Conductors
In this lesson I get the whole class to stand up and I use taped examples from "Music Matters" published by Heinemann.  I start by playing "March Militaire" and I ask pupils to pretend to be conducting a band.  About 30 seconds is long enough for this.  I then make fun of some of the ways I have noticed pupils conducting, but I do not name names unless I feel the pupils will take it in good part.
I ask what the pupils thought they were trying to convey.  Answers range from 'High' and 'Low' to 'Loud' and 'Soft'.  I home in on the number of beats in a bar and the speed and I teach them how to beat 2-in-a-bar.  We conduct the rest of the March together and conduct some further pieces with 2 beats per bar, at different tempi.  I draw the diagrams on the board as I conduct which, for 4 might look more like this than the neat things below!
We move on to 3 and 4 beats per bar in a similar way.  After all this practical work this sheet sums up a 'chalk and talk' (well, dry-wipe marker and talk) session.
Download the worksheet as a Word document.
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	Conducting is a way of keeping instrumentalists or singers together. Long ago, this used to be done with a roll of paper bashed against a music stand.  In France, in the 17th century, conductors would strike the floor with a long stick or pole. Later on it became common to direct music from a keyboard instrument called the harpsichord. But music changed and composers started to write orchestral pieces which did not need a keyboard instrument. 

Before very long the job of conducting the orchestra fell to the leading violinist. He would use his bow to give signals. The idea of having a person in front of the orchestra using a 'baton' had become accepted by 1820.


A conductor beats time. He 'draws' special shapes in the air with his baton according to the number of beats in a bar. Musicians like to know where the first beat of a bar is. It is called the downbeat. Here are four simple conducting patterns. Try using them to beat time while you hear some music.
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But a conductor does more than just beat time. He, (or she!) needs to control any changes in the music.
If the music needs to get faster or slower, the conductor makes this happen and decides when the music has got fast or slow enough.
If the music needs to get louder or softer the conductor encourages the musicians to increase or decrease the volume. He decides when the sound is loud or soft enough.
So, one of the conductor's hands holds a baton. With the other hand he makes gestures which remind the orchestra how to play. (The players have already been to a rehearsal and, of course, they have the music in front of them). This other hand might also show the precise moment when players - who have been resting - need to join in.
Conductors use their faces (smiles, frowns and so on) to get the best out of the players. They also change the size of the beat patterns they draw in the air.
Conductors used to dress in black tail-suits and bow ties, but this is not so common now. The reason they dress like that (and why orchestral musicians also used to dress like that) goes back a long way. Orchestral musicians used to be servants employed by the nobility (princes, barons etc.) As such, they wore servants clothes and it became a sort of uniform when orchestras began to play in concert halls.
A) These questions are about (modern) conducting during a concert. They all start, "Does a conductor…". Think about the answers (which will be yes or no) as not all of them are given in the text above.
1. … make the flutes play high notes? 

2. … look in one place all the time? 

3. … often use a white stick? 

4. … encourage the players? 

5. … play an instrument? 

6. … know the music very well? 

7. … give a 'downbeat'? 

8. … stick out his tongue? 

9. … shout instructions? 

10. … tell players how long their notes are? 

11. … draw special shapes in the air? 

12. … use both hands? 

13. … meet the orchestra for the first time at the concert? 

14. … ever conduct a choir?  

 

B) Here is a list of famous conductors but some of the letters have been missed out of their names. Use the spare letters to find the answers.
S I R   S __ M O N    R A T T __ E
S I R   G E __ R G     __ O L T I (Yes that's how he spelt his 1st name)
S I R   J __ H N    E L I O __      __ A R D I __ E R
S I R   __ O L I N     D A V I S 
Spare letters:- T O I L S O N G C
So, you see, many conductors get Knighted!
 

