
Why are ballet conductors so bad?

Ballet music's poor image comes from the way it is conducted, says the ROH orchestra
leader. He names names to Ismene Brown
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By Ismene Brown
09 March 2002 • 12:01am

VASKO VASSILEV, the charismatic young leader of the Royal Opera House orchestra,

thinks deeply, and then makes a very controversial statement. "I can't think of a boring

ballet score," he says.

I have asked him to consider this question because the orchestra which two months

ago was playing the sublime Parsifal conducted by Sir Simon Rattle - performances of

such transcendent quality that they set music critics in a gibber of superlatives - is now

playing, without much apparent enthusiasm, La Bayadere, a ballet composed by

Ludwig Minkus, a Russian composer whom it is fashionable to scorn as the king of

oompah and cheesy waltzes. Critics have praised the dancing, while skewering the

show in the pit.

It is widely held that ballet music is inferior to opera music, that the orchestra rarely

plays its best for ballet, and that ballet music attracts the dimmer, less expensive

conductors. Putting these questions to Vassilev, a rather diNerent perspective emerges

- of players who often Ond ballets more interesting than operas, but who regret the

lower standard of conducting they are given.

Admittedly, Vassilev - a child prodigy soloist at nine, Moscow-trained, and with a lively

solo career away from the Opera House for two-thirds of the year - is not the typical

back-desk musician. But this 31-year-old Bulgarian has led the ROH orchestra for six

years, and says the experience is more richly rewarding than leading a symphony

orchestra could be.

The 110-strong ROH orchestra is rare in that it does both opera and ballet.

"Compared with most opera houses in Europe, I think we have a healthy situation - it's

very, very good for the orchestra to play Tchaikovsky ballets, Mozart operas, Wagner.

"The players split in two orchestras to deal with this heavy schedule. I've been doing all

the Onegins and Don Quixotes on ballet nights, and Parsifal and Don Giovanni. In April

I will do Tristan und Isolde and Giselle."

Chalk and cheese, indeed. But doesn't that sort of juxtaposition reinforce the view that

ballet music is inferior to opera music?

"I think that's rubbish," Vassilev replies robustly. "Of course, there are second-rate

pieces. But how many Verdi operas are Orst-rate and how many second-rate? Ballets are

more of a showpiece for the orchestra than operas, where you are often only

accompanying singers. From my point of view as leader, it's fantastic fun doing ballets

because I have all the big solos - Sleeping Beauty, Swan Lake. La Bayadere has perhaps

one of the best violin solos ever written, actually two huge solos. In fact, when we

audition players, we often ask them to play those solos. Certain ballets are technically
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audition players, we often ask them to play those solos. Certain ballets are technically

more demanding than operas. Tchaikovsky's ballets, ProkoOev's Romeo and Juliet,

these are among the hardest shows on any level.

"A Tchaikovsky ballet is the equivalent of playing three whole Tchaikovsky

symphonies. Nutcracker is sublime, and very di]cult to play. Adam's Giselle is the most

delicate, most exquisite kind of French music. We like mixed bills because we get

unexpected composers to play. And I love doing Don Q - I like that Spanish style."

Reassuring words to a fellow Minkus-lover, but does he agree that the standard of

conducting for ballet is generally lower than opera?

"Yes, I agree totally. But I cannot blame the ballet or orchestra management for that,

because we have tried numerous times to get very good conductors, and one of the

problems is that there is this thing among conductors that if they do ballet they will get

labelled and won't be asked to do other things. Which is so wrong, because the very

greatest conductors have done ballet, Carlos Kleiber, Bernard Haitink."

Why are good ballet conductors so scarce? Vassilev, who studied with the master ballet

conductor Viktor Fedotov of the Kirov (who died recently), points out: "There are just

very few good conductors, full stop. And conducting to physical movement, rather

than to singing, is a totally diNerent skill.

"Conducting ballet is also about understanding the experience of the physical tradition

- that here, you must wait a little [for a brilliant spin, or a poised arabesque] where you

wouldn't in a concert. Sadly, I don't think in colleges these conductors are taught this,

and how you can still make beautiful music.

"The second-rate conductors obviously have a chip on their shoulder and there's a lot to

do with ego that comes in, putting themselves in front of the dancers. In opera, the

orchestra can rescue a bad conductor, because they can hear the singers. But in ballet

they can't rescue him, because they just can't see the dancers."

This was where Andrea Quinn, the last Royal Ballet music director, came unstuck. A

rising young star spotted in a ballet-conducting competition, she quit the Opera House

last year amid murmurs of discontent - and is now New York City Ballet's music

director.

Vassilev says calmly: "She was deOnitely not experienced enough. She couldn't follow

the dancers, she couldn't control the orchestra. It was sad, because she's a talented

woman. But those big classical ballets are a major test for anybody and she was just not

ready for the job."

Others who hit the buNers with the orchestra include the man who is now the Bolshoi's

musical director, Alexander Vedernikov, "a disaster" when he conducted Cinderella in

1996, says Vassilev; but Jacques Lacombe's Coppelia in 2000 "was very good" with both

orchestra and dancers. The players and dancers disagree on the long-serving Anthony

Twiner (loved by the dancers for his reliability, but not found interesting by the

musicians), while the big-haired Romanian guest Nicolae Moldoveanu was liked by the

orchestra but not by the dancers.

It all explains why there has been no rush to replace Quinn - and how hard the job itself
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It all explains why there has been no rush to replace Quinn - and how hard the job itself

is, trying to be simultaneously safe for the dancers and inspiring to an orchestra that

may be playing under Simon Rattle or Colin Davis the next night. When a conductor

gets it right, as Fedotov did on his Orst Royal Ballet visits, says Vassilev, it resulted in

some of the greatest performing nights of his career. "His Swan Lake and Romeo and

Juliet were unbelievable. People actually wanted to play Swan Lake when he came. He

was a great conductor, who can stand with any of the greatest conductors of any

music."
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