Thanks for sending this link, Carmen.  Everytime I hear an interview with Marin

I am continually struck by how unpretentious and unassuming she is.  She is

just as accessible in person as well.  She has an excellent publicist who has

put together a very comprehensive website that contains many articles,

interviews (complete audio clip) and press reports.  The address is

www.marinalsop.com
I found her comment in this interview on her deliberate intention to ‘degender’

herself by the way she dresses very interesting.  In other interviews she also

talks about this in terms of her repertoire of gestures as well.  Is this

something you think about as well?  I don’t think men realize what a tricky

issue this is for women.

My experience has been that the ‘problem’ of gender is not as much an issue on

the podium with the musicians as off the podium with other conductors,

particularly instrumental conductors.  Instead of focussing on developing an

equal, collegial relationship they want to focus on other things.

Shelle Louer

Music Director

Kokomo Symphony

Dear Shelle:

Twenty years ago when I was barely starting my career I was interviewed by the main newspaper in Caracas. I am struck now by how similar the questions given to me and those given to Alsop were, and by the similarities in my answers. I spoke then—as she spoke recently—of the issue of degendering, of not dressing ouvertly like a woman or a man for that matter. I also spoke of the problem of the archetypes, and how we unconsciously believe the maximum authority figure should be male. I went further to discuss issues of sexual rapport between men and women, and how that is used in marketing of the figure of the male conductor and how it may affect the market projection of woman conductor, if not necessarily the rapport of the conductor with the orchestra. I tried to dispel the myth of the conductor as an absolutely masculine figure, when in fact, conductors use the powers of persuasion, collaboration, seduction, tenderness, delicacy and the like in rehearsal and performance, as much as they use discipline, directness, organization, strategy, etc. The model of a community can be used as much as the model of an army to describe the orchestra, etc, etc. The conductor, like any artist, is in my opinion, an androgynous personality. Ultimately, the orchestra itself wants the conductor to be prepared and to lead them through an exciting performance.

However, the aspect I did not discuss was that one you are referring to. It is difficult for women to network as a conductor in certain old-fashioned circles, among other well-established conductors and some echelons of society where certain 19th-century models survive. As you imply, the dialogue takes some undesirable overtones. This however may be the case also for gay conductors.  Alsop has had a good support system and professional wisdom in her own family of professional musicians; the best possible mentor in Leonard Bernstein; and a very savvy strategy to her career. Making herself known as a performer of American music placed her in the most open circles in the profession. All that plus a certain progress in our times permits her authentic talent as a conductor to shine forth. Her quality as a conductor is unquestionable, and when you meet her, she appears extremely relaxed and charming.

Jan Harrington has shared many anecdotes told by Fiora Contino, who is also extraordinary, but whose career started much earlier. That is the issue—a conductor must grow by conducting, and as time passes the conductor must have opportunities to continuously pursue the art in order to be able to mature whatever gifts are genuinely hers. With some orchestras many things come besides a great instrument—such as critical attention, tremendous infrastructure, large budgets, important artisic collaborations, record contracts, etc. As Marin Alsop said—when she was a student there were many emerging women conductors. Where are they? As the careers started,the young  men got the best orchestras, and all the women stayed with their own women orchestras and second-tier orchestras. The women got married, their husbands had their own careers, and even as supportive as they may be, lives have to be balanced and settled.

With all her gains, Alsop will conduct a top orchestra for the first time this year, with her appearance with Concertgebouw. The orchestra’s Executive Director said—there were no good women conductors before, and there is one now.

So, in my opinion, the battles are not with the orchestras, but with the administration, the executive managers, the image-makers, snd the funders, who play it safe and tend to be behind the times. Everytime someone like Marin Alsop gains recognition, it chips away at prejudices and expectations. As time goes by, younger people grow up with less prejudice as to what a conductor should look like.

Women must also help each other more, and adopt the social practice of mentorship, which is common among men. This is still rare.

In the end, I confess I do not have an answer, except, find that platform and support system where you can build your own thing and can trade with men in terms of opportunity exchanges, so that the only opportunity to network is not the conferences where things can decay easily into social situations that can deteriorate. We should all reflect on which other archetypes are there to draw upon when projecting your image to an audience. And finally,I hear also that after a certain age one becomes invisible.

Carmen

Dear  colleagues,

I’m so glad you are all talking about these things that have been started to

bother... I confess that before coming here and facing the professional world, I

never thought about them...

(...)

Quick things... what do you think about “de-gendering”? I’ve been struggling

about taking decisions about this, not only about image but personality and

gesture... People seems more comfortable with a de-gendered person in front...

but what about ourselves? I’m afraid de-gendering will also take other things

away from each person character... and to be an artist, you have to be honest

about what you are!

Also, I have encountered people that even thoug they think they don’t

differenciate between men and women, they actually do, and they don’t even

realize it! It seems that there are several “conductor” behaviours accepted from

men but not from women (for instance, replying or contradicting, or having a

radical point of view...).

I would really like to support the idea of women mentorship.   I’m always for

the idea that nothing is new under the sun, and thus, we have to learn from what

others have done. I would like very much your advise and comments!

My best wishes,

Carolina Gamboa

Doctoral Conducting Student

Indiana University

Dear Carolina:

It is very interesting that when we come from parents or environments where

issues of gender are irrelevant (as represented by the fair treatment we

have received from the professors in our department) it is very shocking to

think that issues of gender have any relevance in the professional

world.This fact reveals that gender prejudice is not universal or

automatic, but relative to some situations. For example, it is not much of

an issue in choral music. I must reiterate that these are problems only

when our persons intersect with the “business of music.”  At the root,

these are not artistic problems in themselves.  However, they may become an

artistic problem for a conductor when the development of one’s talent is

impaired by the lack of opportunities.

The idea of de-gendering was brought by Alsop concerning the dress code.

She mentioned that every conductor must try to focus the attention of the

audience on the music, not on the fact that she is a woman.  Male

conductors use a uniform (tuxedo or tails) and the audience does not worry

about this outfit. Women have options, since no equivalent uniform has

developed for us. However, now I see that women conductors avoid dressing

like a man—mostly because it is as jarring as wearing a long dres—and

are finding a more neutral dress style.  I believe skirts make you look

planted on the floor and less linear. But I did wear a skirt for Berlioz’s

Requiem, seeking a heightened formality in my dress.

One may ask—why should we retain the aesthetic of the male conductor in

the symphony orchestra concert? Indeed, should we?   Jan has manifested

sometimes the idea that women have more options about being compelling

through dress, that we are not exploring.  We should think about that some

more perhaps. The symphonic world has definite rituals and codes. Now that

this world is evolving in some manner concert dress for women conductors

can be more experimental.

The gestures must be only motivated by and correspond to the music.  We

cannot make our gestures precise and expressive enough, I think. It is

absolutely true what you say. We must be honestly who we are; but we are

also mastering a complex discipline, and technique should aim to be

gender-less, or rather, must comprehend all genders, just like music

itself.  Something I did learn from the performance of Berlioz’s Requiem

(which I shared with Shelle before) was that I had not ever prepared for

the large gestures required for some moments in the piece. They were

relatively athletic for me, requiring some muscle-readiness.  I only

figured it out when I was right on the MAC stage during my first dress

rehearsal, the day before the performance.  Tom Dunn came to me a talked

about this matter.  There had to be a relationship between the massiveness

of the sound, the distances between the players, and the openness and

definitiveness of my gestures.  And we all know that Tom is an economical

conductor! In the end it all worked beautifully, but I wish I had trained for it. I was  truly sore the next day, something that has never happened to me before or

since.

This is a very complex phenomenon that does not have a simple answer. I

hope however that we do not  miss the essential love of music-making and

think that perhaps there are hidden opportunities in all this. I also hope

that if you had some more reflections about this you share them again.  I

did not expect this interesting conversation to take place. Thanks for

sharing your ideas!

Carmen
