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Introduction
not to evaluate female musicians on an
equal footing with their male colleagues. In

Although this tour was a great success, with
2

guests with enthusiasm, the Spanish critics

Gendered criticism is, of course, not

in their responses to this all-woman
orchestra– tended to reveal their surprise
at hearing women performing so well, and
also to draw upon gendered language in

face which tends to place them in, what
Citron has termed, this ‘separate but not

commented that ‘the obstacles for women
1933, Spanish composer and sometime
El Debate

1

to imagine a male critic describing a male
orchestra as ‘charming’.

management, boards, donors, artist
agents, critics, and teachers – but the
reasons are often cultural or ideological.’3
It is these issues (or obstacles as Edwards
terms them), and also the various
strategies which women conductors have
devised to combat them, which form the
focus of this article. Although attention is
concentrated upon orchestral conductors

1

. Turina
El Debate, Madrid, 04-02-1933.
2

CiTron

3

edwards

20

Journal of Musicology, 8,

The Cambridge Companion to Conducting
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some reference also made to female
dance-band leaders,4 its premises and
wind-band milieu.

concert pianist before turning her attention
to conducting, and who had also achieved
not inconsiderable success as a composer

Issues Commonly faced by Women
Conductors
women’s ensembles. Before forming her

the

British-born,

American

conductor

conductor with a number of leading male
orchestras throughout both the United
States and Europe, including the Berlin

commented that:
Those whose sense of the congruous is
leading an orchestra of men or presiding
over a performance of opera must admit
that, when she conducts the Boston

this critic, however, she is still not to be
within the picture, a pleasing as well as an
5

footing with her male peers. The reviewer’s

6

4

5

Boston Post

BroadBenT

Association, 2002, p. 192.
6
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a universal male for orchestral musicians

Philharmonic, but also principal conductor

disturbing, therefore, to consider what a

the Norwegian newspaper Aftenposten,

8

.

international media, that orchestras ‘react
and that ‘a cute girl on a podium means that
7
Such

2019), who commented, in an interview
given to the British newspaper The
Telegraph

7 Higgins
The Guardian,
London, 02-09-2013, [online], [accessed: 24-05-2019]. Avaible at: https://www.theguardian.com.
8

himself, on the grounds that his comments had been misinterpreted, and claimed that he did in fact
support women conductors. As the interview for Aftenposten was conducted in English, then translaIn an article published in The Telegraph

question’. sweeTing
The
Telegraph, London, 08-05-2014, [online], [accessed: 27-06-2019]. Avaible at: https://www.telegraph.
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to seeing women on the podium: ‘It’s a
question of what one is used to […] I grew
up in a different world, and for me seeing
9
Again, these
outmoded comments, appear to suggest

Although perhaps well intentioned,
male-dominated nature of the conducting
profession as the norm. It also erases
conductors

throughout

the

twentieth

11

podium or, viewed in a worse light, that

widespread condemnation, he issued an

conductor’s higher purpose as the music’s
servant. All of these comments – both

I come from a generation in which the
conducting
profession
was
almost

An Unsuitable Job for a Woman
counterproductive for me to point out that
on the conducting platform.

a lingering assumption that conducting is

10

9

HeweTT

10

sawer

The Telegraph,
The Telegraph, London,

11

sweeTing
Believe...
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comments about women being either a
distracting or a disturbing sight on the
podium.

that enthused the audience.12

an audience at the sight of seeing Evrard
Armande de Polignac (1876-1962) decided
the conductor of her own ballet Les Milles
et une nuits
recorded the audience’s astonishment at
seeing a woman in front of the orchestra
in Le Figaro:
In front of the bright gleam of lights that
corresponded so well to the coloured
harmonies of the orchestration, the frail
silhouette of a woman stood out above

conquered.13

conductors continue to face with not being

were drawn to her: Madame Armande de

12 QuiTTard
kaHan

Le Figaro,
Rochester,

conductor, see HaMer
Paris». Women in the Arts in the Belle Epoque
2012, pp. 165-185.
13

‘

chatoiement pittoresque accueille avec une grande faveur par un public d’abord surprise, puis conquis.’ PiCQueT, And
Le Journal de Douai

HaMer
The Musical Times, 152, 1916 (Autumn 2011),
pp. 81-100. See also, HaMer, Laura. Female Composers, Conductors, Performers: Musiciennes of
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appropriate gender roles and behaviours
– which most of us are steeped in from
when she turns up at rehearsals that she
I’ve turned up to rehearsals with a baton in

large numbers of women) struggle to
accept women in traditional leadership
the conscious efforts which she has had
to apologise to orchestral musicians for

14

on the head.

The

view

that

conducting

isn’t

‘The more I got into conducting the more I
had to come to terms with how I was raised
16

the podium,15
set of discourses concerning women in

beliefs about appropriate gender roles have
normalise the fact that conducting remains
serious issue for women conductors.

commanding, assertive, assured – are
A Male-Dominated Field
than with women. In almost direct contrast,

Due to this deep cultural encoding of

14 FarnHaM
The
Guardian, London, 10-09-2015, [online], [accessed: 29-05-2019]. Available at: https://www.theguardian.

15

16

BuCHau

San Fran-

cisco Magazine
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Alsop (b.1956), Sian Edwards (b.1959),
Simone Young (b.1961), Xian Zhang

conditioning about leadership will pose
liabilities for women on the podium.’19 This

both perpetuating the situation of male
continue to outnumber female. In 2007,
hold a position as musical director of a
appointed to this position with the Baltimore
until 2021), Alsop has also been principal
conductor and music director of the São

woman to conduct the Last Night of the
BBC Proms. In her speech (a traditional
part of the Last-Night concert), Alsop
commented that:

2019.17
continue to outnumber women at the top
American orchestras,18 for instance, has
had a woman music director or chief
conductor. This gender imbalance is also

to come.20

committees which manage and appoint
conductors. Edwards has observed that,
‘as long as orchestras and management

17
18

19

edwards

20

alsoP

26

BBC, 07-09-2013, [online], [Accessed
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for this achievement, it is important not to
let this obscure the fact that of the total of
58 conductors who appeared at the 2013

Glover, Sian Edwards, Simone Young,

reasons for the relative success of women
conductors in the world of opera and choral
commented ‘conducted on the main stage

orchestra conducting – suggest themselves.

late-night and lunchtime).’21
obvious to the audience that the music is
gone so far as to speculate that because in

succession and on several subsequent

more acceptable to audiences, orchestras,
and even conductors.’23

22

24

conductors begin their careers as piano
to conduct the iconic Last-Night concert.
gender imbalance in conducting is the

names of women who have succeeded
in choral and opera conducting include

role could be seen as reinforcing nurturing
roles for women, and preserving women’s

has suggested, moreover, that women
conductors have made particular progress
in choral music because it ‘requires the
25

21

MaddoCks

22

Ibidem.

23

edwards

24
25

edwards
MaddoCks
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The Male Gaze: Gendered Criticism and
Sexualisation
As noted at the outset, unequal criticism
(when compared to their male colleagues)

Marianne in November

reviewing women musicians in general –
with a supple and attentive baton. No
pretention, no showing off in her gestures.

(in the case of glamorous artists) or to
ridicule (in the case that the woman does
not conform to the usual societal norms of

she tempers the sforzata [sic] or prepares
an ethereal pianissimo.28

26

critics were male, this situation has been

condescending stance. As Edwards has
commented:
Praise of women conductors often uses

some women conductors this has resulted

such as ‘virile’ and ‘muscular’ – words that

reviews.27

are described as ‘enthusiastic’ – not a
comparable term. Even the frequent use

26

HaMer
Christopher

27

self.’ MaddoCks
28

‘Mme Jane Evrard, délicate et blonde amazon, en suiveille et dirige les ébats d’une baguette

coquetterie, quand, d’un doigt discret posé sur la bouche, elle tempère l’éclat d’un sforzato [sic] ou
prépare un immatériel pianissimo.’ iBerT
Marianne

28
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of ‘rare’ or ‘unusual’, even in women’s
own publications, reinforces the notion
that women conductors are outside the
mainstream.29

patronising – indeed chauvinistic – reviews

this concert as both conductor and pianist,
leading the orchestra in performances
30

Discipline Issues from Male Musicians
The belief that conducting is not

audience members, but is also sometimes
encountered in male orchestral musicians,
who sometimes fail to respect a woman
a woman conductor might not be able to
command the orchestra’s respect has even
affected their chances of being appointed
‘orchestra boards […] often question a

The critic from the

33

that nothing serious occurred to mar the
performance.’31 The review which appeared
in the
, meanwhile,

issues from male musicians who were
‘disruptive, inconsiderate, inattentive’,34

dealing with this was to admonish them to

Requiem

scores and got the effects she wanted from
the orchestra.’32

29

edwards

30

was also a pioneer.
31

BroadBenT, M. and T.
, p. 161.
32

Ibidem.
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rosensTiel

Nadia Boulanger: A Life in Music
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35

on the issues that she has encountered

can’t conduct because their breasts get in
37

conductors discussed above.
Evrard’s son, Manuel Poulet, has
similar problems with male musicians
whilst conducting ballet performances

was a step-in – the conductor didn’t show
to be a conductor’, and I ran up on stage.
As I stepped on to the podium one of the

a series of male orchestras, rather than
38

There were problems when she directed

Such comments and attitudes would

with a Parisian orchestra, there weren’t

problems because she was a woman
36

35

rosensTiel, L. Nadia Boulanger..., p. 292.

36

37 FarnHaM
The
Guardian, London, 10-09-2015, [online], [accessed: 29-05-2019]. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com.
38

30

MaddoCks
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Career v s Family

pose particular challenges for women

of dedication and perseverance, and – in

40
In an interview
given to the Australian newspaper The
Sunday Morning Herald in 2015, she
conceded that, as a woman at the top of

few and far between.’41
conductors who are also mothers are even
fewer and further between.

has observed:

friends who left it until their 40s – too late.39

demands a lot of travel, with lots of time
advantage for conductors to be able to
Simone Young, who has two daughters,
to conduct whilst pregnant, including
one month before giving birth. Although
Young prefers not to discuss gender,

39

children’s schooling and/or a partner’s

of childcare still falls to women, these are
not inconsiderable challenges for women
conductors who also have families.

Ibidem.

40

Taylor
The Sunday Morning
Herald, Glasgow, 14-08-2015, [online], [accessed: 30-06-2019]. Available at: https://www.smh.com.

41

Ibidem.
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assuming that women conductors who

his now notorious comments on women
conductors given to Aftenposten in 2013:

44

in the business.’42 The real problem here is

highlights the domestic issues for women
conductors with families, however, as

conductors will become less dedicated.

rests on an individual woman’s access to

underpin this.
to pursue a conducting career when faced
with what we might refer to as considerable
‘practical’ or ‘domestic’ issues.
Leading female dance band leader
women conductors, the fact that the top
and her Band43 – highlighted these domestic
issues in particular in an interview which
she gave about her career to the BBC in the

women considering pursuing conducting

to be able to comment on this, as, when she
the world’s leading orchestras – that there

42

Higgins, Charlotte. «Male conductors are...

43

and her Band) was the resident house band of the Grafton Rooms in Liverpool, one of the most suc44

Jenkins, Tricia. ‘Let’s Go

Dancing’: Dance Band Memories of 1930s Liverpool
of Liverpool Press, 1994, p. 41.
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has observed, ‘A mentor is an essential
ingredient for a conductor’s success
and while some women (Comet, Young,
45
have

also led to the withdrawal of them for

This meant that, until a new generation of

46

models was a particular issue for the older
generation of women conductors who were
training in the second half of the twentieth

grim picture of the issues which women
them to succeed on the podium on an
equal footing to their male peers, it is

opportunities for women conductors, as
most of these all-woman orchestras were

and in the past – have succeeded as
professional conductors. The remainder of
this article considers the various strategies
which women conductors have adopted to
profession.

and North America disbanded, however,
Strategies
of men opened up positions for women

All-Woman Orchestras

that most of the all-woman orchestras

women instrumentalists – have created
both performance platforms and safe

the war. Although the opening up of
orchestras

provided

opportunities

for

music conservatoire education throughout
both Europe and North America in the later

45

Catherine Comet (b.1944) and Anne Manson (b.1961).

46
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trained female instrumentalists. The vast

created safe spaces for them to perform
within.47
Dress

woman orchestras were formed as a
direct reaction to this, and to provide
pit, as in the case of opera conductors)

all-woman orchestra active in Europe. The

of themselves – choices around dress
become urgent and conscious. Evrard’s
Regards sur mon passé,

North American all-woman orchestra. In
charged this decision around dress can
be for a woman conductor:
the later nineteenth and earlier twentieth
conductors. Between the later nineteenth
of all-woman orchestras functioned all

afforded opportunities to both women
instrumentalists and conductors, but also

48

47

National Institute of Music [online], [accessed 01-07-2019]. Available at: https://www.anim-music.org.
48

‘Un vêtement de tendance masculine ne ferait qu’accroître moqueuse des représentants du sexe
nue d’une femme au pupitre? Serait-elle en un costume un peu plus masculine? Ou aurait-elle le dos
’ evrard

34
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Evrard’s

reference

to

the

press

empowered critics, which, as we have

American dance band the Melodears, who
chic evening dresses with elegant hair and
in this respect. These glamorous images

well aware that, as a women conductor
directing a group of other women in front of
male critics, she was running the gauntlet
before them. As I have commented

movie-stars of the age.
Not all women conductors, however,
feminised image on the podium. A number,

emphasise her own difference from male
49

beautiful and glamorous woman, choose
to appear on the podium in a series of
long, elegant evening dresses, with her

women’s concert dress (i.e. restrictive,
bare-shouldered evening dresses) inhibited

restricted their natural movements and
breathing. As noted above, she had

collar, and cuffs, and ‘bobbed’ hair for
her appearances as a concert pianist as
perceived as desirable amongst members
grace’.50

interwar period, who were, of course, active
at the same time as Evrard. The American

49

HaMer, L. Female Composers, Conductors..., p. 173.

50

HaMer
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art.’51

Carving Out A Niche/A Unique Selling
Point

concert dress was ‘modelled on men’s
formal wear.’52 Appearing on the podium

A number of women conductors – and
also bandleaders – have found success
through carving out a particular niche for

conductor’s podium, but that she had also
orchestra active in interwar Paris. Although

on the podium, trouser suits are also

women conductors choose to conduct in

had meant that the orchestra had had
54

a red shirt – has become her signature
this when reviewing Alsop’s performance

programmed Baroque string compositions,

Night of the Proms concert in 2013: ‘Alsop
showed who was wearing the trousers, in
also premiered new transcriptions of
53

51

BroadBenT, M. and T.

52

edwards

53

MaddoCks

, p. 161. 89.

54

-

ellis
Instrument Trade in 1860s Paris». Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 124, 2 (1999), pp. 65-98.

36

Estudios bandísticos, III (2019), pp. 19-39.

Women on the Podium:
Issues and Strategies of Women Orchestral Conductors

, Gervaise’s
Troisième leçon de ténèbres. Evrard’s

ensemble, including Albert Roussel’s
Sinfonietta (which was dedicated to
Evrard), Marguerite Rœsgen-Champion’s
Les Danceries and Suite pour cordes,
Yvonne Desportes’s Suite de danses, and
Sarabane lointaine.55

from Alsop.56
Brown launched a training programme
for aspiring women conductors aimed

student women conductors throughout the
57

has inspired aspiring women conductors
Women-Only Conducting Training
Programmes

senior, female conductors have contributed
58

senior female conductors have led or
training programmes, aimed at training
and supporting the up-coming generation

herself has commented in The Guardian
newspaper that: ‘If we are to encourage
more women to become conductors
and inspirational role models.’59

essential for creating safe places within
which student women conductors can
has further commented:

55

HaMer

56
57
Alice Farnham - Conductor, [online], [accessed: 29-05-2019]. Available
at: http://www.alicefarnham.com.
58

59

Royal Philarmonic Society, [online], [accessed: 03-07-2019]. Available at:

FarnHaM
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Training to be a conductor is tough,
is so public. Conductors have to spend
hours learning scores in private, and a

level of the profession, and that those
who do reach it there continue to face
not least including a persistent failure to

it goes wrong – which it will – there’s no

generalisations, but perhaps there’s some

and career. As we have considered,
however, there are now leading women
conductors active throughout the world.

safe place to have a go.’60

programmes which have sprung up in
A number of similar training
programmes – aimed at addressing the
persistent gender imbalance evident in
to enter the profession – have emerged
conducting students with safe spaces
within which to practise and hone their

Conductor Programme at the National

USA).
Conclusion
In conclusion, although it is
undeniable both that women continue to
be under-represented on the conductor’s

60

Ibidem.

61

alsoP, Marin. «Last Night...

38

programmes will contribute to, what
Alsop referred to in her Last-Night speech
at the 2013 BBC Proms as ‘a natural
progression towards more inclusion in
classical music.’61
The recent wave of appointments of
women to positions as music directors
or principal conductors of important
European and American orchestras also
appears to point in this direction. 2016
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American and European orchestras:
Chinese-American conductor Xian Zhang
became musical director of the New

Alsop concluded her 2013 Last Night of

62

(b.1969) became chief conductor of the
conductor Alondra de la Parra (b.1980)

in training and mentoring opportunities
for aspiring women conductors, and the
recent spate of appointments of women
that such a future is within grasp. Although
this article has focussed upon women as
orchestral conductors, its arguments and

It is to be hoped that these recent
appointments signal a profound change.

62

Ibidem.
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