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Preface

The chapters that make up this book were commissioned from various
friends and colleagues, all specialists in their respective fields. Our purpose
has been to stimulate constructive, critical thought about the past, present
and future of the orchestra, as both a sociological and artistic phenomenon.
In this respect we are reflecting many of the discussions that are currently
taking place on a global basis about the orchestra’s continued role as a mu-
sical entity in an ever-changing social environment. We have also included
within these pages a great deal that combines practice with theory, including
discussions of what it means to be an orchestral musician, informed listener
or educator.

As Tim Carter points out at the beginning of chapter 1, the orchestra can
be defined as both an institution and a corporate musical instrument, histo-
ries that are contiguous yet not necessarily congruent, since corporations of
instruments existed for some time before the orchestra came into being. The
social history of the orchestra has been characterised by elements of continu-
ity alongside the inexorable shift from private to public patronage. During
the nineteenth century the middle classes became major arbiters of musi-
cal taste, while conductors were increasingly professional entrepreneurs and
interpreters who used the orchestra as a vehicle for their own virtuosity. The
organisational structures of the modern symphony orchestra can be traced
back to the late nineteenth century and have been shaped by different politi-
cal traditions. The twentieth century has seen a rich variety of developments,
including the rise of the chamber orchestra and the revival of historical in-
struments. At the same time, within an increasing globalisation of orchestral
culture, some significant attempts have been made to bridge the gulf that
has at times existed between contemporary composers, orchestras and audi-
ences. Yet the immediate future of the orchestra remains an important thread
running through many of the contributions to this book. A substantial body
of musical opinion undoubtedly sees the orchestra as a nineteenth-century
relic, cuambersome and riddled with bureaucracy, more comfortable in the
territory of ‘Mozart to Mahler’ than in the challenges of post-modernism.
Yet the body of authors represented within these pages finds considerable op-
timism in the orchestra’s ability to adapt and, as Erik Levi observes at the end
of chapter 1, ‘it would surely be premature to proclaim that the orchestrais in
the grip of a slow death’. This resonates with Stephen Cottrell’s assertion later
in the book: ‘The orchestra is too important to be allowed to subside into

[xi] a cultural antiquity for an ever-diminishing group of interested historians.
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xii Preface

Although wide-ranging in its scope, this volume is intended as a true
‘companion’. It is not, however, a ‘compendium’. Comprehensiveness would
require a volume many times the size of this. My contributors and I have
therefore had to be selective in our essays and overall scheme, and in our
illustrations, musical examples and bibliographical references. But this has
been balanced by the opportunity for each of us to address our subjects
from a personal viewpoint, and this policy has been actively encouraged,
subject to reasonable editorial constraints. T have been especially fortunate in
persuading individual colleagues to bring into focus within single chapters
such vast topics as the development of orchestral instruments, the nature of
orchestral repertory, notation, orchestration and the history of conducting
and directing. Complementing these surveys are chapters addressing the
art of recording the orchestra, from the viewpoints of both performance
historian and sound engineer. Contemporary concerns lie at the heart of
chapters on training the orchestral player, the development of educational
programmes and the orchestral composer.

In their glimpse of the life of an orchestral musician, Clive Gillinson and
Jonathan Vaughan take us behind the scenes for an appraisal that is charac-
terised by realism, yet offers a genuine sense of why it is that the profession of
orchestral player remains an aspiration for so many conservatoire students.
Undoubtedly, some of these eventually find themselves in agreement with
the sentiments expressed by the American writer Henry Pleasants a genera-
tion ago: the orchestral musician ‘has no music of his own, nor can he play
anyone else’s music with the immediacy that it had for those to whom it was
originally addressed, or expect from his listeners the same immediacy of re-
sponse... Given such constraints as these, compounded by the stagnation
of the repertory, it is a tribute to the serious musician’s skills, diligence and
patience that he is not a duller fellow than he is, especially the orchestral
musician, playing more or less the same notes in more or less the same way
under the daily supervision of a variety of opinionated conductors year in
and year out.! Yet the orchestra retains an appeal for a huge range of mu-
sicians and audience and it is for such an extended circle that this book is
intended. I believe that our authorship’s special combination of historical
perspective and professional experience has not been attempted on such a
scale in any previous book relating to the orchestra.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help given so willingly by so many in
the preparation of this book. I am indebted to all my contributors for their
co-operative attitude and prompt response to various problems and queries.
As canreadily be imagined, the circle of performers and writers whose advice
has been sought is much more substantial than the mere list of contributors
might imply and this book would have been much poorer without their
unstinting help. My academic colleagues at Goldsmiths College and latterly
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xiii Preface

at Thames Valley University have been a constant source of inspiration.
My wife Hilary and son Oliver have offered considerable encouragement to
the whole project, even though the book’s gestation has coincided with a
busy period involving new academic challenges and a demanding concert
schedule. I must also extend my sincere thanks to Penny Souster and her
team at Cambridge University Press for their helpful advice and for creating
a characteristic and fundamentally helpful sense of urgency.

Colin Lawson
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