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\ P it jand even a few women too...

The Vienna Philharmonic has long been known as music'’s

most exclusive boys’ club. But now women have begun to
infiltrate the orchestra, and maestro Christoph Eschenbach
is certain the new line-up will wow Australia this month.
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think it’s the best orchestra in the world.” Had this statement come
from the press office or even from a regular concertgoer I would
have had my doubts. B Christoph Eschenbach’s
spontaneous answer to my c on: “What makes the Vienna
Philharmonic Orches : ial?”
And Eschenbach knows his . Not only is he a conductor of some
zell), he has

Eschenbach [ am talking henbach on the telephone from Pari ore he is
turns waltz king based, and although I can’t see his expressions, his voice reveals how
at the Vienna passionately he feels about this orchestra. »
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“There is so much interest from
the musicians in the conductor’s
interpretation. These people have
a very special dedication and devotion
to the music,” Eschenbach explains.

On its second visit to these shores
the Vienna Philharmonic will
perform works by composers with
a Viennese connection: Mozart,
Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms,
Bruckner and Mahler. Classical buffs
with a sceptical disposition have
been quick to point out that the other
“best orchestra in the world”, the
Berlin Philharmonic, came here last
year with a more, to put it mildly,
| adventurous program. A fair point,
| but if you were given just one chance
to see Usain Bolt run, surely you'd
choose the distance he is most famous
for, the 100m, rather than the 200m?

Ideally, you want to hear the Vienna
Philharmonic Orchestra (VPO) in
the grandiose and golden ambience
of the Grosse Musikvereinssaal.

But to experience its brand of magic
in Perth, Brisbane or Sydney is a
worthy alternative — this orchestra
can produce a very distinctive sound
in any concert hall. Eschenbach has
toured several times with the VPO
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and knows exactly what distinguishes
this ensemble from the rest.
“There is a very strong tradition
of string playing which is traded
from one generation to the other.
That makes the unique sound.”
Another reason for the string
section’s closely attuned and silky
coherence is the fact the orchestra

actually picks and owns its instruments.

The wind players, with their trademark
Viennese versions of the oboe and the
horn, are also trained to extract that
tiber-romantic sensitivity from the
Austro-German repertoire.

“This unique sound has been
established through centuries, and
they have honed their craft with these
great composers who conducted or
whose works were first performed with
this orchestra — Bruckner, Mahler,
Beethoven and many others. It is an
excellent tradition. Sometimes tradition
can be a negative. This is totally positive.

“Every time I step onto the stage
of the Musikverein it touches me.

I get goosebumps thinking of the
great people that have performed
on this floor. That is very moving
and gives me an enormous feeling
of ... ja, responsibility.”
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Another reason why the VPO
sounds so, well, Viennese, is that
most of the members of the orchestra
have actually studied in the Austrian
capital. Culturally the VPO is quite
a homogenous bunch, but non-
Europeans and women are slowly
entering its ranks. The orchestra has
even admitted an Australian violinist,
Benedict Lea, as a member, but
surprisingly it does not have a single
person of Asian origin.

The Vienna Philharmonic’s statutes
don’t contain any guidelines about
what nationality or gender the
members of the orchestra should be.
Officially, the VPO has never excluded
women, but for 150 years it was the
unwritten rule that “the other half”
simply didn't fit in. The ensemble
remained unashamedly a boys’ club.

The Vienna Phil is a privately-
run organisation which a musician
can't join unless they also play in
the publicly-funded Vienna State
Opera Orchestra. This symbiesis
between the State Opera and the
Phil is fairly unusual, and it means
that the musicians are constantly put
through their paces. The pit orchestra
accompanies some 300 opera and

EVERY TIME | STEP ONTO THE STAGE OF THE MUSIKVEREIN
IT TOUCHES ME. 1| GET GOOSEBUMPS... CHRISTOPH ESCHENBACH
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ballet performances a year. The VPO
gives about 90 concerts per season,
including the summer engagements
at the Salzburg Festival, international
tours and the New Year’s Concert.
Life on the road and hundreds of
evening performances with the two
orchestras would be a heavy burden
on any musician. The punishing
schedule used to be put forward

as a reason why female musicians
wouldn't be able to cope year after
year. And then there was the view
that women falling pregnant would
have to take too much time off.

In the 1970s, the VPO began to
invite female musicians to perform
with them, but they never became
full members. Then, finally, in 1997
harpist Anna Lelkes was accepted
after sharing the stage with the
VPO for 20 years. Male harpists are
very hard to come by so the VPO's
hand was, basically, forced. In 2005,
another milestone was reached when
our own Simone Young became the
first woman to be invited to take on
podium duties at the Musikverein.

www.limelightmagazine.com.au

Dr Clemens Hellsberg, who is
first violinist and chairman of the
VPO’s members committee, invites
me for Kaffee und Kuchen at his home
in Vienna. He is keen to defend the
orchestra’s original standpoint.

“When the orchestra was founded
in 1842 there was practically no
orchestra worldwide with women.
But then there were neither female
physicians, nor female architects
either. It was a different world. Society
has changed in many respects. When
you look at the figures in universities
and conservatoires today, 70 per cent
of the students for some instruments
are female,” he says.

There was initially opposition to
admitting women into the exclusive
club, but Hellsberg was one of the
orchestra’s strongest advocates
for change.

“In the beginning we had a lot of
internal discussions. But the decision
in 1997 was not only a result of a
development of society, it was an
artistic necessity. We can’t afford to
say to people of top quality who want
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to play with us: “No, we can't take you
because you are not Austrian or not a
man, or not European, or whatever’.
We have to strive for the highest
quality in each performance. We can't
say: ‘Okay we have an audition with
four finalists and three turn out to be
women, but we can’t employ them.
Number four is a man, so let’s hire
him’. That is ridiculous.”

The audition process for the Vienna
State Opera and the Vienna Phil is
as rigorous as you would expect.
First you have to to be accepted into
the State Opera Orchestra. After
spending three years with the State
Opera, you then become eligible to
submit an application for membership
to the association of the Vienna
Philharmonic. The subsequent test
involves three steps. The first two
auditions are performed behind a
screen so that gender, looks and race
are of no consideration. At the third
audition the screen is lifted and you
play in full view in front of a panel of conduct the VPO,
judges. It is at this stage that, in the as their guest, on
past, a number of female candidates » | the Australian tour

Eschenbach will

. |
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Greg Keane chooses the orchestra’s must-have discs’

Iti's Ring Cycle (Decca 4555552, 14 CDs), recorded over seven years and
completed in 1965, was a terrific commercial risk, yet brought the glories
of Wagner’s magnum opus (and John Culshaw'’s producing genius) to a

century by BBC Radio’s CD Review.
- Another opera recording with the VPO as the world’s ultimate backing
" group is Rudolf Kempe's Lohengrin from 1957 (EMI 45664652, 3 CDs),
where not only the orchestral playing was sans pareil but the casting,

" even down to the smallest roles, was pure luxury. Listen and weep.

' T‘% 1975, DG released Carlos Kleiber's Beethoven Fifth (DG 4474002). Its

“in Strauss are ineffably beautiful. It's also on DVD (Philips 6816162).

f ‘.IW 1968, Otto Klemperer gave concerts with the VPO which included a
BT magntflcent Schubert Unfinished Symphony (part of an 8-CD boxed set on
stament, SBT81365). | was recently reminded of how “right” they are in

) ‘this music, with their consistently burnished tone and flexibility of phrasing.
w T've never heard the last movement sound so full of Weltschmerz.

This 9-CD Decca set (4780155) showcases everything that's wonderful
about Herbert von Karajan's conducting. It has marvellous Brahms,

" an outstanding Also Sprach Zarathustra, idiomatic Johann Strauss, a

J luminous Haydn Drumroll Symphony and even a suite from Adam'’s
Giselle. Any track from this 1961 set deserves to be in everyone's top ten.

L—-.—:Em #ft field, John Eliot Gardiner’s 1995 CD of Chabrier, Esparia (DG
L-;- M%&, 12), including the Suite Pastorale, Habanera etc, must rate as one of
the most counterintuitive recordings ever made: music's greatest crusading
_}(ﬁ;ﬁ’re conducting repertoire which sounds like Johann Strauss meets Poulenc
4 on speed. Though well beyond the VPO’s comfort zone, it’s an absolute treat.

- Jﬁ,‘ 1985 Carlo Maria Giulini, the most aristocratic of conductors, led

_ aperformance of Bruckner's Eighth Symphony (DG 4456292), which
[.?- reaches the heights of spiritual intensity followed by a truly apocalyptic
'ﬁimax in the slowest, most majestic version ever recorded. Every phase

r_—‘:fﬁ telling. No detail is missed.

AtSir John Barbirolli's second rehearsal for his VPO Brahms cycle he

‘ most of the musicians had been replaced. Even the VPO has
n/A-team and a B-team, it appears, and he'd been upgraded overnight.
g staklng the A-team playing in his Brahms Fourth Symphony from

ﬁﬁ? (EMI CC30-3294, 4 CDs out of print), equalled only by Szell.

Lorir zel's 1986 VPO Mahler cycle (Sony SB14K87874, 14 CDs)

layed down the phantasmagorical expressionist elements
IVOU _..of a softer more romantic aura, but his Seventh, always the
ard esgtp bring off, is orfe of the few (Tennstedt’s is another) to capture

onder but also the sheer wackiness of this misunderstood work.
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have failed for various specious
reasons. Not so any longer.

A few years ago the Vienna State
Opera Orchestra was looking for
a new fourth concertmaster. There
were four candidates and five rounds
of auditions. In the end a male
violinist was leading according to the
orchestra’s points system.

“A lot of the jury members didn't
feel comfortable with the overall
quality,” says Hellsberg, and therefore
it was decided to give it a rest and
repeat the process a year later. At
the end of the second attempt, the
Bulgarian violinist Albena Danailova
was leading on points.

“The common level was higher,
more satisfying, and we said okay.

It would have been so easy for us to
have hired a man because in the first
audition he had enough points. But we
weren't satisfied. And no one in the
jury said: ‘Let’s just take him because
he is a man"”

Danailova is still employed on a
working association basis, and will
qualify as a full member later this
year. Still, at the moment there are
only four active female members of
the orchestra.

The Vienna Phil is also quite
unusual in that the orchestra is
autonomous and major decisions are
made in a democratic fashion involving
all the members. An administrative
committee, elected by the members, is
in charge of managing the orchestra.
There is no principle conductor,
music director or general manager.
Guest conductors are invited by the
orchestra. Amazingly, most of these
principles were set out in the original
statutes in the 1840s.

The famous subscription concerts
started in 1860, with just one
conductor for the whole season.
Nowadays there is a different guest for
each program. During Hans Richter’s
monumental tenure (1875-1898) the
orchestra scaled new heights. Richter
was a remarkable conductor who
championed many contemporary
composers; msp]red by him, Wagner,
Brahms, Liszt, Verdi and Bruckner
flocked to the Habsburg capital to
conduct their own works. Richter’s
successor was Gustav Mahler
(1898-1901), who took the orchestra
abroad for the first time.

In those days the subscription
director was supposed to deal with

www.limelightmagazine.com.au
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THE VPO COMES HERE WITH BAGS OF TRADITION
SOME WOMEN FOR FRESH IMPETUS

administrative duties as well, which
Mahler refused. He was already
leading the State Opera and had no
interest in dealing with more day-to-
day business not related to music.

There are many misconceptions
about the Mahler era and some
experts are convinced that he was
pushed out by the anti-Semitic
members. Hellsberg begs to differ. He
looks after the the orchestra’s historic
archive and has studied records of
committee meetings, letters and
many other documents that reveal
much about the relationship between
Mahler and the VPO. Yes, there was
sometimes tension, even hatred, and
their collaboration indeed hit rock
bottom after he resigned.

“For awhile it was like an Ice Age.
Then they looked for a compromise
and it came to reconciliation. And
then in 1902 Mahler was asked
to conducthis Fourth Symphony
himself,” says Hellsberg.

Two yearslater, the VPO played
Mahler'sThird Symphony with such
great success that the composer
invited the whole orchestra to a
Gasthaus (pub) afterwards. There
were more performances of Mahler’s
work duringhis lifetime, and after
WWIIBruno Walter and Leonard
Bernstein made sure the composer

was never forgotten in Vienna.
During the war, the orchestra’s
reputation was inevitably soiled as

No one would question this
orchestra’s credentials when it comes
to the classics, but what about today’s
composers with Jewish roots were composers? When I accuse the Vienna
left off the program. Wilhelm Phil of not being particularly interested
Furtwingler was their main conductor ~ in presenting modcm -day composers,
during those dark days but was not Eschenbach berates me — in the
a Nazi sympathiser (and actually politetest manner, of course.
saved a number of musicians from “They are more and more interested
the Holocaust). Maestro Eschenbach in new works. A few years ago I did a
is an admirer of Furtwéngler, a piece by the German Aribert Reimann
formative influence: at the Salzburg Festival. They now

“When I was eleven I saw him want me to do a new composition
conduct Beethoven’s Symphonies by Matthias Pinscher. I have always
No 4 and No 5, which impressed found them very open-minded. There
me so much that I decided that I is nothing stuffy about their attitude.”
wanted to be a conductor too.” So there you go. The Wiener

Hellsberg has been with the Philharmoniker may come to
orchestra since the 1970s and has Australia to dust off some pre-loved
also experienced some of the giant classics, but don't expect some good
conductors of the last century: Karl ole boys out on a jolly. This band of
Bohm, Herbert von Karajan and “incomparables” (as the conductor
Bernstein. All three were made Hans Knappertsbusch called them)
honorary members of the orchestra. also comes with bags of tradition,

“Bernstein could dedicate himself some women for fresh impetus, a
totally to the music. Not for one second  penchant for hard work and plenty of
did you doubt him or think he did positive attitude. While they may still
something by routine. He was always be catching up when it comes
burning from the inside. At the same to equal-opportunity hiring, their
time I also played a lot with Karajan. music-making is, as always, miles
The two conductors came to a similar ahead of the game. @
result in the end. Similar from the point ~ The VPO is in Perth on Sept 29 & 30,
of view of intensity and fascination, but ~ Brishane on Oct2 & 3 and Sydney on
with a completely different approach.” Oct 5-7. www.wienerphilharmoniker.at

BIGGER THAN BEN HUR! BOLDER THAN BRASS!

Be surrounded by sound as Sydn‘ey*s Tan Hall conjures up the colossal spectacle of Ancient Rome
in the first-ever Australian performance of Oscar-winning composer John Corigliano’s monsterpiece

CIRC IMUS

Presented by Sydney Conservat'qriur_n_ of Music for Art & About Sydney
The Sydney Conservatorium of Music Wind Symphony with the Australian Army Band.
Steve Williams conductor

SATURDAY 8 OCTOBER 2011, SYDNEY TOWN HALL
TWO PERFORMANCES ONLY: 3.00PM & 7.00PM. DON'T MISS IT!

Bookings through City Recital Hall. Tickets:
Tel: 1300 797 118 or 02 8256 2222 $30 full; $25 seniors/concessions;
or online: www.cityrecitalhall.com.au '$20 Friends of the Con; $10 students/chﬂdren

{booking fees may apply)
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