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The brass blasts out the final fanfare of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony, held aloft by the high-spirited 
ululations of the violins, and then the timpani lead the whole orchestra to the final chord whose echoes 
swirl around the vaults of All Saints Church, West Dulwich.  

 
The symphony’s exuberant conclusion has been hard won, through periods of bleak despair, anxiety, 
deep sadness, and grotesque humour, though on the way there were occasional glimpses of the light at 
the end of the tunnel. Similarly, the outcome of our 9 weeks of rehearsals was by no means a forgone 
conclusion. Judging by the warmth of the applause the audience were pleased with the results; so were 
the players, especially considering the obstacles along the way. Some of the rehearsals were 
disappointingly unproductive; we started off without all the instrumentalists, the keyboard sounded 
wrong until someone found a program that made its tone more like the celesta that we lacked in the 
orchestra. But we had been determined to play the symphony and surmount the obstacles. By the time 
of the concert it was a firm favourite with all the players and our hopes were riding high for a good 
performance. 
 
A concert given by an amateur orchestra is much more than 50 players lined up behind music stands in 
fancy dress reading through the notes to the conductor’s beat. A professional orchestra can manage 
this, but rarely can amateur players. So how did we make it to the finishing line, the final concert? This 
is the task I set myself to find out, as a social anthropologist and member of the Dulwich Symphony 
Orchestra (DSO). 
 
For players and audience alike, there is something mysterious about how an amateur orchestral 
performance comes together. Is it the wizardry of the conductor, the input of the leader and the best 
players, the magic of the music and of the occasion? Probably a bit of all of them. There are many 
reasons, some of them so obvious as not to be ignored. For amateur musicians to produce a satisfying 
concert depends on the efforts of many people: the musicians’ time and commitment, the capabilities of 
the conductor and the leader, the dedication of the committee, the support of the players’ families, the 
good dispositions of those who provide the venue to practice and to perform the concert in, and last, 
but not least, the audience. In short, the whole endeavour, just like its outcome, the performance, 
springs from the harmonious combination of many players.  



Out of a local tradition 
But to understand this we need to go back not just 9 weeks, to the first rehearsals for this concert, but 
60 years earlier, to the origins of the orchestra itself. The current chair of the orchestra’s committee has 
researched into the DSO’s history 
 
At that time in the Dulwich Junior School local musicians met to play orchestral music. They played 
mainly string pieces with wind and brass brought in especially for concerts. This group became an 
adult evening class under the wing of the London Inner Educational Authority (ILEA).  The Dulwich 
Orchestral Society, as it was then called, had its highs and lows, its playing standard varying greatly. 
But with the formation of an active committee and the dedicated work of its conductors, between 15 
and 20 years ago the Dulwich Symphony Orchestra, as it was now called, began to improve steadily 
from playing mainly chamber orchestral pieces from the baroque and classical periods to the ambitious 
late Romantic and modern symphonic repertoire that is now its hallmark. The DSO’s current principal 
conductor explained to me that his approach to the orchestra is to treat it as a professional one, because 
of the dedication and capabilities of the players.  
 
The hidden musicians 
Does this mean that everyone is a would-be professional were it not for their day job?  Not at all. 
Although there are some professionally trained musicians, and many talented players, the players’ 
standards vary greatly. We do not practice as often as professionals do and as much as we would like 
to, just over two hours being the average practice time per week. Most of the members lead busy lives, 
with considerable professional, personal and voluntary commitments. They come from the huge pool 
of “hidden musicians”1 active throughout the country, who play in their free time for the sheer love of 
it. So the DSO, like other groups of amateur musicians, is not a second rate professional orchestra; It is 
something else, something in its own right that operates quite differently from a professional orchestra.  
 

 
 
The DSO has around 35 players at any one time, though this varies. The London population is mobile 
and people move around to and from and within London for work, study and personal reasons. All but 
three of the 32 DSO members I 2interviewed live within 3-4 miles of Tulse Hill, where we rehearse, 
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though there are a few intrepid players who brave the London traffic coming from as far afield as 
Dartford, NW10 and Canary Wharf. Our principal conductor comes all the way from Ealing. 
 
There is an even balance between men and women in the orchestra. Players are from all walks of life. 
10% work in the arts and information fields, half are in the social sector including four medical 
doctors, and the rest are from business, finance and related services. Nearly two thirds are string 
players and the remainder are divided equally between woodwind and brass instrumentalists. 
Percussionists are hired in for the concert as well as harpists and other less commonly played 
instruments. Those musicians are characteristically young professionals and, like the conductors, the 
leader, and soloists for the concertos we perform, are paid out of the subscriptions that each of the 
members contributes and ticket sales, our main sources of income. There are slightly more over 50s 
than under. But it is the overall inclusiveness of the orchestra that is the most common theme running 
through members’ comments on the social make-up of the DSO. Respondents comment on it being 
friendly and welcoming.  
 
Current players made their initial contact with the DSO either through information services, principally 
the DSO website - 8 of us, or before that local libraries and newspapers - 2 members. The majority 
approached the DSO through personal contacts. Musicians tend to be great networkers. A typical case 
is a wind player who had been active in small ensembles but wanted a chance to play in an orchestra, 
for the challenge of it. A good friend linked them with the DSO, and like many good wind players, had 
to wait for a position to be freed (string players normally get in fairly easily because string sections can 
usually absorb them). Eventually a vacancy appeared and he got in and neither he nor the orchestra 
have looked back since.  
 

 
 
The passion for music making smote the overwhelming majority of the DSO members when they were 
young. One member started at the age of 6. The typical “path” of the members into music starts with 
strong encouragement by family members, whether or not the family is a musical one - 15% of the 
DSO players come from musical families. The rest simply were inspired, encouraged or dragooned 
into playing an instrument. But curiously if family is an important initiation the school is even more so, 
61% attributing their musical beginnings to school as compared with 35% to family. School tuition 
was often complemented by private tuition either during the school years or after. Youth and university 
orchestras played an important role in people keeping up or even developing their talents. Many 
players talked regretfully about having let their music-making lapse due to work or family reasons, or 



simply lack of opportunities to play with others. One member abandoned his instruments for as much 
as 30 years. 
 
Music is always there 
Music has been a constant companion in the DSO players’ lives even when they have neglected their 
instruments. “I have gone through years without playing, but I do miss it and it’s always been there” 
said one player. This magnetism of the muse is what has drawn musicians to seek opportunities to play 
with others. A high proportion of DSO musicians play in other ensembles such as rehearsal orchestras, 
scratch bands and especially chamber music. But the excitement of playing major symphonic works 
with a large group of like-minded people, the challenge and discipline it implies, is what attracts 
players to the orchestras like the DSO.  
 

 
 
One Monday, in early February, London woke to a deep fall of snow. It continued snowing all day. An 
email arrived from the DSO committee to say that the Tuesday night rehearsal had been called off 
because of the weather. I felt a mix of relief, because the journey was going to be difficult (and because 
I hadn’t practiced enough) and disappointment at losing my regular music night. We had just started 
practicing Tchaikovsky’s 4th. It had been quite a struggle to pull it together, to get a sense of how all 
the parts fitted together. The first rehearsal sounded as if the conductor was “taming the beast”, 
according to a friend I brought along that night. But then, with the snow, we had to wait another week 
to begin making something of the symphony. 
 
It all comes together 
The DSO holds a special place in the lives of the players. It satisfies a range of musical aspirations, to 
renew and develop their instrumental abilities, to learn about and to play great music. The orchestra 
enables the players to pursue that personal passion for music that was instilled in them since they were 
very young. These purely musical motives account for the vast majority of all motivations for being in 
the DSO. The star attraction is the concert itself. Players speak of the “buzz of it all coming together” 
they get in the final concert where the excitement of the event and all that is riding on it brings an 
enormous sense of satisfaction. Players speak of how pieces they never thought the orchestra would get 
tight, “come together” in the concert. When a player is asked to play in the front desk of the strings or 
when a brass or woodwind player has an especially important solo this sense of fulfilment is 
intensified.  
 



 
 
Others speak more of the collective achievement, “the buzz of playing together”. One player described 
it as a process, “There were many pieces that in the rehearsals sounded, well frankly, so catastrophic 
that I thought would never work, then on the night they came together. Maybe if you know you’ve only 
got one chance at the piece, and that’s the concert, then you go for it.” Having said this, the concert is 
not always as successful as many would wish. The same inexplicable something that makes it “come 
together” can also pull it apart. The orchestra generally knows when this happens without knowing 
exactly why. 
 
Rehearsals: getting inside the music 
But if the concert is special, the culmination of our efforts, this is only achieved through the journey 
through the 9 or 10 rehearsals. These are especially important for an amateur orchestra. Here the 
players learn about the piece and learn how to play it and at the same time improve their playing. 
Productive rehearsals, where players sense that their playing is improving, are what keep the musicians 
coming regularly. Players take pleasure in the rehearsal for their own sake, “getting inside the music” 
as one player put it. The rehearsals put the parts together but then when you do, “you realize that the 
piece is greater than the sum of the parts”. As can be seen there are philosophers in the DSO.  
 

 
 
Nearly a fifth of the musicians liked the steady building up of knowledge and playing competence of 
the pieces over the weeks. One string player said that this is what she liked the most about her playing 



in the DSO, “The part I like the best is when about a third of the way through the rehearsals “I like our 
beginning to get to grips with the pieces and I am really enjoying the playing, it is not the first rehearsal 
when we are sight reading, nor near the end when I am worried about the performance”. The leader 
made me appreciate that what makes involvement in an amateur orchestra so fulfilling is the 
development of competence as one nears the concert, something you do not get in a professional 
orchestra, which from the beginning has a considerable grasp on the music.  
 
DSO members talked a lot about what they get out of the rehearsals, what they expect from them and 
what constitutes a good one and an unproductive one. Here we get into the divergent opinions about 
music, the repertoire about direction and about rehearsal schedule organisation. Of those 11 who 
specifically referred to the repertoire opinions were evenly divided as to whether they were pleased 
with it or not. Of those wanting to change the repertoire some wanted more contemporary music, some 
more pieces from the classical repertoire, some wanted easier pieces and still others more challenging 
ones. Of the 25 comments specifically about rehearsals 11 made favourable comments about the 
rehearsals, and 14 had suggestions about how they could be improved. The main suggestions were, 
more “sectional rehearsals”, and more time for rehearsals particularly as the concert approaches. One 
suggestion was that we should have more “play-throughs”; another was that we do more concerts per 
year. Wind and brass players were especially concerned to receive guidance on how to improve feeling 
that the strings got the lion’s share of attention. Sectional rehearsals appeared as the main 
recommendation in this regard. A few people were dissatisfied with themselves for not practicing 
enough or for feeling too tired during rehearsals.  
 
So talk about rehearsals brings out a wide range of the players’ preferences about the choice of music, 
the organization and direction, and what most harnesses the abilities of the players as individuals and 
the orchestra as a whole. Satisfying rehearsals are those that justify the time and effort the players make 
to learn and perform the music they love to play together. The assistant conductor expressed her role in 
bringing this about: “I’m always aware that people have given up their time to play in the orchestra, so 
if I can help them shape a phrase well, and to play better everyone’s enjoyment is enhanced.” 
 
Leadership 
The orchestra has a committee that sees its main duty as representing the opinions of the members of 
the orchestra. Thus the committee chooses the music, after consulting the members, and tries to make 
sure these choices are respected, though it clearly cannot satisfy all the people all the time. The 
committee also manages and reports finance, requests volunteers for the everyday tasks such as the tea 
break and venue logistics, liaison with associated organizations such as charities and the outreach work 
we do. The committee select the paid professionals for the orchestra, principally the conductors and the 
leader.  
 
But in musical matters the conductors take the lead, supported by the leader. The way rehearsals run 
are his/her responsibility. To give an idea of how a rehearsal works let’s take a case in point. The 
orchestra is half-way through rehearsing a Sibelius symphony. The players have now played through it 
a few times and although we need greater mastery of the notes we have got the overall idea of the piece 
and have begun working on the finer points. We are hurtling through a particularly rousing part where 
the violins have a lot to do and the woodwinds appear to be a bit lost. The conductor stops in mid-
stream and explains. “Strings, everyone, you have to look carefully at the dynamics. Not everyone is 
supposed to be playing at the same volume. Sibelius gets his effects not just by the combination of 
instruments but how loud they are playing. Here, strings, you are supposed to be fairly quiet, to let the 
woodwind in and be heard, who are playing “forte”. Let’s have another go.” It is all about listening to 
each other and we don’t do enough of it, as the conductor and the leader constantly remind us.  
 
We try again, but because the section is difficult and that means, as is so often the case with amateur 
musicians, we keep playing too loud. We obviously need to go away and practice more or have 
breakout sessions, sectional rehearsals to get it right, but we had already missed one full rehearsal 
because of the weather, so this does not happen. Too bad. We must just do the best we can.  And we 
do. The leader tries a particular fingering and way of bowing the passage that keeps most of the strings 
on board. The others just play a little quieter, the woodwind and brass, a little louder, and on the night, 
we pull it off pretty well. 
 



 
 
Underpinning the rehearsals is practice. Most people do not like practicing alone; it can be tedious and 
upsets neighbours according to various testimonies. The rehearsals release people from the 
disagreeable isolation and bring them into the company of others. According to several interviews the 
orchestra provides the major motivation to play, and even improve. As one string player put it, 
“playing together is like playing tennis with someone better than you; it brings your standard up”. 
 
Orchestra and community 
The collective enjoyment of the orchestra goes beyond the music. People chat together before the 
rehearsal starts and during the tea break, though at the end most are anxious to get home. One 
respondent said that she felt a real sense of community in the orchestra, which was itself part of the 
community through the charity it supports (St Christopher’s Hospice) and the outreach work it does 
with schools and hospitals.  
 
A further motivation is all about the place of the orchestra in their individual lives. Those with stressful 
jobs and busy working lives say that the orchestra gives the “balance between work and life”, to use 
one respondent’s phrase. Two other people used the same expression. Others cherished the space that 
the Tuesday night rehearsal had in their week, “I love getting out of the house, otherwise I’d just be 
sitting there drinking wine and watching television”, confessed one player.  
 
Important too are the musical ambitions stirred by the challenges of the orchestra and the music. Wind 
and brass players can shine in the solo sections, and string players perhaps rising to the occasion of 
playing up in the front desks. Others emphasize that playing with others is therapeutic and relieves 
stress. Three people said that it was really the only thing they did outside work and their personal life, 
making it very special. 
 
Players are frequently disappointed with their playing, one player saying “I know my playing is 
frightful, but I feel if I can play in the orchestra I can’t be that bad… and I thoroughly enjoy it”. Some 
players blame themselves for not practicing enough or frustrated at their technical limitations, but 
conversely thrilled when they meet or surpass their expectations, particularly “on the night”. On this 
night the concert was given in honour of one of our most committed members who passed away 
recently. His partner has donated funds for a young composer’s competition. The winner was present at 
our performance of his piece in this concert. 
 



Going forward 
The applause dies away after the concert. The musicians sheathe their instruments. It is the first violins’ 
turn to pack up the chairs and return the church back to its normal ecclesiastical function. The 
volunteer in charge of the music parts collects them all up to return to the library, providing nothing is 
missing, which is often the case. Already the committee are thinking of that email to all the players 
commenting on the quality of the concert and reminding everyone of the start of the next term. Some 
players will already be looking forward to the next term, others will be leaving, their work or their 
family circumstances taking them away from the area, many of them will pursue their musical passion 
near their new homes. But new members will join. There is already a waiting list for several of the 
sections. The cycle begins again. 
 
 
 
 

 


