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COVERSTORY

The date is fast approaching! On
9 November 2018 at 7:30 pm,
the College of Music, Mahidal
University will welcome to Prince
Mahidol Hall the orchestra that
in the eyes of many classical
music aficionados may very well
be the finest in the world — the
Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra -
under the direction of superstar
conductor Gustavo Dudamel.

Gettin
Berlin

On the heels of the enormously
successful - concerts by the
London Symphony Orchestra
this June, audiences at Prince
Mahidol Hall will soon be treated
to another feast for the ears as the
Berlin Philharmonic and Maestro
Dudamel will come to Thailand
to present this one-time-only
concert. In anticipation of their
arrival, let us explore the story. of

to Know the
hilharmonic Orchestra

how the Berlin Philharmonic evolved
from inauspicious beginnings
to become one of the world’s
premier orchestras as well as
the story.of Gustavo Dudamel’s
impressive rise 1o becoming one
of the world’s most renowned
conductars.

and Maestro Gustavo Dudamel

Story:

Kyle Fyr (Tad 1igs)

Musicology Department Chair
College of Music, Mahidol University




From Humble Beginnings:
A Brief History of the Berlin
Philharmonic Orchestra
It may be hard to imagine
now, but back in 1882, Berlin
was not widely known as one of
Europe’s most vibrant musical
centers. Though it had been the
capital of the Kingdom of Prussia
since 1701 and became the capital
of the German Empire after
Germany’s unification in 1871,
at that time Berlin was not yet
considered the musical capital
that it is today, ranking behind
Vienna, and perhaps even ranking
behind its much smaller neighbor
city, Leipzig (which had been the
home of such musical luminaries as
Johann Sebastian Bach and Felix
Mendelssohn). For members of the
orchestra, which was then run by
Benjamin Bilse, times were tough,
economically speaking. When
their new contracts threatened
to pay them little more than day
laborers, dissension began to stir.
Finally, when Bilse proposed that
they would travel to Warsaw in
fourth class, 50 members of the
ensemble decided enough was
enough and decided to start their
own orchestra. Initially referring

to themselves as “The Former
Bilse Ensemble”, the orchestra
then rebranded itself as the Berlin
Philharmonic Orchestra per the
suggestion of Berlin concert agent
Hermann Wolff. It was Wolff who
was in many ways responsible for
the Berlin Philharmonic finding
its own identity: he helped the
ensemble organize a series of
subscription concerts and found
the orchestra a permanent home (in
a renovated roller-skating rink!).
Wolff’s greatest achievement,
however, was in convincing the
famed conductor Hans von Biilow
to take over as the orchestra’s music
director in 1887. Under Biilow’s
leadership, the Berlin Philharmonic
was rapidly transformed into one
of Europe’s leading ensembles,
attracting such iconic musicians as
Johannes Brahms, Richard Strauss,
Gustav Mahler, and Edvard Grieg
to guest-conduct the orchestra
during his brief yet revolutionary
seven-year tenure. Arthur Nikisch
then took over as chief conductor
in 1895 and continued to lead
the orchestra on an upward path
over the subsequent decades, but
following his death in 1922, it was
his successor under whom the

Berlin Philharmonic would reach
new heights of artistic expression.

In 1922, Wilhelm Furtwingler
was only 37 years old, but he quickly
became considered by many to be
the best conductor in the world.
Many accounts of Furtwingler’s
conducting note that he not only
understood all of the nuances in a
printed musical score but showed
a rare ability to go beyond what
was written in the score to find
the heart of what the music was
truly trying to express. While not
sacrificing the technical acuity of
Biilow and Nikisch, Furtwingler
had a different goal in mind, as
can be seen in this quote:

“I am told that the more you
rehearse, the better you play. This
is wrong. We often try to reduce
the unforeseen to a controllable
level, to prevent a sudden impulse
that escapes our ability to control,
yet also responds to an obscure
desire. Let’s allow improvisation
to have its place and play its role.
I think that the true interpreter is
the one who improvises. We have
mechanized the art of conducting
to an awful degree, in the quest
of perfection rather than of dream
... As soon as rubato is obtained
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and calculated scientifically, it
ceases to be true. Music making is
something other than searching to
achieve an accomplishment. But
striving to attain it is beautiful.
Some of Michelangelo’s sculptures
are perfect, others are just outlined
and the latter ones move me more
than the first perfect ones because
here I find the essence of desire,
of the waking dream. That’s what
really moves me: fixing without
freezing in cement, allowing
chance its opportunity.”
Although Furtwingler raised
the musical level of the Berlin
Philharmonic to a lofty standard,
his tenure as music director was
also perhaps the most turbulent
in the orchestra’s history. At a
level of importance on par with
— or perhaps even exceeding —
Furtwiingler’s musical ideals were
his political views, from which he
was unwilling to back down even
in the face of tyranny. A frequently
vocal critic of Adolf Hitler and the
Third Reich, Furtwingler took
many brave ideological stands
during his career. A political
firestorm raged in the wake of
Furtwingler’s decision to conduct
a performance of Paul Hindemith’s
Mathis der Maler, a work that
had been banned by the Nazis.
Strongly considering emigrating

out of Germany, Furtwingler was
threatened by the Nazi regime that
if he left the country, he would not
be allowed back, thus permanently
separating him from his family.
Out of a sense of responsibility
to his family and to the orchestra,
he stayed, but was stripped of all
his official positions. The Nazis,
recognizing that Furtwingler was
a cultural icon, tried for years to
use him as a propaganda tool,
but he never declared allegiance
to the Nazi regime. In 1945,
reportedly within a few days of
being arrested, Furtwingler finally
fled to Switzerland. After World
War II was over, he declared
that “I knew Germany was in a
terrible crisis; I felt responsible
for German music, and it was my
task to survive this crisis, as much
as I could”.

Tragically, the tenure of
Furtwingler’s successor, Leo
Borchard, lasted only a few months
as he was shot and killed in August
1945. Sergiu Celibidache took over
admirably for the next seven years,
but following his “denazification”
Furtwingler was allowed to return
to his post as music director of the
Berlin Philharmonic in 1952. His
second tenure was much shorter
than his first, however, as he passed
away in 1954.

Following in Furtwingler’s
footsteps as chief conductor was
another transformative figure:
Herbert von Karajan. Many of
the Berlin Philharmonic’s most
famous recordings date from his
tenure (1955-1989) and thus it is
Karajan who was perhaps most
responsible for creating the signature
sound for which the orchestra is
now renowned throughout the
world. Further advances under
Karajan’s leadership included the
founding of the Salzburg Easter
Festival in 1967 (the orchestra’s
own international festival), as well
as the founding of the Karajan-
Akademie, in which gifted young
musicians are given the opportunity
to learn the standards of playing
in a top-flight orchestra by means
of practical experience.

Karajan’s passing in 1989
coincided with the fall of the
Berlin Wall, and in the wake of
these dramatic events, Claudio
Abbado became the orchestra’s
first chief conductor to be elected
democratically. Abbado was
noteworthy not only for his
tremendous musicality but also
for restructuring the orchestra’s
schedule into theme-based programs.
Abbado decided not to renew his
contract after twelve years at the
helm, and in 2002, Sir Simon
Rattle was appointed the tenth
chief conductor in the Berlin
Philharmonic’s history. Rattle
has since been responsible for a
number of innovations, many of
which center on a theme of social
responsibility. Under Rattle’s
leadership, The Berlin Philharmonic
has pursued a cultural mandate
by means of youth education
programs, new concert formats
developed with the intention of
reaching a wider audience, the
establishment of the “Digital
Concert Hall” video platform, and
founding its own recording label.
For their community outreach



efforts, the Berliner Philharmonic
and Maestro Rattle were appointed
as international UNICEF Goodwill
Ambassadors, marking the first
time an artistic ensemble had
received such an honor.

With Rattle’s tenure concluding
at the end of the 2017-18 concert
season, the Berlin Philharmonic
awaits the arrival of Kirill Petrenko,
who will take the reins as the
orchestra’s eleventh chief conductor
starting in 2019-20. For its Asian
tour in November 2018, the Berlin
Philharmonic welcomes one of the
world’s most remarkable young
conductors, Gustavo Dudamel.

The Meteoric Rise of
Gustavo Dudamel

Reaching lofty heights at a
remarkably young age, Gustavo
Dudamel has made an impression
on the world of Western Classical
music perhaps unparalleled by any
other conductor since Leonard
Bernstein. Enrolling as a child
in Venezuela’s visionary music
education program, “El Sistema”,
he had not initially set out to
study conducting, but soon that
all changed. Dudamel recalls that:

“I was in a rehearsal in [his
hometown, the Venezuelan city]
Barquisimeto one day, and the
conductor was sick, and the podium
was empty, so I thought, OK, and
I took the baton. I hadn’t studied.
I just thought, ‘I can do this’. And
it was funny, because my friends
were there, playing. And they all
laughed. But within five minutes
it had changed. They all thought,
OK, it’s time to work now. And
that was beautiful.”

That first conducting experience
came when Dudamel was twelve
years old. By age 13 he directed his
own chamber orchestra, and by age
15 he had become conductor of the
Simén Bolivar Youth Orchestra of
Venezuela (now called the Simén
Bolivar Symphony Orchestra of

Venezuela), of which he remains
chief conductor to this day. At the
age of 21, Dudamel was invited to
study at the Berlin Philharmonic
Academy, giving him the chance to
work with Simon Rattle. During this
time, he made a strong impression
on the musicians in Berlin not
only with his musical skills but
with his strong work ethic. In
2009, at the tender age of 28, he
was appointed music director of
the Los Angeles Philharmonic,
and he quickly began to shape
the orchestra in his own image.
Dudamel notes that in addition
to learning music, “El Sistema”
instilled within him a strong sense of
social responsibility, and his tenure
with the Los Angeles Philharmonic
has been noteworthy not only
for high standards of musicality,
but for innovative programming
and strong community outreach

efforts. Dudamel’s groundbreaking
work with the Youth Orchestra
of Los Angeles is just one prime
example of his work as a cultural
ambassador. He is also a tireless
champion of new music, and his
commitment to supporting music
of living composers prompted the
noted critic Alex Ross to say that
the Los Angeles Philharmonic has
become, under Dudamel’s direction,
“the most creative, and, therefore,
the best orchestra in America”.
As the Berlin Philharmonic
celebrates its past while looking
to the future, what better way
to experience their arrival in
Thailand than in a concert under
the leadership of one of the world’s
most forward-looking conductors?
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