	and	improvement,	

• capacity	to	motivate,	inspire,	and	encourage,	

• connection	with	the	students	as	people,	and	

• the	need	for	interpersonal	skills.	

The	focus	of	this	project	will	examine	my	own	practice	as	a	choral	conductor	and	will	

inform	the	training	of	secondary	and	tertiary	choirs,	avocational	community	choirs,	and	those	

conductors	who	work	with	these	groups.	The	study	of	choral	conducting	as	a	research	area	is	
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relatively	new	in	Australia	and	this	project	aims	not	only	to	develop	new	knowledge	but	also	to	

bring	together	existing	concepts	into	a	unified	framework.	

Outline of the Dissertation 

This	dissertation	contains	two	research	outputs,	involving	the	work	of	five	expert	case	

studies	as	well	as	an	examination	of	my	own	artistic	practice.	The	results	of	my	reflections	on	

these	interactions	with	the	case	studies	will	be	presented	alongside	my	own	work.	Through	the	

use	of	autoethnographic	reflection,	I	wish	to	consider	my	own	practice	in	a	similar	way	to	

another	case	study	–	the	case	study	of	the	self.	

This	dissertation	is	divided	into	the	following	chapters:	

• Chapter	1	–	introduces	the	study	and	outlines	the	purpose,	rationale	for	the	study,	and	

research	questions.	

• Chapter	2	–	focuses	on	a	review	of	the	some	of	the	current	literature	on	expertise,	expert	

conducting,	and	how	these	experts	work	in	a	choral	rehearsal	situation.	

• Chapter	3	–	outlines	the	methods	of	investigation	for	the	study.	

• Chapter	4	–	presents	the	expert	case	studies	and	reflections	on	my	interviews	and	

observations	with	them.	

• Chapter	5	–	examines	the	choral	project	and	my	own	professional	practice.	

• Chapter	6	–	looks	at	conclusions	drawn	from	the	research	and	implications	for	my	

professional	practice	and	recommends	areas	of	further	research.	

Summary 

This	research	study	presents	recent	literature	exploring	expertise,	specifically,	how	

choral	conductors	develop	expertise	and	how	they	work	in	a	choral	rehearsal	setting.	The	

dissertation	is	a	report	on	the	examination	of	two	research	outputs:	the	professional	practice	of	

five	expert	case	studies	and	the	professional	practice	of	the	author.	Data	were	collected	through	

interviews,	observation	of	the	case	studies	in	situ,	reflective	journals,	field	notes,	and	video	

recording.	The	results	involve	reflections	on	the	case	studies	and	the	choral	project	as	well	as	

proposing	a	cyclical	model	to	describe	the	processes	involved	in	the	choral	rehearsal	based	on	

both	the	literature	and	reflections	on	the	professional	practice	of	the	participants.	
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Chapter Two: Core Literature 

Introduction 

This	review	of	the	core	literature	will	focus	on	two	broad	areas:	the	characteristics	of	

choral	conductor	expertise	and	the	current	research	surrounding	the	use	of	effective	rehearsal	

techniques	and	strategies.	The	literature	review	explores	the	issues	raised	in	the	introduction	

and	through	my	own	practice.	It	will	be	informed	by	the	following	questions:	

• What	are	the	skills,	attributes,	and	qualities	that	should	form	an	important	part	of	the	

choral	conductor’s	training	for	ensemble	leadership?		

• How	might	a	framework	be	developed	to	create	an	effective	and	successful	choral	

rehearsal?	

For	the	purposes	of	the	current	project,	this	literature	review	has	been	organised	into	

the	following	categories:	

• identifying	expertise	and	its	characteristics,	

• expert	conductor	characteristics	and	rehearsal	behaviours,	and	

• the	conductor-teacher	in	rehearsal.	

There	have	been	many	studies	into	how	experts	have	developed	their	expertise	and	how	

this	might	assist	others	to	become	experts	in	their	domains.	Researchers	such	as	Ericsson	et	al.	

(1993)	have	examined	the	role	of	deliberative	practice	in	acquiring	expert	performance.	

Meanwhile,	Hambrick	et	al.	(2014)	noted	that	acquiring	expertise	is	a	more	complex	

combination	of	factors,	including	genetics	and	biology	as	well	as	environmental	influences.	

Ruthsatz	et	al.	(2007)	occupy	a	middle	ground	in	which	they	acknowledge	that	practice	is	indeed	

a	mediating	factor,	but	only	after	the	group	in	question	has	been	highly	selected	for	general	

intelligence	and	musical	ability.	Sternberg	(2017)	opined	that	the	“deliberate	practice	–	innate	

talent	dichotomy	seems	quite	empty	and	in	need	of	more	synthetic	models”	(p.	420).	Both	sides	

of	this	question	recognise	that	the	“born	versus	made”	debate	has	been	around	since	the	first	

studies	in	this	field	(Ericsson	&	Charness,	1994;	Hambrick	et	al.,	2014).	While	acknowledging	the	

importance	of	this	area	of	research,	to	limit	the	scope	of	the	current	study,	this	literature	review	

will	focus	on	the	characteristics	that	identify	an	expert	practitioner	rather	than	on	how	experts	

acquire	their	abilities.	

Identifying Expertise 

Bourne	et	al.	(2014)	defined	expertise	as	“elite,	peak,	or	exceptionally	high	levels	of	

performance	on	a	particular	task	or	within	a	given	domain”	(p.	1).	In	addition	to	this,	Skovholt	

and	Jennings	(2016)	noted	that	experts	also	combine	innate	talents	and	motivation	that	allow	

them	to	invest	the	time	and	effort	required	to	achieve	excellence.	Bourne	et	al.	acknowledged	
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that	“to	describe	expertise	is	to	identify	the	endowed	resources,	catalogue	the	knowledge,	and	

specify	the	skills	of	a	person	who	is	capable	of	performing	in	some	domain	at	the	very	highest	

level,	achieved	by	few	others	(p.	2).	

Expertise	is	a	socially	constructed	concept	that	requires	an	individual	to	be	both	

inducted	into	a	group	of	fellow	experts	(Collins,	2018)	and	acknowledged	as	such	by	others	

(Sternberg	&	Frensch,	1992).	Experts	accumulate	experiences	that	“deepen,	improve,	and	extend	

one’s	vision	of	a	given	field	or	discipline”	(Skovholt	&	Jennings,	2016,	p.	4).	This	accumulation	of	

experiences,	or	what	Collins	(2013)	called	“tacit	knowledge”,	is	gained	through	an	individual’s	

immersion	into	the	“society	of	those	who	already	possess	it	…	becoming	socially	embedded	in	

the	appropriate	groups	of	experts	so	that	one	can	acquire	‘specialist	tacit	knowledge’”	(p.	254).	

The	community	of	experts,	in	some	ways	reminiscent	of	the	medieval	guild	system,	determines	

the	qualities	of	its	own	membership:	“merely	having	knowledge	and	automatized	routines	does	

not	qualify	an	individual	as	an	expert.	The	knowledge	and	routines	have	to	be	ones	that	we	label	

as	relevant	–	as	bestowing	expertise”	(Sternberg	&	Frensch,	1992,	p.	195).	

Skovholt	and	Jennings	(2016),	in	their	brief	history	of	expertise,	cite	the	work	of	Chase	

and	Simon	(1973)	who	noticed	that	experts	in	many	different	domains	showed	common	

characteristics:	they	possessed	vast	amounts	of	knowledge	and	a	pattern-based	memory	system	

that	was	developed	over	extended	periods	of	time.	Interestingly,	this	knowledge	is	specific	to	the	

particular	domain	or	field	of	study	and	does	not	generalise	to	other	types	of	information	

(Ericsson,	2017).	Skovholt	and	Jennings	also	pointed	out	that	this	knowledge	is	context	

dependant,	relying	on	larger,	more	complex,	and	meaningful	patterns.		

In	Hambrick	et	al.’s	(2017)	collection	on	the	science	of	expertise,	Sternberg	identifies	

four	different	types	of	expertise:	analytical,	creative,	practical,	and	wisdom-based	expertise.	The	

consummate	expert,	while	rare,	is	able	to	combine	these	areas	and	also	to	determine	which	area	

of	expertise	is	required	in	a	given	context.	The	prerequisites	for	any	of	these	types	of	expertise	

are	knowledge	and	passion.	While	one	cannot	attain	expertise	without	knowledge,	“knowledge	

in	itself	is	not	sufficient	to	be	an	expert”	(Sternberg,	2017,	p.	422).	Likewise,	passion	is	necessary	

to	ensure	one	engages	with	material	over	the	long	periods	required	to	obtain	expert	status.	

Again,	being	passionate	about	a	topic	does	not	make	a	person	an	expert	but	it	is	an	important	

underlying	factor.	The	types	of	expertise	identified	by	Sternberg	are	illustrated	in	Figure	1.	

Analytical	expertise	–	involves	evaluating,	judging,	or	critiquing	a	product	or	process.	Sternberg	

supposes	that	this	is	the	reason	many	child	prodigies	do	not	necessarily	develop	into	experts	in	

their	adulthood;	they	lack	the	ability	to	analyse	the	elements	needed	to	make	progress.	

Creative	expertise	–	includes	imagining,	supposing,	developing,	discovering,	or	inventing	

products	or	processes	that	are	novel,	surprising,	and	compelling.	It	involves	a	degree	of	

analysing	one’s	work	and	the	work	of	others.	
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Practical	expertise	–	involves	utilising,	implementing,	putting	into	practice,	and	applying	

knowledge	within	a	field	or	domain.	

Wisdom-based	expertise	–	transcends	the	other	types	of	expertise.	They	are	ethical	and	able	to	

balance	their	own	interests	with	those	of	others.	“The	wise	expert	gives	advice	that	benefits	not	

just	an	individual,	but	a	field	and	even	the	world	as	a	whole”	(p.	424).	

Figure	1	

Sternberg’s	Four-Way	Model	of	Human	Skill	Development	

	

	
Note.	From	“Four	Kinds	of	expertise,”	by	R.	Sternberg,	in	D.	Hambrick,	B.	Macnamara,	&	G.	
Campitelli	(Eds.),	The	Science	of	Expertise:	Behavioral,	Neural,	and	Genetic	Approaches	to	Complex	
Skill	(p.	421),	2017,	Routledge.	Reprinted	with	permission.	
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Characteristics of Experts 

Several	researchers	(Alexander,	2003;	Chi,	2006;	Dreyfus	&	Dreyfus,	2005;	Dreyfus	et	al.,	

1986)	have	sought	to	characterise	the	stages	of	expertise	development.	They	plot	the	journey	

from	the	first	induction	of	the	novice	to	the	attainment	of	expertise	and	beyond.	The	following	is	

a	brief	outline	of	these	three	authors’	models	and	their	characteristics.	

Dreyfus – Five-Stage Model of the Acquisition of Expertise 

Dreyfus	et	al.	(1986)	outlined	five	stages	of	skill	acquisition	and	revisited	the	topic	in	

their	2005	paper	on	expertise.	In	looking	at	the	development	of	expert	systems,	particularly	in	

relation	to	the	progress	being	made	in	artificial	intelligence	and	technology,	the	authors	

proposed	a	five-stage	model	showing	the	stages	an	individual	must	pass	through	to	become	an	

expert.	The	end	goal	for	Dreyfus	and	Dreyfus	was	to	illustrate	the	steps	through	which	a	

computer	system	must	pass	to	achieve	the	same	result	as	their	human	counterparts.	

Novice	–	This	stage	begins	with	context-free	exercises	that	can	be	completed	without	

skill,	learning	to	recognise	elements	of	a	situation	without	reference	to	the	overall	situation.	The	

rules,	as	such,	are	applied	regardless	of	what’s	happening	and	novices	tend	to	measure	success	

by	how	well	these	rules	are	followed.	Novices	are	generally	not	taught	that,	in	certain	situations,	

the	rules	can	or	should	be	broken.	

Advanced	beginner	–	Individuals	in	this	stage	start	to	use	more	sophisticated	rules,	and	

performance	improves	with	experience.	They	begin	to	compare	new	situations	with	prior	

examples	and	are	starting	to	bridge	the	gap	between	context-free	exercises	and	real-life	

examples.	For	the	advanced	beginner,	experience	is	becoming	more	important	than	verbal	

descriptions	and	instruction.	

Competence	–	This	is	the	stage	wherein	an	individual	begins	to	use	intuition	and	can	

assess	the	urgency	of	needs.	Whereas	a	novice	or	advanced	beginner	follows	the	rules	in	the	

order	in	which	they	were	given,	a	competent	practitioner	can	rank	these	rules	in	order	of	

importance.	They	see	a	situation	as	a	set	of	facts	and	can	make	decisions	after	reflecting	upon	

alternatives.	Goals	are	starting	to	be	developed	and	they	can	choose	an	organising	plan.	

Proficiency	–	In	this	stage,	intuition	continues	to	develop,	sometimes	replacing	reasoned	

responses.	Action	becomes	easier	and	less	stressful,	and	individuals	draw	on	past	experiences	

more	than	weighing	all	the	alternatives.	Proficient	practitioners	can	look	at	a	situation	

holistically	and	can	see	what	needs	to	be	done,	rather	than	using	procedures	to	choose	amongst	

alternatives.	They	still	must	decide	what	to	do	and,	in	doing	so,	fall	back	on	established	rules.	

Expertise	–	“The	proficient	performer,	immersed	in	the	world	of	skillful	activity,	sees	what	

needs	to	be	done,	but	decides	how	to	do	it.	The	expert	not	only	sees	what	needs	to	be	achieved;	

thanks	to	a	vast	repertoire	of	situational	discriminations,	he	or	she	also	sees	immediately	how	to	
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achieve	the	goal”	(Dreyfus	&	Dreyfus,	2005,	p.	787,	italics	in	the	original).	Experts	can	make	

more	subtle	and	refined	decisions:	they	respond	not	by	rules,	but	by	what	experience	has	told	

them	to	do.	When	things	proceed	normally,	experts	don’t	problem-solve	or	make	decisions:	they	

do	what	has	normally	worked	in	their	vast	experience.	Their	skill	is	an	integral	part	of	their	

being	and	operates	on	an	almost	subconscious	level.	Experts	still	use	reflection,	but	it	is	more	

critical	and	insightful.		

Alexander – Stages of Expertise Development 

As	Alexander	(2003)	noted,	expertise	research	up	to	that	point	was	focused	mainly	on	the	

development	of	artificial	intelligence	and	the	hope	that,	once	expertise	could	be	identified	and	

classified,	it	would	be	possible	to	programme	computers	or	“intelligent”	machines	to	do	the	same	

functions	as	human	experts.	Instead,	Alexander	preferred	to	look	at	the	model	of	domain	learning,	

which	has	developed	from	studies	into	student	learning	in	educational	settings.	In	this	model,	

Acclimation	–	is	when	the	student	begins	to	find	their	way	in	a	complex	and	unfamiliar	

domain;	learners	have	limited	and	fragmented	knowledge.	

Competence	–	is	when	students	demonstrate	a	foundational	body	of	knowledge	and	

approach	tasks	with	both	surface-level	and	deep-processing	strategies.	

Proficiency/expertise	–	is	the	stage	in	which	students	display	a	synergy	among	areas	of	

knowledge	(which	is	both	broad	and	deep);	they	contribute	to	new	knowledge,	their	level	of	

strategy	is	high,	and	strategies	are	mostly	of	the	deep-processing	kind.	

Chi – Proficiency Scale  

Chi	(2006)	proposed	a	seven-stage	proficiency	scale	that	considers	those	who	have	not	

yet	begun	their	course	of	introduction	to	a	domain	as	well	as	acknowledging	that	there	are	

individuals	who	can	go	beyond	the	characteristics	we	would	expect	from	an	expert.	Chi	lists	

these	stages	as:	

Naïve	–	totally	ignorant	of	a	domain,	

Novice	–	someone	who	is	new,	with	minimal	exposure	to	a	domain,	

Initiate	–	a	novice	who	has	begun	introductory	instruction,	

Apprentice	–	a	student	who	is	learning	beyond	an	introductory	level	of	instruction,	

Journeyman	–	an	experienced	and	reliable	worker	who	can	perform	unsupervised,	

Expert	–	a	distinguished	journeyman,	highly	regarded	by	peers,	displaying	skill	and	sound	

judgement,	and	

Master	–	a	journeyman	or	expert	who	can	teach	others	and	whose	judgements	set	the	

standard/ideal	for	others	to	follow.	
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Experts’ Skills and Shortcomings 

Chi	(2006)	also	identified	ways	in	which	experts	can	both	excel	and	fall	short	in	their	

endeavours.	The	author	writes	that,	while	research	tends	to	focus	on	areas	where	experts	

outperform	others,	very	little	has	been	written	about	experts	and	their	handicaps.	Two	items	of	

particular	interest	present	themselves:	that	expertise	is	domain	specific	and	does	not	extend	

itself	to	other	domains;	and	that,	as	noted	by	Dreyfus	and	Dreyfus	(2005),	experts’	abilities	are	

such	an	integral	part	of	themselves	that	they	are	often	unable	to	explain	their	own	expertise	to	

others.	Table	2	outlines	Chi’s	literature	survey	into	the	skills	and	shortcomings	of	experts.	

Table	2		

Manifestations	of	Experts’	Skills	and	Shortcomings		

W
ay
s	i
n	
w
hi
ch
	e
xp
er
ts
	e
xc
el
	

Generating	the	best	 Create	the	best	solution	faster	and	more	accurately	than	
non-experts	

Detection	and	
recognition	

Can	see	features	that	novices	cannot,	including	the	“deep	
structure”	of	a	problem	or	situation	

Qualitative	analyses	 Spend	a	relatively	long	time	analysing	a	problem	and	apply	
domain-specific	and	general	constraints	

Monitoring	 Are	more	accurate	at	self-monitoring	skills	and	in	their	
ability	to	detect	errors	

Strategies	 Are	more	successful	in	choosing	appropriate	strategies	

Opportunistic	 Make	use	of	whatever	sources	of	information	are	available	
to	them	

Cognitive	effort	 Can	retrieve	relevant	domain	knowledge	and	strategies	
with	minimal	cognitive	effort;	can	also	execute	their	skills	
with	greater	automaticity	

W
ay
s	i
n	
w
hi
ch
	e
xp
er
ts
	fa
ll	
sh
or
t	

Domain	limited	 Do	not	excel	in	recall	for	domains	in	which	they	have	no	
expertise	

Overly	confident	 Can	overestimate	their	comprehension	of	their	domain	area	

Glossing	over	 Can	overlook	the	surface	feature	details	that	are	less	
relevant	to	a	problem	

Context-dependence	
within	a	domain	

Rely	on	contextual	clues	to	reach	conclusions	without	
which	they	are	less	accurate	

Inflexible	 Sometimes	have	trouble	adapting	to	changes	to	what	is	
“acceptable”	in	their	domain	

Inaccurate	prediction,	
judgement,	and	advice	

Sometimes	inaccurate	in	their	prediction	of	novice	
performance	

Bias	and	functional	
fixedness	

Tend	to	create	hypotheses	that	correspond	to	their	field	of	
expertise		

Note.	Adapted	from	Chi,	2006,	pp.	23-27.	
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Expert Conductor Characteristics and Rehearsal Behaviours 

Effective	 use	 of	 the	 limited	 time	 in	 instrumental	 music	 rehearsals	 requires	

constant	 decision-making	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 conductor;	 effective	 instrumental	

music	teachers	need	to	be	able	to	make	competent	decisions	guiding	the	rehearsal.	

(Goolsby,	1996,	p.	288)	

Can	the	features	and	characteristics	of	experts,	as	outlined	above,	also	be	observed	in	the	

professional	practice	of	conductors?	This	literature	review	examined	the	research	surrounding	

expert	conductor	characteristics	and	behaviours	to	see	if	there	might	be	at	least	some	

commonalities	amongst	these	professionals.	Various	studies	observed	conductors	in	orchestral	

settings	(Bergee,	2005;	Whitaker,	2017),	bands	(Goolsby,	1996,	1999;	Worthy,	2006;	Worthy	&	

Thompson,	2009),	as	well	as	choirs	(Babb,	2010;	Fiocca,	1986;	Ganschow,	2014;	Parker,	2016).	

Together,	these	authors	covered	a	wide	range	of	ensemble	settings,	from	professional	and	

community	groups	not	affiliated	with	an	educational	institution	to	ensembles	situated	in	

university	and	school	environments.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	many	of	the	behaviours	

observed	in	conductors	by	these	researchers	were	also	noticed	by	Duke	and	Simmons	in	their	

2006	study	of	internationally	recognised	instrumental	teachers.	

Dolloff's	(1994)	thesis	investigated	the	development	of	teachers’	professional	

knowledge.	She	defined	expertise	as	a	"multidimensional,	context-dependent	form	of	

knowledge,	which	grows	through	practice"	(p.	ii).	Using	a	praxial	framework	that	allowed	

participants	to	work	intensively	with	a	master-teacher	over	an	extended	period	of	time,	

professionals	involved	in	this	project	had	opportunities	to	observe,	practise	in	real-life	

situations,	and	apply	reflective	practice	to	aid	their	growth	as	conductor-teachers.		

Again,	as	noted	by	Chi	(2006)	and	Dreyfus	and	Dreyfus	(2005),	experts	tend	to	

concentrate	on	one	specific	area	of	expertise	and	to	develop	deep	knowledge	of	their	field.	

"Expertise	is	a	rich	form	of	situated	knowledge	embedded	in	a	particular	domain,”	wrote	Snow	

and	Apfelstadt	(2002):	“In	choral	music,	an	expert	might	demonstrate	a	masterful	

understanding	of	vocal	production	and	tone,	style	in	relationship	to	standards	of	musical	

practice,	or	knowledge	of	formal	elements	such	as	form	and	structure	of	music"	(p.	201).	

Morton	(2020),	in	a	study	of	three	outstanding	high	school	choirs,	identified	10	areas	

that	contribute	to	the	excellence	of	their	programmes:	

• the	significant	role	of	performance,	

• the	importance	of	quality	repertoire,	

• the	nature	of	conductor	training,	experience,	and	reflective	learning,	

• 	the	rehearsal	process,	

• conductor	intuition,	
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• links	between	choir	and	the	music	curriculum,	

• singer	engagement,	challenge,	and	self-efficacy,	

• student	leadership	–	modelling	and	mentoring,	

• the	social	dimension,	and	

• support	of	the	school	administration.	

Aside	from	areas	that	are	directly	related	to	a	school	setting,	such	as	links	to	the	music	

curriculum,	there	are	many	points	of	agreement	between	Morton’s	aspects	of	excellence	and	the	

current	study.		

As	a	diverse	group,	conductors	inhabit	a	wide	spectrum	of	beliefs	and	viewpoints	

regarding	their	artform.	Chaffin's	(2011)	review	of	the	literature	acknowledged	that,	while	a	

large	body	of	research	has	focused	on	specific	tasks	of	the	conductor,	conducting	itself	is	a	task	

that	combines	a	number	of	operations	working	together	simultaneously.	Worthy	(2006)	

described	the	expert	conductor	as	one	who	is	“identified	as	such	based	upon	a	consistently	high	

level	of	artistic	merit	in	their	performances.	Expert	conductors	typically	have	extraordinary	

conducting	facility	and	technique,	extensive	knowledge	of	repertoire,	and	regularly	conduct	very	

fine	ensembles"	(p.	51).	

Hennings	(2000)	observed	that	“technical	expertise	is	the	foundation	of	one’s	choral	

work”	(p.	37).	If	technique	and	technical	knowledge	are	indeed	the	first	requirement	and	

cornerstone	of	an	expert	conductor’s	craft,	several	authors	have	noted	that	conductors	

frequently	employ	music-specific	and	instrument-specific	language	in	their	rehearsals.	In	

discussing	the	use	of	technical	language,	Babb	(2010),	Fiocca	(1986),	and	Worthy	and	

Thompson	(2009)	showed	that	conductors	are	comfortable	using	information	pertaining	to	each	

individual	instrument.	For	Fiocca,	this	also	includes	the	ability	to	use	the	singing	voice	to	

demonstrate	healthy	vocal	sounds.	The	conductors	studied	by	Babb	were	unafraid	to	use	the	

technical	language	of	voice	science	and	extended	their	vocal	demonstrations	one	step	further	by	

employing	exemplar	and	non-exemplar	vocal	models.		

Expert and Novice Conductors 

One	form	of	expertise	research,	known	as	the	relative	approach,	seeks	to	understand	

how	experts	attain	their	level	of	skill	so	that	others	may	learn	from	their	example	(Chi,	2006).	In	

multiple	studies	comparing	the	working	habits	and	rehearsal	methods	of	expert	conductors	with	

novice/beginning	conductors,	several	trends	begin	to	appear.	Like	experts	in	general,	expert	

conductors	across	many	fields	display	a	deep	understanding	of	their	domain-specific	content	

knowledge	as	a	consequence	of	their	extended	training	(Charness	&	Tuffiash,	2008).	They	are	

also	consistent	with	their	procedures	and	expectations	while	being	clear	and	focussed	on	goals	

from	the	outset	(Johnson	et	al.,	2016).	Expert	subjects	foster	high-quality	music	making	(Parker,	

2016)	and	are	unyielding	and	tenacious	in	meeting	their	rehearsal	goals	and	obtaining	the	
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sound	they	want	(Babb,	2010;	Duke	&	Simmons,	2006).	Bergee	(2005)	reported	that,	in	his	

study,	the	novice	conductors	were	focused	on	their	own	conducting	or	a	“self-orientation”	while	

the	intermediate	and	expert	conductors	concentrated	on	the	needs	of	the	group,	preferring	an	

“ensemble-directed	orientation”.		

Expert	conductors	and	highly	regarded	instrumental	teachers	tend	to	focus	on	musical	

outcomes	and	elements	that	show	a	depth	of	understanding	of	the	music	being	rehearsed.	While	

a	novice	conductor	may	be	concerned	with	matters	of	cueing,	an	expert	focuses	on	the	balance	of	

the	ensemble	and	stylistic	considerations	dictated	by	the	score	(Bergee,	2005).	Likewise,	a	focus	

on	interpretation	and	style	was	also	noted	by	Whitaker	(2017).	It	is	important	to	note	that	these	

two	authors	were	working	with	either	professional	or	tertiary	ensembles;	researchers	

examining	the	practice	of	school	ensembles	(Ganschow,	2014;	Worthy	&	Thompson,	2009)	

found	that	conductors	listed	tone	production,	pitch	accuracy,	and	intonation	as	their	main	areas	

of	concern.		

Unlike	the	novices	studied,	expert	conductors	are	able	to	think	about	problems	and	

solutions	in	the	abstract	(Bergee,	2005;	Ganschow,	2014).	This	ability	allows	them	to	see	the	

tasks	before	them	in	what	Duke	(2009)	described	as	“complex	wholes”.	This	is	also	supported	in	

Henninger’s	(2002)	assertion	that	conductor-teachers	possess	the	ability	to	see	a	problem	on	a	

deeper	level.	Bergee	(2005)	and	Chaffin	(2011)	both	stated	that	novices	have	difficulty	with	

multiple	tasks,	and	it	is	this	ability	to	concentrate	on	several	ideas	simultaneously	that	marks	

the	practice	of	the	expert.	Overall,	it	was	acknowledged	that	while	novices	tended	to	concentrate	

on	one	element	at	a	time,	the	more	experienced	conductors	were	capable	of	multitasking	and	

working	on	several	areas	at	once	and	within	the	same	rehearsal	(Ganschow,	2014;	Worthy,	

2006).	Goolsby	(1996,	1999)	further	demonstrated	that	experts	feel	comfortable	working	in	a	

nonlinear	fashion,	often	focussing	on	transitional	material,	compared	to	novices	who	tend	to	

work	on	one	element	at	a	time.	Ganschow	hypothesised	that	"perhaps,	over	time,	experienced	

conductors	are	able	to	think	more	abstractly	about	the	music	and	begin	to	work	on,	and	ask	for,	

elements	that	are	not	on	the	physical	page"	(p.	59).	

Generally,	there	is	a	seriousness	and	singlemindedness	of	purpose	behind	conductors’	

planning	and	execution	of	the	rehearsal.	They	make	the	most	of	their	limited	rehearsal	periods	

by	starting	on	time	(Goolsby,	1996).	Effective	conductors	are	“professional	and	business-like”	

(Fiocca,	1986),	with	“efficient	verbal	instructions”	(Goolsby,	1996,	1999).	Worthy	(2006)	

expanded	on	some	of	these	findings:	

Key	characteristics	observed	among	all	three	conductors	might	be	summarized	as	

high	expectations	for	musical	performance	and	rehearsal	efficiency,	and	urgency	

in	 the	execution	of	 the	rehearsals	and	preparation	of	 the	repertoire.	Conductor	

expectations	 were	 expressed	 and	 articulated	 consistently	 throughout	 the	
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rehearsals.	Urgency	was	conveyed	through	on-task	behavior,	brisk	instructional	

pace,	and	persistence	in	pursuit	of	improved	performance.	(p.	60)	

Further	research	by	Worthy	and	Thompson	(2009)	combined	these	characteristics,	

while	Duke	and	Simmons	(2006)	and	Goolsby	(1996)	agreed	that	the	pace	of	the	rehearsal	

should	be	fast.	A	central	part	of	keeping	this	quick	pace	is	to	ensure	the	musicians	are	

consistenly	engaged	through	playing	and	performance.	Yarbrough	and	Price	(1981)	

demonstrated	the	correlation	between	off-task	behaviour	and	non-performance	activities	

during	the	rehearsal,	urging	conductors	to	strike	a	balance	between	time	spent	in	explicit	

instruction	and	performance.	Garrett	(2013)	confirmed	earlier	research	showing	that	ensembles	

spend	approximately	half	their	time	in	performance	activities	and	half	in	non-performance	

activities.	Garrett	also	found	that	more	advanced	ensembles	spent	more	rehearsal	time	

performing	than	did	beginner	ensembles.	He	theorised	that	this	could	be	due	to	the	ability	of	

advanced	students	to	make	more	use	of	their	advanced	skill	sets.	It	could	also	be	that	their	

heavier	performance	schedules	required	rehearsal	structures	designed	to	cover	more	material	

in	a	short	amount	of	time.	Yarbrough	and	Madsen	(1998)	encouraged	conductors	to	maintain	a	

fast	pace	while	allowing	maximum	time	for	performance	and	keeping	instructions	brief	and	to	

the	point,	noting	that,	"even	tedious	drill	rehearsals	can	be	successful	in	maintaining	student	

attentiveness	if	approvals	and	eye	contact	are	high	and	if	teacher	talk	is	efficient,	accurate,	and	

kept	to	a	minimum"	(p.	477).	

Experienced	teachers	aim	to	keep	“talk	time”,	that	is,	the	amount	of	time	conductors	

spend	in	rehearsal	talking	to	the	ensemble,	to	a	minimum	(Goolsby,	1996,	1999;	Whitaker,	

2017).	When	they	must	talk,	they	are	efficient	in	their	verbal	instructions	and	tend	to	favour	

non-verbal	communication	where	they	can.	In	several	instances	it	was	observed	that	many	

directors,	even	in	band	and	orchestral	settings,	feel	comfortable	using	vocal	modelling	to	achieve	

desired	outcomes	(Babb,	2010;	Goolsby,	1999;	Worthy	&	Thompson,	2009).	Johnson	et	al.	

(2008)	sought	to	determine	if	a	relationship	exists	between	skilled	and	novice	music	teachers'	

non-verbal	behaviours	and	their	perceived	effectiveness	and	rapport.	They	found	that	expert	

teachers	express	themselves	differently	from	novice	teachers	not	only	aurally,	but	also	visually.	

Messages	sent	non-verbally	play	an	important	role	in	how	conductors	are	perceived	and,	

therefore,	form	an	important	part	of	their	artistic	practice.		

In	the	end,	the	conductors	studied	by	all	of	these	authors	were	working	toward	a	sound	

ideal	or	a	clear	auditory	image	of	the	piece	(Duke	&	Simmons,	2006).	With	this	end	goal	in	mind,	

the	rehearsal	structure	appears	to	be	“backwards”	planned,	so	that	the	experienced	experts	

begin	with	the	end	goal	in	mind.	What	follows	is	an	attempt	to	think	through	the	various	steps	

required	to	reach	their	final	result.	Throughout	this	journey,	it	is	the	way	expert	conductors	

respond	and	react	to	what	the	ensemble	presents	them	that	shows	their	experience	and	craft.	
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The	pathway	to	achieving	this	goal	is	as	unique	and	varied	as	the	individuals	themselves.	As	

Whitaker	(2017)	reminds	us,		

No	two	conductors	are	identical	in	their	rehearsal	behaviors,	yet	they	are	all	highly	

accomplished.	This	indicates	that	there	are	multiple	ways	to	use	rehearsal	time	

effectively.	Even	the	same	conductor	could	deviate	 from	their	 typical	behaviors	

based	on	the	ensemble	or	literature	they	are	conducting.	While	these	conductors	

share	common	behaviors,	each	is	unique	in	their	realization	of	the	music.	(p.	172)	

The Conductor-Teacher in Rehearsal 

Several	researchers	have	stressed	that,	in	rehearsal,	the	choral	conductor’s	position	is	

primarily	a	teaching	position	(Cruse,	2011;	Price	&	Byo,	2002;	Rhoads,	1990).	Snow	(1998)	

acknowledged	this	dual	role	by	using	the	term	“conductor-teacher”,	emphasising	the	importance	

of	combining	teaching	and	musical	skills.	Some	of	the	attributes	of	a	conductor-teacher	include:		

• use	of	a	fluid	pedagogy	appropriate	to	the	rehearsal	situation,	

• the	ability	to	base	decisions	on	in-the-moment	assessments,	

• emphasis	on	the	development	of	musical	thinking,	and	

• use	of	both	verbal	and	non-verbal	strategies	to	stimulate	critical	thinking.	

Rhoads	(1990)	expanded	on	this	theme	by	stating	that	conductors	are	meeting	musical	goals	

while	also	establishing	a	learning	environment	to	make	the	rehearsal	as	effective	as	possible.	In	

examining	the	decision-making	behaviours	of	outstanding	conductors,	he	found	that	conductors	

seek	to	“regulate	the	flow	of	events”	to	maintain	an	optimum	level	of	participation.	Among	the	

characteristics	that	Rhoads	observed	were:	

• persistence	in	the	pursuit	of	musical	goals,	

• maintenance	of	focus,	morale,	and	demeanour,	

• optimum	use	of	rehearsal	time,	

• decision-making	that	is	largely	reactive,	based	on	what	they	hear	and	what	they	know	

about	the	choir’s	abilities,	and		

• paying	attention	to	important	goals	while,	at	times,	allowing	minor	issues	to	pass.	

Music	making	(and	rehearsing	by	extension)	become	an	active	process	engaging	all	involved:	

conductor	and	musicians.	Elliott	(1995)	stated	that	“music	is	a	tetrad	of	complimentary	

dimensions	involving	(1)	a	doer,	(2)	some	kind	of	doing,	(3)	something	done,	and	(4)	the	

complete	context	in	which	the	doers	do	what	they	do”	(p.	40).		

Especially	in	an	avocational	context,	conductors	are	not	only	responsible	for	leading	a	

musical	organisation:	they	are	also	working	with	a	community	of	varied	individuals	in	which	

they	are	addressing	extra-musical	dimensions	like	personal	growth,	socialisation,	and	teamwork	
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(Holt	&	Jordan,	2008).	They	are,	both	conductor	and	singers	together,	a	community	of	learners	

coconstructing	knowledge.	Throughout	the	rehearsal	process,	experienced	conductors	keep	in	

mind	that	the	ensemble	is	a	collection	of	individuals;	building	relationships	is	part	of	the	key	to	

the	ensemble’s	success.	Parker	(2016)	reminded	us	that,	for	her	experts,	there	is	an	

interdependent	view	of	music	making	that	recognises	that,	while	tensions	within	groups	will	

always	exist,	the	overall	programme	excellence	outweighs	the	individuals'	needs.	Parker	

recommended	that	conductors	choose	the	individual	as	the	"cared-for"	to	create	space	for	

coconstruction,	cooperation,	and	agency.	

Whether	it	is	for	better	or	for	worse,	conductors	create	the	environment	in	which	the	

rehearsal	will	operate	(Durrant,	2003):	“Everything	conductors	and	ensemble	members	do	in	

rehearsal	should	be	of	consequence	…	[they]	establish	their	working	style	immediately,	making	

sure	to	engage	the	choir	and	maintain	the	momentum	of	the	rehearsal”	(Price	&	Byo,	2002,	p.	

346).	As	noted	earlier,	the	efficient	use	of	the	time	provided	in	rehearsal	and	maximising	the	

work	covered	during	that	time	period	forms	a	large	part	of	the	conductor’s	role.		

It	is	also	the	conductor's	responsibility	to	take	the	group	from	the	known	to	the	

unknown,	spanning	the	distance	between	what	tasks	the	choir	can	complete	unaided	and	what	

can	only	be	accomplished	with	the	guidance	of	the	conductor.	Rehearsals	become	learning	

opportunities	in	which	the	conductor-teacher	“scaffolds”	or	supports	the	choristers	in	the	

learning	of	new	knowledge	until	they	are	reasonably	confident	in	interacting	with	the	material	

independently.	At	this	point	the	conductor-teacher	begins	to	gradually	withdraw	their	support.	

Price	and	Byo	(2002),	citing	Lev	Vygotsky’s	“zone	of	proximal	development”	(Vygotsky	&	Cole,	

1978),	stressed	that	the	learner	is	taken	from	the	known	to	the	unknown	with	the	guidance	of	a	

knowledgeable	“other”,	be	that	a	teacher	or	a	capable	peer.		

When	the	focus	of	the	rehearsal	is	to	develop	skills	(described	as	a	mastery	goal	

orientation)	rather	than	solely	to	achieve	performance	outcomes,	ensemble	members	tend	to	

cultivate	a	more	positive	sense	of	unity	and	communication,	a	higher	ability	to	perform	to	their	

capabilities,	and	a	greater	understanding	of	the	conductor’s	expectations	(Matthews	&	Kitsantas,	

2012).	Likewise,	Bell	(2002)	wrote	that	using	rehearsals	as	a	time	for	learning	and	developing	

musical	skills,	rather	than	as	a	pure	focus	on	performance	preparation,	allows	conductor-

teachers	to	foster	increased	musical	knowledge	and	more	positive	experiences	for	the	choir.	

Dunn	(1997)	suggested	that	gains	made	with	two	musical	excerpts	may	be	the	result	of	being	

able	to	transfer	their	knowledge	and	musical	skills	from	one	excerpt	to	the	other.	The	singers	in	

that	study	demonstrated	that	"	once	musical	concepts	had	been	introduced	and	demonstrated,	

only	about	two-thirds	of	the	amount	of	academic	instruction	time	was	required	in	subsequent	

pieces	of	music	to	achieve	similar	or	greater	performance	improvement	(p.	563).	

Similarly,	Matthews	and	Kitsantas	(2012)	discovered	that	students	subjected	to	what	

they	describe	as	a	“performance	condition”,	or	performance	focus,	reported	lower	levels	of	
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ability	to	work	together	as	a	group.	The	authors	concluded	that	there	is	some	evidence	that	a	

mastery	goal	orientation	may	lead	to	improved	learning.	By	focusing	on	improvement	and	skills,	

ensembles	can	develop	better	concentration	on	tasks	as	well	as	the	ability	to	devise	multiple	

strategies	for	skill	development.	Interestingly,	when	ensemble	members	deliver	what	is	deemed	

to	be	a	substandard	performance,	they	"attribute	their	unskilled	and	uninspired	performance	to	

their	conductor"	(p.	643).	Mastery-focused	ensembles	in	the	same	situation	tend	to	take	

collective	responsibility	and	concentrate	on	ways	to	further	develop	their	own	skill	sets.	

Furthermore,	the	authors	conclude,	a	learning	environment	with	an	emphasis	on	a	mastery	goal	

orientation	may	not	only	influence	the	musicians'	motivational	beliefs	but	their	musical	

performance	as	well.	

Summary 

In	this	chapter,	some	of	the	core	literature	was	presented	in	three	areas:	identifying	

expertise	and	its	characteristics,	expert	conductor	characteristics	and	rehearsal	behaviours,	and	

the	conductor-teacher	in	rehearsal.	As	an	important	part	of	the	data	collection	process,	this	

literature	helped	to	outline	the	selection	of	case	studies	for	this	study	and	to	inform	the	nature	

of	the	topics	discussed	in	the	semi-structured	interviews	with	each	of	the	conductors.	Further,	

the	literature	gave	shape	and	focus	to	the	observations	and	led	to	the	development	and	

exploration	of	these	concepts	in	the	choral	project,	as	the	following	chapters	will	illustrate.	
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Chapter Three: Methods of Investigation 

Introduction 

This	qualitative	case	study	explored	the	professional	practice	of	the	author	through	the	

examination	of	rehearsal	techniques	and	processes	used	by	expert	conductors.	Through	this	

process,	the	author	reflected	on	their	own	rehearsal	processes	and	trialled	new	knowledge	in	an	

Australian	context.	The	conductors	in	the	case	studies	were	approached	from	the	point	of	view	

that	they	all	produce	work	that	is	acknowledged	as	being	of	a	high	standard	by	their	peers	and	

general	audiences.	Yet,	they	all	have	different	approaches	and	methods	in	applying	their	

expertise	to	achieve	these	excellent	results	with	their	ensembles	and	in	their	teaching.	The	case	

studies	highlight	that	there	are	many	ways	to	approach	their	craft	and	that	no	two	conductors	

arrive	at	their	end	goal	in	exactly	the	same	fashion.	Are	there	commonalities	amongst	the	

conductors?	How	is	it	that	conductors	employ	their	pedagogical	content	knowledge	(Shulman,	

1986)	in	a	rehearsal	environment?	Can	some	of	their	techniques	be	used	by	others?	How	does	

one	go	about	studying	and	reflecting	on	their	own	practice	and	journey	towards	developing	

expertise?	Using	the	data	obtained	through	the	interviews	and	observations	of	the	case	studies	

as	well	as	a	review	of	current	literature,	a	self-study	of	the	author’s	own	practice	was	generated	

in	a	12-week	rehearsal	period	that	culminated	a	choral	performance.	

The	following	research	questions	were	addressed	in	this	study:	

• How	do	the	selected	expert	conductors	work	in	rehearsal	with	their	ensembles	and	what	

do	they	consider	to	be	important	aspects	of	their	own	professional	practice?	

• What	are	the	skills,	attributes,	and	qualities	that	should	form	an	important	part	of	the	

choral	conductor’s	training	for	ensemble	leadership?		

• How	can	I	apply	what	I	have	learned	to	my	own	professional	practice	and	what	are	the	

implications	for	the	wider	profession?	

The	data	obtained	during	this	study	can	be	grouped	into	three	parts.	The	first	part	

encompassed	a	collection	of	relevant	literature	to	assist	in	guiding	the	research	project.	The	

second	involved	the	interviewing	and	observation	of	the	five	case	studies.	Finally,	the	third	part	

examined	my	own	practice	as	I	prepared	my	ensemble	for	a	performance,	using	reflective	

journaling,	video,	score	analysis,	and	rehearsal	planning.	

This	chapter	will	outline	the	research	methodology	selected	to	engage	with	these	

research	questions.	The	following	areas	will	be	addressed:	positioning	the	theoretical	

framework	of	the	current	study,	outline	of	the	research	design,	methods	for	data	collection	and	

analysis,	ethical	considerations,	and	limitations	of	this	study.			
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Theoretical Framework 

Research	is	not	conducted	in	a	vacuum	that	is	values	neutral:	“Whether	we	are	aware	of	

it	or	not,	we	always	bring	certain	beliefs	and	philosophical	assumptions	to	our	research”	

(Creswell	&	Poth,	2018,	p.	15).	As	a	conductor-teacher,	I	bring	my	own	viewpoints	and	

understandings	to	the	current	study	and	recognise	that	this	has	influenced	my	professional	

practice,	preferences,	and	approach	to	carrying	out	this	project.	Therefore,	it	is	necessary	to	

embrace	and	acknowledge	my	own	position	when	considering	philosophical	assumptions	

related	to	ontology	–	the	study	of	being	and	the	nature	of	existence	–	as	well	as	epistemology	

and	what	it	means	to	know	(Gray,	2009).	If	ontology	asks	the	question	“What	can	be	known?”	

then	epistemology	seeks	to	answer,	“Who	can	be	a	knower?”	(Leavy,	2014).	

Creswell	and	Poth	(2018,	p.	20)	posited,	“When	researchers	conduct	qualitative	

research,	they	are	embracing	the	idea	of	multiple	realities.	Different	researchers	embrace	

different	realities,	as	do	the	individuals	being	studied	and	the	readers	of	a	qualitative	study”.	

According	to	this	ontological	standpoint,	realities,	even	when	shared	by	several	subjects,	are	as	

varied	and	unique	as	the	individuals	who	share	them.	These	individuals	see	events	through	their	

own	lenses,	their	own	experiences,	and	their	own	perceptions	of	reality	(Denzin	&	Lincoln,	

2005).	This	is	equally	pertinent	when	considering	research	in	the	arts	and	artistic	practice.	As	

Saldaña	(2011)	observed,	“The	arts	are	not	just	products,	they	are	also	epistemological	

processes	–	in	other	words,	ways	of	knowing	through	personal	inquiry	and	aesthetic	expression”	

(p.15;	italics	used	in	the	original).	

Within	this	theoretical	framework,	the	research	is	placed	within	a	social	constructivist	

interpretive	framework	as	a	way	of	understanding	the	world	and	to	interpret	the	meanings	others	

make	about	their	own	reality	(Creswell	&	Poth,	2018).	This,	in	turn,	connects	“action	to	praxis	…	

while	encouraging	experimental	and	multivoiced	texts”	(Denzin	&	Lincoln,	2005,	p.	184).	It	is	the	

praxis	or	meaning-making	activities	that	are	most	important	to	social	constructivists	since	it	is	in	

examining	these	activities	that	we	are	led	to	action	(Guba	&	Lincoln,	2005).	

Qualitative Research 

In	seeking	to	explore	the	research	questions	presented	above,	it	was	determined	that	a	

qualitative	framework	would	be	the	most	fit	for	purpose.	A	qualitative	research	design	was	used	

to	examine	the	real-life	and	situated	practice	of	the	subjects.	Rather	than	seeking	to	prove	or	

disprove	a	hypothesis	through	quantitative	means,	the	focus	for	this	study	was	on	

“…understanding	the	meaning	people	have	constructed	[emphasis	in	the	original]	…[and]	how	

they	make	sense	of	their	world	and	the	experiences	they	have	in	the	world"	(Merriam,	1998,	p.	

6).	Qualitative	research	moves	beyond	the	measurement	of	“facts”	and,	instead,	tries	to	find	
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“meaning”	in	the	data	(Gray,	2009).	It	seeks	to	answer	questions	of	“what”	and	“how”	(Holstein	

&	Gubrium,	2008).	As	Flick	et	al.	(2004)	described,	

Qualitative	research	claims	to	describe	life-worlds	“from	the	inside	out”,	from	the	

point	of	view	of	the	people	who	participate.	By	so	doing	it	seeks	to	contribute	to	a	

better	 understanding	 of	 social	 realities	 and	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 processes,	

meaning	patterns	and	structural	features.	(p.	8)		

Qualitative	researchers	are	interested	in	the	viewpoints	and	practices	of	the	people	or	

objects	that	are	being	studied	(Flick,	2018)	and,	as	such,	they	are	less	concerned	with	objective	

truth	than	they	are	with	“truth”	as	perceived	by	the	subject	(Burns,	1997).	Creswell	and	Poth	

(2018)	succinctly	stated	why	qualitative	research	methods	are	employed:	

We	conduct	qualitative	research	because	a	problem	or	issue	needs	to	be	explored	

…	a	need	to	study	a	group	or	population,	identify	variables	that	cannot	be	easily	

measured,	or	hear	silenced	voices.	We	also	conduct	qualitative	research	because	

we	need	a	complex,	detailed	understanding	of	the	issue.	This	detail	can	only	be	

established	by	 talking	directly	with	people,	 going	 into	 their	homes	or	places	of	

work,	and	allowing	them	to	tell	the	stories	unencumbered	by	what	we	expect	to	

find	or	what	we	have	read	in	the	literature.	(p.	45)	

As	Silverman	(2011)	reminded	us,	qualitative	research	can	encompass	a	diverse	set	of	

varied,	and	even	conflicting,	activities.	Even	though	there	are	multiple	research	designs	under	

the	umbrella	of	qualitative	research	(i.e.,	grounded	theory,	ethnography,	case	study,	

phenomenography)	and	the	field	is	expanding	to	include	other	research	areas	and	new	and	

emerging	voices	(i.e.,	artistic	research,	queer	theory,	autoethnography),	several	authors	have	

identified	general	characteristics	that	underpin	the	use	of	qualitative	research.	Table	3	outlines	

these	characteristics	as	listed	by	three	authors	and	shows	areas	of	commonality	among	them.		
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Table	3	

Characteristics	of	Qualitative	Research	

Qualitative	research	characteristics	

Flick	et	al.	(2004)	 Creswell	&	Poth	(2018)	 Merriam	(1998)	

No	single	method	 Multiple	methods	 	

Appropriateness	of	
methods	

Emergent	design	 	

- Data	are	collected	in	their	
natural	context	
- Strong	orientation	to	
everyday	events/	
knowledge	

Natural	setting	 Usually	involves	fieldwork	

perspectives	of	the	
participants	

Participants’	multiple	
perspectives	and	meanings	

Participant’s	perspective	
(emic	vs	etic)	

Reflective	capability	of	the	
researcher	

Reflexivity	 	

Understanding	of	complex	
relationships	

Complex	reasoning	through	
inductive	and	deductive	
logic	

Focuses	on	process,	
meaning,	and	
understanding	

- Questions	have	an	open	
formulation	
- Start	with	analysis	or	
reconstruction	of	cases	

Context	dependent	 	

Assumes	the	construction	of	
reality	

Researcher	as	key	
instrument	

Researcher	is	primary	
instrument	for	data	
collection	and	analysis	

Data	in	the	form	of	texts	 Holistic	account	 Product	is	richly	descriptive	

Discovery	and	theory	
formation	are	the	goal	

	 Primarily	employs	inductive	
research	strategy	(builds	on	
abstractions,	concepts,	
hypotheses,	or	theories)	

Starts	with	analysis	or	
reconstruction	of	cases	

	 	

	

Case Study 

This	project	deploys	the	definition	of	case	study	espoused	by	Stake	(1995),	Yin	(2014),	

and	others,	namely,	that	it	is	a	bounded	system	that	is	used	to	investigate	a	phenomenon	(or	

case)	within	its	real-world	context.	Its	purpose	is	to	gain	in-depth	understanding	of	both	the	

situation	and	the	meaning	involved,	focussing	on	the	processes	used	rather	than	the	outcomes	
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(Merriam,	1998;	Robson	&	McCartan,	2016).	Case	study	method	allows	investigators	to	retain	

the	holistic	and	meaningful	characteristics	of	the	real-life	events	being	investigated.	In	general,	

case	studies	are	the	preferred	method	when	(a)	“how”	or	“why”	questions	are	being	posed,	(b)	

the	investigator	has	little	control	over	events,	and	(c)	the	focus	is	on	a	contemporary	

phenomenon	within	a	real-life	context	(Yin,	2014).	

A	case	study	relies	on	many	of	the	same	techniques	as	a	history,	but	it	adds	two	sources	

of	evidence	not	usually	included	in	the	historian's	repertoire:	direct	observation	of	the	events	

being	studied,	and	interviews	of	persons	involved	in	the	events.	“The	case	study's	unique	

strength	is	its	ability	to	deal	with	a	full	variety	of	evidence	-	documents,	artifacts,	interviews,	and	

observations	-	beyond	what	might	be	available	in	a	conventional	historical	study”	(Yin,	2014,	p.	11).	

This	project	will	consider	not	just	one	subject	but	will	focus	on	the	work	of	five	case	

studies	in	total.	Stake	(1995)	noted	that	a	researcher	may	determine	that	they	should	choose	

several	cases	to	study	rather	than	just	one;	"The	inclusion	of	multiple	cases	is,	in	fact,	a	common	

strategy	for	enhancing	the	external	validity	or	generalizability	of	your	findings"	(Merriam,	1998,	

p.	40).	

In	this	study,	rehearsals	were	observed,	and	the	conductors	interviewed,	to	ascertain	and	

clarify	their	own	methods,	philosophy,	and	approach	to	their	work.	Through	these	observations,	

common	traits	amongst	these	five	practitioners	were	determined	while	also	witnessing	what	

was	peculiar	to	each	context.	This	assisted	in	comparing	and	contrasting	my	own	practice	and	

further	supported	understanding	of	the	differences	that	may	arise	in	both	processes	and	

outcomes.	The	outcome	was	a	set	of	what	Stake	(1995)	described	as	“cross	case	conclusions”.		

Participants and Selection 

A	purposive	sample	was	used	in	which	participants	were	considered	representative	

through	a	set	of	selection	criteria.	This	allowed	the	researcher	to	use	their	judgement	as	to	the	

suitability	of	the	case	according	to	the	project	at	hand	(Robson	&	McCartan,	2016).	As	Stake	

(1995)	advised,	balance	and	variety	were	considered,	but	the	main	criterion	was	the	

opportunity	to	learn	from	the	case	studies.	The	following	operational	criteria	were	developed	

when	considering	candidates	for	this	study:	

- availability	and	access,	

- willingness	to	participate,	

- success	in	competitions,	

- reputation	of	their	ensembles,	

- years	of	practice,	

- testimony	of	their	peers	and	industry	colleagues,	

- awards	received,	and	

- criteria	established	in	other	studies.	
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For	this	study,	the	five	participants	were	expert	choral	conductors.	Each	one	has	been	

recognised	by	their	peers,	professional	organisations,	and	peak	bodies	for	the	high	quality	of	

their	work.	They	have	achieved	accolades	through	national	and	international	competitions	as	

well	as	favourable	response	from	music	critics	and	the	press.	Frequently,	the	case	studies	are	

engaged	by	other	groups,	eisteddfodau,	and	government	granting	agencies	to	serve	as	guest	

clinicians	and	jury	panel	members.	They	have	also	been	recognised	for	their	service	through	life-

time	achievement	awards,	honorary	doctorates,	or	national	civilian	honours.	

The	choral	project	used	my	ensemble,	the	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers.	This	

choir	was	a	convenience	sample	(Robson	&	McCartan,	2016;	Stake,	1995),	readily	accessible	to	

me	as	the	regular	conductor	of	this	group.	My	access	also	included	the	ability	to	make	artistic	

decisions	regarding	repertoire	choice	and	the	running	of	rehearsals.	Participants	were	briefed	

on	the	project	and	made	aware	that	the	rehearsals	would	be	recorded.	

The	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers	is	one	of	three	vocal	groups	at	the	Queensland	

Conservatorium,	Griffith	University.	Together,	the	three	ensembles	form	the	course	titled	Vocal	

Ensemble	(5910QCM).	The	course	description	states:	

This	 course	 provides	 an	 opportunity	 to	 perform	 a	 range	 of	 vocal	 and	 choral	

repertoire	as	specific	to	the	genre	of	each	ensemble	listed	below.	The	performance	

practices	and	vocal	skills	relevant	to	effective	membership	of	such	an	ensemble	

will	 be	 developed	 in	 a	 collaborative	 musical	 situation	 through	 rehearsals	 and	

public	 performances.	 The	 ensembles	 which	 comprise	 this	 course	 are:	

Conservatorium	 Singers,	 Raised	 Voices	 (Jazz)	 and	 In-Voices	 (Jazz).	 PRE-

REQUISITE:	 Successful	 Audition	 or	 permission	 of	 relevant	 ensemble	 director.	

(Griffith	University,	n.d.)	

This	ensemble	is	a	5-credit	point	semester-based	course,	with	students	having	the	

opportunity	to	enrol	regardless	of	instrumental	major.	As	a	result,	its	membership	is	a	mixture	

of	voice,	instrumental,	composition,	and	technology	students.	The	group	itself	is	non-auditioned	

but	its	members	have	successfully	auditioned	to	attend	the	Conservatorium.	Most	of	the	

students	are	in	undergraduate	programmes,	with	a	few	graduate	students	and	staff	members.	It	

is	a	non-graded	course	with	students	receiving	a	pass/failure	based	on	their	attendance	at	

rehearsals	and	performances.	

The	choir	is	also	available	to	students	who	wish	to	join	as	“volunteers”	and	not	receive	

credit	points.	While,	theoretically,	the	course	is	open	to	all	students	at	the	university,	for	this	

project	the	membership	is	comprised	exclusively	of	students	at	the	Conservatorium.	
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Autoethnography and Reflective Practice 

Perhaps	the	simplest	rule	for	method	in	qualitative	casework	is	this:	“Place	your	

best	 intellect	 into	 the	 thick	 of	 what	 is	 going	 on.”	 The	 brainwork	 ostensibly	 is	

observation,	but	more	critically,	it	is	reflective.	(Stake,	2005,	p.	449;	emphasis	in	

original)	

For	the	choral	project,	an	autoethnographic	approach	was	chosen	to	allow	me	to	reflect	

on	my	own	practice	as	a	professional	choral	conductor.	In	my	field,	autoethnography	allows	

musicians	to	give	deep	and	vibrant	meaning	to	their	research	rather	than	merely	reporting	it	

(Bartleet	&	Ellis,	2009).	Autoethnography	is	an	increasingly	useful	method	for	arts	practitioners	

to	examine	their	own	practice.	It	is	an	autobiographical	and	reflective	way	of	writing	and	

research	that	employs	multiple	layers	of	thinking	and	introspection	to	connect	the	personal	to	

the	cultural	(Ellis	&	Bochner,	2000;	Freeman,	2010),	providing	a	“more	authentic	first-person	

case	study	with	rich	details	that	provide	a	unique	insider’s	perspective	about	the	issues	

addressed”	(Davis	&	Ellis,	2008,	p.	17).	In	many	ways,	I	would	join	the	case	studies	as	the	sixth	

case	study	in	this	project.	

The	use	of	autoethnography	also	embraces	the	use	of	reflective	practice.	In	the	field	of	

education,	reflective	practice	is	becoming	an	important	way	for	teachers	to	improve	their	

teaching	practice	by	putting	pedagogical	knowledge	into	action	to	improve	student	outcomes.	

Through	self-examination,	conductor-educators	can	learn	to	integrate	and	modify	existing	skills	

to	be	fit	for	purpose	while	also	developing	new	skills	to	fit	their	individual	contexts	(Larrivee,	

2000).	Zwozdiak-Myers	(2012)	called	reflective	practice	“[A]	disposition	to	enquiry	

incorporating	the	process	through	which	student,	early	career,	and	experienced	teachers	

structure	or	restructure	actions,	beliefs,	knowledge	and	theories	that	inform	teaching	for	the	

purpose	of	professional	development”	(p.	5).	

Data Generation and Management 

Data	for	this	study	were	generated	through	a	variety	of	means,	including	a	literature	

review,	observation,	semi-structured	interviews,	a	choral	project,	and	a	reflective	journal.	These	

are	discussed	in	turn.	

Literature Review 

Alvesson	and	Sandberg	(2013)	discussed	the	principal	way	of	conducting	research	in	the	

social	sciences	as	“gap-spotting”.	They	break	this	down	further	into	three	modes:	confusion	

spotting	(where	there	are	competing	views);	neglect	spotting	(areas	that	have	been	left	out	of	

the	research	or	under-researched);	and	application	spotting	(extending	and	applying	the	

literature).	It	is	this	final	area	that	became	the	primary	focus	of	the	literature	review,	seeking	to	

explore	ways	of	applying	the	research	to	practice.	
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The	literature	focussed	on	three	areas:	(a)	identifying	expertise	and	its	characteristics,	

(b)	expert	conductor	characteristics	and	rehearsal	behaviours,	and	(c)	the	conductor-teacher	in	

rehearsal.	A	great	deal	has	been	written	about	conducting	gesture	and	the	use	of	physical	

gestures	by	the	conductor.	This	study	set	aside	that	research	to	focus	on	investigations	into	the	

rehearsal	process	and	how	conductors	structure	their	rehearsals	for	teaching	purposes.	From	

the	literature,	a	three-part	cyclic	process	was	developed,	incorporating	(a)	the	pre-rehearsal	

period	of	repertoire	selection,	score	study,	and	planning;	(b)	the	rehearsal	period	itself;	and	(c)	

post-rehearsal	performance	and	reflection.	

Observation 

Observation	is	an	important	part	of	qualitative	research,	allowing	the	researcher	to	

collect	primary	data	that	will	gain	insight	into	another	culture	or	environment	(Silverman,	2011;	

Stake,	1995).	The	systematic	viewing	of	other	people’s	actions	and	behaviours	allows	for	

analysis	and	interpretation	of	the	data	(Gray,	2009).	

Observations	with	the	conductors	who	were	the	focus	of	the	five	case	studies	occurred	

during	March-April	2017	and	January	2018.	The	first	set	of	observations	and	interviews	

included	Lydia	Adams,	Hilary	Apfelstadt,	and	Elise	Bradley	in	Toronto	and	London,	Ontario	in	

Canada.	The	second	set	of	observations	and	interviews	involved	Carl	Crossin		while	at	the	

Gondwana	National	Choral	School	in	Sydney,	Australia	and	Karen	Grylls	in	Auckland,	New	

Zealand.	

During	my	time	with	Lydia	Adams,	I	watched	her	in	rehearsal	at	three	sites	with	three	

different	ensembles.	The	first	rehearsal	was	with	the	Amadeus	Choir	of	Great	Toronto	who	

rehearse	in	a	church	hall	in	the	area	of	Don	Mills,	situated	in	the	northern	part	of	Toronto.	

Amadeus	is	an	avocational	choir	of	about	100	singers	that	rehearses	every	Tuesday	evening.	

They	have	a	wide	variety	of	repertoire	and	a	busy	performance	schedule.	When	I	visited	them,	

they	were	preparing	for	their	concert	“High	Flight:	Songs	of	the	Stars”,	honouring	Canadian	

astronaut	Dr	Roberta	Bondar	and	the	25th	anniversary	of	her	first	voyage	into	space.	

Adams’	second	ensemble	is	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers,	Canada’s	oldest	professional	choir.	

The	choir	was	formed	in	1979	from	the	remnants	of	the	Festival	Singers	of	Canada,	itself	

established	in	1954.	The	20-member	ensemble	presents	concerts	across	Canada	and	maintains	a	

busy	touring	schedule.	During	my	observation,	the	choir	was	preparing	for	a	concert	of	

Armenian	music	at	the	national-heritage-listed	St	Anne’s	Anglican	Church.	With	its	domed,	

Byzantine	Revival	architecture	and	famous	frescos	by	Canada’s	Group	of	Seven	artists,	St	Anne’s	

is	a	popular	concert	and	recording	venue.	

The	final	choir	I	observed	with	Adams	was	the	Western	University	Singers.	This	

primarily	undergraduate	ensemble	is	located	at	Western	University	in	London,	Ontario,	

approximately	200	kilometres	southwest	of	Toronto.	The	ensemble	has	a	rich	history	of	
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performance	and	includes	many	alumni	who	are	also	active	and	well-regarded	choral	

practitioners.	I	watched	rehearsals	at	both	the	Don	Wright	Faculty	of	Music	and	St	Peter’s	

Cathedral	Basilica.	The	choir	was	preparing	for	their	end	of	year	concert	and	assembling	a	

submission	for	the	National	Competition	for	Canadian	Amateur	Choirs	(eventually	winning	the	

Collegiate	Choirs	category).	

When	I	observed	her	in	March	2017,	Hilary	Apfelstadt	was	the	Director	of	Choral	

Activities	and	Elmer	Iseler	Chair	in	Choral	Conducting	at	the	University	of	Toronto,	a	position	

she	held	from	2010	–	2018.	During	this	time,	she	conducted	the	Macmillan	Singers,	the	Faculty	

of	Music’s	flagship	choir,	as	they	prepared	for	both	a	concert	and	recording	featuring	the	music	

of	Stephen	Chapman,	working	in	conjunction	with	the	composer.	These	two	projects	took	place	

in	three	sites:	The	Church	of	the	Redeemer	served	as	a	rehearsal	space	with	the	concert	being	

held	in	the	Macmillan	Theatre	at	the	Faculty	of	Music,	University	of	Toronto.	The	recording,	

which	was	interspersed	throughout	the	rehearsal	period,	was	completed	at	Grace-Church-on-

the-Hill	in	midtown	Toronto.	This	venue	is	frequently	used	as	a	recording	space	for	choirs.	

Finally,	I	attended	rehearsals	with	Elise	Bradley	and	the	Toronto	Children’s	Chorus	in	

their	headquarters	at	Calvin	Presbyterian	Church.	The	main	chorus	was	preparing	for	a	trip	to	

the	11th	World	Symposium	on	Choral	Music	in	Barcelona,	Spain,	while	other	training	ensembles	

were	rehearsing	for	upcoming	concert	performances.		

The	final	observations	took	place	throughout	January	2018.	At	the	beginning	of	the	

month,	I	attended	the	Gondwana	National	Choral	School	at	the	University	of	New	South	Wales	in	

Sydney,	Australia	to	watch	Carl	Crossin	work	with	the	Gondwana	Chorale.	Part	of	a	group	of	

choirs,	the	Chorale	comprises	singers	between	the	ages	of	17	–	26.	They	are	selected	through	a	

national	audition	process	and	many	of	them	have	been	members	of	other	choirs	in	the	

organisation.	Crossin	co-conducts	this	ensemble;	during	this	period,	they	were	rehearsing	for	

the	end	of	Choral	School	concert	with	a	view	to	re-forming	the	group	at	the	end	of	the	year	for	a	

tour	of	the	Baltics	and	London.	

The	last	case	study	visit	with	Karen	Grylls	was	at	the	end	of	January	at	the	University	of	

Auckland	in	New	Zealand.	During	this	week	the	Voices	New	Zealand	Chamber	Choir	was	

rehearsing	for	their	upcoming	tour	to	France	and	a	concert	with	the	Kings’	Singers.	The	choir	is	a	

semi-professional	ensemble	that	meets	several	times	in	the	year	for	intense,	project-based	

rehearsal	periods.	

The	case	studies	were	observed	in	rehearsal	over	a	1-week	period.	Depending	on	the	

schedule	of	each	individual	participant,	this	could	involve	between	five	and	10	rehearsals	in	

total.	Most	of	the	rehearsals	were	2	hours	in	duration.	Each	rehearsal	was	video	recorded	using	

a	video	camera,	with	field	notes	transcribed	and	audio	recorded	on	an	iPad	using	the	app	

Notability.	In	each	instance,	I	was	a	non-participant	observer	although,	occasionally,	a	conductor	
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would	ask	my	advice	regarding	balance	issues	since	I	was	often	the	only	person	listening	from	

the	audience’s	point	of	view.	

Observations	were	either	recorded	as	part	of	a	regular	rehearsal	schedule	or	as	part	of	

an	intensive	series	of	daily	rehearsals.	Carl	Crossin	co-conducts	the	Gondwana	Chorale	and	so	

care	was	taken	to	record	only	the	parts	of	the	rehearsal	that	were	actively	taken	by	him.	Many	

times,	his	co-conductor	would	seek	his	input,	but	these	exchanges	were	not	recorded	formally	

although	they	were	observed.	

Semi-Structured Interviews 

One	of	the	advantages	of	using	an	interview	is	that	information	is	more	likely	to	be	

correct	because	the	interviewer	can	clear	up	misunderstandings	immediately	and	can	explain	

questions	to	clarify	them	to	a	respondent	(D.	Miller	&	Salkind,	2002).	Semi-structured	

interviews	may	follow	a	set	list	of	questions	but	also	allow	the	interviewer	to	explore	issues	and	

topics	while	they	arise.	They	also	allow	the	interviewee	an	opportunity	to	explain	their	answers	

more	fully	than	in	a	structured	interview	(Gray,	2009).	The	interviews	become	more	like	guided	

conversations	rather	than	structured	queries	(Yin,	2014).	This	method	also	broke	down	the	

perceived	hierarchies	that	may	exist	between	interviewer	and	interviewee	and,	instead,	created	

an	egalitarian	dialogue	between	colleagues.	As	Stake	(1995)	pointed	out,	“[q]ualitative	case	

study	seldom	proceeds	as	a	survey	with	the	same	questions	asked	of	each	respondent;	rather,	

each	interviewee	is	expected	to	have	had	unique	experiences,	special	stories	to	tell”	(p.	65).	

Each	case	study	agreed	to	participate	in	a	semi-structured	interview	at	a	time	of	their	

choosing	during	a	site	visit.	The	interview	was	based	around	the	following	eight	questions:		

1. How	do	you	go	about	selecting	repertoire	for	your	choir?	How	do	you	decide	on	its	

suitability?	

2. Do	you	have	a	method	for	score	study	and	analysis?	How	do	you	go	about	this?	

3. How	do	you	plan	for	a	rehearsal?	How	do	you	approach	a	first	rehearsal?	

4. Does	your	rehearsal	follow	a	general	sequence?	How	would	you	describe	it?	

5. How	would	you	describe	your	role	in	the	rehearsal?	What	are	you	trying	to	achieve?	Are	

there	differences	in	your	approach	in	a	first	rehearsal	as	compared	to	the	middle	or	end?	

6. How	do	you	adjust	for	different,	even	unanticipated,	situations	in	your	rehearsal?	For	

example,	a	piece	is	not	as	successful	as	you	thought	it	would	be;	there	is	a	section	that	

presents	an	unexpected	challenge;	etc.	

7. What	do	you	do	to	prepare	between	rehearsals?	Is	there	a	formal	or	informal	way	you	

reflect	on	how	things	are	going?	How	does	this	affect	your	planning?	

8. How	does	the	rehearsal	process	and	performance	influence	the	next	repertoire	choices?	
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These	questions	formed	the	basis	of	a	professional	conversation	that	was	allowed	to	either	

develop	the	questions	further	or	branch	off	into	other	areas	depending	upon	each	conductor	

(see	Appendix	A).		

Choral Project 

The	second	part	of	this	study	involved	my	own	preparation	and	performance	of	Josef	

Haydn’s	Missa	in	angustiis	(Nelson)	with	the	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers	at	the	

Queensland	Conservatorium,	Griffith	University	in	Brisbane,	Australia.	This	45-voice	ensemble	is	

comprised	of	both	undergraduate	and	postgraduate	students,	evenly	divided	between	voice	

majors	and	non-voice	majors.	The	majority	of	students	are	members	of	the	choir	as	part	of	their	

ensemble	credit,	but	students	are	also	permitted	to	participate	on	a	non-credit	basis.	The	

Conservatorium	Singers	rehearse	once	a	week	for	1	hour	and	50	minutes.	

During	the	choral	project,	the	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers	served	as	the	

ensemble.	All	rehearsals	for	Semester	1,	2018	were	video	recorded.	A	total	of	12,	110-minute	

rehearsals	and	a	public	concert	performance	were	recorded.	The	members	of	the	ensemble	were	

informed	about	the	purpose	of	the	project	and	made	aware	of	the	presence	of	the	video	

recording	equipment.	Each	recording	formed	the	basis	of	a	post-rehearsal	reflection.	

Rehearsals	were	recorded	using	a	stationary	video	camera	facing	the	conductor.	The	

concert	was	video	recorded	using	two	cameras:	one	facing	the	conductor	and	the	other	in	the	

audience	and	directed	towards	the	choir.	Audio	was	recorded	separately	through	stage	

microphones	and	added	to	the	video	in	post-production.	The	recording	itself	was	unedited	and	

not	adjusted	in	any	way.	

Reflective Journal 

“Reflexivity	[also	known	as	reflective	practice]	is	a	concept	used	to	describe	the	

relationship	between	the	researcher	and	the	object	of	research	and	it	acknowledges	that,	“the	

researcher	is	not	a	neutral	observer	and	is	implicated	in	the	construction	of	knowledge”	(Gray,	

2009,	p.	498).	Throughout	the	choral	project,	a	reflective	journal	(see	Appendix	B)	was	

maintained.	Reflections	on	multiple	facets	of	the	rehearsal	process	were	documented,	including	

repertoire	selection,	preparations,	observations	of	the	rehearsal	video,	post-rehearsal	

impressions,	and	other	aspects	of	the	rehearsal	and	performance	process.	

Ethical Considerations 

The	research	for	this	project	was	conducted	under	GU	Ref	No:	2016/762	(see	Appendix	

C).	In	the	original	ethics	application,	the	case	studies	were	to	be	presented	anonymously.	

However,	after	examining	the	high	quality	of	the	data,	the	researchers	decided	that	a	stronger	

case	could	be	made	if	the	experts	were	identified	with	their	own	words.	The	participating	

conductors	kindly	agreed	to	this	change	and	a	variation	to	the	original	ethics	application	was	



44	

	

granted.	Every	effort	has	been	made	to	ensure	that	the	case	study	participants	were	protected	

from	harm.	Member	checking	(Creswell	&	Poth,	2018)	was	used	to	afford	the	case	studies	the	

opportunity	to	read	the	data	presented	and	to	make	any	adjustments	they	deemed	necessary.	

Limitations 

Qualitative	methods	in	general	and	case	study	research	in	particular	are	not	without	

their	limitations.	Unlike	quantitative	research,	qualitative	studies	are	not	built	on	a	unified	

methodological	approach.	This	can	allow	the	researcher	flexibility	to	match	the	circumstances,	

but	issues	of	reliability,	generalisability,	and	validity	are	often	present	and	must	be	addressed	

(Gray,	2009;	Merriam,	1998).	

There	are	also	limitations	that	are	specific	to	this	current	study.	Firstly,	as	a	convenience	

sample,	the	case	studies	were	known	to	the	researcher	and	may	have	been	biased	towards	the	

researcher’s	own	experiences	and	preferences.	This	has	meant	that	the	case	studies	tended	to	be	

from	similar	geographic	areas	(Australia,	New	Zealand,	and	Canada)	which	did	not	allow	for	

voices	from	other	rich	choral	communities	and	traditions.	To	limit	the	scope	of	the	research,	this	

paper	did	not	study	choral	developments	in	other	important	choral	centres	like	the	United	

Kingdom,	the	United	States,	Continental	Europe,	South	Korea,	Indonesia,	or	the	Philippines,	to	

name	only	a	few.	

Secondly,	the	case	studies	themselves	were	a	rather	homogenous	group,	all	roughly	the	

same	age	demographic	and	ethnic	background.	They	all	grew	up	and	trained	in	the	traditions	of	

the	British	choral	sound	even	if	several	of	them	have	now	taken	on	the	influences	of	other	sound	

ideals	and	preferences.	

Finally,	the	conductors,	choirs,	and	repertoire	studied	mainly	tended	to	focus	on	

Western	Art	Music.	As	a	result,	this	study	did	not	consider	repertoire	outside	of	this	area.	It	also	

did	not	examine	conductors	who	work	with	community	choirs	whose	mission	might	be	

described	as	extra-musical,	that	is,	bringing	together	disadvantaged	communities,	supporting	

physical	and	mental	health	therapies,	or	addressing	special	needs.	

Summary 

The	qualitative	case	study	outlined	in	this	chapter	shows	the	methods	of	data	collection	

and	analysis	employed	in	this	research.	Through	the	use	of	interviews	and	observations	of	the	

five	case	studies,	as	well	as	examination	and	reflection	on	the	personal	practice	of	the	author,	

the	outcome	was	to	gain	deeper	insight	into	the	work	of	choral	conductors,	particularly	in	the	

rehearsal	setting.	The	richness	of	the	data	that	resulted	from	these	collection	methods	will	be	

analysed	and	discussed	in	the	remaining	chapters.	
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Chapter Four: The Case Studies 

Introduction 

This	chapter	examines	the	conducting	practice	of	five	internationally	regarded	and	

experienced	choral	conductors.	Through	their	work	they	are	acknowledged	by	their	colleagues,	

and	through	various	organisations,	as	experts	in	their	field.	These	conductors	generously	agreed	

to	be	interviewed	and	observed	in	rehearsal	over	several	days.	The	biographical	information	

included	in	Appendix	D	introduces	each	of	the	conductors	and	outlines	their	backgrounds	and	

levels	of	experience.	Originally,	these	case	studies	were	to	be	treated	anonymously	but,	after	

examining	the	rich	data	they	provided,	it	was	decided	to	ask	the	conductors	to	agree	to	be	

identified	and	associated	with	their	own	words.	Each	of	them	graciously	agreed,	and	a	variation	

to	the	original	ethics	proposal	outlining	this	change	was	approved.	

Through	analysis	and	coding	of	interviews	and	observations	of	the	case	studies,	the	

following	seven	themes	began	to	emerge:	

1. conductor’s	role,	

2. relationship	building,	

3. repertoire	selection,	

4. score	study	and	analysis,	

5. rehearsal	planning,	

6. rehearsal	structure,	and	

7. reflective	practice.	

These	themes	are	now	discussed	in	order.	

Conductor’s Role 

All	of	the	case	studies	spoke	about	what	they	see	as	their	central	role	as	the	conductor	of	

a	choir.	Interestingly,	they	talked	very	little	about	the	mechanics	of	conducting	itself,	

concentrating	instead	on	their	skills	as	“teacher”,	“facilitator”,	“motivator”,	“inspirer”,	and	

“enabler”.	Elise	Bradley	summed	up	her	view	by	saying,	“I	am	disciplined,	and	I	don’t	ask	from	

them	something	that	I	wouldn’t	do	myself.	I’m	not	tougher	on	them	than	I	am	on	me.	But	I	do	see	

my	role	as	an	enabler,	as	an	educator.”	Hilary	Apfelstadt	continues	this	theme:	

I	see	my	role	as	more	of	a	facilitator,	a	guide	to	helping	them	become	more	efficient	

and	effective	themselves.	I	do	not	want	them	to	be	dependent	upon	me	for	every	

decision	that’s	made.	 I	don’t	want	them	to	be	robotic.	 I	don’t	want	them	sitting	

there	just	waiting	for	the	next	thing	being	delivered	to	them:	do	this,	do	this,	do	

this.	 So,	 it’s	 about	 modelling,	 and	 it’s	 about	 facilitating	 some	 kind	 of	 musical	

independence	and	thinking.	
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As	Karen	Grylls	notes,	“I’ve	been	what	I	would	call	a	cheerleader,	yes,	we	have	to	do	that;	

and	we	have	to	be	teachers,	but	at	the	point	where	you	want	to	go	into	the	performance,	you	just	

have	to	be	an	artist.”	

Several	times	the	conductors	use	the	terminology	and	demeanour	of	a	sports	coach	

encouraging	their	team.	Lydia	Adams	typifies	this	attitude:	“I	see	the	conductor	as	a	motivator,	

inspirer,	encourager,	teacher;	someone	who’s	going	to	put	that	music	in	front	of	the	choir	and	

give	them	a	belief	that	they	can	do	it.”	The	term	“belief”	or	“giving	them	the	belief”	is	a	returning	

theme	with	all	of	the	case	studies	and	matches	the	general	attitude	of	facilitating	the	music	

making	that	happens	in	both	rehearsal	and	performance.	The	conductor	becomes	the	

codebreaker	who	helps	to	deconstruct	the	score,	assisting	the	choristers	in	their	own	

understanding	of	the	task	before	them.	Grylls	spoke	about	this	role	of	shaping	the	choir	in	front	

of	them	and	moving	them	towards	her	own	sound	ideal:	what	she	jokingly	calls	her	“heavenly	

vision	versus	your	earthly	reality.”	

Sometimes,	the	conductor’s	role	is	dependent	upon	the	context	and	the	group	in	front	of	

them.	Carl	Crossin	compares	the	work	he	does	with	two	different	choirs:	“I’m	a	teacher,	I’m	a	

facilitator,	I’m	also	a	psychologist,	among	other	things	…	with	my	University	Chorale,	I’m	more	

the	teacher;	with	my	Chamber	Singers,	I	can	leave	a	lot	more	up	to	them	and	then	guide	that	and	

bring	it	together.”		

“You	establish	the	culture,	the	environment	you	want	to	work	in,”	explains	Grylls,	“you	

run	a	good	rehearsal,	an	efficient	rehearsal,	a	rehearsal	with	goals	that	we	share.	My	job	is	to	

show	them	the	context	of	the	music,	the	thing	they	can’t	do	at	home	on	their	own.”	

It	is	interesting	to	note	that	several	of	the	conductors	also	work	in	tertiary	institutions	

where	their	purpose	is	not	only	to	conduct	choirs	but	also	to	train	student-conductors	as	part	of	

their	degree	programmes.	This	influenced	the	way	they	perceived	their	role	in	the	university	

setting.	“A	lot	of	these	people	are	going	to	teach,”	said	Apfelstadt,	“and	so	I	feel	as	if	every	

rehearsal	needs	to	be	an	opportunity	for	them	to	learn	about	teaching	and	not	just	learning	a	

piece	for	our	performance.”	

Several	of	the	conductors	explained	that	their	profession	was	a	multifaceted	one	in	

which	they	fulfilled	roles	that	were	complementary	and	varied.	They	are	able	to	combine	

abstract	forms	of	knowledge	in	new	and	interesting	ways	to	aid	them	throughout	the	rehearsal	

process.	Grylls	probably	speaks	for	the	majority	when	she	says,		

I	know	of	no	profession	that	requires	more	skills	than	that	of	a	conductor,	in	so	

many	ways.	You’ve	got	to	be	a	[orchestral]	pit	person,	you’ve	got	to	be	a	teacher,	

you’ve	got	to	be	an	artist,	you’ve	got	to	be	an	analyst,	you’ve	got	to	know	about	

absolutely	everything.	There’s	nothing	you	don’t	use.	
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The	underlying	sentiment	from	each	conductor	is	that	everything	they	do	must	be	at	the	

service	of	the	music	itself	and	to	advance	the	process	of	rehearsing	efficiently.	All	of	the	skills	

that	they	mentioned	were	to	make	the	rehearsal,	and	the	time	the	choir	spent	together	learning	

the	repertoire,	as	focussed	on	the	task	as	possible.	Amongst	all	of	her	roles,	for	Grylls,	this	is	

paramount:	“most	of	all	it’s	to	make	music	and	run	an	efficient,	have	an	efficient	time	together.”	

She	continues:	

I	kind	of	like	Esa-Pekka	Salonen’s	view	of	that.	He	says,	“You’re	the	servant	of	the	

music.”	I	rather	like	that.	So,	my	job	is	to	enable	the	music	to	be	the	primary	thing	

that	all	of	you	are	working	towards.	That	takes	away	the	personalities.…	There’s	

only	 one	 thing	 that	will	 be	 paramount,	 that’s	 the	music.…	Because,	 the	minute	

that’s	not	happening,	then	the	individual	is	in	the	way	of	the	process.	

In	the	end,	Bradley	says,	“Let	the	music	win!	I’ve	said	to	them	[the	choristers]	‘we’re	

going	on	stage,	you	have	the	knowledge,	just	let	it	happen.	You	[her	emphasis]	do	it.	Let	the	

music	win.	Don’t	worry	about	the	technique,	you’ve	got	all	that	stuff	set	up.	Just	then	do	it.’”	

Relationship Building  

One	recognisable	feature	of	all	the	case	studies	was	the	conductors’	ability	to	bring	their	

choirs	together	as	a	community.	Only	one	choir	observed	was	fully	professional;	the	rest	were	

semi-professional,	institutional,	or	avocational	in	their	composition.	In	each	instance,	the	

conductor	was	seeking	to	mould	together	a	group	of	people	into	one	cohesive	unit.	This	skill	in	

group	psychology	and	group	dynamics	was	common	to	all	case	studies	regardless	of	their	own	

personality	type	or	working	style.	Some	of	the	conductors	were	extroverts	while	others	would	

consider	themselves	introverts	and	this	appeared	to	have	no	bearing	on	this	area	of	their	

practice.	In	the	end,	as	Crossin	observed,	“I	guess	any	conductor	is	just	always	mindful	that	

they’re	bringing	the	group	with	them.”	

Describing	this	ethos	of	community	building	a	bit	further,	Adams	claims	the	moniker	

“community	choir”.	She	says	that,	in	her	experience,	some	people	use	the	term	in	a	derogatory	

way,	but	she	is	proud	of	the	term	because	she	considers	that	Amadeus	is	a	“true	community	of	

singers”.	It	is	through	the	building	of	a	safe	space	that	the	choristers	are	free	to	express	

themselves.	Through	this	sense	of	belonging,	an	ensemble	comprised	of	individuals	becomes	a	

unified	whole.	For	Adams,	this	is	the	objective	of	her	work	as	a	conductor.	

The	ability	to	build	this	sense	of	community	also	comes	down	to	the	recognition	of	each	

choir	member	as	a	unique	individual	and	not	just	as	a	collective	body.	Crossin	stresses	that	his	

success	in	building	his	group	is	his	ability	to	connect	with	each	singer	as	a	distinct	person.	

Crossin	constantly	looks	for	ways	to	develop	these	relationships	so	as	to	create	a	link	between	

conductor	and	singer.	He	is	not	relating	to	them	as	a	mass	of	people	but	building	trust	with	each	
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of	them.	Grylls	cautions	that	this	doesn’t	mean	having	to	be	overly	friendly	and	“over	the	top”	in	

your	relationships,	but	rather	having	“an	understanding	of	how	people	function	as	people.”	

One	aspect	of	this	success	is	the	ability	to	include	the	choir	in	the	decision-making	

process.	This	development	of	shared	goals	also	recognises	that	each	chorister	brings	a	wealth	of	

knowledge	and	experience	to	the	rehearsal	process.	“The	shared	goal	is	really	important	for	me,”	

says	Grylls;	“I’m	not	there	to	impose	anything.	You	have	to	invite	them	into	the	process	…	the	

relationship	with	the	people	becomes	the	quality	of	the	sound	you	have.”	Crossin	continues	this	

theme:	“I	don’t	want	anybody	to	feel	like	they	can	just	sit	back	and	relax.	Again,	that	individual	

contact	is	very	important.	It	will	affect	their	ability	to	work	as	an	ensemble	…	the	outcome	is	

greater	than	the	sum	of	the	parts	but,	the	parts	still	matter.”	Apfelstadt	also	seeks	to	bring	the	

singers	into	the	process:	“I	don’t	want	them	to	sit	there	like	robots	and	have	them	expect	me	to	

give	them	everything.	They	need	to	think	about	what	is	going	on,	too.”	

As	an	example,	at	one	point	in	a	rehearsal,	Crossin	put	the	onus	on	the	bass	section	to	fix	

a	difficult	passage	between	rehearsals.	The	exchange	involved	making	the	section	aware	there	

was	a	problem	but,	rather	than	giving	them	the	information	from	the	piano,	Crossin	challenged	

them	with,	“I’m	looking	forward	to	that	being	ready	tomorrow.”	When	reflecting	on	this,	Crossin	

said,	“The	subtext	of	something	like	that	is,	‘Guys,	notice	my	approach	here	is	actually	putting	

the	responsibility	on	you.	Sort	it	out.’	As	opposed	to,	‘You’re	wrong	in	bar	7,	here’s	the	pitch.	I	do	

find	that	they	respond	better	when	the	expectation	is	that	they	will	fix	it.”	As	he	further	explains,	

the	expectation	is	that	it	will	be	done	but,	even	if	it	is	not,	he	avoids	the	impression,	“you’ve	

failed	at	that,	now	I	have	to	work	with	you.”	For	Crossin,	a	positive	attitude	is	always	the	key.	

As	the	case	studies	develop	this	sense	of	teamwork,	trust,	and	camaraderie,	there	is	a	

readiness	to	give	over	more	and	more	responsibility	to	the	choir	members.	Sometimes	it	can	be	

as	basic	as	being	able	to	keep	an	inner	pulse	or	subdivide	a	beat	pattern,	or	to	work	within	a	

section	to	determine	phrasing	and	breathing.	Other	times,	there	is	a	willingness	to	become	

vulnerable	to	the	group	and	appeal	to	their	collective	responsibility.	Through	this	trusting	

relationship,	a	conductor	can	freely	admit	when	their	solutions	to	a	problem	have	been	

exhausted.	The	case	study	conductors	generally	want	their	singers	to	be	active	participants	in	

the	problem	solving	rather	than	taking	a	passive	position	in	which	they	are	only	responding	to	

instructions	from	the	podium.	Crossin	explains	it	this	way:	“I	can’t	do	this	on	my	own.	I	need	you	

[i.e.,	the	choristers]	to	be	partners	in	this	thing	we	are	doing.	If	you’re	not	prepared	to	pull	your	

weight,	then	there’s	nothing	in	my	bag	of	tricks	that	solves	all	the	problems	without	you.”	

These	moments	appear	to	be	more	closely	aligned	to	coaching	episodes	rather	than	to	

the	stereotypical	view	of	the	all-knowing	maestro.	“When	you’re	asking	them	to	dig	into	their	

reserves	and	you	know	the	piece	isn’t	going	to	function,	you	have	to	convert	the	converted.	Give	

them	a	reason	why	you’re	working	so	hard.	You’ve	got	to	build	them	in,	and	you’ve	got	to	bring	

them	in,”	says	Grylls.	
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Sharing	goals	can	also	extend	to	the	choice	of	repertoire,	with	some	conductors	actively	

seeking	input	from	the	choir	regarding	progress	made	during	the	rehearsal.	Crossin	has	allowed	

the	choir	to	make	a	democratic	decision	about	certain	pieces	which	also	allowed	him	to	stress	

the	amount	of	work	that	would	need	to	go	into	salvaging	the	piece.	Again,	the	idea	is	that	there	

will	now	become	a	collective	responsibility	to	meet	their	goal.	But,	sometimes,	a	piece	must	be	

deleted	from	their	programme	and,	as	Apfelstadt	states,	this	should	involve	a	conversation	with	

the	group.	“The	music	I	pick,	we	can	do.	But,	if	it	doesn’t	sit	well	in	the	voice,	or	it’s	not	going	

anywhere,	or	it’s	more	trouble	than	it’s	worth	…	sometimes	you	have	to	do	that.	This	is	not	

working.”		

Humour	and	a	positive	working	relationship	help	to	build	this	feeling	of	trust	over	time.	

Particularly	on	tour,	Bradley	feels	this	is	a	time	for	the	choir	to	work	hard	and	also	to	enjoy	each	

other’s	company.	This	also	allows	the	choir	to	see	another	aspect	of	the	conductor’s	personality	

away	from	the	regular	routine	of	the	rehearsal	space.	Crossin	has	used	humour	to	diffuse	

difficult	situations	or	to	allow	members	of	the	choir	to	express	opinions	without	fear	of	causing	

offence.	For	example,	in	the	choice	of	repertoire,	“Sopranos,	I	know	that’s	not	your	favourite	

phrase,	but	you	will	love	it	eventually.	Repeat	after	me,	‘I	will	love	it.’”	Crossin	feels	that	this	

gives	the	choir	permission	to	be	reticent	about	a	piece	while	also	respecting	their	right	to	have	

an	opinion	about	the	repertoire.	Humour	can	also	diffuse	a	situation	or	make	negative	feedback	

more	palatable.	Rather	than	simply	stating	that	a	particular	error	has	occurred,	Crossin	instead	

says,	“tenors,	there	are	a	lot	of	good	notes	in	that	phrase,	let’s	look	at	the	ones	that	weren’t	quite	

so	good.”	The	tenors,	and	indeed	the	whole	choir,	share	a	laugh	and	are	now	primed	to	address	

the	issue.	

Repertoire Selection 

Regarded	by	the	conductors	as	the	most	important	decision	they	make,	the	chosen	

repertoire	is	crucial	to	the	ensemble’s	success.	For	university-	and	school-based	choirs,	

repertoire	selection	is	also	a	determination	of	the	curriculum	for	the	course.	There	are	many	

methods	employed	by	the	case	study	conductors,	who	have	each	developed	their	own	criteria	

throughout	their	practice	and	experience.	As	Bradley	points	out,	“repertoire	is	the	key	to	how	

your	choir	is	perceived	and	how	it	sounds.”	Examples	of	repertoire	chosen	by	the	conductors	are	

presented	in	Appendix	E.	

Both	Crossin	and	Grylls	believe	that,	first	and	foremost,	the	choir	itself	(its	purpose,	skill	

level,	and	development)	determines	the	repertoire.	Crossin	offered,	“I	think	that	choirs	can	rise	

to	the	occasion,	but	nothing	is	worse	than	choosing	repertoire	that	your	choir	considers	to	be	

beneath	them	…	I’m	happy	to	choose	repertoire	that’s	slightly	more	sophisticated	than	the	

group,	but	certainly	not	less.”	
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There	is	a	constant	search	for	repertoire,	and	it	was	interesting	to	note	that,	while	all	the	

conductors	were	very	busy	in	their	own	practice,	they	always	made	time	as	part	of	their	own	

professional	development	to	attend	conferences,	concerts,	and	reading	sessions	in	an	effort	to	

seek	out	new	repertoire.	As	Adams	noted,	conductors	are	always	listening	to	new	music	with	a	

view	towards	future	programming	opportunities.	This	can	be	for	both	immediate	and	long-term	

planning	goals.	Occasionally,	there	are	what	could	best	be	described	as	“fantasy”	or	“wish	list”	

pieces	–	repertoire	that	isn’t	suitable	for	the	ensemble	at	present	but	could	be	useful	once	

certain	criteria	are	met	at	some	point	in	the	future.	

Repertoire	selection	is	dependent	upon	many	personal	decisions	developed	over	a	

lifetime	of	experience.	Something	as	seemingly	suggestive	as	Bradley’s	response:	“pieces	that	

sing	to	me,	pieces	I	really	like”	belie	an	entire	career	spent	analysing,	selecting,	teaching,	and	

performing	new	works.	Interestingly,	Adams	also	spoke	of	“singability”	as	the	first	thing	she	

looks	for	when	engaging	with	a	potential	piece.	Whereas	some	conductors	do	sit	at	the	piano	to	

learn	new	works,	Bradley	pointed	out	the	usefulness	of	tools	like	YouTube	in	providing	a	

“complete	idea	of	how	a	piece	might	work	in	performance.	Not	to	mention	the	time	this	saves	

when	you	have	a	busy	schedule.”	

When	choosing	new	repertoire,	Apfelstadt	employs	three	main	criteria:	

• Quality:	regardless	of	style,	the	piece	must	be	well	constructed	with	a	“wedding	of	both	

text	and	music”.	

• Teachability:	the	piece	must	provide	opportunities	to	achieve	learning	goals	and	the	

development	of	musicianship	skills.	

• Appropriateness:	the	piece	must	have	suitability	for	the	specific	ensemble,	audience,	and	

occasion.	

These	three	criteria	generally	correspond	with	the	views	of	the	whole	group,	and	the	ordering	of	

quality,	teachability,	and	appropriateness	tended	to	be	consistent	amongst	the	case	studies.	

Following	the	age-old	question:	Which	is	more	important,	the	music	or	the	words?	all	

five	case	studies	were	concerned	with	the	text,	text	setting,	and	appropriateness	of	the	words.	

Grylls	even	admitted	that,	“over	the	years	I	think	I’ve	become	more	and	more	attached	to	the	

words	so,	I	always	start	with	the	words.”	The	suitability	of	the	text	and	the	overall	subject	

matter	was	also	important	to	Crossin,	while	Adams	was	also	looking	to	the	audience’s	

connection	to	the	text	and	the	message	she	wanted	her	choir	to	convey:	

I	look	for	something,	that	just	captures	the	imagination.	It	can	be	beautiful	or	not	

beautiful,	it	depends	on	the	spirit	in	the	piece.	Is	it	something	that	you	really	want	

your	choir	 to	amplify	 in	 terms	of	a	 text?	 Is	 it	 something	 that	 is	going	 to	have	a	

positive	influence?	Is	it	something	that	is	going	to	hit	people	in	the	gut?	That	will	

have	a	reaction?		
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Crossin	said	that	he	was	also	concerned	with	the	complexity	of	the	writing	itself	and	

looked	at	it	both	vertically	(harmonically)	and	horizontally	(melodically),	paying	careful	

attention	to	the	range	of	the	parts	and	the	tessitura,	or	in	which	part	of	the	voice	most	pitches	

are	located.	For	example,	“If	a	piece	demands	that	the	tenors	are	constantly	singing	up	around	

the	passaggio,	they’re	going	to	tire	very	quickly.	I	will	probably	leave	that	piece	and	go	and	find	

something	else.”	Bradley	also	looks	at	tessitura,	especially	when	dealing	with	children’s	voices.	

One	of	the	pitfalls	is	that	“children	are	not	women”;	therefore,	repertoire	that	is	suitable	for	

developing	voices	has	to	be	a	primary	concern.	

It	is	also	worth	noting	that	all	the	case	study	conductors	felt	very	passionately	about	

supporting	composers	in	their	home	countries.	While	they	regularly	selected	music	from	the	

choral	canon	to	show	the	link	with	choral	music’s	historical	development,	they	were	also	very	

keen	to	perform	music	that	was	current	and	that	challenged	audiences	with	their	own	stories.	

Grylls,	in	particular,	as	conductor	of	a	nationally	based	chamber	choir,	felt	a	“strong	

responsibility”	to	programme	and	commission	New	Zealand	composers.	

While	searching	for	individual	works	is	one	facet,	these	conductors	are	also	

programming	entire	concerts	and,	as	such,	their	considerations	must	also	extend	to	a	complete	

performance.	There	is	an	effort	to	provide	variety	for	the	choir	and	the	audience	alike.	Indeed,	

this	consideration	of	the	potential	audience	can	have	financial	implications	as	well.	Aside	from	

the	choirs	attached	to	educational	institutions,	many	of	these	groups	rely	on	ticket	sales,	so	

striking	the	balance	with	repertoire	is	important	to	their	survival.	Acknowledging	this	reality,	

Grylls	reminds	us	that,	“we	are	competing	with	an	audience	who’s	got	a	discretionary	

entertainment	dollar.	Now	it’s	more	important	to	have	themed	things.	Give	them	a	reason	[to	

attend].	They	might	think,	‘oh,	that’s	an	interesting	programme.’”	

Bradley	says	that	by	using	a	theme	such	as	“fire	and	ice”	she	creates	a	concert	that	is	

“quite	cohesive	rather	than	bits	here	and	there.”	She	maintains	that	she	can	still	include	a	

number	of	styles	and	genres	while	fulfilling	her	goal	as	an	educator	by	providing	her	singers	

with	concerts	that	are	“diverse	and	inclusive”.	

Score Study and Analysis 

Once	the	repertoire	has	been	selected,	the	conductors	all	stated	that	they	would	begin	a	

process	of	breaking	down	each	piece	in	order	to	be	able	to	teach	it	to	their	ensemble.	This	period	

of	study	prior	to	the	first	rehearsal	continues	throughout	the	entire	rehearsal	cycle	as	the	

conductors	seek	to	delve	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	score.	As	Crossin	notes,	“One	of	the	things	

that	I	learned	from	Robert	Shaw	many	years	ago	was,	he	said,	‘The	conductor	who	gets	the	most	

out	of	the	ensemble,	is	the	conductor	who	got	the	most	out	of	the	music.’”	

Knowing	the	score	on	a	deep	level	was	a	priority	for	all	the	conductors.	Several	

commented	that	the	process	was	akin	to	trying	to	understand	and	be	true	to	the	composer’s	
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intentions.	Regardless	of	the	methods	they	used,	they	all	agreed	with	Crossin,	that	“the	

conductor	has	to	know	the	score	so	intimately	so	that,	when	the	choir	reaches	that	stage	where	

they’re	ready	to	cope	with	the	information,	you’ve	got	an	understanding	of	the	score	and	you	can	

go,	you	can	do	it.”	Musical	training	in	theory	and	analysis,	knowledge	of	vocal	and	choral	

pedagogy,	the	ability	to	analyse	text	and	poetry,	a	familiarity	with	history	and	context,	and	a	

myriad	of	other	skills	combine.	As	Grylls	said	succinctly,	“I	would	say,	everything	[her	emphasis]	

I	know,	I	use	all	the	time	preparing	scores.”	

Apfelstadt	and	Crossin	both	agree	that	they	work	from	what	they	both	call	“big	picture”	

ideas.	For	Apfelstadt,	this	means	starting	with	the	structure	of	a	piece.	“I’m	looking	for	ways	that	

the	music	ties	together	and	will	inform	the	way	I	teach	and	present	it.…	What	is	the	order	of	the	

text?	What’s	the	key	structure?	Formal	structure?	Is	it	ABA?	Is	it	through	composed?	Once	I’ve	

got	that	in	my	mind,	then	I	graph	it	out.”	

For	Crossin,	he	first	started	with	the	Nicolai	Malko	approach:	“you	went	through	the	

score	and	each	time	you	focussed	on	a	different	aspect.	It	might	be	structural	considerations,	

dynamic	shaping,	phrasing,	et	cetera.”	Now,	he	admits,	he	has	become	more	eclectic	and	broad-

minded,	but	he	“tends	to	be	driven	by	the	text.”	Bradley,	too,	is	concerned	with	what	she	calls	the	

“integrity	of	the	text”.	For	her,	it	is	important	to	focus	on	the	drama	of	the	text	and	

communication	of	the	words.	

Studying	the	phrasing	of	the	music	and	how	it	will	affect	the	breathing	requirements	of	

the	singers	was	also	mentioned	by	both	Apfelstadt	and	Crossin.	As	Apfelstadt	cautions,	this	has	

implications	for	both	text	and	rhythm	when	breathing	must	be	accommodated	in	the	score.	

All	of	the	conductors	pointed	out	the	importance	of	knowing	each	voice	part	individually	

and	how	they	fit	together.	Grylls	stressed	this	duality	of	singing	melodically	or	on	a	“continuum”	

while	also	being	aware	of	the	verticality	or	harmonic	structure.	“Whether	or	not	I	sing	them	out	

loud”,	says	Crossin,	“getting	to	know	the	lines	and	the	relationship	between	the	lines	is	crucial.”	

For	Apfelstadt,	“looking	at	individual	parts,	both	horizontally	and	seeing	how	they	align	

vertically,	then	I	can	start	a	more	pitch	specific	analysis.	Which	is,	half-step,	whole	step	and	what	

happens	melodically.	Vertically,	I	look	for	unisons	and	dissonances	and	mark	them	in	the	music.	

Those	are	always	tuning	anchors	for	me.”	

While	part	of	the	purpose	of	score	study	is	to	be	able	to	anticipate	moments	of	challenge	

for	the	choir,	Adams	cautions	against	creating	problems	where	none	exist.	Instead,	she	allows	

the	singers	to	demonstrate	what	they	can	do	before	tackling	and	deconstructing	difficult	

sections.	Adams	acknowledges	that,	while	through	her	experience	she	can	foresee	where	the	

choir	will	have	difficulty,	she	doesn’t	want	to	project	this	on	the	choir.			

Bradley	says	that	she	looks	at	the	score	“from	the	inside,	as	a	singer.	Everything	comes	

from	the	singers’	perspective.”	She	also	mentions	what	she	calls	“the	conductor’s	pathway”.	For	
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her,	the	process	starts	by	analysing	the	text.	Like	Apfelstadt,	Bradley	is	looking	at	the	suitable	

combination	of	text	and	music	that	shows	good	quality	writing.	After	text,	the	vocal	line	is	

examined	for	“singability”:	the	shape	of	phrases,	the	use	of	awkward	and	challenging	intervals,	

the	importance	of	one	part	versus	another.	Bradley	eventually	uses	her	professional	judgement	

and	experience	to	determine	where	the	interest	lies	for	the	audience	and	what	she	would	like	to	

emphasise.	

Rehearsal Planning 

Choral	rehearsal	planning	techniques	are	often	as	diverse	and	varied	as	the	individuals	

who	employ	them.	Therefore,	it	was	not	surprising	that	this	was	the	topic	that	offered	the	most	

variety	amongst	the	case	studies.	Each	conductor	had	a	unique	way	of	thinking	about	their	

rehearsal	styles,	even	though	they	all	arrive	at	what	has	been	recognised	as	a	polished	final	

product.	Grylls	discussed	her	role	in	building	the	skills	and	independent	learning	of	her	

choristers.	“The	most	important	thing	is	to	give	them	confidence	and	let	them	show	me	what	

they	know	…	they	will	show	you	quickly	if	this	is	going	to	be	a	hard	piece	to	learn.”	Both	Grylls	

and	Adams	address	sections	they	have	identified	as	difficult	head	on.	Adams	maintains,	“You	

want	to	make	sure	you’re	just	picking	up	the	difficult	things	as	quickly	as	possible.	I’ve	been	in	

rehearsal	with	one	conductor	who	sort	of	never	got	to	the	difficult	bits.	They	would	be	left	until	

the	end	and	then	it	would	become	a	crisis	point	at	a	rehearsal.”	Apfelstadt	also	sees	this	as	a	

matter	of	pacing	in	the	rehearsal;	a	conductor	wants	to	address	these	issues	early,	when	the	

singers	are	fresh	and	full	of	energy.	

The	conductors	often	displayed	the	ability	to	look	at	problems	from	a	wide	range	of	

vantage	points,	examining	all	angles	and	anticipating	areas	of	difficulty.	Many	attribute	this	to	

their	years	of	experience	and	having	encountered	these,	or	similar,	problems	in	the	past.	They	

appear	to	possess	an	ability	to	see	things	as	complex	and	interlocking	parts	that	fit	together	to	

form	a	complete	picture.	While	they	anticipate	problem	areas,	they	are	also	able	to	formulate	a	

rehearsal	plan	that	remains	flexible	enough	to	respond	to	the	situation	in	front	of	them.	Bradley	

demonstrated	this	when	describing	her	approach.	While	she	has	devised	a	rough	rehearsal	plan	

and	knows	the	goals	she	wants	to	achieve,	she	is	still	able	to	adjust	these	goals	to	respond	to	

what	she	is	hearing	from	the	choir.	“I	set	up	a	general	plan”,	Bradley	says,	“but	I	don’t	go	in	there	

thinking,	‘I’ve	got	to	do	x	for	a	certain	amount	of	time’.	I	go	with	the	flow	until	they	have	it.”	

Crossin	agrees	on	this	point:	“a	conductor	has	to	be	flexible.	You’ve	got	to	be	prepared	to	change	

a	horse	mid-stream	if	something	isn’t	working.	You’re	constantly	reading	the	mood.”	

Being	able	to	anticipate	problem	areas,	receive	information,	compare	the	information	

with	preconceived	plans,	and	provide	a	diagnosis	and	also	a	solution	for	improvement	is	a	

complex	cycle	and	skill	set	developed	by	educators	over	years	of	practice	and	experience.	For	

Apfelstadt,	she	is	trying	to	“figure	out	the	biggest	need	at	the	moment	and	that	might	not	match	
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what	I	thought	they	would	need	during	my	preparation.”	Again,	this	process	of	being	presented	

with	a	problem	and	diagnosing	a	solution	is	important.	

When	asked	about	the	main	purpose	or	goal	in	their	rehearsal	planning,	especially	for	

the	first	rehearsal,	Crossin	maintains	that	he	wants	the	choir	to	be	excited	and	inspired	about	

the	repertoire.	Achieving	success,	even	in	the	first	rehearsal,	is	an	important	goal	and	so	he	

carefully	tailors	the	rehearsal	to	find	something	in	which	the	choir	can	attain	success	within	the	

first	half-hour.	Creating	a	sense	of	“buy-in”	or	“ownership”	then	means	that	no	matter	how	much	

hard	work	the	choir	must	do	thereafter,	they	accept	this	effort	as	the	price	they	must	pay	to	

reach	the	end	goal.		

Making	an	immediate	connection	with	the	new	repertoire	is	very	important	in	these	

initial	stages.	For	Grylls	it	is	a	matter	of	“giving	them	the	tools	to	feel	confident	to	approach	it	

[i.e.,	the	music],	and	that’s	really	important.	You	have	to	give	them	what	they	need,	not	just	

scream	at	them	because	they	can’t	do	something.”	

As	for	the	general	shape	of	the	rehearsal	itself,	the	case	studies	brought	up	several	

contrasting	ideas.	For	Adams,	she	likes	to	start	with	a	well-known	piece	that	acts	as	a	warmup	

and	begins	the	rehearsal	with	familiar	material.	Bradley’s	Toronto	Children’s	Chorus	maintains	a	

very	busy	performance	schedule	and	so	she	says,	“I	don’t	ease	into	anything	and	I’ve	got	a	whole	

pile	of	stuff	I	have	to	do	…	it’s	just	straight	in.”	

They	all	agree	that	they	tackle	the	most	difficult	pieces	or	sections	early	in	the	process,	

sometimes,	as	Crossin	says,	just	to	give	the	singers	an	idea	of	the	challenges	ahead	and	to	build	

interest.	Pulling	these	sections	apart	is	also	important	for	Grylls,	but	even	more	important	is	the	

technique	of	putting	them	back	into	their	context	and	linking	them	to	the	other	sections.	Both	

Adams	and	Apfelstadt	acknowledge	that	this	work	must	be	done	early,	while	the	singers	are	

fresh.	Using	the	golden	proportion	(if	a	complete	amount	of	rehearsal	time	equals	1.00,	then	the	

most	productive	time	will	be	0.618	of	the	way	through),	Grylls	even	says,	“if	you’re	over	0.618	of	

the	way	through	rehearsal,	the	concentration	isn’t	as	good	and,	if	I	want	to	get	into	a	really	heavy	

working	phase,	it	doesn’t	go	as	easily.”		

There	is	a	delicate	balance,	as	Crossin	notes,	between	covering	the	work	to	be	done	

while	keeping	it	fresh	and	not	peaking	too	soon.	Bradley	takes	a	long-term	approach	to	“layer”	

concepts	for	her	choir	over	time:	

You’ve	got	to	learn	when	to	let	go	and	when	to	keep	going	and	realise	that	everything	

is	layered,	like	the	layering	of	a	cake.	Today	I	might	take	four	steps	forward	and,	next	

week,	we	might	take	three	steps	back.	You	feel	like	you’ve	made	no	progress	but	

then	 suddenly	 you’ve	made	 a	 big	 leap	 forward	 and,	 from	 there,	 it’s	 all	 forward	

motion.	It’s	about	patterns	of	learning	and	building	skills	on	top	of	each	other.	
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Rehearsal Structure  

The	conductors	had	varying	views	on	the	structure	of	their	rehearsals,	both	as	a	series	of	

rehearsals	leading	to	a	performance	and	of	the	individual	rehearsals	themselves.	Thinking	about	

a	complete	cycle	of	rehearsals,	Apfelstadt	follows	a	whole-part-whole	sequence	in	which	a	piece	

is	introduced	in	its	entirety	and	then	worked	on	in	increasingly	finer	detail	before	the	process	is	

reversed	and	the	ensemble	works	toward	a	complete	piece	once	more.	In	the	beginning,	the	

priority	is	that	the	choir	has	a	sense	of	the	whole	piece	as	a	complete	entity.	This	could	include	

looking	at	the	poetry	or,	if	the	piece	is	easier,	sight	singing	through	the	whole	work.	If	it	is	a	

more	challenging	piece,	Apfelstadt	will	have	the	ensemble	sing	through	a	repeating	section	(such	

as	a	chorus	or	an	A	section)	while	listening	to	an	accompaniment	for	a	segment	that	is	unknown.	

In	this	instance,	the	conductor’s	knowledge	of	the	musical	structure	and	the	application	of	that	

knowledge	in	rehearsal	is	crucial	to	shaping	how	the	repertoire	is	presented	to	the	choir.		

Interestingly,	Grylls	likes	to	organise	her	rehearsals	using	the	concept	of	the	golden	

proportion.	She	finds	that	“if	I’m	really	wanting	to	do	some	hard	work	and	I’m	0.618	of	the	way	

through	rehearsal,	it	doesn’t	go	as	easily	…	[but]	before	that	you	can	get	into	the	real	working	phase”.		

All	the	conductors	commented	on	their	use	of	warmups	and	what	they	considered	to	be	

the	purpose	of	opening	a	rehearsal	with	a	period	of	warming	up.	Their	function	was	not	only	a	

matter	of	vocalising	but	also	a	period	of	mental	focus	in	preparation	for	the	work	to	come.	

Adams,	Crossin,	and	Grylls	all	commented	on	using	warmups	to	create	this	feeling	of	

concentration;	as	Grylls	describes,	“the	progression	is	to	get	the	day	out	of	their	head	and	try	to	

get	them	focussed	on	the	job	at	hand.	Get	the	singing	mechanism	going,	and	then	off	we	go.”	

Bradley	sees	the	warmup	as	having	a	two-fold	purpose:		

I	just	want	to	get	the	voice	out	of	their	ghastly	talking,	screaming	at	each	other,	

playground	voice	and	into	a	beautiful	singer’s	resonance.	The	other	is	that	I	want	

their	ears	to	open	so	that	they	can	really	listen	on	a	deeper	level.		

Bradley	tailors	the	warmups	based	on	the	repertoire	focus	for	that	day’s	rehearsal.	She	

will	take	patterns	and	difficult	sections	out	of	the	repertoire	and	form	a	warmup	exercise	

out	of	them.		

Crossin	also	believes	in	building	a	cohesiveness	of	sound	beginning	from	the	notes	that	

are	sung	in	the	opening	warmup	and,	like	Bradley,	he	also	uses	the	repertoire	from	the	rehearsal	

as	part	of	this	stage.	This	ability	to	prepare	the	singers	both	physically	and	mentally	for	the	

rehearsal	appeared	to	be	a	strategy	employed	by	most	of	the	conductors.	

In	her	rehearsals,	Apfelstadt	follows	the	sequence	“body,	breath,	voice”,	preferring	to	

begin	with	physical	stretches	and	exercises	to	activate	the	body	followed	by	breathing	exercises	

before	launching	into	vocalising.	Rather	than	taking	valuable	time	from	the	rehearsal,	she	
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considers	the	warmups	to	be	an	efficient	use	of	time	by	preparing	the	singers	to	tackle	difficult	

sections	later.	Apfelstadt	outlines	her	approach:	

Body,	breath,	voice;	and	the	ear	is	a	part	of	all	of	that.	You’ve	got	to	get	loosened	

up.	The	minute	we	start,	the	singers	are	checking	in.	Is	this	clean?	Are	we	feeling	

that	 together?	Once	we	 get	 to	 pitch	 it	 is	 very	much	 about	 tuning,	 about	 vowel	

matching,	 about	 intervals.	 If	 we’re	 doing	 something	 hard	 in	 the	 repertoire,	

something	with	a	lot	of	dissonance,	that's	the	day	I	have	to	make	sure	there's	lots	

of	preparation	for	that	in	the	warmup.	Just	so	that	it	saves	time	in	the	rehearsal.	

Most	of	the	conductors	agreed	that	time	spent	with	warmup	activities	was	well	spent	and	not	

wasted	if	it	was	connected	to	the	work	being	done	in	the	rehearsal.	As	Apfelstadt	noted	above,	

this	portion	of	the	rehearsal	can	also	help	to	solve	problems	concerning	the	repertoire	and	save	

time	in	the	long	run.	

For	some	conductors,	the	next	stage	could	best	be	described	as	a	kind	of	post-warmup	

phase	in	which	they	ease	into	the	work	of	the	rehearsal.	This	would	normally	involve	a	piece	

that	was	fairly	well	known	to	the	group	or,	as	in	the	case	of	Adams,	it	could	be	a	continuation	or	

reminder	of	where	the	choir	left	off	in	the	last	rehearsal.	This	piece	is	normally	one	that	doesn’t	

present	too	many	technical	challenges	and	allows	them	to	enjoy	making	music	together.	Crossin	

calls	this	a	continuation	of	the	mental	warmup.	

Other	than	Grylls’s	use	of	the	golden	proportion,	there	were	no	set	structures	for	the	

main	phase	of	the	rehearsals	themselves,	with	the	conductors	preferring	to	address	the	work	

that	needed	to	be	done.	Some,	particularly	in	the	early	phases,	liked	to	use	sectionals	to	

concentrate	on	individual	parts	and	give	them	focussed	attention.	Adams	also	notes	that	the	

singers	enjoy	the	experience	of	being	alone.	One	thing	that	all	conductors	agreed	upon	was	an	

opportunity	for	the	choir	to	build	in	performance	during	the	rehearsal.	Apfelstadt	shared	the	

following	story	that	turned	out	to	be	an	epiphany	for	her:	

Early	on	[in	my	career],	I	remember	it	was	two	weeks	before	an	ACDA	[American	

Choral	Directors	Association]	performance	when	one	very	polite	student,	putting	

up	her	hand	said,	“I	don’t	think	we’ve	ever	been	all	the	way	through	this.”	She	was	

right	because	I	was	stopping,	stopping,	stopping	every	two	bars	to	fix	things.	So,	

I’ve	learned	to	work	in	bigger	chunks	because	they	seem	to	benefit	from	that.	It’s	

fine	to	stop	and	fix	and	do	this	and	that,	but	there’s	the	time	they’re	just	crying,	

“Can’t	we	 just	 sing	 it	 to	 sing	 it?”	 So,	 I	 have	 to	 try	 to,	 sometimes,	plan	 that	 [i.e.,	

performance]	into	the	rehearsal	because	it’s	not	always	in	my	nature.	

This	is	reiterated	by	Grylls	when	she	reflected	on	the	early	years	of	her	career.	“I	would	spend	

too	much	time	on	the	details	and	the	poor	singers	never	really	got	enough	of	the	big	picture	…	I	
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needed	to	give	myself	permission	for	some	things	to	be	not	so	right	in	order	that	they	got	the	

view	and	knew	where	the	turns	in	the	road	were.”	

Grylls	also	admits	that	adding	a	place	for	performance	was	a	concept	she	developed	over	

time:	

…	sing	the	whole	thing	through,	I	didn’t	always	do	that,	and	I	think	that’s	an	error	

of	judgement,	really.	Now,	I	always	put	into	a	rehearsal	an	element	of	performance.	

I	don’t	say	anything,	I	just	tune	into	the	artists	and	I	leave	all	the	other	stuff	behind,	

we	just	go.	Suddenly	they	realise,	“Oh,	we’re	performing	this.”	You	just	let	them	go	

through	it,	come	hell	or	high	water,	you	don’t	stop.	That	tells	them	how	they’re	

doing.	It	also	gives	them	an	experience	of	the	piece	as	it’s	actually	going	to	be.	

Finally,	a	few	conductors	will	close	a	rehearsal	by	ending	with	the	familiar.	Often	this	is	a	

piece	that	is	in	the	polishing	stage	or	it	can	be	a	section	of	a	work	that	was	studied	earlier	in	the	

rehearsal,	as	a	way	of	reinforcing	what	was	learned.	As	Adams	points	out,	there	is	also	a	

psychological	benefit	to	ending	the	rehearsal	in	this	way.	She	wants	them	to	finish	with	a	sense	

of	accomplishment	so	that	they	“feel	great	as	they	are	going	out	that	door.”	

Reflective Practice 

For	many	of	the	conductors,	reflection-in-action	seemed	very	organic,	with	changing	

responses	to	varying	situations	occurring	effortlessly.	Their	abilities	are	so	natural	to	them	that	

they	often	no	longer	distinguish	between	their	skills	and	themselves.	At	one	point,	Adams	said	to	

me	that	it	was	great	having	me	observe	her	because	it	made	her	“really	stop	and	think	about	

what	I’m	doing.”		

“You’re	always	responding	to	the	moment”,	says	Crossin.	Adams	also	describes	this	

constant	adjustment	to	changing	circumstances,	acknowledging	that	being	able	to	think	in	the	

moment	(reflection	in	action)	is	an	important	skill	she	had	developed	through	her	years	of	

experience.	“Immediately	your	mind	is	adjusting	as	you	go	and	you’re	trying	to	figure	out	what	

else	can	I	get	done	and	what	else	must	[her	emphasis]	I	get	done”?	

Bradley	also	speaks	about	the	importance	of	taking	time	in	the	rehearsal	to	reassess	the	

choir’s	work.	She	recognises	that,	as	a	conductor,	you	are	often	at	the	centre	of	artistic	decision-

making	and	it	can	be	“difficult	to	see	the	larger	picture	because	you	are	dealing	with	a	lot	of	the	

minutiae”.	Sometimes	she	records	the	ensemble	to	listen	and	reflect	after	rehearsal;	sometimes	

she	shares	these	recordings	immediately	with	the	choir	for	a	group	reflection;	and	sometimes	

she	has	an	assistant	conduct	while	Bradley	almost	becomes	an	audience	member	listening	from	

the	outside.	

The	conductors	tended	to	be	more	able	to	speak	about	their	experiences	with	reflection-

on-action.	This	could	be	in	an	informal	way,	for	example,	in	a	conversation	with	a	trusted	
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colleague,	or	in	a	more	formal	setting	like	writing	in	a	journal.	Several	of	the	conductors	noted	

that	they	enjoyed	participating	in	this	current	study	as	a	way	of	getting	them	to	think	about	and	

articulate	their	own	work.	

Of	all	the	conductors,	Apfelstadt	had	the	most	formal	structures	for	her	own	self-

reflection.	These	also	complimented	her	teaching	practice	as	she	sought	to	model	these	

behaviours	to	her	graduate	students	in	a	positive	way.	She	finds	that	writing	helps	her	to	think	

and	so	she	keeps	notebooks	for	each	ensemble	containing	reflections	on	the	rehearsal,	tracking	

what	was	accomplished,	helping	her	to	plan	next	steps.	This	journaling	exercise	not	only	

includes	a	reflection	but	also	a	record	for	her	own	reference.	“I	try	to	do	it	as	soon	after	the	

rehearsal	as	possible,	so	I	don’t	lose	it.	What	was	the	goal,	and	did	we	get	it	done?	Were	we	

successful?	Yes,	or	no?	So,	I	go	back	to	the	score	and	I	try	to	remember	as	best	as	I	can,	what	

worked	and	what	didn’t.”	

Crossin	acknowledges	that	his	reflections	often	happen	on	the	drive	home	from	

rehearsal.	“It	takes	me	25	minutes	to	drive	home,	and	the	brain’s	always	ticking.”	This	is	not	to	

imply	that	Crossin	is	any	less	critical	of	his	practice;	he	actually	admits	to	being	“his	own	worst	

critic”.	“Usually,	I	am	focussing	on	the	things	that	I	don’t	think	I	did	right	…	my	first	port	of	call	is	

always	myself.	I	tend	to	come	down	on	the	view	that	the	conductor	should	always	look	at	

themselves	first	because	they	are	the	ones	who	are	managing	people	and	they	are	the	ones	

managing	the	music.”		

As	Grylls	notes,	reflection-on-action	for	her	can	then	lead	into	planning	for	the	next	

rehearsal.	From	her	colleague,	Greta	Pedersen,	she	learned	a	method	of	keeping	track	of	the	

progression	of	repertoire	by	applying	percentages	to	each	piece	after	a	rehearsal.	This	system	

provided	a	visual	way	of	checking	the	choir’s	progress	with	a	simple	glance.	Grylls	would	also	

argue	that	it	was	an	opportunity	to	honestly	assess	the	ensemble’s	development	as	well	as	

planning	the	next	rehearsal	right	away:	“you’re	still	turning	the	pages	of	every	piece.	If	they’re	

not,	you’ve	got	to	stop	and	think	how	you’re	going	to	get	it	there.”	

Summary 

In	this	chapter,	the	voices	of	the	five	expert	case	studies	were	presented.	Through	semi-

structured	interviews,	the	conductors	discussed	their	own	rehearsal	techniques	and	ways	of	

working	with	their	ensembles.	They	were	also	observed	in	the	rehearsal	setting	interacting	with	

their	choirs	as	they	prepared	for	various	public	performances	and	recording	sessions.	From	the	

data	generated,	several	themes	began	to	develop	in	relation	to	the	conductors’	professional	

practice.	In	the	following	chapter,	these	themes	will	be	further	explored	in	relation	to	this	

author’s	own	rehearsals.	 	
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Chapter Five: Choral Project 

Introduction 

This	chapter	will	examine	and	reflect	upon	my	own	professional	practice	and	

development	of	expertise.	Relevant	literature	has	been	used	in	this	chapter	and	discussion	of	it	

is	interspersed	with	my	own	personal	reflections,	which	are	presented	in	italics	for	

differentiation.		

During	Semester	1	(February	–	June)	2018,	I	sought	to	document	my	rehearsals	with	the	

Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers.	Throughout	this	period,	consisting	of	12	rehearsals	and	a	

performance,	I	generated	data	and	artefacts	including	video	recordings,	score	preparation,	text	

analysis,	rehearsal	plans,	and	a	reflective	journal.	From	these	data,	and	based	on	a	survey	of	

relevant	literature,	a	three-phase	rehearsal	cycle	was	developed	(see	Figure	2)	which	

demonstrates	the	planning,	execution,	and	reflection	involved	in	rehearsing	the	choir.		

Figure	2	

The	Rehearsal	Cycle	

	

Pre-Rehearsal
- repertoire	selection
- score	study
- text	analysis
- rehearsal	planning

Rehearsal
- skill	development
- improvisational	teaching

Post-Rehearsal
- performance
- reflection
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This	rehearsal	cycle	is	directly	influenced	by	the	research	of	Marla	Butke	(2003,	2006)	in	

which	she	explored	the	question:	"How	does	engaging	in	a	reflective	process	over	time	affect	the	

choral	teacher?"	(2003,	p.	7).	From	this	question,	Butke	proposed	a	new	model	for	reflection	that	

extends	the	model	created	by	Donald	Schön	in	his	seminal	book	The	Reflective	Practitioner:	How	

Professionals	Think	in	Action	(1983).	Adding	to	Schön’s	original	two	types	of	reflection	(thinking-

on-action	and	thinking-in-action),	Butke	introduces	“thinking-for-action”.	This	incorporates	all	

the	possibilities	for	reflection	that	occur	before	and	in	preparation	for	the	teaching	episode.		

This	chapter	will	follow	an	autoethnographic	form	of	writing	in	which	I	will	not	only	

reflect	upon	the	various	phases	of	the	rehearsal	cycle	but	will	also	include	examples	from	the	

research	of	others.	It	opens	by	introducing	the	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers,	the	choir	for	

this	choral	project.	It	then	explores	the	three	components	of	the	rehearsal	cycle	including	

activities	related	to	the	pre-rehearsal,	rehearsal,	and	post-rehearsal	phases.	

Context – Queensland Conservatorium Singers 

The	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers	(referred	to	as	the	“Con	Singers”),	the	choral	

ensemble	for	this	project,	were	formerly	known	as	the	Queensland	Conservatorium	Chamber	

Singers.	When	I	was	first	assigned	to	the	choir,	the	singers	told	me	that	it	was	perceived	by	students	

in	the	wider	conservatorium	as	an	ensemble	solely	for	voice	majors.	I	wanted	to	have	a	healthy	mix	

of	skills	from	both	voice	students	and	non-voice	students,	both	undergraduates	and	postgraduates.	

I	felt	that	the	name	“chamber	singers”	carried	many	connotations	that	might	have	been	scaring	

potential	members	off.	Implied	in	the	name	was	a	sense	of	an	elite	part	of	an	existing	choral	

programme	but,	as	it	was	the	only	choral	ensemble	at	the	Queensland	Conservatorium,	I	felt	this	

title	was	too	limiting	and	carried	a	lot	of	baggage.	I	felt	that	the	aim	of	this	group	should	be	to	

provide	a	choral	music	education	experience	for	a	large	body	of	students.	It	seemed	to	me	that	

“chamber	choir”	also	implied	a	particular	type	of	repertoire	and	I	felt	they	were	not	ready	to	be	

exposed	to	that	at	this	point.	While	this	might	be	a	future	goal,	at	the	present	time	there	were	many	

skills	they	would	have	to	master	before	they	could	achieve	this	standard.	So,	a	new	beginning	

seemed	to	require	a	new	name.	Ironically,	I	settled	on	an	old	name	that,	from	my	observations	and	

piecing	together	of	past	history,	recalled	a	time	when	the	choir	was	an	important	part	of	the	

musical	life	of	the	Conservatorium	and	Brisbane.	The	Queensland	Conservatorium	Singers	was	

reborn.		

I	spoke	with	many	of	the	members	of	the	former	Chamber	Singers	about	their	ideas	and	

experiences	regarding	the	choir:	what	was	keeping	students	from	joining,	what	did	they	hope	to	get	

out	of	being	in	a	choir,	what	did	they	enjoy	about	other	choirs	they	have	sung	in?	According	to	

them,	there	were	some	administrative	hurdles	to	be	overcome.	The	first	was	a	timetabling	issue	and	

I	knew	I’d	have	to	change	the	dreaded	Friday	morning	rehearsal	time.	Thursdays	tended	to	be	a	

heavy	day	of	opera	rehearsals	and	most	singers	were	exhausted	by	Friday	morning,	not	to	mention	
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how	much	singers	enjoyed	being	at	a	9:00	a.m.	rehearsal.	It	also	clashed	with	several	other	large	

ensemble	rehearsals	which	prevented	instrumental	students	from	joining.	By	looking	through	the	

timetable,	we	were	able	to	find	a	Tuesday	afternoon	that	seemed	to	work.	

There	was	also	a	bit	of	a	philosophical	conflict	about	the	nature	and	purpose	of	the	choir.	

The	previous	conductor	saw	the	choir	as	an	extension	of	the	aural	skills	training	programme.	

While,	from	my	point	of	view,	this	is	part	of	a	choir’s	purpose,	it	is	not	the	sole	purpose.	A	choir	is	a	

performance	ensemble	and	developing	aural	skills	is	part	of	furthering	that	goal.	This	meant	

changing	some	of	the	expectations	for	members	of	the	group.	Gone	were	the	days	of	rehearsing	

pieces	in	class	and	jettisoning	them	if	they	weren’t	ready	for	performance.	The	works	we	studied	

were	going	to	be	given	a	public	performance	and	so	it	was	going	to	be	the	responsibility	of	

everyone,	myself	included,	to	ensure	that	we	were	prepared	and	confident.	

Now	that	I	had	started	to	lay	the	foundations	for	the	new	group,	I	needed	to	recruit	our	

most	precious	resource	–	singers.	I	made	sure	to	attend	meetings	of	the	voice	faculty	to	introduce	

myself,	hear	about	their	ideas	for	the	choir,	and	to	keep	them	informed.	I	even	took	singing	lessons	

with	the	head	of	department,	showing	that	I	am	a	singer	myself	and,	to	quote	my	vocal	pedagogy	

professor	(and	the	Hippocratic	Oath),	I	would	do	no	harm.	There	was	also	a	class	involving	the	

entire	department	called	Vocal	Workshop	and	I	attended	that	regularly	so	that	the	singers	would	

become	familiar	with	me.	I	was	also	given	time	during	Orientation	Week	to	speak	with	the	entire	

first-year	cohort	about	the	Con	Singers	and	I	led	a	singing	session	for	new	students	thinking	about	

joining	the	group.	Students	could	sign	up	for	the	choir	as	a	5-credit	semester-based	course	or	they	

could	become	what	I	called	“volunteers”	and	join	for	no	credit.	I	was	particularly	interested	in	

reaching	those	students	who	may	have	sung	in	a	choir	during	their	secondary	schooling,	but	for	

whom	voice	was	not	their	principal	instrument.	By	the	end	of	the	recruitment	drive	we	had	grown	

from	numbers	in	the	low	twenties	to	46	members.	We	were	a	well-balanced	group	and	ready	for	

our	first	rehearsal.	

Rehearsal Cycle Part 1: Pre-Rehearsal Activities 

Repertoire Selection 

Several	authors	have	noted	that	the	selection	of	suitable	repertoire	for	the	ensemble	is,	

arguably,	the	most	important	step	for	any	conductor	(Apfelstadt,	2001;	N.	Cox,	2006;	Dean,	

2011;	Forbes,	2001;	Neuen,	2002).	From	this	crucial	decision	flows	the	structure	of	the	

rehearsal	process,	the	building	of	skills,	and	the	ultimate	success	of	the	performance	outcome.	

The	repertoire	becomes	the	curriculum	that	will	determine	how	the	conductor	will	approach	the	

teaching	and	learning	of	the	ensemble.	It	also	lays	the	groundwork	for	future	repertoire	choices	

which,	in	turn,	begins	the	rehearsal	cycle	all	over	again.	Examining	the	experiences	of	two	young	

band	conductors,	Chaffin	(2009)	noted	that	the	participants	regretted	that	selecting	repertoire	

and	developing	a	set	of	selection	criteria	was	not	a	part	of	their	tertiary	training	programme.	
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To	arrive	at	this	choice	requires	a	knowledge	of	the	ensemble	undertaking	the	task:	both	

their	capabilities	and	their	potential	for	incremental	growth.	“Literature	provides	the	skeletal	

basis	for	teaching	objectives,	rehearsal	planning,	vocal	techniques,	rehearsal	techniques	and	

final	programming	for	the	overall	choral	experience”	(N.	Cox,	2006,	p.	101).	If	this	is	the	function	

of	repertoire	in	the	choral	rehearsal,	it	is	important	that	the	music	is	of	high	quality.	Quoting	the	

British	composer,	Sir	Edward	Elgar,	Decker	and	Kirk	(1988)	said:	“To	get	real	artistic	expression	

out	of	a	piece	of	music	it	is	necessary	that	some	real	artistic	impression	shall	have	moved	the	

maker	of	it”	(p.	150).	This	appears	to	be	the	consensus	amongst	researchers	and	practitioners:	a	

well-constructed	piece	of	music	is	essential	and	upon	this	decision	hinges	the	success	of	the	

rehearsal	process.	

While	the	criteria	employed	by	a	conductor	can	follow	a	formal	or	informal	process	and	

can	include	both	musical	and	non-musical	considerations,	Dean	(2011,	pp.	134-135)	offered	a	

rubric	for	repertoire	selection	that	considers	aesthetic	and	pedagogical	merit.	Decker	and	Kirk	

(1988)	also	identified	four	underlying	themes:	(a)	vocal	and	emotional	maturity,	(b)	teaching	

and	learning	objectives,	(c)	artistic	potential	and	musical	responsiveness,	and	(d)	building	

interesting	and	engaging	concert	programs.	James	Jordan	(2008)	was	even	more	prescriptive,	

expanding	these	ideas	to	include	11	criteria:	

• inherent	vocal	technique	requirements	of	the	piece,	

• aural	difficulty	and	consideration	of	modality,	

• time	needed	to	learn	versus	time	spent,	

• the	number	of	musical	styles	presented	in	one	programme,	

• connection	of	the	text	to	the	lives	of	the	singers,	

• staying	power,	

• performance	acoustic,	

• practicalities	of	the	rehearsal	situation,	

• program	balance	and	building	a	concert	programme,	

• inherent	singability,	and	

• vocal	growth.	(pp.	41-50)	

While	several	of	these	criteria	could	be	combined,	their	breadth	is	at	least	an	indicator	of	the	

author’s	thinking.	Some	of	the	criteria	regard	the	musical	qualities	of	the	piece	while	others	

focus	on	the	teaching	of	skills	and	the	practicalities	of	the	program	itself.	

Finally,	Apfelstadt	(2001)	offered	three	broad	criteria	that	seem	to	allow	for	a	systematic	

(or	at	least	consistent)	approach	without	becoming	too	prescriptive.	Firstly,	she	encourages	
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music	of	good	quality	regardless	of	the	genre	or	style.	Next	is	an	emphasis	on	“teachability”	or	

the	development	of	skills	through	the	music	and	being	able	to	deconstruct	a	piece	for	effective	

and	efficient	teaching	in	the	rehearsal	process.	Finally,	Apfelstadt	encourages	selecting	music	

that	is	context	appropriate.	This	can	include	the	cultural	context,	difficulty	level,	or	other	

programming	considerations.	

Over	time,	and	through	their	own	professional	experience,	conductors	can	develop	their	

own	systems	and	preferences	for	selecting	repertoire.	Forbes	(2001)	discovered	that,	amongst	

his	sample	group	of	high	school	choral	conductors,	there	was	a	wide	variety	of	criteria	used	for	

repertoire	selection	but	there	did	not	appear	to	be	a	systematic	approach.	Conductors	had	

developed	their	own	personal	criteria	over	time,	sometimes	using	what	Forbes	called	“director	

appeal”	as	the	sole	criterion.	He	cautioned	that	perhaps	repertoire	selection	should	be	“more	of	

an	art	than	a	science	–	that	directors	need	to	be	encouraged	to	seek	inspiration	rather	than	

consult	a	check	list”	(p.	118).		

Before	I	started	conducting	the	Con	Singers,	I	had	sung	in	some	lacklustre	performances	

with	the	choir	and	saw	the	demoralising	effect	it	had	on	the	singers.	They	knew	they	could	do	

better	and	wanted	to	do	better.	I	knew	it	was	important	for	both	the	continuation	of	the	choir	and	

the	self-efficacy	of	its	members	that	the	process	needed	to	be	judged	a	success	by	all	stakeholders.	

Put	bluntly,	we	needed	to	have	a	“win”.	I	believe	that	success	breeds	success	and,	to	be	perceived	as	

successful	and,	therefore,	an	ensemble	worth	joining,	I	had	to	ensure	that	the	concert	was	

successful.	The	repertoire	selection	was	going	to	be	a	crucial	decision.	

Carl	Crossin	(C.	Crossin,	in-person	interview,	13	January	2018)	told	me	that	the	repertoire	

shouldn’t	“get	in	the	way”,	that	the	technical	challenges	of	the	work	shouldn’t	be	so	far	beyond	the	

capabilities	of	the	ensemble	as	to	prevent	them	from	having	a	satisfying	musical	outcome.	The	

secret	was	to	find	the	right	degree	of	difficulty	–	enough	to	challenge	the	singers	and	keep	them	

interested	but	not	so	much	as	to	discourage	and	frustrate	them.	I	was	also	reminded	by	Karen	

Grylls	(K.	Grylls,	in-person	interview,	30	January	2018)	that	the	ensemble	itself	would	be	one	of	the	

main	determinants	for	the	choice	of	repertoire.		

The	idea	of	a	complete	multi-movement	work	appeared	to	me	to	have	many	advantages.	

James	Jordan	(2008)	cautioned	against	choosing	a	programme	that	changes	amongst	too	many	

different	styles.	This	can	be	difficult	for	a	choir	to	execute	successfully.	I	thought	that	a	mass	setting	

would	allow	for	a	variety	of	different	elements	and	changing	points	of	interest	for	the	choir	while	

maintaining	a	cohesive	structure.	It	also	would	be	more	achievable	in	the	12-week	rehearsal	period	

than,	for	example,	a	complete	oratorio	or	an	entire	programme	of	shorter	works.	

For	me,	the	next	consideration	was	to	find	a	piece	in	a	familiar	harmonic	language.	Brian	

Silvey	echoes	the	view	of	Crossin:	"one	of	the	best	ways	to	spend	more	time	talking	about	

sophisticated	musical	skills	is	to	choose	less	technically	demanding	repertoire....	By	choosing	
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repertoire	that	is	not	dominated	purely	by	technical	demands,	more	time	can	be	spent	on	musical	

elements	such	as	expression,	balance,	blend,	and	musical	nuance"	(2014,	p.	14).	I	needed	a	piece	

that	allowed	me	to	spend	the	majority	of	our	rehearsal	time	shaping	the	music	and	giving	the	

singers	a	musically	rewarding	experience.	

While	many	of	the	students	seemed	to	concentrate	on	the	music	of	the	Romantic	period,	I	

wanted	to	expose	them	to	the	style	and	form	of	the	Classical	period.	I	knew	I	could	help	them	with	

the	performance	practice	of	this	repertoire	while	also	extending	their	knowledge	and	experience.	

Hilary	Apfelstadt	said	that	she	saw	her	role	as	being	complementary	to	what	was	happening	in	the	

voice	studio,	that	she	could	build	skills	that	the	singing	teachers	might	not	have	the	time	to	address	

(H.	Apfelstadt,	in-person	interview,	1	April	2017).	I	wanted	to	follow	this	advice	and	make	sure	that	

the	students	could	transfer	these	skills	to	the	repertoire	they	were	studying	in	the	studio.	It’s	a	bit	of	

a	joke	among	opera	singers	that	audition	panels	will	always	want	to	hear	your	Mozart	aria.	Why	

not	help	them	to	learn	how	to	sing	it	with	the	proper	style?	

At	this	point	I	had	decided	on	the	Mass	in	C	Major	(‘Coronation’),	K.317	by	Wolfgang	

Amadeus	Mozart	but,	after	some	initial	score	study,	I	was	worried	about	the	changes	of	tempo,	

especially	in	the	Kyrie	as	well	as	other	issues.	I	must	admit	that	most	of	the	technical	issues	were	

my	own	but,	as	Cruse	(2011)	advised,	an	intimate	knowledge	of	the	score	would	be	crucial	to	allow	

for	improvisational	teaching	to	occur.	If	this	was	to	be	successful,	I	had	to	make	sure	that	I	wasn’t	

working	through	my	own	technical	issues	in	front	of	the	group.	I	had	to	find	a	piece	that	I	knew	

well	so	that	I	could	stand	in	front	of	them	with	authority	right	from	the	first	downbeat.	As	time	

went	on,	we	could	be	more	adventurous	but	for	this	first	concert	I	wanted	to	play	it	a	bit	safe.	

After	this	decision,	Haydn’s	Mass	in	D	Minor	(‘Nelson’)	appeared	as	a	possibility.	This	mass	

matched	the	criteria	already	outlined	and	was	also	very	dramatic,	almost	operatic	in	its	writing.	

This	would	have	a	wide	appeal	for	many	of	my	singers	and	allow	me	to	explore	the	drama	and	

colouring	of	the	text	with	them.	I	also	knew	the	work	very	well	and,	therefore,	I	could	concentrate	

on	developing	the	ensemble	sound	I	wanted.	An	added	benefit	was	that	the	scaled	down	

orchestration	of	the	original	could	build	a	case	for	performing	with	a	small	instrumental	ensemble.	

I	sought	the	opinions	of	a	few	colleagues	including	the	head	of	the	voice	department	and,	with	their	

positive	advice,	it	looked	like	I	had	finally	found	the	right	fit.	

Score Study 

Structural	 analysis	 is	 a	 study	 in	 depth	 (internal	 evidence).	 It	 examines	 the	

technique	of	composition,	the	composer’s	musical	vocabulary,	and	the	spirit	and	

soul	of	the	work.	It	deals	with	the	work	as	a	whole	(the	overall	structure)	and	the	

form	of	single	movements.	To	know	a	work	of	art,	we	must	have	a	concept	of	what	

it	means	as	an	entity.	Our	judgement	should	be	based	upon	the	form	as	a	whole.	In	
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this	process,	we	should	know	as	much	as	possible	about	the	physical	shape	of	the	

composition.	(Jordan,	2008,	p.	305)	

Once	repertoire	choices	have	been	confirmed,	the	selected	music	requires	in-depth	

analysis.	not	only	for	the	purposes	of	determining	what	is	contained	in	the	score	from	a	musical	

point	of	view,	but	also	to	ascertain	how	the	repertoire	will	inform	and	influence	the	teaching	

during	rehearsals.	At	this	point	a	conductor	will	consider	these	questions:	(a)	who	wrote	the	

music,	(b)	what	the	music	is	about,	(c)	when	it	was	written,	(d)	where	it	was	written,	and	(e)	

why	it	was	written	(Maiello,	2007).		

It	is	interesting	that	Ryan	and	Andrews’s	(2009)	study	of	performance	anxiety	from	a	

choral	singer’s	point	of	view	showed	that	the	conductor’s	own	anxiety	levels	had	a	bearing	on	

how	the	singers	felt	about	their	performance.	The	preparedness	of	the	conductor,	their	

conducting	skills,	and	their	rehearsal	techniques	were	all	considered	factors	in	building	up	the	

confidence	of	choristers.	The	authors	suggested	that,	if	the	conductors	were	a	part	of	the	

problem,	it	is	easy	to	conclude	that	they	are	also	part	of	the	solution.	

Score	study	forms	a	major	component	in	the	process	of	preparing	the	conductor’s	

understanding	of	the	piece	and	their	ability	to	teach	that	piece	to	an	ensemble	(Crowe,	1996;	

Lane,	2006;	Silvey,	2011).	While	studying	undergraduate	conductor-teacher	planning	processes	

regarding	their	developing	pedagogical	content	knowledge,	Snow	(1998)	advocated	increased	

attention	to	the	preparatory	process,	especially	score	study	and	analysis.	Likewise,	Cruse’s	

(2011)	case	study	of	Snow	confirmed	that	a	thorough	knowledge	of	the	score	is	crucial	for	

improvisational	teaching	to	take	place.	According	to	Cruse,	this	is	the	foundational	step	that	

must	occur	before	all	the	others	become	possible.	

For	this	project	I	have	combined	a	few	methods	of	score	study.	Ever	since	my	

undergraduate	conducting	courses,	I	have	used	a	colour	coding	system	that	was	shown	to	me	by	my	

professor.	Perhaps	I	have	liked	this	way	of	doing	things	because	I	am	a	visual	learner	–	I	like	to	see	

things	in	order	to	imprint	them	on	my	brain.	Over	the	years	I	have	done	variations	of	this	

technique,	but	I	have	kept	the	marking	of	phrases	with	a	black	pencil	and	the	marking	of	entrances	

in	red.	I	have	found	that	by	the	time	I	finish	going	through	the	score	in	this	way,	I	have	a	pretty	

good	idea	about	what	I	need	to	do	and	the	score	is	well	on	its	way	to	being	memorised.	I	had	read	

about	Margaret	Hillis’s	colour	coding	scheme	and	decided	to	give	it	a	try	for	this	project.	

Margaret	Hillis	was	a	former	conductor	of	the	Chicago	Symphony	Orchestra	Chorus,	and	

she	was	well	known	for	the	colour	coding	system	that	she	employed	for	score	analysis.	It	allowed	

her	to	make	a	visual	representation	of	the	score	as	well	as	highlighting	important	features	and	

compositional	techniques.	Below	is	a	chart	(Table	4)	based	on	an	interview	with	Dennis	Schrock	

(Hillis	&	Schrock,	1991):	
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Table	4	

Margaret	Hillis's	Colour	Coding	System	for	Score	Analysis	

Step	One:	harmonic	rhythm	and	identifying	chords	by	their	function	as	tonic,	dominant,	
or	subdominant	

Step	Two:	bar	line	analysis	of	phrasing.	Each	phrase	is	marked	by	a	solid	black	line	
drawn	through	all	the	staves	

Step	Three:	colour	coding	dynamics	and	principal	material	

Red	 Anything	strong:	

• forte/fortissimo/triple	forte	
• accelerando	(with	red	arrows)	
• crescendo	
• tempi	above	100	

Blue	 Opposite	of	strong:	

• piano/mezzo	piano	
• ritard	(with	squiggly	line)	
• decrescendo	
• tempi	up	to	80	

Green	 Pianissimo	

Brown	 Accents	

Tempi	between	80	–	100		

Yellow/orange	 • to	mark	off	the	chorus	staves	
• principal	melodic	material	

Light	yellow	 • counter	melody	

Various	colours	 • denotes	instrumental	or	vocal	soloists	

Note.	Adapted	from	Hillis	&	Schrock,	1991.	

This	is	a	much	more	detailed	analysis	than	I	have	done	in	the	past.	I’ve	often	left	out	the	

dynamics	and	the	articulations	in	favour	of	entrances,	melodic	material,	counter	melodies,	and	

accompaniment.	I	was	never	very	good	at	chord	analysis	but,	in	my	undergraduate	degree,	I	

studied	Schenkerian	Analysis.	Heinrich	Schenker	presented	a	subjective	way	of	reading	music	

through	an	examination	of	the	underlying	structure	of	a	piece	in	large	sections	rather	than	a	bar-

by-bar	chordal	analysis	(Snarrenberg,	1997).	This	seemed	to	“click”	with	me.	I	was	glad	to	see	that	

Hillis	seemed	to	take	the	same	view.	Below	(Figures	3	&	4)	are	examples	of	using	Hillis’s	system:		
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Figure	3		

Missa	in	angustiis,	Kyrie,	mm.	89	-	98	
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Figure	4	

Missa	in	angustiis,	Gloria,	mm.	38	-	50	

	

Text Analysis 

I	have	always	been	fascinated	by	the	age-old	debate:	which	is	more	important,	the	text	or	

the	music?	Patricia	Kern,	my	singing	teacher	at	the	University	of	Toronto,	always	believed	in	the	

primacy	of	the	text	and	she	was	such	a	master	for	colouring	words.	She’d	often	say	using	language	

is	like	rolling	a	good	wine	in	your	mouth.	I	can	still	picture	the	plasticity	of	her	mouth	as	she	
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demonstrated	certain	sounds.	Needless	to	say,	in	this	chicken	or	egg	debate,	I	think	that	words	are	

the	most	important.	

My	view	is	that,	if	a	composer	was	inspired	by	a	text,	then	maybe	a	text	can	reveal	a	lot	of	

information	about	a	composer’s	compositional	thinking	and	intention.	From	this,	I	developed	my	

own	method	of	text	analysis.	I	would	write	out	the	text	by	hand,	writing	a	phrase	once	when	all	

parts	were	singing,	but	writing	it	out	several	times	and	bracketing	them	together	when	there	were	

different	ideas,	or	indenting	the	text	and	showing	the	entrances	of	parts	at	different	intervals.	

Entrances	for	different	parts	and	important	features	were	written	in	red.	A	rough	structural	

analysis	was	also	included	which	would	indicate	the	repetition	of	material,	an	A	or	B	section,	

exposition	and	recapitulation,	and	the	like.	In	the	example	below	(Figure	5),	I	have	also	included	

the	starting	pitches	for	each	vocal	entry	in	a	section	of	Kyrie.	Being	able	to	visualise	it	in	this	way	

helped	me	to	realise	that	the	entrances	form	a	scale	passage	which	appears	twice	in	this	

movement.	Each	time	I	write	down	the	text,	I	make	it	fit	for	purpose	so	there	is	no	real	system	or	

method.	
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Figure	5	

Text	Analysis	for	the	Kyrie	from	Mass	in	D	Minor	(Haydn)	
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From	the	examples	above,	you	can	see	that	the	very	first	entrance	of	the	choir	is	a	unison	

statement	of	“kyrie,	kyrie	eleison”	[Lord,	have	mercy]	followed	by	a	repetition	of	the	same	text,	this	

time	with	all	parts	singing	in	harmony.	The	soprano	soloist	is	introduced	with	the	same	word	and,	

again,	the	choir	responds	with	another	unison	statement	of	“kyrie	eleison”.		
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The	second	section	brings	together	all	of	the	soloists.	The	soprano	begins	with	the	first	

statement	of	“Christe	eleison”	[Christ	have	mercy]	and	is	joined	by	the	other	soloists.	For	some	

reason,	the	tenor	and	bass	sing	“kyrie”	(text	from	the	previous	section)	rather	than	“Christe”.	The	

section	is	closed	with	an	interjection	by	the	choir	(and	we	performed	it	that	way)	before	the	

soprano	soloist	concludes.	

The	Kyrie	movement	is	in	three	parts:	“Kyrie	eleison/	Christe	eleison/	Kyrie	eleison”.	Rather	

than	simply	repeating	the	same	music	for	the	return	of	the	“kyrie”,	Haydn	elaborates	and	expands	

this	section.	He	opens	with	a	“fugue”	–	not	really	a	proper	fugue	but	a	bit	of	repetition	with	each	

voice	entering	with	a	short	theme.	In	m.	65	these	entrances	form	a	stepwise	scalic	pattern.	When	

we	performed	the	piece,	I	wanted	the	singers	to	be	aware	of	this	and	for	the	audience	to	sense	the	

rising	tension	created.	This	is	rounded	off	with	the	choir	singing	“eleison”	in	a	more	homophonic	

treatment.	Instead	of	resolving	and	finishing	the	section,	Haydn	launches	into	the	repetition	of	the	

fugue-like	opening,	this	time	in	a	different	key.	Finally,	there	is	a	recapitulation	of	the	very	first	

“kyrie”	from	the	opening	of	the	movement	which	combines	elements	from	the	two	sections	–	the	

homophonic	opening	statements	and	some	of	the	imitative	themes.	The	movement	concludes	with	

the	sopranos	singing	the	tonic	while	the	other	parts	outline	D	minor.	All	voices	conclude	on	a	rather	

sparse	sounding	unison	instead	of	a	full	D	minor	chord.	

Rehearsal Planning 

Once	repertoire	selection	and	score	study	have	been	completed,	the	score	can	now	be	

used	to	formulate	a	rehearsal	plan.	At	this	point	a	determination	needs	to	be	made	regarding	

where	to	begin	and	how	to	break	down	a	new	piece	of	music	for	teaching	purposes.	DeVenney	

(2010)	recommended	locating	areas	of	difficulty	for	the	ensemble	and	ranking	them	on	a	

continuum	from	most	to	least	difficult.	From	this,	a	conductor	can	devise	a	plan	that	will	

maximize	the	time	available	for	teaching	and	learning	by	taking	the	music	apart	and	putting	it	

back	together.	As	Lydia	Adams	stated,	“don’t	leave	the	hard	parts	until	the	end”	(L.	Adams,	in-

person	interview,	2017).	Similarly,	Maiello	(2007)	also	advocates	a	system	of	deconstruction,	

encouraging	conductors	to	“work	from	the	big	picture	to	the	smallest	minutia	then	back	to	the	

overall	context	of	the	composition,	macro	to	micro	back	to	macro”	(p.	124;	italics	in	the	original).	

Apfelstadt	(2017)	and	Snow	(2009)	both	agree	with	this	method,	encouraging	conductors	to	

“work	large,	salient	musical	ideas	first;	details	later”	(Snow,	32:00).		

From	his	point	of	view	as	a	conductor,	DeVenney	(2010)	has	created	his	own	hierarchy	

of	needs	(see	Figure	6),	beginning	with	the	bottom	of	the	pyramid,	and	progressing	to	the	top.	

The	author	maintains	that	a	piece	cannot	be	said	to	be	learned	until	all	three	levels	he	describes	

are	met	and	performed	at	speed.		
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Figure	6	

DeVenney’s	Hierarchy	of	Needs	

	

	

Note.	Adapted	from	DeVenney,	2010.	

Once	again,	there	are	a	wide	array	of	rehearsal	structures	employed	in	the	literature.	J.	

Cox	(1989)	observed	that	there	was	a	lack	of	a	definitive	rehearsal	organisational	design	in	

choral	methodology	textbooks	at	the	time	of	his	article.	Using	the	available	literature,	he	

examined	three	separate	models	that	emerged	from	his	research:	

• Familiar	music	at	the	beginning	and	end	of	rehearsal	with	new	material	and	slower	

paced	activities	in	the	middle	(Structure	A).	

• The	use	of	the	golden	mean	to	place	the	highest	level	of	intensity	and	challenge	

coinciding	with	the	period	roughly	two-thirds	of	the	way	through	rehearsal	(Structure	B).	

• Alternating	familiar	repertoire	with	new	music;	and	easy	work	with	challenging	effort	

(Structure	C).	

The	golden	mean	model	patterns	itself	on	the	belief	that	the	most	important	work	of	the	

rehearsal	should	occur	0.618	or	approximately	two-thirds	of	the	way	through	any	given	length	

of	rehearsal	time.	Each	part	of	the	rehearsal	is	allotted	a	specific	amount	of	time,	with	the	most	

focussed	work	happening	during	“golden	time”	before	tapering	off.	This	follows	several	of	the	

templates	outlined	and	includes	a	cooling	down	period.	The	added	benefit	is	that	

announcements	are	left	for	the	end	so	that	the	entire	session	is	concentrated	on	the	singing	

tasks.	A	drawback	to	this	model	is	that	it	tends	to	constrain	the	amount	of	time	that	can	be	used	

to	concentrate	on	something	that	may	not	be	working	correctly	or	to	allow	the	conductor	to	

dwell	on	and	reinforce	a	section	that	is	going	well.	Cox	found	that	this	technique	requires	the	

Emotion
and	Meaning

Dynamics,	Phrasing,
Articulation,	Ensemble

Pitches,	Rhythms,	Tempo,	Text
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conductor	to	be	very	adept	at	layering	skills	from	one	rehearsal	to	the	next	and	to	be	able	to	

move	to	the	next	section	once	the	allocated	time	has	expired.	

My	normal	rehearsal	plan	is	to	generally	begin	with	something	familiar,	like	an	extension	

of	the	warmup.	Then	I	might	either	alternate	new	and	old	repertoire	or	focus	on	new	repertoire	

and	finish	rehearsal	with	something	familiar	again.	After	speaking	with	Karen	Grylls	(and	having	

just	read	the	J.	Cox	[1989]	article),	I	thought	I’d	trial	the	rehearsal	plan	using	the	golden	mean	as	

an	organising	principle.	In	its	favour,	this	was	a	useful	way	to	structure	the	rehearsal	by	laying	out	

the	activities	to	be	covered.	My	own	rehearsal	plans	didn’t	seem	to	have	any	more	rationale	behind	

them	other	than	it	was	what	I	felt	had	to	be	done	in	the	moment.	The	golden	mean	rehearsal	at	

least	seemed	to	have	some	scientific	or	psychological	underpinning	(see	Table	5).		

Table	5	

Rehearsal	Template	Using	the	Golden	Mean	

Date:	

W
ar
m
up
	 6	 4:10-

4:16	

		

Re
vi
ew
	

10	 4:16-

4:20	

	

	

4:20-

4:26	

	

To
ug
h	
w
or
k	

26	 4:26-

4:36	

	

4:36-

4:52	

	

H
ig
h	
po
in
t	

26	 4:52-

5:05	

	

5:05-

5:18	

	

N
ew
	w
or
k/
	

si
gh
t	s
in
gi
ng
	 40	 5:18-

5:34	

	

5:34-

5:44	
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5:44-

5:50	

	

5:50-

5:54	

	

5:54-

5:58	

	

An
no
un
ce
m
en
ts
	 2	 5:58-

6:00	

	

	

In	the	end,	it	was	a	useful	way	to	structure	activities,	but	I	did	find	that	it	had	some	

limitations.	Firstly,	it	didn’t	offer	an	opportunity	to	incorporate	performance.	As	I’ve	learned	from	

my	case	studies,	the	choir	should	have	an	opportunity	to	demonstrate	what	it	has	been	rehearsing.		

Secondly,	the	rehearsal	seemed	to	have	an	almost	frantic	pace.	While	I	do	try	to	keep	the	

pace	brisk	and	try	to	layer	concepts	over	time	and	not	get	bogged	down	for	too	long,	this	pace	

seemed	to	prevent	any	meaningful	engagement	with	the	music	at	all.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	I	found	

myself	going	over	my	allotted	time	for	some	sections	as	I	tried	to	work	on	a	section	in	more	depth.	

Finally,	in	order	to	address	the	sequence	of	body-breath-voice	in	the	warmup,	6	minutes	

was	not	going	to	be	nearly	enough	time.	In	a	2-hour	rehearsal,	I	would	normally	spend	10–15	

minutes	preparing	the	singers	for	the	work	ahead.		

After	reviewing	the	rehearsal	video,	I	decided	to	adjust	some	of	the	sections	(see	Table	6).	

The	high	point	of	the	rehearsal	is	still	about	two-thirds	of	the	way	through,	but	I’ve	combined	some	

sections	and	lengthened	others.	I	am	still	not	convinced	that	10	minutes	is	enough	time	for	a	

warmup.	Two	minutes	to	do	some	stretching	seems	far	too	brief.	But	there	is	now	some	time	built	in	

for	performance.	When	I	examined	the	rehearsal	video,	the	session	did	seem	to	have	a	better	flow.	It	

probably	isn’t	my	favourite	rehearsal	structure	–	too	confining	and	not	responsive	to	the	feedback	I	

received	from	the	choir.	But	it	did	force	me	to	keep	up	my	pace	and	to	really	plan	for	every	minute	

of	the	rehearsal.	I	will	probably	go	back	to	using	a	structure	that	is	more	responsive	to	my	

immediate	needs,	but	I	can	see	the	value	in	keeping	something	like	having	the	high	point	of	the	

rehearsal	two-thirds	of	the	way	through.	
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Table	6	

Modified	Rehearsal	Template	Using	the	Golden	Mean	

Date:		

W
ar
m
up
	

10	 4:10-

4:12	

Body	 	

4:12-

4:14	

Breath	 	

4:14-

4:20	

Voice	 	

Re
vi
ew
	 6	 4:20-

4:26	

	

To
ug
h	
w
or
k	

26	 4:26-

4:36	

	

4:36-

4:52	

	

H
ig
h	
po
in
t	

26	 4:52-

5:05	

	

5:05-

5:18	

	

N
ew
	w
or
k	

32	 5:18-

5:34	

	

5:34-

5:50	

	

Pe
rf
or
m
an
ce
	 8	 5:50-

5:58	

	

An
no
un
ce
m
en
ts
	 2	 5:58-

6:00	
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Rehearsal Cycle Part 2: Rehearsal Activities 

While	it	is	generally	the	finished	product	that	brings	notoriety	to	the	conductor,	

the	rehearsal	process	prior	to	performance	is	extremely	consequential	in	arriving	

at	a	finished	product	of	high	artistic	merit.	(Worthy,	2006,	p.	51)	

As	acknowledged	in	Chapter	1,	there	is	no	definitive	model	for	the	choral	rehearsal	

process.	Many	decisions	are	made	according	to	the	conductor’s	personal	preference	and	

working	style.	The	use	of	rehearsals	as	a	time	for	learning	about	music	and	not	just	preparation	

for	performance	tasks	will	allow	conductor-teachers	to	provide	singers	with	increased	musical	

knowledge	and	experience	(Bell,	2002).	

In	his	two-volume	examination	of	the	choral	rehearsal,	James	Jordan	(2008)	advocated	a	

four-phase	model	that	sets	benchmarks	for	skill	development	and	growth:		

1. acquisition,	

2. comprehension,	

3. ownership,	and		

4. communio.		

Basic	musicianship	skills	are	acquired	and	mastered,	leading	to	a	fuller	comprehension	and	

understanding	of	how	the	music	fits	together.	This	allows	the	ensemble	to	take	ownership	of	the	

work	before	communicating	it	to	the	communio	(community)	as	co-partners	in	the	musical	

experience.	When	viewed	as	a	set	of	tasks	to	be	mastered	and	the	skills	required,	this	model	

forms	a	taxonomy	for	rehearsing,	leading	from	low-level	or	basic	skills	in	the	acquisition	phase	

to	higher	order	skills	and	deeper	meaning	(see	Table	7).		

Table	7		

Jordan's	Four-Phase	Model	

Phase	 Mastery	tasks	 Skills	required	 Assessment	

Acquisition	
(What’s	here?)	

Raw	data:	pitches,	
rhythms,	text,	
dynamics,	phrasing,	
articulation	

-	Audiation	
-	Intevallic		
-	Discretion	
-	Pattern/tonal	memory	
-	Basic	vocal	technique	
-	Notation	awareness	

Content	
(percentage	
correct	over	time)	

Comprehension	
(Why	is	it	here?)	

-	Structural	
understanding	
-	Relation	of	music	to	
textual	cues	and	
expectations	

-	Ensemble	awareness	
-	Familiarity	with	basic	
formal	structures	
-	Textual	analysis	
-	Textual	awareness	

-	Presence	of	line	
-	Appropriate	
vocalism	
-	Appropriate	
colour	
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Ownership	
(What	does	it	
mean?)	

-	Personalisation	of	the	
performing	impetus	
-	Interiorisation	of	the	
performing	
responsibility	

-	Surrender	of	
conductor	control	
-	Internal	reflection	
-	Life	experience	
application	
-	Knowledge	of	story	arc	
-	Vulnerability	
-	Mutual	trust	
-	Transparency	

-	Compelling	small	
group	
performance	
-	Performance	“by	
heart”	

Communio	 Understanding	and	
valuation	of	audience	
needs,	experiences,	
and	expectations	

-	Empathy	
-	Presence	of	the	
moment	
-	Lack	of	fear	
-	Self-awareness	
-	Desire	to	connect	

Audience	
response	
(admittedly	
subjective)	

	

Cruse's	(2011)	case	study	explored	the	improvisational	teaching	practice	of	an	expert	

conductor-teacher.	Cruse	wished	to	observe	how	this	expert	navigates	among	rehearsal	

strategies	in	the	moment	of	teaching.	Her	case	study	remains	open,	vulnerable,	and	able	to	take	

risks.	She	also	developed	a	sound	ideal	in	her	mind	and	was	able	to	formulate	strategies	to	move	

the	ensemble	closer	to	the	way	she	believes	they	should	sound.	Cruse	makes	five	

recommendations	to	conductor-teachers:	

1. Possess	a	thorough	knowledge	of	the	musical	composition.		

2. Brainstorm,	imagine,	and	prepare	rehearsals	outside	of	the	musical	sounding.		

3. Listen	critically	in	the	actual	sounding	and	through	the	texture	of	the	composition.		

4. Remain	open	and	vulnerable	and	be	willing	to	take	risks	in	front	of	the	ensemble.		

5. Engage	in	various	forms	of	reflection	between	rehearsals.		

Now	that	all	the	groundwork	has	been	laid,	I	enter	the	most	fluid	part	of	the	rehearsal	

cycle.	This	is	where	my	abilities	as	both	a	musician	and	a	teacher	combine.	It	is	a	very	fluid	

situation	where	I	must	be	organised	enough	to	plan	while	also	being	flexible	enough	to	respond	to	

the	feedback	I	am	receiving	from	the	choir.		

Over	the	rehearsal	period	I	find	myself	doing	more	than	just	teaching	the	notes	and	

rhythms	for	this	piece	of	music.	Sometimes	I	must	be	the	coach	building	up	their	confidence	and	

sometimes	I’m	the	taskmaster	getting	them	to	focus	and	challenging	them	to	do	better.	No	matter	

what	role	I’m	required	to	play	(and	there	are	many),	I	keep	remembering	that	I	am	building	a	

community	and,	in	Cruse’s	words,	that	I	am	open,	vulnerable,	and	willing	to	take	risks.	My	rehearsal	

is	a	safe	space	where	it’s	okay	to	try	new	things	and	to	make	mistakes.	I	joke	with	the	singers	that	I	
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give	prizes	for	the	most	confident	mistake.	It’s	the	timid	and	half-hearted	mistake	that	we	can’t	

have.	

After	all	the	preparation	and	study	(not	to	mention	the	non-musical	legwork	that	went	into	

recruiting	and	promoting),	I	was	excited	for	the	first	rehearsal.	You	spend	a	lot	of	time	preparing	

for	a	theoretical	choir:	trying	to	imagine	the	sound	they’ll	produce	and	anticipating	what	they’ll	

need	to	achieve	success.	But	it’s	not	until	they	come	in	through	the	door	and	sing	their	opening	

pitches	that	you	really	know	what	you	have	to	work	with.	The	Con	Singers	isn’t	so	much	a	choir	as	a	

course	and	that	means	every	semester	can	be	different.	This	is	my	very	first	meeting	with	them	so	

there’s	a	few	butterflies	in	my	stomach.		

Imagine	my	disappointment	when	only	four	singers	turned	up!	There	were	a	few	clashes,	

some	anticipated	and	others	not.	For	starters,	there	was	a	group	composition	project	involving	all	

the	first-year	students	scheduled	at	the	same	time.	As	for	the	others,	there	was	some	confusion	over	

whether	or	not	ensemble	rehearsals	begin	in	Week	1.	A	wise	colleague	once	said	to	me	that	they	

have	rehearsal	no	matter	what	and	never	cancel.	If	no	one	turns	up,	they	use	the	time	for	personal	

practice.	I	may	have	been	deflated	but	there	was	no	way	I	could	let	that	energy	transfer	to	the	

singers	who	made	the	effort	to	turn	up.	So,	I	discarded	my	entire	rehearsal	plan.	We	all	stood	

around	the	piano,	and	we	sang	through	the	entire	work	–	me	included.	I	would	stop	and	work	on	

small	sections	or	we’d	just	glance	over	some	of	the	tougher	work.	The	rehearsal	was	light-hearted	

and	collegial,	more	like	friends	gathering	around	to	make	music	together.	

As	they	say,	what	a	difference	a	week	makes!	Our	membership	climbed	from	four	to	36	and	

I	felt	like	we’d	finally	got	some	momentum.	With	the	fuller	group,	we	were	able	to	work	with	a	

much	more	satisfying	sound.	I	had	them	sing	through	the	entire	work	so	that	they	could	get	an	

overview	of	the	piece	and	to	introduce	them	to	some	of	the	more	challenging	sections.	Then	they	

would	know	what	spots	they	would	have	to	practise	on	their	own	and	where	we	might	need	to	

focus	our	rehearsals.	I	didn’t	really	stop	unless	the	errors	prevented	us	from	getting	through.	There	

would	be	plenty	of	time	for	fine-tuned	work	later.	I	also	forced	(or	maybe	“cajoled”	is	a	better	

word)	them	to	use	their	skills	to	push	through	and	solve	problems.	My	suspicion	was	that	some	of	

them	are	used	to	being	spoon-fed	everything	from	the	conductor.	They’re	not	going	to	grow	as	

musicians	that	way.	I	wanted	problem	solvers	and	not	robots.	By	the	end	of	that	first	rehearsal,	it	

felt	like	they	had	a	sense	of	accomplishment	and	purpose.	It	was	so	great	to	hear	the	excited	chatter	

at	the	end	of	rehearsal.	

For	our	third	rehearsal,	we	did	voice	placements.	This	was	a	new	concept	for	some	of	them	

and	they	were	very	interested	in	the	process.	I	made	sure	to	include	them	in	the	decision-making.	

Do	you	prefer	this	sound	or	that	sound?	I	wanted	them	to	make	some	judgments	and	to	start	to	

develop	ownership	over	what	was	to	become	“our	sound”.	While	I	was	placing	one	section,	the	

other	three	were	having	group	sectionals	to	work	through	the	main	material	for	the	day’s	

rehearsal.	I	often	don’t	run	sectionals,	preferring	for	the	group	to	build	their	sound	together.	But	I	
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didn’t	want	to	have	75%	of	the	choir	sitting	around	and	figured	this	was	the	best	use	of	their	time.	

It	also	gave	me	an	opportunity	to	delegate	responsibility	to	some	of	the	older	students	by	letting	

them	run	the	sectional.	When	all	the	sections	finally	came	together,	it	was	a	completely	new	choir.	

The	confirmation	was	the	smiles	that	broke	out	on	their	faces.	I	even	saw	one	wide-eyed	singer	

mouth	“wow”	to	her	friend.	

The	next	rehearsals	are	now	about	drilling	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	music.	Hilary	

Apfelstadt	told	about	her	macro-micro-macro	approach	and	I’m	going	to	use	that	for	this	project.	

Over	these	next	rehearsals,	I’ll	continue	to	build	on	each	layer	as	we	get	more	specific	about	the	

music.	I	don’t	normally	like	to	do	the	“drill	and	kill”	style	of	rehearsal	where	we	just	go	over	pitches	

and	rhythms	ad	nauseum.	I	don’t	think	that	would	get	us	anywhere	near	Jordan’s	“communio”	

phase.	It	does	mean	that	the	singers	must	do	their	own	work	at	home	–	not	an	unreasonable	

request	for	people	who	are	studying	a	degree	in	music.	To	help	support	them,	I	send	an	email	at	the	

end	of	each	rehearsal	recapping	what	we	covered	and	what	sections	we	will	look	at	the	following	

week.	I	was	inspired	by	the	insightful	letters	Robert	Shaw	used	to	write	to	his	choir,	often	starting,	

“Dear	people…”.	

I	also	know	from	my	experience	with	the	Chamber	Singers	that	very	few	will	take	on	the	

responsibility	for	learning	their	own	part.	So,	all	those	tools	are	in	place	to	help	them,	but	I	also	

needed	a	bit	of	carrot	and	stick.	My	“stick”	is	to	use	Hilary’s	assessment	idea:	I’ve	put	the	choir	into	

octets	and	assigned	each	of	them	a	part	of	the	piece.	They	are	to	rehearse	together	on	their	own,	

make	a	recording,	and	then	submit	it	to	me	through	the	learning	management	system.	At	least	I	

can	be	assured	that	they’ll	know	one	part	of	the	mass	really	well.	It	does	work.	It’s	also	great	to	see	

them	all	go	off	after	rehearsal	to	spend	some	time	on	their	assignment.	

By	Rehearsal	7,	it’s	finally	beginning	to	feel	like	we	can	make	real	music	together.	As	the	

choir	is	confident	enough	with	the	basics,	at	Jordan’s	acquisition	phase	and	maybe	starting	on	the	

comprehension	phase,	I	start	to	have	hope	that	we	can	do	a	good	public	performance.	I	start	to	

experiment	with	seating	formations.	I’ve	been	to	the	recital	hall,	and	I	think	we’ll	have	to	do	a	

three-row	formation,	but	we’ve	been	rehearsing	in	two	rows.	I	want	to	give	them	time	to	get	used	

to	it	and	not	spring	it	on	them	at	the	last	moment.	Indeed,	it	does	take	a	bit	of	adjusting	and	the	

sound	we’ve	been	building	seems	to	go	out	the	window.	

With	only	2	weeks	to	go	before	the	soloists’	rehearsal	and	then	the	dress	rehearsal,	this	is	

the	last	opportunity	to	look	at	some	of	those	parts	that	are	a	bit	rough.	I	can’t	seem	to	get	the	

Credo	to	work.	It’s	not	my	favourite	movement	and	I’m	worried	that	this	attitude	is	transferring	to	

the	singers.	We	physically	separate	the	choir	into	halves	and	that	helps	the	canon	a	little	bit.	

They’re	also	having	trouble	finding	their	pitches,	so	we	spend	time	looking	at	where	they	might	be	

able	to	“steal”	notes	from	each	other	or	from	the	accompaniment.	The	Et	resurrexit	is	also	under-

prepared	and	this	one	is	entirely	my	own	fault.	It	is	very	text	heavy,	and	I	underestimated	the	work	
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it	was	going	to	take	to	get	on	top	of	the	words.	I	can	tell	they’re	getting	frustrated,	so	I	break	the	

tension	with	a	little	humour.	

The	soloists’	rehearsal	and	the	dress	rehearsal,	in	my	mind,	are	about	performance.	We	fit	

the	soloists	into	what	we’ve	been	doing	and	then	we	work	on	the	act	of	performing.	The	choir	is	

very	focussed	today	–	they	want	to	show	the	soloists	what	they	can	do.	It’s	rewarding	to	see	them	

taking	pride	in	their	work.	We	are	definitely	in	Jordan’s	ownership	phase,	and	we	have	been	talking	

about	communio	and	considering	their	potential	audience.	I	think	we’ll	get	there.	

For	me,	the	dress	rehearsal	is	a	performance.	In	my	planning,	I’ve	been	working	toward	

having	everything	ready	for	the	dress	rehearsal	and	not	performance	day.	I’ve	worked	with	some	

conductors	who	have	used	the	dress	rehearsal	as	another	working	rehearsal,	and	it	has	always	felt	

unready	in	the	performance.	The	Head	of	Voice	has	come	to	give	the	soloists	some	feedback	and	her	

presence	focusses	everyone’s	attention,	myself	included.	I	go	over	some	performance	tips:	getting	

your	head	out	of	the	score,	singing	with	confidence,	sending	your	sound	out	into	the	hall,	what	to	do	

if	you	feel	faint	(sit	down	in	your	place).	They	leave	the	room	buzzing	and	looking	forward	to	

Friday’s	concert.	I’m	relieved.	

Rehearsal Cycle Part 3: Post-Rehearsal Activities 

Reflective Practice 

Schön	(1983)	described	two	types	of	reflection.	The	first	is	reflection-on-action,	the	

systematic	and	deliberate	thinking	about	a	teaching	episode;	reflection-in-action	is	consciously	

interacting	with	a	problematic	situation	and	experimenting	with	it.	Situating	Schön’s	writing	in	a	

choral	context,	Butke	(2006)	proposed	adding	a	third	dimension,	which	she	titles	reflection-for-

action.	This	incorporates	“all	possibilities	of	reflection	before	teaching	begins”	(p.	64)	and	can	

include	things	like	a	detailed	rehearsal	plan,	score	preparation,	or	developing	a	teaching	

philosophy.	Butke	combines	the	three	types	of	reflection	to	form	a	cyclic	model	that	can	be	used	

to	roughly	correspond	with	my	own	proposed	rehearsal	cycle.	The	implication	is	that,	under	

Butke’s	model,	reflection	can	be	a	continuous	process	rather	than	something	that	only	occurs	at	

the	end	of	a	rehearsal	period	or	project.	

Several	methods	can	be	employed	to	assist	with	the	reflective	process.	Carey	et	al.	

(2017)	reported	on	the	use	of	reflective	practice	as	music	students	use	journal	writing	to	reflect	

on	one-to-one	studio	lessons.	Using	a	journal	can	enhance	outcomes	and	develop	critical	

questioning	techniques.	Brown	(2009)	also	highlighted	the	importance	of	reflective	writing	tools	

and	reflective	practice	in	the	development	of	critical	thinking	skills	for	Australian	students	in	the	

performing	arts.		

Meanwhile,	Neuen	(2002)	wrote	about	the	importance	of	self-evaluation	and	how	we	are	

often	our	own	best	teachers.	His	preferred	method	is	the	use	of	audio	and	video	recording	to	
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analyse	conducting	practice,	listing	areas	such	as	pitch	accuracy,	tone	quality,	rhythmic	

precision,	diction,	blend,	and	interpretation	as	a	focus	for	reflection.	Silvey	(2014)	opted	for	a	

mixed	approach	that	includes	journals,	video,	guided	observation,	and	peer-to-peer	discussion.	

Using	both	journals	and	video	recordings	was	very	helpful	in	helping	me	with	my	own	

practice.	I’m	not	one	to	keep	a	journal	and	so	it	was	a	discipline	that	I	had	to	learn.	Like	most	of	my	

students,	being	forced	to	watch	a	recording	of	myself	or	to	listen	to	audio	made	me	very	

uncomfortable.	In	the	beginning	was	a	feeling	of	“do	I	really	look	like	that?”	Sometimes	I	was	

embarrassed	that	the	gulf	between	what	I	thought	I	was	accomplishing	and	what	I	was	actually	

hearing	in	the	rehearsal	could	be	so	wide.	I	guess,	if	our	choirs	are	forced	to	watch	us,	then	we	

should	be	forced	to	watch	ourselves.	

The	video	was	also	useful	in	helping	me	to	review	what	happened	in	the	rehearsal,	picking	

up	things	I	might	have	missed	in	the	moment.	Sometimes	I’d	think	to	myself:	“Why	didn’t	I	notice	

that?	It’s	so	obvious!”	I’m	still	developing	my	ability	to	hear	and	diagnose	problems;	for	example,	I	

think	the	tone	I’m	hearing	sounds	great	(or	at	least	acceptable)	but	then	I	listen	back,	and	it	sounds	

thin	or	out	of	balance	or	even	unpleasant.	It	could	just	be	the	quality	of	the	recording	but	that	can	

be	an	easy	excuse.	

Having	the	recording	also	helped	with	my	journal	writing.	Many	times,	I	was	able	to	plan	

the	next	rehearsal	based	on	my	review.	When	the	fugues	weren’t	going	well,	for	example,	I	was	able	

to	sit	and	reflect	on	solutions.	There	is	so	much	going	on	in	the	moment	that	having	the	time	to	

think	back	on	the	rehearsal	allows	me	to	try	a	different	plan	of	attack	the	following	week.	Take	the	

following	example	from	my	journal:	

The	Et	resurrexit	is	in	rough	shape,	probably	the	most	under-prepared	movement	of	the	

whole	Mass.	I	must	admit,	it	is	mostly	my	own	fault.	When	I	first	introduced	it,	I	put	it	at	the	end	of	

the	rehearsal	and	ran	out	of	time	because	I	was	working	on	something	else	and	lost	track	of	time.	I	

misjudged	how	long	it	was	going	to	take.	Bad	planning	on	my	part.	The	language	is	proving	to	be	a	

problem,	too	many	syllables	in	rapid	succession.	Now	we	are	where	we	are,	and	I’ve	got	to	think	of	

a	way	to	get	the	work	done.	After	some	heavy	work,	I	ask	them	to	look	at	some	specific	things	at	

home,	especially	getting	comfortable	with	the	text.	“Who	here	speaks	Latin	as	their	first	language?”	

I	ask.	No	one	responds.	“Just	as	I	suspected,	so	we	have	to	look	at	it.”	There	is	a	little	laughter	which	

cuts	the	tension	–	a	little	humour	to	break	the	ice	after	a	tough	session	always	goes	a	long	way.	

Performance 

When	I	first	began	this	project,	I	was	adamant	that	this	was	going	to	be	all	about	the	

process	and	not	the	outcome.	As	an	adjudicator,	I	have	seen	a	lot	of	performances	that	I	thought,	

rightly	or	wrongly,	must	have	been	focused	on	the	outcome	and	not	the	building	of	skills	or	

development	of	the	person.	It	wasn’t	until	I	began	really	looking	into	the	literature	on	reflective	

practice	that	I	began	to	change	my	thinking	and	realise	that	performance	is	an	important	part	of	
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the	process.	Being	able	to	demonstrate	what	has	been	learned	throughout	all	those	rehearsals	is	

like	the	final	assessment.	It’s	learning	in	action.	I	don’t	think	I	know	of	anyone	who	has	had	10	

rehearsals	only	to	get	to	the	end	and	say,	“let’s	have	10	more”.	Performance	is	a	natural	step	on	

that	journey	of	learning.	

Concert	day!	I	think	I	was	living	off	nervous	energy	all	day.	We	met	for	our	pre-concert	

warm	up	and	I	made	sure	to	keep	everything	as	light	and	positive	as	I	could.	I	reminded	them	that	

they	have	worked	very	hard	over	the	last	12	weeks	and	now	was	the	time	to	enjoy	the	result	and	to	

look	up	at	me	and	trust	me.	Any	mistakes	this	evening	are	my	mistakes.	There	was	certainly	a	good	

feeling	in	the	room,	and	I	think	that	they	were	as	excited	as	I	was.	

From	the	first	choral	entrance	I	had	a	chill	down	my	spine	–	I	just	knew	it	was	going	to	be	a	

good	performance.	There’s	something	so	fulfilling	about	working	intensely	on	a	piece	of	great	

music	over	a	period	of	time	and	then,	suddenly,	there	you	are	performing	it	in	front	of	an	audience.	

Added	to	this	is	knowing	all	the	back-story:	how	hard	they	worked	and	where	they	came	from.	

When	I	think	back	to	last	year	and	the	shape	of	the	choir,	I	can’t	believe	the	musical	journey	they’ve	

made.	

After	reviewing	the	video,	the	performance	was	really	engaging.	When	you’re	in	the	middle	

of	everything,	it	is	hard	to	recall	what	actually	happened.	Of	course,	there	were	a	few	times	I	found	

myself	cringing	at	what	I	saw	and	heard:	a	missed	entry	here,	a	bit	of	flat	singing	there.	I	find	

myself	talking	to	the	screen,	“Why	don’t	they	look	up	more?	I’ve	told	them	a	thousand	times.”	

Maybe	it’s	the	camera	angle?	We	worked	on	a	lot	of	detail	during	the	rehearsal	period	and	that	

was	part	of	the	rationale	for	selecting	this	piece.	I	wanted	to	dive	into	the	Classical	style.	I	almost	

found	myself	applauding	when	they	remembered	some	little	nuance	or	a	particular	score	marking.	

All	the	things	I	harped	on	about	or	tortured	them	with	over	the	past	5	months	were	there.	

I	did	notice	the	energy	flagging	in	the	second	half,	and	I	thought,	“Oh,	oh,	have	I	made	a	

mistake	with	this?”	Doing	a	Mass	setting	out	of	its	liturgical	context	is	tough.	There	are	moments,	

like	between	the	Gloria	and	the	Credo,	where	the	choir	would	have	a	break,	some	time	for	a	bit	of	

vocal	recovery.	When	performed	in	a	concert	setting,	the	singers	don’t	have	that	luxury	and	

stamina	becomes	a	real	issue.	This	is	a	young	and	inexperienced	choir	and	I	hope	I	didn’t	put	them	

at	a	disadvantage.	

The	two	spots	I’ve	always	hated	and	wrestled	with,	the	opening	Credo	canon	and	the	final	

Dona	nobis	pacem,	again	seemed	underwhelming.	I	can’t	help	but	think	it	is	all	down	to	my	work	

and	my	attitude	to	these	movements.	I	would	never	say	I’ve	ever	enjoyed	the	Credo,	neither	as	a	

singer	nor	a	conductor.	I	just	don’t	know	what	it	is.	I	hope	this	lack	of	commitment	on	my	part	

didn’t	translate	into	a	lack	of	commitment	on	the	part	of	the	choir.	

As	for	the	Dona	nobis	pacem,	I	can’t	think	of	what	the	problem	is.	Tiredness?	Perhaps.	But	

you	would	think	that	the	adrenaline	and	euphoria	of	almost	reaching	the	finish	line	would	take	
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over.	I	think	I’ve	always	disliked	the	tenors’	first	entrance	(from	a	compositional	point	of	view,	not	

necessarily	their	rendition	of	it).	To	have	to	come	charging	in	on	a	very	exposed	high	A,	right	in	the	

middle	of	the	second	passaggio,	when	you’re	already	exhausted	and	then	have	to	do	it	again	at	the	

recapitulation,	is	very	unkind	of	Haydn.	Maybe,	in	the	future,	I	have	to	solve	that	problem.	The	

vowel	certainly	isn’t	any	help.	Again,	“commitment”	is	the	word	I’d	use.	If	I	don’t	keep	that	energy	

flowing,	it	makes	for	a	very	humdrum	ending	to	a	beautiful	work.	

Summary 

This	chapter	presented	an	examination	of	a	choral	project	that	ran	for	a	12-week	period.	

A	reflective	practice	model,	called	the	Rehearsal	Cycle,	was	offered	in	which	activities	could	be	

separated	into	pre-rehearsal,	rehearsal,	and	post-rehearsal	groupings.	This	model	was	the	result	

of	interviews,	observations,	and	an	examination	of	core	literature	into	the	practice	of	experts	

and	expert	choral	conductors.	The	rehearsals	and	subsequent	performance	were	delivered	using	

this	Rehearsal	Cycle	model	resulting	in	the	generation	of	data	presented	in	this	chapter.	In	the	

following	chapter,	the	choral	project	and	the	five	choral	conductor	case	studies	will	be	

considered	together	and	conclusions,	reflections,	and	implications	for	practice	will	be	presented.	 	
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Chapter Six: Conclusions, Reflections, and Implications for Practice 

Introduction 

Conducting	a	choral	rehearsal	is	not	a	linear	process	by	which	a	set	action	produces	a	set	

result	or	outcome.	The	choral	rehearsal	is	mainly	a	teaching	situation	and,	as	noted	by	Shulman	

(1986)	and	Chandler	(2012),	it	therefore	involves	pedagogical	content	knowledge	which	is	

specific	to	the	particular	context	of	the	ensemble.	Planning	is	an	important	part	of	the	process,	

but	the	conductor-teacher	must	also	be	skilled	enough	to	modify	these	plans	in	real	time	based	

on	the	feedback	they	are	receiving	from	the	ensemble	in	situ.	The	rehearsal	requires	the	

conductor	to	draw	on	a	series	of	complex	skills	that	encompass	teaching,	musical	knowledge,	

vocal	pedagogy,	administrative	skill,	psychological	analysis,	arts	management,	artistic	

programming,	linguistic	ability,	conflict	management,	and	crowd	control,	among	many	others.		

While	the	conductors	observed	in	this	project	had	their	own	strengths	and	areas	of	focus	

which	were	often	complementary	but	also	diverged	from	one	another,	they	each	had	a	clear	idea	

about	the	sound	they	wanted	from	their	ensemble.	They	also	exhibited	an	intellectual	curiosity	

in	finding	a	way	to	either	use	their	current	skills	and	knowledge	or	to	build	and	develop	these	

attributes	through	a	process	of	self-reflection	and	personal	study.	Despite	being	recognised	

many	times	over	for	their	musical	achievements,	none	of	them	felt	that	they	had	learned	

everything	they	needed	to	know;	none	of	them	would	say	that	their	learning	journey	was	

complete.	Perhaps	it	is	this	constant	search	for	self-improvement	that	is	the	common	thread	

among	them	and	marks	their	status	as	respected	experts	in	their	field?	This	ability	to	reflect	on	

their	own	work	and	to	develop	strategies	for	self-study	and	growth	confirms	one	of	Schön’s	

(1983)	criteria	for	identifying	professional	practitioners.	

Admittedly,	the	case	studies	were	a	convenience	sample	and	selected	from	colleagues	

whom	I	had	long	admired.	Perhaps	this	indicates	my	own	biases	and	preferences	as	well,	but	I	

feel	that	their	advice,	wisdom,	and	input	into	my	own	practice	throughout	this	process	has	been	

invaluable.	I	have	learned	the	importance	of	taking	the	time	from	a	busy	schedule	to	become	a	

reflective	practitioner	and	a	lifelong	learner.	There	is	no	shame	in	admitting	that	you	don’t	have	

all	the	solutions.	The	greater	mistake	is	in	failing	to	ask	questions	and	to	search	for	the	answers.	

Including	my	own	practice	alongside	that	of	the	case	studies	has	formed	an	important	

part	of	this	research.	Through	the	use	of	self-reflection	I	have,	in	effect,	become	the	sixth	case	

study,	attempting	to	learn	from	the	work	of	experts	as	well	as	observing,	questioning,	and	

developing	my	own	work.	In	the	following	section	I	will	include	my	own	voice	again,	written	in	

italics.		
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After	observing	the	case	studies	in	over	50	hours	of	rehearsal,	as	well	as	preparing,	

delivering,	and	reflecting	on	24	hours	of	my	own	rehearsals,	several	common	characteristics	

amongst	the	conductors,	myself	included,	appeared	over	the	period	of	this	research:	

1. the	conductor	as	teacher,	

2. building	sound,	

3. musical	skills	development,	

4. performance	in	the	rehearsal,	and	

5. relationship	building.	

These	five	main	characteristics	could	further	be	distilled	into	three	broad	areas:	teaching	in	the	

rehearsal,	music	making,	and	community.	

The Conductor as Teacher 

The	case	study	conductors	approach	their	practice	acknowledging	their	dual	roles	as	

both	teachers	and	musicians.	For	all	of	them,	the	act	of	teaching	is	an	important	part	of	their	

profession.	Whether	this	is	a	result	of	their	music	making	or	their	backgrounds	is	not	known	and	

beyond	the	scope	of	the	current	study.	However,	it	is	noted	that	all	of	the	conductors	work	in	

educational	settings	of	one	kind	or	another	and	all	of	them	have	teaching	qualifications.	This	

could	inform	the	way	they	rehearse,	influencing	the	way	they	perceive	their	position	and	how	

they	interact	with	their	singers.	It	was	observed	that	these	teaching	moments	were	more	

prevalent	in	the	tertiary	and	avocational	choirs,	but	not	as	prominent	in	the	professional	choir.	

Apfelstadt	realises	that	her	choir	serves	multiple	functions	–	she	is	running	a	rehearsal	

for	an	ensemble	of	future	choral	leaders.	She	is	aware	that	many	of	the	people	in	the	group	will,	

themselves,	go	on	to	conduct	their	own	choirs.	Therefore,	she	is	always	conscious	of	giving	them	

skills	that	they	might	be	able	to	use	in	the	future.	

Targeted	questioning	or	Socratic	questioning	to	develop	critical	thinking	was	a	frequent	

feature	in	rehearsals	delivered	by	Adams,	Apfelstadt,	Bradley,	and	Crossin	although,	in	fairness,	

Grylls	was	only	observed	in	rehearsal	with	a	semi-professional	choir	in	a	compressed	rehearsal	

period.	Several	of	the	singers	had	worked	with	Grylls	for	many	years	and	there	appeared	to	be	a	

common	language	and	rehearsal	style	developed	over	this	time	in	order	to	make	each	session	as	

efficient	as	possible.	

Adams	was	always	rephrasing	questions	to	try	to	find	the	one	that	achieved	success.	

Apfelstadt	probably	used	the	most	questions,	almost	never	giving	the	answer	outright	but,	

instead,	teasing	out	the	answer.	Critical	thinking	skills	are	a	very	important	feature	of	her	

rehearsals	and	she	has	said	she	doesn’t	want	the	choristers	to	“wait	for	everything	to	come	from	

the	conductor.”	Crossin	agrees	that	the	easiest	method,	from	the	conductor’s	point	of	view,	
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would	be	to	give	the	correct	answer	and	quickly	move	on;	by	giving	responsibility	to	the	

individual	to	fix	problems,	the	learning	is	“much	deeper	and	more	permanent.”	

This	concept	of	personal	or	individual	responsibility	was	one	of	the	standout	features	of	

the	observed	rehearsals.	There	appeared	to	be	an	understanding	that	each	singer	has	a	

responsibility	for	their	own	work	in	the	ensemble	and	the	commitment	to	the	ensemble.	

Everything	from	arriving	on	time,	tuning,	error	correction,	and	ensemble	cohesion	became	the	

responsibility	of	the	individual	and	not	necessarily	of	the	conductor.	Sometimes	this	involved	

interactions	that	were	very	specific.	In	one	instance,	Bradley	asked	the	students,	“what	do	you	

need	to	know	to	do	this	[piece]	at	home?”	She	followed	this	up	by	saying,	“you	know	what	to	do,	

you	just	have	to	go	away	and	do	it.”	The	onus	has	been	placed	on	the	singers	to	practise	on	their	

own.	

It	was	also	a	good	technique	to	ensure	engagement	even	when	a	section	was	not	

receiving	direct	teaching	from	the	conductor.	After	working	with	a	section,	Crossin	left	them	but	

asked	them	to	solidify	what	was	practised	while	he	spent	time	with	another	group.	They	

continued	to	be	engaged	in	the	rehearsal	process	even	though	they	were	no	longer	the	explicit	

focus	of	the	conductor’s	attention.	

Even	responsibility	for	issues	of	ensemble	is	given	to	the	choir.	In	one	instance,	Adams	

reminds	her	group,	“make	sure	you’re	watching	and	listening”,	“our	ensemble	is	sliding”,	and	

“you	have	to	take	responsibility	and	watch”.	All	of	these	interactions	were	used	to	encourage	the	

choir	to	take	control	of	their	own	work	as	an	ensemble.	This	technique	can	also	be	used	to	

positively	reinforce	behaviour.	Crossin	encouraged	his	choir	with,	“did	you	hear	what	you	did	

there?	It	was	good!	Do	it	again	in	the	next	bar.”	

Responsibility	can	also	include	accountability	and	using	the	skills	of	everyone	in	the	

group.	Apfelstadt	had	her	singers	“check	their	partner”	in	which	the	partners	would	turn	and	

face	each	other	to	offer	advice	on	posture	while	Apfelstadt	walked	between	the	rows.	With	

younger	singers	this	can	mean	that	older,	more	established	choristers	assist	developing	

choristers;	they	learn	with	a	more	experienced	peer.	

Reflection: The Conductor as Teacher 

Like	the	conductors	in	the	case	studies,	I	see	my	role	as	multifaceted,	but	my	most	

important	role	is	that	of	teacher.	I’m	not	one	for	the	old-fashioned	view	of	the	all-powerful	and	all-

knowing	maestro.	My	manner	is	more	one	of	co-constructing	knowledge,	guiding	the	choir	to	

discover	wonderful	things	about	the	music	and	not	so	much	spoon	feeding	them	and	forcing	them	

to	conform	to	my	will.	One	of	my	principals	once	called	me	the	“anti-maestro”	because	of	my	

preference	to	work	collaboratively	with	my	colleagues.	I	think	he	thought	I	might	be	insulted	but	I	

claimed	the	title.		
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When	Elise	Bradley	said	to	me,	“let	the	music	win”,	it	really	struck	a	chord.	That’s	the	way	I	

feel	about	my	role	–	it’s	not	about	me	but	it’s	about	the	music	and	the	community	that	I	help	to	

build.	Perhaps	some	people	take	satisfaction	from	applause	and	the	idea	of	what	a	conductor	is	

supposed	to	be	but,	for	me,	if	I	can	help	unlock	some	spark	in	my	choir	that	inspires	them	in	the	

same	way	I	was	inspired	by	my	mentors,	then	I	think	I’ve	done	a	good	job.	Maybe	that	is	really	at	

the	heart	of	it	–	I	was	very	fortunate	to	be	guided	by	some	great	people	and	the	only	way	I	can	

thank	them	is	to	show	the	same	care	for	my	own	groups.	My	version	of	“paying	it	forward”,	I	guess.		

My	responsibility	is	to	teach	the	singers	to	the	best	of	my	ability	in	the	time	we	have	

available	to	us.	To	get	them	over	the	line.	To	make	the	investment	of	time	worth	their	while.	I	have	

often	said	that	other	than	their	vocal/musical	abilities,	the	biggest	gift	avocational	singers	give	is	

their	time.	So,	I’ve	got	to	respect	that	gift	and	make	the	best	use	of	the	time	they	have	given	me.		

Another	part	of	this	responsibility	is	to	make	sure	that	I	am	always	growing	as	a	

conductor-teacher.	Every	teacher	is	also	a	student,	and	we	must	keep	learning	our	craft.	A	

colleague	once	said	to	me	that	this	was	the	best	part	of	the	profession	and	what	kept	them	young	at	

heart.	They	felt	that	the	day	they	stopped	learning	was	the	day	they	died.	

Choirs	come	to	you	with	boundless	potential.	Another	colleague	once	said	that	“the	only	

limitations	on	a	choir	are	the	ones	placed	on	them	by	the	person	standing	in	front	of	them”.	That	

can	be	either	a	crippling	or	liberating	thought	depending	on	your	outlook.	If	there’s	one	thing	I	

learned	from	my	case	studies,	it’s	that	you	must	always	be	improving.	You’ve	never	fully	arrived,	

and	you	never	really	stop.	

I	would	have	to	call	myself	a	“reluctant	teacher”	in	some	ways.	I	thought	that	teachers	had	

to	be	perfect	and,	since	I’m	not	perfect,	I	couldn’t	be	a	teacher.	But	I	tricked	myself	by	coaching	

singers	in	their	repertoire.	I	loved	music	so	much	that	I	got	a	lot	of	satisfaction	from	helping	others	

to	unlock	it	mysteries	and	learn	to	love	it	as	much	as	I	do.	It	wasn’t	until	I	met	my	wife,	an	

inspirational	teacher	in	her	own	right,	that	I	learned	what	it	really	meant	to	teach.	Again,	it	

depends	on	whether	you	see	teaching	as	a	journey	or	a	destination.	Can	you	ever	say	that	you’ve	

arrived?	

Building Sound 

All	the	conductors	observed	worked	towards	a	sound	ideal.	Grylls	called	this	constant	

quest	for	what	she	deemed	to	be	the	optimum	sound	her	“heavenly	vision	versus	her	earthly	

reality”.	Many	of	them	described	how	the	secret	was	to	know	the	sound	quality	they	expected	

and	then	try	to	achieve	this.	Part	of	the	journey	can	also	mean	accepting	that	they	do	not	yet	

possess	the	skills	to	reach	this	goal,	but	they	must	then	go	about	obtaining	what	they	need.	This	

can	involve	enlisting	the	assistance	of	other	experts	or	through	acquiring	these	skills	

themselves.	While	the	ideal	choral	sound	varied	from	conductor	to	conductor,	they	all	had	a	goal	

and	were	working	towards	that	sound.	
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Interestingly,	most	of	them	had	developed	their	ideal	sound	at	an	early	stage	in	their	

careers.	Both	Crossin	and	Apfelstadt	had	worked	with	the	American	conductor	Robert	Shaw:	

Apfelstadt	as	a	member	of	the	Robert	Shaw	Festival	Singers	and	Crossin	through	courses	at	

Westminster	Choir	College.	Meanwhile	Adams,	Bradley,	and	Grylls	were	influenced	by	British	

conductors:	Adams	studied	with	Sir	David	Willcocks	while	Bradley	and	Grylls	worked	with	Peter	

Godfrey.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	both	Bradley	and	Grylls	began	to	change	and	develop	their	

sound	ideals	as	they	began	to	absorb	the	singing	styles	of	Maori	culture,	synthesising	it	with	

methods	of	the	traditional	Italianate	bel	canto	style	of	singing.	

The	conductors	are	all	comfortable	demonstrating	using	their	own	voices	and,	

importantly,	they	have	enough	vocal	facility	that	they	can	model	the	difference	between	right	

and	wrong,	especially	in	reference	to	their	sound	ideal.	In	one	instance,	Grylls	demonstrates	

what	a	line	sounds	like	when	the	anacrusis	is	connected	to	the	rest	of	the	phrase,	then	she	

models	the	same	phrase	with	an	unconnected	anacrusis	followed	by	a	heavy	downbeat.	The	

modelled	sound	proved	to	be	a	more	efficient	way	of	getting	the	point	across	than	a	simple	

verbal	explanation.	Likewise,	even	though	he	was	self-deprecating	(“I	wouldn’t	use	me	as	an	

example	of	anything”),	Crossin	also	possessed	the	flexibility	to	show	subtle	vocal	features.	

These	practitioners	also	had	knowledge	of	the	vocal	mechanism	and	vocal	pedagogy	–	

they	know	how	the	voice	works.	Bradley	and	Grylls	specifically	referenced	the	Italianate	bel	

canto	style	that	has	been	the	traditional	singing	method	of	opera	singers	for	close	to	400	years.	

For	Grylls,	the	vowel	is	paramount	as	the	carrier	of	vocal	sound.	In	rehearsal,	she	also	spoke	

about	keeping	the	integrity	of	the	vowel	through	a	long	note	value;	not	“coming	off	the	voice”	for	

weak	syllables;	adjusting	(adjustamento,	see	R.	Miller,	1986)	a	vowel	during	registration	

changes;	and	maintaining	a	beautiful	legato	line.		

Bradley	makes	it	a	point	to	use	specific	terminology	in	the	rehearsal	to	develop	a	

common	language	with	her	young	singers.	They	reference	the	vocal	anatomy	and	processes,	and	

each	singer	is	trained	to	know	what	they	mean,	how	they	function,	and	how	they	feel.	She	uses	

the	international	phonetic	alphabet	(IPA)	frequently	and	all	choristers	can	use	this	tool.	In	

rehearsal,	it	is	very	common	for	Bradley	to	ask	students	to	write	an	IPA	symbol	or	to	ask	them	

which	symbol	they	believe	should	be	used.	

The	conductors	have	also	built	a	team	around	them	that	allows	them	to	call	on	expert	

advice.	Adams	has	a	group	of	section	leaders	in	her	community	choir,	trained	singers	who	can	

assist	the	avocational	singers	with	issues	of	vocal	technique.	Bradley,	Crossin,	and	Grylls	have	

what	they	call	“vocal	consultants”	who	regularly	attend	rehearsal.	It	was	common	to	observe	

Bradley	and	Grylls	turn	to	their	vocal	consultants	in	the	middle	of	the	rehearsal	to	ask	how	to	

achieve	a	particular	sound.	Both	Apfelstadt	and	Grylls,	through	their	respective	university	

positions,	have	consciously	created	and	nurtured	close	links	with	their	respective	voice	faculties,	

often	seeking	their	advice	and	discussing	issues	of	vocal	health.	Bradley,	despite	her	demanding	
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schedule,	has	weekly	voice	lessons,	which	she	regards	as	vital	for	not	only	her	own	vocal	health	

but	also	as	part	of	her	professional	development.	

It	was	also	interesting	to	observe	that	Apfelstadt,	Bradley,	and	Crossin	frequently	used	

kinaesthetic	movement	during	rehearsal.	Sometimes	this	was	used	to	solidify	an	idea	or	concept;	

sometimes	it	was	used	to	“free”	the	sound	and	keep	it	moving.		

Reflection: Building Sound 

The	case	studies	and	the	literature	quite	often	referred	to	“sound	ideals”	or	having	a	sound	

concept	in	your	mind	while	you	worked	with	your	choir.	Karen	Grylls	said	it	was	the	“heavenly	

sound	versus	my	earthly	reality”.	The	goal	was	to	move	your	choir	gradually	towards	your	heavenly	

sound.		

Over	time	my	ideal	sound	has	certainly	changed.	I	think,	growing	up,	I	preferred	a	more	

English	cathedral	sound:	clear	with	not	much	vibrato	or	colour.	This	probably	reflected	my	own	

experiences	as	a	cathedral	chorister	and	church	musician.	When	I	started	singing	with	Sandra	

Horst	in	the	Canadian	Opera	Company	Chorus,	my	sound	ideal	began	to	shift.	She	wasn’t	looking	

for	that	huge	sound	(with	an	equally	huge	vibrato),	she	was	interested	in	using	the	colours	of	the	

voices.	More	of	a	“continental”	sound	like	the	ones	favoured	at	Westminster	Choir	College	or	St	

Olaf’s	College.	I	began	to	find	the	straight	tone	of	English	choirs	boring.	One	colour	for	an	entire	

concert	wasn’t	interesting	anymore.	

I	heard	Karen	Grylls	and	the	New	Zealand	National	Youth	Choir	at	the	1993	World	

Symposium	on	Choral	Music.	I	was	in	the	National	Youth	Choir	of	Canada	and	the	organisers	

arranged	a	youth	choir	focused	concert	and	a	barbecue	so	that	we	could	meet.	I	really	liked	their	

sound,	it	was	so	full,	free,	and	vibrant	with	so	many	colours	to	hold	your	interest.	When	I	started	my	

own	choirs,	I	knew	I	wanted	that	to	be	my	sound	ideal.	

When	I	began	this	project	with	the	Con	Singers	my	two	goals	were	to	have	a	successful	

concert	so	that	we	can	grow	the	choir	and	to	start	building	our	own	unique	sound.	The	repertoire	

choice	was	going	to	be	the	key	to	achieving	these	goals.	The	sound	building	began	right	from	the	

first	notes	of	the	warmup.	I	insisted	on	good	vowel	sounds	and	that	the	singers	concentrate	on	the	

sounds	they	were	making.	The	warmups	are	a	good	way	to	start	developing	the	singers’	sensitivity	

to	our	group	sound	and	getting	them	to	open	their	ears	and	hear	the	different	sounds	they	can	

make.	

But	it	isn’t	enough	that	I	have	a	sound	that	I’m	pursuing:	the	singers	have	to	want	that	

sound	too.	It’s	hard	work	and	if	there’s	no	“buy	in”	they	can	become	frustrated	and	lose	interest.	In	

those	first	rehearsals	they	quickly	became	excited	by	what	they	were	hearing.	They	were	proud	of	

the	sound	they	were	making.	This	was	particularly	evident	during	our	voice	placement	rehearsal.	I	

made	sure	to	include	the	singers	in	the	process	as	I	worked	with	each	section	individually.	I	was	

getting	them	to	listen	to	how	certain	people	sounded	standing	in	different	configurations	and	they	
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would	help	me	decide.	When	all	four	sections	came	together	at	the	end	of	the	exercise	I	could	see	

their	faces	light	up.	I	actually	saw	one	singer	mouth	the	word	“wow”	to	the	classmate	beside	them.	

Musical Skills Development 

It	was	clear	from	the	observations	that	the	case	study	conductors	saw	that	their	role	was	

not	solely	as	a	teacher	of	repertoire	but,	more	importantly,	as	a	teacher	of	transferable	skills.	

The	development	of	the	singer’s	musical	abilities	was	a	long-term	project	that	stretched	beyond	

the	short-term	learning	of	the	repertoire	at	hand.	By	improving	musicianship,	literacy,	and	

ensemble	skills,	the	conductors	are	able	to	select	a	wide	variety	of	music	of	increasing	interest	

and	complexity.	

From	the	opening	warmup,	the	conductors	are	preparing	the	singers	for	the	rehearsal	

and	working	on	musicianship	and	ensemble	skills.	Apfelstadt	spends	time	on	ear	training	

exercises,	encouraging	the	singers	not	only	to	accomplish	the	task	but	also	to	concentrate	on	

listening	to	the	ensemble	and	making	a	good	sound.	Bradley	also	wants	her	singers	to	develop	

their	critical	listening	skills	–	they	take	responsibility	for	tuning	and	vowel	formation.	Her	

rehearsal	also	begins	with	exercises	to	get	the	choristers	thinking.	The	pace	is	very	quick	and	

there	is	high	intensity,	but	the	singers	know	what	is	expected	and	appear	to	thrive	on	these	

demands.	Very	little	reference	is	made	to	the	piano	and	most	of	these	exercises	are	performed	a	

cappella.			

Adams,	Apfelstadt,	Crossin,	and	Grylls	were	very	intent	on	developing	the	individual’s	

sense	of	inner	pulse	and	inner	hearing.	They	wanted	them	to	have	the	ability	to	subdivide	and	

not	rush	while	doing	so.	Crossin	had	the	choir	pulse	the	quavers	on	a	long	note	with	a	crescendo	

so	that	they	could	measure	out	an	even	increase	in	volume;	Grylls	insisted	that	the	singers	

subdivide	a	note	tied	over	the	barline	so	that	the	next	beat	would	not	be	late.	Adams	had	the	

choir	conduct	a	complex	mixed	metre	so	that	they	could	internalise	the	shifting	pulse,	while	

Apfelstadt	stopped	conducting	at	one	point	to	make	the	singers	internalise	the	pulse	rather	than	

relying	on	her	for	visual	cues.		

A	further	example	of	musical	skills	development	was	observed	with	Bradley	and	Grylls,	

who	both	advocate	using	the	IPA	in	their	rehearsals	as	a	tool	for	tuning	and	for	developing	

sound	quality	and	vowel	unity.	Bradley	can	refer	to	the	IPA	and	her	singers	are	familiar	with	the	

various	symbols	and	sounds.	The	choristers	can	transcribe	what	they	hear,	or	they	can	write	it	

down	as	dictated	to	them	by	Bradley	or	her	assistants.	Both	Bradley	and	Grylls	reference	the	

Vowel	Clock	developed	by	New	Zealand-based	vocal	pedagogue,	Robert	Wiremu.	Again,	the	

conductors	have	developed	a	common	language	and	understanding	through	the	use	of	this	tool	

and	the	singers	are	able	to	employ	these	skills	in	rehearsal.	

Above	all,	the	conductors	are	trying	to	develop	the	singers’	musicality	and	attention	to	

detail.	As	Bradley	says,	“You	don’t	become	a	world-class	performing	organisation	without	being	
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very	passionate	about	the	details”.	None	of	the	conductors	are	shy	about	digging	deeper	into	the	

score	and	they	make	no	apologies	for	being	demanding	in	their	pursuit	of	excellence.	Correct	

pitches	and	rhythms,	or	what	Jordan	(2008)	described	in	his	four-phase	model	as	the	

“acquisition	phase”,	are	not	the	end	goal	but	rather	the	beginning.	It	is	interesting	that	the	

responsibility	for	this	phase	is	given	to	the	singers	themselves.	Only	on	those	rare	occasions	

when	the	singers	encountered	a	pitch	or	rhythmic	difficulty	that	threatened	the	progression	of	

the	rehearsal,	or	something	that	could	only	be	understood	in	the	context	of	the	whole	group,	

would	the	conductors	stop	to	specifically	deal	with	the	issue.	In	many	cases	it	was	understood	

that	the	singer	would	work	it	out	for	themselves.		

As	observed	by	Morton	(2020),	the	conductors	were	comfortable	overlooking	small	

issues	in	favour	of	working	towards	larger	rehearsal	goals.	Interestingly,	these	goals	are	both	

specific	to	the	individual	rehearsal	while	also	meeting	benchmarks	over	a	series	of	rehearsals.		

Reflection: Musical Skills Development  

I	have	observed	rehearsals	where	the	conductor	teaches	the	choir	the	pitches	and	rhythms,	

usually	by	rote,	and	when	this	is	finished	the	piece	is	considered	“learned”	and	they	move	on	to	the	

next	piece.	But	when	they	start	the	next	piece	it’s	like	beginning	all	over	again	from	scratch.	In	

other	rehearsals,	the	singers	are	learning	to	sight	read,	they’re	learning	about	their	voices,	they’re	

learning	how	to	navigate	around	a	score,	and	they’re	learning	how	to	work	together	as	an	

ensemble.	For	them	(like	in	Jordan’s	[2008]	model),	learning	pitches	and	rhythms	isn’t	an	ending,	

it’s	the	beginning.	The	skills	they	learn	from	one	piece	can	be	transferred	and	used	in	another	piece	

of	music.	As	they	gain	more	experience,	the	ensemble	improves,	and	the	repertoire	can	become	

more	complex.		

I	have	often	reflected	on	this	and	wondered	if	it	was	down	to	the	way	the	conductor	

thought	about	their	role	in	the	ensemble.	I	made	two	categories:	the	first	example	was	teachers	of	

songs,	while	the	second	is	teachers	of	music.	When	you	teach	music,	the	song	is	the	vehicle	to	

explore	whatever	goal	you’d	like	the	choir	to	achieve.	Teaching	songs	reminds	me	of	the	movie	

“Groundhog	Day”	in	which	Bill	Murray’s	character	has	to	live	through	the	same	day	over	and	over;	

every	song	is	like	starting	all	over	again	from	square	one.	

My	role	as	the	choral	conductor	makes	me	a	part	of	the	Voice	Faculty	and	I	try	to	

complement	and	enhance	what	is	happening	in	the	singing	studio.	I	can	help	to	develop	their	

ensemble	work	as	well	as	their	musicianship	skills	–	things	that	are	sometimes	difficult	to	work	on	

alone	in	the	studio.	Hilary	Apfelstadt	also	saw	herself	as	having	the	same	role.	I’m	showing	the	

students	ways	of	pulling	apart	the	music	and	breaking	it	down	into	its	various	elements.	The	ways	I	

approach	dissecting	a	piece	of	music	can	also	be	used	by	the	students	as	they	attempt	to	learn	a	

new	piece	of	solo	repertoire.	
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When	we	are	working	on	a	piece,	especially	in	the	early	stages,	I	try	to	get	them	to	think	

about	the	following	hierarchy	of	elements:	

1. Always	maintain	the	tempo;	even	when	reading	don’t	slow	down	the	tempo.	

2. Try	to	perform	the	rhythms	accurately.	

3. Attempt	to	sing	the	pitches.	

4. Finally,	worry	about	the	text.	

It’s	not	helpful	to	sing	all	the	correct	pitches	with	wrong	rhythms	and	sacrifice	the	tempo,	

or	to	get	the	text	correct	while	the	pitches	are	exact.	I	remember	watching	a	video	of	Robert	Shaw	

working	in	a	similar	fashion.	When	we	are	working,	I	want	the	singers	to	keep	going	and	try	to	

work	things	out	using	the	skills	that	they	have	rather	than	to	spoon	feed	them.	This	was	also	Carl	

Crossin’s	attitude	when	he	was	working	with	his	choir.	

Performance in Rehearsal 

The	case	study	conductors	believed	that	time	should	be	set	aside	in	the	rehearsal	to	

allow	for	performance.	This	technique	was	observed	in	three	circumstances:	to	introduce	a	new	

work,	to	contextualise	a	section	of	the	piece	that	was	being	rehearsed,	and	to	practise	the	

performative	act	itself.	These	performance	episodes	could	be	used	to	consolidate	work	during	a	

part	of	the	rehearsal,	or	they	could	be	used	near	the	end	of	the	session	to	give	the	group	a	sense	

of	achievement.	The	opportunity	to	perform	a	work	is	seen	as	a	vital	part	of	the	rehearsal	

experience,	offering	feedback	to	both	singers	and	conductor.		

In	the	New	Zealand	Voices’	first	rehearsal,	Grylls	wanted	to	give	her	singers	an	overall	

impression	of	the	pieces	to	be	studied	and	the	work	that	would	need	to	be	accomplished	that	

weekend.	Her	goal	was	to	allow	the	singers	to	read	through	the	piece	in	order	to	“have	a	sense	of	

the	work	as	a	whole	and	how	the	different	sections	fit	together.”	For	all	the	conductors	this	also	

meant	not	stopping	unless	it	was	impossible	to	continue	without	resetting.	Often,	they	were	

encouraged	to	be	aggressive	in	their	reading	(Adams)	and	to	push	through	any	moments	that	

presented	difficulty.	The	tempo	can	be	adjusted	to	accommodate	their	sight	singing,	if	need	be,	

but	they	all	tried	to	start	as	close	as	possible	to	the	appropriate	tempo	from	the	initial	stages.	

Adams	says	that	she	always	gives	the	choir,	or	even	a	section	of	the	choir	that	she	has	

been	working	with,	the	chance	to	experience	what	has	been	rehearsed	within	the	context	of	the	

piece.	Crossin	does	the	same,	particularly	after	an	intensely	focussed	period	as	a	“palate	

cleanser”	and	to	also	recall	to	mind	that	the	end	goal	and	purpose	of	the	work	is	to	create	a	

performance.	

Apfelstadt	describes	it	as	the	“whole-part-whole”	method	whereby	the	first	rehearsals	

look	at	the	overall	picture,	burrowing	further	into	details	before	gradually	pulling	the	lens	back	

once	more.	Apfelstadt	likened	it	to	a	film	with	an	opening	shot	that	takes	in	the	scenery	before	
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zeroing	in	on	particular	details	and	finally	pulling	back	to	look	at	the	landscape	once	more.	It	is	

worth	sharing	the	following	moment	of	self-reflection	in	which	Apfelstadt	realised	the	

importance	of	this	structure:	

I	had	been	rehearsing	my	university	choir	for	an	important	national	conference.	

This	was	to	be	a	performance	for	many	of	my	peers	and	colleagues;	overall,	a	high-

pressured	 environment	 and	 I	 wanted	 everything	 to	 be	 perfect.	 After	 many	

rehearsals	looking	at	the	music	in	great	detail,	one	young	singer	asked,	“how	does	

this	piece	sound	again?”	At	that	moment	I	realised	the	importance	of	putting	things	

back	into	context	and	giving	the	choir	time	to	practice	performing.	(Apfelstadt,	in-

person	interview,	1	April	2017)	

Sometimes	performance	is	used	to	give	the	choristers	an	impression	of	the	work	that	has	

been	achieved	as	well	as	what	is	left	to	be	done.	For	instance,	Crossin	would	run	a	complete	

work	without	stopping	to	“see	where	we’re	at”	while	Adams	does	the	same,	particularly	as	a	way	

of	refreshing	a	piece	after	a	period	of	focussing	on	other	repertoire.	The	expectation	is	to	put	the	

onus	on	the	musicians	to	make	note	of	the	specific	areas	where	trouble	may	arise	and	to	address	

them	in	their	own	time.	The	conductor,	meanwhile,	is	given	an	overall	impression	of	the	piece’s	

status	and	what	needs	to	be	accomplished.	It	serves	as	a	form	of	feedback	for	all	of	the	

participants.	

Finally,	there	is	the	need	to	practise	the	art	of	performing	itself.	Bradley	often	rehearses	

the	idea	of	performance	with	her	singers,	using	either	a	real	or	imagined	audience.	She	will	often	

record	these	in-rehearsal	performances	(with	audio	and/or	video)	and	will	immediately	play	

them	to	the	choir	so	they	can	respond	to	what	they	hear	and	see.	There	is	often	a	lively	and	

engaged	discussion,	led	by	the	choristers,	about	what	was	successful	and	what	needs	more	

work.	It	presents	an	opportunity	for	the	singers	to	apply	their	knowledge	in	a	realistic	setting.	

For	Bradley,	the	rationale	is	that	the	“actual	performance	cannot	be	the	first	performance”.	If	

singers	are	to	get	used	to	being	in	front	of	an	audience,	they	must	practise	this	experience	well	

before	the	performance	date.		

It	is	worth	noting	that,	as	part	of	the	rehearsal	process,	the	Toronto	Children’s	Chorus	

employs	a	team	which	includes	a	choreographer	and	a	stage	director.	The	choir	wants	to	build	a	

performance	that	is	not	just	sonically	perfect	but	visually	engaging	as	well.	Bradley	believes	that	

the	days	of	choirs	standing	rigidly	still	on	stage	is	antiquated;	she	tries	to	engage	the	audience	in	

multiple	ways,	including	through	the	use	of	themed	programming	and	movement.	The	

communio	or	highest	phase	of	Jordan’s	(2008)	four-phase	model	was	evident	as	the	choir	sought	

to	consider	the	needs,	experience,	and	expectations	of	their	likely	audience.	

Reflection: Performance in Rehearsal 

In	mid-March	I	received	an	exciting	email:		
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Hi	Bob,		

Did	you	get	my	earlier	message	about	being	in	Brisbane?	I’m	here	for	another	couple	of	

weeks,	leaving	the	cold	and	snow	of	Toronto	behind,	so	maybe	I	could	come	meet	you	at	

Griffith	sometime.	Let	me	know	if	that	might	work,	ok?	

Cheers,	

Caryl		

(C.	Clark,	personal	communication,	14	March	2018)	

It	looks	like	the	email	gremlins	had	lost	Caryl’s	original	communication	but	thankfully	she	

kept	trying.	Caryl	was	my	undergraduate	music	history	professor	at	the	University	of	Toronto.	I	

loved	her	classes	and	had	stayed	in	touch	all	these	years.	This	was	also	a	real	coup	for	our	

rehearsals	of	the	‘Nelson	Mass’	–	not	only	was	Caryl	an	engaging	musicologist,	but	she	was	also	one	

of	the	leading	experts	on	the	music	of	Haydn	(see	Clark,	2005,	2009).	

Caryl	graciously	agreed	to	attend	our	rehearsal	on	27	March	and	give	the	choir	some	

insights	into	the	story	behind	this	Mass.	Why	was	it	composed?	What	was	unusual	about	it?	Why	is	

it	called	“Mass	in	a	time	of	trouble”?	What	was	the	“trouble”	referred	to	in	the	title?	We	learned	

that	this	was	a	“conversion”	Mass.	The	Jewish	population	at	this	time	was	being	forced	to	convert	to	

Catholicism	and	the	church	where	this	was	first	performed	was	on	the	edge	of	the	Jewish	ghetto.	

Perhaps,	Haydn’s	omission	of	some	of	the	text	in	the	Mass	was	an	effort	to	make	it	less	controversial	

to	the	Jewish	listeners?	It	was	so	great	to	have	Caryl	contextualise	the	work	for	the	choir	and,	even	

though	we	had	a	30-minute	lecture,	it	was	some	of	our	most	productive	rehearsal	time.	After	

Caryl’s	talk,	the	choir’s	attitude	to	the	work	completely	changed.	It	had	come	alive.	It	also	helped	

that	we	had	such	a	distinguished	guest	and	the	singers	wanted	to	impress	with	their	work.		

Throughout	the	preparation	for	the	choral	project,	I	have	been	fascinated	by	James	

Jordan’s	model,	especially	how	a	choir	achieves	the	final	stage	of	“communio”.	I	looked	for	it	when	

observing	my	case	studies	as	they	worked	with	their	own	choirs.	The	thing	that	really	made	an	

impression	on	me	was	that	they	always	had	the	performance	in	their	mind.	It	was	like	they	could	

imagine	what	it	would	all	look	like	beforehand.	I	think	it	could	be	best	described	as	“performance	in	

rehearsal”.	Every	rehearsal,	even	in	the	beginning	stages	looking	at	new	works,	had	an	opportunity	

for	the	choir	to	perform;	to	demonstrate	what	they	had	learned.	Even	if	it	was	just	an	opening	

section	of	a	piece	that	had	just	been	introduced,	the	ensemble	could	perform.	

When	I	first	began	this	dissertation,	I	was	adamant	that	it	would	focus	solely	on	the	

rehearsal.	This	was	a	project	about	the	process	of	rehearsing.	But	as	I	began	reading	and	thinking	

about	it,	I	realised	that	performing	is	part	of	the	process,	not	just	the	outcome.	One	of	the	ways	I	

began	to	shift	my	own	rehearsal	was	to	make	sure	I	included	time	for	performance	at	least	once	in	

the	rehearsal.	I	also	changed	my	language	to	get	the	singers	to	start	thinking	about	the	music	from	
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their	audience’s	point	of	view.	During	a	period	of	fine	polishing,	I	say	to	the	singers,	“there’s	a	lot	of	

interest	for	your	audience	in	this	phrase,	if	you	want	to	work	hard	and	show	it	to	them”.	

I	also	began	to	use	these	moments	of	performance	in	the	rehearsal	like	my	case	studies	did.	

After	our	Easter	break,	we	were	working	on	several	new	sections.	It	was	a	tough	rehearsal	–	lots	of	

sight	reading	and	lots	of	new	information.	I	decided	to	finish	the	rehearsal	with	the	opening	Kyrie,	

which	the	choir	could	perform	quite	well.	It	reminded	them	that,	despite	how	sloppy	the	new	

material	was,	they	were	capable	of	doing	a	good	performance.	It	was	also	an	opportunity	for	them	

to	show	our	invited	guest	what	they	could	do.	

Perhaps	one	significant	change	in	my	practice	was	my	attitude	to	the	dress	rehearsal.	I	

used	to	think	that	the	dress	rehearsal	was	another	opportunity	to	fix	mistakes	and	polish	material.	

This	time,	I	made	it	about	practising	performance.	I	remembered	Elise	Bradley	saying,	“Don’t	make	

your	first	performance	your	first	performance.”	Of	course,	I	would	stop	to	fix	any	disasters	if	they	

happened.	But	now	the	focus	was	on	getting	through	large	sections,	building	stamina,	learning	how	

to	deal	with	mistakes	and	then	recovering	from	them,	and	experiencing	the	work	in	its	larger	

context.	

Relationship Building 

Each	choir	functions	like	a	small	community.	They	are	a	group	of	people	who	invest	their	

time	and	resources	in	the	common	interest	of	making	choral	music.	The	conductor	is	tasked	

with	not	only	helping	the	choir	in	the	learning	of	the	music	and	the	development	of	musical	skills	

but	also	with	keeping	the	community	together	and	functioning.	For	many	of	the	groups	there	is	a	

social	aspect	to	their	music	making	that	is	evident	in	the	rehearsals	and	beyond	the	rehearsals.	

This	appeared	to	be	the	case	regardless	of	whether	the	choir	was	professional	or	avocational.	

Some	singers	are	attracted	to	a	particular	ensemble	based	on	many	factors	including	(but	not	

limited	to)	the	size	of	the	ensemble,	the	reputation	of	the	ensemble,	principal	repertoire,	the	

conductor,	the	function	of	the	choir,	and	many	others.	

The	atmosphere	of	the	observed	rehearsals	could	be	described	as	affirmative	and	

constructive	–	feedback	is	positive,	and	the	general	atmosphere	is	one	of	focus	and	collegiality.	

That	is	not	to	say	that	the	conductors	are	not	demanding	in	their	pursuit	of	their	sound	ideal.	

Crossin	showed	many	behaviours	that	displayed	kindness	and	professionalism	while	still	being	

insistent	in	achieving	what	he	wanted.	Bradley,	for	instance,	is	very	demanding	of	her	singers.	

Here	there	is	a	working	relationship	developed	over	many	years	of	training	in	which	the	

choristers	have	learned	her	working	style.	Direct	comments	and	inside	jokes	that	might	seem	

abrasive	to	an	outsider	are	accepted	in	good	humour	by	the	group.	Bradley	once	said,	“If	you	

don’t	ask,	you	don’t	get.”	But	these	interactions	are	accepted	by	the	choir	members,	who	appear	

to	share	Bradley’s	artistic	vision.	
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Adams	always	maintains	a	positive	and	encouraging	atmosphere	even	when	correcting	

errors.	She	abhors	the	stereotypical	image	of	the	maestro	–	ruling	through	fear	and	force	of	will	

–	calling	it	counterproductive.	“Has	it	ever	led	to	a	better	outcome?	Would	my	choir	sound	

better?”	At	this	point,	Adams	imitates	the	crumpled	posture	of	a	brow-beaten	chorister.	“I’m	

sure	this	leads	to	a	better	sounding	choir,”	she	says	sarcastically.	

Part	of	this	atmosphere	is	created	using	humour	–	sometimes	sarcastic	and	often	self-

deprecating.	All	of	the	conductors	used	humour	of	one	form	or	another.	Crossin	says	he	has	

become	well-known	for	what	he	calls	“Crossin-isms”,	words	and	phrases	that	sound	like	quasi-

Italian	musical	terms	such	as	“molto	shape-issimo”	or	“floatissimo”.	These	phrases	inject	a	bit	of	

levity	amongst	the	group	but	also	create	stickability	–	concepts	that	embed	themselves	deeper	

and	more	directly	than	a	simple	explanation.	After	an	obvious	error,	Adams	looks	at	the	section	

and	doesn’t	see	them	marking	their	scores.	Rather	than	haranguing	and	embarrassing	them,	she	

says,	“It’s	nice	to	see	the	pencils	flying	there,	sopranos.	There’s	a	flurry	of	pencils.”	The	choir	

laughs	and,	suddenly,	there	is	indeed	a	“flurry	of	pencils”	and	the	point	has	been	made.		

Collaboration	and	collegiality	appear	to	be	the	central	feature	of	the	rehearsals	run	by	

each	case	study	conductor.	The	feeling	that	the	entire	group	is	working	together	and	sharing	the	

conductor’s	goals	(or	at	least,	respecting	the	conductor	enough	to	give	things	a	try),	rather	than	

merely	following	directions,	is	evident	in	each	rehearsal.	Often	the	conductors	will	use	the	

expertise	of	the	choristers	themselves.	For	example,	if	the	choir	is	singing	in	a	non-English	

language,	the	conductor	will	seek	the	input	of	a	native	speaker.	Likewise,	singers	feel	

comfortable	asking	questions	or	giving	their	feedback.	In	one	of	Apfelstadt’s	rehearsals	there	

was	a	singer	feeling	unwell.	They	still	attended	the	rehearsal	and	sat	at	the	back	of	the	hall	

observing	and	making	notes.	Apfelstadt	used	the	singer	as	“an	extra	set	of	ears”,	asking	for	their	

opinion	and	feedback.	The	singer	was	now	an	active	listener	and	engaged	in	the	process.	

Bradley	uses	guided	questioning	to	get	the	singers	to	think	about	what	is	happening	in	

the	score	and	why	the	composer	made	certain	decisions.	While	the	end	result	is	still	Bradley’s,	

she	includes	the	choir	in	her	rehearsal	process	and	gets	them	to	employ	their	skills.	For	

Apfelstadt,	this	approach	can	also	include	asking	the	choir	to	diagnose	technical	issues.	Since	

most	of	the	choristers	will	themselves	become	choral	conductors,	she	wants	them	to	start	

thinking	about	how	they	would	address	problems	in	their	own	rehearsals.	This	method	of	

structuring	the	rehearsal	as	an	extension	of	the	choral	conducting	classroom	may	also	account	

for	the	high	level	of	collaboration	in	Apfelstadt’s	rehearsals.	

As	Crossin	observed,	being	a	choral	conductor	is	a	multifaceted	career	–	you	are	a	

musician,	teacher,	administrator,	advocate,	counsellor,	and	many	other	things	besides.	The	

ability	to	understand	not	only	how	people	learn	but	also	how	they	behave,	both	individually	and	

as	a	group,	was	evident	in	all	the	conductors.	Two	incidents	highlighted	the	way	they	interact	
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with	individuals,	which	can	be	confronting	and	complex	in	a	group	situation.	The	conductors	

were	able	to	achieve	what	they	needed	while	allowing	the	individuals	to	“save	face”.	

The	first	interaction	involved	Adams	and	her	work	with	a	soloist,	a	member	of	Adams’s	

university	choir.	She	was	able	to	encourage	and	support	the	singer	in	front	of	their	peers	and	she	

used	many	different	techniques	to	help.	The	second	was	an	interaction	with	Crossin	and	a	

consort	of	singers	each	singing	one	to	a	part.	Throughout	the	session	he	acted	as	more	of	a	guide	

than	a	conductor	–	he	gave	the	singers	feedback	and	challenged	them	with	new	ideas	but	

ultimately	the	final	artistic	decisions	were	up	to	the	group.	At	one	point	Crossin	asked	one	of	

them,	“are	you	aware	you’re	singing	a	B-flat?”	The	use	of	“are	you	aware”,	rather	than	simply	

pointing	out	the	error,	was	an	interesting	use	of	language	that	gave	the	singer	the	responsibility	

to	correct	the	mistake	while	causing	minimal	embarrassment	in	front	of	the	others.	

Reflection: Relationship Building 

One	of	the	most	valuable	lessons	I’ve	learned	is	the	importance	of	relationship	building:	

between	me	and	the	choir,	between	the	members	of	the	choir	themselves,	and	with	stakeholders.	

Even	before	meeting	the	choir	at	our	first	rehearsal,	I	had	to	work	closely	with	our	administration	

as	we	tried	to	articulate	a	vision	for	the	choral	programme	and	turn	this	idea	into	a	reality.	Morton	

(2020)	lists	support	from	the	administration	as	one	of	the	features	of	an	excellent	programme	and	

I’ve	been	lucky:	They	also	recognise	the	potential	and	want	it	to	succeed	as	much	as	I	do.	

My	next	group	of	stakeholders	are	the	members	of	the	Voice	Faculty.	Without	their	support	

I	wouldn’t	have	access	to	the	most	important	resource	–	the	singers	themselves.	There	has	always	

been	a	tension	between	singing	teachers	and	choral	conductors.	Sometimes	choral	conductors	

aren’t	necessarily	singers	themselves	and,	while	they	are	great	musicians,	they	don’t	always	

appreciate	the	demands	that	choral	singing	makes	on	the	instrument.	If	I	was	going	to	get	

anywhere,	I	had	to	make	sure	that	the	singing	teachers	knew	I	would	have	the	best	interests	of	

their	singers	in	mind.	When	I	took	vocal	pedagogy,	we	used	the	Hippocratic	Oath	as	our	motto:	

“First,	do	no	harm”.	I	made	sure	to	attend	Faculty	meetings	to	introduce	myself	and	I	tried	to	meet	

the	students,	particularly	the	1st	year	students,	at	orientation	and	in	vocal	workshops.	I	even	held	a	

“meet	the	conductor”	session	during	Orientation	Week.	Being	visible	was	also	important.	I	attended	

Vocal	Workshop,	a	performance	class	attended	by	all	the	singing	students.	Once	I	had	built	a	

rapport	with	the	singing	teachers	I	was	even	asked	for	my	opinion	about	performances	and	so	the	

students	could	hear	me	talking	about	repertoire.	Having	a	background	as	a	singing	professional	

certainly	unlocked	a	lot	of	doors.	

At	the	end	of	the	day,	the	singers	themselves	will	be	the	best	advocates	for	the	choir.	If	they	

determine	that	it	isn’t	worthwhile,	they	let	it	be	known	through	their	networks	and	friendship	

groups	that	they	should	stay	away.	I’ve	always	found	the	members	to	be	the	most	effective	

recruitment	tool.	Part	of	this	is	through	that	perhaps	overused	term	“ownership”.	The	Con	Singers	
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aren’t	just	a	choir:	it’s	also	a	credit	course	which	is	unusual	in	my	experience	and	creates	its	own	

challenges.	For	instance,	I	don’t	know	what	the	choir	will	look	like	from	one	semester	to	the	next.	In	

my	community	choirs	you	could	keep	people	connected	to	the	ensemble	with	the	jobs	that	needed	to	

be	done	to	make	the	choir	function:	choir	president,	librarian,	social	committee,	etc.	We	don’t	have	

that	in	Con	Singers.	Perhaps,	we	should.	For	now,	I	try	to	involve	them	in	some	of	the	decisions	that	

I	make.	Partly	I’m	thinking	of	Hilary	Apfelstadt	here	–	some	of	the	choristers	are	going	to	conduct	

choirs	of	their	own	some	day	and	I	want	them	to	know	what’s	going	on.		

I	make	sure	not	to	project	any	frustrations	onto	the	choir.	I	learned	this	valuable	lesson	in	

rehearsal	with	Lydia	Adams.	We	were	working	on	a	large	piece	involving	several	choirs.	As	

sometimes	happens,	some	choirs	arrived	better	prepared	than	others.	Lydia	led	the	one	and	only	

rehearsal	before	the	world-famous	composer	arrived	to	conduct	his	own	work.	It	wasn’t	going	well	

but	Lydia	never	lost	her	cool	and	just	got	down	to	teaching	the	work.	I	asked	her	about	her	

response;	she	had	every	right	to	be	angry.	She	said,	“If	I	got	angry,	what	would	it	have	achieved?	I	

might	have	felt	better	but	would	the	choir	have	sounded	better?”	This	important	lesson	has	always	

stayed	with	me.		

The	first	time	I	think	they	were	really	engaged	was	when	we	did	the	voice	placement.	I	

explained	what	we	were	doing	and	had	each	section	express	their	own	opinions	about	what	

placement	they	preferred.	It	was	the	first	time	they	really	came	alive	and	were	active	members	

rather	than	passive	and	waiting	for	instructions	from	me.	Throughout	our	rehearsal	period	I	

continue	to	work	on	building	up	their	confidence	in	themselves.	Hand	in	hand	with	this	is	also	their	

willingness	to	trust	me.	

Implications for Practice 

Through	the	course	of	this	study,	I	have	been	able	to	observe	the	practice	of	respected	

choral	experts	and	to	reflect	on	my	own	work	as	I	seek	to	improve	and	broaden	my	own	

practice.		

As	noted	in	Chapter	1,	the	training	of	undergraduate	conducting	students	tends	to	focus	

on	the	acquisition	of	facility	with	beat	patterns	and,	in	some	instances,	the	development	of	score	

analysis	techniques.	Student-conductors	are	new	to	these	gestures	and,	it	is	acknowledged,	they	

do	convey	an	important	part	of	the	conductor’s	craft.	While	postgraduate	courses	can	move	

beyond	these	topics,	in	an	Australian	context,	many	conductors	do	not	continue	on	to	

postgraduate	study.	It	is	also	noted	that	the	number	of	postgraduate	conducting	courses	in	

Australia	is	limited	and	the	costs	of	overseas	study	can	be	prohibitive.	

Interestingly,	this	current	project	has	found	that	the	five	expert	conductors	did	not	

discuss	conducting	gestures	as	part	of	their	practice.	Perhaps,	as	presented	in	the	literature	

review,	these	skills	were	mastered	long	ago	and	they	have	moved	beyond	them,	while	novices	
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have	not	embodied	these	gestures	yet.	In	interviews	and	observations,	the	conductors	did	

identify	these	areas	of	importance	as	part	of	their	practice:	

• the	conductor	as	teacher,	

• relationship	building,	

• repertoire	selection,	score	study,	and	analysis,	

• rehearsal	planning	and	structure,	and	

• reflective	practice.	

Considering	these	findings,	would	undergraduate	conducting	courses	benefit	from	

broadening	their	curricula	to	include	these	areas?	Perhaps	there	are	also	implications	for	the	

development	of	both	undergraduate	and	postgraduate	courses	in	Australia.	There	is	also	the	

possibility	to	include	in	such	courses	a	focus	on	cross-disciplinary	learning	and	collaboration	

with	several	university	departments	(education	and	psychology,	for	example)	as	student-

conductors	learn	how	people	learn	and	how	people	behave	as	individuals	and	in	groups	and	

how	they	learn	most	effectively.		

It	has	been	acknowledged	that	the	choral	conductor-educator	is	both	a	conductor	and	an	

educator.	It	is	an	important	part	of	this	research	to	recognise	this	dual	nature	and	that	these	two	

areas	both	require	constant	professional	development	and	reflection.	At	times,	like	the	back	and	

forth	of	a	tug-of-war,	one	may	vie	for	prominence,	but	they	are	both	necessary	for	the	

practitioner	and	the	function	of	the	organisation.	Furthermore,	there	is	a	complex	combination	

of	skills	required	of	the	conductor-educator	which	combine	to	make	a	whole.		

The	singers	come	to	the	ensemble	with	their	own	skills	and	insights.	Developing	their	

skills	takes	advantage	of	the	human	capacity	for	learning.	It	also	affects	the	repertoire	that	can	

be	performed.	It	has	implications	for	the	level	of	success	of	the	group,	the	number	and	type	of	

concerts,	its	standing	in	the	community,	recruitment	of	new	singers,	and	so	on.	

Avocational	singers	come	together	in	a	choir	to	make	music	with	other	like-minded	

people.	They	often	make	decisions	about	which	choir	to	join	based	on	several	factors:	repertoire	

focus,	the	conductor,	performance	opportunities,	size	of	the	group,	time	commitment,	existing	

friendship	groups,	and	more.	They	volunteer	their	time	not	just	for	music	making	but	also	for	

other	tasks	that	help	the	choir	to	function.	It	is	important	for	the	conductor-educator	to	create	a	

community.	With	this	also	comes	the	responsibility	for	creating	a	diverse	community	rather	

than	an	homogenous	group.	

Concluding Comments 

This	study	was	designed	to	examine	the	professional	practice	of	expert	choral	

conductors	in	the	choral	rehearsal	setting.	The	initial	assumption	of	the	research	was	that	there	

was	no	“right”	or	“wrong”	way	to	run	a	rehearsal	and,	as	such,	these	conductors	should	be	



101	

	

considered	experts	worthy	of	investigation.	As	a	professional	singer,	I	had	participated	in	many	

rehearsals	and	experienced	many	different	working	styles.	It	was	acknowledged	that,	

notwithstanding	these	differences,	the	result	was	not	compromised	by	distinctions	in	working	

behaviours.	Rather	than	seeking	to	formulate	a	checklist	of	correct	and	incorrect	conductor	

activities,	this	study	instead	tried	to	find	successful	patterns	of	behaviour	that	were	either	

particular	to	the	individual	or	common	amongst	the	entire	group.		

It	was	noted	in	the	survey	of	core	literature	that	student-conductors	(and	their	

conducting	courses)	focus	on	rudimentary	beat	patterns	and	mastery	of	basic	techniques.	

Through	the	current	study,	it	was	found	that	these	experts	were	more	concerned	with	deeper	

goals	and	master	teaching.	They	were	able	to	see	the	larger	picture	and	to	have	more	direct	

influence	in	shaping	the	outcome.	This	appears	to	confirm	not	only	research	comparing	experts	

to	novices	but	also,	more	specifically,	the	differences	between	expert	and	beginning	conductors.	

The	second	part	of	this	study	was	to	apply	the	knowledge	gained	from	the	case	studies	in	

my	own	rehearsals	as	we	prepared	Haydn’s	Missa	in	angustiis,	and	to	reflect	on	my	own	

professional	practice	as	an	emerging	choral	conductor.	By	focussing	on	a	more	holistic	approach	

with	community	building	and	skill	development	at	the	centre,	I	found	that	the	choir	was	able	to	

deal	with	musical	issues	through	a	deeper	understanding	and	commitment	to	the	ensemble.	I	

also	discovered	that	an	in-depth	understanding	of	both	the	musical	and	technical	requirements	

of	the	piece	allowed	for	more	flexibility	and	responsiveness	during	the	teaching	episodes	in	

rehearsals.	This	creates	a	wider	variety	of	choice	when	offering	feedback	to	the	choir.	

Choral	conducting	represents	a	rich	community	of	practice,	encompassing	highly	

individualised	approaches	and	methods.	While	none	of	the	conductors	in	this	study	could	be	

said	to	be	a	carbon	copy	of	another,	there	did	appear	to	be	guiding	principles	and	philosophies	

that	were	observable	and	common	to	them	all.	The	overarching	characteristic	was	their	

commitment	to	building	relationships	and	community.	Once	this	was	established,	the	singers	

were	open	to	new	learning	and	willingness	to	achieve	excellence.	Likewise,	the	conductors’	

commitment	to	the	choral	community	they	had	helped	to	create	provided	an	incentive	to	

develop	and	perfect	their	own	practice.	By	placing	the	community	at	the	centre	of	practice,	both	

choir	and	conductor	share	a	commitment	to	one	another	and	to	achieving	the	overarching	goals	

of	the	ensemble.		
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Appendix A: Interview Transcripts 

Lydia Adams 

	

30	March	2017	at	10.00am	

London,	Ontario,	Canada	

	

Robert	Stewart	(RS):	My	first	question,	just	to	lead	us	off,	is:	How	do	you	go	about	selecting	

repertoire	for	your	choir?	

Lydia	Adams	(LA):	Well,	this	is,	you	know,	a	really;	I	guess	it’s	multiple	ways.	As	you	know,	when	

you’re	conducting	a	choir,	you	never	stop	looking.	You	may	be	at	a	conference	and	think:	

“Oh,	that’s	a	really	neat	piece”	and	you	sort	of	tuck	that	away	in	your	file	for	future	

opportunities.	Or	you	may	hear	something	on	the	radio,	or	you	may,	through	your	own	

research,	find	something	that	you	think	is	really	neat.	Or	you	look	through	lists	and	new	

compositions	sent	out	by	publishers.	

RS:		 So	sometimes	people	approach	you	and	say:	“Here,	I	have	a	piece”	

LA:		 Often.	Because	one	of	my	choirs	especially,	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers,	premieres	a	lot	of	

new	Canadian	work,	for	instance.	Then	I’m	often	sent	new	works	in	manuscript	by	

Canadian	composers	especially,	but	not	only	by	Canadian	composers,	but	I	received	a	

good	number	from	Canadian	composers	for	possible	performance	by	the	Elmer	Iseler	

Singers.	I	think	that	that	choir	is	one	that	has	a	huge	history	of	really	promoting	new	

choral	works	especially	by	Canadians	but	not	limited	to	Canadian	works.	It's	an	obvious	

choir	to	go	to	for	composers	and,	I’m	sort	of	getting	off	the	topic	a	little	bit	here,	but	I	

think	it’s	really	important	for	both	composers	and	the	choir	and	it’s	a	very	positive	thing	

for	both	their	developments	to	have	a	symbiotic	relationship	with	a	group	or	with	a	

composer	who	knows	how	to	write	for	them	and	who	can	really	open	up	new	challenges	

to	the	choirs;	and	it’s	important	to	have	a	choir	that	is	willing	to	accept	that	new	

challenge	and	that	is	excited	by	that	sort	of	thing.	I	think	that	each	makes	the	other	

better:	the	choirs	then	make	the	composer	better	and	the	composer’s	works	lift	the	choir	

to	a	better	place.	So	that’s	how	I’m	introduced	to	a	lot	of	works.	With	the	Amadeus	Choir	

we	host	a	competition	each	year.	We’re	taking	a	break	this	year,	but	we’ve	hosted	it	for	

30	years	now.	It	started	as	a	carol	writing	competition	to	inspire	young	writers,	really	

child	writers,	to	write.	It	was	inspired	by	Sir	David	Willcocks	who	started	the	

competition	with	the	Bach	Choir	in	London	and	with	whom	I	worked.	We	have	found	

that	this	has	been	an	amazing	competition	for	the	development	of	young	writers.	It's	

been	way	beyond	what	I	could	ever	imagine	actually.	We	have	had	writers	who	have	

been	5	years	old.	The	genius,	at	that	point,	about	the	Christmas	carol	competition	was	



112	

	

that	the	form	was	just	something	that	was	just	an	easy	form	that	could	really	catch	the	

imagination	of	a	young	writer.	Things	have	changed	now;	a	lot	of	people	don’t	know	that	

Christmas	story	now.	So	that	has	changed.	But,	at	that	point,	children	knew	the	

Christmas	story	and	they	were	intrigued	by	the	donkey	or	the	kings	coming	in	or	the	

star.	They	would	write,	literally	children	from	5	years	of	age	wrote	for	that	competition.	

Since	then,	of	course,	the	competition	has	developed	to	include	youth	writers,	and	then	

amateur	composers	of	all	ages	and	many	sorts	of	experiences.	Not	all	ages-	many	ages.	

Up	to	people,	octogenarians.	And	professional	writers.	So,	when	the	professional	writers	

came	into	that	competition,	and	by	the	way	that	competition	has	now	expanded	to	

include	Hanukkah	songs,	and	then	we	included	solstice	songs.	We	were	trying	to	be	

inclusive	of	the	festivals	of	the	time	period.	

RS:		 Yes.	

LA:		 But	recently	the	choir,	because	of	the	growing	number	of	children	and	the	difference	

now	in	so	many	of	the	ethnicities	that	are	now	inclusive	in	Canada	and	so	many	

immigrants	coming	into	the	country,	we	thought	it	appropriate	to	expand	the	

competition	now	further	to	include	Canadian	values	(which	are	not	only	Canadian	

values)	but	they	are	amongst	some	Canadian	values	of	welcome	and	generosity	of	spirit.	

So	now	we	have	opened	it	up	so	that	people	can	write	something	about	a	good	deed	or	a	

generous…something	that	is	a	positive	element	in	the	world.	Or	of	welcome	to	people	or	

something	that	shows	a	generosity	of	spirit.	So,	we’ve	opened	that	to	try	to	bring	it	up	to	

date	with	today	and	today’s	sensitivities	and	reality.		

RS:		 That’s	wonderful.	How	do	you	go	about	deciding	whether	or	not	a	piece	is	suitable	for	

whatever	group	that	you’re	doing?	

LA:		 Oh	that’s…	

RS:		 Yeah.	Do	you	have	set	criteria?	

LA:		 OK.	I’m	just	going	to	finish	off	the	other…	

RS:		 Oh,	certainly…	

LA:		 I	got	sort	of	a…because	I	ran	into	that.	But,	with	the	coming	of	the	professional	category,	

that	brought	a	whole	new	level	of	competition	piece	into	us	for	consideration.	

RS:		 Yes.	

LA:		 And	so,	with	that	coming	that	really	opened	me	up	to	whole	group	of	international	

professional	composers.	You	know,	there’s	one	man	who,	before	we	had	the	solstice,	he	

wrote	a	solstice	piece.	Jason	Justat	[sp?]-	you	heard	a	piece	of	his	the	other	night.	

RS:		 Yes.	
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LA:		 And	we	had	to	say	to	him:	“You	know	Jason,	we	don’t	actually,	you	know,	your	piece	

doesn’t	actually	fit	into	the	category	of	the	competition.	But,	oh	boy,	would	we	ever	love	

to	do	it.	It’s	such	a	fantastic	piece.”	So,	you	know,	it’s	really	neat	when	he	actually	put	it	in	

knowing	it	was	not	going	to	win	the	competition	because	it	was	not	a	Christmas	carol	or	

a	Hanukkah	song,	but	he	thought	that	he	was	very,	you	know,	he	was	just	very	clever,	he	

thought;	“Oh	I’ll	just	put	it	in	an	see	if	it	catches	their	eye	and	if	they	can	do	it.”	So,	it	

ended	up	that	we	did	do	that	piece,	that	solstice	piece,	with	both	choirs	actually	in	

subsequent	years.	And	any	rate,	so,	what	I	was	just	going	to	finish	up	about	the	

competition,	I	don’t	want	to	go	on	about	it	but	a	lot	of	those	kids,	those	you	writers	who	

started	at	5	and	6	and	7,	whatever;	in	fact,	we’re	tracking	them	now	and	many	of	them	

have	professional	compositional	lives	now.	

RS:		 Wonderful.	

LA:		 They	are	actually	some	of	the	leading	composers	in	Canada	right	now.	There’s	a	whole	

mix	of	them	that	first	entered	our	little	competition	and,	you	know,	I’m	really	proud	of	

that,	it’s	really	a	great	feather	in	the	cap	for	the	Amadeus	Choir	to	have	really	encouraged	

those	young	writers	when	they	were	just	starting	out.		

RS:		 Yes,	you	should	be	proud.	

LA:		 It’s	a	really	great	thing	that	the	choir	did.	

RS:		 Yes.	

LA:		 So,	okay,	what	was	your	next	question?	

RS:		 I	was	just	wondering	how	you	go	about	judging	a	piece,	for	whatever	choir	you’re	doing,	

how	you	judge	whether	it	is	suitable	or	not.	

LA:		 [pauses]	

RS:		 What	things	do	you	look	for?	

LA:		 Well,	when	I’m	looking	for	a	piece,	I	mean,	as	you	know,	when	you’re	picking	out	or	

when	you	see	that	piece	or	when	you	hear	that	piece,	or	something	comes	to	you,	you’re	

looking	for	a	placement	for	it.	So,	if	you’re	looking	at	a	piece,	for	myself	I	sit	down	at	the	

piano	with	the	work	and	I	sort	of	look	at	it	and	I	check	for,	you	know,	is	it	a	singable	

piece.	You	know,	we	often	actually	get	pieces	that	probably	are	not	singable,	especially	

with	the	professional	choir	you	know,	they’re	not	particularly	well	written	for	the	choirs.	

But	that’s	just	the	nature	of	doing	expansive	work	that	the	choirs,	that	the	Iseler	Singers	

especially	take	on.	You	know,	works	that	use	various	sort	of	vocal,	contemporary	vocal	

ways	of	singing.	

RS:		 Extended	techniques?	
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LA:		 Extended	techniques,	right.	So,	they	do	a	lot	of	that.	I	don’t	normally	look	at	that	for	the	

Iseler	Singers	and	think:	“Oh	that’s	unsingable,	we	won’t	do	it”	although	I	try	to	do	

something	that	doesn’t	bring	vocal	strain	to	the	singers.	For	that	reason,	as	well,	I	try	not	

to	programme	Beethoven	9	for	the	singers,	for	instance.	

RS:		 Yes.	

LA:		 Yes.	So,	it’s	not	just	contemporary	works	(but	we	have	done	Beethoven	9).	I	look	for	

something,	I	don’t	know,	that	just	captures	the	imagination.	It	can	be	beautiful	or	not	

beautiful	it	depends	on	something,	the	spirit	in	the	piece,	the	text,	is	it	something	that	

you	really	want	your	choir	to	amplify	in	terms	of	a	text?	Is	it	something	that	is	going	to	

have	a	positive	influence?	Is	it	something	that	is	going	to	hit	people	in	the	gut?	That	will	

have	a	reaction.	Is	it	something	that,	you	know,	it	doesn’t,	not	every	piece	of	music	needs	

to	be	or	should	be	beautiful.	

RS:		 Yes.	

LA:		 You	know,	whatever	you’re	trying	to	do,	you	want	to	have	an	effect	on	people.	

RS:		 Yes.	It’s	interesting	that	you	said:	“Hitting	the	audience	in	the	gut”.	So,	you	do	consider	

how	the	work	will	be	received	by	your	audience?	

LA:		 Oh	yes.	For	instance,	this	one	work,	that	actually	David	Willocks	sent	to	me,	it’s	by	Bill	

Mathias	who	I	knew	when	I	was	in	England,	it’s	a	piece	for	choir	and	I	think	two	pianos.	

Trying	to	remember	the	orchestration.	It	called	“Ceremony	After	a	Fire	Raid”	and	I	

started	to	look	at	that	piece	and	it	was	so,	it’s	after	a	fire	raid	in	London	and	the	

devastation.	

RS:		 In	the	war?	

LA:		 In	the	war.	And,	I	have	to	tell	you,	I	couldn’t	finish.	I	actually	have	not	been	through	that	

piece.	

RS:		 Really?	

LA:		 I	started,	it	was	such	a	graphic	text	and	that	would	be	something	that	would	really	hit	

people	in	the	gut.	For	me,	it	was	too	graphic	at	that	time	and	I	haven’t	re-visited	it.	Of	a	

number	of	years.	But	I	know	it’s	a	really	good	piece,	I’ve	had	that	score	for	over	20	years	

and	it’s	always	in	the	back	of	my	mind	that	I	will	re-visit	it	and	go	at	it	but	I	have	to	be	

able	to	get	through	it	myself.	

RS:		 Right.	What	would	make	you	programme	that	piece?	

LA:		 Well,	the	upcoming	commemorations.	

RS:		 An	anniversary?	
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LA:		 Yes,	something	like	that.	So,	I	mean,	that	is	a	piece	I’m	going	to	go	back	to	now	and	look	

at.	But	it’s	always	just	there	on	the	shelf.	Latterly	I	was	going	through	it	again	and	I	just	

couldn’t	continue.	

RS:		 Wow.	

LA:		 A	very	powerful	piece.	

RS:		 Amazing.	So,	you’ve	chosen	a	piece	now;	you’ve	committed	yourself	to	committing	your	

choir	to	learning	it;	how	do	you	go	about	picking	apart	a	piece	now	to	teach	it	to	your	

group?	

LA:		 Oh,	in	the	rehearsal?	

RS:		 Do	you	have	a	process?	Of	your	score	study?	

LA:		 I	try	to	have	a	process.	I	try	to	know	the	piece	very	well	myself,	of	course,	before	going	in.	

I	have	an	idea	of	where	the	tricky	bits	are.	But,	you	know,	that’s	also	tricky	because	

something	that	you	can,	you	can	usually	through	experience	foresee	where	the	choir	will	

have	difficulties,	but	you	don’t	want	to	project	that	on	them	either.	That	“Aha!	I	knew	you	

were	going	to	have	difficulty	with	that!”	Because	maybe	they	might	go	and	sweep	right	

through	it.	So,	you	don’t	want	to	project	difficult	bits	so,	what	I	do,	what	I	try	to	do,	is	

take	them	right	through	the	piece	sight	reading,	almost	at	speed.	So	that	they	can	see,	

without	stopping,	so	they	can	see	where	they’re	headed.	That	my	first	thing,	I	try	to	show	

them	where	the	piece	is	going	and	whether	or	not	they	catch	50	notes	or	5	notes	or	3	

notes	or	whatever,	then	they	have	it	in	their	brain	where	that	piece	is	headed.	I	think	

that’s	very	important,	that	they	know	where	they’re	going	and	what	they’re	aiming	for.	

So,	they	think:	“Oh,	I	missed	a	lot	of	notes	on	that	one”	or	“That’s	a	gorgeous	piece,	I	love	

that	ending”.	

RS:		 Sometimes	that’s	an	individual	thing	too.	One	person	having	a	problem	while	the	next	

person	might	not.	

LA:		 Yes.		

RS:		 Gives	them	an	idea	of	where…	

LA:		 Exactly.	But	I	think,	for	me,	I	just	like	to	put	that,	put	where	they’re	headed	into	their	

brain.	Then	I	start	to	develop	working	on	it.	You	know,	I	do	like	to	work	in	sections.	I	

really	like	it,	as	you’ve	noticed.	I	don’t	do	it	usually,	I’m	just	aware	when	you	were	there	

at	the	rehearsal,	that	I	took	everything	from	the	back	and	went	forward.	I	don’t	think	I	

always	do	that,	and	I	don’t	know	why	I	did	it	that	night.	

RS:		 I	like	that.	
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LA:		 Well,	I	like	for	them	to	know	the	ending.	If	they	have	the	ending	done,	they	feel:	“OK,	I	

know	the	ending”	then	everything	you	work	then	goes	towards	it	then	they	think:	“Oh	

yes,	I	know	all	that”.	It’s	not	like	they’re	always	building	up	a	mountain,	but	they	know	

they	have	the	down	part	of	the	mountain,	they’ve	done	that.	Everything	is	then	building	

forward	from	that	and	they	come	to	that.	I	just	try	to	make	sure	that	each	section,	that	

they	know	the	joins	between	sections,	key	changes,	I	really	like	to	get	those	joins	

solidified.	So,	I	rarely	will	go	just	to	the	end	of	a	section,	but	I	like	to	always	do	the	joiner,	

so	that	they	know	the	new	key	or	whatever	is	happening	around	the	corner.	Whatever	it	

is.		

RS:		 You’re	such	a	strong	musician	yourself,	how	do	you,	you	know,	you’ve	got	that	new	

score.	How	do	you	learn	it	for	yourself,	not	teaching	the	choir,	but	how	do	you	learn	it	

yourself?	Do	you,	you	mentioned	playing	it	at	the	piano…	

LA:		 Yeah,	I	take	it	to	the	piano,	and	I	really	work	at	the	piano.	Because	I’m	sort	of,	you	know,	

I’m	more	tactile,	so	for	me	to	sit	down	and	play	it	then	I	sort	of	get	to	know	it	from	the	

inside	out,	which	I	really	enjoy.	You	get	to	know	what	the	pianist	is	doing,	and	you	

actually	feel	it	and	know	it	and	learn	it.	For	me,	that	transfers	from	the	fingers	in.	For	me,	

that’s	a	very	valuable	tool.	If	you	don’t	have	a	piano	nearby	you	just	take	it	aside	to	a	

quiet	place	and	just	make	a	note	and	listen	and	you	can	hear	it	in	your	head	and	do	it.	But	

I	just	find	the	whole	tactile	thing	of	at	the	piano	where	you’re	actually	feeling	the	keys-	

for	me	that’s	the	best	way	for	me	to	do	it.		

RS:		 So,	you’ve	gone	through	that	process	for	you,	you’re	coming	to	that	first	rehearsal	now.	

Do	you	have	a	formal	or	informal	way	of	planning	a	rehearsal	before	you	come	to	it?	You	

mentioned…	

LA:		 You	mean	of	the	one	piece	or	generally?	

RS:		 Maybe	a	general	rehearsal.	

LA:		 A	general	rehearsal…	

RS:		 Yes,	do	you	have	a	set	way	that	you	run	a	rehearsal…	

LA:		 Well,	I	do,	and	I	do	have	a	very	loose	rehearsal	schedule	in	my	mind	of	what	I’d	like	to	get	

done:	by	the	half	and	the…and	of	course,	usually,	that	gets	tossed	in	the	garbage	can	

within	about	5	minutes.	You	were	recently	at	a	concert	where	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers	

sang	almost	entirely,	well	the	whole	programme	was	Armenian	music,	and	it	was	almost	

all	in	Armenian	except	for	one	the	was	in	Latin.	So,	what	I	thought	would	be	the	simplest	

piece,	which	is	a	little	three-part	hymn.	So,	sopranos	on	the	top,	altos	in	the	middle,	and	

men	on	the	bottom.	Turned	into	a	nightmare	for	me	because	I	hadn’t	beforehand	realised	

the	intricacies	and	the	difficulties	that	the	Armenian	would	propose	to	us.	And	we	spent,	
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with	an	Armenian	teacher,	we	spent,	must	have	been	15-20	minutes	of	rehearsal	on	4	or	

5	bars.	And	at	that	point,	I	don’t	know	about	you,	but	I	feel	the	life	blood	just	sort	of	

seeping	out	of	me	because	that	choir	is	able	to	learn	things	so	quickly	and	have	learned	a	

whole	pile	of	stuff	very	quickly	and	was	ready	to	go	with	so	many	things	and	I	brought	

out	what	I	thought	was:	“OK,	now	they’ve	done	all	the	difficult	stuff,	here	we	are,	this	is	

our	last	rehearsal	before	we’re	with	the	artist,	Isabel	Bayriakdarian,	we’ll	just	run	the	

hymns”	in	my	mind.	Then,	bam,	a	huge	brick	wall	goes	up	because	we	don’t	have	the	

Armenian.	We	can’t	figure	out	is	it,	how	is	it.	And	I	made	a	mistake	in	the	fact	that	the	

person,	the	Armenian	teacher	we	had,	wasn’t	a	singer	but	was	an	Armenian	speaker.	So,	

in	terms	of	multiple	syllables	on	one	note,	how	do	you	approach	that?	Do	you	have	that	

as	a	pickup	and	then	into	the	second	syllable?	Where	is	the	emphasis?	We	knew	the	

emphasis	went	to	the	second	syllable,	but	the	Armenian	speaker	had	just	a	different	way	

of	doing	it	that	the	singer	would.	That	was	my	error	because	I	didn’t	have	an	Armenian	

singer	who	could	come	in	but	an	Armenian	speaker.	So,	that	cost	us	a	lot.	If	Isabel	had	

been	at	that	rehearsal,	she	would	have	said:	“Oh,	just	do	it	like	this”	and	the	choir	just	

would	have	done	it.		

RS:		 So	how	did	you	adjust	in	that	situation?	Something	you	thought	wasn’t	going	to	take	long	

and	did.	

LA:		 We	just	had	to	spend	the	time.	You	just	have	to	stop	and	do	it.	Because	we	were	going	to	

have	an	audience	of	six	or	seven	hundred	Armenian	people,	this	was	the	very	first	little	

hymn.	Simple,	quarter	notes	at	60	or	something	[beats	per	minute]	and	it	has	to	be	right	

because	they	know	from	the	very	first	note	if	you’ve	put	time	into	your	text,	into	this	

little	investing	hymn.		

RS:		 And	it’s	their	language…	

LA:		 It’s	their	language.	And	you	want	to	do	your	very	best	to	make	sure	that	you	get	it	right.	

Or	else,	the	whole	rest	of	the	evening	is	sort	of	lost	in	a	little	way.	That	has	to	be	correct.	

That	has	to	be	absolutely	correct,	the	very	first	notes	you	sing	for	them.		

RS:		 That’s	wonderful	because	that’s,	I	think,	the	second	or	third	time	you’ve	actually	taken	

the	audience’s	point	of	view,	which	is	something	I’ve	been	thinking	about	a	lot.	This	idea	

of	how	it’s	received,	and	you	want	to	show	respect	to	your	audience,	for	their	culture	and	

their	language.	

LA:		 Absolutely.	Certainly,	always	you	want	to	do	that	but	…	

RS:		 I	can	say,	on	the	record,	that	they	[the	audience]	were	very	pleased	with	the	result.	

LA:		 Thank	you.	They	seemed	pleased	but	it	completely	threw	my	rehearsal.	Something	that	

you	assume	is	going	to	just	go	boom,	boom,	boom	and	next;	and	all	of	the	sudden	you’re	
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stopped	dead	in	your	tracks.	Then	you	have	to	start	and	make	a	quick	decision:	“OK,	well	

do	you	just	want	to	sing	your	quarter	notes	and	not	get	it	or	try	to	get	it	right?”	So,	then	

you	have	to	readjust.	And	your	mind	is	going:	“Ok,	so	if	we’re	going	to	spend	this	time	on	

that,	but	how	am	I	going…”	you	know,	immediately	your	mind	always	ticking,	isn’t	it?	

And	it’s	adjusting	as	you	go	and	you’re	trying	to	figure	out	what	else	can	I	get	done	and	

what	else	must	I	get	done.	Ok,	I’ll	do	that	because	you	want	to	pick	up,	for	me,	the	

weakest	things.	And	make	sure	the	weakest	things	are	accomplished	so	that	you	don’t	

want	to	be	going	into	the	day	before	the	concert	and	you’re	still	learning	your	weakest	

things.	It’s	ok	for	me	because	we	have	limited	time	with	the	Iseler	Singers.	The	day	

before	that	rehearsal	if	you’re	learning	this	that	are	easier,	or	what	you	think	are	easier…

	 	 	

RS:		 Language	issues	aside…	

LA:		 Well,	you	don’t	want	to	be	learning	the	difficult	things	then.	

RS:		 So,	you’re	constantly	re-prioritising…	

LA:		 All	the	time.	I’m	doing	that	all	the	time	because	as	things	go,	as	you	think,	or	not.	Like	the	

other	night	with	Amadeus,	I	thought:	“Ok,	the	concert’s	next	week.	I’m	going	to	whip	

through	the	first	half	of	the	programme	right	now”	although	I	knew	I	had	to	teach	one	

piece	that	they	had	worked	on,	but	it	had	to	be	focussed.	I’ll	do	that	in	the	first	half.	And	

then,	here	in	my	mind	but	I	knew	wasn’t	realistic.	And	it	wasn’t	that	I	was	even	getting	

difficulties.	We	did	get	through	the	first	piece,	the	second	piece,	and	the	third	piece	is	the	

“Epitaph	for	Moonlight”	which	is	a	piece	by	R	Murray	Schaefer	which	was	written	

decades	ago	but	still	is	an	amazing	piece	and	captures	the	imagination.	It’s	a	piece	about	

moonlight,	the	epitaph	for	moonlight,	the	loss	of	moonlight	now	as	light	takes	over	the	

world	and	you	lose	the	darkness.	

RS:		 and	the	mystery…	

LA:		 and	the	mystery	of	it…	

RS:		 in	a	sense,	we’ve	landed	on	the	moon	and	now	it’s	no	longer	a	mystery	to	us.	

LA:		 That’s	right,	it’s	not	a	mysterious	thing.	And	written	for	youth	choir,	so	you	think	ok	well	

its	written	for	youth	choir,	alright.	And	children	have	written…	

RS:		 [laughs]	Easy,	right?	

LA:		 …written	the	text.	And	this	choir	has	sung	it,	many	in	this	choir	have	sung	it	before.	In	

fact,	they	put	it	together	really	quickly.	They	did	a	beautiful	job.	But	here	I	was	then,	

which	it	probably	should	have	been	my	expectation,	an	hour	and	a	half	later	we	had	done	

then	first	and	second	piece	and	had	really	solidified	“Epitaph”.	So,	in	fact,	it	was	

successful.	I,	in	my	mind,	had	jumped	a	little	further	but,	you	know,	I’m	not	sad	about	
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that.	I	feel	that	this	piece	will	go	really	well	and	the	time	we	spent	on	it	because	it	was	

the	piece	I	had	to	pick	up	as	being	the	one	that	we	had	put	the	least	amount	of	work	on.	

RS:		 And	there’s	also	the	leading,	probably,	new	singers	through	the	road	map	because	

there’s	a	special	writing.	

LA:		 Exactly,	and	it’s	all,	I	mean,	I	didn’t	have	time	to	do	the	sort	of	discovery	that	Murray	

wants.	Which	would	be	really	nice	to	do	some	time	with	the	choir	because,	as	you	know,	

he	hasn’t	really	written	notes.	There	are	no	notes	in	it.	He	sort	of	says:	“start	at	a	sort	of	

medium	pitch,	go	from	there”	and	he’s	written	everything	in	intervals.	Everything	is	to	

be	discovered:	“Oh,	that’s	a	major	second,	that’s	a	minor	seventh,	that’s	a…”	So,	

everybody’s	supposed	to	discover	that,	which	is	the	ultimate,	really.	If	you	were	able	to	

have	some	singers	and	say:	“OK”,	who	had	never	seen	it	and	put	it	together	in	terms	of	

actually	taking	Murray’s	score	and	following	it	through	the	interval	process	and	his	

artistry,	which	is	all	over	the	score,	because	he	writes	lines,	he	writes	musical	lines	in	

terms	of	it’s	all	artwork.	He	doesn’t	write	notes.	So,	having	a	limited	rehearsal	time,	I	just	

dictate	the	notes.	I	say:	“Soloist,	she’s	going	to	start	on	D	and	these	will	be	the	notes	and	

will	come	out	with	the	E-flat	major	chord”.	So	it	all	follows	because	I	just	have	to	dictate	

it	because	of	time	allowances.	This	is	what	we’re	going	to	do.	But	it	would	be	nice	to	have	

the	whole	discovery	process	on	that	piece	and	actually,	for	them,	rather	than	have	it	

dictated	but,	because	of	time,	I	just	have	to	go	for	it.	Get	the	performance	and	the	

performance	in	this	is	the	end	result.	And	the	performance	is	next	week	so	you	just	have	

to.	

RS:		 I	guess	my	next	question,	my	written	question,	maybe	has	to	do	with	the	philosophy	that	

you	have.	What	do	you	see	your	role	in	the	choir,	in	the	rehearsal	and	does	that	change	

from	say,	your	first	rehearsal	maybe	you’re	more	explicit	and	by	the	time	you	get	into	

the	middle	of	the	period	and	closer	to	the	performance	does	that	role	change	over	time?	

LA:		 I	don’t	think	it	changes	for	me.	I	see	the	conductor	as	a	motivator,	inspirer,	encourager,	

teacher,	someone	who’s	going	to	put	that	music	in	front	of	the	choir,	give	them	a	belief	

that	they	can	do	it.	A	very	difficult	work,	and	you	know,	I	never	say:	“This	is	a	really	

difficult	work”	because	then	you’re	dead.	I	just	pretend	that	everything’s	easy.	And	let’s	

go.	When	in	fact,	they	don’t	know,	they	don't	know	it’s	hard.	Well,	they	might	know	it’s	

hard	but,	might	suspect	it’s	hard…	

RS:		 Get	a	sense	of	it…	

LA:		 Yeah,	I	mean,	the	women,	for	instance	because	next	week’s	programme	is	a	programme	

about	space	and	we’re	highlighting	environment,	we’re	highlighting	the	flyways	of	the	

migratory	bird.	But	our	special	guest	is	an	astronaut,	Dr	Roberta	Bondar,	and	her	

foundation	is	focussing	on	the	environment	and	on	education	of	children	in	both	
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scientific	and	artistic	terms.	So,	it’s	a	fantastic	foundation-	she’s	a	great	photographer,	

she’s	a	neuroscientist,	and	she’s	a	jet	pilot,	she’s	done,	you	know…	

RS:		 An	under-achiever…	

LA:		 Oh,	an	under-achiever.	She’s	an	amazing	inspirational	Canadian.	So,	the	pieces	are	all	to	

do	with	space	and	stars	and	flight	and	it’s	an	all-Canadian	programme	with	works	to	do	

with	that.	That’s	why	the	“Epitaph	for	Moonlight”.	One	work	we’re	doing	is	Harry	Somers	

“Northern	Lights”	and	this	is	a	gorgeous	work	for	8-part	women’s	choir.	And	they’re	all	

together	clusters	and	the	women,	in	the	score,	are	the	flashes	of	the	lights	and	the	

clusters	move	up,	they	sprinkle,	they	come	back.	In	fact,	it’s	a	very	difficult	work	but	I	

have	really	good	women	singers	as	well	as	some	who	are	less,	you	know,	they’re	not	at	a	

professional	level.	But	there	are	a	number	of	professional	level	singers	in	that	amateur	

choir.	So,	I	just	threw	it	at	them	because,	I	know	they	can	do	it,	but	I	know	it’s	going	to	be	

a	huge	challenge.	In	fact,	it	is	a	huge	challenge	because	it’s	literally	8-part	cluster	singing.	

So,	the	people	in	the	middle	in	the	clusters,	I	mean	they	really	have	to	be	able	to	do	that.	

At	any	rate,	but	that	sort	of	thing	you	just	have	to,	they	just	have	to	be	able	to	do	it.	So,	

you	just	give	it	to	them	and	ok,	let’s	work	it.	I	sent	them	a,	in	a	case	like	that,	I	sent	them	

an	MP3	of	a	performance	by	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers	that	I	conducted	on	recording	for	

the	Somers	set	of	recordings	that	was	done	so	that	they	have	that	to	work	with.	I	know	

that	they’re	just	going	to	work	themselves	crazy	and	learn	it.	It’s	worth	it,	it’s	a	great,	

great	piece.	Not	a	long	piece	but	it’s	just	an	appropriate	piece	for	this	concert	and	it’s	a	

challenging	piece	for	them	and	I	just	think	it’s	worthwhile	to	do	it	so,	off	we	go.	So,	I’m	

trying	to	inspire	them	and	encourage	them,	so	we’ll	give	that	one	a	work	next	week.	

RS:		 We’ve	sort	of	touched	on	a	little	earlier	when	we	were	talking	about	the	Armenian	

pieces,	what	do	you	do	when	something	does	go	quite	as	you	had	expected?	You’ve	

imagined	the	ideal	choir	away	from	the	rehearsal	and	you	come	into	the	rehearsal	and	

things	just	aren’t	going	quite	as	you	suspected.	

LA:		 you	mean…	

RS:		 Oh,	maybe	they’re	not	connecting	with	the	piece.	Maybe	it’s	too	difficult.	Maybe,	there	

could	be	any	number	of	challenges.	How	do	adjust	for	that?		

LA:		 I’m	not	sure	I’ve	had	that.	Maybe	I	just	haven’t	seen	it.	I	try	to	get	my	head	into	a	space	

where	it’s	going	to	work.	

RS:		 So	is	that	just	a	matter	of	really	picking	apart	where	you	perceive	the	challenges…	

LA:		 …yes	where	they	are.	If	I	find	there	are	challenges	like,	with	the	amateur	choir	I	have,	we	

have	a	number	of	basses	who	have	reading	issues	so	they’re	not	nearly	at	the	level	of	say	
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the	women.	The	basses	are	just	not	as	accomplished	vocally	or	musically	but	they	still	

bring	a	great	spirit	to	the	choir	which	is	why	they’re	there	and	they	work	hard.	

RS:		 So	how	would	you	support	them	in	a	difficult	situation?	Say	maybe	the	women	aren’t	

having…	

LA:		 I	find	with	men	and	I’m	not	able	to	do	this	enough	but	men	especially,	I	think	they	benefit	

from	a	sectional.	Singing	together,	hearing	themselves.	For	some	reason,	I	don’t	know	

why,	I	mean	the	women	love	it	too,	getting	away	from	the	guys.	They	love	singing	with	

each	other,	they	love	singing	alone.	But,	with	the	men,	they	just	need	a	little	more,	these	

men,	need	a	little	bit	more	time.	I	mean	the	tenors	seem,	by	and	large,	very	much	quicker	

readers	but	the	basses	just	need	a	little	special	care,	so	you	just	try	to.	

RS:		 Have	you	ever	ditched	a	piece?	Have	you	ever…	

LA:		 Oh	yes,	I	ditch	pieces	all	the	time.	

RS:		 Oh,	yes?	How	do	you	make	that	decision?	

LA:		 Pretty	immediately	actually.	In	fact,	I	ditched	one	last	week.		

RS:		 How	far	into	the	process	were	you	before	you	made	that	decision?	

LA:		 I	knew	within	sort	of	3	minutes.	And	it	wasn’t	because	of	the	choir	because	they	were	

going	to	sing	it	fine.	I	just	realised	that	I’d	made	a	wrong	choice.	I’m	not	putting	this	on	

here.	I	thought	at	the	time	that	it	would	fit	when	I	chose	it,	obviously.	But	I’m	going	to	

put	it	on	a	programme	next	year.	

RS:		 So,	it	wasn’t,	it	was	a	programmatic	choice.	

LA:		 It	was	a	programmatic	mistake	I	made.	So,	I	just	tossed	it	immediately.	There’s	no	point	

in	going	on.	We	did	a	nice	little	run	through	and	I	said	a	lovely	“thanks	very	much,	let’s	go	

on	to…”	That	was	it.		

RS:		 Well…	

LA:		 No,	I	knew	immediately,	that	it	was	not	going	to	work,	in	a	number	of	ways.	It	was	not	

going	to	work.	The	text	I	thought	“Ok,	I’ve	made	a	mistake	on	this	one”.	It’s	a	beautiful	

piece	but	it	won't	work	in	another	situation.	

RS:		 So,	you’ve	finished	a	rehearsal,	you’re	in	between	rehearsals	now,	what	do	you	do?	

What’s	your	process?	I	keep	using	the	word	“process”,	but	I	mean,	you	know,	what	do	

you	normally	do	after	rehearsal,	before	the	next	one?	

LA:		 Well,	I	think	you	never	stop	thinking.	With	the	Armenian	programme,	in	between	those	

three	days,	I	was	constantly	going	over,	in	my	head,	one	of	the	movements	especially,	

that	was	very	tricky	for	the	soloist	and	the	choir,	but	I	knew	the	choir	was	solid.	If	I	
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stayed	solid,	that	they	would	be	solid.	And	if	they	were	solid,	then	the	soprano	would	be	

solid.	So	that	just	kept	going	through	my	head.	Various	things	were	just	going	through	

my	head	that	I	knew	I	had	to	solidify	and	keep	very	straight	forward.	With	the	Armenian	

programme	there’s	so	much,	especially	the	soloist	is	so	incredible,	there’s	so	much	

melisma.	There’s	so	much	musica	ficta	that	she	inserted,	where	she	was	doing	

ornaments	that	weren’t	written	in	the	score	and	no	banding,	quarter	tone	singing,	and	

just	a	great	freedom	of	the	rhythm.	In	all	of	that	you	had	to	make	a	decision	when	Isabel	

was	bending	the	note	down,	do	you	leave	the	choir	on	its	drone?	Do	you	keep	it	on	the	

original	pitch?	Do	you	bend	it	with	her?	I	just	thought	to	try	to	keep	them	up	so	that	she	

had	something	to	work	against.	It’s	not	quarter	tone	singing	then	if	in	fact	then	the	drone	

changes.	And	I’ve	been	listening	to	some	Armenian	instruments,	the	duduk	and	they	

have	a	drone	with	them	all	the	time	and	that’s	what	instructed	me	that	the	drone	doesn’t	

change.	That	drone	on	those	authentic	instrument	recordings,	the	drone	stays	and	

doesn’t	change.	So	I	thought:	“We’re	just	going	to	hang	in	there”	and	let	her	do	her	thing.	

One	thing	really	instructs	another,	right?	

RS:		 Right.	And	then	you,	going	into	your	next	rehearsal	and	you’re	thinking	about	what	

happened	in	the	previous	rehearsal	and	that	informs…	

LA:		 Well	again,	with	the	Elmer	Iseler	Singers,	literally	we	have	something	like	10	hours	to	

prepare	a	programme,	so	we	added	in	an	extra	rehearsal.	That’s	still	12.5	hours	plus	the	

rehearsals	with	Isabel.	So,	it’s	not	much	time	to	learn	a	programme	like	that.	And	they	

had	just	about	nearly	all	new	to	the	choir	and	we	had	worked	with	Isabel	about	maybe	

12	or	15	years	ago	and,	of	course,	I	realised	“oh,	we’ve	done	some	of	these	before”	but	

then	I	thought	“two	or	three	have	done	some	of	these	before”	because	the	choir	had	had	

some	change	over	in	personnel	for	15	or	20	years	or	whatever	it	was.	So,	it’s	new,	new	to	

them.	Of	course,	most	of	the	programme	was	new	to	us	all.		

RS:		 Do	you	have	a	formal	or	an	informal	way	that	come	up	with	a	rehearsal	plan?	You	

alluded	before	that	you	like	a	beginning,	middle,	and	end.	

LA:		 A	rehearsal	plan	for	the,	to	run	the	rehearsal?	

RS:		 Do	you	write	it	down?	Do	you	have	something	in	your	mind?	How	do	you	like	to	

approach	that?	

LA:		 You	want	to	make	sure	you’re	just	picking	up	the	things	that	need	to	be,	the	difficult	

things	as	quickly	as	possible.	I’ve	been	in	rehearsal	with	one	conductor	who	sort	of	never	

got	to	the	difficult	bits,	they	would	be	left	and	then	it	would	become	a	crisis	point	at	a	

rehearsal.	You	don’t	want	to	get	into	that.	You	want	to,	for	my	mind,	pick	up	all	the	

difficult	bits	first,	gather	them	together	and	bring	them	forward	to	the	front	edge	of	the	

rehearsal,	when	your	choir’s	fresh.	
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RS:		 So,	at	the	beginning?	

LA:		 I	would	put	the	difficult	stuff	then.	Or	just	right	after	a	break	so	you	can	have	really	good	

intensive	rehearsal.	Start	a	rehearsal	with	something,	I	like	to	start	with	something	they	

know	because	I	don’t	really,	I	rarely	do	a	vocal	warm	up	with	my	choirs.	I	do	with	the	

university	choirs	and	things,	they	expect	it.	

RS:		 Why’s	that?	

LA:		 I	find	it	helps	them	to	focus	because	that	choir	has	had	trouble	focussing	this	year.	The	

other	choirs	come	in	focussed	immediately.	With	the	professional	choir,	I	expect	that	

they’ve	done	their	warmup	before	they	come.	

RS:		 That’s	pretty	common.	

LA:		 It	may	not	have	happened,	but	that’s	my	expectation.	And	with	the	other	choir,	the	

amateur	choir,	what	I	like	to	do,	I	mean,	with	the	professional	choir	I	just	get	right	down	

to	work	with	whatever’s	there.	With	the	amateur	choir	I	will	usually	do	the	warmup	with	

something	that,	from	the	upcoming	programme,	that	they	know	or	that	they	worked	on	

at	the	very	end,	something	carried	over	from	the	last	rehearsal.	So,	I’ll	bring	that	forward	

to	be	the	first	thing	so	that	they	have	a	feeling	of	accomplishment	right	off	the	bat.	That	

they’ve	worked	on	from	the	last	rehearsal	and	it’s	something	that	warms	up	their	voice	

at	the	same	time.	So,	you	know,	you	don’t	choose	Penderecki	or	whatever	at	the	start	of	

the	rehearsal.	But	it	will	be	something	that	they	can	sing	into	and	get	their	voices	

warmed	up	and	they	have	that	feeling	of	accomplishment	and	you	haven’t	spent	an	age	

to	work	on	something	that	all	of	sudden	you’re	into	“bam”,	and	I	think	that’s	really	good.	

And	then	we	get	into	the,	if	we’re	learning	notes	or	phrasing	or	whatever,	get	into	the	

work	mode	on	that.	

RS:		 How	do	you	like	to	end?	

LA:		 I	like	to	end	with	something,	as	well,	that	they’ve	done	that	they,	something	inspiring,	

something	that	leaves	them,	especially	the	amateur	singers,	I	like	to	leave	them	on	a	real	

high	note	at	the	end	of	a	rehearsal	so	that	they	feel	great	going	out	that	door.	It’s	

something	that	they	carry	that	with	them	for	the	week.	They	have	that	feeling.	It’s	not	

like	they’ve	been	bashing	at	something	and	“Oh,	my	god,	that	was	hard”.	I	don’t	want	that	

feeling	of	them	going	out	the	door.	I	want	them	to	have	the	feeling	that	they	have	been	

fed	and	that	they	are	feeling	really	good	about	themselves	and	what	they’re	doing.	So,	

something	that’s	an	inspirational	piece	or	something	about	peace,	something	that’s	a	

great	elder.	I’ll	do	that	and	leave	them	with	that,	try	to	leave	them	with	that.	

RS:		 How	does	your,	so	you’ve	gone	through	the	rehearsal	process,	you’ve	done	a	

performance,	or	whatever.	How	does	that	then	influence	maybe	your	next	choices	for	the	
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next	performance?	I	know	you	plan	by	season	but	how	does	that	cause	you	to	think	

about	the	next	season?	

LA:		 Right,	so	I	plan	three	years	ahead	so	that	gives	me	lots	of	space	to	mix	things.	So	you	

don’t	have	two	seasons	in	a	row	focussing	on	Jewish	music	or	anything	else	that	might	be	

sort	of	a	specialised	thing.	So,	you	can	spread	that	out	a	bit.	Now	you	can…	

RS:		 So,	you	wouldn’t	do	an	Armenian	concert	next	year?	

LA:		 We’re	not	doing	an	Armenian	programme	next	year,	for	sure.	But,	then	again,	you	never	

know	because	out	of	this	Armenian	programme	has	come	opportunity.	But	it	won’t	be	on	

our	series	next	year.	And,	with	both	these	choirs,	there’s,	they	have	a	lot	of	scope	for	

various	styles	so	they	can	sing	B	Minor	Mass	then	they	can	also	sing,	both	choirs	could	

sing	extreme	and,	with	the	Iseler	Singers,	with	more	capacity,	they	sing	extremely	

difficult	new	works.	That’s	a	great	thing,	it’s	also	a	challenge	in	different	ways	in	terms	of	

audience,	I	mean	it’s	both	a	challenge	and	a	good	thing.	Because	you	have	some	groups	

that,	say	if	they	specialise	in	early	music,	that’s	a	very	particular	crowd,	right?	So,	we’re	

doing	something,	some	Bach,	it	probably	won’t	be	that	sort	of	purist	early	music	group	

that	comes	out	to	our	performance.	They	have	a	particular	taste	for	a	world	class	

organisation	that’s	already	in	Toronto	specialising	in	early	music,	the	Tafelmusik	group.	

So,	we	have	a	sort	of	a	more	varied	audience.	But,	if	we’re	doing	something	that	is	

specialising,	say,	in	music	by	Jewish	composers,	that	audience	may	then	not	obviously	

come	out	to	a	seasonal	Christmas	programme.	So,	there	are	lots	of	challenges.	The	

Armenian	audience	the	other	night,	likely	will	not	be	interested	in	some	other	things	we	

do.	So,	we’re	constantly	targeting	an	audience	that	may	be	interested	in	what	we’re	

doing.	But	I	choose	the	music,	I	try	to	choose	the	programme	because	it’s,	firstly,	great	

music,	great	choral	music,	that	I	want	to	introduce	to	my	choir	and	to	the	audiences.	But	

the,	and	sometimes	the	inspiration	for	a	programme	comes	from	a	different	source.	The	

one	for	the	Armenian	programme	came	as	a	result	of	a	vision-	when	the	Syrian	refugees	

were	coming	into	Canada	and	there	was	a	group	of	Armenian	refugees	who	came	from	

Syria	and	they	were	coming	in	and	I	thought:	“Oh	my	gosh,	why	don’t	we	put	the	focus	on	

refugees	but	not	with	the	sort	of	heavy	hammered	type	of	political	way”	I	didn’t	want	

that.	But	you	put	the	focus	on	the	beautiful	Armenian	singer	who	immigrated	to	Canada	

and	you	think:	“Gosh,	this	music	is	ancient,	and	the	culture	is	so	rich	and	is	Isabel	

Bayrakdarian	had	not	come	to	Canada,	what	a	loss	that	would	have	been	for	Canada”.	

What	gifts,	what	amazing	gifts	she	brought	to	us	by	her	coming	here.	But	her	parents	

couldn’t	have	known	that	when	they	brought	her	here	as	a	teenager	what	would	have	

happened.	Maybe	they	could	have	guessed,	I	don’t	know.	

RS:		 Those	are	sort	of	all	the	questions	I	have.	Do	you	feel	there’s	anything	you’d	like	to	add	

or	expand?	
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LA:		 Well,	I	do	want	to	add	that	it’s	been	amazing	for	me	to	have	you	here.	You’ve	been	a	

teacher	to	me	throughout	these	weeks	and	it’s	been	great.	I’ve	been	really	pleased,	really	

honoured,	that	you’re	here	observing	my	choirs.	I’ve	learned	so	much	from	you	through	

your	instruction	of	my	students	yesterday	and	it’s	inspiring	me	to	learn	a	lot	more	about	

vowels	which,	you	know,	I’m	flying	by	them	but	really,	you	are	talking	about	Karen	Grylls	

and	all	the	work	she	does,	and	she	spent	so	long,	however	many	hours,	an	hour	and	a	

half?	You	know,	your	work	with	the	students	yesterday	brought	that	completely	into	

focus	for	them.	And	the	piece	was	much	stronger	and	richer	as	a	result.	So	that’s	my,	I’m	

hoping	to	improve	myself	after	meeting	you	and	hearing	you	work	with	them.	

RS:		 [laughs]	I	might	not	put	that	in	the	transcript.	

LA:		 [laughs]	Yes,	put	that	one	in.	

RS:		 I’ll	keep	that	on	the	back	burner…	

LA:		 And	that’s	what	you’re	saying:	“We’re	all	learning	from	one	another”.		

RS:		 Well,	that’s	it.	

LA:		 All	the	time.	

RS:		 And	it	is	a	reflective	practice	where	we	go,	and	we	think	about	it,	and	then	build	those	

skills	we	need.	

LA:		 Exactly.	

RS:		 But	it’s	wonderful	that	somebody	with	your	history	and	background	and	obvious	talent,	

you	haven’t	stopped	that	journey.	

LA:		 We’re	all	just	learning	from	each	other,	you	can’t	stop	because	then	your	choir	stops,	and	

everything	just	stops.	You	can’t	let	it	stop,	you	really	can’t.	It’s	such	a	great	thing	for	the	

world:	music	and	choral	singing.	It’s	such	an	incredible	thing	for	the	world	and	we’ve	

been	having	discussions,	how	can	choirs	do	more	for	the	world?	Should	we	have	an	

association	of	choirs	for	social	justice?	An	international	choral	organisation	that	literally	

puts	the	focus	on	social	justice	in	the	world.	I	was	talking	with	a	friend	last	week	who	

came	to	the	Armenian	programme	and	she	said:	“No	you	can’t	do	that.	You’re	making	

your	statement	in	the	concert	hall.	The	fact	is,	the	music	has	to	stay	away	from	political	

statement,	even	though”	…	

RS:		 Above	the	fray?	

LA:		 Above	it.	And	she	said	that:	“The	importance	is	that	it	is	in	the	concert	hall.	It	is	given	to	

those	people,	who	are	there.	Those	people	go	out	with	that,	they	have	been,	hopefully,	

enlightened	or	somehow	changed	by	the	music	you	make.”	That’s	what’s	so	important	

about	the	care	you	take	with	the	music.	And	the	message	that	you're	giving	is	that	it	does	
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go	to	those	people	and	it	does	make	a	difference	in	their	lives.	I	get	notes,	messages	all	

the	time	from	people	and	that’s	how	we	do	our	work,	is	in	the	care.	And	I’m	sort	of,	I	

don’t	know	what,	I	really	believe	that	when	you	really	finely	tune	a	chord,	I	think	that	

that	chord	goes	out	into	the	world.	I	don’t	know	when	music	stops,	what	all	the	physics	

of	that	but	I	do	know	it’s	important	that	you	tune	your	chords.	It’s	important	that	you	

take	the	time	to	really	make	something	that	you	take	care	over.	With	tuning,	with	

airwaves,	tuning	those	chords	and	making	sure	they	are	so	beautiful	I	think	you’re	really	

truly	creating	harmony	within	chaos.	I	absolutely	believe	that.	

RS:		 Interesting.	The	ancient	Greeks	believed	in	the	music	of	the	spheres,	of	the	universe	and	

that	when	we	make	music,	we	were	sort	of	connecting	into	that…	

LA:		 Yes,	I	think	that	that	is	what	is.	And,	of	course,	there	is	an	actual	sound	of	the	universe.	

It’s	amazing	that	they’ve	tapped	into,	it’s	something	B-flat	sub	whatever,	I	don’t	know	

what	it	is…	

RS:		 Rumbling	away…	

LA:		 Yes,	but	there	is	a	sound,	of	course.	

RS:		 And	I	think,	if	you	bring	that	into	microcosm,	one	of	the	things	I’ve	always	admired	about	

you	is,	even	with	a	professional	choir	or	an	amateur	choir,	that	community	of	people	that	

you	are	creating	as	well.	

LA:		 Yes,	I	think	that’s	very	important.	The	building	of	a	community	is	a	whole	other	thing	and	

I	think	that	is	extremely	important.	The	fact	that	this	group	has	come,	as	you	say,	a	

community,	and	in	describing	the	Amadeus	Choir	I’m	very	proud	that	they	are	a	

community	choir.	Some	people	say	that	in	a	disparaging	way:	“Oh,	that’s	a	community	

choir”	or	“just	a	community	choir”,	I	don’t	know	if	they	say	that	about	Amadeus	but	I’m	

very	proud	to	describe	them	as	a	true	community	of	singers.	Which	is	what	I	believe	they	

are.	Coming	together	and	the	whole	object	for	us	as	conductors,	is	to	provide	a	place	of	

safety	for	them	to	come	up,	that	they	can	really	open	up	themselves.	That	they’re	not	

singing	from	a	hidden	place	or	something	that	they’re	holding	back.	That	they	can	really	

open	their	hearts	and	really	sing.	That	they	can	have	an	experience	of	belonging	that	the	

rest	of	those	singers	can	create,	truly	a	unified,	strong	voice	than	their	one,	possibly	

small	voice.	Amplify	what	they	have	and	it’s	something	that’s	a	positive	voice.	

RS:		 Well,	I	think,	on	that	happy	note,	I	would	like	to	thank	you	so	much	for	your	time	and	

your	insights.	I’m	so	honoured	to	be	able	to	sit	down	and	have	a	chat	with	you	about	

what	you	do.	
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Hilary Apfelstadt 

	

1	April	2017	at	1.30pm	

Toronto,	Ontario,	Canada	

	

Robert	Stewart	(RS):	Do	you	mind	if	I	address	you	as	“Hilary”	or	do	you	prefer	“Dr	Apfelstadt”?	

Hilary	Apfelstadt	(HA):	No,	“Hilary”	is	fine.	

RS:		 That’s	great.	I	think	I’ll	just	lob	out	a	question	to	get	us	started.	I’m	curious	about	the	

processes	that	you	use	when	you	select	repertoire	for	your	choir.	How	do	you	decide	on	

its	suitability?	

HA:		 I	have	three	main	criteria.	At	first	is	the	quality,	regardless	of	the	style,	and	I’ve	written	

about	this.	This	comes	from	how	well	constructed	it	is	and	how	expressive	it	is.	So	that	

the	wedding	of	the	text	and	the	music	has	a	lot	of	importance	when	I’m	choosing.	So,	

quality	is	the	first	thing.	The	second	thing	has	to	do	with	the	teachability.	What	does	it	

comprise	that	is	going	to	help	these	people	become	better	musicians?	Learn	more	about	

music.	And	then	the	third	thing	is	more	contextual	about	the	appropriateness	to	the	

specific	group,	to	the	audience.	You	know,	lots	of	times	I’ll	find	things	that	kind	of	pass	

the	first	two	tests	but	can’t	really	be	used	now	because	there’s	no	bass	that	has	a	low	C,	

or	we’re	not	in	the	environment	that	would	welcome	such	and	such	a	topic.	So	those	are	

the	things,	and	then	around	that	here	at	the	school	I’m	trying	to	find	some	kind	of	

balance,	say	if	a	person	is	in	a	choir	for	two	years,	a	voice	major,	that	they	will	experience	

a	bunch	of	different	styles	during	that	time.	That	everything	isn’t	from	the	last	ten	or	

fifteen	years,	that	they’ll	have	an	opportunity,	perhaps,	to	sing	with	an	orchestra.	So,	

looking	at	it	from	an	educational	perspective,	I’m	trying	to	give	them	some	experiences	

with	a	variety	of	musical	styles	that	they	can	carry	into	their	studio	work	whether	

they’re	pianist,	singer,	classical	guitarist.	So,	there’s	transfer	of	learning.	

RS:		 And	does	the	criteria	change	say,	for	your	external	choirs?	

HA:		 No.		

RS:		 So,	it’s	the	same?	

HA:		 It’s	the	same.	

RS:		 So,	you’ve	made	this	decision,	a	piece	has	landed	on	your	desk	that	you’ve	never	

conducted	before,	so	how	do	you	go	about	studying	and	analysing	that	piece?	Do	you	

have	a	set	process?	
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HA:		 Well,	I	think	I	do.	Or	I	know	I	do.	Once	I’ve	made	the	decision	to	programme	it,	I	already	

have	level	of	familiarity	with	it	because	I	don’t	generally	often	say:	“No”,	“Yes”,	you	know,	

the	“nos”	are	easier.	That	can	be	sometimes	a	quick	decision.	But	once	I’m	narrowing	it	

down,	say	there	are	twenty	pieces,	out	of	which	I’m	going	to	choose	ten.	Then	I	do	spend	

some	time	with	each	piece,	getting	to	know	it	a	little	bit,	before	I	make	that	decision.	So,	

if	I	decide	“yes”,	I	already	have	a	little	bit	of	knowledge:	who	the	composer	is,	what	the	

context	is,	the	rough	structure.	I	usually	start	with	the	big	picture	and	look	at	the	

structure	first.	I’m	looking	for	ways	that	the	music	ties	together	and	will	inform	the	way	

that	I	teach	it	or	present	it.	So,	I	get	the	big	picture	and	that	improves	things	like	what	is	

the	order	in	the	text,	what’s	the	key	structure,	formal	structure.	Is	it	ABA?	Is	it	through	

composed?	That	kind	of	thing.	And	then,	once	I’ve	got	that	in	my	mind,	the	I	kind	of	

graph	it	out.	Then	I	start	looking	at	the	finer	details.	When	I	mark	the	score,	after	I	mark	

the	big	sections,	and	then	the	phrasing:	with	that	is	the	breathing,	with	that	is	any	

rhythmic	adjustments	that	have	to	be	made.	So	that,	if	there’s	a	breath	here,	do	I	make	

that	last	quarter	note	an	eighth	note	to	accommodate	it,	or	whatever?	So,	I	go	through	

and	mark	all	of	that.	Then	as	I’m	looking	at	individual	parts,	both	horizontally	and	see	

how	they	align	vertically,	then	I	start	doing	more	pitch	specific	analysis.	Which	is:	half	

step,	whole	step.	That	kind	of	thing	that	happens	horizontally.	Vertically	I	look	a	lot	for	

unisons,	a	lot	for	dissonances	and	then	mark	them	in	the	music.	Those	are	always	tuning	

anchors	to	me.	Any	sections	that	are	used,	and	are	often	places	that	we	can	start	with,	

when	we’re	learning	apiece,	I	track	those	all	the	way	through.	So,	it’s	really	going	from,	

what	in	my	mind	is	the	big	picture	to	the	more	specific	details.	So,	in	addition	to	pitch,	it’s	

things	like	the	IPA	[International	Phonetic	Alphabet],	how	we’re	actually	going	to	

pronounce	this,	where	the	consonants	cut-off	and	so	forth.	Then	I	have	to	keep	coming	

back	to:	what’s	it	about?	What’s	the	meaning	of	the	text?	What’s	the	affective	impact	of	

this	piece?	So	that	I	don’t	get	so	bogged	down	in	the	technical/mechanical	issues	that	I	

lose	sight	of	that.	Because	it	has	to	fit	and	I	have	to	try	to	teach	it,	as	much	overlapping	as	

I	can.	Although	I	realise	that	people	have	to	have	a	certain	comfort	with	the	accuracy	

before	they	can	really	be	artistic	and	so,	when	I’m	teaching	the	kids	here,	we’re	always	

talking	about	rhythm,	pitch,	tone,	along	with	that	and	then	we	move	to	the	more	express	

and	subtle	things.	Within	my	analysis	I	have	to	keep	coming	back	to	that	myself	so	as	not	

to	get	bogged	down.	

RS:		 And	is	that,	the	rhythm,	pitch,	tone,	is	that	the	hierarchy	that	you	normally	work	with?	

HA:		 Yes.	And	the	tone,	you	know,	I	listed	it,	I	said	it	third	but	in	fact	it’s	all	the	way	through	all	

of	that.	So,	we	might	start	by	speaking	the	rhythm	but	the	minute	we	start	putting	on	

pitch,	I’m	very	conscious	of	the	sound	that	we	are	making.	So,	choosing	a	syllable	that	

we’re	going	to	learn	it	on,	if	it’s	very	legato	and	lyrical	maybe	we’re	going	to	work	on	[lu].	
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Well,	I	don’t	want	them	singing	[liu]	or,	you	know,	we	can	align	that	from	the	outset	so	

that	the	sound	they	are	making	is	already	healthy	and	appropriate	to	the	style.	

RS:		 I	noticed	in	the	rehearsal	period	that	you	did	a	lot	of	work	with	them	on	their	own	

personal	subdivision	of	the	beats	and	getting	them	to	take	responsibility	for	that.	

HA:		 Yes,	they	have	to	feel	it	internally.	And	I	don’t	know	if	this	is	relevant	or	not,	but	one	of	

the	things	that	struck	when	I	first	came	here	was	how	the	students	were	very	focussed	

on	their	sound	and	very	un-focussed	on	the	rhythmic	elements.	So,	they	could	produce	

this	beautiful	legato,	bel	canto	kind	of	sound	and	it	could	be	almost	arrhythmic.	And	I	

felt:	“What	is	going	on?”	So,	you	know	what?	Even	in	the	warmups	sometimes	we’re	

trying	to	get	them	to	internalise.	So,	they	don’t	go	on	vacation	on	a	long	sound	while	

they’re	thinking:	“Oh	this	is	so	beautiful.	When	do	I	move?”	So	that	was	kind	of	a,	that	

was	a	revelation	to	me	because	I	had,	over	the	course	of	my	teaching	become	pretty	

insistent	upon	people’s	taking	ownership.	Then	I	switched	to	a	new	and	that.	But	it	was	

almost	like,	I	don’t	know,	can	I	say	it	was	culture?	I	don’t	know	what	it	was.	And	then	you	

hear	some	groups	that	are	all	about	the	rhythm	and	they	don’t	care	about	the	tone	and	

that	doesn’t	satisfy	either.	

RS:		 So,	it	has	to	be	a	balance.	

HA:		 I	think	it	has	to	be	a	balance.	

RS:		 A	lot	of	people	would	agree	with	you	that	that	rhythmic	underpinning	is	the	first	thing	

upon	which	everything	else	sits.	

HA:		 Well,	it’s	an	anchor,	it’s	a	foundation	and	when	we’re	moving	from	one	place	to	the	next,	

how	do	you	get	momentum	if	you	don’t	have	that	sense	of	forward	direction?	And	they	

can	kind	of	sit	on	the	sound,	too,	I	think.	A	lot	of	the	kids,	in	their	voice	things,	their	

teacher	talks	about	“spinning	the	sound”,	they	may	be	just	talking	about	it	as	“spinning”,	

directionally	but,	in	the	ensemble,	I’m	talking	about	it	“spinning”	in	relation	to	the	

rhythm,	as	well.	Because	it’s	a	group	of	us	and	it	does	matter	that	we	release,	and	we	

release	together.	

RS:		 So,	you’ve	gone	through	your	process	of	score	study	and	you’ve	come	to	that	first	

rehearsal	where	you’re	introducing	this	wonderful	new	piece	that	you’ve	discovered.	

How	do	you	go	about	pulling	what	you’ve	learned	from	your	study	and	making	it	into	an	

effective	first	introduction?	

HA:		 For	me,	it’s	whole	to	part	to	whole.	

RS:		 Right,	whole,	part,	whole?	

HA:		 Whole	to	part	to	whole.	So,	the	whole	may	be	looking	at	poetry,	for	example.	Or	it	may	

that	the	piece	is	readable,	simply	reading	all	the	way	through.	Or	it	may	be	finding	all	the	
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repeated	parts	and	I	feed	the	other	parts	in	in	another	way.	Let’s	say,	for	example,	

ABABA,	maybe	we’re	going	to	read	the	As	and	we’re	going	to	listen	while	Lara	plays	the	

Bs,	or	I	do	whatever	happens.	But	what	the	priority	for	me	is	that	they	have	a	sense	of	

this	as	an	entity.	Either	through	approaching	the	affect,	the	text	or	purely	musically	but	it	

will	come	from	the	structure.	I	guess,	because	that’s	the	way	I	think.	So,	for	example,	if	

it’s	a	theme	and	variations,	I	would	learn	the	melody	first	and	I	would	find	everywhere	in	

the	score	that	it	was.	And,	maybe,	that’s	all	we’d	get	done	that	day,	but	we’d	have	an	

anchor.	

RS:		 You’re	very	good	about	getting	them	to	mark	their	own	scores…	

HA:		 I	try.	

RS:		 …and	to	really	get	into	the	music	with	you.	Is	that	conscious?	Getting	them	to	know	the	

form	as	well?	So,	that	they’re	aware	of	those	things?	

HA:		 Absolutely.	We’ll	often	mark	it.	And	I	don’t	always	say:	“This	is	A”.	We	might	look	at	the	

first	part.	Read	that	through	and	I’ll	say:	“Let’s	call	that	A.	You	keep	going	until	you	find	

another	spot	that	looks	like	it.”	So,	I	want	them	to	figure	out	where	that	A	is	and	why.	A	

lot	of	these	people	are	going	to	teach	and	so	I	feel	as	if	every	rehearsal	needs	to	be	an	

opportunity	for	them	to	learn	about	teaching	not	just	to	learn	that	song,	if	you	will,	for	

our	performance.	And	again,	we’ll	often	talk	about	it,	how	can	you	take	this	process	and	

relate	it	to	what	you’re	learning	in	the	studio?	Teachers	say:	“Memorise	this.	Memorise	

it.”	Well,	if	you	don’t	know	the	structure,	how	can	you	memorise	it?	

RS:		 If	we	skipped	ahead	a	couple	of	weeks	to	see	the	middle	of	your	rehearsal	in	preparation	

for	a	performance,	what	does	that	look	like?	Have	there	been	major	changes	since	the	

first?	Is	there	a	different	emphasis?	

HA:		 We	would	be	more	focussed	on	the	subtleties	and	the	nuances	at	that	point.	We’ve	

established	the	rhythmic	and	pitch	elements	of	the	piece.	Essentially,	we	know	the	notes,	

that’s	one	way	to	put	it.	And	now	we’re	really	working	on	refining.	So,	sometimes	I	don’t	

even	use	text.	Say	if	it’s	a	baroque	thing	and	it’s	very,	very	“notey”,	I	will	learn	that,	

probably,	on	a	neutral	syllable.	So,	by	the	middle	of	that	rehearsal	cycle,	we’re	coming	to	

the	point	where	we’re	introducing	the	text.	We’re	going	to	make	sure	that	dynamic	

contrasts	are	clear,	that	we’re	getting	more	sense	of	continuity	in	it.	We’re,	maybe,	

beyond	the	place	where	we’re	working	in	small	segments	and	now,	we’re	trying	to	get	

the	transitions	so	that	we’re	not	just	doing	A	chunk,	but	we’re	doing	A	and	part	of	B.	Or	

we’re	starting	at	the	end	of	A	and	going.	So,	we’re	working	the	seams	more,	I	think.	

RS:		 And	if	we	skipped	to	the	end.	I	had	the	privilege	of	seeing	almost	the	end	processes.	

There’s	a	different	approach	there?		
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HA:		 I	think	that	it’s,	yes,	I	think	once	the	technical	things	are	established,	I	mean	you	have	to	

go	back	always	because	people	will	forget	or	there	is	something	that	will	slip	their	

consciousness.	

RS:		 Some	people	are	reluctant	to	make	big	changes	the	rehearsal	or	two	before	a	concert.	

HA:		 Well,	if	something	isn’t	working,	I	feel	we	have	to	change.	And	sometimes	it’s	not	

working	because	it’s	not	working	for	me.	Sometimes	it’s	a	tempo	that’s	too	sluggish	or	

something	like	that	and	then	we	have	to	bring	that	along.	But	I	think	the	final	part	is	

more	about,	what	are	we	conveying	to	the	audience?	What	is	the	central	spirit	of	this	

music?	What’s	the	affect?	What	are	we	going	to	do	to	engage	people?	How	are	we	

showing	our	own	engagement?	So,	it’s	probably	more	about	those	kind	of	performance	

behaviours	where	you	have	the	security	of	knowing	the	music	now	and	you	can	just	

enjoy	yourself.	And	sort	of,	not	wallow.	That’s	too	self-indulgent	but	just	really	enjoy	the	

final	product,	if	you	will.	

RS:		 And	you	mention	the	audience,	is	that	a	part	of	your	consideration,	say	during	the	

repertoire	selection,	the	planning	process?	

HA:		 Oh	yes,	because	I	think	it	has…	

RS:		 You’re	thinking	about	them…	

HA:		 Yes,	oh	my	goodness.	For	example,	Exsultate	{Chamber	Choir]	has	a	double	concert	in	

May.	We’re	doing	one	here	in	Toronto,	which	is	emerging	composers	and	so	forth	and	

there’s	some	very	nice	music	there.	And	then	we’re	going	to	Markham	and	the	audience	

there,	I’m	told,	is	an	audience	that	likes	a	wide	variety	of	music.	So,	I	knew	immediately,	

when	I	said	we’d	do	this,	we	couldn’t	just	do	the	Friday	night	programme.	So,	we're	

pulling	back	some	things	that	we've	done	earlier,	and	we've	also	inserted	a	little,	sort	of,	

cabaret	in	the	middle	of	that.	We’ve	got	three	or	four	just	stellar	soloists	who	will	do	a	

little	Broadway,	will	do	a	little.	So	that	programme	is	a	lot	more	eclectic	because	of	that	

audience.	I	know	which	groups	they’ve	had	there	before,	I’ve	looked	at	the	programming,	

I’ve	thought:	“OK,	if	we	take,	if	we	transplant	this	Toronto	programme,	it’s	going	to	be	

perceived	as	being	too	esoteric.”	So,	I	know	I	have	to	make	some	changes.	And	the	choir	

seems	OK	with	that.	They’ve	got	some	stuff	that	we	can	pull	back	and	they’ll	be	fine.	

RS:		 So,	any	rehearsal	will	do,	do	you	follow	a	set	sequence	in	your	rehearsal?	Do	have	an	

architecture	to	it?	

HA:		 Yes,	I	do	plan.	They’re	there.	The	students	here	get,	in	all	of	the	choirs.	In	fact,	I	started	it	

and	all	the	doctoral	students	have	picked	it	up.	They	get	an	outline,	now	this	is	what	

we’re	going	to	do,	and	this	is	approximately	how	much	time	we’re	going	to	spend.	But	
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when	I	put	that	together,	I’m	always	trying	to	do	a	warmup.	They	need	it	vocally,	and	

they	need	it	aurally	as	well.	That	will	then	be	a	springboard	to	the	first	piece	we’re	doing.	

RS:		 And	I	know,	sorry	to	interrupt,	but	I	know	you	do	have	a	definite	sequence	for	your	

warmups.	

HA:		 Yes.	

RS:		 Do	you	mind	talking	about	that?	

HA:		 Body,	breath,	voice.		

RS:		 Body,	breath,	and	voice.	

HA:		 Right.	And	the	ear	is	a	part	of	all	of	that.	Not	so	obvious	in	the	body	part,	obviously.	

You’ve	got	to	get	loosened	up,	but	the	minute	we	start,	even	the	breath	sometimes:	is	this	

clean,	are	we	feeling	that	together.	And	once	we	get	to	pitch	very	much	about	tuning,	

about	vowel	matching,	about	intervals.	If	we’re	doing	something	hard	in	the	repertoire,	

you	know,	something	with	a	lot	of	dissonance?	That's	the	day	I	have	to	make	sure	there's	

lots	of	preparation	for	that	in	the	warmup.	Just	so	that	it	saves	time	in	the	rehearsal.	But	

I	know	I	shouldn’t	leave	the	hardest	things	to	the	end	of	the	rehearsal	when	they’re	more	

tired.	So,	there’s	a	bit	of	hills	and	valleys	kind	of	thing	there.	Obviously,	we’re	all	

pragmatists	when	it	gets	close	to	concert	time.	So,	the	thing	that	needs	the	most	work	is	

going	to	get	right	in	there	first.	You	know,	when	they’re	the	freshest	and	get	the	most	

time.	I	like	to	be	able	to	in	every	rehearsal,	to	run	at	least	a	part	of	something.	To	really	

dig	in	in	the	early	stages	even	if	we	can	even	just	get	through	sixteen	bars.	And	I	didn’t	

used	to	be	as	conscious,	I	wasn’t,	I	didn’t	do	that	well.	

RS:		 Oh?	

HA:		 Early	on.	And	I	remember	two	weeks	before	an	ACDA	[American	Choral	Directors	

Association]	performance	one	very	polite	student	putting	up	her	hand	and	saying:	“I	

don’t	think	we’ve	ever	been	all	the	way	through	this.”	She	was	right!	Because	I	was	

stopping,	stopping,	stopping.	You	know,	two	bars,	then	stop	and	fix	it.	So,	I’ve	learned	to	

work	in	bigger	chunks	because	they	seem	to	benefit	from	that,	and	I	know	these	students	

here	do	better	with	that.	It’s	fine	to	stop	and	fix	and	do	this,	but	there’s	the	time	they’re	

just	crying:	“Can’t	we	just	sing	it	to	sing	it?”	So,	I	have	to	try	to,	sometimes,	plan	that	into	

the	rehearsal	because	it’s	not	always	in	nature.	

RS:		 I	guess	my	next	question	is,	maybe,	a	philosophical	question.	Your	own	personal	

philosophy.	But	how	do	you	see	your	role	in	a	rehearsal	or	when	you	stand	up	in	front	of	

your	choir?	

HA:		 To	a	certain	extent,	I	know	that,	even	in	a	very	community-oriented	environment,	we	

still	have	to	present	some	element	of	being	“the	expert”.	And	in	an	educational	
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environment	more	that	in	Exsultate	[Chamber	Choir],	for	example.	Which	I	don’t	mean	is	

not	educational	but	it’s	a	community	choir	and	people	are	coming	for	a	different	reason	

and	here,	the	kids	are	getting	credit	for	it.	So,	they	expect	there	to	be	an	expert	in	from	of	

them.	But	I	see	my	role	as	more	of	a	facilitator,	a	guide	to	helping	them	become	more	

efficient	and	effective	themselves.	I	do	not	want	them	to	be	dependent	upon	me	for	every	

decision	that’s	made.	I	don’t	want	them	to	be	robotic.		I	don’t	want	them	sitting	there	just	

waiting	for	the	next	thing	being	delivered	to	them:	do	this,	do	this,	do	this.	So,	it’s	about	

modelling,	and	it’s	about	facilitating	some	kind	of	musical	independence	and	thinking.	

And	I	always	find	every	year	that	some	people	are	surprised	by	that,	you	know,	they	

think	every	question	is	rhetorical	and	it’s	not.	So	sometimes	you	need	to	have	a	

discussion	about	the	text	or	whether	something	is	working	or	not.	And	I	think	that’s	part	

of,	I	hope	that’s	part	of	the	kind	of	skill	set,	behaviours	that	they’re	going	to	find	useful	

when	they’re	working.	

RS:		 Maybe	that’s	making	a	leap	from	undergraduate	to	graduate	as	well?	

HA:		 Yes.	

RS:		 They’re	expected	to	actually	bring	more	of	themselves	and	independent	thinking.	

HA:		 Yes.	And	we	talk	in	Macmillan	[Chamber	Singers]	sometimes	about	professionalising	the	

organisation.	It’s	different	from	when	you	were	in	high	school	and	maybe	you	were	fed	a	

bit	more.	But	if	you’re	going	to	go	from	this	environment	to	where	you	can	apply	for	a	

section	leader	job	or	going	and	doing	a	quick	sub	job,	you	have	to	be	able	to	function	

independently	and	quickly	learn	the	music	on	a	dime.	If	I’m	always	coddling	you,	playing	

every	pitch,	making	every	decision	for	you,	how	are	you	going	to	do	that?	You’re	not.	So,	I	

think,	I	just	think	that’s	part	of	my	job.	

RS:		 I	like	that	term:	the	“professionalisation”	of	the	group.	

HA:		 Yes.	

RS:		 A	lot	of	times	people	say:	“they’re	professionals	and	I	treat	them	like	professionals”	but	

how	do	you	do	that?	

HA:		 Well,	and	what	are	the	skills	they	need	as	professionals.	They	don’t	come	to	school	

having	those.	It’s	something	that	we	need	to	help	them	acquire	and	somehow,	it’s	as	

simple	as	just	clarifying	what	that	is.	What’s	going	to	be	expected	of	you	when	you	walk	

in.	Why	does	this	person	get	the	job?	And	why	am	I	not	getting	the	job?	Because	maybe	I	

went	one	time,	and	I	wasn’t	prepared,	or	I	couldn’t	sight	read	fast	enough	or	whatever	it	

was.	So,	it’s	about	having	those	discussions	and	making	that	conscious.	I	am	more	aware	

of	it	here	than	I	ever	have	been	in	any	other	place	I’ve	taught.	That	ensemble	is	a	really	

key	part	of	their	whole	educational	package.	
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RS:		 Now	why	would	that	be?	

HA:		 I	used	to	have	a	lot	of	non-majors	in	the	choir	as	well.	Everywhere	else	I’ve	taught	it	was	

about,	you	know,	you	have	all	these	people,	and	you	make	it	work.	And	I’ve	always	have	

preached	that.	With	the	top	choir,	I’ve	always	preached	that	business	about	musical	

independence.	But	here,	everyone	is	a	music	major	in	the	group.	They’re	in	the	middle	of	

this	vibrant	city.	They’re	already,	some	of	them,	making	money	doing	these	things.	I	am	

aware	that	the	voice	teachers	are	really	stressed	for	time.	They	don’t	have	time	to	teach	

them	to	read.	But	I	can	do	that,	that’s	part	of	my	job	and	I	can	be	supportive,	and	I	can	

help	kids	to	see	that	ensemble	is	a	positive	experience	and	that,	yes	indeed,	they	are	

going	to	make	some	money	and	that	so	they	might	as	well	be	good	at	it.	

RS:		 I	must	say	my	observation	of	the	programme	is	that	there	is	a	wonderful	communication	

and	symbiosis	with	the	voice	faculty	and	the	choral	faculty.	

HA:		 I’m	lucky.	

RS:		 How	did	that	process	come	about?	

HA:		 I	have	worked	very	hard,	and	they’ve	been	very	open,	to	ensure	that	that	happened.	

Starting	from	day	one	where	I	differ	to	the	voice	teacher-	every	time!	If	it’s	a	matter	of	

voice	placement,	sometimes	even	in	the	ensemble.	You	know,	some	great	voice	comes	in	

and	the	kid	isn’t	quite	a	good	reader,	or	whatever,	and	I’ll	talk	to	Darryl	Edwards,	or	

whoever	it	is,	tell	me	about	this	kid’s	work	ethic.	What	do	you	know?	Do	you	think	they	

can	handle	this?	And	sometimes,	I	mean,	Darryl,	for	example,	has	said,	a	couple	of	times,	

“I	don’t	think	this	person	is	ready”	or	“I	do	think.	I	know	this	person	didn’t	read	as	well	

as	so-and-so,	but	he	will	get	the	job	done.”	And	I’ll	go	with	that	and	put	them	in.	Or,	we	

had	a	conversation	last	week,	somebody	is	moving	to	tenor	repertoire	in	solo	stuff	but	

needs	to	sing	baritone	in	choir.	But	I	don’t	want	to	make	those	decisions	on	my	own	

because	I	don’t	want	that	student	to	feel	disconnect.	I	can	do	this	in	choir,	but	I’ve	got	to	

do	this	in	the	studio.	I	want	to	be	able	to	say:	“Dr	Edwards	and	I	have	talked,	and	we	

agree	that…”.	“How	do	you	feel	about	that?”	“Here	are	the	reasons”.	We	just	want	them	to	

be	comfortable.	And	we’ve	had,	mid-year,	people	change	voice	parts.	They	have	to	it.	

They	have	to	do	it.	So,	I	mean,	that’s	just,	that’s	a	priority.	We	sit	and	listen	to	the	

auditions	together.	I	just	think	life	works	wonderfully	that	way.	And	what	I’ve	seen	is	

that	they	are	very	supportive.	Like	when	the	ensembles	were,	well	not	threatened,	but	

we	have	reduced	the	credit.	The	incoming	kids	now	are	not	going	to	get	much	credit	for	

ensembles	across	the	board,	as	they	used	to.	And	I	sat	in	two	meetings	with	the	dean,	

with	voice	faculty	saying:	“These	kids	need	this	ensemble.	This	is	important	to	their	

education.”	And	I	didn’t	have	to	go	to	them	and	beg.	

RS:		 They	were	your	advocates.	
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HA:		 They	were	advocating	for	the	ensemble	programme.	

RS:		 That’s	wonderful.	

HA:		 That’s	really	great.	

RS:		 That	doesn’t	happen	everywhere.	

HA:		 It	does	not	happen.	But	Lorna	[Macdonald]	has	sung	in	choirs,	Wendy	[Nielsen]	has	sung	

in	choirs,	Darryl	conducted	a	high	school	choir	for	five	years.	Natalie	Paulin	will	say:	

“Their	ears	are	getting	better.	They	need	to	be	in	choir	because	their	ears	are	going	to	get	

better.”		

RS:		 Fantastic.	

HA:		 Everybody	should	be	so	lucky.	And	I	think	the	students	understand	that.	I	think	because	

we	talk	about	it,	they	see	that.	If	they	didn’t	see	it	then	they	start	sensing,	there’s	a	

disconnect.	

RS:		 Pardon	the	pun,	but	you’re	all	singing	from	the	same	songbook.	

HA:		 We	are.	We	are.	And	they	bring,	the	voice	teachers,	I	rely	on	them.	They	are	the	ones	who	

know	so	much	about	the	technique.	They’re	going	to	enhance	the	students’	artistry	so	

much	and	then	I	can	give	them	a	place	to	continue	that	artistry.	Where	they’re	vocally	

comfortable.	I’m	not	trying	to	teach	them	voice.	That’s	not	my	job.	But	I	want	to	use	what	

they’re	learning	in	voice	in	a	way	that	honours	that	voice.	Sometimes	we	miss,	

sometimes,	like	Stephen	Chatman	didn’t	always	like	the	soprano	sound	he	heard.	

RS:		 I	guess	getting	back	to	thinking	about	rehearsals	and	things	like	that.	I’m	wondering	

about,	so	you’ve	come	up	with	a	rehearsal	plan,	thinking	about	this	ideal	choir	that’s	

standing	in	front	of	you.	And	it	just	doesn’t	quite	happen	the	way	that	you	planned.	How	

do	you	adjust	for	that	while	that	process	is	going	on?	

HA:		 Figuring	out	what	is	the	biggest	need	at	the	moment	and	then	figuring	out,	I	mean	what	I	

predict	they	might	need	may	not	be	what	they	need	at	that	point.	So,	first	of	all,	I	have	to	

figure	out	what’s	wrong	and	how	am	I	going	to	fix	it.	So,	it’s	back	to	the	Robert	Fountain,	

what	do	you	hear,	what	are	you	going	to	do	about	it?	And	what	we	hear	is	not	always	

what	we	expect	to	hear	so	it’s	like	going	in	and	doing	a	clinic	with	a	group	you’ve	never	

seen	before.	Is	it	breath,	is	it	a	technical	thing,	is	this	whatever?	With	a	group	you	know,	

it’s	easier	to	figure	out	than	that.	But	some	days,	for	example,	if	they’re	very	tired	or	if	

they’ve	just	had	a	concert,	or	we	haven’t	had	enough	time	with	something	and	maybe	I’m	

expecting	too	much.	Then	I	need	to	go	back	and	help	them	get	to	that	point.	So,	you	have	

to	be	flexible.	I	mean,	the	plan	is	just	a	guide	and,	at	this	point	in	life,	it’s	like	you,	you	

have	enough	things	in	your	toolbox	that	you	can	throw	out	one	and	go	to	another.	
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RS:		 And	I	was	going	to	actually	say,	was	it	always	like	this?	How	were	things	at	the	beginning	

of	your	career?	Did	you	stick	doggedly	to	that	rehearsal	plan?	

HA:		 I	had	fewer	resources.	So	yes,	probably	staying	closer	but	then	quickly	learning:	“OK,	I’m	

going	to	give	myself	three	options	here.”	So,	it’s	an	if/then	kind	of	situation.	If	this	

doesn’t	work,	then	I’ll	do	this	or	that.	I	think	that’s	still	here	but	the	if/then	has	so	many	

more	possibilities.	And	I	feel	as	if,	sometimes,	I	feel	I	can	make	something	up	on	the	spot	

if	I	have	to.	I	still	don’t	go	in	rehearsal	and	wing	it	because	it	just	wastes	too	much	time.	

But	that’s	what	I	tell	the	kids	here,	you	will	keep	gathering	these	strategies	over	time	and	

you’ll	know	from	experience.	Oh,	we’re	under	pitch-	well,	then	it’s	the	vowel’s	not	bright	

enough	or	whatever.	Or	I’m	going	to	transpose	this	exercise	four	times	because	they	

don’t	really	have	the	intervals	proportionately.	So,	I’ll	see	if	they	can	do	it	in	different	

keys	and	then	we’ll	come	back	to	the	original	and	that’s	the	problem	fixed.	Once	in	a	

while,	if	I’m	really	smart,	I’m	going	to	say:	“You	know	what?	Let’s	do	this	again	on	

Wednesday.”		

RS:		 So,	you	just	put	it	aside	and	come	back.	

HA:		 And	let’s	work	on,	so	then	we	end	up	spending	extra	time	on	something	that	we	don’t	

have	to	do	on	Wednesday,	and	we	can	put	it	on.	Or	maybe	I	left	it	too	late	in	rehearsal.	

Oh,	oh.	We’ll	do	it	first	thing	on	Wednesday.	Trying	not	to	panic	when	it’s	not	working.	

RS:		 It	probably	leads	into	another	question	actually,	which	is,	you’ve	picked	this	piece	you’ve	

heard	this	piece	or	have	seen	it.	You	love,	you	present	it	to	your	group	and…	

HA:		 …it	doesn’t	work.	

RS:		 Yes.	How	do	you	make	that	decision?	

HA:		 Well,	two	weeks	ago	we	dropped	all	those	Alice	Parker	things	that	we	were	doing,	and	I	

also	dropped	a	Brahms	thing	with	the	ladies’	chamber	choir	in	first	term.	And	I	admitted	

to	them,	when	we	had	that	conversation	two	weeks	ago,	have	misjudged	either	the	

music,	or	me,	or	us,	but	something	(probably	the	music)	twice	this	year.	And	I	don’t	

usually,	you	know,	the	stuff	I	pick,	we	can	do.	But,	if	it	doesn’t	sit	well	in	the	voice	or	it’s	

not	going	anywhere	or	it’s	more	trouble	than	it’s	worth	or	you	look	and	you	say:	“Holy	

smokes,	we’ve	got	three	rehearsals	left	and	this	is	going	to	take	almost	all	three	of	them.”	

As	one	of	the	students	said:	“We	could	continue	working	on	these	but	we’re	going	to	lose	

time	from	polishing	the	other	things.	So,	then	we’re	jack	of	all	trades	and	master	of	

none.”	And	she	was	right	and	that	was	really	a	really	good	decision.	I	just	wanted	them	

onboard	and	understanding	why	we	were	dropping	this.	I	mean,	sometimes	you	just	

have	to	do	that.	This	is	not	working.	

RS:		 And	you,	when	you’re	into	it,	how	long	do	you	stick	with	it?	
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HA:		 I	know.	I	know.	Well,	that	realisation	was	right	after	coming	back	from	ACDA	[American	

Choral	Directors	Association]	and	I	missed	two	rehearsals	with	them	and	I’m	looking	and	

thinking:	“Ok.	This	is	Tuesday	and	Thursday.	Next	Tuesday	and	Thursday	we’ve	got	

three	rehearsals	after	today	and	there	are	four	pieces	in	this	set.	Today	we’ve	gotten	

through	two.	The	other	two	are	even	rougher	than	these.	Yikes!”	But,	important	for	them	

to	know	the	process	of	that	decision,	maybe.	And	I	was	really	concerned	that	they	would	

think:	“If	we	cut	a	piece,	she’s	saying	we’re	not	up	to	this	or…”	

RS:		 Yes,	a	psychological…	

HA:		 Yes,	it’s	psychological.	

RS:		 Yes,	that’s	true.	

HA:		 But,	you	know,	fortunately,	in	that	case,	they	didn’t	feel	good	about	it	either.	And	I	think	

they	were	all	sort	of	hoping	that	I	would	drop	it.	So,	how	far	in	do	you	go?	First	rehearsal	

is	probably	too	soon	to	say	no.	I	mean,	most	of	us	know	enough	about	our	groups	to	not	

pick	something	so	far	off	the	mark.	Now,	if	you	were	picking	for	an	honour	choir	or	

something	and	you	didn’t	really	know,	that	could	happen,	I	suppose.	Oh,	this	is	too	hard.	

But	usually	with	the	groups	we’re	working	with,	yes,	you	give	it	another	day	or	so.	And	

then,	when	it	starts	taking	away	from	the	other	things	too	much,	that’s	when	it’s	time	to	

say.	But	sometimes,	you	know,	you	come	back	another	term.	Women’s	Chorus	dropped	a	

piece	they	were	doing,	they	worked	right	up	until	within	two	weeks	of	the	concert	and	it	

really	was	not	clicking.	And	I	said	to	the	conductor,	Melissa,	“Bring	that	back	in	the	

spring.”	And,	sure	enough,	it	had	sort	of	gelled.	They	did	it	nicely.	They	felt	good.	They	

got	it	done.	We	just	gave	it	a	rest.	

RS:		 So	that’s	an	option	too.	

HA:		 That’s	an	option	too.	

RS:		 Mothball	it.	

HA:		 Just	do	it	another	time.	That’s	exactly.	Mothball,	yes.	

RS:		 Thinking	about,	say,	the	time	period	between	rehearsal.	Your	Tuesday	rehearsal	and	

your	Friday	rehearsal.	How	do,	do	you	have	sort	of	a	reflective	process	after	rehearsal	

and	then	when	you’re	planning	for	the	next	one?		How	has	what’s	happened	before	

influence	what’s	coming	up?	

HA:		 They’re	always	planned	in	groups	of	two	at	school	because	we	have	the	two	rehearsals,	

and	the	students	get	both.	They	see	where	we’re	going.	So,	what	happens	after	the	first	

one	is	that	there’s	a	little	bit	of	tweaking	going.	Then	the	first	thing	I’m	going	to	do	is	

adjust	for	the	next	day.	Maybe	time	or	something	like	that.	But	I	need	to	go	back,	and	I	

need	to	say:	“This	is	what	the	goal	was.	How	did	it,	did	I	accomplish	the	goal?	Did	we	get	
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this	done?”	And	so,	whatever	the	goal	is.	Whether	it	was	for	continuity	or	for	

memorisation	or	whatever	it	was,	the	very	direct	question	and	answer	is:	did	it	happen?	

We're	we	successful?	Yes,	or	no?	If	we	were,	then	we	can	probably	just	move	on.	But	

more	often,	it’s	coming	back:	this	part	was	really	good,	let’s	tweet	that.	And	so,	going	

back	and	looking	at	the	score	and	remembering,	as	best	I	can,	what	worked;	what	didn’t.	

I	try	to	do	it	as	soon	after	the	rehearsal	as	possible.	Before	I	lose	it.	

RS:		 Do	you	write	things	down	or	do	you,	are	you	a	journal	type	of	person?	

HA:		 Yes.	I	jot	down.	So,	I	have	all	kinds	of	notebooks	that	I	keep	all	through	the	year.	That	

everything	for	that	group	and	at	the	end	of	the	notebook	I’ve	got	the	rep	and	the	dates,	

and	I	can	check	to	see.	Because	there	again	I,	oh	my	goodness,	we	haven’t	done	that	for	

four	weeks.	Whoops.	This	way,	it	keeps	me	honest.	

RS:		 It’s	sort	of	your	chart	for	how	you’re	travelling	in	that	rehearsal	period.	

HA:		 Exactly.	And	I’ve	plotted	it	out	ahead	thinking,	ok,	if	the	concert’s	here,	by	this	time	we	

have	to	be	performance	ready.	Which	means	by	this	time	I	have	to	introduce	everything.	

So,	I	can	tweak	that	as	I	go	along	but	it’s	mainly	what	do	you	remember	about	how	well	

we’re	matching	up	what	we	hear	with	what	the	intent	was.	Beyond	that,	I	don’t	have	

specific	questions	I’m	asking.	I	mean,	it’s	not	like	a	checklist.	It’s	more	general	than	that.	

You	know,	with	the	students,	I	make	them,	they	have	all	these	things	they	go	through.	

But,	for	us,	now,	it	becomes	more	global.	Does	it	sound	like	a	piece	of	music?	And,	if	not,	

why	not?		

RS:		 So,	we’ve	come	to	the	big	day,	the	performance	has	come.	How	does	coming	around	that	

full	cycle	affect	your	next	cycle?	Some	organisations	have,	like	community	organisations,	

would	have	a	three-year	plan	or	something	like	that.	

HA:		 And	we’re	having	to	work	toward	that	now.	

RS:		 So	how	are	you,	I	guess	what	I	say	is,	how	does	one	cycle	lead	into	the	next?	

HA:		 Well,	everyone,	I	think,	contributes	to	the	notion	of	it	being	a	springboard	to	the	next.	So,	

if	you	start	here,	with	the	first	cycle,	presumably	you’re	going	to	be	here	by	the	end	of	

that.	You	would	have	grown.	It’s	not	linear	that	much	for	repertoire	but	you	become	

more	cohesive	as	an	ensemble.	Your	sound	is	improved,	your	skills	have	quicker.	

Whatever	it	is.	And	then,	you	can	use	all	of	the	positive	outcomes	of	that	to	springboard	

you	to	the	next	one.	Any	not	quite	so	positive,	those,	for	me,	are	the	real	cause	for	

reflection.	If	something	didn’t	work,	maybe	we	don’t	do	so	well	with	a	particular	type	of	

music.	Well,	why	not?	Shouldn’t	we	really	be	singing,	as	a	forty-member	choir,	shouldn’t	

we	be	doing	more	Renaissance	music?	We	didn’t	do	so	well	at	this,	da	da	da	da	da.	Then	I	

have	a	philosophical	question	on	my	hands	that	I	need	to	think	about.	But	I	always	feel	
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that	once	you	get	in	that	momentum,	the	next	cycle,	to	me,	goes	more	quickly	or,	the	

work	goes	more	quickly.	I	can	get	the	artistic	things	sooner.	

RS:		 Transferability	of	skills.	

HA:		 Yes,	it	increases	as	you	go	through,	I	mean,	it’s	so	interesting	to	read	the	students’	

evaluations.	The	Women’s	Chamber	Choir,	I’ve	asked	them,	I	gave	them	three	questions	

and	asked	them	to	reflect	on	that	last	performance	in	relation	to	the	year	and	I	asked	

them	to	think	about	the	things	that	we	had	improved	on	as	a	group;	the	ways	in	which	

our	musical	experience	would	inform	their	studio	work,	and	so	forth.	Well,	they’re	not	

due	until	Tuesday,	but	I’ve	had	a	bunch	come	in	and	there’s	a	unanimous	thread	that’s	

going	through	all	of	them	about	how	we	have	grown	over	the	period	of	the	year.	How	

now	we	are	so	much	more	expressive	than	we	were	in	that	first	concert	in	October.	We	

worked	so	hard	to	get	dynamic	contrast	and	now	we	really	understand	what	that	sounds	

like	for	us.	So,	you	can	see	how	they	are	aware	that	they	have	built	through	the	year.	To	

me,	that’s	ideal,	that’s	where	you	want	to	go.	You	want	to	be	way	better	at	the	end	than	

you	were	in	the	beginning.	And	some	of	them	are	saying:	“You	know,	we	have	a	nice	

sound	all	year	and	I	thought	we	started	really	strong,	but	this	really	felt,	I	was	really	in	

the	moment	when	we	were	singing	that	time.”	Good	for	you.	Good	for	you!	

RS:		 That’s	wonderful.	

HA:		 It	just	got	easier	for	them	to	learn	things.	Partly	about	the	culture	too.	You	have	a	good	

experience,	and	you	can	go	back	and	say:	“Remember	when…	Let’s	see	if	we	can	

duplicate	that	again	or	make	it	better	this	time.”	Or	something	like	that.	I	like	getting	

through	that	first,	that’s	the	hardest	one.	Whether	it’s	the	whole	year	of	a	three-year	

cycle	or,	more	realistically	here,	whether	it’s	the	first	six	weeks.	And	then,	what	happens	

after	that?		

RS:		 Well,	thank	you	so	much	Hilary.	Those	are	all	the	questions	that	I	have.	Do	you	have	

anything	that	you	might	want	to	add	or	elaborate	on?	

HA:		 I’m	just	curious	about	where	this	is	going	to	go	for	you	and	whether	in	your	observations	

of	anything	you’ve	done,	if	there	have	been	surprises	for	you?	Or	“a-ha”	moments?	

RS:		 There	have	been	surprises	and	there	have	been	“a-ha”	moments	and	there	have	been	

moments…	

HA:		 Are	you	comfortable	talking	about	that?	

RS:		 Sure,	sure.	For	me,	I	spent	one	of	your	recording	sessions	not	taking	notes	about	the	

recording	session	but	reflecting	on	what	I	was	hearing.	

HA:		 Yes,	you	told	me	about	that…	
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RS:		 …and	then	what	I	would	like	to	back	to	my	context	and	my	situation.	

HA:		 Yes,	so	said	something	the	other	day	about	not	being	“so	Canadian”.	Tell	me	more	about	

that.	

RS:		 [laughs]	Not	being	so	Canadian?	

HA:		 Yes,	something	about	being	so	polite	or	something.	What	were	you	talking	about?	

RS:		 Oh	[laughs],	maybe	it	is	time	to	turn	off	the	recording!	

HA:		 Oh	no,	oh	well	sure…	

RS:		 But,	no,	I’ve	kind	of	been	a	bit	polite	about	saying:	“Oh	we	should	maybe	do	this	or	do	

that.”	I	think,	now,	I	just	have	to	be	more	insistent	and	say	this	must	happen	and	this	

must	happen	and	being	a	bit	more	insistent	on	those	sorts	of	thing.	I	think	I	have	been	

reminded	of	how	important	a	good	training	programme	is.	To	get	the	people	out,	the	

conductors,	the	young	conductors,	out	into	the	community	and	then	they’re	working	at	

improving	the	standards.		

HA:		 So	that’s	really	good.	

RS:		 I’m	hoping.	

HA:		 That	would	be	a	wonderful	outcome.	

RS:		 Yes.	And	I	know	there’s	support	and	desire	to	start	such	a	programme.	We	just	have	to	

make	it	happen	now.	

HA:		 It’s	nice	to	think	that	your	research	dissertation	could	have	some	really	powerful,	long	

term	effects	rather	than	just	being	a	study,	like	many	of	ours	are,	that	sit	on	a	shelf.	

RS:		 Well,	and	that’s	what	I’m	hoping.	This	is,	hopefully,	going	to	be	a	help	to	my	colleagues	

but	also	this	might	be	a	springboard	to	the	development	of	a	programme.	

HA:		 Well,	you’re	getting	all	the	tools	in	place.		

RS:		 Exactly.	So	that’s	why,	while	it’s	not	internationally,	it’s	not	new	research	but	for	

Australia,	it	is.	

HA:		 No,	I	think	that’s,	you	made	that	point	well	in	class	last	Monday,	which	I	thought	was	

good	because,	really,	if	you	just	hear	it	in	isolation	you	think:	“Well,	people	have	been	

doing	this	for	ages.”	But,	if	it’s	not	as	codified	or	whatever…	

RS:		 …that’s	it.	And	it’s	not.	A	lot	of	my	colleagues	will	arrive	at	this	through	trial	and	error.	

And	through	sheer	doggedness.	

HA:		 Perseverance.		

RS:		 And	for	a	lot	of	them,	some	of	this	will	be	affirming.	
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HA:		 Oh,	I	bet.	

RS:		 “Oh!	I	been	doing	that,	thank	goodness!”	

HA:		 No,	that	must	make	you	feel	good.	

RS:		 Yes.	I’ve	been	given	a	real	privilege.	

HA:		 It	has	broader	implications	and	I	think	that’s	wonderful.		

RS:		 Hilary,	it	has	been	a	privilege	chatting	with	you	and	observing.	Thank	you	so	much	for	

making	time	for	me	during	your	busy	recording	schedule.	

HA:		 Thank	you	and	good	luck.	
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Elise Bradley 

	

31	March	2017	at	4.00pm	

Toronto,	Ontario,	Canada	

	

Robert	Stewart	(RS):	How	do	you	go	about	selecting	repertoire	for	your	choir	and	how	do	you	

decide	on	its	suitability?	

Elise	Bradley	(EB):	[laughs]	I	have	to	laugh.	

RS:		 [looking	around	at	the	piles	of	music]	As	we	sit…	

EB:		 As	you	sit	in	my	office	that	looks	like	a	bomb	site	because	I	have	repertoire	from	here	to	

everywhere.	When	I	first	came	to	Toronto,	and	it’s	a	very	good	question.	Does	it	matter	

how	fluid	I	am	about	this?	

RS:		 No,	not	at	all.	A	stream	of	consciousness	is	fine.	

EB:		 Because,	once	upon	a	time,	and	I	still	to	this	day,	will	do	that.	I’ve	actually	given	lectures	

on	repertoire.	And,	in	fact,	I’m	doing	one	in	Brisbane	because	one	of	things	that	I	did,	and	

I	have	always	done,	is	I	have	always	put	together,	I	used	to	when	I	was	at	Westlake	Girls	

High	School,	and	in	my	choirs	prior,	I	did	a	chart,	and	the	chart	included	every	type	of	

music	you	could	possibly	imagine	from	medieval.	So,	I’d	have	a	whole	list,	so	medieval,	

baroque,	renaissance,	classical.	And	then,	of	course,	it	just	got	bigger	and	bigger	as,	of	

course,	I	explored	more	music.	So,	world	music	then	started	to	have	its	own	sort	of.	

Middle	Eastern	music,	Asian	music,	Pacific	Island	music,	Maori.	So	New	Zealand	music	

didn’t	just	encompass	it,	it	became	separate	so	that	I	basically	tried	to	do	a	full	gamut	for	

the	children	because	I	am	an	educator.	So,	from	my	point	of	view,	I	wanted	to	fulfil	a	very	

specific	purpose	about	repertoire	and,	to	this	very	day,	and	I	think	I	gave	a	lecture	a	few	

years	ago	about	saying	how	boring	I	was	really	because	my	philosophy	on	repertoire	had	

not	changed	in	nearly	forty	years.	Part	of	that	is	because	I	still	believe,	as	a	teacher	and	

an	educator,	that	we	should	be	one:	as	diverse	and	inclusive	but	also,	the	children	to	

experience,	and	young	people,	I	don’t	mean	just	children	in	terms	of	the	children	I	take	at	

the	moment	but	also,	of	course,	I	also	do	choirs	that	are	older	so	I’m	now	about	to	

embark	on	the	Ontario	Youth	Choir	so	therefore,	of	course,	I’m	looking	at	repertoire	

that’s	that	little	bit	more	difficult	than	your	average	high	school.	But	probably	not	

National	Youth	Choir	standard	yet.	And	that’s	more	difficult:	SATB,	some	double	choir,	

but	depending	on	how	many	altos	I	get,	not	tenors.	But	the	issue	is	that	so	I	had	always	

put	together	a	programme	whereby	it	was	an	integrated	programme	of	repertoire	that	

would	actually	be	inclusive	of	a	number	of	genres,	styles,	ethnicities,	et	cetera.	So,	I	have	
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a	sheet	that	I	still	have	to	this	day,	that	I	kind	of	work	through	and	put	into	the	boxes	to	

make	sure	that	I	also,	but	I’ve	become	so	adept	at	this	now,	after	all	these	years,	so	I	still.	

There’s	no	way	I’m	not	going	to	do	a	Baroque	piece;	there’s	no	way	I’m	not	going	to	do	

Romantic	because	one,	the	Baroque	and	the	Romantic	in	many	ways,	I	mean,	you	

couldn’t	sing	your	Romantic	if	you	didn’t	sing	a	Baroque	and	you	couldn’t	sing	the	

Baroque	if	you	didn’t	know	the	Romantic	either.	So,	it’s	kind	of	the	double-edged	thing.	I	

want	them	to	sing	“bel	canto”	but	then	I	also	want	them	to	sing	whereby,	and	you’ll	hear	

“Wie	lieblich”	today,	for	instance,	you’re	going	to	hear:	[sings	demonstrating	the	

articulation].	So,	it	dances.	It’s	very	different	to	singing:	[demonstrates	“Widmung”].	You	

know,	I	want	them	to	understand	the	performance	practice	of	all	of	those.	But	my	

repertoire	however,	when	I	came	here	to	Toronto,	there’s	so	much	music.	There’s	so	

much	amazing	music	and	there’s	so	much	crap	music.	There’s	so	much	music	that’s	just	

been	written	for,	you	know,	somebody’s	birthday	and	it’s	a	ghastly	piece	but	somebody’s	

published	it	because	they	liked	it	and	the	next	minute	it’s	out	on	the	market.	And	I	have	

seen	so	much	ghastly	music	and	the	other	thing,	too,	that	we’ve	become,	you	know,	let’s	

take	a	theme	of	war	and	then	let’s	write	a	terrible	text	about	how	we	should	be	

brotherhood,	love.	We’ve	been	there,	we’ve	done	that.	I	find	all	that	sometimes	gets	very	

trite.	So,	I	now	basically	funnily	enough,	and	you	talk	about	this,	is	that	I’ve	chosen	this	

theme	for	next	year	called	“Fire	and	Ice”	because	we’ve	got	our	fortieth	anniversary	

season.	So,	I	thought,	“Fire.	Ice.”	Because	we	also	live	in	amongst	so	much	ice	for	so	long.	

Do	you	know	how	difficult	it	is	to	find	amazing	music	for	children	based	on	those,	the	

framework?	And	so,	you	know,	I’ve	become	sort	of	out	of	the	box.	We	have	a	fabulous	

piece	about	the	firefly,	because	firefly.	And	I’ve	found,	you	know,	“Snowforms”	by	[R	

Murray]	Schaefer.	So,	it’s	finding,	and	I’ve	found	some	fabulous	madrigals	but	it’s	not	so	

easy	and	you	can	find	pieces,	of	course,	probably	earlier	rather	than,	trying	to	find	the	

Romantic	music	at	the	moment,	there’s	actually	quite	difficult	based	on	those	kinds	of	

things	because	most	of	those	weren’t	writing	about	that.	There	are,	sort	of,	Impressionist	

composers	of	that	period.	So,	it’s	quite	tricky	at	this	point	in	time	but,	you	know,	when	I	

did	my	dance	thing-	we	did	dance	your	song	one	year.	That	was	a	breeze!	I	had	this	

amazing	Romantic	music,	you	know.	It	was	a	breeze	for	the	Baroque	period.	It	was	

actually	a	really	good	year	to	find	the	repertoire.	So,	then,	of	course,	I	choose	the	

repertoire	and,	actually	that’s	my	hardest	job.	It’s	not	finding	the	repertoire	because	

there’s	masses	of	it	as	you	can	see,	all	over	my	room.	I	have	masses	of	repertoire.	

RS:		 Yes.	I	can	attest.	

EB:		 It’s	now	honing	it	down	to	what	pieces	will	I	do.	So,	the	first	thing	I	do	is	I	look	at	text	and	

then	I	look	at	tessitura.	And	children	are	not	women.	So,	even	though	we	are	a	treble	

voiced	choir,	most	of	my	children,	actually,	now,	funnily	enough,	this	year	I	could	
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probably	have	them	sing	down	to	a	bottom	F	and	E	but,	most	years,	I’ve	got	children	and	

there’s	no	way	they	could	sing	a	bottom	F	or	an	E	as	an	alto.	But	I	also	work	on	the	voice	

and	so	that	it	becomes	very	integrated	up	and	down.	Somebody	asked	me	recently:	

“Elise,	when	you	warm	up	your	altos	you	take	them	very	high.”	I	said:	“Yes,	of	course	I	

take	them	very	high.	I	want,	they’re	actually	sopranos,	they	can	just	sing	lower	than	

others…”	

RS:		 Sometimes	people	get	confused	what	a	mezzo	really	is.	

EB:		 Yes,	and	a	mezzo	is	a	soprano	that	just	doesn’t	quite	sing	top	Cs	and	sings	coloratura	sort	

of	thing,	but	they	do.	So,	for	me,	it’s	also	about	pieces	that	really	sing	to	me.	Pieces	I	

really	like.	And,	sometimes,	I	go	out	of	the	box	to	do	they.	There’s	a	piece	by	Rheinberger,	

“Quam	admirable”,	which	is	utterly	beautiful.	I	think	it	would	be	beautiful	for	next	year.	

Quite	how	it	fits	in	with	my	fire	and	ice	theme,	I’m	not	quite	sure.	I’ll	somehow	figure	

that	out.	But	it	talks	about	heaven	and	earth	and	things	and	I	think,	you	know,	if	I	can	

find	heaven	and	earth	as	fire	and	ice	I	can	go	outside	the	box.	But	I	have	been	thematic	

about	that	and	that	has	actually	meant	then	that	it’s	not	a	bitty	programme.	It	comes	

quite	a	cohesive	programme.	And	one	of	the	things	that	is	difficult	because	I’ve	got	all	

these	choirs,	as	you’ve	seen,	I	just	drew	the	picture	of	all	these	choirs.	When	we	do	a	full	

choirs	programme	such	as	in	December	and	in	May,	I	feel	that	sometimes	it	can	get	quite	

bitty.	And	one	of	things	that	also,	in	2008,	a	person	I	admire	enormously,	Greta	Pedersen,	

she	actually	said	to	me:	“Elise,	I	love	your	choir”	because	she	came	to	all	my	concerts	at	

the	World	Symposium,	Key	Signatures,	the	school	choir,	at	that	point.	And	she	said:	“I	

love	but,	you	know,	have	you	ever	thought	of	doing	a	major	work?”	I	said:	“Yes,	it’s	just	

very	difficult	to	find	major	works	for	school	choirs,	for	children.”	But	I	thought	about	that	

deeply	and	I	just	thought	yes,	she’s	right.	Because	I’ve	got	to	actually	because,	you	know,	

it’s	like	sing	two	three	minutes,	clap	clap	clap;	sing	two	three	minutes	clap	clap	clap.	And,	

I	mean,	I’ve	done	some	of	the	things	like	the	“Stabat	Mater”,	the	Pergolesi,	there’s	the	

“Dixit	Dominus”	by	Galuppi,	I’ve	done	a	few	of	those	you	know,	we’ve	done	“Ceremony	of	

Carols”	[Britten]	and	I	thought:	“Yes,	I	really	should	try	and	programme”	so	every	

Christmas	concert	I	do,	the	December	concerts	I	try	to	programme	a	major	work.	You	do	

not	clap	for,	you	know,	twenty	minutes.	This	last	one	I	integrated	“A	Child’s	Christmas	in	

Wales”	[Dylan	Thomas]	throughout	the	music	and	I	put	the	music,	I	interspersed	music	

inside	the	text	so	that,	you	know,	they’d	get	to	a	point	in	the	text	and	then	we’d	sing	

about	how	lovely	are	thy	dwellings,	you	know	“Wie	lieblich	sind	deine	Wohnungen”	by	

Rheinberger	happened	to	work	just	when	they	were	talking	about	their	home	and	their	

house	and	all	of	that.	So,	I	tried	to	integrate	and,	so,	what	was	I	saying?	

RS:		 You	were	talking	about	thematic	programming	and	major	works.	
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EB:		 Oh,	and	the	major	works,	that’s	right.	So,	then	the	other	thing	is	that	in	the	May	concert,	I	

have	also	tried	to	do	the	same.	So,	we’ve	done	the	Brahms	“Four	Songs	for	Harp	and	

Horn”	and	we’ve	done	the	Schumann	folksongs.	We’ve	done	Bob	Chilcott’s	“Spells”.	

We’ve	done	some	major	works,	Canadian	works	“In	the	Beginning	of	the	World”	

[composer?].	We’ve	done	a	number	of	pieces	that	have	more	substance	to	them.	

RS:		 And	is	it	difficult	to	find	major	works	for	children’s	choirs?	

EB:		 Yes,	yes	and	especially,	interestingly,	I	think	I’ve	run	the	gamut.	So	last	year,	in	fact,	I	had	

somebody,	I	got	permission	through	Schirmer	to	get	the	Vaughan	Williams	“Fantastia”	

[on	Christmas	Carols]	done.	And	so,	Russell	Braun	was	my…	

RS:		 I	remember	that	concert.	

EB:		 Yes.	So,	he	was	doing,	because	here’s	this	beautiful	work	but	we	can’t	sing	it	because	it’s	

SATB.	So,	I	had	got	permission	to	do	that	and	I’m	probably	going	to	do	that	for	a	number	

of	other	pieces.	So,	there	are	lots	of	pieces	out	there	that	we	can’t	do	because	they’re	

SATB	and	I’d	like	to	be	able	to	do.	And	there	are	some	gorgeous	works	out	there	I’d	like	

to	be	able	to	sing,	Gjeilo,	for	instance.	It’s	fabulous,	the	“Northern	Lights”	piece	but	it	sits	

really,	really	low	and	the	tessitura	for	the	altos	and	a	bit	too	high.	And	I	also,	very	

carefully,	because	in	a	choir	where	it	gets	so	desperate	between	the	parts,	in	a	children’s	

choir	that	can	sound	quite	homogeneous,	so	I	tend	not	to	do	a	lot	of	that	kind	of	

repertoire.	So,	while	I	would	do	four	part	a	cappella,	I	try	to	make	the	A,	maybe	a	G,	as	

the	bottom	I	might	get	to.	But	I	also	look	at	the	colour	of	it	because,	I	mean,	we	recently	

were	commissioned	to	sing	the	wonderful	mass,	the	mass,	the	Tavener	which	is	not	

children’s	choir	work.	It’s	really	difficult	because	it	sits	up	at	top	As,	top	Bs,	and	top	Cs	

and	then	zooms	on	down.	I	think	the	kids	did	an	amazing	job	of	it,	we	did	it	for	

Soundstreams,	and	they	did	an	amazing	job	of	it	but	it’s	not	a	piece	I	would	have	picked.	

Just	off	the	bat.	

RS:		 I	think,	maybe,	this	leads	into	the	next	question.	So,	a	piece	that’s	unknown	to	you	comes	

across	your	desk,	you’ve	looked	at	it,	you’ve	taken	a	shine	to	it,	you’re	going	to	perform	

it.	How	do	you	go	about	analysing	that	score?	Do	you	have	a	way	you	do	with	every	

score?	

EB:		 Yes.	

RS:		 Okay,	describe	that.	

EB:		 You	mean	the	score	preparation	process?	

RS:		 Yes,	your	score	preparation	process.	
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EB:		 So,	interestingly	enough,	once	upon	a	time,	I	used	to	go	and	play	everything	at	the	piano.	

Now	I	don’t	play	everything	on	the	piano	because	we	have	YouTube	and	so	that	will	give	

me	a	much	faster,	funnily	enough,	I	just	go	click	click,	do	I	like	this?		

RS:		 And	it’s	complete.	

EB:		 And	I	get	it	complete,	correct.	Rather	than,	and	you	get	the	soundscape	of	voice.	Because	

when	you	play	it	on	the	piano	you	don’t	get	the	soundscape	of	the	voice.	You	only	get	the	

piano	part	which	sometimes	can	tell	you	but	sometimes	it	doesn’t	either.	And	I	do	

remember	in	1999,	I	did	“Ching-a-ring	chaw”	[Copland]	as	a	fun	piece.	We	could	not	

make	it	work.	This	particular	choir	could	not	make	it	work.	And	it’s	not	that	difficult	a	

piece.	But	for	some	reason,	it	just	didn’t	sit.	The	tessitura	did	not	work	for	the	children.	

And	I	learned	very	early	on,	that	if	a	piece	isn’t	working,	don’t	spend	hours	and	hours	

and	hours	trying	to	make	it	work.	So,	I	canned	it.	And	I	thought:	“I’m	going	to	come	back	

to	it.”	And	the	following	year	we	did	it	and	won	a	competition	with	that	in	it.	But	it	was	

really	interesting	because	then	the	voices,	a	lot	of	them	had	stayed,	so	the	voices	were	

more	developed,	and	they	could	really	pull	it	off.	It	was	very	interesting.	So	then,	so	yes,	

and	that	was	partly	to	do	with	the	fact	that	I	think	the	sound	palette	was	in	my	head,	but	

it	wasn’t	what	I	had,	the	reality	wasn’t	in	front	of	me	at	that	stage.	Now,	it’s	interesting	

that	you	say	that	because	the	other,	a	couple	of	years	ago,	I	also	chose	a	piece	an	Ave	

Maria,	that	I	thought	they	would	be	ready	for.	You	see,	it’s	taken	me	ten	years	to	really	

get	to	the	“Wie	lieblich	sind	deine	Wohlnungen”	[Rheinberger].	Because	that	really	needs	

some	real	skill	of	onset.	You’re	coming	in	on	top	Gs	and	top	As	on	ghastly	vowels	

[demonstrates].	You	know,	those	are	very	high	to	come	in	on	when	you’re	a	child.	So,	it’s	

taken	some	real	muscle	to	get	to	that	point	where	you	can	sing	some	of	that	stuff.	So,	I	

have	to	be	very	careful.	So	now,	I	suppose,	I	spend	a	little	more	time	at	my	computer	

listening	to	the	full	sound	of	the	piece	rather	than.	But	I	still	go	to	the	piano	and	play.	

Once	I’ve	decided	on	a	piece,	then	I	attack	it	from	the	inside	out.	

RS:		 OK.	What	do	you	mean	by	that?	

EB:		 So.	I	look	at	the	conductor’s	pathway:	I	look	at	the	lines,	I	look	at	the	intervals.	It’s	really	

like,	so	first	of	all	I	start	with	the	text	and	I	go	work	through	the	text.	I	will	do	things	like	

well	I	look	at	the	key	and	that	sort	of	stuff	and	I	mark	up	all	the	entries	so,	for	instance,	I	

start	with,	probably,	my	red	pencil.	So,	I	start	with	the	red	pencil	and	the	red	pencil	is	for	

cueing,	and	the	red	pencil	is	for	all	those	things	that	are	vitally	important.	So,	in	other	

words,	the	tempo,	you	know,	am	I	going	to	conduct	this	four	or	am	I	going	to	conduct	this	

in?	And	I	don’t	necessarily	put	that	in	straight	away.	So,	I	will	then	mark	all	the	cues,	I	

look	to	see,	and	so	that	then	gives	me	the	conductor’s	pathway.	You	know,	where’s	the	

text	going?	Where’s	the	line?	Where	am	I	looking	for	that	I	want	to	bring	out.	It’s	like,	you	

know,	you	will	sometimes	see	me	when	I’m	conducting,	I	will	go	to	the	alto	line,	but	I	
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never	leave	the	soprano	because,	the	sopranos,	I	never	just	turn	my	whole	body	and	say:	

“Bye	bye”	to	the	sopranos,	they’re	always	with	me.	But	you	know,	it’s	the	leading	and	the	

voice	leading,	and	I	look	at	where	it’s	going	and	what’s	important	and	where	should	we	

be	going?	I’ve	suddenly	got	the	altos	singing	this	line	and	the	sopranos	are.	So,	I	do	all	of	

that.	Then	I	also	look	at	the	intervals	and	the	vowels.	So,	I	look	at	all	the	IPA	

[International	Phonetic	Alphabet],	I	IPA	the	score.	It	doesn’t	matter	whether	it’s	in	

English	because	the	English	they,	they	don’t	speak	English	here.	[chuckles]	So	I	do	a	

whole	IPA.	I	look	at	my	cut	offs	and	endings.	I	look	at	what’s	reasonable	for	children,	you	

know.	Because,	sometimes,	people	put	stupid	endings	on	a	quaver	note	or	a	semiquaver	

note.	Oh,	sorry…	

RS:		 It’s	alright,	I’ll	translate	that.	

EB:		 So,	you	know,	where	that’s	just	not	going	to	work.	So,	you	look	at	the	harmony	and	

where	is	it	best	to	bring	the	note	off	or	where	am	I	going	to	be	sensible	here.	Where	am	I	

going	to	put	the	“t”?	Am	I	going	to	put	it	on	the	full	quarter	note	or	am	I	going	to	put	it	on	

the	eighth	note?	Will	they	then	still	have	enough	breath?	So,	I	actually	look	at	it	from	the	

inside	as	a	singer.	Everything	comes	from	the	singer’s	perspective,	realistically.	I	then	

look	at	intervals,	you	know.	I	look	at,	when	you	have	a	piece	with	a	major	third	up	or	a	

perfect	up,	perfect	fourths	up,	they’re	all	ghastly.	So,	I	tend	to	then	look	at	all	the	things	

that,	perhaps,	I	need	to	look	at	because	I	want	the	line	to	look	like	this	and	not	like	a	road	

map-	up	down	up	down	up	down.	I	want	to	look	at	the	weight	of	the	word,	where’s	the	

weight	of	the	words?	So,	you’ll	see	that	in:	Wie	will	ich	[demonstrates	the	word	stress].	

So	I	have	little	text	accents	and	thing.s	So	I	really	look	inside	the	music	first.	Now	the	

other	thing	is	I	spend	a	lot	of	time,	because	this	is	not	a	professional	choir,	so	I	go	in	with	

a	concept	in	my	head	before	I	start,	and	I	basically	works	toward	that.	The	children	don’t	

know	how	far	they’re	going	to	go	on	a	journey.	I	have	to	take	them	there.	But	we	also	

repeat	it	a	lot,	you	know,	we	go	over	and	over.	But	I	go	in	realistically	to	the	first	

rehearsal,	whatever	the	piece,	it	could	be	Bach,	or	it	could	be	Brahms,	or	it	could	be	

something	contemporary,	I	go	in	to	that	first	rehearsal	with	what	I’m	hoping	we’re	going	

to	get	to	at	the	very	end.	Okay?	Now,	that	doesn’t	mean	we’re	not	going	to	change	on	the	

way	because	sometimes	people	bring	other	ideas	and	you	go	and	hear	something	and	

you	think:	“Oh	gosh,	I	hadn’t	thought	of	that	before.”	So,	I’m	completely	open	to	a	sound	

palette,	to	changes	in	tempo	if	somebody,	if	I’ve	heard	somebody	do	something.	But	I’m	

always	at	all	times	looking	at	the	integrity	of	the	music	and	the	composer’s	intentions.	

Sometimes,	you	see,	David	Hamilton,	whom	I	adore	and	love,	is,	he	writes	a	piece	of	

music	and	I	think	it’s	too	fast	because	it	hasn’t	got	enough	poise.	I	would	just	say:	“I’m	

going	to	take	this	at	63	not	72	because,	I’m	sorry,	for	me,	it	doesn’t	have	enough	poise	int	

the	piece.”	So,	sometimes	he’ll	go:	“No,	I	want	72	because	that’s	what’s	in	my	head.”	And	
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I’ll	go:	“Okay	but	I’m	the	one	conducting	it	so	I’ll	do	what	you	would	like.”	But,	in	the	end,	

half	the	time	you	still	go	back	to	what	you	feel	because	it’s	kind	of	in	your	gut.	So	there’s	

a	whole	pile	of	things.	So,	what	else?	Dynamic	ranges,	yes.	Integrity	of	the	text.	The	

drama.	Communication.	That’s	really	difficult	with	children	and	one	of	the	things,	when	I	

first	arrived,	they	weren’t	off	book.	So,	it	was	the	first	thing	I	made	my	children	do-	every	

single	thing	is	memorised.		

RS:		 Why	do	you	think	that’s	a	good	thing?	

EB:		 Actually,	there	are	a	couple	of	reasons	why,	which	is	also	why	I’ve	also	started	the	

Kindernotes	programme,	and	the	Kodaly	based	stuff	and	I’ve	also	brought	in	a	

choreographer	to	get	dancing	because	they	were	all	very	cerebral,	they	were	all	in	their	

head	and	there	was	nothing	from	the	emotion,	there	was	nothing	from	the	soul	and	there	

was	also	nothing	from,	you	know,	in	terms	of	giving	from	here,	from	the	heart.	Also,	to	

communicate	and	I’m	trying	to	get	them	to	open	up	more,	so	you’ll	probably	see	some	of	

that	as	we	sort	of	travel	along.	Not	just	to	stand	there	and	deliver	notes.	I	really	want	to	

get	them	inside	the	music.	So,	the	other	thing	too	is	understanding	the	chordal,	especially	

in	the	homophonic	stuff,	I	have	to	tune	those	chords	and	really.	And	I	have	found	the	

fastest	way	to	do	that	is	through	the	IPA	and	the	vowels.	So	that	we	have	unified	vowels	

with	the	right	height	on	the	vowel	and	the	sense	of	connection	to	the	air	and	the	breath.	

The	more	technique	they	have	the	better	they	sing.	So,	repertoire	is	huge	because	the	

other	thing,	realistically,	is,	repertoire	is	the	key	to	how	your	choir	is	perceived	and	how	

it	sounds.	And	so,	I	explore	everything	that	I	possibly	can	so,	you	know,	we’re	doing	

Bach,	we’re	doing	contemporary	modern,	we	will	do	Maori,	we’re	doing	South	American,	

we’re	doing	and,	again,	you	know,	there’s	a	tribal	sound	to	it.	A	real	gutsy,	sort	of	from	

the	Amazon	sound.	It’s	just	asking	those	people	what	those	sounds	are	like.	And,	of	

course,	now	that	we	have	access	that	is	more	readily	on	the	computer,	we	can	listen	to	it	

ourselves	and	make	a	decision	so	that	it	won’t	harm	voice	either.	So,	it’s	a	huge,	as	you	

can	see	from	my	office,	it’s	a	huge	process.	This	takes	me	many	years.	I	am	thinking	

ahead,	I	have	got	in	my	head	three	years	ahead	of	me.	My	three	themes.	So,	I	am	

constantly	looking.	So,	every	time	I	go	to	a	symposium	or	I	go	to	a	place	I	go	through	a	

music	store.	Two	days	ago,	I	was	at	a	music	store,	so	I	spent	hours	in	there	just	looking	at	

music	to	see.	So,	while	I	see	titles	and	I	go:	“Oh,	that	looks…”	I’ll	just	take	the	music	back	

and	then	when	I	go	through	it.	So,	there’s	one	over	there	that	I	found	the	other	day	called	

“A	Dark	and	Stormy	Night:	Ode	to	Edgar	Allen	Poe”.	It’s	not	going	to	work	this	year	for	

the	theme	but	what	a	fun	piece	it	is	and	it’s	the	perfect	piece	for	TCIII	at	some	point.	

Whether	we	do	when	I	get	to,	sort	of	a	little	further	down	we	got	these	three	themes.	I	

also	think	three	themes	ahead	of	us	so	that	I’m	always	looking	out	for	music.	I	go	to	

concerts	and	I	hear	music.	Sometimes	I	go:	“Gosh,	I’d	love	to	be	able	to	do	that,	but	I	
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can’t.”	Because	you	can’t	sometimes	do	that	because	you	know	you’re	not	going	to	be	

able	to.	

RS:		 Do	you	have	those	dream	pieces	that	you	think:	“Oh,	maybe	in	a	couple	of	years	when	I	

have	this	type	of	a	group?”	

EB:		 Yes,	and	“Wie	lieblich	Sind	deine	Wohlnungen”	was	one	of	those	and	I’ve	finally	been	

able	to	do	it	because	this	choir	was	the	choir	to	do	it.	And	if	you	asked	the	children	today	

what’s	their	favourite	piece,	they’d	say	“Wie	lieblich”.	

RS:		 That’s	wonderful.		

EB:		 Hilarious	actually.	

RS:		 That’s	great.	

EB:		 And	it	took	me	the	ten	years	here.	Nine	years	to	know	that	was	a	piece	I	could	actually	

choose.	Every	year	I	look	at	it	and	go:	“No	they’re	not	ready	for	that	yet.”		

RS:		 So	now	you’ve	done	your,	chosen	your	rep,	you’ve	taken	it	all	apart.	Tell	me	about	that	

very	first	rehearsal	with	a	new	piece	of	music.	How	do	you	approach	that	with	the	kids?	

EB:		 Well	because	I’m	privileged	enough	to	be	at	camp.	

RS:		 Right.	And	the	purpose	of	the	camp	is	to	read	through	the	repertoire	for	the	year?	

EB:		 Yes.	

RS:		 Or	what	is	the	purpose?		

EB:		 The	purpose	of	the	camp	is	to	read	through	basically,	it	depends	on	where	I’m	heading.	

RS:		 Exposure?	

EB:		 Exposure.	Correct.	I	take	it	apart	with	them.	I	once	upon	a	time	would	have	handed	them	

the	piece	of	music	and	let	them	sight	sing.	Badly.	Or	okayishly.	Or	not	so	okayishly.	

Whereupon	they	then	sing	wrong	notes	and	then	they	also	sing	wrong	vowels	and	that	

sticks	in	their	brain	because,	basically,	when	you	read	it	through	the	first	time	a	lot	of	

that	sticks	in	your	brain.	So,	I	don’t	do	that	anymore.		

RS:		 Interesting.	

EB:		 I	IPA	it	all.	I	do	the	cut-offs.	Depending	on	the	piece	of	music,	as	we’ve	gone	along.	So,	for	

instance,	I	think	I	introduced	a	new	piece	the	other	day	in	the	rehearsal,	but	the	children	

have	got	some	smarts.	And	one	of	the	things	I	talked	about	was	autonomy.	Owning	what	

you	know.	DO	let	me	sit	here	and	just	say:	“Every	time	you	see	a	comma,	it’s	a	text	lift	

unless	I’ve	told	you	it’s	a	breath	or	to	breathe.	Be	smart.	Mark	your	score.	You	know	your	

IPA.”	I	don’t	need	to	tell	them	what	their	IPA	is	for	“of”.	They	know	what	their	IPA	is.	Are	

they	lazy	and	don’t	bother	to	put	it	in	because	they	think	they’re	going	to	sing	it	
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correctly?	Yes.	So,	the	first	they	sing	it	incorrectly.	“Have	you	IPA’d?”	But	mostly	go	

through	it	the	very	beginning	of	the	year	and	I	put	all	the	IPA	in,	all	the	cut-offs,	all	

everything.	

RS:		 You’re	teaching	them	transferable	skills…	

EB:		 Correct.	

RS:		 …that	they	can	use	between	pieces.	

EB:		 Correct.	

RS:		 Wonderful.	

EB:		 I	also	do	a	session	in	German.	We	do	sessions	in	Latin.	And	I	have	an	IPA	expert	come	in	

to	talk	through	and	then	we	work	through	the	German	and	then	we	sing.	So	we	ta	ta	ta	

the	piece.	I	do	not	do	the	German	first	up	and	then	we	put	the	German	in	after	we	IPA’d.	

So,	we	IPA	everything.	I	IPA	for	French.	Michele	has	been	fabulous	because	he	will	IPA	all	

the	French	because	I	don’t	speak	French	so	therefore	the	French,	for	me,	I	have	to	have	it	

IPA’d.	I	couldn’t	do	it	because	I	don’t	know	whether	it’s	a	nasalised	[demonstrates	some	

nasal	vowels]	until	it’s	actually	on	the	board.	That’s	been	a	huge	learning	curve	for	me	

too,	personally	because	I	avoided	French	really.	I	did	more	French	in	my	last	few	years	I	

was	able	to	get	some	French	speakers	to	IPA	it	for	me	back	in	New	Zealand.	But,	of	

course,	I	do	a	lot	of	French	here,	so	I	just	have	to.	And	then	if,	like,	Hungarian,	or	

whatever	language.	Japanese?	We	did	this	humongous	programme	in	2013	that	was	

about	40	minutes’	worth	of	Japanese	music.	It	was	an	amazing	project.	I’ll	get	people	in	

and	we	IPA	it	and	we	put	it	down	until	we	have	it.	But	I	do	that	at	camp,	I	will	not,	I’ve	

tried	to	put	into	camp	exactly	what	it	is	that	I	want	from	the	beginning.	And	I	mean,	you	

know,	then	the	children	go	off	and	we	do	some	sectionals	and	things,	but	I	have	found	it	

is	more	rewarding	for	them	too.	Because	it’s	to	get	inside	that	music	and	to	really	sing	

that.	And	you	see,	sometimes	if	you’re	not	keeping	on	it,	for	instance,	we’ve	come	back	to	

“Gloria	cajoniensis”	after	a	long	time	away	and	it’s	kind	of	there,	but	there’s	also	a	bit	

that’s	not	there.	There’re	a	few	things	forgotten.	And	the	other	part	of	that	too	is,	I	will	

also	tell	them	the	process.	For	instance,	I	asked	them	the	other	day	to	take	out	their	

music	and	they	say:	“But	I	know	it.”	Irrelevant.	You	don’t	know	it.	You’ve	forgotten.	I	

need	you	to	come	back	and	look	at	the	score	again	to	remind	yourselves	of	those	details	

that	sometimes	you	do	forget.	And	that	is	one	of	the	issues	about	off	book.	So,	I	will	also	

bring	them	back	onto	book,	often.	I	don’t	just	leave	them	off	book	the	whole	time.	Once	

we’ve	learned	a	piece,	memorised	it,	I	will	often	say;	“Get	out	your	music.	Get	out	this	

piece.	I	want	you	to	do	this	piece	with	the	music.”		

RS:		 Famous	soloists	of	all	types	of	musical	instruments	often	talk	about	that	where,	a	piece	

that	they	know	very,	very	well,	they’ll	still	bring	the	book	out	every	once	in	a	while.	
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EB:		 Absolutely.	Absolutely.	It’s	vital	because	they	also	forget.	They	think	they	remember,	and	

they	think	they	know.	

[interview	interrupted]	

RS:		 So,	then,	is	there	a	difference	between,	say,	a	rehearsal	in	the	middle	of	a	preparation	for	

an	event	and	then	the	end?	Say	your	last	rehearsal,	do	you	approach	those	things	

differently?	

EB:		 No.	

RS:		 No?	

EB:		 I	don’t	think	so.	I	think.	No.	And	you	see	the	other	too,	is	that	I	approach	everything	a	

little	differently,	I	don’t	always.	You	see,	there	are	pieces	that	I	start	at	the	back.	And	I	

take	it	apart.	The	other	things	is	I	take	apart	the	bits.	I	take	apart	bits	that	they	need	to	be	

taken	apart.	Sometimes	I	think	it’s	important	that	children	do	get	an	overview	because	

when	they’re	taking	apart	just	the	hard	bits	then	you	don’t	get	an	overview	of	what	a	

yummy	scrummy	piece	this	might	be.	So,	when	I	started	with	“Wie	lieblich	sind	deine	

Wohlnungen”,	I	actually	didn’t	start	with	the	opening	ghastly	intro	because	that’s	really	

hard.	I	started,	sort	of,	in	the	middle	then	I	did	the	end	because	the	end	is	quite	tricky.	So,	

I	chunk,	and	I	found	that	really	beneficial	to	that	piece	because	that’s	the	other	part	of	it.	

So,	I	approach	things	differently	but	do	I,	no.	I	just	keep	on	this	trajectory,	basically.	So,	I	

know	that	I’m	still	saying	the	same	stuff	as	I	did	on	day	one,	probably.	Which	does	

frustrate	me.	But,	basically	now,	no.	I	suppose	the	rehearsal	prior	to	a	concert,	I	just	want	

to	make	the	music	and	so,	whatever	is	going	to	happen	is	going	to	happen	on	that.	But	I’ll	

still	not	stop,	not	stop	teaching	right	up	to	the	last	minute.	The	moment	that	I	stand	in	

the	concert,	I	have	to	let	that	go.	

RS:		 Yes.	

EB:		 Greta	[Pedersen]	also	said	that	to	me.	She	said:	“Elise	you	can’t	change	anything.	If	it’s	

going	flat	in	the	concert,	you	can	remind	them	but	don’t	over-conduct	to	compensate.	

You	still	have	to	make	the	music	happen.”	And	I	thought:	“Yes.	That’s	a	very	valid	point.”	

So,	I	then	let	go	and	I	just	know	sometimes	that	also	makes	the	best	music.	Less	is	more.	

So	let	it	go	and	happen.	But	no,	in	a	sense,	it’s	very	interesting	that	you	ask	that	question	

because	I	still	think	that	right	up	to	the	end	I	am	trying	to	teach	to	the	last	minute.	To	

really	and	get	them	inside	that	music	as	much	as	possible	and	to	remind	themselves	and	

to	remind	them	of	what	the	music	is	about	and	what	they’re	trying	to	interpret.	For	me,	

is	I	say,	the	last	thing	I	say	before	they	go	onstage	is:	“The	music	must	win!”		

RS:		 Fantastic.	In	your	rehearsals	do	you	follow	a	set	sequence?	

EB:		 No.	
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RS:		 No?		

EB:		 Sort	of-ish.	

RS:		 Sort	of-ish?	How	would	you	describe	that?	

EB:		 So,	here’s	my	“sort	of-ish”	rehearsal.	

RS:		 Okay.	

EB:		 There	are	days	when	I	take	four	pieces	over	because	that’s	all	I’m	going	to	work	on.	I’m	

at	the	stage	where	I’ve	got	a	concert	in	a	week’s	time.	So,	I’m	not	taking	four	pieces,	I’m	

taking	some	because	I’ve	got	bits	to	do	in	each.	So,	I	tend	to	then	become	a	bit	more	

global,	but	I	have	no	qualms	taking	one	piece	of	music	and	working	on	a	section	and	then	

knowing	that	will	apply	throughout	the	rest	of	it	at	times.	I	mean,	we	are	taking	thirty-six	

pieces	on	tour,	but	we’ve	sung	a	hundred	pieces	this	year.	How	many	children’s	choirs	do	

you	know	that	sing	a	hundred	pieces	in	a	year?	I	mean,	we’ve	done	“Dido”	[“Dido	and	

Aeneas”,	Purcell],	and	the	Mahler,	they’ve	got	“Carmina	Burana”,	they’ve	got	these	

projects	that	they’ve	been	doing	left,	right,	and	centre.	We’ve	just	done	a	whole	movies	

concert.	I’m	not	singing	any	of	those	movie	pieces	ever	again.		

RS:		 So,	do	you	always	start	with	a	warmup?	

EB:		 Always.	

RS:		 Always.	Okay	then.	Does	the	warmup	follow	a	set	philosophy	of	how	you	sequence	it?	

EB:		 Yes.	It	basically,	there	are	two	parts	to	this.	One,	I	just	want	to	get	the	voice	out	of	their	

ghastly	talking,	screaming	at	each	other,	playground	voice.	Into	a	beautiful	singer’s	

resonance.	And	the	other	is	that	I	want	their	ears	to	open	so	that	they,	I	might	do	things,	

and	their	vowels.	And	to	really	align	the	vowels.	So	mine	comes	from	very	much	a	

pedagogical,	you	know,	to	connect	the	breath	really	connect	the	breath.	To	really	get	a	

balanced	sound.	To	integrate	the	sound	from	the	bottom	to	the	top.	To	align	the	vowels,	I	

will	sometimes	take	patterns	out	of	the	music	that	are	difficult	and	work	those	as	part	of	

the	warmups.	But	my	real	aim	is	to	open	the	ear	and	get	the	voice	into	a	really	amazing	

resonance.		

RS:		 And	then,	so	you’ve	completed	your	warmup,	what	do	you	start	with	next?	What	do	you	

do	next?		

EB:		 Well,	I’ll	start	with	a	piece.	I	go	straight	into	it.	

RS:		 Straight	into	it.	So,	you’re	not	easing	into	it,	you	just	[snaps	fingers]	let’s	go?	

EB:		 Easing	into	what?	[raises	eyebrows]	

RS:		 Exactly.	[chuckles]	
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EB:		 I	don’t	“ease”	into	anything.	We	go	“kaboonga”,	straight.	Today,	it’s	called	“Gloria	

cajoniensis”	and	then	I’m	going	to	run	“O	Magnum”,	and	“Lama	bada”	and	then	I’ve	got	a	

whole	pile	of	other	stuff	I	have	to	do.	So,	it’s	called	“kaboonga”.	It’s	just	straight	in.	

RS:		 Wow.	

EB:		 I	haven’t	got	time.	I	get	such,	I	mean,	there	are	lots	of	lovely	choirs	that	have	a	whole	

hour	and	a	half	every	single	day,	I	don’t	have	that	luxury.	I	have,	you	now,	sort	of	a	two-

hour	slot	on	a	Tuesday.	Take	out	the	warmups	so	in	terms	of	the	repertoire,	I	get	a	two-

hour	slot	on	a	Tuesday	and,	if	I’m	lucky,	and	hour	and	a	quarter	on	a	Friday.	That’s	not	a	

lot	of	time	in	a	week	to	actually	really	try	to	get	where	I’d	like	them	to	be.	So,	I	have	no	

time	to	waste.	I	got	to	get	going.	If	we	want	to	be	one	of	the	world’s	finest	treble	choirs,	

and	to	produce	what	we	have	to	produce,	and,	I	mean,	I	think	they	do	remarkably	well.	

RS:		 It’s	incredible.	

EB:		 It	is	incredible	but,	you	know,	so,	on.	And	I	try	not	to	talk	too	much.	I	will	give	purpose	

and	I	talk	more	at	camp	because	I	give	background	to	the	pieces.	And	they	have	to	all	put	

their	translations	in	underneath	and	all	that	stuff	because	I	give	them	all	sheets	with	the	

translations.	I	also	give	them	which	part	they’re	going	to	sing	in	these	pieces	because	

they	don’t	lays	sing	the	same	part	for	each	piece.	So,	I	give	them	all	the	parts	for	the	

pieces	and	what	I	think	would	be	best.	Sometimes	I	might	get	it	wrong	but	then	I	just	

change	it	to	make	it	right.		

[interview	interrupted]	

EB:		 And	so,	I	tend	to	just	go	for	it.	When	we’re	out	and	about.	So,	when	I’m	on	tour,	the	best	

times	really	are	on	tour	because	then	I	can	work	them	really	hard,	and	we	can	play	hard	

and	so	they	can	see	the	other	side	of	me.	On	this,	I	find	it	quite	tricky.	I	try	to	make	the	

rehearsals	fun	and	have	a	laugh	with	them,	but	the	reality	is,	I	have	a	very	short	time	to	

get	through	an	awful	lot.	So,	I	just	go	for	it.	I	don’t	ease	into	anything.	

RS:		 Now,	this	might	be	a	bit	of	a	philosophical	question	but	how	do	you	see	your	role	in	the	

rehearsal?	You,	as	conductor,	how	do	you	see	your	role?	

EB:		 As	an	enabler	for	them	to,	actually,	and	motivate	them	I	suppose.	And	an	enabler	of	them	

to	be	the	best	that	they	can	be.	And	to	have	as	much	knowledge	as	they	can.	I’ve	said	to	

them:	“You	know,	we’re	going	on	stage.	You	have	the	knowledge,	just	let	it	happen.	You	

do	it.	Let	the	music	win.	Don’t	worry	about	the	technique,	you’ve	got	all	that	stuff	set	up.	

Just	then	do	it.”	So,	it’s	about	enabling	them.	Sorry…	

[interview	interrupted]	

RS:		 We	can	make	this	[interview]	in	two	parts	if	you	feel…	
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EB:		 That’s	fine.	So,	it’s	about	enabling	the	children	to	have	as	much	knowledge	as	they	

possibly	can.	But	also,	they	need	to	use	that	knowledge.	And,	I	mean,	I	have	very	diverse	

children	from	very	diverse	ways	and	life	and,	I	know,	some	of	those	children	would	be	

nowhere	without	their	choir	and	without	the	discipline.	I	am	disciplined	and	I	don’t	ask	

from	them	something	that	I	wouldn’t	do	myself.	I’m	not	tougher	on	them	than	I	am	on	

me.	But	I	do	see	my	role	as	an	enabler,	as	an	educator.	But	also,	to	give	them	the	best	

performance	opportunities	I	can.	I	don’t	want	to	short-change	the	children,	but	I’ve	

always	believed	that.	I	was	head	of	department	and	ran	a	school	whereby	I	felt,	I	can’t	

compose	for	crap,	I	can’t	compose	anything,	I’m	useless.	So,	don’t	let	me	try	to	teach	you	

how	to	compose	because	I	can’t	do	that.	So,	don’t	let	me	teach	you	how	to	do	Hungarian,	

because	I	can’t.	Get	the	experts	in	to	do	it.	Enable	the	children.	

RS:		 How	do	you	adjust;	we’re	sort	of	going	back	a	little	bit.	You’ve	done	all	your	work	for	this	

rehearsal	and,	you	said,	you	sort	of	go	in	with	an	idea	of	how	it	should	sound.	What	

happens	if	that	doesn’t	happen?	How	do	you	adjust	your	plan	to	make	that	happen?	Or	

do	you	just	say	that	piece,	maybe	we’ll	put	it	away	because	it’s	not	going	to	work?	

EB:		 At	the	moment	I’m	in	the	middle	of	a	piece	right	now	where	I’ve	spent	a	lot	of	time	on	

that	is	not	quite	coming	together	as	I’d	have	hoped.	And	part	of	it	is,	it’s	not	the	fact	it’s	

too	difficult,	because	it’s	not.	It’s	just	where	the	tessitura	sits	and	what	voices	I’ve	got	

inside	that	tessitura.	So,	at	the	moment,	I’ll	probably	decide	in	the	next	week	if	I’m	going	

to	pursue	this	for	the	next	three	months	or	not	pursue	it.	I	probably	have	one	of	those	a	

year.	Not	too	many.	I’ve	been	in	this	game	a	long	time.	So,	I	don’t	usually,	but	I’ll	sort	of	

have	one.	But	the	other	thing	is,	I	sometimes	feel	that	we	can	get	bogged.	But	I	also	think	

it’s	really	important	sometimes	to	be	bogged.	I	would	not	move	off	a	bar	until	they’ve	

actually	got	it	because,	unless	they’ve	got	it,	there’s	no	point.	Because	they	will	

continuously	sing	it	incorrectly.	Especially	if	it’s	something	that’s	thematic	and	is	going	

to	be	ongoing.	So,	I	will	continue	to	do	something	until	I	feel	that	they’ve	really	got	it.	

Sometimes,	I	have	to	let	go.	Sometimes	you	just	have	to	let	it	go	because	it’s	not	going	to	

happen.	And	they’re	children	and	I	keep	asking	because,	the	other	thing	is,	if	you	don’t	

ask,	you	don’t	get.	And	want	to	keep	asking	for	what	it	is	I	do	want.	Sometimes,	you	will	

never	get	it.	But	they’re	pretty	amazing	kids	and	I	suppose,	after	all	these	years,	I	know	

what	it	is	that	I	want	to	ask	for.	So	sometimes	it	works,	sometimes	magic	happens	and	

when	they	feel	it,	that’s	pretty	incredible	and	there	are	times	they	do	feel	that.	That	real	

magic.	

RS:		 Sometimes	you	get	so	far	down	the	rabbit	hole	you	don’t	know	whether	to	turn	around	

or	keep	going.	
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EB:		 And	I’m	in	the	middle	of	that	right	now	with	one	piece.	I’m	not	going	to	perform	it	next	

week	because	it’s	not	ready	to	be	performed	at	the	same	level.	And	it’s	not	exciting	and	I	

know	they	like	it	very	much,	but	it	hasn’t	quite	settled	for	me	yet.		

RS:		 And	do	you	find	you’re,	aside	from	a	piece	you	might	decide,	“Oh,	we’re	not	going	to	do	

that”,	do	you	find	yourself	making	adjustments	and	changes	in	the	rehearsal	itself	that	

might	be	different	from	what	you	expected	to	achieve	that	end.	

EB:		 Oh	of	course!	I	don’t	go	in	there	with	a	set	thing	in	my	head.	Oh,	I’m	too	much	of	a	

teacher.	I	do	not	go	in	and	go:	“Today,	I’m	just	going	be…”	I	set	up	a	general,	these	are	the	

pieces	I’m	going	to	work	on	today	because	I,	these	need	to	be	because	I	have	a	concert	in	

this	many	days	and	this	is	what	I	know	I	need	to	do	in	order	to	get	to	where	I	have	to	be.	

But	I	don’t	go	in	there	going:	“Oh,	I’ve	got	to	do,	until.”	Otherwise,	we’d	never	get	

anywhere.	And	I	go	with	the	flow.	I’m	very	much	go	with	the	flow	until	they	have	it.	It’s	a	

real	dichotomy	I	suppose.	But	I	do	not,	I	don’t	get,	sometimes	I	do,	I	suppose,	get	bogged	

but	I	don’t	really	get	bogged.	You’ve	got	to	learn	when	to	let	go	and	keep	going	and	

realise	that	everything	is	also	layered.	You	see,	what	I	will	teach	you	today,	you	know,	it’s	

that	sort	of	layering	of	a	cake.	Today	I	might	be	four	steps	forward	and	three,	next	week,	

back	and	suddenly	I	go	forward	and	then	it	might	be	five	steps	back.	You	feel	like	you’ve	

made	no	progress	and	suddenly	you’ve	gone	forward	and	you’re	only	going	two	steps	

back.	Finally,	there’s	a	forward	motion.	So,	it’s	about	learning	and	it’s	about	building	on	

top	of	each	other	and	it’s	about	layering.	So,	I	have	no	fear	really.	Some	days	are	a	

frustration	when	you’re	not	getting	what	you	had	hoped	to	be	getting	from	that	

rehearsal	or	you	haven't	achieved	what	you	had	hoped	to	achieve	in	that	rehearsal.	But	I	

take	everything	as	sort	of	a	positive	learning	experience	so	that	I	can	build	on	that.	So	

everything	has	a	build	and	so,	do	I	feel	that	I	will	reach	perfection	by	the	time	we	get	to	

the	end	of	the	year?	No.	Never.	But	it’s	all	about	the	learning	curve	because	these	

children	are	building	on	top	of	their	knowledge	the	whole	time.	

RS:		 That’s	great.	And	how	do	you	prepare	between	rehearsals?	So,	we’ve	just	had	the	

rehearsal	on	Tuesday,	for	example,	and	now	we’ve	come	to	Friday.	What	happens	in	

between	that	period	for	you	as	you	prepare	for	the	next	one?	

EB:		 So,	I	looked	at	what	we	needed	to	go	over	again	from	the	last	rehearsal.	And	some	of	

them,	I	need	to	not	do	until	next	Tuesday.	Some	of	them	I	need	to	do	today	because	next	

Tuesday	I	need	to	be	running	it	with	the	accompanists.	I’m	going	to	do	some	new	things	

today,	but	I	also	need	to	settle	on	the	French	in	“Mignonne”.	So,	I	need	to	come	back	to	

that	today.	So,	I	keep	layering	and	building.	So	today	I’ll	bring	some	new	ones	that	I	

didn't	do	on	Tuesday.	Then	next	week	I	will	complete	that	and	ready	for	our	workshop	

on	Friday	with	Jim	so	we	can	do	all	our	dance	stuff	ready	to	go.	And	then,	hopefully,	with	
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the	rehearsal	on	Saturday.	So,	everything	is	all	about	building.	And,	I	suppose,	one	of	the	

things	I	do	do,	I	do	it	at	camp	too,	I’m	very	good	at	layering.	

RS:		 And	I	think	that	ties	in	with	what	you	said	before:	sometimes	you	go	backwards	and	then	

you	bring	it	forward	again.	

EB:		 Correct.	

RS:		 So,	you,	I	guess	one	of	the	things	I’m	interested	in	is,	is	there	a	formal	or	informal	way	

that	you	reflect	on	these	things?	

EB:		 Yes.	I	flog	myself	and	don’t	sleep.	

RS:		 [laughs]	

EB:		 Yes.	Because	it’s	what	we	do.	A	formal	way?	Yes.	The	formality	is	when	I	know	which	bits	

I’ve	got	to	go	and	do.	Like	the	opening	of	the	“Lama	bada”,	the	first	interval	is	the	hardest	

thing	in	the	whole	piece.	It’s	because	they	want	to	go	[demonstrates]	and	everything	is	

underneath	the	palate.	So,	I’ve	go	to	remind	them	to	take	the	top	down,	rather	than	the	

bottom	up.	So	those	sorts	of	things,	it	building	to	remind	them	to	get	them	to	do	that	so	

that	when	they	actually	go	to	performance,	it’s	already	in	their	head.	So,	I	suppose,	yes,	

it’s	those	things	I	just	will	work	on	and	think	about	between	the	rehearsals.	And	then,	so	

today,	you	know,	to	focus	on	but	one	of	things	I	said	to	you	at	the	beginning	was	that	we	

do	this	music	a	lot.	So,	it’s	not	like	I	have	to	spend	a	lot	of	time	on	preparation	in	

between.	In	my	head,	I	might	write	down	the	things	I	might	have	to	remind	myself	to	go	

over	but	it’s	not	like	I’m	sitting	there	going:	“Oh	yes,	I	have	to	look	at	those.”	I	will	mark	

those	intervals	immediately.	But	the	other	thing	that’s	really	good	is	that	I	sometimes	

have	Darryl	[Edwards]	come	in	do	a	workshop	whereby	I	might	conduct,	or	he	may	

conduct	and	I	step	back.	Sometimes	it’s	really	important	that	we	step	back	because	we	

sit	in	the	middle	of	it	all	the	time	and	we	complain	about	this	and	that	because	we’re	

ripping	it	apart.	And	the	minutiae,	you	know,	this	vowel,	that	vowel,	this	tune,	this,	that.	

Sometimes	when	you	sit	back	and	Darryl’s	taking	it	you	suddenly	go:	“Oh,	it’s	actually	

better	than	I	thought.”	Or:	“It’s	WORSE	than	I	thought!”	But	so	then	I	will	work	on	those	

bits	too,	I	will	make	notes	and	we	will	come	back	to	those.	And	the	other	thing	that	keeps	

us	on	track	too,	and	I	haven’t	done	that	for	a	while	because	I	didn’t	do	it	for	the	movies	

concert	is	also	recording.		

RS:		 Yes,	you	did	that	the	other	day	actually	on	Tuesday.	

EB:		 Yes,	well,	how	do	they	hear	it?	They’re	sitting,	themselves,	in	their	own	little	pod.	So,	

they’re	sitting	in	their	own	little	pod	thinking:	“Gosh,	it’s	not	me	that’s	not	singing	it	in	

tune.”	Rubbish!	You’re	all	part	of	a	whole.	So,	if	there’s	one	of	you	or	two	of	you	singing	it	

out	of	tune,	you’re	all	going	to	be	out	of	tune.	So,	you	have	to	all	own	it.	So,	one	of	the	
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things	I	do	when	we	start	to	get	closer	now	and	I	do	it	in	the	beginning	of	the	year	too,	is	

I	record	them	singing	it	and	I	let	them	hear.	So,	they	can	hear	that	they	keep	singing	a	

foul	vowel.	

RS:		 Elise,	my	last	question	for	you	is	how	do	you	feel,	if	it	does,	the	rehearsal	process	and	the	

performance	affects	your	choices	of	the	next	choice	of	repertoire	and	rehearsals	and	

performances?		

EB:		 I	suppose,	in	a	way,	I’ll	be	honest	with	you	and	I	don’t	mean	this	in	a	sort	of	modest	sort	

of	smarty	pants	way.	I	mean	this	in	a	way	where	I	have	really	had	success	in,	usually,	in	

my	choices	of	repertoire.	I	have	people	who	are	very	excited	about	my	programmes.	And	

I	try	to	be	innovative	as	much	as	I	can	be	inside	still,	you	know,	educating	the	children.	

But,	you	know,	I	suppose	that	has	really	like,	for	instance,	doing	the	“Wie	lieblich	sind	

diene	Wohlnugen”	I	have	not	done	until	this	year	because	I	knew	they	weren’t	ready	for	

it	vocally.	They	weren’t	ready	for	it	in	a	maturity	either.	But	they’ve	now	moved	and	

shifted	so	that	I	can	introduce	it.	So	now	I	think	maybe	I	can	introduce	the	“Ave	Maria”	

by	Holst	or	the	Brahms	that	they	haven’t	been	ready	for	that	because	I’ve	had	to	give	

them	so	much	more	technique.	Because,	you	see,	the	other	thing	is,	the	children	don’t	it’s	

very	much	a	pepper	pot	of	learning	opportunities	out	there	and	some	of	them	learn	from	

some	interesting	people	whose	philosophy	about	teaching	singing	is	not	the	same	as	

mine.	And	they	don’t	have	enough	care	about	the	vowels	and	things	and	a	resonance…	

[interview	interrupted]	

EB:		 Sorry.	What	was	the	question?	

RS:		 That’s	alright.	So…	

EB:		 Yes.		

RS:		 How	one	leads	to	another.	

EB:		 Yes,	I	suppose	so,	in	a	way.	You	sort	of	know	which	works	and	which	doesn't	work	but	I	

always	find	something	Baroque	that’s	meaty.	I’m	going	to	find	a	Brahms	or	Schumann	or	

Mendelssohn	that’s	meaty.	To	reflect	it	in	the	thing	I’m	going	to	look	for	some	exciting	

music	like	the	“Gloria	cajoniensis”	is	thrilling	and	it’s	hard	but	it’s	a	thrilling	piece	at	the	

upper	end	of	their	ability.	I’m	going	to	really	try	for	those	kinds	of	pieces.	I’m	going	to	do	

world	music.	I’m	going	to	do	music	where	they’re	going	to	dance.	I	want	to	explore	the	

colours	and	so	I	am	always	on	the	lookout	for	pieces	we	haven’t	done	before.	Exciting.	I	

don’t	tend	to,	you	know,	every	now	and	again	we	do	a	piece	we’ve	taken	on	tour	that’s	

been	successful	that	we	might	take	again.	But	I	tend	to	really	bring	new	music	to	the	

table	every	year	too.	
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RS:		 Great.	Listen,	that’s	wonderful.	Those	are	the	questions	I	have.	Do	you	feel	there’s	

anything	that	you’d	like	to	cover	before	we	wrap	up?	

EB:		 No.	I	suppose	the	thing	really	is,	the	repertoire	is	really	critical	and	rehearsal	technique	

is	really	critical.	I	think	too	many	people	talk.	And	the	other	thing	we	tend	to	do,	and	I,	of	

course,	having	been	a	singer	for	many	yards,	I	also	was	able	to	sing	what	I	wanted	from	

them.	As	I’ve	got	older,	I’ve	tended	to	do	that	less.	While	I’m	not	a	soprano,	I	am	an	alto,	

and	so	the	soprano	has	been	trickier	so	now	I	have	somebody	who	comes	in	and	so	

Darryl	will	get	it	to	float	more.	Because	sometimes	the	sopranos	get	a	bit	pushy	up	

against	hard	up	against	the	palate.	So,	in	terms	of	rehearsal	technique	I	always	analyse	

what	it	not	working.	So,	I	always	go	to	a	singing	lesson.	I	go	to	Darryl	on	Wednesday	and	

I	talk	for	the	first	fifteen	minutes	about	the	things	I	think	I	might	need	in	that	rehearsal	

when	he	comes	next.	In	terms	of	vocal	technique.	Because,	I	can	say	it	but	sometimes	

coming	from	the	expert	or	tutor	themselves	has	more	meaning.	

RS:		 And	the	rehearsal	techniques,	have	you,	is	that	something	you’ve	either	succeeded	or	

failed	over	time?	

EB:		 Correct.	

RS:		 With	your	own	experimenting?	

EB:		 I	know,	and	everybody	always	talks	about	rehearsal	technique	and	I’m	like:	“Yeah,	yeah.”	

And,	yes,	and	I	think,	you	know,	I	think	we’ve	all	got	be	[shrugs]…	and	I’m	a	teacher.	So,	I	

come	very	much	from	the	teacher’s	philosophy	really	about,	you	know,	and	there	are	

times	when	I	let	the	children	have	an	answer	and	let	them	own	it.	And	there	are	times	

when	I	get	closer	to	the	concert	where	I	can’t	even	be	bothered	asking	questions	

because,	basically,	I’m	sorry,	you’ve	now	got	to	shut	up	and	listen…	

RS:		 Full	steam	ahead.	

EB:		 Full	steam	ahead,	exactly.	So,	you	know,	when	it’s	time	to	do	so,	I	try	to	empower.	The	

children	have	got	to	own	it.	They	don’t	the	music,	they	don’t	own	the	repertoire,	they	

don’t	own	the	stuff,	they	don’t	perform	it.	You	know,	they	can’t	perform	well.	

RS:		 Elise,	it’s	been	an	absolute	pleasure	and	an	honour.		

EB:		 Thank	you	

RS:		 Thank	you	so	much	for	your	valuable	time.	

EB:		 It’s	a	pleasure.		 	
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Carl Crossin 

	

13	January	2018	at	11.00am	

Gondwana	National	Choir	School	

Sydney,	New	South	Wales,	Australia	

	

Robert	Stewart	(RS):	Thank	you	so	much	for	agreeing	to	do	this,	it’s	a	real	gift	for	me	to	able	to	

sit	down	and	pick	your	brains	for	a	little	while.	I	know	you’re	busy,	in	the	middle	of	Choir	

School,	so	I	really	do	appreciate	it.	This	is	a	semi-structured	interview.	I’ve	got	about	8	

questions	but	really,	wherever	the	conversation	goes	and	wherever	you	feel	it	should	go,	

that’s	where	we’re	headed.	

Carl	Crossin	(CC):	That’s	good.	

RS:		 So,	I’ll	kick	off	with	a	lead	question.	How	do	you	go	about	selecting	repertoire	for	your	

choir	and	how	do	you	decide	on	its	suitability?	

CC:		 OK.	There	are	several	considerations,	and	I	wouldn’t	necessarily	put	these	in	this	order,	I	

have	to	prioritise,	but	the	suitability	of	the	text	is	one.	If	the	text	is	either	in	a	language	

that’s	suitable,	in	terms	of	ability	of	the	choir,	that’s	a	consideration.	If	the	subject	matter	

if	appropriate,	by	which	I	mean,	is	it	too	sophisticated?	Is	it	too	simplistic?	Is	it	really	a	

kid’s	song	without	that	adult	humour	added	to	it,	as	you	know,	some	of	the	animated	

movies	have	these	days?	That	they	exist	on	two	levels.	

RS:		 Right.	So,	it’s	situational.	Depending	on	the	group.	

CC:		 Yes.	The	one	thing	I	do	tend	to	consider.	I’m	happy	to	choose	repertoire	that’s	slightly	

more	sophisticated	than	the	group,	but	certainly	not	less.	I	think	that	choirs	can,	young	

singers	particularly,	can	rise	to	the	occasion	to	meet	sophistication	levels	they	might	not	

have	yet	or	fully.	But	nothing	is	worse	than	choosing	repertoire	that	your	choir	considers	

to	be	beneath	them.	

RS:		 Talking	down	to	them.	

CC:		 Yes,	exactly.		So,	there’s	text.	The	technical	demands	of	the	music	itself:	the	range	of	the	

parts,	the	tessitura,	the	complexity	of	the	writing	(either	harmonically	or	vocally)	I	think	

is	crucial.	So,	you	know,	if	a	piece	demands	that	the	tenors	in	the	group,	I’m	writing	for	

are	constantly	singing	up	around	the	passaggio	and	they’re	going	to	tire	very	quickly,	

then	I	will	probably	leave	the	piece	and	go	and	find	something	else.	I	think	that	you,	that	

what	I’m	more	interested	in	doing,	is	finding	repertoire	that	provides	musical	challenges	

rather	than	technical	challenges.	That’s	not	to	say	that	you	don’t	mind	the	odd	technical	
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challenge-	of	course	you	do.	But	I	would	rather	spend	the	rehearsal	process	refining	the	

music	rather	than	learning	notes	and	essentially	giving	a	series	of	singing	lessons	that	

enables	them	to	cope	with	the	technical	requirements	of	a	piece.	

RS:		 You’ve	done	some	Robert	Shaw	masterclasses	and	things	and	he	used	to	call	it	“vocal	

gold”.	

CC:		 Yes,	yes.	Absolutely.	It’s	interesting	you	should	mention	Robert	Shaw.	The	two	weeks	I	

spent	with	him	in	his	workshop	in	1985	was	an	absolute	watershed.	And	this	is	off	your	

question	but	it’s	a	point	I	want	to	make…	

RS:		 Sure.	

CC:		 …not	a	single	person	in	that	workshop	conducted	in	the	two	weeks	but	I’m	convinced	we	

all	came	out	of	there	much	better	conductors	than	when	we	went	in.	Shaw	was	such	a	

master	teach,	you	know,	and	the	scores	of	the	two	works	I’ve	got	that	we	did	in	those	

two	weeks:	the	Mass	in	B	Minor	and	the	Missa	Solemnis,	every	page	has	just	got	quotes	

from	him.	He	was	the	master	of	the	pithy	phrase.	That	ability	to	say	just	the	right	thing	

that	kind	of	helps	you	either	meet	the	challenge	of	that	particular	section	or	fall	in	love	

with	the	section	anew	or	just	to	think	about	it	in	a	slightly	different	way,	you	know?	

RS:		 Hmm…	

CC:		 Sometimes	his	comments	were	just	humorous,	but	they	made	you	to	become	alive	to	the	

page	a	little	bit	more.	

RS:		 Was	that	a	watershed	moment	for	you	would	you	say?		

CC:		 Yes,	absolutely.	I	spent	two	months	at	Westminster	Choir	College	in	1985	and	it	was	

probably	the	biggest	single	watershed	of	my	choral	life.	Yes.	Getting	back	to	the	

repertoire	though.	I	also	like	to	choose	variety	for	choirs.	Unless	a	concert	is	themed	a	

certain	way.	For	something	like	we’re	doing	now,	here,	for	example,	at	the	Gondwana	

National	Choral	School.	The	variety	of	repertoire	the	choir	gets	is	crucial	for	me	and	

that’s	why	they	have	everything	from	Nina	and	Son	de	la	loma	to	the	more	serious	pieces	

because	when	you’re	spending	an	intensive	two-week	period	you’ve	got	to	have	variety	

unless	you	are	spending	a	week	basically	experiencing	and	discovering	the	Mass	in	B	

Minor,	or	something.	You	need	to	have	variety,	you	know.	I’m	not	going	to	pick	10	

Bruckner	motets	and	nothing	else.	

RS:		 Again,	it’s	the	group,	isn’t	it?	

CC:		 Yes,	it	is.	

RS:		 if	you	buy	into	the	B	Minor	Mass	then	you	know	what	you’re	doing.	

CC:		 Yes,	exactly.	Yes.	So,	the	principal	guide	for	choosing	repertoire	is	the	choir	itself.	For	me.	
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RS:		 Excellent.	My	next	question	is:	do	you	have	a	method	of	score	studying	and	analysis?	And	

how	do	you	go	about	this,	if	you	do?	

CC:		 Years	and	years	ago	when	I	was	first	learning	conducting	in	an	official	way,	I	was	taught	

a	method.	And	that	method	was	a	little	bit	based	on	Nicolai	Malko’s	approach	which	was,	

you	went	through	the	score	essentially	seven	times	and	each	time	you	focussed	on	a	

different	aspect.	It	might	be	structural	considerations,	dynamic	shaping,	phrasing,	et	

cetera.	

RS:		 So,	it	was	an	elements-based	approach.	

CC:		 Yes,	it	was,	yes.	These	days	my	approach	tends	to	be	more	eclectic,	and	I	tend	to	be	drive,	

first	of	all,	by	the	text	these	days.	And	I	still	use	elements	of	that	initial	approach,	that	is,	

if	it’s	appropriate	that	you	look	at	a	section	and	you’re	looking	just	at	the	phrasing	

because	that’s	going	to	affect	your	breathing.	So,	I	might	just	look	at	one	page	and,	in	

looking	at	that	one	page,	focus	on	all	of	the	different	elements	that	are	there.	The	other	

thing	that	I	do	in	studying	a	score	is	I	learn	the	parts.	Whether	or	not	I	sing	them	out	loud	

these	days,	I	must	admit	my	voice	is	not	quite	what	it	used	to	be	and	so	it	frustrates	me	

when	there	are	lines	that	I	simply	cannot	phonate	anymore	properly.	But	getting	to	

know	the	lines	is	crucial.	Getting	to	know	the	relationships	between	lines.	Because	I’m	

essentially	a	detail	person,	I	will	go	from	the	bigger	picture	first	of	all	and	every	time	I	

come	back	to	a	score,	I	will	be	looking	for	more	details.	It	might	just	be,	as	you	remember	

yesterday,	we	were	doing	the	Ave	verum	corpus	[Byrd]	and	there	was	one	spot	that	I	

talked	about	with	the	alto	and	tenor	that	got	them	to	realise	that	on	beat	3	the	alto	had	a	

E	flat,	the	tenor	was	still	on	the	D	for	one	quaver	before	it	resolved.	That’s	a	quaver’s	

worth	of	dissonance	and	yet	it’s	the	kind	of	detail	that	singer	need	to	know	about.	My	

feeling	is,	there	is	no	detail	too	small,	and	the	conductor	has	to	know	all	the	detail.	The	

conductor	has	to	know	the	score	intimately	so	that	when	the	time	comes,	when	a	choir	

reaches	that	stage	where	they’re	ready	to	cope	with	that	little	bit	of	information,	you’ve	

got	the	understanding	of	the	score	and	you	can	go,	you	can	do	it.	One	of	things	that	I	

learned	from	Robert	Shaw	many	years	ago	was,	he	said:	“The	conductor	who	gets	the	

most	out	of	the	ensemble,	is	the	conductor	who	got	the	most	out	of	the	music.”	You	

know?	

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:		 And	for	him,	score	study	was	fundamental.	That’s	your,	that’s	your	guide,	if	you	like.	And	

I	don’t	mean	that	the	score	is	sacrosanct,	and	I	probably	should	clarify	what	I	mean	

there.	If	I’m	studying	a	Mahler	symphony,	we	know	that	Mahler	was	absolutely	

particular	with	his	dynamics	and	phrasing.	If	we’re	studying	a	Bach	mass,	we	know	that	

Bach’s	performance	instructions	are	comparatively	minimal.	But	beneath	that	level,	
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there	is	what	the	music	is	doing	itself.	There	are,	it’s	the	way	counterpoint	is	working,	it’s	

the	way	the	phrases	interact	with	each	other.	It’s	those	kinds	of	things	that	I	mean	when	

I	say:	“The	conductor	who	got	the	most	out	of	the	music.”	The	music	behind	the	notes.	

RS:		 Yes.	Um.	How	do	you	plan	for	a	rehearsal?	

CC:		 [thoughtful	pause-	5	seconds]	Again,	there	was	a	time	when	I	used	to	do,	I	won’t	say	

lesson	plans,	but	I	used	to	do	a	written	plan.	To	be	honest,	some	days,	sometimes	now,	I	

still	do	that	kind	of	thing.	If	I’ve	got	limited	time,	I	will	sometimes	go	through	a	score	and	

say:	“Ok,	I	need	to	focus…”,	to	be	honest,	I	did	that	this	morning.	I’ve	had	a	list	of	things	I	

need	to	go	through	because	I	knew	I	had	limited	time	and	so	I	have	to	go	through	that	

bar,	that	bar,	that	bar,	et	cetera.	Now,	there	are	times	in	a	rehearsal	process	when	that	is	

an	appropriate	thing	to	do.	So,	my	preparation	usually	involves	what	do	I	want	to	do	

tonight	in	terms	of	the	music?	What	do	I	want	to	achieve	with	each	piece?	What’s	the	

focus?	And	in	what	order	will	I	do	it?	I	usually	tell	the	singers	that.	Particularly	my	

University	Choral	and	my	Chamber	Singers	back	in	Adelaide.	I	will	often	start	the	

rehearsal	saying:	“OK.	Tonight,	we’re	going	to	do	this,	and	then	this,	and	then	this,	and	

the	purpose	is.”	I	know	some	conductors	of	youth	choirs	who	write	things	up	on	the	

board.		

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:		 Which	is	fine.	With	Gondwana	I	don’t	do	that	and	that’s	partly	because	Paul	and	I,	I’ve	got	

an	idea	of	what	I	want	to	do	but	if	he’s	just	done	something	really	beautifully	successfully	

and	I	think:	“No,	I	think	I’ll	do	B	rather	than	A”	because	I	can	follow	on	his	mood	and	

build	on	that	or,	he’s	done	this,	I	need	to	do	something	entirely	differently.	So,	there’s	

always	that	sort	of	organic	thing.	

RS:		 Right.	This	is	a	bit	off	of	my	questions	but,	so,	we	were	talking	about	your	groups	in	

Adelaide.	Of	course,	you’ve	got	the	Chamber	Choir…	

CC:		 Chamber	Singers.	

RS:		 …	which	is	outside,	then	you	have	the	University	Chorale.	How	do	you	see	your	

rehearsals	as	training	for	those	university	students?	

CC:		 Very	much	so	because	most	of	the	augmenting	singers	from	my	Chamber	Singers,	when	

we	expand	from	my	core	16	up	to	35	or	whatever	we	do,	most	of	the	augmenters	come	

from	my	University	Chorale.	Not	all,	but	most.	Where	do	I	get	my	core	membership	

from?	It’s	usually	the	augmenters.	People	who	have	come	in,	they’ve	augmented	for	a	

Messiah	here,	a	something	else	there.	Who’ve	proved	their	mettle,	if	you	like,	and	they’re	

the	ones	who	fill	in	on	a	regular	basis	when	somebody	can’t	do	it	or	they’ve	moved	away	

to	pursue	their	career	in	Germany	or	something,	you	know	what	I	mean?	So,	I	see	it	very	
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much	as	a	training	ground.	I	don’t	do	that	overtly	because	I	don’t	want	to	highlight	the	

fact	that	some	of	my	Uni	Chorale	will	be	Chamber	Singers	augmenters	and	some	will	

never	get	there.	So,	I	never	ever	want	to,	you	know,	whenever	I	get	extra	singers,	I	don’t	

do	it	at	the	Chorale	rehearsal.	I	never	want	the	University	Chorale,	anybody	there	ever	to	

that	feel	he’s	talking	with	those	people	or	he’s	getting	them	for	some	other	gig,	and	I’m	

obviously	not	good	enough	for	that.	

RS:		 Yes,	yes.	

CC:		 You	know.	

RS:		 One	of	my	other	case	studies,	she’s	publishes	her	rehearsal	plan,	which	is	flexible…	

CC:		 Yes.	

RS:		 …	a	few	days	before	to	give	to	her	grad	conducting	students.	

CC:		 OK.	

RS:		 So	that	they	can	follow	what’s	going	on	and	that	sort	of	stuff.	

CC:		 Now	that’s	interesting.	If	someone’s	taking	a	rehearsal	for	me,	I’ve	got	an	assistant	with	

my	University	Chorale	and	Christie,	who’s	here,	is	my	assistant	for	Chamber	Singers.	

And,	perhaps	less	so	with	Christie	because	she’s	also	singer	and	she’s	there	all	the	time;	

but	with	my	assistant	to	my	Chorale,	I	will	sometimes	give	him	an	A4	page	of	specific	

things	to	focus	on.	But	I	tend	not	to	do	it	for	myself.	Only	because	it’s	already	in	my	mind.	

You	know	what	I	mean?	It’s	a	mental	process	rather	than	a	written	one.	If	I	had	a	number	

of	grad	students	I	may,	in	fact,	do	a	similar	kind	of	thing.	Although	I’s	make	sure	there	

was	a	rider	to	make	sure	it	was	very	flexible.	

RS:		 Very	flexible.	

CC:		 Yes,	because	you’re	always	responding	to	the	moment.	

RS:		 Yes,	yes,	yes.	How	does	that	first	rehearsal	look?	So,	you’re	at	the	beginning	of	the	year,	

you’ve	done	your	score	study	and	you’ve	chosen	some	repertoire,	you	walk	in…is	there	a	

way	you	approach	that?	

CC:		 Yes.	There	is.	What	I	want	is	for	the	group	to	go	away	from	that	first	rehearsal	feeling	

really	good	about	themselves.	And	they’ve	had	some	success.	So,	I	always	find	something	

that	we	can	achieve	something	with	in	the	first	half-hour	of	the	rehearsal.	And	I	always	

make	sure	that	we	tackle	something	difficult	so	that	they	then	think:	Oh,	wow!	What	

have	we	got	now?	You	know	what	I	mean?	

RS:		 Yes.	
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CC:		 And	I	always	make	sure	they	finish	up	the	rehearsal	with	something	that	they’ve	had	

success	with	earlier	on.	So,	they	go	away	with	an	experience	of	success	and	challenge.	

But	if	I	had	to	summarise	it,	I	want	them	to	go	away	from	the	first	rehearsal	feeling	good	

about	the	choir.	

RS:		 Good	stuff!	Does	your	rehearsal	follow	a	certain	sequence?	Do	you	find	yourself	normally	

getting	into	a	certain	pattern	or	sequence?		

CC:		 Umm…	

RS:		 You	start	with	a	warmup…or	do	you	start	with	a	warmup?	Some	people	don’t.	

CC:		 Yes,	I	do…	

RS:		 [Chamber]	Singers?	Do	they	start	with	a	warmup?	

CC:		 I	tend	to	call	them	“warmups	and	energisers”	but	I	even	do	that	with	my	Chamber	

Singers	who…it’s	a…in	terms	of	this	country	they’re	professional…	

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:		 In	a	global	sense	you’d	call	it	“semi-professional”	and	that’s	partly	because	of	the	pay	

structure	and,	you	know,	not	all	of	my	singers	are	professional	in	their	level	of	skill.	

That’s	just	not	possible	in	a	city	the	size	of	Adelaide.	But	I	do	warmups,	but	they	are	

specifically	geared	to	give	the	singers	freedom	to	focus	on	things	themselves.	They’ve	all	

studied	singing;	they’ve	got	a	bit	more	of	an	idea	what	they	want	to	do.	But	it	is	also	

about	unifying	their	approach	to	something	and,	usually,	with	both	my	choirs,	something	

in	my	warmup	will	relate	to	what	we’re	about	to	rehearse.	In	some	small	way.	

RS:		 Good.	Then	what	happens	next?	

CC:		 I	would	usually	pick	a	piece	that	we’d	been	working	on	that	is	in	a	reasonably	good	place	

just	to	sort	of	continue	the	mental	warm	up.	Just	to	sort	of	get	them	in,	right?	Having	said	

that,	there	are	times	when	I’ll	from	warmup,	maybe	slightly	longer	warm	up	and	really	

go	for	something	with	challenge,	you	know?	Now	that	might	be	more	in	the	middle	of	a	

rehearsal	period	or	maybe	getting	close	to	our	concert.	Something	that	says:	We’ve	had	

our	warmup,	now,	you	know,	we’ve	still	got	to	solve	this	section	of	that	particular	piece,	

it’s	a	challenging	bit,	we’re	just	going	to	get	through	it	now.	And	because	its	early	in.	the	

rehearsal,	I	might	spend	a	fair	bit	of	time	on	that.	And	I	can	spend	40	minutes	on	a	

section	with	my	Chamber	Singers,	I	probably	would	never	do	quite	that	long	with	me	Uni	

Chorale.	

RS:		 How	do	you	describe	your	role	in	the	rehearsal?	…	Some	people	are	very	philosophical	

about	what	a	conductor	is	supposed	to	do.	

CC:		 OK.	I’m	a	teacher,	I’m	a	facilitator,	I’m	also	a	psychologist,	among	other	things.	



165	

	

RS:		 [chuckles]	

CC:		 But	I	do	see	a	conductor’s	role	as	having	some	educational	pedagogical	aspect	to	it.	I	

think	that	I	need	to	be	an	inspirer;	it’s	a	little	bit	different	with	my	Chamber	Singers	

I…there’s	a	little	bit	more	discussion.	For	example,	I	can	say	to	my	sopranos:	Sopranos,	

can	you	just	take	a	moment	to	sort	out	your	breathing	there,	that	phrasing,	can	you	just	

have	a	bit	of	a	look	at	that?	And	I’ll	know	that	they’ll	look	at	any	number	of	things,	

including	any	vowel	modification	they	might	need	to	make,	and	that	sort	of	stuff.	

Whereas	my	Uni	Chorale,	I	need	to	guide	them	through.	Even	the	staggered	breathing	

process,	I	need	to	keep	on	reminding	them	of	the	fundamental	principles	of	that	and	be	

much	more	hand	on.	So,	with	my	University	Chorale	I’m	more	the	teacher;	with	my	

Chamber	Singers,	I	can	leave	a	lot	more	up	to	them	and	then	guide	that	and	bring	it	

together.	Now,	if	I	don’t	like	what	they’ve	come	up	with,	they’ll	be	the	first	to	know.	But	

it’s	important,	I	think	to	give	them	that	responsibility.	They	respond	to	being	treated	like	

professionals.	So,	there	are	times,	occasionally,	when	I’ll	be	rehearsing	something,	and	

you	know	how	you	can	have.	A	rehearsal	where	you	think:		I	think	we’ll	have	one	more	

run	here,	just	to	make	sure	it’s	solidified.	Now	I	might	do	that	with	my	Chorale,	with	my	

Chamber	Singers,	sometimes.	I	will	start	a	run,	I’ll	get	to	a	certain	spot	and	then	stop	and.	

Say	something	like:	That	bit	will	be	fine,	I’m	sure	it	will	and	then	we’ll	sort	of	go.	On	and	

do	one	other	passage.	Partly	because	they	tend	not	to	like	singing	through	something	

just	for	the	sake	of	it.		

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:			 With	my	Uni	Chorale	to	say:	Let’s	just	do	that	again,	just	to	solidify.	That	doesn’t	quite	

work	with	my	Chamber	Singers	sometimes.		Because	sometimes	it	feels	to	them	like,	we	

don’t	need	to	run	this	again	now.	

RS:			 Yes,	yes.	I	love	the	other	day,	in	rehearsal,	you,	I	think	it	was	working	with	the	basses	or	

something.	Something	wasn’t,	it	was	a	b-natural	instead	of	a	b-flat,	or	something	like	

that.	And	you	didn’t	pound	it	out	for	them	you	made	a	note	of	it	for	them,	you	know,	you	

made	them	aware	it.	But	you	left	it	up	to	them	to	fix	it.	And	even	though.	they	didn’t	fix	it	

in	that	rehearsal,	you	did	come	back	to	it	and	sort	of	say	something	like:	I’m	looking	

forward	to	that	being	ready	tomorrow…	

CC:		 [laughs]	

RS:		 …but	it	was	good	because	it	was	like	saying:	I	trust	you	but	also,	I’m	expecting	you,	as	

well…	

CC:		 Oh	yes,	look,	absolutely.	The	subtext	of	something	like	that	is,	you	know:	Guys,	notice	my	

approach	here	is	actually	putting	the	responsibility	on	you.	Sort	it.	Now,	as	opposed	to	

being	overtly:	Basses,	you’re	wrong	in	bar	7.	Fix	it.	You	know?	
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RS:		 Or:	Basses,	you’re	wrong	and	here’s	the	note.	Played	on	the	piano.	

CC:			 Yes.	And	you,	I	do	find	that	they	respond	better	when	the	expectation	is	that	they	will	

sort	it.	And	even	if	it’s	not	sorted,	I	will	usually	use	a	bit	of	humour	to	bring	them	back	to	

it	rather	than	imply:	You’ve	failed	at	fixing	that,	now	I	have	to	work	with	you.	Do	you	

know	what	I	mean?	I	think	they	always	respond	better	to	the	more	positive.	And	I	don’t	

mean	that	in	a	“happy	clappy”	sense	because	I	also	believe	you	only	get	what	you	

demand.	

RS:		 It’s,	again,	situational	because.	You	know	that	they	have	the	skills	and	so	you	are	calling	

on	them	to	use	those	skills	whereas,	maybe	with	a	younger	group,	for	instance,	that	

might	not	have	those	skills,	then	you	might	have	to	take	a	different	kind	of	tack.		

CC:			 Yes.	But,	you	know,	I	always	find	that	humour	is	good	in	that	situation.	

RS:		 I	love	the	way	that	you	make	up	Italian	terms…	

CC:		 [laughs]	

RS:		 …	like	“tempo	indulgissimo”	or	something	like	that.	

CC:		 All	of	my	singers	in	all	of	my	choirs,	they	all	get	that.	I	don’t	know	whether	they	think	

that’s	stupid	but	they	all.	respond.	I	mean,	I’ve	made	up	words	like	“floatissimo”.	In	my	

own	arrangements	I’ve	even	written	the	word	“floatissimo”.	That’s	fine	if	they	see	that	as	

a	Crossin-ism	and	it	gets	a	result,	then	I’m	fine	with	that.	Um,	what	was	I	going	to	say?	

What	were	we	talking	about	just	before	that?	

RS:		 Um,	with	a	younger	group,	you’re	calling	on	them	to	use	the	tools	that	they	have…	

CC:		 Yes.	You	know,	humour	is	important	with	this	and	my	approach	sometimes	might	be	to	

say:	Tenors,	there	are	a	lot	of	good	notes	in	that	phrase.	There	were	several	good	notes.	

Whatever.	Let’s	actually	have	a	look	at	the	ones	that	weren’t	quite	so	good.	You	know,	

things	like	that.	Or,	a	wonderful	one	I	got	from	Richard	Gill,	who	said	to	the	basses	once:	

Basses,	please	sing	that	phrase	as	if	singing	in	tune	was	not	a	special	effect.	

RS:		 [laughs]	

CC:		 [laughs]	

RS:		 [laughing]	That’s	great!	Do	you,	I	mean	I’ve	alluded	a	bit	and	you’ve	kind	of	alluded	a	bit	

as	well.	How	do	you	treat	different	rehearsals?	Say,	I’m	thinking	about	first	rehearsal	to	

performance.	Are	there	different	approaches,	say	from	first	rehearsal,	say	in	the	middle	

period,	say	in	the	dress	rehearsal	or	closer	to	the	end?	Do	you	think	macro	that	way	as	

well?	
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CC:		 Yes,	I	do,	I	do.	I	mean,	I’ve	got	the	luxury	of	having	reasonably	substantial	rehearsal	

periods.	With	my	Uni	Chorale	it’s	because	they	need	it;	and	my	Chamber	Singers	because	

they	have	rejected	the	concentrated	model.	They	don’t	want	they.	

RS:		 Why	Is	that?	

CC:		 Because	a	number	of	them	are	music	teachers	and	they	would	much	rather	have	the	one	

night	in	the	week,	I	mean,	that’s	until	we	get	close.	We’ve	got	a	system	where,	if	we’ve	got	

concerts	on	Saturday	and	Sunday,	you	know,	one	of	our	subscription	concerts.	We’ll	

always	have	a	general	or	a	dress	on	the	Friday,	we’ll	have	the	Tuesday	in	that	week	and	

the	week	before	will	always	have	the	Tuesday	and	the	Wednesday.	So,	it	does	get	a	bit	

more	intense;	up	until	about	that	time	it’s	just	the	Tuesdays.	

RS:		 I	like	that	you	say	that	because	I	assume	for	them	it’s	PD	as	well.	

CC:		 Well	for	the	teachers	it	is.	Despite	the	fact	that	they	produce	professional	product,	they	

prefer	that	one	night	a	week.	They	know	it’s	a	commitment,	they	know	that	it’s	

absolutely	100%,	they	don’t	get	any	freebies.	There	are	no	freebies.	

RS:		 I	must	say,	in	a	situation	like	[Gondwana	National]	Choir	School	where	you’re	at	it	for	2	

weeks	in	this	intense	period,	I	find,	personally,	because	I	want	to	build	sound	and	skills	

over	time,	I	find	that	more	difficult.	I	prefer	the	model	you	described.	Is	that	your	

experience?	

CC:		 Yes,	it	is	because	they	do	forget	things	from	week	to	week	but,	with	my	Uni	Chorale,	

that’s	all	I’ve	got.	I’ve	only	got	every	Wednesday	night	and,	despite	the	fact	it’s	a	Uni	

choir	it’s	at	night-time	so	I	can	have	outsiders	in	it.	They	get	a	Friday	dress	before	a	

Saturday	concert	and	that’s	it.	And	yet,	they	do	go	A	to	B	and	then	a	week	later	they	go,	

[whooshing	sound],	A1	to	B1;	[whooshing	sound]	A2	to	B2,	do	you	know	what	I	mean?	

That	does	happen	but,	in	fact,	that	gap	gets	less	as	the	season	goes	across.	And,	in	terms	

of	approaching	the	whole	thing,	the	first	thing	I	want	to	do	is	inspire	them	about	the	

repertoire.	I	want	to	get	as	much	of	the	hard	yakka	as	I	can,	done	early	on.	So	that,	you	

don’t	want	it	to	peak	too	soon	but	you	do	want	it	to…	you	don’t	want	to	be	hassling	at	the	

end;	you	don’t	want	to	be	under	real	pressure	that	you’ve	only	got	two	rehearsals	to	go,	

and	you	still	haven’t	nailed	bars	60-100,	do	you	know	what	I	mean?	

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:		 And	that’s	the	same	thing	because	you	know	kids	are	going	to	lose	their	voice	here	[at	

Gondwana	National	Choir	School].	The	first	three	or	four	days	are	crucial.	Now	we’ve	got	

to	Saturday	and	pretty	much	all	the	repertoire	we’re	going	to	do	is	humming	along	fairly	

nicely.	So	next	week	will	be	about	managing	their	vocal	stamina	and	just	refining.	That	
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will	help	their	memorisation	because	they	do	everything	from	memory	here.	I	think	that	

answers	your	question	about	the	macro	thing.	

RS:		 Yes,	very	good.	How	do	you	adjust	for	different	or	unanticipated	situations	in	your	

rehearsal?	For	instance,	a	piece	that	you	thought,	they’re	going	to	take	to,	and	it	just	

hasn’t	clicked.	How	do	you	approach	that?	

CC:		 [long	pause]	A	first	port	of	call	might	be	something	humorous	like:	I	can	tell	that	you	

guys	haven’t	fallen	in	love	with	this	piece	yet.	Or	I	might	say:	OK.	I	think	it’s	time	that	we	

pretend	that	democracy	actually	does	work.	Alright?	We’ve	been	working	on	this	piece.	

I’m	not	convinced	about	it,	actually.	Just,	on	three,	raise	your	hand-	5	means	you’re	

loving	it	and	you	want	to	keep	going;	fist	and	we	can	it	right	now.	And	you	can	have	1	or	

4	or	5;	nobody’s	to	use	3.	And	I	go,	here	we	go:	1,	2,	3.	Boom.	And	I	look	around,	now	OK,	

it’s	a	little	bit	of	a	humorous	thing,	but	it’s	a	humorous	way	of	getting	and	gauging	their	

level	of	motivation	for	it.	There	are	times	where	you	have	to	make	the	decision	yourself.	

You	know?	You	say	to	yourself	later:	No,	this	just	isn’t	working.	And	so,	in	that	rehearsal,	

you	might	say:	OK,	let’s	just	leave	that	now.	We’ve	done	a	fair	bit	on	that,	let’s	move	to	

something	else.	You	haven’t	told	them	yet,	but	that	one’s	gone.		

RS:		 Never	to	be	seen	again.	

CC:		 And	when	someone	says:	Are	we	doing…	Nah,	I’ve	decided	that	wasn’t	quite	the	right	

piece	for	this	programme	at	this	stage.	So,	you	move	on.	Because,	I	think,	a	conductor	has	

to	be	flexible.	You’ve	got	to	be	prepared	to	change	horse	mid-stream	if	something	isn’t	

working.	I	always	try	and	make	it	so	that	I	never	get	to	the	stage	where	I	push	past	their	

tolerance	for	something.	You’re	constantly	reading	the	mood.	And	it’s	one	thing	to	be	

insistent	and	to	push	them	to	achieve	as	opposed	to	push	them	past	that	point.	Getting	

back	to	something	I	said	before,	sometimes	you	work	at	something	for	30-35	minutes,	

maybe	even	20	minutes,	and	you	think:	OK,	good.	Now	let’s	run	it	again	just	to	

consolidate.	Or	you	think	to	yourself:	No,	I	actually	think	we’ve	had	enough	on	this	piece.	

We	won’t	even	do	the	consolidating	run.	Because	it	feels	like	it	would	be	a	bridge	too	far.	

RS:		 Right….and	you	feel	like	you	lose	them.	

CC:		 Yes,	you	know?	And	so,	I	guess	any	conductor,	really,	is	just	always	mindful	that	they’re	

bringing	the	group	with	them.	

RS:		 So,	it’s	kind	of	this	relationship	that	you’re	developing.	

CC:		 Absolutely!		

RS:		 Because	they	trust	you.	Hopefully.	And	your	judgement.	

CC:		 Yes.	



169	

	

RS:		 And	would	you	say	sometimes	even	if	it’s	a	piece	that	they	didn’t	like,	sometimes	they	

might	even	go	ahead	and	give	it	a	try.	

CC:		 Absolutely.	And	sometimes,	again,	I	will	use	humour	to	say	to	them:	Look!	I	know	you	

don’t	like	this	piece	yet.	Or,	sopranos,	I	know	that’s	not	your	favourite	phrase,	but	you	

will	love	it	eventually.	Repeat	after	me:	I	will	love	it.	That’s	all	that	sort	of	thing	and	it	just	

sort	of	gives	them…it	kind	of	gives	them	permission	to	be	so-so	about	a	piece	without	

you	taking	it	seriously	and	without	them	feeling	like	can’t	show	a	reaction.	It’s	all	part	of	

the	relationship	and	I	think	that’s	absolutely	right.	The	other	thing	I’ll	say	about	

relationships	is,	for	me,	the	success	of	my	relationship	with	the	choir	is	dependent	on	my	

relationship	with	every	individual	singer.	In	my	Chamber	Singers,	I	know	the	singers	

very,	very	well	and	I	constantly	develop	individual	relationships	with	them.	Here,	by	the	

time	you	get	to	the	end	of	the	two	weeks,	you	know	all	their	names,	you	know	things.	

You’re	even	able	to	go	up	to	so-and-so	and	say:	Look,	I	think	you’re	doing	a	fabulous	job	

on	that	phrase.	You	specifically,	just	be	careful	about	blah,	blah,	blah.	You	know	what	I	

mean?	So	that	they	always	feel	like	it’s	between	them	and	you.	That	it’s	not	about	we’re	

just	an	amorphous	ensemble	and	he’s	relating	to	us	as	a	mass	of	people	and	not,	I’m	

relating	to	every	single	one	of	you.	Individually.	

RS:		 And	then	people	can’t	hide.	

CC:		 They	can’t	hide.	

RS:		 The	larger	the	group,	the	more	possible	it	is	to	hide.	

CC:		 Yes,	yes,	it’s	interesting,	there	was	a	very	interesting	study	that	what	was	done,	maybe	

20	years	ago,	that	was	written	up	in	the	Choral	Journal	about	“social	loafing”	…	

RS:		 Yes,	that’s	what	I’m	referring	to…	

CC:		 Yes…	

RS:		 [laughs]	

CC:		 And	you	know,	social	loafing	in	the	rehearsal.	It	was	fascinating	and	I’m	sort	of	very	

aware	of	that	now.	That	I	don’t	want	anybody	to	feel	like	they	can	just	sit	back	and	relax.	

So,	that	individual	contact	again	is	very,	very	important.	And	it	will	affect	their	ability	to	

work	together	as	an	ensemble.	I	think	it	actually	enhances	it	because	it	allows	true	

gestalt,	you	know.	Because	gestalt	is	where	the	outcome	is	great	than	just	the	sum	of	the	

parts,	the	sum	of	the	parts	still	matters,	not	the	sum,	the	parts	still	matter.	You	know?	

RS:		 Yes,	interesting.	This	is	kind	of	a	bit	off	topic	but	interesting	kind	of	leading	into	the	next	

couple	of	questions.	It’s	interesting	that	you	said	you	read	this	article	in	the	Choral	

Journal	and	that’s	changed	your	thinking.	Are	you,	I	mean	you	work	in	a	university	
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setting,	and	a	research	setting,	so,	is	converting	research	into	practice,	is	that	something	

that	you	do	regularly?	

CC:		 It’s	something	that	I	do	as	a	matter	of	course	but	it’s	not	part	of	my	job.	My	research	

outcomes	in	my	job	are	actually	compositions	and	performances.	So,	I	get	what’s	called	

ERA	points,	if	you	like…	

RS:		 ERA?	[spelling]	E-R-A?	

CC:		 Yes,	stands	for	Excellence	Research	Australia.	Which	is	the	principal	measure	of	research	

outcomes	in	universities	these	days.	And	so,	if	I	do	a	premiere	or	if	I	curate	a	particularly	

interesting	concert	series,	or	concert,	or	whatever;	or	my	own	composition	when	they’re	

performed,	that’s	how	I	get	ERA	points.	Any	research	I	pick	up	as	a	choral	conductor,	to	

apply	as	a	part	of	my	general	practice,	is	not	an	official	part	of	that	but	it’s	just	something	

I	do.	I’m	an	avid	reader	of	choral	things.	I	particularly	love	learning	about	the	way	other	

conductors	do	it.	I	was	talking	to	Graeme	Morton	just	last	night	about	a	book	he	

recommended	to	me	called	English	Ways	which	was	written	by	an	American	to	show	

American	choral	conductors	the	different	ways	that	some	of	the	better-known	English	

conductors’	work.	And	it’s	a	fascinating	book	because	it’s	interesting	to	hear	Cleobury,	

Layton,	James	Lancelot,	et	cetera.	Some	of	these	leading	English	conductors	talk	about	

their	approach	to	the	choral	art.	And	there’s	a	wonderful	book	that	I’ve	got	that’s	about	

Sir	David	Willcocks,	who	used	to	be	at	Kings	[Cambridge]	and	there	are	several	bits	

where	all	of	his	ex-singers	have	little	bits	to	say	about	things.	And	to	be	honest,	I’ve	

learned	so	much	from	that	book.	Some	of	these	little	ideas	that	you	get,	you	know,	they’ll	

talk	about	something	that	Willcocks	used	to	do,	and	you	think:	I	like	that.	That’s	

becoming	part	of	something	I	do!	Yeah!	

RS:		 [laughs]	That’s	fantastic.	How	do	you	prepare	between	rehearsals?	Is	there	a	formal	way	

that	you	reflect	on	how	things	are	going?	And	how	does	this	affect	your	planning?	

CC:		 [pauses]	It’s	formal	in	that	it	happens.	It’s	not	formal	in	that	it’s	limited	to	a	set	time.	Yes,	

I	will	always	plan	my	Choral	rehearsal	whether	it’s	thinking,	writing,	score	marking,	or	

whatever.	My	University	Chorale,	usually	on	a	Wednesday	morning,	I	don’t	have	any	

classes	then.	And	with	my	Chamber	Singers	it	will	usually	be	on	the	Tuesday	because	I	

have	them	that	night.	Now,	that’s	only	because	my	heavy	teaching	days	are	Monday,	

partly	Tuesday,	and	this	coming	year,	Friday.	Thursday,	I	try	to	keep	absolutely	free	as	

my	own	research	day.	That’s	when	I	try	to	finish	my	PhD,	et	cetera.	To	be	honest,	there’s	

a	lot	of	rehearsal	reflection	that	happens	in	the	car	on	the	drive	home.	

RS:		 Hopefully	you	don’t	get	in	an	accident…	
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CC:		 No.	Takes	me	about	25	minutes	to	drive	home	from	university	or	from	where	the	

Chamber	Singers	rehearse.	And,	you	know,	there’s	always…the	brain	is	always	ticking	

over.	

RS:		 What’s	happening	in	that	process,	then?	

CC:		 Usually	I	am	focussing	on	the	things	that	I	don’t	think	I	did	right.	Or	I	might	even	focus	on	

the	things	where	I	think	the	singers	might	have	let	things	down.	Although,	I	must	admit,	

my	first	port	of	call	is	always	myself.	My	wife	tells	me	I’m	too	hard	on	myself	

occasionally.	My	feeling	is,	we	all	have	to	be	our	own	worst	critic,	you	know.		

RS:		 I	think	there’s	sometimes	two	sides	to	that.	Some	people	think,	if	there’s	a	problem	that	

it’s	the	singers’	fault;	some	people	think,	if	there’s	a	problem	then	it’s	the	conductor’s	

fault.	

CC:		 Yes…	

RS:		 You	come	down	on	the	latter?	

CC:		 I	tend	to	come	down	on	the	latter	although,	I	will	say,	that	there’s	never	any	situation	

where	a	conductor	has	to	take	responsibility	for	everything	[emphasised]	that	goes	

wrong.	I	think	everybody	has	to	take	a	level	of	responsibility.	And	I	have	been	known	in	

rehearsals,	when	things	might	not	have	been	going	particularly	well	at	all,	to	actually	say	

to	the	group:	You	know	guys,	I	can’t	do	this	on	my	own.	I	need	you	to	be	partners	in	this	

thing	that	we	are	doing.	And	if	you’re	not	prepared	to	pull	your	weight	then	there’s	

nothing	in	my	bag	of	tricks	that	solves	all	the	problems	without	you.	But	yes,	in	general,	I	

tend	to	come	down	on	the	conductor	should	always	look	at	themselves	first	because	

they’re	the	ones	who	are	managing	people	and	are	managing	the	music.	

RS:		 Fantastic.	And	how	does	this	rehearsal	process	that	you’ve	gone	through	and	that	

includes	the	performance,	how	that	kind	of	influence	the	next	set	of	choices	of	repertoire	

and	the	rehearsal	and	performance?	

CC:		 Hmm.	It	does	in	several	ways.	Again,	this	is	in	no	particular	order.	Sometimes	I	will	hear	

things	in	performance	or	as	part	of	a	rehearsal	process,	you	know,	when	you	try	

something	different.	You	think:	Oh,	yeah,	OK.	That’s	actually	a	lovely	sound	and	so	you	

think,	when	you’re	planning	your	next	programme,	I	think	I’ll	do	something	that,	sort	of,	

using	what	you’ve	done.	For	example,	it	might	be	my	Chamber	Singers,	I	have,	my	singers	

tend	to	know	if	they’re	tenor	1	or	tenor	2	or	bass	1	and	bass	2.	But	sometimes	you	move	

things	around	a	little	bit	and	sometimes	surprise	yourself	and	you	think:	OK!	That’s	the	

colour	I’m	getting	there.	In	the	next	programme	I’m	going	to	get	you	to	do	x	or	y,	to	build	

on	that.	I’m	always	aware	of	how	much	I	put	into	a	programme.	Sometimes	I	programme	

programmes	that	are	too	big.	There	just	isn’t	the	time	to	either	rehearse	it	well	enough	
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or,	even	if	they	all	hang	together	in	performance,	and	I’m	never	happy	if	things	just	hang	

together,	the	stamina	required	in	performance	is	just	too	much.	I’ve	got	a	soprano,	all	up	

she’d	be	my	best	soprano,	she’s	got	perfect	pitch,	she’s	a	gorgeous	person,	beautiful	

singer,	absolutely	beautiful	singer.	But	she	had	chronic	fatigue	syndrome	during	her	

teenage	years	and…	

[interrupted	by	colleagues]	

CC:		 …and,	because	she	had	chronic	fatigue,	sometimes	she’ll	come	to	me	and	say:	would	you	

consider	doing	this	one	early	in	the	programme	or,	if	you	want	to	do	it	at	the	end,	would	

you	consider	giving	the	solo	to	Ally	rather	than	me?	Because	I’m	not	convinced	that	I’m	

going	to	have	the	energy	left,	I	can	do	all	the	chorus	stuff,	to	do.	So,	sometimes,	that	

becomes	the	consideration	for	her.	Sometimes	it’s	a	consideration	for	the	singers	in	

general.	We’ve	got	the	Arvo	Part	Seven	Magnificat	Antiphons.	OK	guys,	that’s	going	

relatively	early	in	the	programme	because	there’s	one	of	those,	well	the	last	movement,	

sopranos	are	up	on	top	As	for	the	last	three	pages.	You	know?	

RS:		 Wow!	

CC:		 Yeah.	

RS:		 Do	you	have	a	seating	plan?	I	know	some	people	do	the	whole	voice	placement	and	all	

that	sort	of	stuff…	

CC:		 Yes…	

RS:		 Do	you	do	that?	

CC:		 Yes,	I	do.	

RS:		 Large	and	small	groups?	

CC:		 Yes.	I	would	usually	place	my	Uni	Chorale	once	a	year.	It	may	not	be	the	very	first	thing	I	

do	but	I’ll	usually	do	it.	Having	said	that,	I	didn’t	do	it	in	2016.	Partly	because	I	didn’t	feel	

I	needed	to	do	it.	I	made,	I	tweaked	things	as	we	go.	With	my	Chamber	Singers,	very	

rarely	will	I	do	a	placement	exercise.	I	just	know	what	they	sound	like	and	I	just	know	

Ally	and	Emma,	that’s	the	way	around.	As	a	general	principle,	I’m	very	aware	of	who	I	

put	on	the	ends	of	sections	because	the	colour	of	the	whole	group	can	be	coloured	by	the	

people	on	the	outside.	

RS:		 So,	what	do	you	look	for?	What’s	your	favourite	colour	on	the	ends?	

CC:		 I	tend	to	like	a	brighter	sound	on	the	outside.	I’m	also	mindful	I	will	put	the	most	trained	

of	my	singers	on	the	outside.	Usually	for	my	Chamber	Singers,	for	16,	we	will	perform	in	

one	large	semi-circle.	And	I’ve	normally	got	2	of	my	3	best	sopranos	are	on	the	end	and	2	

of	my	best,	well	actually	both	my	second	basses	are	over	here	and	they’re	on	the	outside.	
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And	that	really	does	tend	to	help	colour	the	whole	group.	The	seating	exercise,	the	whole	

placement	exercise	for	me…where	you	there	when	Paul…no	you’re	weren’t	there	when	

Paul	and	I	were	explaining	it.	A	whole	bunch	of	kids	came	out	after	the	placement	

exercise	and	said:	Can	you	just	tell	us	what	just	happened?	

RS:		 Ah…	

CC:		 And	so,	we	explained	it	to	them	and	it’s	all	about	finding	the	right	sound,	right	sound	

without…to	find	it	naturally.	Because	the	laws	of	acoustics	are	just	such	that	if	you	have	

A	and	B,	the	sound	is	one	thing;	if	you	go	[makes	a	switching	motion],	the	sound	is	

usually	a	different	thing.	

RS:		 Switch	them	around.	

CC:		 Yes.	And	you	can	have	A	there,	if	you	move	A	down	the	line	a	little	bit	and	put	B	

somewhere	else,	then	the	sound	is	a	little	bit	different	and	so,	you	can	get	a	brighter	or	a	

darker	sound	depending	on	how	you	place	the	voices.	But	we’re	also	after	a	situation	

where	you	want	ever	singer	to	be	able	to	be	themselves.	I	will	never	ever	use	the	term	

“blend”	as	a	verb.	As	a	noun,	and	that’s	because	I	fundamentally	believe	that	you	don’t	

blend,	blend	happens.	Blend	happens	when	a	number	of	other	things	are	in	place:	

everyone	singing	the	same	note,	everyone	is	doing	the	same	thing,	at	the	same	time,	with	

the	same	intent.	And	that	comes	down	to	the	placement	of	consonants,	vowel	colour.	So	

you	get	all	those	things	right	and	things	blend.	Do	you	know	what	I	mean?	

RS:		 Yes.	

CC:		 Or,	at	least	they	blend	as	much	as	they’re	ever	going	to	blend.	I	wrote	an	article	for	the	

ANCA	[Australian	National	Choral	Association]	magazine	Sing	Out!,	I	don’t	know,	a	

couple	of	years	ago	now.	And	I	started	it	by	saying:	I	never	ask	my	singers	to	blend.	

Which	is	a	fairly	provocative	statement.	Because	it	makes	it	sound	like:	What?	My	God?	

What	does	your	choir	sound	like?	My	choir	sounds	very	blended,	and	our	uniform	sense	

of	phrasing	is	very,	very	[pauses]	unified	and	that’s	because	we	focus	on	matching	

vowels,	accuracy	of	consonants,	rhythm	of,	unanimity	of	phrasing.	You	worry	about	all	

those,	all	those	things	and	blend	happens.	

RS:		 I	really	believe	in	the	connotation	of	words	and	I’ve	avoided	“blend”	as	well	over	the	last	

several	years.	Taking	more	to	saying	“balance”	…	

CC:		 Yes,	yes.	Well,	somebody	once	used	the	term	that	I	heard,	and	I	love	it:	“we’re	not	talking	

about	blend,	we’re	talking	about	vocal	cohesion”.	And	I	think	it’s	a	good	phrase	but	in	my	

early	years	I	used	to	say	to	people:	Sopranos,	I	need	you	to	blend	together.	Which	of	

course	means	I	need	you	to	suppress	your	own	individual	voices	so	that	you	all	sound	

like	the	lowest	common	denominator.	I’m	not	too	sure	when	I	changed	my	mind.	
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Possibly	when	I	went	to	Westminster,	I	think.	I	don’t	have	any	recollection	of	what	the	

catalyst	was.	I	just	know	I	came	back	with	a	brain	full	of	new	ideas	and	new	approaches.	

RS:		 Fantastic.	Fantastic.	Carl,	that’s	the	end	of	my	written	questions	but	I	just	want	to	give	

you	the	opportunity,	if	there	is	anything	you	would	like	to	talk	about	or	expand	or	this	is	

something	I’d	like	to	leave	with.	[pause]…you	don’t	have	to,	of	course.	

CC:		 No.	We’ve	sort	of	touched	on	most	of	the,	yes,	there	is	one	thing,	and	this	is	partly	driven	

by	the	fact	that	I	know	who	your	other	people	are,	I	know	this	is	entirely	anonymous	so	

it’s	not	going	to	be	an	issue	but	there	are	conductors	who	have	an	approach	that	says:	

the	sound	is	everything.	And	so,	their	fundamental	approach	is	to	“build	a	sound”	and	

then	that	sound	becomes	the	sound	of	the	choir	irrespective	of	whether	they	are	singing	

Palestrina	or	Brahms.	There	was	a	time,	the	6th	World	Symposium	[on	Choral	Music]	

happened	to	be	in	Sydney	and	I	can	remember	watching	Ronald	Staheli	and	the	Brigham	

Young	University	Choir	in	a	session	and	he	talked	about	changes	of	und	to	suit	different	

styles.	Now,	you	know,	I	know	that	that	choir	is	one	of	those	where	the	sound	is,	the	

sound	is	everything	type.	And	the	workshop,	and	he	getting	to	demonstrate	changes	of	

colour,	now	I	think	I’ve	got	pretty	good	ears	and	I	trust	my	ears	and	I	think	he	was	joking	

with	himself.	If	he	thinks	what	he	was	getting	was	significant	or	even	in	some	cases	

subtle	changes	of	colour	to	suit	the	different	pieces,	I	think	they’re	all	fooling	themselves.	

That	feels	like	a	fairly	negative	thing	to	say	but	I	just	use	it	as	an	example	that	I	reject	

that	notion	that	sound	is	everything.	Is	the	sound	important?	Absolutely!	But	the	sound	

they	make	in	singing	Palestrina	is	no	the	sound	they’re	going	to	make	if	they’re	singing	

Brahms	or	if	they’re	singing	Arvo	Part	or,	in	fact,	there’s	a	close,	Palestrina	and	Part	are	

closer	together.	Sometimes	you	can	change	the	colour	of	the	group	by	re-arranging	the	

placing.	If	the	singers	don’t	have	the	ability	in	their	own	voices,	to	get	that	kind	of	colour	

variety,	changing	the	placement	will	often	do	it	for	you.	

RS:			 There	are	conductors	that	pretty	much	every	piece	is	a	different	arrangement.	Do	you	do	

that	sort	of	thing	yourself?	

CC:		 That	has	been	known.	Chamber	Singers	has	a	little	bit	of	a	reputation	for	making	a	

number	of	moves	in	any	one	of	its	concerts.	And	so	long	as	we	don’t	go	too	far,	the	

audiences	appreciate	it	because	they	do	hear	a	difference.	They	don’t	know	why	they	

hear	a	difference,	but	they	do	hear	the	difference.	But	this	is	something	interesting	with	

Paul	and	I	talked	about	when	we	first	started	doing	stuff	together	here,	we’ve	discovered	

that	we	have	a	really	similar	choral	aesthetic	and	that	it’s	not	all	about	the	sound.	It’s	

about	phrasing,	it’s	about	the	texture,	it’s	about	the	rhythmic	energy,	it’s	about	the	text,	

it’s	about	a	whole	lot	of	things	and	depending	on	what	you’re	doing,	all	of	those	things	

are	important,	but	they	come	to	the	fore	at	different	time.	So,	when	you’re	doing	a	

Victorian	motet,	for	me,	it’s	mostly	about	the	phrasing	to	make	the	polyphony	work.	
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Now,	in	the	process,	you’ve	got	to	make	comments	about	vowel	colour,	legato,	and	

articulation.	All	of	which	affects	the	sound	and	so,	while	I	might	never	say	to	the	singers:	

We	need	this	minim	or	vibrato	but	the	time	you	finish	working	with	the	phrasing	and	a	

few	other	things,	you’ve	got	the	sound	you	wanted	anyway.	So,	that	will	have,	and	I	think	

while	I	don’t	know	a	lot	about	a	couple	on	your	list,	I	know	a	fair	bit	about	the	other	two	

and	I	think	you’ve	got	an	interesting	mix	of	choral	aesthetics	in	your	sample.	At	first,	I	

thought:	Why	on	earth	has	Bob	asked	me	for	this?	I	didn’t	fully	understand,	and	I	could	

only	think:	Well,	OK.	My	sense	that	I	have	a	different	approach	to	certainly	Karen	and	

Elise	and	so	there	are	points	of	discuss.	

RS:		 Yes,	and	I	will	say	the	next	bit	off	the	record	if	you	want.	But	if	there’s	anything	else	

you’d	like	to	say	on	the	record,	please	feel	free	to	add.	

CC:		 Look,	I	think	I’ve	probably	rattled	on	long	enough.	We	could	go	on	with	this	conversation	

for	several	more	hours	and	if	there’s	anything	else	you	want	to	talk	about	on	the	record	

or	off,	that’s	absolutely	fine	but,	for	now…	

RS:		 That	is	great.	Thank	you	so	much	for	your	time…	

CC:		 Thank	you.	
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Karen Grylls 

	

30	January	2018	at	11.00am	

Mt	Albert,	Auckland,	New	Zealand	

	

Robert	Stewart	(RS):	How	do	you	go	about	selecting	repertoire	for	your	choir?	How	do	you	

decide	on	its	suitability?	

Karen	Grylls	(KG):	For	me,	the	repertoire	is	very	much	connected	to	the	purpose	of	the	choir.	I	

have	a	couple	of	choirs	that,	I	think,	are,	perhaps,	not	your	ordinary	community	choir,	

you	know,	sort	of	entertainment	or	activity	as	much	as	it	is…at	the	university,	an	

educational	tool	that	runs	across	all	sorts	of	areas	in	a	way.	And	all	sorts	of	student	

backgrounds.	But	it’s	the	choice	of	repertoire	there	and	for	the	university	choir,	we	look	

over	the	last	years,	it	started	out,	I	suppose,	the	very	beginning	of	the	choir,	under	

another	name-	the	University	Singers,	they	did	a	lot	of,	with	their	previous	conductor,	

they	did	a	lot	of	British	music.	And	wonderful	repertoire-	church	music,	madrigals.	Very,	

very	good	to	sing.	And	then	later	it	got	changed	to	be	a	chamber	choir	that	was	partly	in	

response	to	what	was	going	on	in	the	university.	But	it’s	always	been	the	notion	that	we	

will	choose	repertoire	that	will	ensure	that	the	students	sing	in	a	holistic	and	good	way.	

That	they	shouldn’t	be	singing,	effectively,	any	differently	from	their	studio	lessons.	How	

far	the	music	travels	and	how	far	the	sound	travels	is	another	matter	but	actually	the	

actual	mechanism,	the	actual	way	it	works.	So,	the	choice	of	repertoire	is	both	careful	to	

make	sure	you’re	not	asking	young	singers	to	sing	in	the	crazy	part	of	their	range	for	

ever	and	ever	as	some	pieces	require.		

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 So,	some	of	the	sort	of	the	melodic,	textural,	I	should	say.	Textural	pieces	with	these	huge	

textures	and	long,	sustained	notes	going	on	forever.	That’s	hard.	But	that’s	also	good	

discipline	so	we	do	a	little	mixture	of	that.	But	the	in	the	bigger	picture,	we	do	

programmes	that	have	a	focus.	So,	we	might	have…we	invented	this	thing	called	

“ACCENTS	on…”-	so,	“accent”	is	quite	cute	because	“ACC”	is	the	“Auckland	Chamber	

Choir”,	so	accent	on,	say,	Aoteoroa.	So,	we’ll	do	a	programme	of	modern	music	or	accent	

on…the	Baltics,	and	we’ve	done	a	lot	of	that	repertoire	over	the	years.	Or	we	might	do,	

our	latest	project	is	being	a	choreographed	version	of	the	Brahms	Liebeslieder	Waltzes.	

Now	that’s	a	choice	there	because	it	let’s	all	the	choir	sing	some	things;	small	groups	sing	

some	things;	solo	here	or	there.	So,	it	is	a	choice	that	was	made	to	develop	the	skills	and	

to	give	them	challenges.	So,	is	it	also	a	huge	amount	of	challenge	in	some	way?	And	

there’s	a	huge	amount	of	variety.	And	that’s	why	they	come	back,	because	we’ve	got	a	
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mixture	of	alumni	and	also	current	students.	And	then	the	other	big	component	for	us	is	

the	biennial	large-scale	work	which,	for	us,	since	2010,	has	been	with	Stephen	Layton	

and	the	APO	[Auckland	Philharmonic	Orchestra].	And	so,	we’ve	done	all	the	major	Bach	

works.	How	wonderful	is	that?	That	a	student,	there’s	no	way	we,	as	a	department,	have	

that	capacity.	

RS:		 And…	

KG:		 We	just	don’t	so,	we	choose	it,	and	it’s	hard.	We	choose	language	and	we…in	other	words,	

we	challenge	all	the	things	and	support	all	the	things	that	the	singer’s	doing,	that	the	

student’s	doing	and	we	also,	the	other	component	of	repertoire	choice	pertains	both	to	

that	choir	and	Voices	New	Zealand	and	[National]	Youth	Choir	[of	New	Zealand]	when	I	

took	it,	and	that	is	New	Zealand	composers	because,	as	national	choirs,	we	have	a	very	

strong	responsibility,	in	my	view,	to	be	doing	the	music	of	our	composers.	And	we’ve	got	

some	very	fine	composers	and	they	come,	very	different	but	we	do	a	large	amount	of	

New	Zealand	music.	So,	for	me,	some	of	its	quirky,	some	of	it’s	hard,	some	of	it’s	easy	but	

different.	It’s	not	all	about	that	but	I	think	it	is	about	variety,	it	is	about	challenge	and	it	is	

about	giving	them	opportunities	that,	maybe	once	they	leave	these	ensembles,	they	

won’t	find	easy	to	get.	So,	it’s	really	exciting,	we’ve	got	the	St	Matthew	Passion	coming	up	

in	October	and,	for	some	of	these	kids,	they	never	sung	it,	they	don’t	know	what	it	is.	So,	

you	know,	it,	so	here,	in	New	Zealand	it	would	be	very	easy	to	sit	and	just	do,	you	know,	

the	[Eric]	Whitacre-esque	and	maybe	[Morton]	Lauridsen	and	the	more	appealing	things,	

the	[Ola]	Gjeilo	and	all	that	and	some	nice	New	Zealand	music	but	we	can’t	forget	the	

choral	canon,	we	can’t	forget	the	actual	stuff	we	learned	our	trade	on.	

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 And	I	see	that	a	lot	in	the	commentary	and	the	ACDA	journals:	don’t	forget	what	we	grew	

up	on.	And	if,	I	suppose	there’s	one	thing	I	need	to	do	more	of	in	choosing,	I	would	say	I	

need	to	more	polyphonic	work	because	THAT	is	a	skill	that,	of	course	one	gets	with	Bach,	

but	it’s	just	too	easy	to	choose	these	nice	mushy	things	everyone	like.	

RS:		 [laughs]	Do	you	have	a	method	of	score	study?	How	do	you	approach	studying	your	

scores?	

KG:		 Um,	I	do.	[pause]	

RS:	 	I	notice	you	using	coloured	pencils	the	other	day	which	was	very	satisfying	to	me…	

KG:		 Yes,	I	think,	a	bit	like	Bob	Chilcott,	over	the	years	I	think	I’ve	become	more	and	more	and	

more	attached	to	the	words.	So,	I	always	start	with	the	words.	And	the	text	and	then,	I	

have	to	say,	that’s	one	of	the	challenges	for	our	New	Zealand	composers.	If	I	ask	someone	

or	commission	someone:	“What	text	do	you	want?”	It’s	quite	hard.	
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RS:		 So,	do	you	do	a	formal	analysis	of	the	text?	Or	how	do	you	go	about	that?	

KG:		 I’m	really	looking	at	the	text	in	two	ways.	One	is	just	the	pragmatic	way	rather	than	…	

what	does	that	mood	mean?	When	I	sing	that	word	in	bar	three,	what	am	I	singing?	What	

does	it	mean?	And	so,	any	approximate	translation	is	not	good	enough.	It	has	to	be	that	

word	at	that	moment.	So	then	we	would	expect	the	students	to	know	that	as	well.	They	

have	to	write	it	down.	They’re	very	slack	at	that,	I	have	to	say.	But	apparently	Sir	Colin	

Davis	was	rehearsing	Mozart	Requiem,	I	think	it	was.	A	colleague	of	mine	was	in	the	

ensemble.	He	came	and	leaned	over	and	said:	What	does	that	word	mean?	Pointing	at	

“irae”	in	the	Dies	Irae.	So,	you	know,	fortunately,	that	person	knew.	

RS:		 [laughs]	

KG:		 That’s	a	good	thing.	But	I	do,	I	think,	that’s	what	I	have	to	get	hold	of	and	it’s	also	the	

spoken	intonation	of	the	words.	And	a	few	just	reading	the	text.	How	does	it	come	across	

and	then,	what	impact	does	the	music	have?	Because	if	the	music	is	that	strong	it’s	really	

easy	for	the	music	to	win	if	it’s	a	competition	between.	Intonation	and	spoken	text	and	

the	hierarchical	layers	of	rhythm	in	the	music.	So	that	kind	of	thing.	So,	I	need	to	know	

what	it	is	if	it’s	in	a	foreign	language.	And	you’d	be	surprised	how	many	don’t	know	even	

some	of	the	older	English.	They	just	don’t	know	what	it	is.	So,	I	do	in	that	way	and	then,	

of	course,	I	use,	because	we	sit	in	a	land	that’s	surrounded	by	water,	it’s	not	easy	to	hear	

languages	unless	have	friends	who	speak	French,	or	what	have	you.	So,	I	do	use	IPA	

[International	Phonetic	Alphabet]	so,	coupled	with	the	preparation	that	goes	

immediately	enough,	I’ve	got	vocal	consultants	working	with	me,	that’s	often	a	job	that	

they’ll	do.	We’re	really	interested	in	what’s	open,	what’s	closed,	what’s	this,	what’s	that,	

what	is	the	sound.	And	anything	that	will	help	intonation,	just	what	the	letters	do	and	

what	can	we	do.	So,	that’s	the	place	I	start	and	then	it	helps	me	to	mark	scores	with	

colours.	I’m	that	kind	of	person	anyway,	probably.	But	I’m	programmed	now,	if	I	see	red,	

I’m	looking	for	somebody	to	bring	in.	And	it’s	just	easier	if	you’re	rehearsing,	and	the	

stand’s	a	bit	far	away	and	there’s	this,	WHAM	mark	that	tells	me	exactly	where	it	comes	

in.	Exactly	the	moment.	So,	it’s	not	just	at	the	beginning	of	the	bar,	it’s	precisely	on	

“three-	and”	or	whatever	it	is.	Change	of	signatures,	I	put	a	minimal	amount	of	

information	but	it’s	information	about	who	comes	in	when-	cuing.	About	dynamics,	

about	speed,	patterns,	tempi,	all	of	that	sort	of	stuff	goes	in.	And	then	every	now	and	

again	I	put	some	big	bar	lines	in.	We	used	to	have	these	bets	with	our	conducting	

professor	because	we	reckoned	every	time	he	got	to	the	most	important	bar	in	the	whole	

piece,	he’d	jump	off	the	podium.	His	feet	would	leave	the	podium.	So,	we	had	the	bets	

about	where	that	would	be.	Like	the	Brahms	Requiem,	where	is	it?	

RS:		 [laughs]	
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KG:		 Where’s	the	one	moment?	Or	the	Mozart	Requiem.	Certainly,	you	know,	I	see	that	a	lot	

with	[Steven]	Layton’s	scores.	He	puts	these	big	things,	not	many,	just,	you	know,	a	sort	

of	goal.	Sometimes	I	do,	sometimes	I	don’t	need	to,	but	I	do	it	in	other	ways.	Sometimes	

you	chunk	it,	so	you	know	how	many	bars	or	phrases,	you	know	where	it	builds	up,	so	

you	know	where	it’s	going	to	be.	The	other	thing	that	I	do,	I	do	need	to	know	the	

chording	because,	while	we	live	in,	while	we	sing	in	ontological	time,	going	on	a	

continuum,	our	world	is	on	a	verticality.	And	some	of	my	singers	think	that	way	and	so,	I,	

it’s	really	important	to	know.	You	have	to	know	that	as	a	conductor,	especially	when	

you’re	dealing	with	a	cappella	things	and	you	have	to	balanced	chords	and	stuff,	so	often.	

Registration.	Sometimes	composers	write	chords	that	have	an	awful	lot	of	the	fifth	of	the	

chord	doubled,	it’s	really	hard	to	get	that	stability	that	you	need.	So,	that	becomes	an	

issue	of	balance.	It	also	encourages	the	singers	to	listen	in.	You	can	take	them	in	and	out	

of	focus	so,	in	the	preparation,	which	is	what	you	asked	me,	I	need	to	make	sure	it’s	that	

G-flat	I’m	after	and	why.	That,	of	course,	doesn’t,	it	can	get	in	your	way,	you	get	stuck	

with	that.	I	think	if	you	put	all	those	things	together,	the	text	on	the	one	hand,	and	

everything	that	pertains	to	it	and	then	the	musical	architecture	on	the	other	hand,	then	

those	two	things	together	tell	a	pretty	story	and	so,	there’s	a	sense	of	subtext	that	you	

want	to	think	about.	If	you’re	going	to	sing,	like	this	[Nico]	Muhly	piece	we’re	doing,	

what’s	it	called…	

RS:		 Stand	in	this	House	

KG:		 Stand	in	this	House…where’s	the	house?	Who’s	in	it?	What	does	it	feel	like?	So,	each	of	

those	four	movements	in	that	work	has	a	different	view	about	what	that	house	is.	Is	it	a	

sacred	space?	What	is	it?	And	that’s	a	kind	of,	I	suppose,	it’s	a	little	bit	of	the	sort	of	thing	

that	the	opera	singers	have	to	do.	You	know,	subtext.	What	am	I	doing	here?	

RS:		 It’s	a	dramatic	sense…	

KG:		 And	choirs	are	really	bad	at	that	because	if	you	have	nothing	there,	and	I	think	I’ve	spent	

a	long	time	doing	that,	and	you	sit	and	the	audience,	you	look	at	the	choir	and	it’s	as	

boring	as	all	get	out.	No	one	home.	And	there	are	people	that	say:	Well,	I	don’t	enjoy	

choir	concerts	because	there’s	nothing	there.	Of	course,	the	other	side	of	that	is	that	

people	get	jumping	and	do	all	this	movement	and	staging	and	all	that	and	it	is	much	

more	of	an	event.	But	all	of	those	things	go	into	it,	it’s	a	huge	amount.	I	would	say	I,	

everything	I	know,	I	use	all	the	time	preparing	scores.		

RS:		 Right.	So,	you’re	especially,	you	have	a	background	as	a	music	theoretician	and	that	as	

well.	I	just	wonder	how	that	informs…	

KG:		 I’m	very	quick	to	see	that.	

RS:		 Yes.	
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KG:		 And	that	matters	to	me.	And	I	sometimes,	it’s	a	bit	like	asking	the	flute	player	who’s	got	

three	fingers	down	on	there	and	playing	the	note:	What’s	the	note?	No	idea,	three	

fingers.	You	know?	It	does	matter,	and	we	do	do	some	things	even	with	the	less	

experienced	big	groups	we	have,	at	the	university	anyway,	it’s	important	that,	you	see,	

the	opera	singers	will	say:	It	doesn’t	matter,	none	of	that	matters.	You	get	it	into	the	

instrument,	you	get	down	until	it’s	right,	it’s	there.	You	don’t	have	to	care	that	you’ve,	I	

remember	having	a	conversation	with	an	operatic	tenor	who	said:	I	don’t	know	any	of	

that	stuff	and	I	don’t	use	it.		

RS:		 Telling.	

KG:		 It	didn’t	stop	him	from	being	flat	here	or	there.	

RS:		 [laughs]	

KG:		 But	you	don’t	say	that	you	know?	

RS:		 Yeah,	yeah.	

KG:		 You	just	move	on.	But	in	choral	ensemble	you	do	have	to	take	account	of	the	verticality	

and	that,	that’s	what	works	against,	in	my	view,	that’s	where,	that’s	one	of	the	first	

moments	of	coming	apart	between	the	studio	teachers	and	the	choral	ensemble	because	

the	studio	teacher,	of	course,	is	always	about	line,	is	about	linearity	and	we	have	to	think	

about	this	[gestures	making	a	vertical	line	with	her	hands].	At	that	moment,	I	am	the	

third	of	the	chord.	The	sort	of	third	I	want	is	this.	Or,	at	that	moment,	I’m	singing	the	

seventh.	And	in	all	those	pieces	we	were	doing	just	yesterday,	those	same	notes	are	

changing	function	every	chord.	Well,	I’m	quick	to	see	that	so,	I	know	that,	and	you	can	

hear	it.	When	it	changes	just	a	little	bit,	but	this	is	very	fancy	hearing	and	it	relies	on	the	

vowel	being	absolutely	right,	so	you	can	shift	it	around.	So,	an	F-sharp	might	be	sharp	

and	the	D-sharp	might	be	flat	and	that’s	just	a	matter	of	doing	something	vocal	to	

actually	set	that.	It’s	hard	how	to	find	out	when	a	downwards	interval	isn’t	down	at	all	

and	an	upwards	interval	isn’t	up	at	all.	And	sometimes	things	have	different	functions	

like	if	you,	in	the	Whitacre	A	Boy	and	a	Girl	there	are	a	lot	of	major	seconds,	that’s	just	in	

the	language	but	if	you	don’t	get	the	major	seconds	big	enough,	the	piece	doesn’t	work.	

How	do	you	know	when	it’s	right?	You	don’t	measure	in	hertz:	I	want	that	note	three	or	

four	hertz	more	than	that	one.	We	can’t	hear	hertz,	but	we	can	hear	quality	and	we	can	

hear	when	it	locks	in	and	suddenly	it	shimmers	and	the	whole	thing	is	just	quite	organic.	

And	that’s	something	the	singers	can	feel	and	that’s	how	you	know.	You	might	put	a	plus	

on	it	and	say:	That’s	going	to	be	a	big	second.	That	particular	note	is	really	big	or	that	

particular	one.	And	sometimes	you	get	people	who	are	used	to	singing	just	[intonation]	

thirds	so	they’ll	sing	a	major	third	low,	it	was	happening	yesterday,	but	it	wasn’t	working	

in	the	bass.	So,	I	said:	You’ve	got	to	make	it	more	Pythagorean,	you’ve	got	to	make	it	
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more	linear.	So,	this	is	a	different	sort	of	set	for	me.	I	don’t	always	have	time	to	get	into	

the	real	details	that	I’d	like	for	that	but,	in	a	global	sense,	you	can	kind	of	get	there.	

Especially	with	Voices,	they’re	quick	people	but	we	would,	the	basic	things	like	hold	up	

what	number	you’re	singing.	Simple	Bach	chorale-	1,	3,	5,	1.	And	get,	it	forces	the	singers:	

Oh,	okay	that’s	my	part	and	it’s	important.	In	a	choir,	that	matters;	in	an	opera	chorus	

[shrugs]…	

RS:		 Not	so	much?	

KG:		 Because,	what	we’re	asking	to	do,	opera	chorus,	as	I	see	and	hear	it,	everyone	singing	

massively	loud	and…that’s	it.	But,	in	my	world,	it’s	taking	all	the	good	things	about	the	

singing,	very	holistic	singing,	and	connected	singing	to	the	body	and	putting	a	real	fine,	a	

real	refinement	about	it.	It	has	to.		

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 But,	you	see,	I’m	sort	of	old	fashioned	enough	to	think	that	a	cappella	singing	is	how	you	

learn	your	craft.	

RS:		 I	guess,	too,	the,	an	opera	chorus	has	so	many	other	things	going	on	to	hold	your	interest	

and	to...	

KG:		 Yes,	yes,	if	you	stop	and	listen…	

RS:		 Whereas	a	choir	can	pour,	it’s	drama	comes	out	of	its	sound.	I	mean,	an	opera	chorus	as	

well	but	you	know	what	I’m	saying…	

KG:		 Well,	you’re	entertained	in	a	different	way	with	an	opera.	And	you	can	be	seduced	into	

looking	at	the	costumes	and	the	this-es	and	the	thats.	

RS:		 [laughs]	Exactly.	Look	at	the	shiny	thing	over	here.	

KG:		 If	you	close	your	eyes	and	just	listen,	when	it’s	a	good	opera	chorus,	it’s	fantastic.	

RS:		 Yeah.	

KG:		 But	I	haven’t	heard	a	lot.	You	know,	the	very	fine	opera	houses	have	them.	

RS:		 I	guess,	sort	of,	for	me,	the	next	step	is	that	you’ve	chosen	the	repertoire,	you’ve	gone	

through	this	period	of	score	analysis,	how	do	you	approach	that	very	first	rehearsal	

introducing	a	piece?	Is	there	something	that	you’re	looking	for?	Is	there	something	

you’re	hoping	to	achieve?	

KG:		 Yes.	I	think,	um,	I	think,	I	mean,	we	do	the	bit	we	can.	It	depends	on	if	it’s	a	foreign	

language,	it’s	two	different	sort	of	processes.	If	it’s	a	language	that	I	know	very	well	then,	

I	probably	won’t	use	words,	we	use	a	sort	of	syllable.	But	the	most	important	thing	is	to	

give	them	the	confidence	and	let	them	show	me	what	they	know.	So,	can	we	have	a	look	
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at	a	few	corners,	just	watch	here,	and	then	we	go	from	beginning	to	end.	And	you	give	

them	a	chance	to	basically	show	you,	they	will	show	you	quickly	if	this	is	going	to	be	a	

hard	piece	to	learn.	I	mean,	you	have	your	ideas	anyway…	

RS:		 Yeah.	

KG:		 But,	you	know,	but	how	hard	it	is,	or	how	challenging	or	what	the	challenges	will	be	but	

it’s	really	important	to	give	them	a	second	run.	Don’t	just	run	through	and	make	a	

decision.	In	the	preparation,	as	I	tell	my	students:	Yes,	bar	3	looks	like	it	might	be	

difficult.	But	don’t,	as	they,	I	think	it’s	a	Swedish	expression:	“Don’t	write	the	devil	on	the	

wall”	…	

RS:		 [laughs]	

KG:		 They	might	get	it	right.	Give	them	a	chance	to	get	it	right.	You	might	not	even	have	to	

worry	about	it.	And	it	always	surprises,	there’s	at	least	a	40%	improvement	from	the	

first	to	the	second	reading.	Even	if	it	starts	at	zero.	Or	starts	further	up,	then	you’re	

further	on.	But,	I	mean,	the	trick	is,	so	I’m	looking	to	see	how	they	respond	to	it	and	

especially	some	of	the	younger	ones-	they’re	always	quick	to	make	up	their	mind	if	they	

think	it’s	going	to	be	a	good	piece	or	not.	So,	I	always,	I’m	ready	for	that.	

RS:		 How	do	you	convince	them	it’s	a	good	piece	if	they	are	not	convinced…	

KG:		 Well,	they	can	make	a	quick	decision	because	it’s	hard	or	it’s	a	funny	angle	or	they	can’t	

get	this	or	that.	And	I	just	say:	Stop.	You	haven’t	given	the	piece	a	chance.	Give	the	piece	a	

chance.	We	all	agreed	later	on,	we’re	not	so	happy,	that’s	another	matter.	

RS:		 Give	the	piece	a	chance…	

KG:		 But	you	haven’t	given	it	a	chance	and,	especially	if	it’s	a	new	commission	or	a	new	piece.	

So,	I’m	looking	for	what?	Just	their	general.	And	they	will,	of	course,	it’s	human	nature,	

whether	they	like	it	or	not.	But	it’s	important	for	them	to	understand	the	context	of	the	

piece	in	the	program.	If	you	have	a	sort	of,	I	mean	for	year	and	years,	in	the	early	days,	

we’d	have	a	fun	trip	which	we	thought	would	be	great	for	Youth	Choir.	Just	chose	things,	

now	it’s	more	important	to	have	themed	things	and	I	think	that’s	important.	We	are	

competing	with	audience	who’s	got	a	very	much	discretionary	entertainment	dollar.	And	

I	think	this	is	a	reason,	give	them	a	reason,	they	might	think:	Oh,	that’s	an	interesting	

programme.	So,	as	far	as	the	singers	are	concerned	with	the	pieces	that	come	along,	they	

can	see	the	relevance.	They’re	pretty	good.	I	mean,	I’m	very	quick	to	convert	the	

converted.	It’s	a	very,	very	important	thing	to	do,	especially	with	young	singers.	Give	

them	a	reason	why	this	is	a	good	piece	or	why	we	think	we’ve	chosen	this	piece	and	what	

contrasts	it	gives	in	the	overall	programme	and	et	cetera,	et	cetera.	Mostly,	I	would	say,	

the	choirs	I	take	are,	they’re	already	persuaded	choral	people.	They’re	not	your,	they	
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come	because	they	really	want	to	sing	good	music,	that’s	what	I’m	doing	at	the	moment.	

In	the	community	choir	there’s	slightly	different	perhaps	but,	actually,	I	do	it	no	

differently.	I	might,	I’ll	have	to	give	them	more	tools,	I’ll	have	to	spend	more	time	being	a	

cheerleader	and	a	didactic	pedagogue	before	I	can	get	to	the	conducting	but,	you	know,	

it’s	not	often	that	we’ve	said:	Actually,	this	isn’t	the	right	piece.	I	thought	it	was,	but	it’s	

not.	And	I	think,	earlier	on,	perhaps	I	made	some	errors	in	judgement	but	that	was	

because	I	was	still	learning	on	the	job.	That’s	the	thing	we	do.	But	it’s	giving	them	the	

tools	to	feel	confident	to	approach	it.	And	that’s	really	important.	You	have	to	give	them	

what	they	need	not	just	scream	at	them	because	they	can’t	do	something.	Like,	for	the	

Matthew	Passion,	there’s	a	whole	bunch	of	them,	they	haven’t	sung	a	lot	of	German.	It’s	a	

really	huge	job	to	do	that-	all	the	German.	But	we	get	onto	it	very	quickly	and	we’ve	got	

truckloads	of	good	ears	around	who	can	hear	all	these	things	and	so,	it’s	good	but	it	has	

to	be	done,	the	language	has	to	be	done.	It’s	very,	very	different	for	New	Zealanders	

because,	you	know,	Europeans	will	bathe	in	consonants	but	here	you’re	lucky	if	you	get	

one	at	the	beginning	of	a	words	let	alone	the	end	of	the	word.	It	just	doesn’t	happen.	

RS:		 [chuckles]	

KG:		 So,	I	think	choosing	a	piece	that	has	some	integrity	for	the	bigger	picture	maybe	there’s	

something	in	the	programme	that	they	think	their	mates	might	like	if	they	come	to	the	

concert.	A	little	bit	of	that	but	not	really,	not	in	the	fields	I	work	because	we	might	have	

music	of	Asia	and	music	of	the	Pacific,	we	choose	a	theme	and	it’s	quite	cool,	so	we	can	

incorporate	also	the	people	in	the	choir	who	are	really	stellar,	and	we’ve	got	composers	

of	Samoan	music	and	drummers	and	this	sort	of	thing.	A	couple	of	them	who	dance.	So,	

they	love	that,	and	they	love	the	opportunity	to	share	their	skills	around.	

RS:		 You	play	to	their	strengths.	

KG:		 Yup.	

RS:		 Do	your,	does	each	rehearsal	follow	a	general	sequence,	like,	do	you	have	an	overall	

structure	in	your	head	that	you	always	work	to?	

KG:		 I	should	probably	be	a	bit	more	structured,	but	I	do	have,	I	do	have	checks	and	balances	

about,	I	have	this	many	pieces,	I	have	this	many	rehearsals.	And	what	I’ve	discovered	by	

now,	which	is	a	long	time	later,	that	if	you’re	going	to	spend	any	more	than	15	minutes	

on	a	piece	with	a	normal	choir,	I	mean,	Voices,	I	consider	different	because	they	have	this	

capacity	to	really	concentrate	and	time	is	so	precious	that	they	would	just	do	the	job.	So,	

we	spent	an	hour	the	other	day	on	something,	but	it	was	four	pieces,	it	was	four	pieces.	

Four	pieces	within	it.		

RS:		 But	the	choir…	
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KG:		 You	lose	them.	Roughly.	

RS:		 So,	you	think	15	minutes	and	then	you	change	activity.	

KG:		 Yes,	So,	the	progression	is	sort	of	get	the	day	out	of	their	head	and	try	to	get	them	

focussed	on	the	job	at	hand.	Get	the	singing	mechanism	going.	And	then	off	we	go.	

RS:		 And	you	do	that	through	a	warmup?	

KG:		 Yeah.		

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 Yes.	I	need	to	be,	rehearsal’s	an	hour	and	a	half	long,	you	need	to	be	getting	through	8	

pieces.	You	don’t	have	any	more	time	than	that.	But	sometime,	so	it’s	good	to	have	

something	that	goes	quite	quick,	so	you	always	have,	I	happen	to	agree	with	the	school	of	

thought	that	says	once	you’re	over	0.618	[the	Golden	Proportion]	of	the	rehearsal	the	

concentration	isn’t	as	good.	That’s	just	human	nature.	That	is	true.	So,	if	you’ve	got	your	

reminder,	something	that	feels	like	it’s	going	faster,	you	run	through	things	and	accept	

the	errors.	Then	you	get	into	the	real	working	phase	and	that’s	the	nitty-gritty	that	you	

get	down	into	and	you	might	have,	if	you’re	challenged	for	time,	just	choose	certain	

spots.	You	say:	This	is	the	tricky	spot	so	we’re	going	to	work	on	this,	connect	it	to	that,	

and	if	you	can	put	it	back	into	the	context,	that’s	really	good.	To	sort	of	sing	the	whole	

thing	through.	I	don’t	always	do	that,	and	I	think	that’s	an	error	of	judgement,	really.	

More,	I	do	that	now,	so	it	winds	out	to	the	end.	But	I	think	the	other	thing	that	I	always	

put	into	a	rehearsal	is	an	element	of	performance.	Somewhere,	we’ll	say:	OK,	we’ve	been	

ra-raing	and	all	the	rest	of	it	and	I	just	change	the	mode.	I	don’t	say	anything.	I	just	tune	

into	the	artists	and	I	leave	all	the	other	stuff	behind	and	I	don’t	say	anything,	we	just	go.	

And	they	suddenly	realise,	oh,	we’re	performing	this.	And	then	you	go	through	it,	hell	or	

high	water,	you	don’t	stop.	And	that	tells	them	how	they’re	doing.	It	gives	them	an	

experience	of	the	actual	piece	as	it’s	going	to	be.		

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 It’s	really	important,	that.		

RS:		 I	kind	of	think	like	a	camera,	like	a	film	director	would	go	in	for	the	close	up	and	then	

pull	back	for	a	long	shot.	

KG:		 Yeah,	it’s	the	worm’s	eye	and	the	bird’s	eye	view,	if	you	like.	

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 Too	bound	up	with	the	worms,	sometimes.	

RS:		 [laughs]	Yes.	



185	

	

KG:		 And,	you	know,	you’ve	got	to	go	and	do	this,	with	bigger	brush	strokes.	

RS:		 You	mentioned	the	Golden	Proportion	earlier	and	I	do	know	people	who	really	

consciously	structure	their	rehearsal	that	way.	

KG:		 Yes.	I	think,	all	I	know	is,	if	I’m	0.618	of	the	way	through	the	rehearsal	and	I’m	really	

wanting	to	do	a	really	heavy	working	phase,	I’m	against	it.	It	does	go	as	easily.	

RS:		 It	has	to	happen	before	then?	

KG:		 Well,	you	just,	you	try	to	judge	it.	Nothing’s	ever	perfect	but	I	can	remember	getting	into	

a	point,	I	think	I	told	you,	it	was	a	[Jaakko]	Mäntyjärvi	piece	about	the	maritime	tragedy	

in	Estonia	[Canticum	Calamitatis	Maritimae],	which	I’ve	done.	And	I	introduced	it	to	the	

chamber	choir	and,	some	of	them	are	quick	and	some	of	them	are	not	so	quick,	and	I	just	

had	to	stop	and	say:	Guys,	you’re	doing	really	well.	But	this	was	about	0.8	of	the	way	

through	the	rehearsal	and	I	knew	I	was	working	against	the	concentration,	you	see.	And	I	

said:	How	much	do	you	want	to	do	this	piece?	(Because	we	were	about	to	go	off	to	a	

festival	down	country	and	sing).	Because,	I	said,	I	have	to	ask	you	to	do	something	I	don’t	

actually	really	want	to	be	doing	with	you	at	this	point	in	the	rehearsal.	This	isn’t,	actually,	

very	productive,	that’s	all.	

RS:		 Uh,	huh.	

KG:		 Because,	you	know,	I	need	to	do	x,	y,	z	and	it’s	pretty	intensive	and	I’ll	have	to	do	it	now,	

if	this	piece	is	going	to	survive.	If	this	piece	is	going	to	fly	for	our	presentation	in	Rotorua.	

Are	we	on?	“Oh	YES,	we’re	on!”	Because	they	were	so	into	it,	which	I	knew.	But	it’s	

converting	the	converted.	When	you’re	asking	them	to	dig	deeper	into	their	reserves,	

they’re	all	busy	working	people.	This	is	9.00	on	a	Tuesday	night	and	you	really	want	to	

drill	down.	Because,	you	have	to.	Because	you	know	that	if	you	don’t	do	it	then,	the	piece	

is	not	going	to	function,	you	haven’t	got	any	more	time.	So,	sharing	goals	is	huge.	

Converting	the	converted.	Give	them	a	reason	why	you’re	making	them	work	so	hard.	

And	making	sure	that	when	you	do,	at	the	end	of	that	little	sequence,	they	can	hear	it.	So	

that’s	coming.	Yes,	yes,	yes.	You’ve	got	to	build	them	in;	you’ve	got	to	bring	them	in.	

RS:		 Your,	how	do	you	think	macro?	As	in,	you	know	you	have	a	certain	set	of	rehearsals	to	a	

performance.	I	think	you	alluded	the	other	day	that	you	started	developing	a	chart.	Can	

you	talk	a	bit	about	your	thinking	on	that	process?	

KG:		 At	the	suggestion	of	my	colleague,	Greta	Pedersen,	she	introduced	me,	she	said:	Karen,	

you	should	do	this.	This	was	about	10	or	so	years	ago.	No	one	tells	you	these	things,	you	

just	stumbled	upon	them	by	accident	really.	

RS:		 [chuckles]	True	enough.	
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KG:		 Nobody	really	taught	me	to	be	a	conductor	until	I	got	on	the	podium.	And	made	my	

mistakes.	

RS:		 That’s	funny	because…	

KG:		 Yeah,	they	taught	me	to	wave	my	hands	and	a	bit	of	this	and	that.	Yes,	we	studied	this	

and	that	and	languages.	I’m	quite	good	at	language,	I	think	and	ears	for	it.	Like	my	father.	

Some	people	don’t.	In	the	choir,	some	don’t.	But,	I	think,	yes,	she	said,	and	we	sat	in	her	

little	house	in	Norway,	and	she	had	this	piece	and	we	went	home	after	the	[Oslo]	Soloists	

choir	rehearsal	and	she	looked	at	the	pieces	and	she	put	percentages.	How	far	she	

thought	piece	1,	she	was,	after	two	rehearsals.	What	the	number	would	be.	Again,	if	

you’ve	got	the	golden	mean,	you’ve	got	six	rehearsals	by	the	end	of	rehearsal	4,	if	you	

don’t	have	some	pretty	high	numbers	in	there,	you	don’t	have	a	concert.	And	then	you	

can,	you	remember	to	do	it	quickly	after	rehearsal.	You	remember	what	worked	and	

what	needs	to	be	worked	at.	So,	you	can	make	your	schedule	plan	for	the	next	rehearsal	

right	away.	It’s	very	easy.	And	it,	what	it	does	is,	it	forces	you	to	actually	make	sure	you	

cover	things	within	two	rehearsals.	If	you’re	not	covering	everything	in	two	rehearsals,	

you’re	sabotaging	them,	actually.	You’re	not	giving	them	a	fair	chance.	Now,	they	might	

not	be	able	to	get	through	everything	but,	the	fact	is,	you	can	do	a	run	with	mistakes	and	

mistakes	but	you’re	still	turning	the	pages	of	every	piece.	Now,	if	it’s	a	simple	piece,	

that’s	another	matter,	but	it’s	just	like,	if	you	were	a	pianist,	you’d	just	sit	down	and	play	

a	scale	and	warm	your	fingers	up	before	you	start.	So,	this	is	the	equivalent,	just	remind	

yourself	what	comes	in	bar	two	and	bar	eight.	It	makes	a	big	difference	and	then	they	

feel,	because	the	biggest	issue	I	think,	if	it	was	something	I	erred	on	as	a	younger	

conductor,	I	would	spend	too	much	time	on	the	detail	and	the	poor	beggars	never	really	

got	enough	of	the	big	picture	because	I	was	so	fussy	on	getting	it	right.	I	needed	to	give	

myself	permission	for	some	things	to	be	not	so	right	in	order	that	they	get	the	view	and	

that	they	knew	where	the	turns	in	the	road	were	because	that’s	what	we’re	talking	

about.		

RS:		 Um,	huh.	Yes.	So,	do	you	have	a	hierarchy	of	elements	and	things	that	you	approach.	

KG:		 I	suppose	so,	I	think,	but	I	try	to	be	fairly	global	about	it.	But	there’s	no	use	working	on	a	

beautiful	sound	quality	or	this	or	that,	if	they	don’t	know	where	the	hell	the	note	is	and	

when	to	sing	it.	So,	you’ve	actually	got	to	get	the	nuts	and	bolts	sorted	fairly	quickly.	And,	

the	trick	is,	not	to	dissociate	that	though,	from	what	you	want.	That’s	the	trick.	

RS:		 Right.	

KG:		 Don’t	just	play	the	fugue	subject,	play	it	as	you	want	to	express	it.	So,	you	have	to	bring	

some	of	that	as	well.	Yesterday	we	were	really	going	for	some	colours	and	yes	it	was	still	

with	errors,	but	I	knew	they	knew	where	they	are.	We’d	unpicked	them	first	and	there’s	
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various	tools	you	can	use	to	do	that.	But	the	bigger	picture	is	to	give	them	a	sense	of	it	

and	there’s	a	lot	of	achievement	and	a	lot	of	satisfaction.	That’s	what	you	want.	

RS:		 We	spoke	yesterday	or	the	day	before	about	the	sound	ideal.	How	important	it	is	for	a	

conductor	to	have	a	sound	in	their	head.	You	used	a	really	great	phrase,	it	was	“your	

heavenly”	…	

KG:	 	…vision	

RS:		 Oh,	your	heavenly	vision	and	your	earthly	reality.	[laughs]	

KG:		 [laughs]	What’s	in	front	of	me.	

RS:		 Yes!	

KG:		 Um,	I	suppose	so.	And	I	suppose,	well,	if	you	think	about	it,	I	suppose	it’s	a	journey.	If	you	

come	from	a	country	that	has	really	clear	ideals;	Scandinavian	countries	have	a	very	

clear	sort	of	sound	in	mind.	The	English	sound	is	very	connected,	of	course,	to	the	chapel	

choirs,	the	Oxbridge	choirs,	the	cathedral	choir	kind	of	idea.	And	what	we’re	really	

talking	about	is	the	quality	of	the	sopranos,	is	actually	what	we’re	talking	about.	So,	I	

grew	up	not	singing	in	choirs,	because	there	weren’t	any	to	sing	in	where	I	went.	But	I	

was	sitting	in	the	back	box	of	New	Zealand	listening	to	Sir	David	Willcocks	in	the	70s	

conduct	psalms	of	David	from	King’s	College,	Cambridge,	an	old	vinyl.	So,	I	have	no	doubt	

that	sound	went	into	my	colour	and	I	probably,	not	that	I	had	any	lessons,	there	were	no	

teachers,	so	I	couldn’t	have	it	but	perhaps,	that	sound	went	it.	So,	then,	you	do	that	and	

then	you	come	to	Auckland	and	you	have	a	Kings	College	man	conducting	so	that	sound	

ideal	is	still	there.	And	then	you	go	to	America	and	you	sit	in	the	big	choirs	inside	doing	

your	post-graduate	study	thinking,	I	have	no	idea	which	part	of	that	note	to	sing	to.	

Because	the	sound	ideal	was	so	different.	Lots	of	vibrato.	Not	just	vibrancy	but	quite	

significant	vibrato	and	as	somebody	from	New	Zealand	with	different	vowels	and	

different,	you	know,	none	of	the	openness	of	the	American	language	[demonstrates	“hi”	

in	a	Mid-Western	and	New	Zealand	accent].	I	didn’t	know	what	to	do.	So,	when	I	came	

back	here,	everybody	would	say:	Oh,	so	your	choirs	are	going	to	sound	American.	No.	

And	I	just	think	it	was	serendipitous,	it	was	fortunate	that,	at	the	moment	I	came	back	to	

New	Zealand,	I	liked	some	of	the	American	repertoire.	I	liked	some	of	the	Copland	and	

the	Bernstein.	I	never	had	a	chance	to	do	any	of	that.	It	was	great!	Some	wonderful	

choral	repertoire	of	the	major	canon,	not	the	latest	stuff.	Some	of	the,	I	should	say,	music	

written	for	quickness	of	learning	and	functionality	in	churches	on	Sunday	or	something.	

RS:		 Or	school	choirs	or	choral	courses	where	you	could	burn	through…	

KG:		 I	suppose.	There’s	some	good	music	for	those	too,	of	course.	So,	I	kind	of	had	the	Kings	

[College,	Cambridge],	women	sounded	like	boys;	and	then,	I’m	standing,	because	I	have	
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no	technique,	as	a	female,	I’ll	sing	sharp.	It’s	not	connected.	And	then,	on	the	other	hand,	

you’ve	got	women	sounding	much	more	like	opera	singers,	solo,	you	know,	singers	and	

you’re	thinking:	Hmmm.	And	then,	there’s	a	moment	when	a	Scandinavian	choir	appears	

in	New	Zealand	and	I	sit	there,	and	I	think:	Yeah,	that’s	it.	And	what	that	about	it	because	

this	Erik	Ericson	allowed	us	to	hear	all	his	sopranos	and	he	said:	sopranos	are	like	a	

rainbow,	they’re	like	the	colours	of	the	rainbow.	And	he	let	us	hear	the	sopranos	and	

they	indeed	were.	What	we	didn’t	know,	what	we	found	later,	of	course,	was	they	had	the	

same	voice	teacher	that	taught	them	all.	Taught	all	the	altos,	they	were	almost	the	same	

voice,	it	was	just	glorious.	You	know	what	I	mean.	But,	for	him,	and	then	the	sort	of	choir	

of	the	sound	world	does	work	through,	he	would	say,	and	there	will	be	a	point	in	which	

you	will	say	to	your	sopranos,	only	about	sopranos.	Tenors	and	basses	can	sing,	you	

know,	quite	soloistically	and	that’s	desirable	but	not	in	the	top.	

RS:		 Is	it	the	frequencies?	Is	it	…	

KG:			 It’s	the	formants	that	begin	to,	to,	you	know	[pauses]	

RS:		 Fight	against	each	other?	

KG:		 Yes,	and	then	you	lose	that	float.	You	lose	that	status	as	mentioned,	that	I’m	after.	But	

that’s	what	Erik	said,	there	will	be	a	moment	when	you	say	[to	the	sopranos]:	Please	go	

and	join	the	opera	chorus.	Let	your	voice	fly,	let	it	go.	This	is	not	the	place	for	it	anymore.	

That	was	interesting.	That	was	quite	enlightened,	I	thought,	for	the	1980s.	1986.	

RS:		 How	do	you,	how	do	you	see	your	role	in	a	rehearsal?	

KG:		 Um…	

RS:		 I	mean,	you’re	the	conductor,	but…	

KG:		 Um,	I	kind	of	like	Esa-Pekka	Salonen’s	view	of	that.	He	says:	You’re	the	servant	of	the	

music.	And	I	rather	like	that.	So,	to	enable	the	music	to	be	the	primary	thing	that	all	of	

you	are	working	towards.	That	takes	away	the	personalities.	And,	you	know,	the	nature	

of	the	divas	and	all	the	rest	of	that,	that	our	world	is	filled	with.	Doesn’t	get	rid	of	them,	

but	it’s	a	way	to	look	at	it.	There’s	only	one	thing	that	will	be	paramount,	that’s	the	

music.	The	music	wins	or	whatever	you	want	to	say.	Because,	the	minute	that’s	not	

happening,	then	the	individual	is	in	the	way	of	the	process.	Yes,	you	need	all	that	good	

energy	and	that	sense	of	purpose	and	self	and	all	the	rest	of	it.	I	see	myself	as	an	enabler	

so,	when	we’ve	got	a	piece	that’s	well	within	their	grasp,	then	I	go	into	the	artistry	end	

and	push	them	in	that	way.	When	they	can’t	find	that	note	in	bar	3,	you	know,	really	can’t	

find	it	and	not	because	they	haven’t	done	the	work	or	are	struggling	with	the	context,	

which	is,	that’s	my	job.	My	job	is	to	show	them	the	context	of	the	music.	The	thing	they	

can’t	do	at	home	on	their	own.	
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RS:		 Excellent.	

KG:		 That’s	it.	

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 And	that’s	really,	it’s	to	run	a	good	rehearsal,	an	efficient	rehearsal;	to	run	a	rehearsal	

with	goals	that	we	share	and,	nowadays,	and	you	know	this,	they	don’t	bother	coming	to	

the	choir.	So,	if	they’re	there,	they	already	have	an	instinct	to,	you	know,	to	do	it.	

RS:		 It’s	a	respect	of	their	time,	as	well.	

KG:		 Yes!	And	a	respect	of	their	skills.	So,	you	know,	some	of	them	will	ask	me	questions,	I	

don’t	mind.	Sometimes	I	will	say:	That’s	not	an	important	question,	let’s	move	one.	Or:	

That’s	great.	But	I	always	give	them	time	to	say,	or	you	get	a	bit	of	a	niggly	person	and	

you	just	say:	We’ll	just	leave	that	until	later,	we’ll	get	back	to	that.	Sometimes	you	do,	

sometimes	you	don’t.	But,	I	think,	that’s	what	it	is.	But	most	of	all	it’s	to	make	music	and	

run	an	efficient,	have	an	efficient	time	together.	

RS:		 Yes,	that’s	the	objective.	

KG:		 To	make	music.	There’s	nothing	about	me.	Oh,	I	have	certain	ears	or	this	or	that.	That	

think	I’m	fussy.	I’m	the	person	that	talks	about	vowels.	But	they’re	there	so	that	means,	

that’s	cool.	The	thing	is,	whatever	you	do,	if	you	talk	about	something	and	it’s	just	hot	air,	

no	one	is	quicker	to	find	that	out	than	them.	In	various,	people	in	my	choir	are	pretty	

quick,	I	have	to	say.	It	doesn’t	make	them	good.	But	they’re	good	brains	on	them,	they’re	

smart.	But,	if	you’re	working	on	something,	I	mean	yesterday	with	the	basses,	the	minute	

we	actually	locked	into	their	vowel	resonance	and	they	heard	it.	They	heard	it.	

RS:		 Oh	yes.	

KG:		 And	they	fixed	it.	And	it	was	like:	Thank	you	very	much!	And	when	can	build	the	other	

things.	I	mean,	but	there	are	many	views	about	that.	I	can	remember	Rodney	

Eichenberger	back	at	the	same	time,	similar	time	to	Erik	Ericson	being	here	saying:	

Never	take	the	language	of	the	singing	studio	into	the	choral	rehearsal.	So,	he	had	all	his	

little,	you	know,	elements	that	he	believed	in	here	and	there	and	“hot	cross	buns”	and	all	

those	things	he	did.	But	never	actually	used	that	language.	I	understand,	I	think.	

RS:		 Really?	How	so?	

KG:		 On	one	level,	on	one	level,	I	think	you’ve	got	to	embrace	that	pedagogy.	You’ve	got	to	live	

in	the	world,	you’ve	got	to	establish	the	language,	you’ve	got	to	actually	make	it	so	that	

they	can	a0	do	it,	b0	hear	it.	It’s	no	good	rabbiting	on	about	something	if	they	don’t	have	

the	wherewithal	to	actually	understand	what	you’re	saying.	They	just	switch	off.	And	

waste	time.	But	that’s	what	people	say	to	me.	They	don’t	talk	about	vowel	resonance,	but	
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I	do.	Because	the	vowel	is	everything.	The	vowel	is	the	intonation.	That’s	the	irony	of	it	

all.	I	mean,	you	can	fix	it	internally,	the	mechanism	fixes	it	and	you	can	remember	what	

that	is,	you	can	always	do	it.	Otherwise,	you	have	to	manipulate	it	externally	and	that	

brings	with	it	vocal	quality	that	can	edge	to	it	and	compression	and	all	of	those	things	

that	you	don’t	want.	Because	I’m	after	that	very	thing	that	Kiri	Te	Kanawa	was	talking	

about	that	day	with	the	Voices	sopranos	in	Wellington	and	she	was	talking	about	float.	

She’d	demonstrate,	and	she’d	move	her	hand	and	I	thought:	Bring	it	on!	Because	that’s	

what	my	ideal	sopranos	will	do.		

RS:		 Your	heavenly	sound.	

KG:		 They’re	engaged	but	there’s	a	flexibility	in	it.	And	there’s	just	that,	Greta	calls	it	an	

airiness,	that	sometimes	turns	into	a	breathiness	that	I	hear.	

RS:		 Just	thinking,	how	do	you	adjust,	you’ve	planned	a	rehearsal	and	how	do	you	adjust	if	

thing	don’t	go	the	way	that	you	planned?	How	do	you	adjust	if	your	earthly	reality	isn’t	

getting	closer	to	your	heavenly	sound?	

KG:		 Yeah,	yeah!	That	happens	a	lot.	

RS:		 Yeah?	

KG:		 Yeah.	You	plan	and	you	think,	and	it	takes	you	longer	to	do	something.	I	think	it’s	a	

matter	of	how	you	play	catch	up.	Sometimes	it’s	really	important	to	have	worked	on	that	

for	25	minutes,	not	15.	So,	you’re	10	minutes	out	of	working.	At	least	run	through	the	

thing	that	missed	the	work.	At	least	touch	it.	Turn	the	pages.	Even	if	it’s	not	so	great.	

RS:		 Have	you	ever	ditched	a	piece?	

KG:		 Yes.	Not	often	but	I	will.	But	I	will	always	talk	about	it	with	them.	

RS:		 Right.	As	you	alluded	before:	Can	we	do	this	together?	

KG:		 Oh	yes.	The	shared	goal	is	the	thing	for	me	that’s	really	important.	I’m	not	there	to	

impose	anything	on	those	guys.	It’s	just	like	the	relationship	of	the	conductor	to	the	

sound	is	like,	I	invite	the	sound	into	me.	I	invite	it	this	way.	And	don’t	put	it	out	and	I	

encourage	them	to	invite	the	sound,	gather	the	sound,	bring	it	in.	So,	that,	you	have	to	

invite	them	into	the	sort	of	process,	really	and,	I	mean,	this	is	probably	all	too	airy	fairy	

for	some	people	to	say.	Got	this	piece	to	do	and	this	is	how	we’re	going	to	do	it.	But	the	

relationship	with	the	people	becomes	the	quality	of	the	sound	you	have.	And	you	don’t	

have	to	be	over	the	top	about	it.	I	don’t	think	I’m,	it’s	not	about	being	buddy	buddies,	

that’s	not	what	I	mean	because	that’s	fatal,	in	my	experience.	I’ve	seen	that	happen.	

Conductor	tried	to	be	buddies	with	them.	Yes,	you	can	have	a	barbeque	together,	yes	you	

can	chat.	But	it’s	also	understanding	how	people	function	as	people.	I’m	not	really	an	

extrovert,	extrovert	so	I	gather	my	energy	from	being	quiet	and	thinking	about	and	
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preparing.	And	I	know	that’s	misinterpreted	by	some	of	the	[New	Zealand	National]	

Youth	Choir.	At	one	point,	they	thought	I	wasn’t	interested	in	them.	You	know,	because	

it’s	all	about	them.	And	I	just	said:	Well,	you	guys	have	to	realise	that	we	all,	that	I’m	here	

to	do	a	job	and	I	need	to	be	ready	for	the	next	session	for	you.	That’s	what	I’m	doing.	In	

order	to	do	that,	I	need	to	gather	some	energy	and	I	do	that	by	being	quiet.	But	you	can	

come	an	interrupt	me.	It’s	a	two-way	street	here.	You’re	busy	waiting	for	me	to…	

RS:		 Engage.	

KG:		 Yes.	I’ve	been,	to	what	I	would	call	the	cheerleader.	Yes,	we	have	to	be	cheerleaders,	and	

we	have	to	be	teachers.	But	the	point	where	you	want	to	go	to	the	performance,	you	just	

have	to	be	an	artist.	

RS:		 I	think	that	kind	of	touches	on	my	next	question	where	I	was	going	to	ask	you	about	that	

time	between	rehearsals.	SO,	you	know,	how	do	you,	what	do	you	do	after	a	rehearsal	

and	then	what	do	you	do	before	the	next	one?	What	happens	in	that	space?	

KG:		 I	think	the	directly	after,	if	you	can,	is	good	to	check	where	you	think	you	are	in	the	

process,	you	know.	And	if	you’re	percentages	are	looking	about	50	in	rehearsal	2,	you’re	

doing	really	well,	and	you’ve	got	to	think	about	things.	If	they’re	not,	you	got	to	think	

about	how	you’re	going	to	get	it	there.	And,	of	course,	that	is	coupled	with	the	

exponential	increase	of	most	choirs	who	leave	everything	to	the	last	minute	but	that’s	

another	matter.	So,	I’ll	do	that,	but	I	just	changed,	like,	between	day	1	and	day	2,	the	last	

programme	we	did,	I	made	a	conscious	decision	I	take	the	scores	and	I	think	about	it.	Ok,	

I’m	going	to	take	this	angle.	So,	if	it’s	looking	like	I	need	to	make	a	change	or,	you	know,	

because	I’m	not	a	clown	in	rehearsal.	Just	go	and	love	music.	Just	be	a	nerd	and	make	

music.	And	most	of	them,	that’s	what	they	want.	Or	they	wouldn’t	be	there.	They	

wouldn’t	bother	turning	up.	Wouldn’t	even	audition.	

RS:		 True.	

KG:		 So,	that’s	a	clue.	And	I	suppose	my	processes	are	me,	and	not	everyone	has	to	agree	with	

it.	But	it	works.	And	it	works	by,	I	think	in	all	of	the	years,	some	would	choose	not	to	

audition	because	things	change	and	all	that	but	having	auditioned	a	choir	over	the	years,	

there	was	only	ever	1	person	in	35	years	who	left	because	they	didn’t	like	what	was	

going,	they	were	bored,	or	they	had	to	work	too	hard.	They	had	to	work	too	hard,	that’s	

it.	And	it	was	a	tenor.	

RS:		 [laughs]		

KG:		 Surprise,	surprise.	[laughs]	

RS:		 Bloody	tenors!	[NB	the	interviewer	is	a	tenor]	
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KG:		 Yeah.	That,	you	know,	life	changes	and	they	can’t	join.	But	once	they’re	in,	there’s	only	

one	that	ever	walked	because	they	didn’t	want	to	work	as	hard	as	I	wanted	to	work.	

Because	I’m	fairly	focussed	but	I’d	say,	I	have	that	ability	anyway.	I	have	that	ability	to	be	

really	single-minded.	And	you	have	to	be.	You	can’t	sidetracked.	Not	if	you’ve	got	a	job	to	

do.	And,	you	know,	the	higher	up	the	choir,	the	harder	they	fall	and	that’s	not	right.	So,	

you’ve	got	to	make	sure	you’re	doing	the	right	thing.	But	if	you’re	not	loving	the	music	

and	everyone’s	not	in	there	then	there’s	no	rewards,	really.		

RS:		 You’ve	finished	your	rehearsals	and	you’ve	done	your	performance,	does	that	

performance	inform	the	next	round?	Is	there	sort	of	a	moment	where	you	go:	Ah,	we	

were	able	to	achieve	this,	I	think	they’re	ready	for	this	next	step?	

KG:	Y	 eah,	yeah.	I’m	not	as,	perhaps	I’m	not	as	responsible	pedagogically	in	that	way,	I	don’t	

know.	But	certainly,	we	get	to	the	point	because,	so	often,	the	whole	year’s	planned.	I	

can’t	change	the	fact	that	in	July,	we’re	going	to	have	to	start	to	learn	the	Matthew	

Passion.	I	can’t	change	that.	Maybe	I’ll	come	out	of,	I	just	have	to	build	my	choir	to	make	

sure	it’s	going	to	happen,	so	I’ll	get	other	people	to	come	and	help.	I	just	make	it	work	

and	that	but,	the	question’s	a	good	one	because	we	got	frustrated	with	the	last	project	

about	how	everything	was	left	to	the	last	minute	by	them.	And	they	really,	massively	

stepped	up,	this	was	the	concert	in	2nd	semester	last	year.	We	were	so	annoyed	with	

them	and	yet	it	was	a	huge	step	up	and	they	did	a	good	job	in	the	end,	but	we	hated	the	

fact	that	we	were	hung	out	to	dry	until	the	last	minute.	Will	they,	or	won’t	they?	This	is	

some	of	the	young	students,	not	the	more	experienced	people.	They	can	do	it.	

RS:		 And	did	that	…	

KG:		 And	so,	we,	well,	we’re	thinking,	this	year,	we	have	to	draw	more	attention	to	them.	So,	

perhaps,	if	they	want	more	attention	on	them,	let’s	give	it	to	them.	Good.	So,	here’s	your	

quartet,	next	week	you	will	sing	from	bar	to	bar.	So,	we’re	over	it,	really.	

RS:		 That’s	what	I’m	planning	on	doing	as	well,	this	year.	Quartets.	

KG:		 It’s	pretty	ruthless.	It’s	pretty	ruthless	but	it’s	sort	of	this	current	generation.	Trying	to	

figure	out	how	to	make	them	feel	in	the	middle	of	it	because	they	don’t	know	how	to	

operate	if	they’re	not,	you	see?	It’s	a	tricky	thing	and	that’s	what	I’ve	realised.	That’s	

what	we	all	thought.	And	I	left	it	and	the	same	thing	happened	with	the	“L'enfant	et	les	

sortilèges”	[Ravel],	they	left	it	all	so	late	to	learn	their	stuff	and	memorise	their	stuff,	I	

mean,	they’re	just	in	cuckoo-cuckoo	land	a	lot	of	these	kids.	And	they	drag	me	in	to	take	

some	of	the	choruses,	the	numbers	and	all	the	rest	of	it	[demonstrates	the	numbers	

chorus:	“deux	fois	deux”	…]	

RS:		 [joins	in:	“vignt-cinq”]	
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KG:		 And	so,	and	I	had	to	stop	in	the	middle	of	it	and	say,	because	they	were	not	mine,	they	

were	more	singers	and	not	Chamber	Choir	people.	They	were	in	the	opera,	you	see?	And	

I	just	stopped	and	said:	I’m	not	used	to	this.	I’m	not	here	to	hold	your	hand	and	teach	you	

the	notes.	And	I	turned	to	the	others	who	were	there,	which	was	the	people	you’ve	met,	

and	said:	I	don’t	know	what	to	do?	But	that’s	just	because	they	don’t	know.	And	that’s	the	

other	thing	I	think	about	the	whole	thing	when	you	sort	of	run	something	you	establish	a	

culture.	You	establish	the	environment	you	want	to	work	in.	I	didn’t	have	anything	with	

them.	I	had	not	previous	anything	with	them,	so	they	don’t	know.	And	some	people	

think:	I	like	a	change.	But	they’re	always	drawn	back	to	the	good	music	making.	

RS:		 Fantastic.	

KG:		 The	music	making	is	the	music	making.		

RS:		 Well,	those	are	all	of,	sort	of	my	formal	the	questions.	It’s	been	a	great	conversation.	Is	

there	anything	that	you	feel,	maybe,	you’d	like	to	expand,	or	we	didn’t	touch	on.	

KG:		 From	the	rehearsal	point	of	view?	

RS:		 Hmm	

KG:		 [pause]	It’s	just	management	of	people,	space.	The	right	kind	of,	we’re	so	often	

constrained	by	what	rooms	are	available	and	this	and	that.	Or	you	get	kicked	out	of	the	

thing.	And	that	has	a	big	influence	on	how	they	come	to	the	situation,	so.	It’s	tricky.	No,	I	

don’t	really	think	so.	I	mean,	we	have	various	ways	of	approaching	big	works.	Something	

like	the	Matthew,	when	you’re	dealing	with	people	who	are	not	familiar	with	it.	It	was	

Robert	[Wiremu]	and	I	in	2010	devised	this	thing	and	we	broke	up	the	components	that	

they	have	to	sing	into:	all	the	chorales,	all	the	big	choruses	(there’s	not	that	many),	and	

all	the	sort	of	interjectory	choruses.	The	bits	that	go	[demonstrates].	So,	there’s	those	

three	big	things	and	we	rotated	them.	We	said:	This	week	we’re	going	to	get	through	

these	five	chorales	so	in	week	three,	we’ve	done	everything	once.	And	we	have	to	have	

some	workshops	to	get	the	bigger	thing	down.	

RS:		 It’s	nice	that	you	gather	a	team	about	you.	

KG:		 And	I	suppose…	

RS:		 The	people	that	you	need.	

KG:		 And	the	current,	and	that’s	only	a	recent	thing.	I	think	other	people	have	been	much	

better	at	that	than	me,	but	I	think	that’s	because	I	grew	up	as	a	sort	of	solitary	person,	

muso,	and	I	was	used	to	doing	it	all	myself.	

RS:		 Yes.	
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KG:		 Because	that’s	what	my	young	days	had	been.	Nobody	else	cared	about	the	psalms	of	

David	or	played	Beethoven	sonatas	on	a	Saturday	night.	They	didn’t	care.	So,	you	were	

sort	of	on	your	own.	And	it’s	only	in	recent	times	where	we’ve	actually	identified	that	we	

do	want	to	help	the	singing	students;	we	do	have	to	talk	about	the	bel	canto	technique;	

we	do	need	voice	people	so	there’s	a	lot	of	interaction.	I’ve	got	one	girl	who,	apparently,	

sings	beautifully	on	her	own,	gets	into	choir	and	can’t	sing	in	tune.	Perfectly	in	tune	on	

her	own.	So,	I’ve	got	to	get	to	the	bottom	of	this.	So,	there’s	things	like	this	that,	with	the	

team,	is	great.	Because	you’ve	someone	like	Catrine,	who’s	so	into	Stanislavsky	and	

method	acting	and	the	whole	sort	of	subtext	thing,	and	she’s	wonderful.	And	you’ve	got	

someone	like	Morag	and	Robert,	all	of	them	actually,	of	language	and	vocal	technique	

because	they	all	teach	singing.	Robert	less	so,	he’s	more	of	a	coach.	But	they’re	teachers,	

they	teach	the	mechanism,	the	teach	the	kids	what	to	do,	so,	one	thing	while	I	think	is	no	

know	profession	that	requires	more	skills	than	that	of	a	conductor	in	so	many	ways.	

You’ve	got	to	be	a	pit	person,	you’ve	got	to	be	a	teacher,	you’ve	got	to	be	an	artist,	you’ve	

got	to	be	an	analyst,	you’ve	got	to	know	about	absolutely	everything.	There’s	nothing	you	

don’t	use.	There	are	always	people	that	know	more	than	you	do	about	a	specific	thing.	

So,	the	team	has	evolved	in	the	last	little	while	through	the	aspiration	to	help	singers	

have	some	really	good	ensemble	experiences.	Top	level.	Because	that’s	what	the	people	

like.	They	say	that	the	experience	and	the	work	they	did	in	Youth	Choir	put	them	way	

ahead	when	they	got	to	London.	And	the	ensemble	stayed,	they	knew	what	to	do	and	

they	were	so	grateful	for	it.	And	many	of	them	wrote	to	me.	And	also,	it’s	good	to	have	a	

change.	We	can	change	the	focus	and	manage	the	team.	Good,	Catrine,	you’re	one	this.	It	

gives	me	the	capability	to,	which	I’m	going	to,	I’m	going	to	use	the	team	differently.	I’m	

going	to	let	people	go	out	and	have	20-minute	lessons	on	their	stuff	with	these	guys,	one	

on	one.	See	if	there’s	anything	they’re	concerned	about	to	make	sure.	So,	we	keep	

massively	in	touch	with	what’s	going	on.	And	you	need	a	team	for	that.	You	just	give	

them	their	jobs.	But	I’d	say	we	have	a	very	unique	situation.	Most	places	I	know,	there’s	

this	raging	battle	between	the	voice	department	and	the	choral	department.	

RS:		 Hmm.	

KG:		 Because,	for	the	reasons	from,	it’s	often	the	people	who	have	a	very	archaic	view	of	

choral	sound.	They	think	that	means	that	women	have	to	sing	like	boys.	

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 And	so,	and	that’s	thing	where	many	of	the	kids	get	their	choice	from	too,	by	the	way.	

They	hear	this	and	then	they	like	that	war.	I’ve	got	certain	people	who	like	to	sing	early	

music,	and	there’s	no	vibrancy	in	the	voice	at	all.	Because	they	have	chosen,	what	I	would	

say	Isabelle	Cunningham’s	phrase:	They’ve	chosen	that	they	have	a	colour	of	choice.	



195	

	

RS:		 No	colour.	

KG:		 That’s	what	they	want.	That’s	their	choice.		

RS:		 Yes.	

KG:		 And	it’s	not	actually	that	useful	because	there	comes	a	certain	point,	usually	in	parts	of	

the	passaggio,	they	can’t	sing	in	tune.	They’ve	got	to	manipulate	it	so	much,	externally	

manipulate	it,	so	the	larynx	is	all	over	the	place,	there’s	nothing	holistic	and	grounded	

about	it.	And	it	freaks	the	kids	out	in	the	university,	and	they	don’t	know	how	to	follow	a	

conductor.	And	that’s	lesson	number	1.	I	don’t	pretend	to	be	an	opera	conductor	at	all.	

But	I	can	give	a	downbeat.	Figure	out,	whatever.	For	them.	I	think	the	team	is	something	

that’s	evolved,	and	I	think	we’re	very	lucky.	We	didn’t	have	the	head	of	voice	on	our	side	

until	recently.	But	we	do	now.	And,	of	course,	we	gather	students.	This	is	a	good	way	of	

getting	students	to	come	to	the	university	because	they	know	what’s	going	on.	They	

know	there’s	no	other	universities	doing	this.	There	are	no	other	universities	here	with	

the	choirs	that	we	have.	Which	is	a	shame	but,	I	think,	universities’	priorities	now:	bean	

counting,	choir	doesn’t	make	it.	Because	what	profession	is	that?	And	this	is	where	the	

amateur	base	works	against	what	we	do	so	much.	If	you	can	talk,	you	can	sing.	Really?	

OK.	It’s	lovely.	And	there’s	a	place	for	that,	don’t	get	me	wrong,	there’s	a	real	place	for	all	

of	that.	That’s	the	thing,	there’s	so	many	purposes	of	singing	and	ensembles	and	choirs.	It	

can	be	for	your	health	or	it’s	very	good	for	your	mental	health.	

RS:		 Socialising.	

KG:		 And	all	of	that	stuff.	I	was	reading	something	about	living	to	an	old	age	and	what	was	

things	that	actually	put	the	most.	It	wasn’t	over-eating	or	over-drinking,	well	they	were	

on	the	list,	but	it	was	way	down.	What	it	was,	was,	who	do	you	talk	to?	Do	you	talk	to	the	

tea	lady?	Do	you	have	people	around	you	where,	I	really	need	to	go	to	the	hospital,	will	

you	take	me?	Do	you	really	have	that	kind	of	part	to	you	and,	I	think,	that’s	the	part	that	

choirs	have,	that’s	why	they’re	so	successful.	They	care.	That’s	interesting.	

RS:		 Well,	on	that	note…	

KG:		 You’re	done.	

RS:		 I	think	that’s	great.	Thanks	for	your	time.	It	was	really	enlightening.	
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Appendix B: Reflective Journal 

	

26 February 2018 

Tomorrow	will	be	my	first	rehearsal	with	the	Conservatorium	Singers.	It	has	been	an	interesting	

journey	so	far	and	I’m	filled	with	conflicting	emotions:	excited	and	terrified	all	at	the	same	time.	

I	think	that	I	should	give	some	context	for	the	group.	There	is	a	long	history	of	choral	music	at	

the	Queensland	Conservatorium,	Griffith	University	(QCGU),	my	colleagues	speak	very	fondly	of	

the	days	of	John	Nickson	when	he	took	the	Con	Singers	and	also	taught	choral	conducting	classes	

and	short	courses.		

For	the	last	few	years	the	choir	has	been	looked	after	by	a	series	of,	mainly,	sessional	people.	Up	

until	a	few	years	ago	there	was	an	“all	comers”	choir	that	involved	all	first-year	students,	

regardless	of	their	course	or	instrument,	had	to	join.	Alongside	this	was	the	Chamber	Choir	

which	was	seen	as	mainly	a	group	for	the	singing	students	although	others	would	join.	The	

QCGU	advertised	for	a	newly	created	position	in	choral	conducting	but	they	were	unable	to	

secure	a	candidate	and,	sadly,	it	still	remains	unfilled.	In	2016,	Nicholas	Cleobury	joined	the	

QCGU	as	the	Head	of	Opera.	Given	his	choral	background	he	was	also	assigned	the	Chamber	

Singers.	

And	so,	we	come	to	the	present	time.	I	have	been	given	the	chamber	choir	and	I	have	to	

somehow	make	it	work.	Luckily,	there	is	support	from	the	administration-	they	want	to	see	

things	succeed	and	have	been	very	supportive.	That’s	so	vitally	important.	As	I	saw	it,	there	were	

a	few	administrative	things	that	needed	to	change.	The	first	change	was	to	get	rid	of	the	

“chamber	choir”	name-	too	limiting	in	so	many	ways	and,	as	Peter	Morris	put	it,	it	suggests	a	

smaller,	elite	part	of	a	programme	that	doesn’t	exist.	We	settled	on	“Conservatorium	Singers”	

which	is	an	historic	name	that	harkens	back	to	the	days	of	John	Nickson.	Good	karma,	I	hope.	

The	next	change	was	to	move	the	rehearsal	away	from	Friday	mornings-	singing	hate	9am	

rehearsals	and	it	would	mean	there	was	no	clash	with	orchestra	or	other	ensembles.	Mike	

Brewer	once	said	to	me:	“A	well-balanced	choir	has	four	types	of	people:	leaders,	readers,	

needers,	and	divas”.	I	felt	the	choir	had	a	lot	of	divas	and	a	few	needers	but	almost	no	leaders	

and	readers.	I	needed	the	vocal	skills	and	colours	of	the	divas	but	also	the	leadership	and	

musicianship	of	the	postgrads	and	instrumentalists.	We	could	even	keep	our	needers	to	pad	out	

numbers.	So,	I’ve	tried	to	get	rid	of	the	impression	that	this	group	is	only	for	undergraduate	

singers.	I’ve	really	put	a	push	on	to	get	the	word	out	to	instrumentalists,	composers,	and	

postgrads	who	like	to	sing.	
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The	next	hurdle	was	repertoire	choice.	It’s	very	difficult	for	inexperienced	choirs	to	make	

stylistic	changes	successfully	and	when	you	think	of	your	average	choral	concert,	how	many	3-

minute	pieces	do	they	sing?	That	has	the	potential	to	travel	through	a	lot	of	styles:	Baroque,	

Renaissance,	etc.	I	anticipate	that	I’ll	have	to	build	up	basic	skills	first.	When	I	conducted	Exaudi,	

it	took	a	few	years	of	introducing	other	“stepping	stone”	pieces	before	we	got	to	a	point	where	I	

thought	we	could	tackle	some	Renaissance	polyphony.	I	eventually	decided	on	the	Mass	in	D	

Minor	(Nelson	Mass)	by	Joseph	Haydn.	It	was	a	multi	movement	work,	so	we’d	still	be	able	to	

have	contrast,	but	it	was	a	complete	work	in	the	Classical	style.	It	was	also	in	a	harmonic	

language	that	they	would	be	very	familiar	with,	I	assumed	they	would	have	all	sung	a	Mozart	

aria	and	this	would	be	a	help.	I	could	also	get	very	picky	with	the	style	which	would	tie	in	nicely	

with	any	ensembles	they	were	singing.	

Now	I	just	have	to	hope	that	people	will	come.	Although	the	decision	was	reached	in	October,	I	

was	only	allowed	to	start	talking	about	it	publicly	in	the	middle	of	January.	That	meant	that	

there	were	no	students	around	until	the	last	few	weeks.	I	made	sure	to	attend	the	Voice	Faculty	

meeting	to	introduce	myself	to	the	voice	teachers	and	I	attended	the	1st	year	students	get	

together	as	well	as	hosting	a	meet	and	greet	during	orientation.	Hopefully	the	word	is	getting	

out	and,	of	course,	the	first	rehearsal	will	go	a	long	way	to	spreading	the	word.	Students	don’t	

have	to	sign	up	for	courses	and	lock	in	their	schedules	until	week	2.	

Speaking	of	hurdles,	none	of	the	1st	year	students	(who	I	assume	will	be	the	bulk	of	the	choir)	

will	be	at	the	first	rehearsal	due	to	a	project	with	the	composer	Jonathan	Dove.	But	I	didn’t	want	

to	cancel	the	rehearsal-	never	a	good	look.	

	

27 February 2018 

Well,	where	to	start.	I	knew	that	we	would	be	missing	a	sizeable	number	of	singers	due	to	the	

Jonathan	Dove	project	with	the	1st	year	students	and	I	had	factored	that	in.	But	I	was	a	bit	

shocked	when	only	4	singers	turned	up,	one	of	whom	was	a	1st	year	and	could	only	be	there	for	

the	first	30	minutes.	That	was	it	out	of	24	signed	on	for	the	course	(and	none	of	the	people	doing	

it	just	for	the	experience).	I	was	raring	to	go	but	I	was	a	bit	disheartened.	

One	of	the	questions	I	asked	my	expert	conductors	was:	What	do	you	do	if	a	rehearsal	isn’t	going	

as	planned?	I	was	mostly	thinking	of	this	in	the	context	of	making	an	unsuitable	repertoire	

choice	and	whether	you	get	rid	of	it	or	persevere.	I	certainly	wasn’t	thinking	of	a	scenario	in	

which	the	vast	majority	of	the	choir	was	missing.	Even	knowing	the	first	years	were	missing,	I	

still	insisted	on	running	the	session.	I	made	a	rod	for	my	own	back,	I	realise,	but	I	hate	cancelling	

a	rehearsal.	A	trumpet	colleague	once	said	to	me:	“I	NEVER	cancel	rehearsal.	I	work	with	the	

people	who	took	the	time	to	show	up.	Even	if	I’m	the	only	one	who	turns	up,	I’ll	use	the	time	for	
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practice”.	I	also	wanted	to	set	a	good	example.	Was	it	the	right	decision?	In	order	to	say	yes,	I	

knew	I	had	to	make	the	rehearsal	interesting	for	the	2	sopranos	and	one	bass	in	front	of	me.	

I	wanted	to	give	the	singers	an	overview	of	the	entire	work,	so	they	had	a	sense	of	how	it	sounds,	

the	beauty	and	drama,	where	the	tricky	bits	were	and	all	that	stuff.	I	ditched	the	entire	rehearsal	

plan	and	we	all	gathered	around	the	piano.	I	helped	the	bass	and	our	2	sopranos	were	

reasonably	strong	that	they	could	muddle	through	on	their	own.	The	goal	was	to	get	through	the	

piece	without	too	much	interruption,	but	I	did	explain	certain	features	and	put	some	things	into	

context.	After	the	read	though	we	would	work	on	one	or	two	things	and	I	also	asked	the	singers	

if	they	had	noticed	any	sections	they	would	like	to	go	over.	This	was	interesting	because	I	got	

more	of	an	idea	of	the	areas	that	were	concerning	them.	Rather	than	a	full-on	rehearsal	it	was	

more	like	colleagues	gathered	around	the	piano	for	a	sing	with	me	adding	some	insights	here	

and	there.	While	we	didn’t	have	a	complete	set	of	parts,	I	think	they	enjoyed	themselves	which	

was	a	great	relief	to	me.	The	last	thing	I	wanted	was	for	them	to	leave	the	rehearsal	regretting	

that	they	had	ever	signed	up.	

I	did	follow	up	with	the	singers	on	Wednesday	morning-	I	needed	to	have	apologies	from	the	

singers	that	missed.	It	also	occurred	to	me	that,	with	little	to	no	clashes	with	the	opera,	there	

really	was	no	excuse	for	all	the	singers	to	be	involved.	Especially	with	this	mass,	we	would	

essentially	function	as	an	opera	chorus.	I’ve	spoken	with	the	Head	of	Voice	who	agrees	with	me	

and	is	going	to	work	to	encourage	the	singers	to	sign	up.	Great	relief.	Let’s	hope	this	is	the	last	

time	I	have	an	unbalanced	trio.	

	

6 March 2018 

To	paraphrase	the	old	saying:	What	a	difference	a	week	makes.	I’ve	been	receiving	a	lot	of	

support	from	the	Head	of	Voice	and	the	Head	of	Ensembles.	I	had	a	singing	lesson	with	Margaret	

last	week	and,	even	though	she	has	been	helpful,	I	think	it	was	the	imprimatur	that	I	finally	

needed	for	the	singing	teachers	to	think:	It’s	okay,	he’s	one	of	us	and	will	take	good	care	of	the	

students’	vocal	health.	That’s	important	to	me	because	I	see	myself	as	part	of	the	voice	faculty	

and	I’m	there	to	compliment	what	happens	in	the	studio	and	build	up	their	skills.	I	am	unusual	in	

that	my	university	training	was	as	a	singer;	few	of	my	colleagues,	if	any,	were	principal	study	

singers	and	I	can’t	think	of	any	with	postgraduate	level	singing.	I’ve	always	known	this	was	a	

strength	of	mine	but	may	have	underestimated	how	important	it	was	to	the	voice	staff.	

This	week	our	membership	climbed	from	3	to	36!	And	the	best	part	is:	we’ve	got	a	fairly	well-

balanced	group.	Surprisingly,	we	could	use	a	few	more	altos.	Foremost	in	my	mind	was	making	

the	rehearsal	enjoyable	so	that	they	would	spread	the	word	and	they	would	come	back	for	the	

next	rehearsal.	I’ve	always	maintained	that	the	singers	themselves	are	the	best	recruiters.	If	

they’re	unhappy,	you’ll	soon	know.	This	doesn’t	mean	that	it	was	all	fun	and	games,	you	can	
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work	really	hard	and	still	enjoy	yourself.	But	it’s	the	joy	in	the	work	and	the	sense	of	

achievement	at	the	end	that	are	very	important	to	me.	

Unfortunately,	my	video	only	managed	the	first	10	or	so	minutes	of	the	rehearsal	which	

indicates	that	it	wasn’t	running	off	the	SD	card	but	the	internal	memory.	I’m	angry	with	myself	

because	that	only	captured	the	first	bit	of	the	warm-up	and	not	all	the	wonderful	work	we	did	

throughout.	

We	began	with	a	group	massage.	Always	a	bit	of	a	gamble	with	a	group	of	people	who	don’t	

know	each	other	and	are	feeling	shy.	It	backfired	on	me	only	once	but	ever	since	then,	I’ve	been	

careful.	I	figured	these	guys	are	all	musicians	and	kind	of	used	to	being	“out	there”	and	

comfortable	with	new	activities.	We	moved	on	from	physical	warm	ups	to	breathing	exercises.	A	

lot	of	these	singers	have	doing	Accent	Breathing	with	Ron	Morris	so	I	feel	a	bit	self-conscious	

telling	them	what	to	do	when	any	one	of	them	could	give	me	a	good	lesson.	The	vocal	warm	ups	

were	a	good	way	to	start	developing	our	group	sound	and	to	get	them	to	open	their	ears	and	

hear	the	different	sounds	they	can	make.	I	used	my	hand	signs	for	the	cardinal	vowels	so	that	I	

could	physicalise	the	vowels,	adding	bigger	motions	as	well	as	vocal	motions	to	their	muscle	

memory.	It’s	also	a	good	visual	that	helps	me	check	for	understanding.	I	will	use	these	in	the	

coming	weeks	as	we	move	between	my	“heavenly	sound	and	my	earthly	reality”.	I	was	very	

pleased	with	what	I	heard,	and	I	think	there’s	a	lot	of	potential.	I	couldn’t	help	but	think	that	they	

were	way	ahead	of	Exaudi	when	I	first	started,	imagine	what	we	will	sound	like	at	the	end	of	the	

trimester?	Year?	Three	years?	Very	exciting.	

The	group	read	through	the	entire	piece	naturally	finding	some	things	easier	than	others.	The	

fugal	sections	were	tricky,	as	I	knew	they	would	be,	but	forcing	them	to	keep	going	and	try	to	

figure	it	out	was	very	important	to	them.	Much	better	than	stopping	and	spoon	feeding	them.	

Getting	them	to	use	their	skills	to	see	how	things	fit	together;	hanging	in	there	until	they	came	to	

a	section	that	was	easier	and	then	jumping	into	the	fray.	I	feel	that	so	many	of	them	think	that	

they	have	to	be	able	to	read	everything	note	perfect	the	first	time.	As	they	recognise	patterns	

and	structures	it	will	become	easier.	I	guess	what	I	mean	is	that	they’ve	been	given	the	wrong	

impression	about	what	it	means	to	work	through	some	of	this-	you	have	to	be	able	to	pick	

pitches	out	of	thin	air.	I	want	to	show	them	that	it	also	involves	all	their	musical	skills	that	

they’re	building	up.	

In	reading	through	the	complete	piece,	I	wanted	them	to	have	a	sense	of	it	as	a	whole	work,	an	

idea	of	how	everything	fit	together,	and	also	an	idea	of	how	much	they	had	to	do	both	from	a	

vocalising	point	of	view	and	a	stamina	point	of	view.	Many	of	them	left	rehearsal	humming	and	

singing	some	of	the	things	we	worked	on	which	made	me	feel	great.	That’s	exactly	what	you	

want.	They	had	a	sense	of	accomplishment	and	left	the	rehearsal	to	tell	their	friends	that	it	was	a	

worthwhile	activity	and,	also,	keen	to	return	for	the	next	week’s	rehearsal.	That’s	not	to	say	it	

has	to	be	entertaining	and	some	kind	of	a	show,	but	they	do	have	to	have	some	sense	that	we	are	
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progressing	as	a	group	and	they	are	progressing	as	individuals.	Once	things	feel	futile	and	a	

waste	of	time,	that	is	death	to	the	ensemble.	They	will	vote	with	their	feet.		

	

13 March 2018 

Today	we	did	voice	placements.	What	a	pleasure	to	have	a	room	full	of	excited	singers.	To	make	

more	efficient	use	of	time,	as	I	was	working	with	one	section,	the	other	three	were	off	doing	a	

sectional	rehearsal	before	we	all	came	together	once	the	placements	were	done.	

I	made	sure	to	explain	a	bit	about	the	process	and	to	involve	them	in	what	we	were	doing.	In	the	

end	it	was	down	to	my	ears	and	my	preferences,	but	I	did	ask	them	if	they	could	hear	a	different	

between	a	or	b;	or	if	they	agreed	that	x	was	better	than	y.	When	they	finally	all	came	together	it	

was	a	great	sound	and	I	think	we	were	all	excited	by	it.	That	was	a	great	feeling	because	I	knew	

we	had	“buy	in”	at	that	moment.	The	singers	were	proud	of	the	sound	they	were	making,	and	I	

must	admit,	I	am	very	hopeful	that	the	concert	at	the	whole	year	will	be	very	good.	There	were	

moments	when	I	thought:	this	is	a	sound	I	would	pay	money	to	hear.		

Having	said	that,	I	realise	that	there	are	no	limitations	(not	that	there	ever	were).	All	the	past	

complaints	about	the	quality	of	their	musicianship	or	their	abilities	as	singers	or,	whatever,	were	

just	excuses.	As	has	been	proven	to	me	time	and	time	again,	the	only	limitations	are	the	ones	

placed	on	them	by	the	person	standing	in	front	of	them-	either	due	to	lack	of	skill,	will,	vision,	

work	ethic,	etc.	Now	that	they’ve	proven	they	have	the	qualities	I’m	looking	for;	the	

responsibility	is	for	me	to	teach	them	well	enough	in	the	time	we	have	available	to	us.	I	need	to	

get	them	over	the	line.	

We	had	37	singers	(9	sopranos;	13	altos;	7	tenors;	8	basses)	with	2	apologies	and	several	more	

to	join	over	the	next	two	weeks.	A	really	well-balanced	group	although	it’s	surprising	that	we	

went	from	a	small	number	of	altos	to	becoming	the	largest	group.	It’s	too	bad	that	some	of	the	

second	and	third-year	singers	aren’t	there	but	I	hope	that,	as	the	trimester	goes	on,	the	word	will	

get	out	and	we’ll	pick	them	up	next	trimester.	Also,	a	good	concert	will	be	the	best	

advertisement.	I	hope	I’m	not	putting	too	much	emphasis	on	the	concert,	but	it	really	will	help	

for	future	recruitment	and	developing	our	profile.	Choir	has	been	a	poor	cousin	for	so	long	that	

we’ve	got	a	lot	of	work	to	do.	

The	Dona	nobis	pacem,	I	think,	is	the	most	demanding	movement	just	because	of	the	

architecture.	I	get	the	sense	that	if	the	piece	only	contained	the	homophonic	sections,	we’d	be	

fine.	Even	with	some	“kill	and	drill”	we’d	get	there.	Because	most	of	them	wouldn’t	have	sung	

polyphonic	music	(or	a	lot	of	it),	it’s	the	fugues	that	will	be	my	focus.	Maybe	it’s	my	own	point	of	

view	but	I’m	always	concerned	with	having	a	clear	and	clean	sense	of	the	architecture	of	a	fugue.	

I	want	the	audience	to	be	able	to	follow	the	subjects	and	counter-subjects	as	they	move	around	
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the	choir.	There	are	a	few	of	them	scattered	throughout	but	the	Dona	nobis	is	the	biggest.	

Several	of	my	case	studies	said,	essentially,	don’t	leave	the	hardest	bits	until	the	end.	So,	even	

though	we	didn’t	look	at	the	Dona	nobis	today,	I	had	them	look	at	it	in	their	sectionals.	I	did	the	

Kyrie	because	the	fugues	were	a	bit	more	manageable	and,	with	the	shortened	rehearsal	time	

due	to	placement,	I	wanted	to	leave	today	with	them	having	a	sense	of	accomplishment.	I	will	do	

Dona	nobis	next	week	as	our	main	rehearsal	portion	and	mix	in	some	of	the	“easier”	parts	(like	

the	Sanctus)	as	part	of	our	sound	building	and	style.	

Speaking	of	style,	next	week	I	also	need	to	put	some	work	into	the	attack	of	each	note.	The	

sopranos,	in	particular,	are	a	bit	lazy	with	this	and	so	they	are	late.	Most	times	the	consonant	is	

on	the	beat	with	the	vowel	slightly	late.	There	is	also	a	Romantic-like	swelling	into	the	note	

when	I	want	the	attack	to	be	immediate.	I’ll	look	into	some	warm	up	exercises	to	help	with	this.	

	

20 March 2018 

Finally,	a	video	camera	that	works	and	a	room	full	of	singers.	We	welcomed	several	new	singers	

this	week	and	managed	to	seat	them,	but	I’ll	have	to	voice	match	them	properly	when	we	have	a	

chance.	Personally,	I	felt	a	little	flat.	Still	a	bit	tired	from	all	the	other	things	going	on.	Just	a	

reminder	that	not	every	rehearsal	is	going	to	be	top	shelf	and	there	are	ups	and	downs.	Also,	we	

did	start	getting	a	little	deeper	into	the	music	in	this	rehearsal.	I	like	to	layer	things	on	over	time	

but	today	felt	like	just	skimming	the	surface-	so	much	to	do.	I	don’t	want	to	get	them	frustrated	

by	doing	a	“kill	and	drill”	so,	hopefully,	we’ll	just	keep	chipping	away	each	week.	What	I	really	

need	is	for	them	to	be	doing	the	work	at	home.		

I	haven’t	figured	out	how	to	do	the	statistics	on	the	online	resources	but	I’m	sure	they	are	not	

being	used.	I’ve	got	a	two-pronged	approach	to	this.	The	first	is	that,	for	those	doing	this	as	a	

course,	they	will	be	formed	into	quartets	and	have	to	submit	a	recording	of	themselves	

performance	a	short	excerpt.	At	least	I	can	be	assured	that	they’ll	have	learned	one	part	of	the	

work.	The	second	(and	this	might	help	capture	the	people	doing	it	for	no	credit)	is	that	I	will	

circulate	a	rough	outline	of	the	movements	we	will	practice	in	the	following	week.	This	will	

require	a	bit	of	advanced	planning	but,	since	I’m	doing	this	reflective	journal	anyway,	I	already	

have	a	fair	idea	of	what	we’re	doing.	I	hope	that	will	help.	Of	course,	presenting	them	with	all	of	

these	things	won’t	do	anything	unless	they	actually	put	in	a	little	practice	time.	

We	started	with	our	traditional	warmup,	following	the	body-breath-voice	outlined	by	Hilary	

Apfelstadt	and	others.	I	should	remind	or	establish	for	the	singers	the	concept	of	the	alignment-	

I’m	seeing	interesting	alignment,	especially	from	some	of	the	taller	people.	Why	is	it	that	tall	

people	never	bring	themselves	to	their	full	height?	I’d	love	to	be	able	to	do	that.		
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I	insist	on	correct	vowel	sounds	even	during	the	warmup.	If	the	warmup	is	indeed	setting	up	the	

singers	for	the	main	work	of	the	rehearsal,	it’s	important	to	establish	good	working	habits	even	

from	the	very	beginning.	I	do	tend	to	move	around	the	room	a	lot.	I’m	trying	to	make	sure	that	I	

include	as	many	people	as	possible	and	I’m	listening	in	each	section,	but	it	does	seem	rather	

distracting.	Use	of	the	“right”	vs	“wrong”	way-	getting	the	singers	themselves	to	hear	the	

difference	between	the	sounds	while	also	feeling	the	sensation	of	each	vowel	sound.	It’s	very	

important	for	the	conductor	to	have	the	ability	to	model	not	just	the	sound	he’s	looking	for	but	

also	to	be	able	to	model	the	sound	that	it	flat,	sharp,	not	buoyant,	or	whatever.	I’m	reminded	of	

the	value	of	humour.	

After	announcing	the	page	and	bar	number,	one	of	the	singers	asks	me	to	repeat.	The	others	

groan	because	this	is	common	from	this	individual.	He	has	confided	in	me	that	he	has	some	

learning	difficulties.	I	make	no	sign	of	being	frustrated	by	this	and	calmly	repeat	the	instruction.	

The	whole	interaction	takes	a	few	seconds,	but	I	want	this	individual	to	feel	comfortable	in	this	

environment.	

	

27 March 2018 

A	few	days	ago,	my	former	Music	History	and	Literature	professor	contacted	me.	Her	husband	

was	in	town	as	a	visiting	scholar	and	she	was	taking	leave	to	come	along.	Aside	from	getting	to	

catch	up,	it	also	set	off	alarm	bells	because	she	is	one	of	the	world’s	leading	authorities	on	the	

life	and	music	of	Josef	Haydn.	What	a	great	opportunity	for	the	choir!	So,	I	promptly	invited	her	

to	come	to	one	of	my	rehearsals	to	talk	a	bit	about	the	music	of	Haydn	in	general	and	the	Nelson	

Mass	in	particular.	She	graciously	accepted	the	invitation	and	paid	us	a	visit	today.	

I	realised	that	I	haven’t	said	too	much	to	the	choir	about	posture	over	the	last	month	and	its	

worth	making	it	conscious	to	them.	It	just	takes	a	little	time	in	the	warmup	to	set	up	some	good	

habit	and	ideas	that	I	can	keep	referring	to	over	and	over	throughout	our	rehearsals,	just	to	

reinforce	the	concept.	I	also	realised	that	they	are	so	busy	trying	to	master	their	own	parts	that	a	

sense	of	listening	as	an	ensemble	doesn’t	really	happen,	or	it	get	added	on	later.	I’d	really	like	

them	to	start	thinking	like	an	ensemble.	I	do	Robert	Shaw’s	exercise	where	he	gets	the	choir	to	

raise	a	pitch	over	16	pulses	by	the	distance	of	a	semitone.	Let’s	face	it,	this	is	an	impossible	task,	

but	it	does	drive	the	point	home	and	gets	them	to	think	about	listening	with	more	focus	and	

intention.	

After	the	warmup,	I	introduce	our	guest	speaker.	Caryl	tells	us	about	Mozart,	Haydn,	and	the	Age	

of	Enlightenment.	When	we	think	about	Mozart,	we	think	of	him	as	an	Enlightenment	composer.	

He	was	working	against	the	patronage	system	and	striking	out	into	the	world	as	an	individual.	

On	the	other	hand,	was	Haydn	“enlightened”?	The	answer	is	yes,	he	was	very	aware	of	his	time	

and	what	was	happening	in	the	world.	His	career	followed	a	trajectory	that	could	only	happen	
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during	this	period.	In	the	space	of	50	years	he	went	from	a	two-room	house	in	rural	Austria	to	

the	most	famous	and	most	widely	published	composer	in	Europe	during	which	time	he	

developed	the	symphony	and	the	string	quartet	as	art	forms.	

Caryl	then	shared	some	thoughts	on	Haydn’s	Mass	settings	and	noted	the	unusual	orchestration	

of	the	Missa	in	angustiis,	the	Mass	in	time	of	trouble	or	“restraint”	to	use	Caryl’s	word.	Haydn	

was	serving	under	a	new	patron	and	the	new	boss	wasn’t	really	interested	in	music.	We	might	

say	he	went	through	a	period	of	down-sizing.	But	how	do	you	fire	the	most	famous	composer	in	

the	world?	Haydn	was	central	to	his	family’s	prestige.	Basically,	Haydn	was	given	less	and	less	to	

do	while	his	resources	also	diminished.	the	“time	of	restraint”	refers	to	this	period	when	he	was	

essentially	left	with	an	orchestra	and	strings.	He	had	to	source	the	timpanist	and	three	

trumpeters	from	outside	because,	by	this	time	there	were	no	wind	instruments	in	the	orchestra.	

Finally,	she	pointed	out	something	interesting	from	the	Credo	section	(which	is	the	focus	of	

today’s	rehearsal).	Haydn	omits	the	words	“I	believe	in	Jesus	Christ,	His	only	Son,	our	Lord”.	This	

isn’t	the	first	time	he’s	done	this	and	begs	the	question,	why?	Some	people	think	he	was	doing	it	

from	memory	and	just	forgot	but	it	happens	several	times	over	works	spanning	a	number	of	

years.	Caryl	wonders	if	it	might	be	because	of	Haydn’s	sympathy	for	the	town’s	Jewish	

population.	The	church	where	this	was	first	performed	is	very	close	to	the	Jewish	ghetto.	They	

were	treated	very	poorly	and,	in	many	cases,	forced	to	convert	to	Christianity.	Could	this	be	

Haydn’s	way	of	easing	their	transition	into	the	new	religion?	An	interesting	thesis	and	I’m	glad	

that	the	students	can	see	that	the	music	they	perform,	no	matter	how	old,	wasn’t	created	in	a	

vacuum.	

The	great	thing	about	having	a	guest	is	that	the	choir	really	wants	to	impress	and	show	what	

they	can	do.	This	meant	there	was	a	great	level	of	focus	which	was	good	because	I	really	want	to	

work	hard	to	cover	the	remain	sections	of	the	work,	before	we	break	for	the	Easter	holiday.	

Today	we	will	concentrate	on	the	Gloria	and	Credo	which	contain	a	lot	of	material.	We	start	with	

the	fugue	in	the	Quoniam	and	I	set	up	the	elements	of	the	fugue	subject,	making	a	little	game	and	

some	vocal	exercises.	As	I’ve	said	in	the	past,	I	want	to	make	the	architecture	of	the	fugues	really	

clear.	I	want	the	audience	to	be	able	to	follow	the	fugue	subjects	as	they	are	passed	from	section	

to	section	around	the	choir.	We	play	the	old	“stand	up	if	your	section	has	the	subject”	game	just	

to	give	them	a	visual	and	physical	representation.	We	ploughed	through	the	section,	mistakes	

and	all,	to	give	them	an	idea	of	the	work	ahead.	Keeping	on	top	of	the	contrapuntal	writing	is	the	

most	intense	part	of	the	rehearsal	and	takes	a	lot	of	their	focus	and	energy.	

Next,	we	work	on	the	Et	incarnatus/Crucifixus	as	a	bit	of	a	mental	break,	working	on	tone	and	

shaping	the	drama	of	the	text.	This	leads	to	the	Gloria,	which	repeats	a	lot	of	the	same	material	in	

the	Quoniam.	It	ties	off	the	rehearsal	nicely:	we	are	able	to	turn	to	the	Quoniam	and	link	the	

material	into	the	fugue	subjects	that	took	up	so	much	time	at	the	beginning	of	the	rehearsal.	

Indeed,	this	second	time	around	is	much	easier.	
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Since	this	is	the	last	rehearsal	before	a	few	weeks	of	rest,	I	finish	with	the	opening	Kyrie.	I	also	

have	to	admit	that,	after	a	rehearsal	full	of	sight-reading	new	music,	it’s	nice	to	be	able	to	show	

our	guest	something	that	is	further	along	in	the	polishing	stages.	

	

17 April 2018 

I	was	coding	the	interview	with	Karen	Grylls	and	she	mentioned	using	the	Golden	Mean	as	a	

guide.	She	wants	the	high	point	of	the	rehearsal	to	be	at	0.618	of	the	way	through.	It	reminded	

me	of	a	presentation	that	Edith	Copley	gave	when	we	did	ACCET	together.	A	colleague	of	her’s	

bases	his	entire	rehearsal	on	the	proportions	of	the	Golden	Mean-	warmups,	review,	tough	work,	

high	point,	new	work,	and	announcements.	I	tried	it	back	when	Exaudi	first	started	and	I	didn’t	

really	know	how	to	structure	a	rehearsal-	I	was	desperate	for	any	template	I	could	find	so	I	did	a	

modified	version.	I	remember	that	Eddie	had	given	me	an	Excel	spreadsheet	that	showed	all	the	

timing.	Sure	enough,	I	found	it	in	an	old	external	hard	drive.	Unfortunately,	it	hadn’t	plotted	out	

a	rehearsal	that	was	110	minutes	long,	but	I	was	able	to	figure	it	out.	Since	this	is	a	period	of	

experimentation	and	trying	out	new	things,	I	decided	to	make	today’s	rehearsal	all	about	

following	that	Golden	Mean	outline.	

On	the	whole,	I	thought	it	worked	pretty	well.	I	have	tweaked	some	of	the	sections:	I	would	like	

longer	than	6	minutes	for	a	warmup,	so	I	have	taken	time	away	from	the	review	section	allowing	

time	for	the	review	of	one	piece.	Keeping	in	mind	there	should	be	a	change	of	activity	every	13	

minutes,	I’ve	divided	the	high	point	into	two	13-minute	sections	and	instead	of	5	spots	for	the	

introduction	of	new	work,	I’ve	made	that	into	2-3	sections.	I’ll	retry	it	again	in	next	rehearsal,	

but	it	appears,	overall	to	have	worked	fairly	well.	The	pace	seemed	quick,	almost	frantic,	like	we	

couldn’t	get	very	deep	into	the	work.	This	could	have	been	a	number	of	things:	my	own	working,	

the	number	of	sections,	maybe	I	have	to	be	really	aware	of	how	things	are	layered	over	time.	All	

food	for	thought.	

	

24 April 2018 

I	feel	that	today	really	turned	a	corner.	This	was	the	first	rehearsal	where	we	could	spend	the	

majority	of	the	time	making	music	rather	than	bashing	out	notes.	I	wonder	if	the	students	have	

been	doing	their	own	personal	practice?	I	can’t	seem	to	get	the	statistics	off	Learning@Griffith	to	

see	if	they’ve	been	accessing	the	practice	materials.	Maybe	it’s	the	impending	assessment?	Some	

of	the	students	stayed	behind	to	practice	with	their	group	and	others	stopped	me	in	the	hall	to	

say	they	are	working	on	it.	All	good,	as	long	as	it	works.	It’s	a	shame	that	it	has	to	come	to	this,	

but	I	suspect	it	was	what	they	were	used	to	in	secondary	school:	being	spoon-fed	the	pitches	and	

rhythms	by	a	“conductor”	who	that	that	was	all	there	is	to	do.	No	skill	building,	no	literacy.	I’ve	
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seen	so	much	of	it	over	the	years.	I	guess	that’s	to	be	expected	when	there	are	no	training	

programmes.	Sadly,	the	teachers	know	no	different	because	that’s	the	way	they	were	taught.	It’s	

a	problem	that’s	a	few	generations	deep	now.	Frustrating.	

But	for	us,	we’ve	gotten	past	that	stage.	James	Jordan	(in	his	4-phase	model)	would	say	we’ve	

moved	from	Phase	1-	the	Acquisition	of	pitches,	rhythms	etc.	and	now	we’re	moving	into	Phase	

2-	the	Comprehension	of	the	music.	Can	we	get	to	Phase	3	(ownership)	and	Phase	4	

(communio)?	It	will	be	a	big	push,	that’s	for	certain	and	I	don’t	think	the	audience	will	really	

perceive	it,	but	I	want	the	singers	to	get	there.	I	want	them	to	experience	it	for	themselves;	to	

have	that	confidence	and	pride	in	their	own	work	and	performance.	Maybe	it’s	too	much	to	ask	

from	our	first	outing	but,	as	Elise	Bradley	says:	“If	you	don’t	ask,	you	don’t	get”.	

I	think	modifying	the	Golden	Mean	Model	has	worked.	It	certainly	felt	less	hectic.	I’m	all	for	

keeping	a	fast	pace	but	last	week	just	seemed	a	bit	too	over	the	top	and	like	we	weren’t	able	to	

get	into	anything	properly.	I’m	not	sure	how	this	model	would	work	for	the	introductory	

sessions.	Certainly,	next	trimester	will	be	easier	because	we’ll	be	layering	that	music	in	now.	And	

I	can	see	it	working	in	a	community	choir	provided	that	you	were	planning	in	advance	(you	

could	introduce	next	year’s	music	in	the	previous	year	for	example).	But	an	academic	choir	will	

always	have	this	problem	at	the	beginning	of	the	year,	I’d	imagine.	

I	am	going	to	play	around	with	our	configuration	next	week.	In	our	current	format,	we’re	not	

going	to	fit	in	the	performance	space.	I’ve	got	a	two-row	block	format	of	SBTA	and	also	a	three-

row	version.	Even	the	two-row	version	might	not	work-	I’ll	have	to	get	into	the	hall	and	step	it	

out.	I’d	be	curious	to	see	how	this	affects	the	sound	and	which	one	the	singers	would	prefer.	A	

three-row	configuration	might	also	allow	me	to	get	them	to	spread	out	a	little	more.	Of	course,	

the	next	consideration	is	risers,	of	which	we	have	none!	One	more	thing	to	get	sorted	out.	

I’m	definitely	looking	forward	to	the	concert.	I	wish	we	could	get	an	orchestra	together	for	this.	

Either	way,	I’m	feeling	proud	of	what	we’ve	accomplished.	At	first,	I	wondered	if	I’d	be	

embarrassed	to	invite	my	colleagues	along	but	now,	I	want	to	advertise	it	far	and	wide!	

	

1 May 2018 

It	always	seems	like	when	you	make	1	step	forward,	you	take	2	steps	back.	At	one	point	I	

jokingly	looked	under	the	piano	and	“where’s	that	choir	I	was	working	with	last	week	gone”?	

Due	to	space	restrictions	in	the	recital	hall,	I	knew	I’d	have	to	make	some	adjustments	in	seating.	

I’ve	also	been	thinking	of	the	basses-	they	really	can’t	cut	through	the	sopranos	so	I	thought	

doing	a	block	formation	would	help	them.	We	did	a	two-row	formation	and	next	week	we’ll	do	3	

rows	(I	didn’t	think	they	could	handle	two	adjustments	and	I	did	want	to	use	up	time	re-

arranging	chairs).	Perhaps	it	was	adjusting	to	this	new	sound.	Most	of	them	are	fairly	new	to	the	
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choral	music	thing	and	being	able	to	deal	with	these	changes	is	something	they’re	not	used	to.	It	

will	be	interesting	to	see	if	we	have	this	bumpy	start	next	week	when	we	do	three	rows.	

It	was	also	nice	(but	maybe	distracting)	to	have	the	Director	come	in	for	a	listen.	He	observed	

that	they	were	all	engaged	(whew)	and	that	there	was	a	good	working	relationship	in	the	room.	I	

don’t	really	know	how	I	do	that.	Perhaps	it’s	because	of	my	philosophy	of	music	education?	My	

belief	that	nothing	is	ever	gained	by	the	conductor	losing	their	cool?	My	refusal	to	spoon	feed	

them	everything	and	to	insist	that	they	are	active	participants	in	their	own	learning?	A	

combination	of	this	and	more?	

	

8 May 2018 

Today’s	rehearsal	was	one	of	the	last	opportunities	where	we	could	concentrate	on	specific	

parts	which	means	the	first	part	of	the	rehearsal	is	going	to	be	a	lot	of	hard	work	on	those	

sections	that	might	be	a	bit	“under	ripe”.	We’ll	have	the	soloists’	rehearsal	in	two	weeks,	and	I	

like	that	to	be	just	for	the	benefit	of	the	soloists	and	fitting	them	together	with	the	choir.	I	know	

some	conductors	treat	the	dress	rehearsal	as	another	rehearsal,	but	I	like	to	do	complete	runs	

without	stopping	(unless	something	goes	completely	off	the	rails).	To	me,	it	is	another	

performance.	

I’ve	always	thought	a	piece	needs	a	strong	opening,	just	so	the	audience	knows	they’re	going	to	

be	listening	to	a	polished	group.	They’ll	forgive	and,	perhaps,	forget	little	mistakes	in	the	middle	

if	the	beginning	and	the	end	are	well	done.	With	this	in	mind,	our	continuation	of	the	warmup	

will	be	the	Kyrie.	I	still	have	difficulty	getting	each	section	to	“speak”	immediately,	especially	in	

entrances	that	begin	with	a	dotted	crotchet.	The	choir	still	wants	to	do	a	Romantic	style	swell	

into	these	when	we	really	need	a	full	sound	at	the	beginning.	A	sound	that	“hits	the	audience	

between	the	eyes.”	The	singers	get	there	eventually	after	a	lot	of	coaxing	but	it’s	not	habitual	for	

them	yet.	I	hope	I	can	count	on	them	in	the	performance.	

The	opening	of	the	Credo,	on	the	other	hand,	is	not	as	secure.	It	looks	so	easy	on	the	page,	I’m	

not	sure	what	more	I	can	do.	They	need	to	put	in	some	time	at	home	practicing	this.	Simple	

things,	like	when	to	come	in,	are	not	always	obvious	and	it’s	as	if	they’re	waiting	for	their	

neighbours	to	make	the	entrance	rather	than	taking	charge	themselves.	I	try	to	help	them	as	

much	as	I	can	and	show	them	little	tricks	for	finding	pitches	but,	at	the	end	of	the	day,	each	

individual	has	to	put	in	some	much-needed	practice	time.	

	The	Et	resurrexit	is	also	in	rough	shape,	probably	the	most	under-prepared	of	the	whole	Mass.	I	

have	to	admit,	it	is	mostly	my	fault.	When	I	introduced	it,	I	put	it	at	the	end	of	the	rehearsal	and	

ran	out	of	time	working	on	something	else.	I	misjudged	how	long	it	was	actually	going	to	take.	

Bad	planning	on	my	part.	The	language	is	proving	to	be	a	problem,	too	many	syllables	in	rapid	
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succession.	Now	we	are	where	we	are,	and	I’ve	got	to	think	of	a	way	to	get	the	work	done.	After	

some	heavy	work,	I	ask	them	to	look	at	some	specific	things	at	home,	especially	getting	

comfortable	with	the	text.	“Who	here	speaks	Latin	as	their	first	language,”	I	ask.	No	one	

responds.	“Just	as	I	suspected,	so	we	have	to	look	at	it.”	A	little	humour	to	break	the	ice	after	a	

tough	session	always	goes	a	long	way.	

Once	we	make	it	through	this	point,	the	rest	is	smooth	sailing.	We	spend	time	really	polishing	

different	sections.	Like	I	said	about	the	Gloria,	“there’s	a	lot	of	interest	for	you	audience	in	this	

phrase,	if	you	want	to	work	hard	and	show	it	to	them.”	This	makes	them	really	focus	so	I	praise	

them	with,	“Now,	that’s	worth	listening	to!”	

I	think	all	that	is	needed	now	is	a	familiarity	with	the	piece	as	a	whole.	How	do	all	the	little	

pieces	we’ve	been	working	on	fit	together?	Starting	next	week,	it	will	be	time	to	pull	the	lens	

back	so	they	can	see	the	big	picture.	

	

15 May 2018 

We’re	without	our	regular	accompanist	for	the	next	two	weeks,	just	when	we’re	about	to	begin	

our	run	up	to	the	concert.	Today	will	be	our	last	opportunity	to	focus	solely	on	the	needs	of	the	

choirs	and	one	of	the	last	chances	to	fix	some	of	the	sections	that	have	been	causing	concern.	I’ll	

start	at	the	beginning	and	we’ll	take	the	time	we	need	as	we	work	through	the	entire	piece.	

The	students	who	are	doing	the	Conservatorium	Singers	as	a	credit	course	had	an	assignment	

due	last	Friday.	They	were	placed	in	small	ensembles,	roughly	eight	singers	each,	and	each	

ensemble	was	assigned	a	section.	They	were	to	get	together	and	practice	in	their	own	time,	

record	a	performance	of	the	excerpt,	and	then	upload	it	onto	our	learning	management	system.	

The	purpose	of	this	pass/fail	assignment	was	to	make	sure	that	the	students	were	taking	

responsibility	for	their	choral	work	between	rehearsals.	This	was	a	problem	in	the	past	and,	

sometimes,	things	don’t	get	done	in	a	university	setting	if	they’re	not	being	assessed.	They	may	

not	know	everything	in	the	work,	but	at	least	they’re	going	to	know	one	section	very	well.	The	

results	were	very	good,	and	it	was	great	to	see	them	all	taking	the	assignment	so	seriously.	

Several	of	the	singers	are	away	today	due	to	the	opera	scenes	and	it	has	proven	to	be	a	bad	time	

of	year	for	colds	and	flu.	Numbers	will	be	down	but,	that	goodness,	the	illnesses	have	happened	

now	and	not	in	a	few	weeks.	We’ll	see	how	many	are	still	struggling	come	concert	time.	

Right	from	the	first	note,	I	can	tell	they’re	very	serious	about	today’s	rehearsal.	I	tell	them	that	

they’re	few	in	number	but,	obviously,	the	best	singers	turned	up.	I’m	so	happy	and	proud	that	

they	care	enough	to	want	to	give	everything	the	care	it	deserves.		

It	feels	like	we’re	tracking	right	where	we	need	to	be	at	this	point.	This	is	always	difficult.	You	

want	to	make	sure	everything	is	covered,	and	they	feel	confident,	but	you	don’t	want	them	to	
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peak	too	soon	and	have	everything	sound	like	they’re	bored	and	pedantic.	At	this	stage,	I	find	I	

can	keep	chipping	away	at	more	and	more	detail.		

I	also	take	a	bit	of	time	to	talk	about	presentation,	especially	about	getting	their	heads	out	of	

their	scores.	Not	only	do	they	sound	better	but	they	also	look	better	and	look	more	confident.	It’s	

worth	spending	a	bit	of	rehearsal	time	talking	about	this	because	it’s	not	second	nature	to	them.	

The	sure-fire	way	to	solve	it	would	be	to	memorise,	but	that’s	not	realistic.	I’ll	just	have	to	keep	

repeating	it	over	and	over.	

It’s	interesting	that	the	singers	have	to	constantly	work	on	the	subdivision	of	the	beat.	This	

becomes	apparent	when	there	is	either	a	syncopation	or	knowing	when	to	release	when	a	note	

is	tied	to	another	(especially	a	quaver).	Sometimes,	this	also	becomes	an	issue	for	their	

entrances,	and	they	lack	immediacy.	I	can	see	the	benefits	and	utility	of	Robert	Shaw’s	sing	

counting	exercises.	They	have	this	habit	of	“sneaking	in”	with	their	entrances	like	they	don’t	

want	to	be	the	first	to	come	in	in	case	it’s	a	mistake.	A	colleague	used	to	say	he	offered	prizes	for	

people	who	came	in	with	confidence,	even	if	(especially	if?)	they	were	wrong.	“Most	confident	

wrong	entrance”.	

	

22 May 2018 

Soloists’	rehearsal.	One	more	step	in	putting	everything	together	and	getting	closer	to	the	

concert.	We	have	absences	again	due	to	illness	(I’m	also	under	the	weather)	and	an	upcoming	

orchestra	concert.	The	price	you	have	to	pay	if	you	want	orchestral	students	to	sing	in	the	choir.	

The	choir	is	very	excited	today	and	they’re	eager	to	show	the	soloists	what	they	can	do.	I	knew,	

once	the	soloists	had	arrived,	they	would	start	to	look	forward	to	the	concert	more	and	more.	

They’re	now	starting	to	see	how	everything	fits	together.	The	first	time	the	soprano	soloist	

entered,	one	of	the	tenors	was	overcome	and	threw	his	hands	in	the	air	with	a	look	that	said,	“Oh	

my	goodness!”	

Unfortunately,	due	to	my	own	poor	health,	I	didn’t	get	a	chance	to	run	through	the	music	with	

the	soloists	on	their	own.	I	thought	it	was	better	to	stay	home	and	rest	rather	than	being	stuck	in	

a	small	room	spreading	my	germs.	Not	ideal,	but	at	least	they’ve	had	a	go	at	it	with	the	

accompanist.	

One	of	the	benefits	is	that	I’m	able	to	use	the	soloists	to	appeal	to	and	challenge	their	pride,	a	

form	of	positive	peer	pressure.	I	say	innocently,	“Choir,	could	you	imitate	the	way	the	soloists	

do…?”	Works	like	a	charm.	No	one	wants	to	look	bad	in	front	of	their	peers.	

This	is	the	second	rehearsal	without	our	regular	accompanist	and	I’m	looking	forward	to	things	

returning	to	normal.	The	majority	of	issues	with	rushing	the	tempo	are	addressed	to	the	choir	
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but,	really,	are	aimed	at	the	accompanist.	Rushing	semiquavers	and	no	inner	pulse.	I	want	to	

remain	professional,	but	it	can	be	frustrating	at	times.	

The	Credo	is	a	bit	of	a	train	wreck	and	that’s	about	as	polite	as	I	can	be.	It’s	interesting	that,	

when	things	are	tough,	the	choir’s	response	is	to	bury	their	collective	heads	in	their	scores	

rather	than	look	up	and	trust	me	to	give	them	the	information	they	need.	I	hope	that	doesn’t	

mean	that	I’m	not	giving	them	any	help.	There’s	a	habit	of	looking	backward	at	mistakes	rather	

than	continuing	to	plough	forward.	It	reminds	me	of	a	video	of	a	hurdler.	They	missed	the	first	

hurdle	and,	while	running	towards	the	second,	you	can	see	that	they	keep	looking	back	trying	to	

figure	out	what	went	wrong.	In	the	meantime,	they	don’t	prepare	for	the	next	hurdle	and	the	

inevitable	happens.	Needless	to	say,	they	missed	every	single	one	of	the	hurdles.	There’s	a	time	

to	stop	and	reflect	but	not	in	the	middle	of	a	performance.	After	a	little	pep-talk,	it’s	like	a	

different	choir.	Not	perfect,	but	vastly	improved.	

Another	spot	for	concern	is	the	Et	resurrexit-	sometimes	a	counting	issue,	sometimes	difficult	

getting	their	mouths	around	the	rapid-fire	text.	For	the	first	time	that	I	can	remember,	I	go	a	bit	

negative.	I	don’t	want	to	do	it	all	the	time	but,	at	least	when	I	do,	the	choir	knows	it’s	serious.	I	let	

them	know	that	they	let	the	soloist	down	by	sneaking	in	with	their	entries	and	not	offering	any	

support.	Of	course,	I	pull	it	apart	for	them	and	it	starts	to	come	together.	I	have	to	remember	

that,	despite	how	far	they’ve	come,	they’re	still	pretty	green	and	inexperienced.	I	have	to	keep	

building	their	skills	as	we	go.	

It’s	been	a	fairly	decent	rehearsal	and	certainly	on	the	upward	trajectory.	Every	once	in	while	I	

can	see	that	they	know	where	their	own	personal	problem	spots	are,	and	they	want	to	get	them	

right.	Hopefully,	we’ll	be	able	to	get	there	for	the	concert.	

	

29 May 2018 

A	great	rehearsal!	Margaret	was	in	attendance	to	observe	the	soloists	and	I	think	that	gave	a	lift	

to	the	choir.	Knowing	that	the	Head	of	Voice	was	in	the	room	made	them	all	want	to	do	their	

best.	The	work	was	of	a	very	high	standard	but,	unfortunately,	something	happened	to	the	

recording	equipment	and	I	missed	the	whole	thing.	I	was	so	angry!	

We	worked	on	energising	the	Dona	nobis	and	the	Et	resurrexit.	I	want	to	make	sure	that	our	last	

impression	is	a	strong	one.	It’s	difficult	because	it	starts	with	a	fugue	which	means,	already,	our	

forces	are	divided.	Much	easier	to	get	a	powerful	wall	of	sound	with	homophonic	writing.	It	

takes	a	bit	of	time	to	get	that	from	fugal	writing,	it’s	not	until	all	the	subjects	have	entered	that	

you	get	that	nice	rich	texture.	I	was	trying	to	get	each	section	to	give	a	good	strong	entry-	no	one	

backs	down,	so	to	speak.	
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The	beginning	of	the	Et	resurrexit	always	seemed	a	bit	tentative.	Not	what	you	want	in	some	of	

the	most	confident	and	joyous	music	in	the	entire	Credo.	Part	of	the	problem	was	that	the	tenors	

are	on	their	own	for	a	beat	in	the	first	bar	but	it’s	enough	to	be	off	putting	when	everyone	

suddenly	drops	away.	Helping	them	to	be	confident	and	making	sure	the	other	parts	were	also	

confident	solved	it.	

Pleasantly	surprised	that	the	Credo	is	holding	together	better.	It’s	a	pretty	straightforward	

(boring?)	little	section,	certainly	my	least	favourite	movement	in	the	entire	work.	Maybe	this	is	

coming	across	to	the	singers.	I	must	make	sure	that	my	hang	ups	don’t	translate	into	something	

negative	for	them.	

All	in	all,	I’m	very	excited	about	the	upcoming	performance.	I	suspect	they	will	lift	their	

performance	another	notch	once	they	are	in	front	of	an	audience.	I	just	hope	that	they	are	able	to	

lift	their	heads	out	of	their	scores,	especially	the	less	experienced	singers.	The	tendency	is,	when	

the	going	gets	a	bit	tough,	to	bury	their	heads	in	the	music	for	safety’s	sake.	I	need	to	keep	

working	on	building	up	their	confidence	in	themselves	and	their	trust	in	me.	I	think	I’ve	built	up	

that	relationship	with	them	over	the	past	few	months.	I	will	talk	to	them	about	having	courage	

and	I	take	responsibility	for	all	mistakes	when	I	have	my	pep	talk	with	them	pre-concert.	

	

1 June 2018 

Concert	day!	I	think	I	was	living	off	nervous	energy	all	day.	We	met	for	our	pre-concert	warm	up	

and	I	made	sure	to	keep	everything	as	light	and	positive	as	I	could.	I	reminded	them	that	they	

have	worked	very	hard	over	the	last	12	weeks	and	now	was	the	time	to	enjoy	the	result	and	to	

look	up	at	me	and	trust	me.	Any	mistakes	this	evening	are	my	mistakes.	There	was	certainly	a	

good	feeling	in	the	room,	and	I	think	that	they	were	as	excited	as	I	was.	

From	the	first	choral	entrance	I	had	a	chill	down	my	spine-	I	just	knew	it	was	going	to	be	a	good	

performance.	There’s	something	so	fulfilling	about	working	intensely	on	a	piece	of	great	music	

over	a	period	of	time	and	then,	suddenly,	there	you	are	performing	it	in	front	of	an	audience.	

Added	to	this	is	knowing	all	the	back-story:	how	hard	they	worked	and	where	they	came	from.	

When	I	think	back	to	last	year	and	the	shape	of	the	choir,	I	can’t	believe	the	musical	journey	

they’ve	made.	

After	reviewing	the	video,	the	performance	was	really	engaging.	When	you’re	in	the	middle	of	

everything,	it	is	hard	to	recall	what	actually	happened.	Of	course,	there	were	a	few	times	I	found	

myself	cringing	at	what	I	saw	and	heard:	a	missed	entry	here,	a	bit	of	flat	singing	there.	I	find	

myself	talking	to	the	screen,	“Why	don’t	they	look	up	more?	I’ve	told	them	a	thousand	times.”	

Maybe	it’s	the	camera	angle?	We	worked	on	a	lot	of	detail	during	the	rehearsal	period	and	that	

was	part	of	the	rationale	for	selecting	this	piece.	I	wanted	to	dive	into	the	Classical	style.	I	almost	
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found	myself	applauding	when	they	remembered	some	little	nuance	or	a	particular	score	

marking.	All	the	things	I	harped	on	about	or	tortured	them	with	over	the	past	5	months	were	

there.	

I	did	notice	the	energy	flagging	in	the	second	half,	and	I	thought,	“Oh,	oh,	have	I	made	a	mistake	

with	this?”	Doing	a	Mass	setting	out	of	its	liturgical	context	is	tough.	There	are	moments,	like	

between	the	Gloria	and	the	Credo,	where	the	choir	would	have	a	break,	some	time	for	a	bit	of	

vocal	recovery.	When	performed	in	a	concert	setting,	the	singers	don’t	have	that	luxury	and	

stamina	becomes	a	real	issue.	This	is	a	young	and	inexperienced	choir	and	I	hope	I	didn’t	put	

them	at	a	disadvantage.	

The	two	spots	I’ve	always	hated	and	wrestled	with,	the	opening	Credo	canon	and	the	final	Dona	

nobis	pacem,	again	seemed	underwhelming.	I	can’t	help	but	think	it	is	all	down	to	my	work	and	

my	attitude	to	these	movements.	I	would	never	say	I’ve	ever	enjoyed	the	Credo,	neither	as	a	

singer	nor	a	conductor.	I	just	don’t	know	what	it	is.	I	hope	this	lack	of	commitment	on	my	part	

didn’t	translate	into	a	lack	of	commitment	on	the	part	of	the	choir.	

As	for	the	Dona	nobis	pacem,	I	can’t	think	of	what	the	problem	is.	Tiredness?	Perhaps.	But	you	

would	think	that	the	adrenaline	and	euphoria	of	almost	reaching	the	finish	line	would	take	over.	

I	think	I’ve	always	disliked	the	tenors’	first	entrance	(from	a	compositional	point	of	view,	not	

necessarily	their	rendition	of	it).	To	have	to	come	charging	in	on	a	very	exposed	high	A,	right	in	

the	middle	of	the	second	passaggio,	when	you’re	already	exhausted	and	then	have	to	do	it	again	

at	the	recapitulation,	is	very	unkind	of	Haydn.	Maybe,	in	the	future,	I	have	to	solve	that	problem.	

The	vowel	certainly	isn’t	any	help.	Again	“commitment”	is	the	word	I’d	use.	If	I	don’t	keep	that	

energy	flowing,	it	makes	for	a	very	humdrum	ending	to	a	beautiful	work.	

Overall,	I	was	really	happy	with	the	performance.	I	don’t	normally	like	reviewing	audio	or	video	

of	myself,	especially	so	close	to	the	actual	concert	but	this	time	was	different.	It	has	been	an	

enjoyable	process	throughout,	despite	the	ups	and	the	downs	and	maybe	because	of	them.	
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Package 

	

The	rehearsal	cycle:	A	pedagogical	framework	for	choral	conductors	

GU	Ref	No:	2016/762	

	

Who	is	conducting	the	research	

Name:		 	 	 Scott	Harrison	and	Robert	Stewart	

Contact	Phone:		 3735	6208	0410	043	932	

Contact	Email:			 scott.harrison@griffith.edu.au;	bob.stewart@griffith.edu.au	

School/Centre:		 Queensland	Conservatorium	Griffith	University	

	

Why	is	the	research	being	conducted	

This	research	aims	to	result	in	a	journal	article	publication	and	dissertation	as	part	of	the	
requirements	for	a	Doctor	of	Musical	Arts.	It	will	examine	recent	literature	concerning	the	choral	
rehearsal	process	and	develop	a	three-part	cycle	of	pre-rehearsal,	rehearsal,	and	post-rehearsal	
phases.	This	project	aims	to	better	understand	the	rehearsal	process	and	how	this	can	assist	the	
author’s	own	practice	with	applications	for	the	wider	community.	

	

The	expected	benefits	of	the	research	

This	dissertation	will	look	at	the	teaching,	planning,	and	learning	that	occurs	in	the	rehearsal	
process	by	examining	literature	and	the	professional	practice	of	leading	practitioners.	The	
project	will	be	examining	my	own	practice,	but	it	is	hoped	that	this	can	be	extrapolated	to	the	
practice	of	other	choral	conductors.	

	

What	you	will	be	asked	to	do	

Participants	will	be	observed	in	rehearsal	(or	a	series	of	rehearsals,	time	permitting).	The	
objective	will	be	to	observe	conducting	and	teaching	styles,	interactions	with	a	choral	
community,	responses	of	the	choir,	how	a	conductor	thinks-in-action,	and	how	music	is	
presented	and	taught	to	the	group.	However,	care	will	be	taken	to	only	video	the	case	study,	and	
not	to	capture	other	people	participating	in	the	rehearsal	such	as	accompanists,	choristers	or	
volunteers.	This	will	be	followed	up	with	a	semi-structured	interview	of	between	45-60	minutes	
that	will	discuss	general	questions	as	well	as	the	rehearsals	that	have	been	observed.	Interviews	
will	be	audio	recorded.	The	purpose	is	not	to	develop	a	checklist	of	right	and	wrong	methods;	
rather	it	will	be	an	examination	of	individual	styles	and	techniques.	At	any	time,	participants	
may	access	a	plain	language	summary	of	results	via	email	request.	

	

Risks	to	you	

Participation	in	the	research	poses	minimal	foreseeable	risk.	The	study	asks	only	for	your	views	
relevant	to	the	research	focus;	it	does	not	seek	any	personal	or	sensitive	information.	After	
interviews	are	transcribed,	they	will	be	emailed	to	you	for	your	approval.	Likewise,	the	research	
team’s	interpretation	of	collated	responses	to	questions	will	be	emailed	back	to	participants	for	
approval	and/or	modification	as	required	prior	to	submission	for	publication.		
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Your	confidentiality	

The	conduct	of	this	research	involves	the	collection,	access	and/or	use	of	your	personal	
information.	The	interview	responses	are	being	collected	for	research	purposes	only,	and	access	
will	be	restricted	to	members	of	the	research	team.	Any	transcripts	made	of	the	data	will	be	
coded,	with	the	code	being	stored	separately	from	the	data.	All	audio-visual	recordings	will	be	
erased	after	transcription/analysis.	However,	other	research	data	(interview	transcripts	and	
analysis)	will	be	retained	in	a	locked	cabinet	and/or	a	password	protected	electronic	file	at	
Griffith	University	for	a	period	of	five	years	before	being	destroyed.	The	information	collected	
will	not	be	disclosed	to	third	parties	without	your	consent,	except	to	meet	government,	legal	or	
other	regulatory	authority	requirements.	A	de-identified	copy	of	this	data	may	be	used	for	other	
research	purposes.	However,	your	anonymity	will	at	all	times	be	safeguarded.	For	further	
information,	consult	the	University’s	Privacy	Plan	at		http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-
griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan	or	telephone	(07)	3735	4375.	Please	
retain	this	information	statement	for	your	records.	

	

Your	participation	is	voluntary	

Participation	is	voluntary	and	you	are	not	under	any	obligation	to	consent	to	participate	in	the	
research.	No	person	will	be	under	any	real	or	perceived	pressure	to	participate.	You	have	the	
right	to	withdraw	your	consent	to	participate	at	any	time	during	the	project.	

	

Questions	/	further	information	

If	you	have	any	further	questions	relating	to	the	project,	please	do	not	hesitate	to	contact	the	
chief	investigator,	Scott	Harrison	by	mail,	phone	or	by	email	at	Queensland	Conservatorium	
Griffith	University,	140	Grey	Street	South	Brisbane.	Tel:	3735	6208;	Email:	
scott.harrison@griffith.edu.au	

	

The	ethical	conduct	of	this	research	

Griffith	University	conducts	research	in	accordance	with	the	National	Statement	on	Ethical	
Conduct	in	Human	Research.		If	potential	participants	have	any	concerns	or	complaints	about	the	
ethical	conduct	of	the	research	project,	they	should	contact	the	Manager,	Research	Ethics	on	
3735	4375	or	research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.	

A	consent	form	follows.	Should	you	be	willing	to	participate	in	the	research	project,	please	sign	
and	date	the	statement	before	returning	it	to	the	research	team	leader.	The	research	team	
gratefully	acknowledges	your	support	of	the	project	should	you	decide	to	participate.		
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The	rehearsal	cycle:	A	pedagogical	framework	for	choral	conductors	

GU	Ref	No:	2016/762	

CONSENT	FORM	

Research	Team:		 Scott	Harrison	and	Robert	Stewart	

School(s)/Centre(s):		 Queensland	Conservatorium,	Griffith	University	

Contact	Phone:			 3735	6208				0410	043	932	

Contact	Email:		 	 scott.harrison@griffith.edu.au		

																															 bob.stewart@griffith.edu.au	

	

By	signing	below,	I	confirm	that	I	have	read	and	understood	the	information	package	
and	in	particular	have	noted	that:	

• I	understand	that	my	involvement	in	this	research	will	include	observation	in	
rehearsal	and	an	interview.	Rehearsal(s)	will	be	videotaped.	Transcriptions	of	
the	interview	will	be	sent	to	you	for	review	and	adjustment	if	necessary.	
Interviews	will	be	audiotaped.	You	will	also	be	provided	with	a	summary	of	
results	arising	from	the	data	collected	and	a	final	copy	of	the	dissertation	will	
be	available	to	you	upon	request.	Follow-up	may	be	conducted,	if	required	by	
you.	

• I	understand	that	I	will	be	identified	as	a	participant	in	the	final	document	and	
that	any	parts	of	the	interview	or	observed	rehearsals	used	in	the	document	
will	be	attributed	to	me.	

• As	required	by	Griffith	University,	research	data	(video	recordings,	transcripts,	
and	analysis)	will	be	retained	in	a	locked	cabinet	and/or	a	password	protected	
electronic	file	at	Griffith	University	for	a	period	of	five	years	before	being	
destroyed.	

• I	have	had	any	questions	answered	to	my	satisfaction.	
• I	understand	the	risks	involved.	
• I	understand	that	there	will	be	no	direct	benefit	to	me	from	my	participation	in	

this	research.	
• I	understand	that	my	participation	in	this	research	is	voluntary.	
• I	understand	that	if	I	have	any	additional	questions,	I	can	contact	the	research	

team.	
• I	understand	that	I	am	free	to	withdraw	at	any	time,	without	explanation	or	

penalty.	
• I	understand	that	I	can	contact	the	Manager,	Research	Ethics,	at	Griffith	

University	Human	Research	Ethics	Committee	on	3735	4375	(or	research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au)	if	I	have	any	concerns	about	the	ethical	conduct	of	the	
project.	

• I	agree	to	participate	in	the	project.	

	 	

Name	
	

	

Signature	
	

	

Date	
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Appendix D: Case Study Biographies 

The	following	biographical	information	has	been	provided	by	the	case	studies	and	is	

presented	here	unedited.	

Lydia Adams 

As	an	ambassador	of	the	Canadian	Music	Centre	(CMC)	and	hailed	by	the	CMC	as	“the	

new	leading	exponent	of	the	Canadian	choral	composer”,	Lydia	Adams	has	dedicated	

her	career	to	the	growth	of	Canadian	choral	music.	She	is	Artistic	Director	of	both	the	

Elmer	Iseler	Singers	and	the	Amadeus	Choir	of	Greater	Toronto,	national	leaders	in	

commissioning,	premiering,	performing	and	recording	Canadian	choral	works.		In	the	

fall	of	2016,	Lydia	was	appointed	director	of	the	Western	University	Singers.		

A	native	of	Glace	Bay,	Nova	Scotia,	Dr	Adams	received	her	musical	education	at	Mount	

Allison	University,	New	Brunswick,	the	Royal	College	of	Music,	and	the	National	Opera	

Studio,	London,	England.	During	this	time,	she	worked	and	performed	with	many	

leading	conductors,	composers	and	arrangers	including	Sir	David	Willcocks,	Sir	Neville	

Marriner,	John	Rutter,	and	Bob	Chilcott,	among	others,	and	while	at	the	RCM,	was	

awarded	the	Sir	Adrian	Boult	conducting	award.	

She	has	conducted	choral	works	of	Canadian	composers	including	R.	Murray	Schafer,	

Harry	Somers,	Louis	Applebaum,	Harry	Freedman,	Eric	Robertson,	Bert	Carrière,	Srul	

Irving	Glick,	Christos	Hatzis,	Ruth	Watson	Henderson,	Eleanor	Daley,	Peter	Togni	and	

many	others.	She	has	toured	extensively,	and	guest	conducted	throughout	Canada	and	

the	United	States,	and	recently	conducted	a	tour	of	the	world’s	first	Cree	opera,	

Pimooteewin:	The	Journey,	by	Tomson	Highway	and	Melissa	Hui.	Dr	Adams	has	also	

conducted	several	Canadian	Provincial	Youth	Choirs,	the	National	Youth	Choir	of	

Canada	and	has	served	as	a	guest	conductor	with	American	Choral	Directors	

Association	Honor	Choirs	in	Michigan	and	Colorado.	Most	recently,	she	was	guest	

conductor	at	the	Festival	of	Voices	in	Tasmania,	Australia.	

An	innovative	programmer,	Dr	Adams	has	included	over	50	new	commissions	in	the	

past	13	years.	Her	own	compositions	are	performed	worldwide.		she	has	been	

honoured	by	the	City	of	Scarborough,	the	Women’s	International	Network,	and	the	

Ontario	Choral	Federation.	In	2003,	she	received	an	Honorary	Doctorate	from	Mount	

Allison	University	for	her	service	to	music	in	Canada;	and,	in	2018,	she	was	also	

honoured	with	an	honorary	Doctor	of	Letters	from	the	University	of	Cape	Breton.	She	is	

one	of	74	featured	stage	artists	in	V.	Tony	Hauser’s	national	Stage	Presence	2009	

portrait	exhibition	and	publication.		
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In	June	2012,	Dr	Adams	was	announced	as	the	winner	of	the	Roy	Thomson	Hall	Award	

of	Recognition,	part	of	the	2012	Toronto	Arts	Foundation	Arts	Awards.	In	June	2013,	

Lydia	Adams	won	the	Ontario	Premier’s	Award	for	Excellence	in	the	Arts	in	the	Artist	

category,	with	the	following	citation:	“As	the	conductor	of	the	Amadeus	Choir	of	

Greater	Toronto	for	30	years	and	of	Canada’s	Elmer	Iseler	Singers	for	15	years,	Lydia	

Adams	has	consistently	promoted	and	programmed	music	by	both	time-	honoured	and	

contemporary	Canadian	composers,	while	at	the	same	time	promoting	young	Canadian	

artists,	many	of	whom	have	gone	on	to	establish	a	career	in	singing.”		

Most	recently,	Dr	Adams	was	a	co-recipient	of	the	Parks	Canada	CEO	Award	for	

Excellence	(2016)	for	her	collaboration	on	the	music	drama	presentation	The	Bells	of	

Baddeck	(with	Lorna	MacDonald,	Dean	Burry)	and	was	honoured	to	have	been	

appointed	as	Visiting	Associate	Professor	in	choral	studies	at	the	Don	Wright	Faculty	of	

Music,	Western	University	in	2016.	Dr	Adams	was	named	as	one	of	50	Ambassadors	for	

the	Canadian	Music	Centre	–	honoured	for	her	outstanding	contributions	to	Canadian	

music.		

Hilary Apfelstadt 

Hilary	Apfelstadt	is	Professor	and	Director	of	Choral	Activities	at	the	University	of	

Toronto	where	she	holds	the	Elmer	Iseler	Chair	in	Conducting.	She	conducts	MacMillan	

Singers	and	the	Women’s	Chamber	Choir	and	leads	the	graduate	choral	conducting	

program.	In	2013,	she	received	the	Faculty	of	Music’s	inaugural	Teaching	Excellence	

Award.	With	MacMillan	Singers,	she	recorded	Dawn	of	Night,	featuring	recent	music	of	

Stephen	Chatman,	released	by	the	Canadian	Music	Centre	on	the	Naxos	label	in	

September	2017.		I	Didn’t	Want	It	to	be	Boring,	her	book	on	Canadian	composer,	Ruth	

Watson	Henderson,	was	published	by	Prism	Publishers	in	November	2017.		

From	1993	–	2010,	she	was	Director	of	Choral	Activities	at	the	Ohio	State	University	

where	she	also	served	as	Associate	Director	of	the	School	of	Music	for	her	final	two	

years	there.		She	developed	the	Doctor	of	Musical	Arts	in	conducting	during	her	tenure,	

and	her	choirs	performed	at	three	conferences	of	the	American	Choral	Directors	

Association	(ACDA)	and	toured	internationally.	She	was	also	on	the	faculty	of	the	

University	of	North	Carolina	at	Greensboro	(1983	-1993)	during	which	time	the	

Women’s	Choir	was	invited	to	sing	at	the	national	ACDA	conference	in	Louisville,	

Kentucky	and	at	two	regional	ACDA	conferences.		

Dr	Apfelstadt’s	early	teaching	experiences	took	place	in	Canada	where	she	taught	for	

five	years	before	beginning	graduate	studies	in	the	United	States.		Beginning	as	an	

elementary	music	specialist,	she	was	able	to	develop	her	passion	for	music	with	
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children,	fuelled	by	her	own	roots	as	a	child	singing	in	choirs	from	the	age	of	five	in	her	

hometown	of	New	Glasgow,	Nova	Scotia.	

During	her	career,	Hilary	Apfelstadt	has	conducted	numerous	honour	choirs	including	

nearly	40	all-state	choruses	in	the	U.S.,	the	Ontario	Youth	Choir	(2011),	and	the	

National	Youth	Choir	of	Canada	(2014).	She	has	conducted	in	Cuba,	the	United	

Kingdom,	Europe	and	at	Carnegie	Hall	and	Lincoln	Center,	the	latter	most	recently	in	

2018.		In	2009,	she	conducted	the	Mormon	Tabernacle	Choir	in	a	live	broadcast	of	

“Music	and	the	Spoken	Word.”		She	is	a	frequent	masterclass	presenter	and	has	done	

several	conducting	residencies	at	various	universities.		

A	prolific	writer,	Dr	Apfelstadt	has	published	more	than	eighty	articles	in	varied	

professional	journals,	writing	about	choral	pedagogy,	conducting,	and	choral	

repertoire,	particularly	of	Canadian	composers.	She	has	contributed	chapters	to	several	

books,	including	Wisdom,	Wit	and	Will:	Women	Choral	Conductors	on	Their	Art	(2009),	

Conducting	Women’s	Choirs:	Strategies	for	Success	(2012),	and	Music	in	Performance:	

Choral,	v.4	(2017).	She	is	co-editor	of	the	5th	volume	in	the	same	series	with	colleague	

Jo-Michael	Scheibe.		All	of	these	publications	are	produced	by	GIA	Publications,	Inc.		She	

serves	on	the	editorial	board	for	the	ACDA	Choral	Journal	and	is	a	contributing	author	

for	the	Canadian	Music	Educators	Association	(CMEA)	Journal,	writing	quarterly	

articles	on	choral	music.	

As	a	Life	Member	of	ACDA,	Hilary	Apfelstadt	is	proud	to	have	served	the	organization	

as	president	of	the	North	Carolina	chapter,	president	of	Central	Region,	and	as	national	

president.	She	has	been	honoured	with	two	ACDA	service	awards,	one	in	NC	and	the	

other	from	Central	Region.	

Elise Bradley 

The	2017-2018	season	marks	Elise	Bradley’s	eleventh	year	as	Artistic	Director	of	the	

Toronto	Children’s	Chorus.	A	passionate	musician,	award-winning	conductor,	and	

internationally	respected	adjudicator	and	clinician,	Ms	Bradley	served	for	many	years	

as	the	Head	of	Department,	Music	at	Westlake	Girls’	High	School	in	Auckland,	New	

Zealand,	where	she	founded	the	internationally	award-winning	Key	Cygnetures	choir	in	

1992.	She	also	received	both	regional	and	national	awards	for	Excellence	in	Secondary	

Teaching.	For	many	years,	she	was	a	member	and	soloist	with	the	Voices	New	Zealand	

Chamber	Choir	and,	from	2000	to	2007,	she	also	directed	the	New	Zealand	Secondary	

Students'	Choir,	which	won	awards	in	Canada	and	China.	She	was	recently	honoured	to	

be	named	a	Member	of	the	New	Zealand	Order	of	Merit	(MNZM)	for	her	services	to	

Music	in	her	homeland	and	in	Canada.		
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Since	arriving	in	Toronto	in	2007,	Ms	Bradley	has	been	praised	for	her	artistry	and	for	

her	deep	commitment	to	children	and	the	art	of	treble	choral	music.	In	addition	to	her	

work	as	Artistic	Director,	she	has	led	the	Chamber	Choir	on	eight	international	and	

three	provincial	tours,	commissioned	Canadian	composers	to	write	new	works	to	be	

premiered	by	the	choir,	and	prepared	the	children	to	perform	as	guests	of	the	Toronto	

Symphony	Orchestra,	Opera	Atelier,	Bach	Consort,	and	Soundstreams.		

Widely	respected	as	a	conductor,	clinician	and	adjudicator,	Ms	Bradley	receives	many	

invitations	to	work	with	choirs	and	present	at	conferences	around	the	world.	She	

recently	returned	from	two	weeks	in	China,	where	she	adjudicated	choir	and	solo	

classes	for	many	of	the	170,000	participants	at	the	70th	Music	Festival	of	the	Hong	

Kong	Schools	Music	and	Speech	Association.	In	April,	she	travelled	to	Alberta	and	

British	Columbia	to	adjudicate	and	conduct	at	the	Cantando	Festivals.	Other	invitations	

have	included:	Australia	(for	Gondwana	Voices,	and	Choralfest,	the	Australian	National	

Choral	Association’s	national	conference),	Jordan	(Dozan	wa	Awtar),	New	Zealand	(the	

inaugural	National	Children’s	Choir),	China	(International	Federation	on	Choral	Music,	

World	Choral	Expo	and	the	10th	World	Choral	Symposium),	Spain	(11th	World	Choral	

Symposium),	and	Alberta	(Kokopelli	Choirs,	and	Grande	Prairie	Boys’	Choir).	In	August	

2017,	she	was	honoured	to	conduct	the	Ontario	Youth	Choir	to	much	acclaim.	In	late	

June,	she	and	the	Toronto	Children’s	Chorus	Chamber	Choir	will	take	part	in	a	special	

choral	project	at	Choral	Canada’s	biennial	national	‘Podium’	conference	in	St.	John’s,	

Newfoundland.	

Carl Crossin 

Conductor,	educator,	clinician	and	composer	Carl	Crossin	is	well	known	and	respected	

throughout	Australia.	In	2007,	he	was	awarded	the	Medal	of	the	Order	of	Australia	

(OAM)	for	his	services	to	music.	

A	graduate	of	the	Sydney	Conservatorium	of	Music	and	the	University	of	Adelaide,	he	

also	studied	choral	conducting	in	the	United	States	and	Britain	as	the	recipient	of	

International	Study	Grants	awarded	by	the	Australia	Council,	the	South	Australian	

Government,	and	the	Henry	Krips	Conducting	Scholarship.	

Mr	Crossin	is	Founder/Director	of	the	Adelaide	Chamber	Singers,	the	Elder	

Conservatorium	Chorale	and	the	University	of	Adelaide’s	chamber	choir	Adelaide	

Voices.	He	is	currently	on	the	staff	at	the	university’s	Elder	Conservatorium	of	Music	

where	he	is	Director	of	Choral	Music,	Head	of	the	Music	Studies	Program,	and	Lecturer	

in	Conducting.	
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Carl	Crossin	has	toured	nationally	and	internationally	with	his	various	choirs	on	many	

occasions.	He	conducted	Adelaide	Chamber	Singers	at	the	10th	Annual	Convention	of	

the	Association	of	British	Choral	Directors	in	1996;	at	the	Norwich	and	Norfolk	Festival	

in	1999;	at	the	inaugural	Asia	South	Pacific	Symposium	on	Choral	Music	in	Singapore	in	

2001;	at	the	6th	World	Symposium	on	Choral	Music	in	Minneapolis	in	the	USA	in	2002;	

and	at	the	Tokyo	International	Arts	Festival	in	2004.	In	July	2013	the	Adelaide	

Chamber	Singers	won	multiple	awards	at	the	Musica	Sacra	a	Roma	including	best	

overall	choir	and	was	awarded	“Choir	of	the	World	at	Llangollen	2013”	at	the	

International	Musical	Eisteddfod	in	Llangollen,	Wales.	The	Adelaide	Chamber	Singers	

previously	won	the	“Choir	of	the	World	at	Kathaumixw	2006”	at	the	International	

Choral	Kathaumixw	in	Canada.	

Mr	Crossin	also	took	the	National	Youth	Choir	of	Australia	to	New	Zealand	in	1999	for	

their	first	international	tour,	and	has	toured	Britain,	Germany	and	Poland	with	the	

Brighton	School	Choir	and	Voiceworks	Adelaide.	He	has	taught	and	conducted	at	a	wide	

variety	of	summer	schools,	festivals	and	conferences	throughout	Australia	and	Britain	

and,	as	a	guest	conductor	or	clinician,	has	worked	with	a	wide	variety	of	choirs	in	all	six	

Australian	states.	He	has	guest	conducted	the	Melbourne	Chorale	and	Sydney	

Philharmonia	Motet	Choir	and	was	Choral	Director	for	Youth	Music	Australia’s	National	

Music	Camps	in	1999	and	2000.	Since	2011,	he	has	been	the	co-conductor	of	the	

acclaimed	Gondwana	Chorale.	

Carl	Crossin’s	work	with	singers	has	not	been	limited	to	the	choral	field:	he	conducted	

critically	acclaimed	performances	of	Monteverdi’s	opera	Orfeo	and	Mozart’s	Le	Nozze	di	

Figaro	for	the	Elder	School	of	Music	in	2002	and	2003	respectively.	He	has	also	recently	

returned	to	composition.	His	extended	choral	work	Caritas	was	featured	by	the	

Adelaide	Chamber	Singers	at	the	World	Symposium	on	Choral	Music	in	the	USA	in	

2002,	and	his	Dance	for	the	Daughters	of	Eve	features	on	the	recently	released	debut	CD	

by	the	vocal	trio	eve.	

Karen Grylls 

Dr	Karen	Grylls,	ONZM	founded	Voices	New	Zealand	Chamber	Choir	in	1998	and	the	

choir	has	achieved	great	acclaim	internationally	in	performance	and	recording.	She	is	

Associate	Professor	in	Choral	Conducting	at	the	University	of	Auckland	and	is	Artistic	

Director	of	the	Choirs	Aotearoa	New	Zealand	Trust,	the	managing	body	for	the	NZ	

Youth	Choir	and	Voices	NZ.		Dr	Grylls	was	Conductor	and	Artistic	Director	of	the	New	

Zealand	Youth	Choir	from	1989	to	2011,	and	Artistic	Director	of	Toronto’s	Exultate	

Chamber	Choir	from	2011	to	2013.	
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A	graduate	of	both	Otago	and	Auckland	Universities,	Karen	studied	postgraduate	

Conducting	and	Music	Theory	at	the	University	of	Washington,	Seattle,	for	four	years.	In	

1985	she	returned	to	NZ	to	teach	at	the	University	of	Auckland	and	take	up	the	

directorship	of	the	Auckland	Dorian	Choir.	

As	a	result	of	her	musical	directorship,	the	New	Zealand	Youth	Choir	has	enjoyed	

notable	international	successes	including:	the	Silver	Rosebowl	in	the	“Let	the	Peoples	

Sing”	radio	competition	in	1992,	“Choir	of	the	World”	at	the	1999	International	

Eisteddfod	in	Llangollen	and	the	“Grand	Prix	Slovakia”	also	in	1999.	

With	equal	success	Voices	New	Zealand	won	first	and	second	placings	in	the	mixed	

choir	section	of	the	Tolosa	International	Choral	Competition	in	October	1998.	With	

these	choirs,	she	has	won	further	prizes	and	accolades	in	Gorizia	2004,	and	Llangollen	

and	Cantonigros,	Spain	in	2007.	

In	1996,	Auckland	University	honoured	her	with	a	Distinguished	Teaching	Award	in	

Music	and	in	1999	she	became	an	Officer	of	the	New	Zealand	Order	of	Merit	(ONZM)	for	

her	services	to	choral	music.	She	is	also	the	recipient	of	the	KBB	Citation	from	the	

Composers’	Association	of	New	Zealand	and	the	Lilburn	Trust	Citation	for	services	to	

New	Zealand	music.	TOWER	Voices	CD	Spirit	of	the	Land	received	the	2006	Tui	Award	

for	Best	Classical	Album,	and	their	CD	Voice	of	the	Soul	was	a	finalist	in	the	2013	

Vodafone	New	Zealand	Music	awards.	

Dr	Grylls	is	much	in	demand	as	an	adjudicator	for	competitions	worldwide,	including	

the	48th	International	competition	in	Tolosa,	the	Marktoberdorf	International	Chamber	

Choir	Competition	in	Bavaria,	and	The	World	Choir	Games	in	Xiamen,	China.	She	is	

sought	internationally	as	a	choral	clinician	and	regularly	conducts	masterclasses	and	

workshops	in	Wales,	England,	North	America,	Canada	and	Australia.		
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Appendix E: Repertoire Observed 

And	Yet	It	Moves	–	Jason	Jestadt	

Across	the	Vast	Eternal	Sky	–	Ola	Gjeilo	

Song	of	the	Stars	–	Imant	Raminsh	

Ave	verum	corpus	–	William	Byrd	

Northern	Lights	–	Ola	Gjeilo	

Sanctus	(Missa	Brevis)	–	Ruth	Watson	Henderson	

Benedictus	(Missa	Brevis)	–	Ruth	Watson	Henderson	

Agnus	Dei	(Missa	Brevis)	–	Ruth	Watson	Henderson	

Salve	Regina	–	David	Childs	

Rise	Up	My	Love	–	Healey	Willan	

Nur	–	Hussein	Janmohamed	

O	salutaris	hostias	–	Eris	Esenvalds	

And	so	it	goes	–	Billy	Joel,	arr.	Bob	Chilcott	

Agnus	Dei	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Shine!	Shine!	Shine!	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Reconciliation	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Dawn	of	Night	(Hush,	hush)	–	Stephen	Chatman	

A	Song	of	Joys	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Whisper	Me	(Dawn	of	Night)	–	Stephen	Chatman	

June	Night	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Dreams	Offer	Solace	–	Stephen	Chatman	

The	Tree	of	Song	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Let	It	Be	Forgotten	–	Stephen	Chatman	

The	Cloud	–	Stephen	Chatman	

The	Sky	is	Strong	with	Glory	–	Stephen	Chatman	

Gloria	Kajoniensis	–	Levente	Gyongyosi	

Lamma	Bada	Yatathanna	–	Shireen	Abu	Kader	

Lord,	Make	Me	–	Josu	Elberdin	

Mignonne	–	Guillaume	Costeley	

Mass	No.	6	–	Gyorgy	Obran	

Song	of	Hope	–	Susannna	Lindmark	

Canticum	Novum	–	Ivo	Antognini	

Nina	–	Noel	Coward,	arr.	Carl	Crossin	

Dum	medium	silentium	–	Vytautas	Miskinis	

Flowing	Waters	–	Janet	Jennings	

We	Are	–	Bob	Chilcott	
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The	Stolen	Child	–	Eric	Whitacre	

High	Flight	–	Bob	Chilcott	

A	Thanksgiving	–	Bob	Chilcott	

To	Stand	in	this	House	–	Nico	Muhly	


