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behind the baton

Story:
Nitima Chaichit (05U Joga)
Assistant Editor of Music Journal
College of Music, Mahidol University

hat would the orchestra be like

without a conductor? Probably
just like an army without a commander?
A conductor is an essential part of the
orchestra. However, as we all know, most
commanders and indeed conductors are
males, but for this issue, we are bringing
out the feminism theme that has been
provoked lately. As society becomes
more open-minded, female conductors
are becoming more common throughout
the world. We were lucky enough to get
the chance to sit down with a young,
beautiful, and talented conductor named
Lena-Lisa Wiistendorfer, who was our guest
conductor for the Thailand Philharmonic
Orchestra event on Friday 17" and
Saturday 18" November, 2017 under the
TPO “Reimagined Classics” concerts.
This marks yet another year of a special
relationship with the Swiss embassy and
business community in Thailand.

Please tell me a bit about yourself.
I'am Lena-Lisa Wiistendorfer. I come
from Switzerland. I am thirty-four years
old. I have been a profesional conductor
for ten years. I finished my conducting
studies in Basel, which is in the German
speaking part of Switzerland, in 2007.
After I graduated I was working in Italy
and Germany as assistant conductor to
Claudio Abbado — one of the world’s
most famous conductors. Afterward, I
had different guests’ engagements in
various European countries, for example
in Germany at the Frankfurt Opera
House, in Switzerland at the Lucerne
Symphony Orchestra, or I was recently
giving a conducting masterclass at the
Filharmonia Pomorska in Poland. And
yes, [ am very happy to be in Thailand
now. It is my first concert in Asia.

So is this also your first time
in Asia?

No, I have been to Singapore once
and I have also been to Japan, but this
is my first concert in Asia.

Have you had a chance to sightsee
in Thailand yet?

No, I haven’t had a chance to
see much here yet. Just quickly went
to downtown Bangkok for two hours.
Unfortunately, I have to go back to
Switzerland after the concert because I
am having a concert there just a week
after this concert so I definitely have to
come back to enjoy the country more
because it is a beautiful country.

Why did you want to be a
conductor?

I was always fascinated by the
different kinds of sounds the symphony
orchestra can produce. And not only that,
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I was also fascinated by what emotions
those sounds can evoke in the public.
There are so many different sound colors
you can hear and so many emotions
you live through when you are sitting
in public while listening to a piece like
Tchaikovsky’s 5" Symphony, which I
will perform here, and that is always my
inspiration. I always wanted to do that
so I started first by studying the violin,
of course I have to learn piano, and to
sing. The whole phrasing comes from
the singing. I mean you can sing with
the violin, you can sing with the oboe. It
is all about this phrasing and yes, that is
my motivation and I really love to work
on the pieces together with the orchestra.

When was your proudest moment?
Two years ago, I did the Verdi
Requiem in Bern, which is our capital city
in Switzerland. It is one of my favorite
pieces. It is a huge piece and it was so
touching. It has all emotions like anger,
sadness, and happiness. This summer I
did the Beethoven 9" Symphony, the one
with the choir and vocal soloists. It was
also an amazing experience. To perform
these two works was a highlight for me.
But I think every concert and orchestra
can be special. In the symphonic repertoire
there are so many different pieces to
discover, that make it fantastic.

Have you faced any difficulty
being a female conductor?

To be honest, I never think about
that because when I go on stage and I
rehearse or conduct, I only think about
the music that I have to perform. I really
want to do my job and I never ask myself
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if they react differently or not. Anyway
it doesn’t change anything. Even though
there are a lot less women in conducting
than men, but also to me it is like a miracle
that it is like that. But, you know, if you
are a woman and you really want to
conduct, then you shouldn’t be thinking
about is it going to be different or are
there a lot of difficulties or something?
No, you just can go and conduct! That’s
how it works.

Do you find it difficult to manage
the big ensemble?

For me particularly, I don’t think
there is any difficulty. Everyone in the
orchestra has a very specific task to
fulfill. In an orchestra it’s very obvious
everybody needs to work together because
if just one part is attentive and another
part is inattentive then it will just not
sound good.

Why do you like classical music?

Oh, that’s another hard question.
I already loved it when I was a child.
Classical music offers a huge variety
of styles: Bach, Handel in Baroque
Music — which you perform with old
instruments and small orchestras —
Beethoven, Mozart and Haydn in the
classical period, Tchaikovsky and Mahler
in the Romantic period and then modern
contemporary music of course. So there is
a huge variety and I think there is always
something new you can find. There is
always a new piece to discover, not only
for me, of course for the audiences too. I
think it makes classical music interesting
forever, for everyone.

Any suggestion or tips you would
like to give any conductors who
look up to you as one of their
role models?

First of all, a good conductor needs
to know the music he/she conducts
in every detail. You need to study the
score and get a clear understanding of
how the different instruments in the
orchestra are supposed to interact with
each other. Dedication is also very
important and I think it is crucial that
you have experience, so don’t wait too
long to get your experience, just do it
and don’t question yourself too much
at the beginning. But it is important to
be self-critical. And for a conductor it is
necessary to be authentic. If you do not
keep to your word, the orchestra notices
immediately.

What is your opinion on the
TPO after playing with them?

We have had three rehearsals and
tonight is the dress rehearsal, the night
before the concert. And yes, they are a
very nice orchestra; they have a really
big string section and good wind players.
They are focused; it is a great pleasure
to work with them.

Have you have a chance to see
the College of Music, Mahidol
University yet? How do you
find it?

It is huge! I was really impressed
because in Switzerland, the buildings
of a university are mostly spread over
different parts of the city, not on one
campus. And yes, it is good to see many
trees on the campus.

Any things you would like to
leave for the readers?

From my European perspective,
I think here at the College of Music,
Mahidol University and the campus, you
have a good infrastructure to do great
things. I think it is amazing to have an
orchestra like the TPO directly on the
campus. So I would suggest everyone
to take advantage of that and come to
listen to the different concerts.
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