Lessons in Practicality

The rewards and challenges of working as a composer in
residence with the Edmonton Symphony Orchestra

by Robert Rival
y experience, after one year as the Edmonton Symphony
‘ \ / I Orchestra’s  Composer-in-Residence, has already been
richly rewarding: multiple premieres and performances
led by a variety of outstanding conductors; access to musicians for
consultation on the finer points of scoring for their instruments; and
the opportunity to promote contemporary Canadian music through
educational and outreach activities.

As the rewards of such a residency are likely obvious to readers of
this newsletter, I will focus instead on the challenges — challenges with
which I suspect any composer of orchestral concert music working in
Canada today must contend. The residency has given me a sustained
glimpse into the complex operations
of a professional orchestra. With
the following, I wish to share some [
of the lessons I've learned. I hope
they may be of some practical use,
especially to emerging composers
keen on writing for orchestra.
Lesson No. 1: Earn the
Audience’s Trust
Previously I had not given much
thought to how an orchestra makes
programming decisions. 1 assumed
it was a fairly straightforward
process relying almost exclusively
on aesthetic considerations. I have
come to appreciate, however, just
how complex a task it is. And no
discussion on programming can
escape the chief consideration of
them all: the budget.

At a recent meeting of the
Programming Committee, Rob McAlear, Artistic Administrator,
compared the artistic budget to a string of a finite length. You can
divide it any way you like but at the end of the day you’ve only got
so much string. We can program a concert of esoteric music and
risk underselling. We can program The Rite of Spring which requires
hiring many extra musicians (as we have for June 2013). In both cases
we plan for a loss (for the Rite even if it sells out). But we can only
do this if we offset the losses by programming other concerts more
certain to bring in revenue.

Since the ESO relies to a large extent on individual ticket sales and
donations (65% of our operating revenue) it would be fiscally reckless
to program without taking into consideration what our audiences will
pay to hear. The reality when it comes to new music, sad but true, is
that contemporary Canadian composers typically can’t draw crowds
the way that Mozart does.

The ESO has a long tradition of composers-in-residence (John
Estacio and Allan Gilliland before me), whose music has become part
of the ESO’ repertoire. Initially unknowns, Estacio and Gilliland
gradually earned concertgoers’ trust. Now subscribers welcome
performances of their works whether familiar or new. Audiences are
only starting to get to know my music. I will have to earn their trust,
too.

Lesson No. 2: Stack the Odds in Your Favour

The ESO regularly receives unsolicited submissions many of which
give little consideration to practical programming matters. One
composert, whose music I admire and wish we could program, has not
written anything that is both relatively short and scored for less than
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four percussion players and triple winds. From the ESO’s perspective,
it’s a non-starter. We’ll splurge on Stravinsky. But Stravinsky is
Stravinsky.

With McAleat’s permission, I exceeded our core (2222/4231/
tmp/1perc/hp/str) for Lullaby by writing for celeste. It incurred
no additional expense because we had a keyboardist on hand to
play other pieces on the program. However, the celeste limits future
performances because the ESO will seek to place it on a program
with other works that also require a keyboard. Conversely, while harp
is cotre at the ESO, only about six Canadian orchestras have full-
time harpists. My inclusion of harp in all three of my commissions
may therefore limit performances
elsewhere.

Lesson No. 3:  Expect
Imperfection
The large digital clock on

prominent display in a wing of
the Winspear Centre stage does
not mark time so much as dollars.
Every second of rehearsal time is
precious, especially for an orchestra
tackling an unfamiliar work. No
matter how well prepared you
are, the real measure of your
writing’s  effectiveness  reveals
itself during the rehearsal process.
The art of orchestration, I’ve
concluded, involves making the
fewest miscalculations as possible.
Despite limited rehearsal time, the
musicians (and all the conductors
I've worked with) are gracious and
eager to help me find ways to overcome such miscalculations. But
there simply isn’t time to experiment to solve all the problems that
crop up. I can’t say: try this; now can we try it this way; how about like
that? Aside from small adjustments, I have to make do with what I've
written. A good conductor will help by working with the composer to
prioritize what needs to be addressed. As a result I no longer expect
perfection but hope for a premiere that will make a strong enough
impression to invite a repeat performance.
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Lesson No. 4: Write for Musicians, Not for Instruments
Through my residency I've gotten to know the musicians rather well,
both their playing — by attending many rehearsals and concerts —
and their personalities — by hanging out backstage and chatting with
them. So when I write for the ESO the musicians (and conductors)
are not abstractions. One surprising thing I’ve learned is that the
“hidden” parts are as important as the big solos. After carefully
calculating the doublings to achieve the “perfect” balance in a neat-
tutti passage in Achilles & Scamander 1 determined that I didn’t need
a particular woodwind part. After the first rehearsal the player in
question asked me why I had written them out of that passage when
everyone around them was playing. They suggested that they simply
double another part. I said, sure, try it. And so they did—and while it
made not one bit of difference to the overall sound it made every bit
of difference, psychologically, to the player. This was something of a
revelation to me. On the one hand, small additions (or subtractions)
from the texture, especially in louder passages, go unnoticed, which
makes me reflect continually on what is and isn’t necessary. On
the other hand, such differences mean a great deal to the players
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Cont. from page 7
performing the work. If the musicians are
convinced by the music there’s a chance the
audience will be, too.

Lesson No. 5: No Recordings Is the
New Regime

Previously an arrangement existed in
Canada whereby all, or most, orchestral
premieres of Canadian works were
recorded and broadcast by CBC at the
broadcaster’s expense. These recordings
were then deposited in the CMC archival
library (now accessible via online streaming)
for consultation by the general public
and music presenters, the latter often
using this resource to help with Canadian
programming. Such archival recordings
are indispensable for composers secking
to promote their work and to apply for
grants. Aside from commissions, which
by definition involve unknown outcomes,
orchestras are unlikely to program works

without first being able to hear them.

The most recent cutbacks to the CBC
have all but eliminated this longstanding
arrangement outside a few big centres like
Toronto. As the digital revolution races
forward, connecting people and media
ever more efficiently, Canadian concert
music composers, especially those in the
“outlying” regions such as the Prairies, find
themselves catapulted to a time, a century
ago, before recording and radio, when the
only way to hear a new work was to attend a
live concert. Leaving the residency without
a single recording will severely hamper my
efforts to encourage performances by other
orchestras.

In the spirit of the times, on February 22
and 23, 2013 I invite you to hop into your
horse-drawn carriage and make a lovely
winter pilgrimage to Edmonton to hear
the world premiere of my Symphony No. 2
“Water"—the only way to hear it.
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