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Ondřej Vrabec: I am anchored in the symphonic repertoire

Ondřej Vrabec is one of those people who seem to be oblivious to the astronomical constant of the twenty-four hour day. His activities are extensive and his interests wide-ranging. He is the first French horn player in the Czech Philharmonic, devotes himself intensively to conducting and plays in several chamber ensembles. With one of these ensembles, the Brahms Trio Prague, he recently completed a CD, very positively received by the critics, that he also personally recorded, edited, and prepared for release, producing the cover photo to boot... Knowing Ondřej as I do, I can see that all this is just the beginning. 

Your professional life started very untypically – you started to play in the Czech Philharmonic at seventeen. How did it happen? 

By the ordinary route – applying for an advertised place by audition. My professor at the Conservatory Bedřich Tylšar told me about it – even though applying at my age was almost impudent. Initially my rating wasn't actually above the level necessary for the appointment, but it was the highest of any applicant and so the committee decided to give me a kind of year's internship in the orchestra, where I played anything that was needed, from fourth horn to first. The next year they advertised the post again (1998) and then I filled all the requirements. Finally in 1999 I got a full contractual place, right after my graduation concert in the Rudolfinum hall.

You were studying conducting at the Prague Conservatory at the same time.

Actually I only started that after finishing studies in the French horn. I graduated in conducting in 2002 – they let me arrange for an individual study plan and so I shortened the study programme to three years. After the vacation I went on to the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague. I graduated from there last year. 

Then in the spring of 2007 came the Prague Spring Festival Competition, where you, as conductor, finished in very tight fourth place, although the critics didn't overlook your performance and rated it very highly. Are you planning to go in for any other competitions? Are they at all important? 

I'm afraid they are important. It annoys me a lot. Earlier I thought that the main thing was to play well, go into it in the greatest possible depth, take as humble an attitude as possible to the music and oneself and the rest would somehow fall into place. But then you discover that the kind of work you achieve that way doesn't always play the main role. Sometimes soloists, even those appearing with the Czech Philharmonic, are quite an eye-opener... Competitions often look less like a display of artistic creativity and unique individuality than some sort of sports tournament, a match about who plays faster, higher, who can produce more surprises in terms of polished and above all faultlessly presented artistic numbers. It's only when you get further despite this necessary tax that you can in some way start to realise your real vision, if you have one of course – and that is often the source of the lack of fit between competitions and real concert practise. Competitions are actually only good in the sense that they offer prestige to people who don't want to rely on the conclusions of their own ears and hearts. Generally people today don't stick by their own views much; the important things are trends, admiring the same as the others, what is considered "in", what is recommended, what is most pushed by advertising. Music stars today support a vast machinery of small parasites and big vampires, who would never exist if this wasn't the general habit, and so no one actually wants music lovers themselves to look for diversity. They are supposed to consume what is served up to them and to pay into the right pockets. The problem was very nicely expressed by the harpsichord player Zuzana Růžičková in an interview. Roughly what she said was that when she was young the people who went talent-spotting were impresarios, mostly former musicians themselves with professional musical experience, who understood the field and were interested in the exceptional qualities of young musicians. They used to watch them at work for a long time, and go to their concerts. Today this is the task of managers, whose only perspective is commercial gain and who rely more or less solely on competition results when choosing suitable candidates. Today they're selling bread rolls and the next day violinists. Decisions on a human fate are made on the basis of just thirty or sixty minutes playing time on the podium… A huge amount of money makes the world go round in music. When I got to Japan, in the column on my visa for occupation I 'm defined as "entertainer" – in my view that give you an accurate picture of the world today. 

But in one respect competitions, especially the conducting ones, are irreplaceable. I can be the greatest possible conductor but unless I get a chance to stand in front of an orchestra and show what I can do, no-one will ever know that. In a competition everyone who gets through the preliminary selection gets the chance. Of course he or she is under enormous pressure and the conditions are diametrically opposite to normal work, ending in the concert, but the chance is there. If you just sit and wait for an invitation, it's almost certain that nothing will ever arrive. 

Does your – quite prestigious – engagement with the Czech Philharmonic help you in any way in your conducting career? 

Yes, it helps. But not so much in the sense of getting me opportunities – chiefly in the fact that when I stand up in front of an orchestra the performers appreciate that that I'm not someone who has been teaching himself to conduct in front of a mirror, but that I know the orchestra from the inside, I know how it functions and what it needs. As an orchestral player I watch plenty of conductors every day at work, some of them excellent, some surprisingly bad – regardless of their status. School is good in the sense that students get a chance to conduct district orchestras, and are forced to work systematically, to build up their repertoires. But nothing can replace the practical school of working in an orchestra! This kind of experience has a perceptible effect on conducting. The players then tend to be pleasantly surprised that such a novice knows the orchestra better then they would have expected from anyone so young.

If everything goes as you would want it to, what kind of repertoire would you want to concentrate on as a conductor? 

I am very much anchored in the symphonic repertoire, even though just because I work in an orchestra I am far from idealising the orchestra in any way. The role of conductor of a symphony orchestra isn't a bed of roses, but when I stand in front of it and can work with it, I feel at home; it is close and familiar to me. I am also grateful for the chance to work with a chamber orchestra, but I can't easily imagine conducting a choir, for example – I don't even have any experience of that. Opera attracts me, and I've already tried it in a small way. Actually this is a symphony orchestra as well, with the voice as another dimension. But it is very demanding – the conductor has to react even more flexibly to what is going on at every moment, and be on his guard all the time. The success of a symphonic concert mainly depends on the care devoted to rehearsal, but in opera something you can hardly be prepared for can happen every night. On the other hand, it's true that because opera works on the audience in so many different ways – instrumentally, vocally, visually on the stage and so on –, there is a substantially higher level of tolerance in opera for any small hitches that may occur.

Does a brass player conduct in a different way than, say, a string player? After all, the strings have a particularly important role in the orchestra.

In that sense I probably do have a slight handicap, but you learn a great deal through actual practise, for example about bowing. My background in wind is recognisable, for example a hand gesture sometimes de facto symbolises what someone should do or should want to do with his breath. The strings feel it a little differently, but in fact it's actually similar. Breathing is the foundation. 

What does a horn player actually hear in the orchestra? Tell us about your sound perspective when you are sitting in the orchestra...

Unfortunately sometimes you only hear the cymbal behind your head. Even when things work as they should, the position of the French horns to the back is a little unpleasant in the sense that often, for example in the faster rhythmic passages, you can't rely on what you're hearing because the sound comes to you late. In moments like that I sometimes have to supplement my hearing with my sight – for example I observe the movements of the strings on the first desk. Sometimes you even need to play slightly early, because the sound of the French horn doesn't go directly into the hall, but is reflected from the wall. 

When you then go to play chamber music, do you have to spend some time adapting to the different situation?

No. I would argue that there is no difference between orchestral and chamber play. That's an excuse put forward by some older orchestral players who think they are somehow enhancing their own importance by claiming that orchestral play is something entirely specific. I don't agree. I know from experience that some people will immediately grasp how an orchestra functions and will be able to react immediately to what is going on around it, and others won't ever grasp it to their dying day. The principle is the same as in chamber play, just with the difference that in a small ensemble you concentrate exclusively on what you can hear whereas in an orchestra you also have to follow what is happening visually (the conductor etc.), and constantly assess these perceptions, because the results often diverge quite a lot. And you have to add in the fact that 90 people are having to make these decisions at the same time. This constant "switching between the eye and the ear" can be very demanding in terms of attention. You need a bit of time to get used to some things in the orchestra, that's true. But otherwise it is purely a question of musical intelligence and adaptability, and in that sense there is no difference between chamber play and the orchestra. 

Academies in particular are very much orientated to solo or chamber play. Would you agree that the teaching of orchestral play is seriously neglected? 

Yes. Another pernicious practice is that in orchestral part lessons at the schools all the attention is focused just on the exposed passages, the solo entries. At auditions a player will often come in at all but double tempo, because he or she has absolutely know idea of how the whole thing is really played. Often students would do better if they listened to the whole piece on CD once rather than just constantly practising selected snippets from those little books that are the bibles at the schools. The effect is that often they haven't a clue about the pieces as wholes. When several players leave an orchestra all at once and are replaced by young players it's normal to find that its performance suffers for a time. This means that the best solution of all is the practise of orchestral internships (like the Berlin Philharmonic academy, for example), where a young player gets the chance to sit in the orchestra among seasoned colleagues, play a few concerts and get to know a real orchestra at a real concert, and not that school "trial-run". This is genuine experience.

Let's turn now to your chamber music activities. What are you focusing on in all this? 

I had to cut back my chamber activities seriously because of my conducting studies, and so I really focused just on the ensembles that in my view had the best prospects. That was the Juventus Quintet, a wind quintet founded back in 1996, which has recently been relatively dormant, unfortunately, because of the other work commitments of all the members. At the moment the priority ensemble for me is the Brahms Trio Prague, which fulfils my ideals of deep and creative chamber co-operation. The PhilHarmonia Octet Prague is also important to me. It's only been in existence for a short time so far, but it brings together outstanding players, real soloist individual personalities – I think it has a great future. 

Getting back to the Trio. It consists of French horn, violin and piano, which is quite an unconventional combination. Is there any problem with lack of repertoire?

Only at a first perfunctory glance – unfortunately the sort of glance typical of concert organisers. As far as I know, there are about ten original pieces from earlier times for the combination. Surprisingly these are to be found even in Classicism – for example Dusík's trio. The corner stone of original compositions is naturally the work that is our trio's emblem – Brahms's op. 40. And of course there is the Ligeti, which we are just preparing now. There are also trios originally written for oboe instead of violin, for example, which it is no problem for our combination to play. Most of them sound even better than in the original version. When it comes to transcription, perhaps one day we shall be a little more impudent and arrange the cello part in Shostakovich for horn, for example. But original pieces will always remain the main interest. We also play the solo repertoire for individual instrumental combinations at our concerts. We are motivating contemporary composers to write original new works dedicated to the BTP. For example we provided the impulse for a new piece from the English composer Andrew Downes, and recorded it in world premiere on our CD.

Your debut CDs (see review section) which you christened on the 5th of February in the Suk Hall at the Rudolfinum, were made in quite an unconventional way – you yourself recorded them in Regensburg, Germany, and edited them yourself. Can you tell us more about this? 

We wanted to create a really unique recording and that meant we had to have full control of the entire process – from setting the microphones to the final mastering –, and this is something people were unlikely to let us do in a studio. Apart from the basic economic factor (you can's imagine how hard it is to find sponsors even for the most unique project and how much recording frequencies cost in a qualitatively comparable hall in the CR), the freedom of time that organising the recording process for ourselves gave us played a role as well. That was one reason why we were ready in a record 2.5 days. Last but not least I wanted to push my own limits a little further – sound engineering has been one of my big hobbies for a long time. When thanks to the generosity of the local university and my friend the conductor Graham Buckland I suddenly had a chance of getting a completely unique Audimax hall in Regensburg totally free of change and with a brand-new Steinway too, there was no question but to go for it. 

Of course I have no professional knowledge of acoustics and the other disciplines that sound engineers are trained in, but even though I've naturally read quite a lot of technical material, I think it is above all a question of talent, will and ear. A so-called professional sound engineer has completely ruined our sound several times. I don't want to generalise, but even when it comes to medicine a white coat doesn't make a doctor a doctor and there are doctors and Doctors. And unfortunately it's the same way in sound engineering. The way customers often behave is that the bigger the mixing console they can see the more they trust a firm – and its the same with makes of microphones. Studios are often full of useless stuff that they never ever actually use but a studio just must have in order to look sufficiently professional… For me professionalism doesn't consist in the fact that someone graduates and does his or her work as a "profession", but means that they deliver perfect work, which they regard as a vocation and master better than anyone else!

Today the sound equipment commonly available even to me is incomparably more sophisticated than what Messrs. Burda and Kulhan used to record the Czech Philharmonic in the sixties, and yet – listen to those recordings and compare them with today's! It is almost incredible what they knew how to do. Today every instrument, or instrumental section in the case of an orchestra, is recorded by several microphones at once onto many tracks – each part separately. This means studio work has been shifting from quality of performance to post-production – everything is subsequently mixed, the good highlighted and the bad covered up, and all kinds of things can be helped in an almost incredible way. It's hugely advantageous for the recording industry – it saves the time that would have been necessary for perfect fine tuning of the recording before it even gets to the microphones. But for all that, could you stick your neck out and say that today's recordings are better? 

We went back a little to the good old days. We were recording using the simplest setup possible for our purposes Two microphones – i.e. a simple stereophonic recording technique, the shortest cable route to the digital converter and a digital recording into a stereo track in the computer. This kind of method excluded any kind of subsequent correction of the recording and as so the resulting balance and sound design of the final product depended only on the performance itself. The record was born directly on the podium – during the play, not later during studio processing. This approach demanded painstaking preparation in Prague. Then we just simply tried to play with the greatest possible elan – as at a live performance, while attempting to minimise the number of cuts so as to preserve the expressive integrity of the recording. This approach may be uncomfortable by today's standards, but it is the only one that leads to the goal – which is for the trio to sound to listeners just as it would at concerts. The direction remained completely in our hands, all the technical equipment was located on the podium and employed while we were actually playing. This was the only way we could live up to our ideas of the right quality. 

Doesn't it interfere with your performance when you have to take care of the recording as well? 
No. As I've described, the whole technique is very simply, and during the recording itself all I had to do was "turn on/turn off". 

You have a very professional and vivid web site (www.vrabcovi.cz), where one of the sections is called "Horn Clinic". Should we gather from this that teaching attracts you?

I don't teach on a permanent basis at any institution and I don't have any regular private pupils, but students often come to me for consultations. Some of them are preparing for auditions, and others have some particular technical problem. With the horn clinic I try to give students even easier access to the necessary information – I reply to the more generally relevant questions with articles permanently available on the web, and answer individual student problems by e-mail or a personal visit. From the start the horn clinic was conceived to be a part of the horn players' favourite server www.lesniroh.cz, where not just me but any of the visitors to the pages could answer the questions. Good advice – that's the dearest and least available kind of commodity! 

I am also involved in a project run by the company And Vision Inc. Tokyo, founded by Mr. Hirotsugu Ikeda. A film-maker by training (he studied in New York), a cosmopolitan and every inch a visionary as well as a capable organiser, Ikeda sees the often pretty rigid system of Japanese education from a different perspective. He has created and is extending a network of foreign lectors to whom young Japanese musicians can go for courses and consultations to open up different horizons for themselves. Generally, to answer your question directly, I greatly enjoy teaching. 

Having started to play in our foremost orchestra while still at school, you actually began at a place that many will never manage to reach even at the peak of their professional careers. I assume that sitting in the orchestra until you retire is not your idea of your future…

Indeed not. But in moments when the players are focused, prepared and the orchestra is playing as it should I say to myself that this is something that I probably couldn't live without. When you know the orchestra from the inside, it's not always entirely edifying, but then when everyone shuts up and plays, you have to love it. You hate it during rehearsals and love it at concerts…

Of course in this respect chamber music is completely different – you have to keep on trying new approaches even in pieces that you have long ago rehearsed to the point where you know them inside out. If someone fails to do that, if he isn't flexible and doesn't keep looking for new levels, it's the end. In the orchestra this is always a danger, this succumbing to a certain laxity, indifference, and actually pessimism. I was lucky that at the time when I joined the Philharmonic, and was starting to stick my nose in the air and gradually absorb that orchestral ennui, Mrs. H. A. Gaifmann dragged me off to the Sándor Végh (today the Bohuslav Martinů) Academy at the chateaux in Dobříš and in Brandýs nad Labem. Musicians came there from all over Europe, and they had a completely different approach to music. For example the bassoonist Sergio Azzolini – a genius of world stature, completely untouched by normal life, who would routinely decide that he wanted to practice at two in the morning. And nobody could bring themselves to go and yell at him on account of those beautiful notes and lost sleep. On our Portuguese tour together, on the way to the airport, he even practised in the car! Or then again once I was woken up in the night by Zelenka's sonatas. I got dressed, went out to see where the sound was coming from and found a few people playing in the chateau stables by the lavatories just for pleasure – but how they played! There I got to know a completely different standard, which took me over and which I never want anyone to take away from me! In the end, in this respect Professor Tylšar at the conservatory taught me a huge amount too. In this light work in the orchestra can often grind you down. But it should be said that this is a general problem, and far from relating just to the Czech Philharmonic. 

So what about the future – will it be the French horn or conducting?

That's the usual question and I was waiting for it. And so I'll give you my tried and tested answer. I don't think that in today's society, which is so unfavourable to culture, I am likely to get so many opportunities whether as horn player or as conductor in future hat I would actually be forced to choose one field and abandon the other for good. It's possible that one day I just won't have the time capacity and strength to work as an orchestral player. It's sometimes already a problem today – for example because of my duties in the CP I can't take part in two conducting competitions that would have interested me a great deal. But to give up conducting, chamber music, solo activities, wine, sound mastering, photography and so and so on?! Only a little bit of me would be left…

