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ADVICE FOR ASPIRING ORCHESTRAL FLUTISTS



I am a sophomore flute performance major and someday hope to follow in the footsteps of so many greats before me by pursuing an orchestral career.  This project offered me the rare privilege of corresponding with orchestral flutists from across the nation to lean how they achieved success in this extremely competitive field.  Although their accounts reassured me of the difficulties along the path to orchestral success, they also encouraged me that the benefits reaped from this pursuit are well worth the effort.


My target sample group consisted of flutists in the United States who have been hired in an orchestral capacity within the past five years.  To procure a list of subjects, I contacted over 100 orchestras from across the country and composed an online survey comprised of three main sections: the flutists' musical backgrounds, their orchestral audition preparation, and their current orchestral employment.     


With the data collected from these surveys, I wrote an article with the following purposes: to inform aspiring orchestral flutists of the inherent challenges of this career choice, to provide insight for productive orchestra audition preparation, and to offer inside advice for today's flutists.  


Below follows the survey that was sent to the participating sample group, and the subsequent article which is being considered for publication by The Flutist Quarterly.   

BACKGROUND

1. What undergraduate/graduate school(s) did you attend?

2. Were you encouraged to pursue your orchestral career goal, or discouraged because of competition or other factors?

3. Did your instructor think that you were well prepared to begin auditions and to enter the professional music world?  Did you concur with his/her opinion?  

4. Did you continue lessons after you graduated?

5. What was your means of support between graduation and your first appointment?

6.  How long was it between your graduation and your first appointment?

BACKGROUND ON PICCOLO

1. Do you feel as comfortable on the piccolo as you do on the flute?

2. Was piccolo playing a regular part of studies with your instructor?

3. On a scale of 1-10, how important do you think proficiency on the piccolo is to the orchestral career/success of a flutist?

AUDITION PROCESS

1. Did you begin auditions immediately after graduate school?

2. What was your main informant for orchestra employment opportunities?  i.e. internet, word of mouth, The International Musician, etc.

3. Did you limit your job search to surrounding, local orchestras, or were you financially prepared for traveling expenses?

4. For how long had you been preparing the orchestral excerpts?  Did you feel confident in playing all of them?

5. What did you do to physically, mentally, and musically prepare before an audition?

6. During the audition, was there a screen between you and your audience?  How did this affect you?

7. Were you asked to audition on any auxiliary instruments?

8. At any point in your audition did you play with another member of the orchestra?

9. If an orchestra requested a solo piece or excerpt that you were not familiar with, did this deter you from taking the audition?

10. What excerpts were you asked to play on a successful audition?  

11. What solo repertoire?

12. Did you ever submit a taped audition?

13. If you were rejected, were you told why?  If so, did this information help you for your next audition?

14. Did you ever audition for the same orchestra more than once?  If you were successful upon repeated efforts, what did you do differently?

15. How many auditions did you have before you were hired?

16. Did you ever use any tactics to get in good favor with an orchestra, such as taking lessons with the principle of a potential orchestra?  If so, were you successful?

17. On a scale of 1-10, how big of a role do you think “connections” have in ensuring an orchestral position?

CURRENT SUCCESSFUL JOB

1. Now that you are in an orchestra, what are your career goals? i.e. a larger orchestra, a solo career, or are you content where you are?

2. If you were replacing someone, was this a stressful transition?  In such an instance, were you accepted well by the flute section and other members of the orchestra?

3. Based upon your experience, do you find that most orchestra members are supportive of one another, or do you sense strife and competitiveness?

4. Do you worry about being replaced based on complaints from fellow players or conductors? 

5. Does your conductor let you know what he thinks of your playing?

6. Is the salary you receive sufficient for your desired life style? 

7. Do you receive benefits and a pension?

8. Is your salary supplemented by anything? i.e. teaching, free-lancing, etc.

9. Do you feel like you have job security?

10. How many services do you perform per year?

11. How many rehearsals do you have a week?

12. What is the typical salary in your orchestra per service?

13. If you have a family, how has your career been affected by this?

14. What would you say your “formula to success” is?

15. If you could give one piece of advice to the next generation of aspiring flute players, what would it be?

Additional Comments: Please feel free to leave any comments, suggestions, ideas, stories, or thoughts that you would like to share, here.





    Thank you!


                 ADVICE FOR ASPIRING ORCHESTRAL FLUTISTS

GETTING STARTED


Like so many flutists of my generation, I plan to pursue a career as an orchestral player. The competitive nature of this field compelled me to discover what it would take to win such a position.  With the help of a research stipend awarded to me by my undergraduate university, I wasted no time in heading straight to the source by enlisting the help of orchestral flutists from across the nation.  I contacted over 100 orchestras to acquire the e-mail addresses of flutists hired in the United States within the past five years.  I sent an on-line survey to as many addresses as possible in an attempt to gain a first-hand account of these flutists’ musical backgrounds, audition experiences, and current employment.  I have been encouraged and challenged by the trials and successes of these flutists and hope that this article will serve as a guide to other young, aspiring flutists by helping further them on the road to success. 

BACKGROUND


Upon the completion of at least 6 years of undergraduate and graduate level studies, this participating group of surveyed flutists had received what is generally considered to be adequate training for their desired, orchestral profession.  Even so, after the lengthy education process and countless numbers of hours in the practice rooms, were these flutists truly ready to begin an orchestral career in the professional field of music? 


One of the surveyed flutists noted that many orchestras are only interested in hiring experienced players.  She pointed out that there is no way of getting experience unless one has a job, and there is no way of getting a job unless one attends auditions.  
The most crucial way that a student prepares for auditions is by studying the standard orchestral excerpts.  These excerpts are snippets of principal parts from some of the greatest orchestral repertoire ever composed.  They are used by orchestra committees to weed out those who are not capable of mastering them and to hire those who are.  It is in a student’s best interest to begin practicing them as soon as possible: “My teacher and I spent a lot of time on orchestral excerpts as an undergrad, so I think I was probably better prepared than a lot of young players who were focusing all of their energies on recital repertoire.” 


The excerpts must be studied with great care, diligence and patience in order to interpret every nuance of musicality with appropriate style, technique, vibrato, rhythm and flair.  Even after ten years of dedicated study, one of the flutists said she still did not feel completely confident in playing all of the excerpts.  She realized that she “was unprepared for the level of performance required to win a big audition.”  It was noted that flutists who do not take the preparation of these excerpts seriously are making a monumental mistake: “I still think a lot of [the excerpts] are very hard…they are excerpts for a reason! You can study them and gain proficiency, but…they will always be some of the most challenging and telling licks on the instrument.”  (Flutists should be aware that there are separate excerpts for the position of second flute and an entirely different set for opera and musical theatre employment.)

*INSERT GRAPH OF THE MOST COMMONLY REQUESTED EXCERPTS  HERE*          

The most common excerpts that these flutists were asked for were: Ravel’s Daphnis and Chloe, Beethoven’s Lenore, Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Prokovief’s Classical Symphony, Brahm’s Symphony No. 4 in E Minor, Debussy’s Afternoon of a Faun, Dvorak’s Symphony No. 8 in G Major, Gluck’s Menuet and Dance of the Blessed Spirits and solos from Bizet’s Carmen. 

***********************************************************************
Most students use their instructors' opinions to gauge how ready they are to begin auditions.  This is, unfortunately, not an exact method of determining one's own readiness.  One of the flutists was in a quandary when her instructors' opinions differed from her own: “My instructors and conductors were overly confident in my ability to win or do well in auditions.  I found auditions were a lot more difficult than my instructors thought they would be.”  Most of the surveyed flutists said that they did not feel prepared to begin auditions until after at least one year of graduate school.  


In addition to the rigors of preparing and perfecting the orchestral excerpts and solo repertoire, the audition process can be very financially and physically draining. During this time a work schedule must often be fit into an already rigorous practice regimen in order to earn an income to pay for the cost of living and most likely, student loans.  Auditions take place all over the country so a flutist must be prepared for traveling expenses.  One flutist recounted the “many, many jobs” it took to earn enough money to adequately finance audition excursions, while others simply borrowed money.  Most of these flutists taught, participated in gigs, or played as freelancers to support themselves.  Many were fortunate enough to have an orchestral job after only one year of graduate school or immediately after graduation.  This ideal situation should not be taken for granted, however: flutists should be financially prepared to support themselves until they win an adequate salary as an orchestral player. 


Another considerable expense that a flutist should consider is the purchase of a reliable piccolo and the investment of separate piccolo lessons.  Many of the surveyed flutists, even with a master’s degree, had devoted a minimal amount of study to this small, seemingly less important instrument.  A flutist is, however“…diluting their orchestral options when they refuse [to] or fail to become proficient in piccolo.”  One of these flutists spent a “great deal of time and money” in studying the piccolo with a separate instructor.  She is now playing piccolo in an orchestra and believes that she made a worthy investment.  Although it is naturally assumed that a fine flute player makes a fine piccolo player, this is not generally the case.  The piccolo is an entirely different instrument with its own set of problems and idiosyncrasies to be mastered.  The piccolo may be small in size, but it possesses great potential to increase one's competitiveness at auditions: “…For those of us who do play the piccolo, it’s great that so many fine flutists neglect it.  That narrows the field at auditions.  For precisely this reason, I feel that anybody who’s considering auditioning for flute jobs should also think seriously about whether or not they plan to take piccolo auditions…Further, some people assume that because they play the flute well, they have a chance of winning piccolo auditions.  In rare cases, this may be true, but it’s important to remember that it is a separate instrument with its own challenges.  I think you need to spend some long term time with the instrument before you try to take piccolo auditions.”  (Flutists should also be aware that there are separate piccolo excerpts and solo repertoire requested at piccolo auditions.  Several of the surveyed flutists were requested to play Vivaldi’s piccolo concerto in C major.) 

AUDITION PROCESS


Being a musician is, “… a lot like being an Olympic athlete…with the strength and training required of you physically, plus the mental toughness and the discipline that’s required of us to practice all of those long hours day after day, year after year.  We’re never really done.”  This is never truer than during the audition process--a time which demands a great amount of physical, emotional, and musical energy.  Some of the flutists have taken up to 30 auditions and are still auditioning in hopes of playing with a larger orchestra.  Most musicians remain abreast of upcoming auditions by perusing the musicians’ union magazine The International Musician on a regular basis.  This magazine keeps musicians informed of audition opportunities throughout the country. 


After carefully selecting which auditions to take, a flutist streamlines his/her practice routine based upon the specific solo repertoire and orchestral excerpts requested for each audition.  The surveyed flutists are all aware that it is not enough to accurately play an excerpt—it is also necessary to be aware of the excerpts’ “musical surroundings.”  Studying scores is very useful for this purpose because it shows the player which instruments are involved in the melodic and accompaniment lines of the piece, and helps the player make informed, interpretive decisions in order to sound as authentic as possible. 


The surveyed flutists take audition preparation very seriously: “I try to go over every excerpt with scores to mark and remind myself what the rest of the orchestra is doing.  Also, I listen to as many recordings as I can… to see what others have done with tempos, phrasing, dynamics, etc.  What I’ve found is to make sure I know the entire piece…It makes me feel over-prepared.”  A highly structured, consistent routine is a must: “…I work slowly and systematically always with my tuner and metronome and I also tape myself regularly.  I listen to my recordings and take notes [in a practice journal] so I can fix things in my next practice session.”  Another commented on the time commitment involved: “I would estimate that I practiced an average of 5 hours a day in a highly organized manner.  I was sure to do my full warm-up and breathing exercises (1 hour) each morning.  I made lists for every day of which excerpts I was going to practice and how I was going to practice them…I also played for my teacher weekly and...for two other people a week...”  As this flutist illustrated, it is advisable to perform for as many people as possible in order to feel more relaxed during a performance at an audition.  


Several flutists also mentioned that they practice behind a screen in order to prepare themselves for “that feeling.”  Some enjoy the impersonal quality of the screen because it blocks their view of the audition committee and calms them.  Others dislike it for this exact same reason: “I am actually more comfortable without the screen because I feel like everyone sees each other as a human being.”  Most orchestras use a screen for all rounds except the finals.  Flutists need to be flexible enough to play comfortably behind a screen and confidently before a committee.  As performers, it would seem that an “audience”—even one that decides one’s orchestral fate—would actually be a catalyst to a pleasing performance. “…Once the screen was gone… I enjoyed playing for the committee more than I thought I would. I liked seeing the committee and responding to their suggestions when asked to play an excerpt again.” 


One flutist commented that orchestras use screens because it is the fairest way to ensure that the committee is judging solely on talent.  Many flutists believe that “connections” do actually play a role in who is winning auditions.  However, as one of the flutists reminded, it depends completely upon the individuals involved in the hiring process: “I don’t think you can generalize about this [connections]. It depends on the attitudes/integrity of those on the committee… [and] the position (orchestras are far more likely to take a chance on an unknown entity for a second position than a principal one.) …I do believe that it is fair for personality to factor into who wins the job once they are in the finals.  The committee is choosing a colleague, not just a flutist, and in the case of a major orchestra, there is a good chance that you will sit next to that person for twenty or more years.  Bad personality conflicts can create a bad product even if the two people are individually fine flutists.” 


If connections do play a role in appointments, none of these flutists employed any tactics in an attempt to make a good impression on a prospective orchestra.  One said that she thought such behavior was “inappropriate.”  Several did take lessons with principles they respected, but never in an attempt to establish a "connection."  Once in an orchestra, however, connections can be useful in developing good rapport among colleagues:  “…connections can help in other ways.  I do think that it helps to take lessons with people in the section, since it helps you to understand the style of the orchestra.”  

CURRENT JOB


Most orchestral flutists are not content in their professional lives and do not have a sense of job security until they are in a successful, full-time orchestra—preferably one with a pension, benefits and a salary amenable to the flutist's lifestyle.  In order to gain the necessary experience for a larger orchestra, some must first begin in smaller, part-time orchestras that require a supplemented salary.  One of the flutists commented that many professionally aspiring flutists are constrained to teach lessons or play in a community orchestra in hopes of substituting in a professional orchestra.  It was also noted that full-time orchestral jobs are “few and far between.”  In fact, one of the flutists estimated that in the US there are 20 top, full-time orchestras with a total of 60-80 full-time, flute positions. 

          ***INSERT GRAPH OF SALARY/REHEARSAL ESTIMATES HERE***

[In a recent article from Chicago by Katherine Millett (June 2005, pg. 96-99, 201, 202) she stated that "Only 4,200 full-time jobs exist in US orchestras...Those jobs pay annual base salaries ranging from $25,000 for orchestras in small cities to about $105,000 in Chicago and New York. Players with the titled positions of principal, associate, or assistant principal have additional responsibilities and earn more.”


Salaries also differ depending on the length of the orchestra’s season.  Some flutists receive a base, weekly salary and others are paid per service. Some receive a wage per hour during rehearsals, others do not. On average, these flutists performed 168 services. They rehearsed on average 4 times a week and received an average of 190 dollars per service. The flutists who play in full-time orchestras all stated that they are content with the wages they receive; the flutists who are still aspiring to such a position are not.] ***********************************************************************
Many flutists--especially in large orchestras--sense an unsettling spirit of competitiveness among colleagues.  Several of the surveyed flutists recounted the awkwardness they felt upon filling a principle position which had also been desired by another member of the orchestra.  A few of the flutists are also concerned that they could be replaced because of  players’ negative comments.  On the whole, most seem to believe that the majority of orchestral players are polite and professional: “I think it [competition and strife] differs from orchestra to orchestra, section to section, and person to person. However, I believe there are more supportive players than negative ones in any group.” 

CAREER ADVICE


My goal in writing this article was to discover, on behalf of my generation’s flutists,  the  "secret to orchestral success.”  In a round about way, I was successful.  As a Kansas girl, I should have remembered Dorothy's advice and stuck to my own backyard by realizing that the "secret" has been with me all of my life.  The secret is that there is no secret!  Each flutist, throughout the ages, has discovered their own, individual strengths and endeavored to make the most of their unique talents.  The "secret formula" used by these flutists is, simply put,  practice, patience, and persistence.   


As simplistic as this "formula" may seem, it offers more than adequate challenge even for the most ambitious among us .  The orchestral pursuit is a difficult path and one that is not well suited to everyone's strengths.  A great amount of dedication is required for practice and audition preparation, for which an ample amount of time should be set aside.  A flutist should remember that it is not the quantity of hours spent in practice, but the quality that counts: "...Be sure you are truly working when you are practicing.  Looking back, I realize that in the past, I would think I was working, but actually I was just playing and sort of solving some problems."  Attention to and patience with details is also a must: “Don’t forget the details. It’s what separates the ‘good flute players’ from the ‘good flute players who are winning jobs.’"  All of these flutists continued to persist in their endeavors because, ultimately, they knew the reward awaiting them was well worth the effort: “Being a professional, classical musician is very difficult. You are continuously challenged, sometimes not in a good way, and you really learn who you are. You [have to be] tough. You [have to] believe in yourself…There is always something we can fix or improve or learn or re-learn…As tough as it gets, there is nothing else I would rather do with my life.  I love being a musician, a flutist and a teacher.  Nothing compares to the experience of sitting in the middle of an orchestra [and] hearing that amazing sound all around you.  Even if a person never gets that big job with their dream orchestra, to be able to make your living as a classical flutist...whether you [are] freelancing or playing chamber music or teaching, or all of the above…you’ve got to realize how lucky you are to be able to do what you do.  There are so many people out there that truly never find fulfillment in their jobs and we do.  We get to play really beautiful music with other truly incredible musicians and that’s what we do for a living!...And then to be able to teach and pass [on the] enthusiasm for music to another young aspiring flutist…that’s what it’s all about!” 


Many flutists have enjoyed the privilege of earning a living as an orchestral flutist; not every flutist, however, is well suited for this career.  It is important to remember that orchestral playing is not the only available musical career choice.  One of the flutists noted that many times musicians have a "preconceived idea" of what they want to do.   Although it is advisable to have set goals and a plan of action, musicians should be careful not to become short sighted in their aspirations: "Don't be so preoccupied with the goal that you miss out on other things that might be more important and that will point you in the career direction in which you would be most successful.  Everyone knows how difficult it is to get a job as a musician, but there are many ways to earn a living that involve music, and if you pay attention to the direction your experiences are pointing you in, you will end up in the right place for you."  


