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Neoclassic Redux:
An Interview with &
Terje Mikkelsen 2

Story:

Michael David Brice [TuiAa tada (usd)
Music Technology Department
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With a career spanning “ain
three decades, Norwegian
conductor Terje Mikkelses
held the reins as cond
many world class orctié
Europe, with positions i
but not limited to: Chie G
and Music Director for the

National Symphony Orches
Conductor and Music DIFCEIE
for the Ukranian State Sy -// R
Orchestra, Principal Cond@ictore
the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra
and Principal Guest Conductor of the
Tchaikovsky Symphony Orchestra

of Moscow Radio. ’ ,

Mikkelsen has been described by reviewers as “immensely
compelling and dramatically powerful” while his control
of sound, balance and textures have been called “masterly”.
This is no surprise as he has received mentorship from some
prominent names within the Classical music world. His
professor was the famous Jorma Panula while he attended
the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki and he has also studied
and collaborated with Maris Jansons for 10 years in both
Oslo and St Petersburg starting in 1985.

Having conducted in some of the most important
halls in Europe, including with the Berliner Philharmonic,
it’s evident that Mr. Mikkelsen is no stranger to the concert
hall stage, but in addition to his myriad stage appearances,
he has also been involved in an impressive number (about
50 recordings) of studio recording projects. This includes
having worked on a CD called “Fates Project” in 2012,
which he worked on with Keith Emerson (of Emerson,
Lake and Palmer), Marc Bonilla and the Munich Radio
Orchestra, Recently Mikkelsen continued the project with
a recording with the Academy of St. Martin in the Fields.
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Throughout his career Mr. Mikkelsen
has traversed many cities throughout
the world, having conducted orchestras
in Japan, China, USA, South America,
Eastern and Central Europe and of course
Thailand. Interestingly enough, Mr.
Mikkelsen has frequented the College
of Music Mahidol University since
the College’s infancy (1999) and has
therefore seen and been involved with
the College’s growth and maturation over
the years, making it safe to call him a
“friend” of the College.

On the 8th and 9th and on the 15th
and 16th of December, the College of
Music Mahidol University was proud to
welcome back its longtime friend Terje
Mikkelsen, as he conducted the Thailand
Philharmonic Orchestra in “The house
of Ludwig” and a “Neoclassic Redux”
at Prince Mahidol Hall. Mr. Mikkelsen
was kind enough to sit down with the
Music Journal and answer some questions
the week following his performance,
and as usual this was both an honour
and privilege.

How have you seen the College
change and grow over time?

I’ve been here many times, so I've
had the chance to watch the College
grow from nothing. I think the first
time I came was in 1999. I had just
started as a chief conductor with the
Thiiringen Philharmonic Orchestra,
and I flew to Bangkok for a day to meet
with Dr. Sugree and it was fascinating.
He showed me around (this was about
18 years ago) and there was only the
skeleton of the first main building. He
told me his plans, and I thought OK, but
how can you manage this? And every
time I came back he showed me around,
telling me where everything would be:
Pre-College/Boarding School, here there
will be a big park with trees from around
the world, here a museum, etc. Now we
can see it all.

So I’ve walked around here when
there was nothing, so I have a great
admiration for Dr. Sugree’s, energy,
fantasy and driving force. Something else
that has changed is the TPO, I must say
I was surprised by how well they played
at the Beethoven-concert I conducted
last week. Now they’re a good orchestra.

Are there any obstacles that
you have encountered when
conducting, if so how do you
overcome them?

There are obstacles everywhere,

but you know not so much for me.
To be honest I get taken well care of,
people make sure I get what I need
all the time. So nobody should worry
about me, [ manage. The Musicians are
constantly struggling daily life problems
such as: getting stuck in traffic, musical
problems, finding enough practice time
and relaxing time, work related problems,
chairs lacking or instrument music details
and so on. But the musician just has to
focus on what they’re doing: practicing,
preparing, reading, developing. So we
all need to create a bubble of safety from
the obstacles, and remain focused.

What is it that you love about
Classical music?

I think everybody has some moment
where they discover the language of
music, and what it does to your “fantasy”.
Mine was very early (I’ve been told).
I was listening to a choir in a church,
I was maybe 3 years old and I moved
behind the conductor and “conducted”
(mirroring the conductor) because I
liked the music.

My mother and father were also
great music lovers(my mother was a
music teacher) and they had all these
good recordings, I remember when I
was about 5 years old listening to Aida,
especially the trumpet march, which
must’ve inspired me to play, because it
was around this time that I started playing
piano and trumpet. So it was always the
fantasy and how the music made me feel,
and how a music work or interpretation
could change my mood, give inspiration
or simply make me observe other persons
differently.

How did you end up becoming
a conductor?

I always conducted but I decided
when I was 26/27 to take it more seriously
and become a conductor on full time.
When I was very young I was Orchestra
Manager for a very famous orchestra, and
it had a very famous Chief Conductor,
Marris Jansons (He is now a world class
name) So [ worked with him for 7 years,
then decided I wanted to take advantage,
so I studied with him for 10 years, and
from then on I only conducted.

What do you think makes a good
conductor?

I think conducting is an occupation
for grown-up people, but you still need
to get all your experiences when you
are young and you also need to start

collecting all your impressions very
young. This will help you to choose the
right emotions and to place everything
right later in life.

They also say conductors get better
with age, maybe I am not objectively,
because I'm getting older too. But I think
it’s experience. Don’t forget a musician
gets a job after practicing for 12 years
(maybe). A conductor gets out of his
Masters or Diploma, but he rarely got
a chance to practice with an orchestra.
The orchestra is our instrument, and we
need to practice. It’s a very expensive
instrument, you know? To gather 50 -
80 musicians and practice is not cheap.
It is only when you practice with the
orchestra does your development start,
and it can take many years. Gradually
you assign what works for you. So I
would say conductors get better in the
way of understanding the musician better,
making better decisions, understanding
music better and communicating better.

Is there any advice you would
like to give our students?

Well, an orchestra is a functioning
mechanism of many individuals, which
in general are all very good musicians.
To have a good orchestra you need these
musicians to have the same ideas or at
least to unify their ideas. They need
to have roughly the same background
in education, the same background
in artistic and historical knowledge,
so there are many things you have to
learn apart from just practicing on your
instrument. Music performed at a top
level is achieved through a range of
dialogues and exchange of ideas, almost
like secret way of communication, and
this is difficult to master. Most important
is to remember that a performance must
“touch” the listener and make his/her life
isn’t a little bit different and better after
leaving the concert hall.

The other part is that you need to
have good management for the orchestra
to play well and function as a united
team. And, here needs to be a sense of
pride belonging to an orchestra and even
more important for the musician to feel
appreciated. In order for the musician
to play well they must feel that what
they’re doing has value not only to
themselves, but to the people listening.
It must have value and not just monetary
value. Although of course money is also
important to pay bills and live a life when
you are not on stage or in a rehearsal.
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