
FACULTY 
FOCUS
LEADERSHIP IN MUSIC

By Kristin Cleveland

In the classical music world, probably the most iconic 
symbol of leadership is the figure of a conductor with 
baton in hand. 

However Nicholas McGegan, long-time guest con-
ductor at the Aspen Music Festival and School (AMFS) 
and one of the world’s leading Baroque conductors 
and eighteenth-century music experts, dispels any no-
tion about the power of the baton when it comes to 
leadership. “A lot of conductors think that conducting 
is about waving a little stick about in fancy ways. I don’t 
even use one,” he points out. “Being a conductor—and 
a leader—is about knowing how to communicate.”

Impromptu talked with McGegan and AMFS artist- 
faculty member Brinton Averil Smith to explore their 
insights on the leadership skills that the study and 
practice of music can teach: Which are most import-
ant in practice, in rehearsal, and in performance? And 
which are the most difficult to master?

A flutist and harpsichordist, McGegan was educa-
ted in Cambridge and Oxford. For the past thirty- 
four years he served as music director of San  Francisco’s 

TOP  Nicholas McGegan conducting the Aspen Chamber Symphony in 2018.  
RIGHT  Brinton Smith warming up with 2018 AMFS student Matthias Balzat.
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Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra and 
Chorale, completing his tenure with the 
2019–20 season. He’s been a guest con-
ductor at the AMFS nearly every year 
over the past twenty.

Smith first earned a math degree at 
age seventeen before deciding to pur-
sue music. He spent five summers at the 
AMFS where he met cellist Zara Nelsova 
and went on to study with her at Juil-
liard, earning his master’s and doctoral 
degrees. He’s now the principal cellist 
and a regular soloist with the Houston 
Symphony and faculty member at the 
Shepherd School of Music at Rice Uni-
versity, and  previously was a member 
of the New York Philharmonic and prin-
cipal cellist of the San Diego and Fort 
Worth symphonies. 

Both McGegan and Smith emphasize 
communication and listening, especially, 
among the important leadership skills 
that music study can teach, along with 
bravery and risk-taking, openness and 
flexibility, and humility. 

When he describes the study of mu-
sic, he talks about the progression from 
an inward focus out. “When we begin, 
we’re naturally completely focused on 
what we’re doing,” says Smith. “At first, 

“Great musicians must always have the hunger to learn and improve.  

I quickly learned that if I abandoned a pretense of authority and just tried  

to sincerely learn from the experience around me, I became more of  

a leader than I ever could have been by trying to impose my will.”

TOP  Nicholas McGegan backstage with 
the 2018 students of the Aspen Conducting 
Academy.

BOTTOM  Brinton Smith performing with fellow 
AMFS alumna Condoleezza Rice at the 2018 
AMFS Season Benefit.
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we’re trying to learn the mechanics 
of moving our bodies the right way to 
produce the correct sounds. Then we 
involve the mind more as we begin to 
play specific sounds in a specific or-
der and rhythm in order to play a piece. 
Eventually we begin to play with oth-
ers and have to learn how to make our 
voice into one part of a whole.

“At each step of the learning process 
in music—which really never ends—our 
perspective continues to broaden,” he 
says. “Ultimately we all work together 
because we love the music more than 
we love our own egos. Shostakovich 
once told Rostropovich, ‘In music, there 
are no generals. We are all foot soldiers.’ 
Music is like an x-ray of the soul. Musi-
cians who believe in themselves more 
than they believe in the music they play 
are easy to spot. Musicians who seek 
always to become better musicians for 
the sake of the music are cherished.”

“In teaching I try to convey that same 
philosophy,” he says. “Music is about 
so many different skills. You must be 
able to be your own brutal critic in the 
practice room, yet when the moment 
comes to walk onstage, you must have 
unbelievable faith in yourself and in 
your mission to communicate some-
thing more important than yourself to 
the audience.”

It’s when bringing musicians togeth-
er in a teaching or performance setting, 
that the skills of communication and 
openness, as well as bravery and hu-
mility, really come into play. 

McGegan says that communicating 
with empathy and clarity is crucial. “If 
you’re an intimidating teacher,” he says, 

“you’re never going to elicit a response 
from the student. Part of my leadership 
role is to teach the baby birds to fly. 
They’re all . . . cowering on the branch, 
and I have to say, ‘Just take a risk, just 
flap your wings and see what happens.’”

To encourage that, McGegan always 
says two things in a rehearsal: “Please, 
always ask questions.” And, “If you’re 
going to make a mistake, please, make 
it passionately.” 

“In music there is no shame in not 
knowing something,” Smith points 
out. “We all travel the same journey 
from ignorance to knowledge and—we 
hope—wisdom. But great musicians 
must always have the hunger to learn 
and improve. I quickly learned that if I 
abandoned a pretense of authority and 
just tried to sincerely learn from the ex-
perience around me, I became more of 
a leader than I ever could have been by 
trying to impose my will.” 

Being open to, and learning from, 
the experience around you is another 
crucial ability because experience is 
the one skill that can’t be taught.

“Being a young conductor is one 
of the toughest jobs, and sadly, being 
a young female conductor is proba-
bly the toughest job,” says McGegan. 

“You’re coming into an orchestra—let’s 
say you’re 25—where most of [the mu-
sicians] are over 50, and you’re trying to 
tell them what to do. They’ve had twice 
as much experience as you have, and 
there are some male members of or-
chestras who simply won’t take it from 
‘a girl.’ Every year in the [Aspen Con-
ducting Academy] class, we have two, 
three, four, five women, and they really 
have to be brave.”

Looking at it from the perspective 
of an orchestra principal, Smith recalls 
the first time he tried to lead a sec-
tion. “I was actually a student in Aspen,” 
he says. “The lesson I quickly learned 
was that authority doesn’t come from 
a chair or a title; it can only come from 
respect—respect based not on abil-
ities or talent, but on your integrity in 
pursuit of common musical goals.” He 
adds that it was a lesson that served 
him well when he started his first job as 
principal cellist leading a section of “far 
more experienced players.”

Being open to the music itself and 
pursuing common musical goals can 
be one of the most exciting aspects of 
studying because the participants are 
a part of a living, breathing process of 
creation and change.

McGegan admits that from conduc-

tor’s perspective, making great music 
is often about experimentation with 
a lot of listening skills thrown in. “Con-
ducting is a bit like being a test chef,” 
he says. “You could say, ‘This is fine, 
but it doesn’t have enough salt,’ or ‘It 
doesn’t have quite enough oregano.’ As 
a conductor, you’ve got the basics and 
you’ve got the recipe—what the com-
poser wrote on the page—but you’ve 
got to take it from the page to the au-
dience.”

He adds that it’s not just the music, 
or what a conductor might want out of 
it that play into that transformation. “It’s 
the personalities of the people playing 
it who contribute to every single per-
formance, and, let’s face it, the audi-
ence too,” he emphasizes. “Sometimes, 
the most exciting new things actually 
happen in a concert. . . . It takes a cer-
tain bravery to go out and make some-
thing up in front of an audience, and es-
pecially one in Aspen, which is about 
the smartest audience on the planet.” 

Smith points out, “The ultimate 
goal of music is really to lose yourself 
so that the music and the instrument 
speak freely without self-conscious-
ness and, in doing so, become part of a 
truth greater than your own world. The 
most profound moments you experi-
ence as a musician are the ones where 
you are the least aware of yourself and 
are just carried by the music.”

“My teacher, Zara Nelsova, taught us 
that music did not exist for us, but that 
we must exist for music. . . . If you think 
only of your part, if you long only for the 
moments in which you are in the spot-
light, then not only will you miss the 
chance to be inspired by others, but 
you will miss the profound joy of being 
a part of something larger than yourself. 
Respect from audiences and from col-
leagues is earned in music—much as 
in life—from honesty, integrity, and the 
desire to learn and always do better. 
The struggle is endless, and endlessly 
joyful. As Rachmaninoff said, ‘A lifetime 
is not enough for music, but music is 
enough for a lifetime.’”   
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