
VOICING, NOT RANKING: AN EXPLANATION OF OUR PHILOSOPHY 
 
 
Dear YOOF friends and families: 
 
So often things that are clear to those of us who are professional musicians (I myself spent many years as a professional 
violinist in various orchestras, including the Louisville Orchestra, the Mexico City Philharmonic, the Pacific Symphony, 
and the Los Angeles Philharmonic), are not quite as clear to non-musicians.  
 
Sometimes we don’t do a good job of explaining a world that musicians simply take for granted. 
 
There is, for example, a lot of confusion surrounding our annual auditions. What follows is my attempt to clarify an 
otherwise mysterious process. Maybe an artificial Q & A format will help…let’s hope! 
 
Why do you have auditions? 
In the world of youth orchestras, auditions are essential. YOOF, for example, contains three separate ensembles—our 
Youth Chamber Orchestra, our Youth Symphony Orchestra, and our Youth Philharmonic Orchestra. We have to sort a 
large number of young musicians into rough categories according to their levels of musical and technical attainment, 
their musicality, their interest in and dedication to music, their preparation of audition materials, their past behavior in 
our orchestras (punctuality, attitude, preparation of material), and so on. Not only that, but each ensemble has its own 
needs—we need a certain minimum number of each instrument group in each orchestra. 
 
So you’re saying that decisions are not based just on how well a musician plays? 
That’s right. There are many other factors to be taken into account. And, as we have just mentioned, we do need a 
certain number of horns, for example, in both the YSO and the YPO. Our Music Director is also looking to balance the 
sound in each orchestra, and to create ensembles in which experienced players can support others who are less 
experienced. 
 
What if I don’t play well at my audition—can I get a do-over? 
You would be amazed to know how often we hear that question. But just think… We schedule up to 300 auditions each 
year. The effort takes at least six days of our time. Imagine if we had to hear every applicant twice! Beyond that practical 
consideration, there’s the question of a learning opportunity that exists here: this is life. Sometimes you do well in a test 
situation, sometimes you do less well. Next time you will prepare better and do better. 
 
What if I am unhappy with my placement and/or seating? 
This is another of those learning opportunities we just mentioned. Our Music Director’s decisions are final and his 
expertise must be respected. But this kind of question actually breaks our hearts, because when we hear it, we know we 
have failed to help people understand what this whole project is about. 
 
All right: what is this whole project about? 
It’s about cooperation and collaboration and working toward a mutually understood goal. 
If we could create an orchestra with NO SEATING, we would do it. It happens, however, that composers have written 
their symphonic music, strangely enough, for….a symphony. A symphony that has parts for first violins and second 
violins, not to mention violas; for first flutes and third flutes and piccolos, for triangle as well as for timpani. All of these 
parts are equally important, and all of them must be played by someone, or there will be no symphony (syn, together, + 
phone, voice, sound = harmony, agreement of sound).  
 
Voicing, not ranking 
The thing to understand is that an orchestra is not about ranking. An orchestra is about voicing. 
What Dr. Loewenheim is doing, when he decides where to place the various musicians in our three ensembles, is 
voicing. He’s creating three orchestras, each of which has its necessary sound.  
 
  



In the professional world this is clearer… 
In professional orchestras, musicians audition for what are called ‘openings.’ There is an opening only if someone leaves 
the orchestra. (You will find orchestras specifically advertising for third chair cello or for fourth horn or for inside second 
stand second violin.) The opening must be filled because symphonic music can’t be performed when you are missing 
even one of the necessary musicians.  
 
Musicians who are good enough to get into the New York Philharmonic or the Cleveland Orchestra or the San Francisco 
Symphony are all on an extremely high level—in fact they are all pretty much on the same level. Every single player has 
to play the audition equally well, whether auditioning for last chair second violin or somewhere in the front of the first 
violins. Auditions for principal players are somewhat different, but it is not necessarily the case that the musician 
winning a principal position is better than someone winning the third chair position. By the way, all tutti (regular 
orchestra, not principal) positions start at the same base salary.  
 
A society of equals working toward agreement of sound! 
All this is meant to illustrate that an orchestra is a collective, a society of equals. Benjamin Zander, a famously passionate 
conductor of youth orchestras, has written about the ability we all have to “lead from any chair.” And that is precisely 
what makes orchestras great—the players, equal in effort and in love of music, are all striving together toward a 
common goal. 
 
As the late José Antonio Abreu, founder of Venezuela’s El Sistema, has pointed out wonderfully, "the orchestra is the 
only group that comes together with the sole purpose of agreement." 
 
Thanks so much for taking the time to read this. Please feel free to ask questions—real questions, not artificial ones—if 
this explanation needs further…explanation. 
 
Julia 
office@youthorchestrasfresno.org 
 


