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White
Tonight: Conducting an experiment, we’ll be hearing from three visually impaired musicians learning to take up the baton.  And James the builder. We hear from another boss, this time one running his own construction firm. 

Now music is one of the few areas of achievement where success when you're blind or partially sighted doesn't cause raised eyebrows. There are just too many examples of virtuosos at the top of their profession to justify it. But there is still an area which has been largely closed to blind performers, the top job, the one with all the glamour, that of conducting. There still seems to be a view that success here is dependent on skills that rely on vision - precise timing, eye contact, etc. But it’s a view that's now being challenged. The RNIB's music therapy department arranges a number of workshops and they've just organised one on conducting, led by well-known choral conductor Esther Jones. Five musicians spent a day learning some of the tricks of the trade and then conducting a piece of their choice with the London Youth Choir at the Wigmore Hall. 

Afterwards we brought three of them together for a post mortem.  Liz Hargest, Kate Risdon, and soprano Victoria Oruwari.  So why had she wanted to conduct.

Oruwari
Though most of the choirs I’ve worked with have wanted to do contemporary music I felt that it was important that I learnt what the conducting process was because I’ve never seen a conductor before, I’ve only been at the receiving end of what a conductor had to offer.  I think I would say I got the information second-hand, as I would merely be listening to the breath of the person standing next to me to react to the conductor.

White
And Kate, what about you?

Risdon
Well actually I wanted to learn to conduct because I have in the past run my own choir, which I set up and I wanted to extend the skill that I had which was absolutely basic.  The other thing is that I’m a professional flautist and I want to be able to run flute choirs and other instrumental ensembles.

White
And Liz Hargest I think you’re a flautist too, although a late starter.

Hargest
Yes that’s right and I do a lot of teaching and I actually run flute choirs in school and I didn’t think that I was offering them necessarily as much as I could do – I knew the basic skills of conducting but I’m one that’s always out to learn more because there’s always more to be learnt.

White
Staying with you Liz, what have you learnt from this that you didn’t expect?

Hargest
I think I’d understood the basic for beating in time for four four, for instance, but what I hadn’t appreciated was the fluidity with which the conductors conduct, they’re not angular like we might be, again because I’ve never seen a conductor, even though I play in an orchestra I have no idea what my conduct does at the front of the orchestra, and I think one of the things that Esther really wanted to get across to us was the…

White
She was your teacher wasn’t she?

Hargest
Yes she was – but the ability to allow our movements to flow in order that the music from the choir would flow.

Music – Choir Singing

White
I’ll tell you what I’m intrigued about – lay people, we kind of have an image of conductors as big characters with big expansive gestures dominating either their choir or their orchestra – is it like that?

Risdon
No and I think that’s one of the misconceptions you have as a visually impaired person.  In fact the movements that they make are in general, not always, but in general remarkably economic and Esther was incredibly good at describing those in terms of things that we would understand, for instance she said you need to beat that in the size of a back of an envelope.

White
I mean there is quite a big question here though isn’t there for people to understand and that is just how easy or difficult it is to get people to do what you want to do when you can’t see them, either at all or not very clearly.

Hargest
I don’t think that is a big issue, I think if you have learnt what it is you need to get across it doesn’t need to be got across in a visual manner.  And I think we did touch on facial expressions and things on the day but not to a big extent.  But I think I felt that the choir were really controlled by what I did with my arms, not necessarily any other way.

White
Right…

Oruwari
In my case I would say that as a visually impaired person what I found difficult was learning to match what I desired to be the outcome to what I actually did in front of the choir and I think as a blind person that’s the hardest thing because I’m used to listening to music and hearing the difference when it goes right or wrong but being the cause of the music is a totally different position.

White
Can I just ask you – this is really the basic naïve question – but isn’t it hard to do something without seeing it done by someone else?  I mean how were you actually taught – were you physically…

Hargest
This is where Esther was brilliant because A she allowed us to feel her arm and how she moved and she would show us by moving our arms in the directions and in the way that she felt would be right.  

Risdon
Hands on is the key and you need also to understand what it is sighted people can and cannot see when they’re in a stage setting with their scores, reading music and what angle they can see it and…

White
Oh that’s really interesting – why because the music will be in the way?

Risdon
Well because if they’re reading music and they’re trying to look at you the angle between the two of you is important, the angle of their own music or music stand and yours, if you have one, is important but also if you’re looking at something on a page and the conductor’s beating something but beating too low or too high it’s outside their field of vision.

White
That’s going to be quite hard to get right though isn’t it, because aren’t they moving – aren’t they moving around?

Risdon
Well no, the body shouldn’t be particularly, so you’ve got to know what it is somebody in that choir you’re directing is going to be able to see.

Oruwari
She said it wasn’t necessarily to do with eye contact, so if you’re very familiar with the music and familiar with the best ways to communicate with your hands you don’t really have to look at the choir because they will tell from your body language…

Risdon
Well your face has to be – your head and face need to be in the right direction but you don’t actually make eye contact which was so – that was the most reassuring thing she said all day.

White
Sounds like the course is still going on here.

Oruwari
Well the face being in the right direction is not too difficult at thing because you can hear them…

Risdon
But the other thing I didn’t really realise was that the smallness of the gesture that you can make and still be seen.  So I’ve had to completely slim down the gestures that I make.

Oruwari
Whereas in my case I’ve felt like I’ve had to make mine a bit more definite.

Music – Choir Singing

White
You each conducted a piece of your choice with the London Youth Choir, what did you feel about your performance Liz?

Hargest
It was quite scary, I’ll be honest, but it was really useful to be able to put into practice what we’d learnt in the day into a real performance.  It gave a real purpose for the day and it gave a real ending to what we had done, we didn’t just go and learn to conduct, we actually then took it one stage further which I think was really, really important.

White
And what did you choose?

Hargest
I chose Ave Verum.

White
Okay.  And Victoria, how was yours?

Oruwari
It was the most scary thing I’ve ever done, I was literally shaking when I walked on to the stage.  Was I happy with the performance?  I would say yes and I would say no.  In the sense that I think I was alright from the beginning and then I was trying to play around with dynamics and I kind of got a bit confused in the middle but thanks to the choir everything stayed together and turned out really well, hopefully the audience didn’t notice.  And I chose Ave Maris Stella by Grieg.

White
Okay.  And Kate Risdon.

Risdon
Yeah I wasn’t nervous, perhaps I should have been but fortunately I wasn’t, I quite enjoyed myself out there actually and the choir was such a wonderful choir of people with some fantastic singers, so it was actually a real two-way communication process that performance I did.  And I chose three Hungarian folk songs by Mátyás Seiber so I rather enjoyed it.

Music – Choir Singing

White
And what do you want to do with this now that you’ve acquired this skill?

Risdon
I wouldn’t necessarily say I’ve acquired the skill completely, I think there’s plenty more training to be done and really it’s being able to cope in a professional setting and be able to go and audition for running a choir or running my own ensemble or running somebody else’s ensemble, which I have had experience of doing at the drop of a hat and being in control and feeling in control.

White
We could give you a double challenge I suppose in that you could conduct an all visually impaired choir – you can’t see them and they can’t see you.

Risdon
Yes that’s a definition of a point……

White
And just finally to the other two – Victoria, what do you want to do with it now you’ve got it?

Oruwari
What I would like to do would be to perfect my art as a conductor by learning my movements to enable them to be more precise and then practise with small groups until I get better at it, then apply for position where I can conduct choirs.

White
And Liz?

Hargest
Well I’m in the privileged position of working with children and you know they’re so honest so they’re going to say me wow where have you been, we can see that you’re a little bit better than you were before or not, as the case may be.  So I think I would also agree with the others that more training would be essential but I think you never learn more than you do when you use it in a job and so I will definitely use it more and get my children to use it too.

White
Liz Hargest, Victoria Oruwari and Kate Risdon, thank you all very much indeed.

And just to show yet again that there's nothing new under the sun, our thanks to Susan Sloman who, after our trailer for this item last week, e-mailed us about John Stanley. She told us that in the 19th Century John, who was totally blind, was a much admired composer, conductor and leader of the King's band. And he also invented a system for teaching music to blind people. Susan, thank you. 

And also thanks to the many of you who contacted us to say how moved you’d been by hearing the stories of Naama and Dalal, two women, one in Israel, one in Gaza. We've picked just two e-mails which seemed to express your overall view.  The first from journalist Stephen Games.

Games (Read)
I have just been writing critically about the BBC’s disappointing coverage of the current military conflict in Gaza and then I heard your discussion on the impact of the war on a Palestinian and an Israeli woman, both blind.  It was one of the most wonderful moving and inspiring pieces of radio I’ve ever heard.  And I wasn’t at all surprised by the announcement at the end that the two women had asked to get in touch with each other.  This is radio at its best, if only it had the power to bring about positive change.

Banks (Read)
Congratulations to the BBC for the most balanced and sensitive perspective on the Israel/Palestine conflict that I’ve heard for years.  I was moved to tears by the two courageous women, one Israeli and the other Palestinian, who appeared in the programme.  Like most people in the region these women just want to get on with their lives.  This was a testament to all those like them who wish to live their lives in peace with their neighbours.

White
Adrienne Banks e-mailed that. Thanks to you all. Our interview was also broadcast on PM and by Shelagh Fogarty's midday programme on Five Live and if you'd like to hear the full interview with Naama and Dalal, you can listen to it from the In Touch webpage.

Now, yet more proof of my theory that if we could only start at the top of professions rather than the bottom, there's no job we couldn't do. James King had to give up being a bricklayer when his sight began to go, so he did the obvious thing, he decided to run a company of his own. Specialising in designing and building garden rooms, its gone very well. He now has seven people working for him with a turnover of £300,000 and last year James won the Stelios Disabled Entrepreneur of the Year award. Tom Walker's been to Milton Keynes, to see him and the team in action. 

King
I’m 47 years old.  I got diagnosed with retinitis pigmentosa when I was 22, up until that point I had no idea that I had the vision problem, I just thought I was clumsy.  I had just completed an apprenticeship as a brick layer which led me on to working in the building industry.  

Walker
For some time James just carried on as normal working on building sites.  However, this incident put paid to his denial that there was a problem.

King
You know there was a particular time – I was walking along and I was looking up at the guys on the scaffolding, sort of chatting and having a laugh, they could see that I was walking towards a hole in the ground, which had like hoarding around it, but I didn’t see it.  Anyway I carried on walking and then like next thing I know I’m in the bottom of this hole and I got up and I dislocated my fingers on my right hand and my fingers were all flopping about and I thought I think I’ve got a bit of a vision problem.  I think that what I learnt from my visual impairment was very quickly you get to know what you can’t do, so you don’t even attempt to try it.  So I employ people who can do what I can’t do.

Mellish
Well when we know James is coming on site we try to make sure the site’s nice and clean and tidy for him.

Walker
Bricklayer and supervisor Gary Mellish.  Gary has known James since before his sight started to deteriorate.  With a few adjustments Gary and the team make sure building sites are safe for James, so that he can get close to the work to see for himself what’s being done.

Mellish
So we generally put boards down on the floor so he can walk around on a nice flat surface and somewhere he can stand to talk to us.  Then it’s safe for us as well, so that we try to do that on a regular basis.

Walker
For James listening closely to what the team tell him is an integral part of how he manages projects.  But he also has another way of making sure the job is going to plan.

King
Also asking questions and saying have you done this, have you thought about that and they go yes, yes, yes, oops no I didn’t.  I’m not out to trip the guys up by any stretch, I’m just out to sort of say have you remembered this, have you remembered that.

Walker
One member of James’ team who helps him to be organised, especially when he’s visiting a prospective customer in their home to discuss the possibility of building a garden room, is Tracy Ashton Smith.  From the second they arrive at the house Tracy ensures James is aware of hazards and can focus on pitching for the work.

Ashton Smith
Well I usually walk in front and tell him any obstacles or where the doors are, if there’s animals around or if there’s children’s toys or when we go outside into the garden if there’s a pond or steps down to the patio.

Walker
So when James is doing the pitch what’s your role then?

Ashton Smith
I’m then writing notes, taking photos of the house where we are, taking measurements – anything that needs to be written down, so we’ve got it all for when we come back.

Walker
Of course the most important people to any business are its customers, so I’ve come to see Jenny Riccotti [phon.] who recently had a garden room extension to her house.  I asked Jenny how she reacted when she realised that James is visually impaired.

Riccotti
I wasn’t too alarmed, I knew he had some vision and the way he spoke about what he could do gave me confidence because he has an amazing vision, ironically, of how a space can feel and look, so he gave me utter confidence that he could bring about a transformation which is absolutely what he did.

Walker
And as far as James is concerned there’s no resting on his laurels, he has very clear ambitions for the future.

King
I want to set up regions across the UK, different Oliver James – Bath, Bristol, Cheltenham – because everywhere we go everyone says wow these would work so well.  So that’s the next phase.  And you never know I might find someone like me somewhere else in a part of the country who I can hopefully inspire and help create their own business.

White
James King, Tom Walker was our reporter there. You can contact our Actionline with your comments and queries on 0800 044 044 or you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk. There's more information on our website, and you can download tonight's programme from there as well. 

That it from me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat, and the team, goodbye.     



