
From Good to Great? Green’s Chair Factor! 
by Barry Green 

 
How do you compare professional orchestras? Budgets? Maestros? Management? Players’ 
salaries? The percent of great concerts, reputations? I suggest looking at energy and posture! I like 
to count the number of violin and viola players who are leaning back in their chairs as opposed to 
those with shoulders not touching the backs of their chairs. 

At a recent professional concert of my local symphony orchestra playing Brahms and Sibelius, 
of the forty string players, I found only three-to-five string players who were leaning forward with 
their shoulders not touching the backs of their chairs! One violinist had feet crossed for the entire 
concert. It was still a good concert. The orchestra played well, accurately, and in tune. But was it 
great or electrifying? Nobody leaped to his or her feet at the concert’s conclusion, shouting, ‘bravo.’ 

 
I believe there is a difference in the musical energy that communicates to an 
audience when the musicians are physically engaged and not leaning back in their 
chairs! 

	
Inefficient posture may be a symptom of fatigue, feeling less important when playing in a string 

section, frustration with the conductor or section leader, a physical handicap, or just a belief that 
posture has little to do with playing an instrument. 

 

   
 Figure 1. Lazy boy Figure 2. Office worker 
 

Dancers, actors, singers, rock-and-pop musicians, and most conductors are expected to use 
their bodies to communicate their craft. However, musicians playing in small or large ensembles, 
including some jazz or folk musicians, may have different opinions as to the importance of 
communicating their energy through their body as they perform. 

Dustin Art Williams is a respected musician and luthier from Nashville. He told me: 
 

I do pay attention to how the musicians are moving, sitting, their posture, etc., 
during performances. When it looks like a musician is not “engaged” (poor posture, 
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just sitting there, no excitement in their faces, no body movement at all), I look for 
the ones who are fun to watch. For me, I want to see, sometimes, raw, gritty, 
exciting to watch!1 

 

  
 Fig 3. Actively engaged 
	

Our concert culture has evolved over the past fifty years largely due to our electronic media, 
the live broadcasting of concerts, operas, theater, and dance. We have come a long way from 
watching the taskmaster maestro Arthur Fiedler and the Boston Pops perform Tchaikovsky’s 1812 
Overture on stage with prerecorded cannon booms. Our musicians can no longer sit there 
motionless, looking bored or super-serious. But not all kinds of music require a visceral 
communication to the listener. 

 
Music performed from the mind communicates to the mind of the audience. 
When performers communicate through the intellect or mind without engaging their bodies, the 
audience reflects an intellectual experience, not a physical experience. Jasha Heifitz (1901–1987) 
was this kind of perfectionist violinist and a master musician too. He would appeal to your sense 
of awe with his purity of sound unimaginable technique. Heifitz would not give you the same 
visceral experience as watching the contemporary violin virtuoso Joshua Bell or the dynamic 
pianist Lang Lang! 

 

	
1	Dustin	Art	Williams,	FaceBook	conversation	with	author,	May	29,	2017.	
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 Figure 4. Jasha Heifitz Figure 5. Joshua Bell 

 
There are styles of music where movement and body energy are not barometers for 

communication. This includes minimalistic music, avant-garde contemporary music, some very 
early Baroque or Renaissance music, meditative music, some forms of experimental jazz or 
improvisation, religious music, music that is performed in a military setting, and more. In this 
article, I’m referring more to classical, romantic, and contemporary music as well as popular music 
played in larger ensembles. 

 
Classical musicians have two emotions: one is serious, and the other is more serious! 
Jung-Ho Pak is an amazing musician, a great conductor of professional orchestras (formerly with 
the San Diego Symphony; currently the Cape Symphony Orchestra in Massachusetts), and very 
active in education, working with young musicians around the world. He told me: 
 

With American orchestras, and especially young people, the best examples of this 
on TV are with Bernstein, Mehta, Dudamel, etc. By contrast, the old ’30s style was 
very rigid; but in many places we are teaching music the same way as in the ’70s. 
You are influenced by what you see. When you ask professionals to play 
emotionally, you are asking people to play differently.2 
 
I won my job competing from behind the screen after being prepared by my teacher. 
How I look should not have anything to do with it. 

—Anonymous 
 

Jung-Ho Pak works with the World Youth Symphony Orchestra at the Interlochen Arts Camp 
in Interlochen, Michigan. He asked his young players how many have been told by their teachers 
or conductors to sit still. About a third of the orchestra raised their hands! These are outstanding 
musicians. When they get into professional orchestras, they might not respond well to suggestions 
of physical energy. 

 
Music performed from the heart communicates to the hearts of the audience. 
Meredith Snow, violist with the LA Phil, described Maestro Gustavo Dudamel’s attempt to change 
the culture of her musicians’ physical engagement. She said: 
 

	
2	Jung-Ho	Pak,	email	message	to	author,	August	10,	2017.	



 Barry Green / From Good to Great? / 4 

I’m different, and I want you to be the best, so you have to give your best in every 
minute. We are not musicians; we are artists. You have to play with every element 
of your heart and soul every second that you are playing.3 

 
Dudamel’s hot South American passion for music demands this energy. It is an emotional 

commitment. The accompanying movement is natural, organic, and a result of feeling the music. 
 

  
 Figure 6. Maestro Gustavo Dudamel 
	

Maestro Jung-Ho Pak believes that some orchestra musicians don’t feel, play, or sit as they 
would as a soloist or chamber music artist. Rather, they may feel and sit like a company employee 
at a computer desk. 

 
Look at the most captivating orchestras, and they are all at the edge of their seat—
not because they are told to, but because there is an inner desire to leap off the stage. 
These musicians are imbued with electrifying joy and are grabbing the souls of the 
audience.4 
 

	
3	Meredith	Snow,	phone	interview	with	author,	August	28,	2017.	
4	Pak,	August	10,	2017.	
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 Fig 7: Rockin’ and rollin’ 

 
Alexander Technique and Chiropractic Research 
There are two disciplines that have devoted much research to helping musicians successfully 
express their energy through their bodies without physical limitations. We have learned that poor 
posture and unbalanced skeletal support creates tension in the muscles that, over time, can lead to 
physical disability. I have personally worked with world-renowned Alexander practitioner Eileen 
Troberman, who believes that when musicians are seated in a chair, they have to constantly 
rebalance their bodies to allow for the movements required to play any instrument. 
 

There are six points on your body that help you balance: your two feet; your two 
sits bones, which are the rockers in your pelvis; and the upper part of your thighs. 
If you roll back on the sits bones, you are going to fall backwards and have to 
tighten other muscles that inhibit coordination or free movement. The bottoms of 
your feet, each of which has over 200,000 nerves, steer you to maintain your 
balance. If they are free, you have freedom of breathing and in the lumbar spine as 
well.5 
 

Chiropractor Dr. Randy Kertz has specialized in working with musicians and has a private 
practice near Chicago. He believes that the height of a musician’s chair is critical. It must allow 
their feet to not only touch the floor but also allow them to position their thighs and legs at a 90-
to-110-degree angle, so that the buttocks are a little higher than the knees. 

 

	
5	Eileen	Troberman,	studio	interview,	Encinitas,	CA		August	16,	2017.	
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 Figure 7: Classic position: thighs and legs at a 90-to-110-degree angle 

 
Having a cushion for the chair facilitates this angle. You will get less direct pressure on the 

pelvis, lower back, and sits bones. I’m proposing an active posture, not a static posture. 
 
Most great conductors want musicians to express energy with their whole bodies. 
Michael Tilson Thomas, conductor of the San Francisco Symphony, served as the conductor of 
the YouTube Symphony Orchestra. This orchestra included outstanding professional musicians 
who auditioned on YouTube from around the world for a Carnegie Hall concert. I was told by one 
of musicians that the first thing Thomas asked from his players was to move with the music. 

The great concert violinist Cho-Liang Lin told me he heard from a violinist colleague in the 
Philadelphia Orchestra that Eugene Ormandy used to yell at any violinist he would see with his or 
her back against the chair. 

Orchestras, bands, chamber music groups, small ensembles, and jazz, rock, blues, funk, Latin, 
contemporary, and avant-garde ensembles all have a range of physical expression that is 
appropriate to their style of music. Military ensembles use less movement when performing in 
ceremonial functions compared to playing a park concert of popular music. 

There is a strong cultural tradition of concert bands (military or not) and choirs performing 
without any movement whatsoever. In the concert band and choral worlds, this attitude comes 
from tradition, teachers, and conductors. 

Colonel Timothy J. Holtan, recently retired maestro of the U.S. Army Band “Pershing’s Own,” 
also taught at the U.S. Army School of Music. He said: 

 
We believed that visual aspect of performance is fifty-five percent of the total 
performance. Look how popular the Canadian Brass is when they come in from the 
back of the hall ramping into a Dixieland tune, just like a New Orleans funeral band. 

I never openly address posture with my ensembles. I believe in developing a 
situation whereby the musicians feel comfortable and empowered, and the 
movement happens naturally.6 

	
6	Timothy	J.	Holtan,	phone	interview,	August	13,	2017.	
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Ray Cramer, Emeritus Director of Bands/Wind Conducting at Indiana University, has been 

conducting bands in Japan for over twenty five years. He told me: 
 

Japanese bands have a reputation of playing with a lot of technique but little 
emotion. I realized that’s really false after I was over there conducting. I have 
always encouraged my students to be energetically and physically involved and to 
reflect the energy in the music. 

In Japan we have established a philosophy called “Play with Heart.” I drive that 
into the ensemble every semester. If they can’t do that, they aren’t playing music. 
They are just playing notes. I’m also constantly telling them to move with the music. 
If we cannot portray energy through our gestures and facial expressions, then we 
might as well put a robot on the podium with a stick in its hand and have it just beat 
time.7 
 

Ray told me that this is all about how we grow up and what our teachers taught us. In Japan, 
natural movement is part of their music training process from grade school. So when they get to 
the university and beyond, the energy and motion is already a part of what they have learned. 

 
Teaching Body Awareness and Engagement 
It is clear that in today’s culture, change will only be possible if private and school music teachers, 
conductors, section leaders, and outstanding ensembles showcase a commitment to total body 
energy. 

Juliana Athayde is concertmaster of the Rochester Philharmonic Orchestra and associate 
professor at Eastman School of Music at the University of Rochester. She told me: 

 
In my repertoire class at Eastman School of Music, I have them sit up straight and 
not cross their legs. I want them to take it seriously. They have to appear 
professional in how they carry themselves in any way that is connected to their 
playing, both on and off the stage. I think we need to do more education and 
awareness with young musicians so they aren’t injured and play with proper 
posture.8 
 

Jeremy Constant, concertmaster of the Marin Symphony, the Sun Valley Summer Symphony, 
and assistant concertmaster of the San Francisco Symphony, told me the San Francisco Symphony 
had a period when many of their musicians were out on disability because of an excessive work 
schedule that can break down the body. The symphony had a workmen’s compensation crisis with 
people out because of repetitive and stress injuries. 

 
The insurance company was willing to negotiate their very high rates if the 
symphony instituted a preventive program [author’s emphasis]. And now our 
management offers us weekly Feldenkrais and yoga classes in the musicians’ 
lounge. Many individuals also scheduled private Alexander technique and 
chiropractic lessons. As a further preventative measure, and as senior members of 

	
7	Ray	Cramer,	phone	interview,	August	14,	2017.	
8	Juliana	Athayde,	phone	interview,	August	29,	2017.	
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a string section, we are also doing a much better job of conveying to the new 
generation of players just how to sit [author’s emphasis].9 
 

Changing Attitudes 
I believe much of the issue around the chair factor is empowerment! Is it better to have one dramatic 
and physically engaged conductor expressing energy to an ensemble that is slouched in their chairs 
or or to have ninety musicians looking like they are about to jump out of their seats playing with 
fire, excitement, and passion? 

Maestro Jung-Ho Pak told me: 
 

The audience will not come back if only the conductor is dancing on the podium. 
But if eighty musicians play like they are on fire, they will come back. I presented 
Bolero and had all the soloists stand up and play, and I walked off the podium for 
the entire piece. They went nuts. I love my orchestra because they are willing to do 
it. The reason the Berlin Philharmonic plays like they do is because they are treated 
as rock stars.10 
 

Jung-Ho Pak has suggested many ways teachers and conductors can change this contemporary 
culture and empower musicians to take pride in truly being the rock stars they are. He said much 
of this comes from creating an environment of acceptance and safety and coupling that with 
unbounded enthusiasm and love. Today’s conductors need to praise their musicians for the 
wonderful things they do. Pak believes in a careful phrasing of instructions that engage musicians’ 
awareness and also in using the power of a smile. 

When musicians are connected to their bodies, their humanity, and their emotions, they will 
connect with their audiences. Jung-Ho Pak’s orchestra, the Cape Symphony, has a unique 
expressed goal in their contract. It states that their primary purpose is to be emotional and to inspire 
joy. 

Some orchestra musicians do not believe that their job is to be emotional, and that their only 
obligation is really to play the correct notes: shorter/longer, louder/softer, faster/slower. Leave the 
feelings out of it. I asked Nathan Kahn, retired negotiator with the American Federation of 
Musicians, if this is actually true. He told me that a musician who didn’t conform to the section’s 
energy level as requested by the music director could be subject to dismissal on artistic grounds. 
He said: 

 
Generally, music directors have broad artistic powers. More and more conductors 
are looking upon the visual aspect of performing as being a requirement of the job. 
This can cover slouching. So the smart player on probation will go with the flow 
and respond as requested by the music director. In my opinion, if exhibiting 
physical energy is part of the requirements and culture of the orchestra, it should 
communicated to new candidates and new hires. For example, not only are you to 
play the notes and perform expressively, but you are also expected to exhibit and 
conform to the energy level in your section as requested by the music director.11 

 
	

9	Jeremy	Constant,	phone	interview,	August	21,	2017.	
10	Pak,	phone	interview	August	10,	2017.	
11	Nathan	Kahn,	phone	interview,	August	22,	2017.	
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Meredith Snow mentioned how the LA Phil management has cautioned players about their 
appearance on stage, especially when their concerts are broadcast. She said: 

 
The personnel manager would tell the musicians that the video cameras at the 
Hollywood Bowl are coming in really close! “Make sure you are on target, looking 
good, and paying attention, because you don’t want to embarrass yourself.”12 
 

Today’s symphony orchestra programs include many pops concerts. They need to fill the halls 
to survive. This can contribute to a lack of passion and poor posture in some players, and that 
creates emotional and/or physical strain. 

Heather LeDoux Green is a first violinist with the National Symphony Orchestra in 
Washington D.C. 

 
I’ve had friends who have told me: “You guys look miserable up there.” That 
happens when we are playing a program that doesn’t inspire. But it’s part of the job. 
Our level of excellence should never waver, even when we are playing whole notes 
for a singer who can’t read music, is amplified too loudly, and barely notices that 
he or she is surrounded by a live orchestra. Full houses help pay the bills, and I’ll 
do it as long as I get to play Mahler the next week. 

I take great pride in being part of the violin section. It’s a challenge to play 
together while watching the concertmaster and conductor and to match the sounds 
and movements of the people around me. But that challenge is fulfilling when you 
are surrounded by people at such a high level. I love my job and feel honored to 
make my living as a musician in a great orchestra.13 

 
Times Have Changed 
Symphony orchestras, concert bands, and choirs are part of historic traditions. The concerts that 
take place today are also recreations of music that was played hundreds of years ago. We perform 
Beethoven a certain way because Beethoven has always been played that way. We could be playing 
under a conductor whose teachers and descendants go all the way back to Verdi. Some symphony 
concerts look like a historic film on display in a museum! 

However, technology, the media, changing attitudes, and a need for financial survival influence 
today’s ensembles. Furthermore, the role of the conductor has evolved from a historic dictatorship 
to a contemporary empowerment of all the musicians. 

The dynamic, contemporary young maestros of today, the amazing wind ensembles from Japan, 
our superstar soloists such as Lang Lang, Joshua Bell, and Yo-Yo Ma—all have embodied a visible 
and visceral approach to performance. They are more physically engaged and show more emotions 
and movement now than fifty years ago. And you might notice that the chair factor of the musicians 
playing on the edge of their chairs will likely exceed ninety-five percent! That’s not an accident! 
 
Playing in an ensemble is not a right; it is an honor. 
Today’s musicians are artistic messengers sharing joy, compassion, fantasy, healing, honor, pride, 
and inspiration with the rest of the world. 

	
12	Meredith	Snow,	phone	interview,	August	28,	2017.	
13	Heather	LeDoux	Green,	phone	interview,	August	30,	2017.	
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We have a responsibility to the music, the section, the ensemble, and our own integrity to do 
this with all our heart, soul, and body. This is really the higher purpose, the honor, and the joy that 
is available to everyone. We are the ministers of something much greater than ourselves, and it’s 
our privilege and honor to share it with others. It’s a sacred trust. 

 
End 

 
All illustrations are by Sharon Turney DKS productions and are the property of Barry Green. 
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