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Abstract 
When we approach a score to discover its essence and meaning, we must aim to personally 
connect with the composer’s voice and intention while creating an individualized point of view. 
The goal of this work is to create a compelling and stimulating experience for your musicians 
and audience. 
 
Responsibilities 

● Transform the written notation into an expressive image that is connected to 
your musicians and audience 

● Achieve a better connection to the composer, the composition, and the intention 
of the music 

● Develop an informed personal interpretation (note: this is subject to change, 
especially with repeat interactions) 

● Become aware of historical relevance, events, and relationship to other 
composers, compositions, art, and society of that period 

● Understand the musical form and architecture 
● Continue working on an ‘inner sound’ or ‘inner hearing’ 
● Ask questions of musical style and appropriate performance practices 
● Ask questions of meaning or extra-musical connections 
● Ask what makes the score unique 
● Formulate potential rehearsal schematics with awareness of technical and 

musical challenges for conductor and performers 
 
Skills  

● Artistry on primary instrument or voice 
● Fundamental knowledge of history, with an emphasis on music and art 
● Style related to music and art: including appropriate performance practices 
● Facility in formal music theory and analysis 
● Competence in formal aural skills: ear training and singing  
● Ability to transpose all instruments and reading of all clefs  
● Facility on Piano/Keyboard, score reading is desired ability 
● Aptitude in research  
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Materials  
● Metronome 
● Pencils, including colored, and erasers 
● Notepad/Paper, Staff Paper, Post-It notes 
● Keyboard/Piano 
● Terminology and Translation definition access 

 
STAGE ONE of THREE: Score Orientation, Overview, and Background  

“The studying process for me is to first of all get an overview of the work. I look at it and get an 
idea what the overall shape might be, the style it is in. I am not concerned about details at all. I 

just want to get a rough impression… No, I do not do any analysis. I look first of all for the blocks 
of sound…I try to see where the exposition, development, and recapitulation are… 

I like to get a rough idea of the form…” 
Leonard Slatkin 

 
I: Read preliminary information provided in the score 

● Cover and Introductory pages – title, subtitles and movements 
● Take note of programmatic titles, meanings, and words associated with form, 

compositional procedure, or genre 
● Date of composition, opus number, composer’s catalogue number 
● Composer’s birth and death dates 
● Author, Librettist, Translator 
● Editor, Arranger, Transcriber 
● Dedication, Commission 
● Program Notes, Introductions, Special Notes 
● Additional Information: Publisher, Date of publication, performance time, list of published 

parts, etc. 
 
II: Perform a cursory glance of each page of the score, beginning to end 

● Observe the density of notation on each page  
● Notice tempi changes 
● Notice meters 
● Notice key signatures 
● Notice solos/duets  
● Observe rehearsal numbers or letters 
● Use your intuition and musical imagination and let your subjective feelings start to 

surface, naturally 
 
III: Use external sources to learn more 

● The Composer 
o Learn about the composer’s life 
o Investigate the composer’s compositional output and listen to as much of 

his/her music as is possible 
o Determine, if possible, the composer’s aesthetic viewpoint and evaluate his or 

her contribution to the evolution of music 
o Discover where the piece falls chronologically in his/her catalogue  

● The Composition 
o Seek out the intent behind the composition, the why 
o Investigate the historical circumstances surrounding the creation of the work – 

cultural, social, political, and more 
o Note the relationship of the work to contemporary events 
o Determine if the work represents a “school of composition” or a movement 

within a style period nationalism, impressionism, neoclassicism, serialism, etc. 
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o If the work is based on an extra-musical idea – poetry, a story, painting, play – 
discover source of inspiration 

o Try to find any written comments, letters, notes by the composer about the 
composition 

o If possible, discover where the piece was composed  
● The Style Period 

o Investigate performance practices of the period 
o Examine the role of the performer and the performance medium 
o Study the stylistic characteristics related to the performance of melodies 

(ornamentation, articulation, phrasing), rhythms, tempos, dynamics, etc. 
o Discover other period characteristics related to form, harmony, texture, timbre, 

and instrumentation 
● Additional Considerations 

o If a transcription, be sure to obtain original and compare the two 
o When and where was the first performance?  How was it received?   
o Was it revised?  Which edition is most reliable? 
o How does this piece compare to similar works by the same composer? 
o How about different composers of the same genre? 
o Is there text? If so, ensure an accurate translation 

 
“To communicate the expressive potential of a musical composition to an ensemble in an 

effective and efficient manner, a conductor must first acquire an understanding of the score. 
Interpretive decisions are based on insight and knowledge gained through thoughtful and 

imaginative study of the score. The conductor’s first task is score study.” 
Battisti and Garofalo 

 
 
STAGE TWO of THREE: Examination and Analysis 

“How to make the score come alive, how to be the agent of this, to realize what Mr. Verdi, Mr. 
Persichetti, Mr. Tchaikovsky, or Mr. Bach wants. This is my job as an agent – I am an agent for 

them.  We conductors are all agents for them. As an agent, I have a big responsibility. That 
responsibility is to get into, around, behind, on top of, underneath, to the side of, on the slant– 

from any angle you can come at it: to make the music be what the composer has entrusted to us 
– those of us who are conductors and teachers.” 

Frederick Fennell 
 
I: Examine details of the score 

● Analysis creates an awareness of score details and their relative importance (or 
unimportance) 

● Details should evoke curiosities about all elements related to interpretation: it is helpful 
to separate a score into its component parts – melody, harmony, form, rhythm, 
orchestration, texture, dynamics, stylistic articulations, and expressive terms (the 
sequence is personal and will be refined with experience) 

● Is the score transposed or in C (doh, concert pitch)? 
● Score layout and order 

[See SCORE ORDER] 
o Are the instruments within each family listed as I expect them to be? 
o Are there any instruments listed that are unfamiliar to me? 
o What does the percussion section need? 
o Most wind scores have a ‘standard’ score order - does this align with the 

standard score? 
o Memorize the order from the first page, and/or label each instrument on each 

page on the left side of the staves 
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o Any notable or unique traits 
● Clarify signs and symbols 
● Define unfamiliar terms (especially foreign language terms) or abbreviations 
● Number measures 
● Mark all desired details - consider colored pencils 

o Tempi changes 
o Meter changes 
o Key Changes 
o Solos/duets  
o Rehearsal numbers or letters 
o If appealing, use colored pencils for markings (My suggestion is to do this to a 

photocopied score) 
 
II: Formal Analysis: consider book Guide to Score Study for the Wind Band Conductor, 
Battisti and Garofalo  

● Create a flowchart for each piece you conduct 
[See B & G pp. 30-33 Photocopy] 

● Each chart may look different, be sure to include details of melody, harmony, form, 
rhythm, orchestration, texture, dynamics, stylistic articulations, and constructive details 

● Resist recordings – work on inner hearing and playing first 
o Select a tempo that will allow you to hear (to the best of your ability) individual 

parts and the entire piece  
o When working with a metronome, be mindful of line  
o Use piano or your own instrument for starting pitches 
o Use piano or your own instrument for melodies, phrasing, breath marks, 

expression and more  
 
“By nature, analysis is plodding at best…Analysis is never in any sense a substitute for the poem.  

The best any analysis can do is to prepare the reader to enter the poem more perceptively. By 
isolating for special consideration some of the many simultaneous elements of the poem, 

analysis makes them more visible in one sense, and less interesting in another. It is up to the 
reader, once the analysis is completed, to re-read the poem in a way that will restore the 

simultaneity and therefore the liveliness and interest of the poetic structure.  
The only reason for taking a poem apart is that it may then be  

put back together again more richly.” 
Ciardi and Battisti 

 
STAGE THREE of THREE: Creating Your Voice 
“… It is our job as conductors, interpreters, and musicians, to be the music even if it’s not similar 

to our own personality. I’m a much quieter person off the podium, I’m not different, but I feel I 
have to exaggerate myself to become a caricature—a sincere caricature—but a caricature 

nonetheless, of myself on the podium in order to encompass all the people who are in the room.” 
H. Robert Reynolds 

 
Artistic Interpretations, emotional narrative, physical connection 

● Now that you know the details about the composer, components of the music, and the 
stylistic principles, take steps that will deepen your connection to the music  

● Perform another read of the score, this time with creative eyes and ears and allow your 
discoveries to become persona and imaginative; re-commit, over commit yourself to the 
composer’s intention, but through your informed lens 
 

● Consider these additional elements: 
o Tone and Color of individual sounds and the collective sound 
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o Balance and/or Blend 
o Note Shapes 
o Phrasing, Line, and Momentum 
o Steadiness and Rubato 
o Energy 
o Character and Style 
o Other? 

● Try to feel the above elements, rather than think about the elements 
o Use your imagination and relate the character and aesthetic of the music to clear 

ideas (single terms, prose, or stories), consider the Tait-Mime connections 
o Label phrases or motives with narrative words 

[See Music as Narrative-Vocabulary List] 
● Sing and experiment with several phrase shapes and contours 
● Sing and move with melodic lines, experiment with varied stresses and releases 
● Sing and move with rhythmic grooves, experiment with varied macro and micro pulses 
● Listen to harmonic progressions alone and see how that makes you feel 
● Ultimately, the music is about the music, and you are the vessel to connect and express 

its intention  
● At this stage in the process, listen to multiple recordings – but listen for interpretative 

and expressive variations 
● Include in your daily Conducting Practice Routine exercises that are related to music you 

are studying 
 

The result of the work above is to lead you to flow… 
[See next page FLOW: The Psychology of Optimal Experience] 

 

 
 

“It is rare to hear band conductors arguing about the interpretation of music. Often, 
discussions are based on qualities of the band or the conductor. It will be refreshing 

when discourse is based on personal interpretative decisions related to style, phrasing, 
energy, line, and sound.”   ~Emily Threinen
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FLOW: The Psychology of Optimal Experience 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

 

The following is taken from his book The Evolving Self, pages xii-xiv, and is hopefully 
brief enough to be readable yet long enough to explain the key idea. Csikszentmihalyi is 
describing some of the painters he interviewed:  

When a painting was beginning to get interesting they could not tear themselves away 
from it; they forgot hunger, social obligations, time, and fatigue so that they could keep 
moving it along. But this fascination lasted only as long as a picture remained 
unfinished; once it stopped changing and growing, the artist usually leaned it against a 
wall and turned his or her attention to the next blank canvas.  

It seemed clear that what was so enthralling about painting was not the anticipation of a 
beautiful picture, but the process of painting itself. At first this seemed strange, because 
psychological theories usually assume that we are motivated either by the need to 
eliminate an unpleasant condition like hunger or fear, or by the expectation of some 
future reward such as money, status, or prestige. The idea that a person could work 
around the clock for days on end, for no better reason than to keep on working, lacked 
credibility. But if one stops to reflect, this behavior is not as unusual as it may seem at 
first. Artists are not the only ones who spend time and effort on an activity that has few 
rewards outside itself. In fact, everyone devotes large chunks of time doing things that 
are inexplicable unless we assume that the doing is enjoyed for its own sake. Children 
spend much of their lives playing. Adults also play games like poker or chess, 
participate in sports, grow gardens, learn to play the guitar, read novels, go to parties, 
walk through woods--and do thousands of other things--for no good reason except that 
the activities are fun.  

Of course, there is always the possibility that one will also get rich and famous by doing 
these things. The artist may get a lucky break and sell her canvas to a museum. The 
guitarist may learn to play so well that someone will offer him a recording contract. We 
may justify doing sports to stay healthy, and go to parties because of possible business 
contacts or sexual adventures. External goals are often present in the background, but 
they are seldom the main reason why we engage in such activities. The main reason for 
playing the guitar is that it is enjoyable, and so is talking with people at a party. Not 
everyone likes to play the guitar or go to parties, but those who spend time on them 
usually do so because the quality of experience while involved in these activities is 
intrinsically rewarding. In short, some things are just fun to do.  

This conclusion, however, does not get us very far. The obvious question is, Why are 
these things fun? Strangely enough, when we try to answer that question, it turns out 
that contrary to what one would have expected, the enormous variety of enjoyable 
activities share some common characteristics. If a tennis player is asked how it feels 
when a game is going well, she will describe a state of mind that is very similar to the 
description a chess player will give of a good tournament. So will be a description of 
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how it feels to be absorbed in painting, or playing a difficult piece of music. Watching a 
good play or reading a stimulating book also seems to produce the same mental state.  

I called it "flow," because this was a metaphor several respondents gave for how it felt 
when their experience was most enjoyable--it was like being carried away by a current, 
everything moving smoothly without effort.  

Contrary to expectation, "flow" usually happens not during relaxing moments of leisure 
and entertainment, but rather when we are actively involved in a difficult enterprise, in a 
task that stretches our mental and physical abilities. Any activity can do it. Working on a 
challenging job, riding the crest of a tremendous wave, and teaching one's child the 
letters of the alphabet are the kinds of experiences that focus our whole being in a 
harmonious rush of energy, and lift us out of the anxieties and boredom that 
characterize so much of everyday life.  

It turns out that when challenges are high and personal skills are used to the utmost, we 
experience this rare state of consciousness. The first symptom of flow is a narrowing of 
attention on a clearly defined goal. We feel involved, concentrated, absorbed. We know 
what must be done, and we get immediate feedback as to how well we are doing. The 
tennis player knows after each shot whether the ball actually went where she wanted it 
to go; the pianist knows after each stroke of the keyboard whether the notes sound like 
they should. Even a usually boring job, once the challenges are brought into balance 
with the person's skills and the goals are clarified, can begin to be exciting and 
involving.  

The depth of concentration required by the fine balance of challenges and skills 
precludes worrying about temporarily irrelevant issues. We forget ourselves and 
become lost in the activity. If the rock-climber were to worry about his job or his love life 
as he is hanging by his fingertips over the void, he would soon fall. The musician would 
hit a wrong note, the chess player would lose the game.  

The well-matched use of skills provides a sense of control over our actions, yet 
because we are too busy to think of ourselves, it does not matter whether we are in 
control or not, whether we are winning or losing. Often we feel a sense of 
transcendence, as if the boundaries of the self had been expanded. The sailor feels at 
one with the wind, the boat, and the sea; the singer feels a-mysterious sense of 
universal harmony. In those moments the awareness of time disappears, and hours 
seem to flash by without our noticing.  

This state of consciousness... comes as close as anything can to what we call 
happiness.... 

That is flow.  
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Guide to Score Study for the Wind Band Conductor, Battisti and Garofalo, pp. 30-33 
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