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  @abrsm
  facebook.com/abrsm
www.abrsm.org

Supporting and 
promoting the 
highest standards 
of musical learning 
and assessment 
since 1889. 

ABRSM: the exam board of the Royal Schools of Music

Practice makes perfect

Experience shows that working towards an exam  
gives candidates an extra impetus in their learning.
 
ABRSM offers graded music exams for more than 30 instruments, 
singing, jazz and music theory, and a selection of other musical 
assessments to suit young learners and adults alike.

www.abrsm.org/exams

Lib3-13 ads.qxd  12/12/12  17:27  Page 1



COVER STORY

16 Supporting tomorrow’s 
musicians
How ABRSM’s International 
Sponsorship Fund is helping 
teachers and students around 
the world

FEATURES

8 Singing solo
Advice on all aspects of the 
unaccompanied traditional song
section of a Singing exam

11 My musical inspiration
Lincoln Abbotts, Teacher 
Support & Development 
Director, shares his passion 
for music

12 A journey of discovery
Find out what three young 
South African teachers learnt 
during a term at the RNCM

14 Beethoven: a student 
in Vienna
Barry Cooper reveals what 
life was like for the young 
composer in eighteenth-century
Vienna

19 ABRSM, culture and society
David Wright reflects on his new
history of ABRSM REGUL

REGULARS

4 News
The latest updates from ABRSM 

21 Inbox
Your feedback and views

Welcome to the first Libretto of 2013,
and an issue that has much to say
about ABRSM, who we are and our

plans for the future.
As an organisation we aim to balance a rich

sense of history with the desire to innovate and
lead the way in the changing world of music
education. So turn to page 19 to read about 
a new, independently published history of
ABRSM, which reflects on our evolution and
influence over time. Then on page 11 you can
find out what our Teaching and Learning
Development Director, Lincoln Abbotts, has to
say about his musical inspiration and ABRSM’s
vision for teacher support, and in our News
pages we report on a new qualification for
music educators, which ABRSM is helping 
to shape. 

We also work hard to balance our dedication
to excellence in the provision of music exams
with active support for music-making, learning
and development in the broadest sense. With
the focus on graded music exams, you can 
find guidance for singers preparing their
unaccompanied traditional songs (page 8), but
you can also read about our wider involvement
in music education. Turn to page 12 to discover
what three South African teachers learnt when
they spent a term at the Royal Northern
College of Music, thanks to an ABRSM grant,
and to page 16 to see how teachers and
learners worldwide are benefitting from our
International Sponsorship Fund.

As a new year begins we look forward to
developing the many faces of ABRSM while
continuing to provide the high-quality music
exams, assessments and resources that form
the heart of our work.
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We are delighted to be funding 12
scholarships as part of the Mayor of

London's Fund for Young Musicians (MFYM).
The scheme, launched in January 2012, has
so far provided funding for 166 talented
young Londoners who, without this support,
would not be able to continue with their
music lessons. 

MFYM relies entirely on individual 
and corporate sponsors to fund their
scholarships, which provide four years of
instrumental tuition via local music services. 

We wish our MFYM scholars the very best
as they continue with their musical studies. 

For more information, visit
www.mfym.org.uk.

News4

ABRSM's Aural Trainer app has won a
prestigious Meffy award in the Life

Tools App category. The Meffys are global
awards, judged by a panel of independent
experts, which reward innovation in the
mobile content and commerce industry.
Aural Trainer was recognised as 'setting 
a benchmark for how apps can be 
used to create useful and immersive
experiences, helping students achieve 
their educational goals.'

Using mobile recording and touch
screen technology, Aural Trainer offers a
new way to practise aural skills. Through a
series of interactive challenges, students
can develop their ability to identify and
describe musical features and differences
quickly and accurately. The app covers all
elements of ABRSM's aural tests at Grades

1 to 5, including sight-singing and the echo
test, while also providing comprehensive
feedback and a page for tracking progress.

ABRSM's Aural Trainer is compatible
with the iPhone®, iPod touch® and iPad®,
and is designed for use whenever and
wherever students want to practise their
aural skills. It can be used for personal
practice or by teachers as a tool in lessons.

On receiving the award, ABRSM’s Digital
Learning Manager, Stuart Briner,
commented, ‘It's fantastic that our Aural
Trainer app has won a Meffy award. We're
really committed to developing our digital
and online learning resources at ABRSM
and to be recognised by such a high-quality
judging panel is a real boost for us.’

You can find out more about Aural
Trainer at www.abrsm.org/auraltrainer.

In July this year we will be publishing
revised repertoire lists for all woodwind

subjects: Recorder, Flute, Oboe, Clarinet,
Bassoon and Saxophone. The pieces will be
valid from 2014 to 2017 for Flute and
Clarinet, and from 2014 onwards for all 
the other instruments. There will be no

changes to the sight-reading, scales or
aural tests.

To support teachers and students we
will be publishing a number of new
resources. For flautists and clarinettists
there will be books of Exam Pieces for
Grades 1 to 7, available with or without

CDs, as well as separate CDs of Grade 8
pieces. We will also be releasing CDs of
many of the pieces set on the new
Saxophone syllabus. In addition, you will
be able to buy individual audio downloads
of pieces from the Oboe and Bassoon
syllabuses, and the recordings for Flute,
Clarinet and Saxophone will also be
available as downloads. Look out for more
syllabus information in the next Libretto.

ABRSM app scoops award

Revised syllabuses for woodwind

Why not take some time to refresh
your skills and invest in your

teaching this year? We still have places
available on our inspiring one-day
workshops covering a wide range of
teaching and learning topics. With
courses on The First Lesson, The Art 
of Accompaniment, Developing Aural 
Skills, Group Teaching, Play by Ear and
Practice Techniques, there’s something
for everyone.

Workshops are taking place between
February and June this year at locations
around the UK. You can find more
information and book your place by
visiting www.abrsm.org/CPD.

One-day
workshops

New funds for young learners
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This year we are once again running our
popular Introduction to Instrumental 

and Vocal Teaching course at venues
around the UK. 

Covering the main issues you need 
to explore and be aware of as a new
teacher, this one-day workshop provides 
a great foundation for a future career in
music education. 

As a teacher you may be asked to take
on many different roles, such as teaching
individuals and small groups, leading
ensembles or taking whole-class music
lessons. This introductory course will help
you to understand the skills required and
get up-to-date with current trends, while
meeting other musicians and teachers with
similar interests and experiences. 

Some of the topics you’ll look at include:
understanding teaching and learning;
lesson planning; the key features of
effective teaching; professional skills and
your future professional development.

We are running our Introduction to
Instrumental and Vocal Teaching workshops
in London (9 February; 19 May), Leeds 
(3 March), Plymouth (23 March), Edinburgh
(20 April) and Swindon (15 June). To find 
out more and book your place, visit
www.abrsm.org/iivt.

ABRSM will be a key participant in a unique
music education event taking place this

March. Music Education Expo, at London’s
Barbican Centre, will offer more than 50
practical workshops and seminars for primary,
secondary and instrumental/vocal music
teachers – all free of charge if you register
online in advance. 

We will be leading a session on our Music
Medals assessments and resources, and
Lincoln Abbotts, our Teaching and Learning
Development Director, will be giving a key note
speech. We are also excited to be presenting a
group-teaching session in conjunction with the
Federation of Music Services (FMS), which will
feature a newly-commissioned ensemble work
as its centrepiece. 

The group-teaching session will focus on
the techniques that lead to effective and

inspirational teaching and will provide ideas
relevant to learners at all levels. 

With its wide range of lively workshops and
seminars, expert talks and interactive trade
exhibition, Music Education Expo will offer a
special opportunity for music teachers from all
backgrounds to meet and share experiences
while enjoying some of the best professional
development available.

Music Education Expo takes place on 20 and
21 March at the Barbican Centre, London. To
find out more and book your free place, visit
www.musiceducationexpo.co.uk.

January sees the publication
of the latest addition to our

Extraordinary Lives series of
biographies. In this new book,
Beethoven scholar Barry
Cooper provides a fascinating
summary of key moments in
Beethoven’s life. Cooper, who
edited ABRSM’s acclaimed
edition of the complete
Beethoven piano sonatas, 
offers fresh insight into the
composer’s personality and
motivations while challenging
the mythology that surrounds
him. In common with others 
in the series – on Bach, Elgar,
Mozart and Purcell – this 
book is essential reading for
anyone with an interest in the
life and work of one of the 
great composers.

To read an extract from
Beethoven: An Extraordinary
Life, turn to page 14. You 
can buy the book from 
retailers worldwide or from
www.abrsm.org/shop. An ebook
will be available, from February,
from www.amazon.co.uk.

5News

In October last year, we launched a new
ABRSM website. Developed using feedback

from extensive research, consultation and
user-testing, the website provides quick, easy
access to the information you need to enter for,

prepare for and take
ABRSM exams.

Individual pages for
every instrument and
grade give direct access 
to all relevant syllabus
materials, while the exam
support section provides
tips and advice for both
teachers and students. 
You will also find a range
of new exam resources,
films, podcasts and
applications.

To improve
accessibility the 
new website adapts
automatically to work 
with mobile devices and

tablet PCs, and responds to each visitor’s
location in order to provide local content for
every country in which we operate. 

We hope you enjoy using our new website,
which you can find at www.abrsm.org.

New website now live

Music education event comes to London

Your introduction to teaching

Beethoven’s
life examined
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News6

IN BRIEF

� Help with jazz exams
In association with ABRSM,
Leeds College of Music is
running courses on ABRSM's
Jazz Piano and Jazz Horns
syllabuses this March. The Jazz
Piano course will be led by Tim
Richards on four Sundays in
March (3, 10, 17 and 24); the
Jazz Horns course is led by
trombonist Jonathan Enright on
three Sundays: 3, 10 and 17
March. Both presenters are
ABRSM Jazz examiners and the
courses are ideal for classical
teachers who would like to start
teaching jazz – no previous jazz
experience is needed. At the end
of the course teachers will
receive a voucher for a free jazz
exam. For more information
email ppd@lcm.ac.uk or visit
www.lcm.ac.uk/short-courses.

� Horn syllabus audio
downloads available now
You can now buy recordings of

selected pieces from the new

Horn syllabus as individual

downloads from our website. 

The syllabus, valid from 2013,

includes refreshed and

expanded repertoire lists and

these recordings provide a

useful resource for students and

teachers when choosing and

preparing exam pieces. Each

download includes a complete

accompanied performance

together with a play-along

practice track where applicable.

To buy ABRSM audio downloads,

go to www.abrsm.org/audioshop.

� ABRSM publishes 
first ebooks
You can now buy a number of
ABRSM publications as ebooks.
Our popular Teaching Notes on
Piano Exam Pieces, 2013 & 2014,
and the revised edition of Music
in Words, a guide to writing
about music, are both available
as Kindle editions from Amazon,
in addition to the printed books.
In February we will also be
publishing Beethoven: An
Extraordinary Life as an ebook.
You can buy ABRSM ebooks
directly from www.amazon.co.uk.

Anew qualification for music educators is
being developed by Arts Council England,

Creative & Cultural Skills and the music
education sector. The Certificate for Music
Educators (CME) will be launched later this year
and will be delivered and assessed by a number
of organisations and further education colleges,
including ABRSM.

CME has been designed to encourage
teachers at every level to develop new skills 
and build reflective practice in order to 
enhance their contribution to young people’s
understanding of music. The qualification 
will be relevant to all musicians working in

education, regardless of genre,
age or experience.

The development of CME 
is being led by a group of
experienced music educators,
which includes, among others,
ABRSM’s Teaching and Learning
Development Director, Lincoln
Abbotts, and representatives
from the Federation of Music
Services, the Institute of
Education, the Royal Northern
College of Music and
Nottingham Music Service.

'ABRSM is committed to
supporting and inspiring teachers,' commented
Lincoln. 'Working with Arts Council England to
develop this qualification is an important part 
of this commitment and we are delighted to 
be involved.’

CME will not replace formal training as a
musician nor will it be mandatory for music
educators. Instead, it will provide a new, flexible
development opportunity for teachers who want
to improve their skills and knowledge, and work
towards a nationally-recognised qualification.

Look out for further details in the next 
issue of Libretto or, to find our more, visit
www.artscouncil.org.uk.

Our new volume of 21
specially-commissioned

piano duets by contemporary
composers is now available.
We launched Spectrum for
Piano Duet last October at the
Royal College of Music (RCM)
in London with a composer
workshop and a concert
featuring young pianists from
the RCM senior and junior
departments. Students
performed all the pieces in the
book, which range from 

Grade 3 to diploma level 
and provide a wonderful
introduction to new music for
pianists of all ages.

Spectrum for Piano Duet
comes with an inspirational 
CD of recordings of the 
pieces, plus soundtracks for
those written for duet and
soundtrack, and is available
from retailers worldwide and
from www.abrsm.org/shop.

Anew independent history of ABRSM is about
to be published, providing a fascinating

account of ABRSM’s origins, evolution and
influence over time. 

The book, by former Reader in the Social
History of Music at the Royal College of Music
David Wright, looks at the contribution made by
ABRSM’s graded exams to the development of
music education around the world.

The Associated Board of the Royal Schools 
of Music: A Social and Cultural History is being

published in February
by Boydell & Brewer
and will be available
in paperback and
hardback editions.
The paperback will
be available from
retailers and from
www.abrsm.org/shop. You can order the
hardback directly from Boydell & Brewer: 
+44 (0)1394 610 600, trading@boydell.co.uk.

ABRSM history coming soon

Contemporary music for piano duet

Teaching certificate under
development
Teaching certificate under
development
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New Piano syllabus 
now available
Featuring over 150 brand new pieces across all 8 grades, the syllabus will be valid 
from January 2013 and is supported by a set of teaching resources, including:
• 8 new volumes of Piano Exam Pieces, available with or without CD
• A book of Teaching Notes for all pieces featured in Grades 1 to 7
• Recordings of every piece available on CD or as audio downloads
Available from music retailers worldwide or www.abrsm.org/shop

For further information on the 2013 & 2014 
Piano syllabus visit www.abrsm.org/piano2013

ABRSM: the exam board of the Royal Schools of Music Supporting and 
promoting the 
highest standards 
of musical learning 
and assessment 
since 1889. 

ABRSM: the exam board of the Royal Schools of MusicT (0)20 7636 5400
E abrsm@abrsm.ac.uk
www.abrsm.org
  @abrsm
  facebook.com/abrsm

Grades

1–7
Teaching Notes
on Piano Exam Pieces

2013 & 2014

PianoExamTeachingNotes_13-14.indd   1 15/02/2012   17:05

Grade

Recordings of the complete  

2013 & 2014 
syllabus

Exam Pieces
Piano
1



Graded music exams88

Young instrumentalists working their
way through a long list of scales 
and arpeggios might well feel that

singers have it easy: ‘You’ve just got to 
sing a folksong that you can learn in 
five minutes, while we’ve got scales and
arpeggios in every single key for Grade 5
Piano,’ they complain.

On the surface they may seem to have 
a point, but look just a little deeper and 
you will see how many hours, even years, 
of work need to be put in before a singer
can perform the unaccompanied traditional
song – a requirement at all grades – to an 
optimum standard.

Why an unaccompanied traditional song?
‘ABRSM’s Singing exams used to include
unaccompanied technical exercises,’
explains ABRSM’s Chief Examiner, 
John Holmes, ‘but there was a fairly
common perception that these were a
somewhat artificial and even unmusical
requirement. So in 1986 ABRSM replaced
them with the unaccompanied traditional
song, which allows examiners to assess
the elements of unaccompanied singing
through a more natural, musical and
‘singerly’ genre.

'Most candidates and teachers do 
clearly enjoy this part of the exam,' says
John, although it’s true that singing
unaccompanied can be a nerve-wracking
experience for some. ‘Singing is a
completely different discipline to all the
other practical subjects,’ he continues.
‘Singers have to pitch and produce the notes
from within, and also have to accommodate
the challenging extra elements of language
and meaning, as well as performing from
memory.’ There’s nowhere to hide here for
singers: no ‘my reed split’; no ‘I didn’t have
any rosin’; and, in this part of the exam, no
piano for support.

Preparation and choosing a song
Heidi Pegler is an ABRSM examiner,
singer, and teacher at St Paul’s Girls’
School in London. She has also written
and edited a number of books on singing.
Heidi is well aware of the challenges
singers face and believes some teachers
and students leave it too late to start work
on the traditional song and also that they
don’t take it seriously enough. ‘I’ve heard
students say “it’s only the folksong” and
this attitude needs to be changed quickly
if that’s your student,’ she says. ‘The
unaccompanied traditional song can 
tell the examiner quite a lot about a
candidate. Do they, for example, have the
confidence and maturity to perform a
song completely by themselves, without
accompaniment?’

The choice of folksong is vital, Heidi
emphasises. ‘I would go for one which has
an interesting story. This makes it easier for
the student to identify with what’s going on
and to develop character and dynamic
changes. Think about the age and gender of
your student, and also think carefully about
keys. Minor keys can be problematic for
some students, particularly if it’s a mode, so
make sure they have a real inner sense of
the key by singing the scale or mode before
they learn the song. 

‘I also think very carefully about the
vocal range. Some folksongs can span quite
a distance – over a 12th – and this can be
difficult to keep in tune. Be wary, also, of
falling phrases which can go flat under
pressure.’ Sound advice which may help
students to do their best in this element of
the exam. Other factors to be aware of
include, loss of overall pitch or interval
accuracy, memory lapses and a lack of
musical communication, which can all
undermine musical success, as can the
unsuitability of some song choices.

Standards and expectations
Eileen Field, an ABRSM examiner, singer
and teacher who has been reviewing the
traditional song element of the singing
syllabus for ABRSM, has heard ‘hymns,
national anthems, early Italian arias and
musical theatre numbers’ all performed
under the guise of the unaccompanied
traditional song. ABRSM confirms that
none of these are acceptable, but the
Singing syllabus does provide guidance on
what a traditional song is, and you can 
also look at compilations listed there for
ideas. And the song can be from any folk
tradition and in any language, though
candidates must provide a translation for
the examiner if their chosen language is
not English.

But how do teachers know the standard
expected for each grade? The syllabus
provides guidance on how long the song
should last – apart from that there is 
free choice. As the grade increases, a
greater maturity is expected in the delivery
of the song, for example in the use of 
rubato and facial expression. It is also
possible to tackle more complex stories at
the higher grades, such as death, war or
unrequited love.

John believes that this part of the
exam is less about the musical and
technical content of the song and more
about the singer’s ability to convey it
effectively. ‘For the unaccompanied
traditional song there is a shift in the
focus of assessment towards different
skills. The free choice provides flexibility
for teachers and allows candidates to
perform something they are comfortable
with and which can show off their
abilities,’ he explains. 

Whatever the grade, Eileen believes the
singer’s job is to communicate the song 
‘as if for the first time and with sincere
involvement in the text. Singers might
choose to adopt appropriate dialects,
include folksong-style ornamentation,
change pronouns or turn the body slightly 
to indicate which character is singing,’ 
she says. 

Singing solo
The unaccompanied traditional song is an important part of all ABRSM
graded Singing exams. With some expert help, Rhian Morgan
discovers what's involved.
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From Green Bottles to Zulu songs
With around 28,000 entries for Singing
exams every year in the UK and Ireland
alone, examiners hear a very wide range 
of traditional song choices. For Heidi, a 
low point was an afternoon when ‘every
singing candidate – eight, at various grades
– performed Ten Green Bottles.' 

Eileen, meanwhile, fared better when
examining in Swaziland. ‘A 17-year-old
Grade 6 candidate asked if she could have 
a moment to prepare for the folksong. 
She then took off her shoes and tied leather
straps around her ankles. These had moth
and butterfly cocoons attached to them and
they provided a very effective percussion
accompaniment to her utterly compelling
and highly musical performance of a Zulu
wedding-dance folksong. She then kept 
her feet still and just swayed gently as she
moved into the lullaby section of the song. 
It was one of those very special occasions
when I had to try hard to hold back 
the tears.’�

Rhian Morgan is a music education
journalist, runs a media training company
and is a regular Libretto contributor.

Do you have any favourite traditional songs?
To share them, email libretto@abrsm.ac.uk.

99Graded music exams

WHAT THE EXAMINER LOOKS FOR: A TOP TEN

� Excellent communication 

� Totally secure memory

� Overall pitch sustained with assurance

� Accurately controlled intervals and intonation

� A well-chosen, comfortable key for the candidate’s voice – ideally a singer will know this
instinctively and not need a starting note from the piano

� Effective tempo choice and inherent sense of rhythm

� Instinct and ability for story-telling

� Facial involvement – a singer’s eyes are so important

� Expressive use of colour and dynamics

� Use of rubato where appropriate

USEFUL RESOURCES

The ABRSM Songbook series, for Grades 1 to 5, contains authentic traditional songs from
around the world, alongside a selection of art songs. The traditional songs are not prescribed
for the unaccompanied traditional song element of ABRSM Singing exams, but are a useful
resource to provide possible repertoire and an approximate guide to standards for each grade. 

You can find other repertoire books and albums listed in the Singing syllabus at
www.abrsm.org/singing.
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JFLUTE
Ideal for the very young beginner, 
with a curved head joint and mini foot 

STUDENT FLUTE

“The Clarinéo sounds great, 
requires very little maintenance, 
and is surprisingly durable”
Dave Bradley, teacher, repair technician and performer

NUVO AMBASSADOR NUVO AMBASSADOR
PROGRAMME

NUVO INSTRUMENTS ARE AVAILABLE 
FROM ALL GOOD MUSIC SHOPS

“The Nuvo flute has a sweet 
and almost woody tone quality 
with a full, projecting sound”
Christen Stephens, teacher and performer

CLARINÉO

SRP

£115

SRP

£115

SRP

£139
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My musical journey
‘Do you remember me?’ Standing in the
foyer at the ABRSM teachers’ conference in
Manchester last year, these words –
followed by ‘I accompanied you for your
Grade 5 Flute exam’ – made me smile. I
smiled because, of course, I remembered
this fantastic teacher in the same way that I
remember all my teachers and all the role
model musicians who have been part of 
my musical journey so far. And I could still
remember one of the pieces I played in that
exam, Dance of the Blessed Spirits by Gluck
– a beautiful, lyrical piece, full of energy 
and life.

That was 35 years ago (I got a merit!),
and music still makes me smile, whether
I’m teaching, performing, listening,
discovering, conducting or composing. I’m
approaching my role at ABRSM as someone
who cares passionately about music, who
continues to be involved in all kinds of music
making, and has learnt a huge amount
through teaching.

A common passion
ABRSM is an international organisation
where one passion – for music – is common
to all. As teachers, we all care about sharing
our musical insight, understanding and
curiosity. ABRSM’s syllabuses are full of
great music, from Bach to Bartók and from
traditional Irish folksongs to the legendary
music of Abdullah Ibrahim. It’s our job as
teachers to bring that music to life – looking
at it from all angles and with enthusiasm
and inspiration.

Making connections
The Greeks believed that inspiration came
from the muses while poets Shelley and
Coleridge believed it came through being
attuned to the mystical ‘winds’. For me, it
comes from exploring the links that exist
between different music, musicians and
learning styles. I’m a big fan of making
connections that are musically rich and

1111Inside ABRSM

educationally sound and that can take us, 
and our students, on an exhilarating journey
of discovery. 

There are other connections worth
fostering too. As teachers working with
ABRSM you are part of a far-reaching and
vibrant network made up of many different
communities. We want to support you by
helping to connect you with like-minded
colleagues in these communities. I also want
to celebrate the fact that in your one-to-one
and small-group teaching you develop
technical facility, listening skills and musical
understanding, enabling your students to
progress through graded music exams, but
also opening up other interconnected
opportunities. The same learning gives your
students the skills to participate in formal
and informal ensemble music making; take
part in ambitious and surprising
collaborations; create their own musical
identity in and out of a classroom; and hear
music in a more informed way.

A new approach
At ABRSM we want to support you in
everything you do as teachers, in terms of
customer service and also through
innovative new services that will evolve over
time. Building on the ground-breaking
professional development
courses that ABRSM has
offered since 1996 we have
set ourselves a challenge to
increase and broaden the support and
inspiration we offer to teachers around 
the world. 

Our vision is to build a foundation of
online and published resources that will
provide practical guidance as well as
thought-provoking and inspiring ideas. The
starting point for this will be the music that
ABRSM champions and that you teach. This
foundation will then be complemented by a
range of face-to-face networking
opportunities, together with tailored
programmes of professional support.

Projects underway include the
development of a range of innovative digital
resources inspired by our new Woodwind
syllabuses, which we are launching in July;
active participation in the Music Education
Expo and Music Learning Live Asia
conferences in London and Singapore – both
designed to bring together and inspire
music teachers from all backgrounds; 
and involvement in the development and
future delivery of a new qualification for
music educators.

Right now, I plan to keep smiling as I
champion the wonderful job that you do.
ABRSM wants to support and inspire you so
that you can support and inspire your
students. They’ll remember you for it! �

For more information about our forthcoming
Woodwind syllabuses, conferences and the
new music education qualification, turn to the
News pages.

How can ABRSM support you in your
teaching? What resources would help you
and your students? Share your views at
libretto@abrsm.ac.uk.

My musical inspiration
ABRSM’s Teaching and Learning Development Director, Lincoln
Abbotts, is leading the way as we develop the practical support we
offer to teachers. Here he shares the passion and inspiration he’ll be
bringing to this role. 
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I
n September 2012 a trio of teachers –
flautist Ilke Lea Alexander, trombonist
Justin Sasman and pianist and

saxophonist Hayley White – travelled to
Manchester, thanks to ABRSM’s Centenary
Travel Grant (CTG) fund. They spent a term
at the Royal Northern College of Music
(RNCM) immersed in diverse aspects of
jazz, from its performance and history to
effective methods for teaching improvisation
and motivating beginners. They also gained
from advanced instrumental coaching and
access to Manchester’s vibrant cultural
scene. The CTG scholars, selected by
audition and interview, are at different
stages in their teaching careers, with Ilke
new to the profession, Justin established in
the classroom for several years and Hayley
a highly-experienced teacher.

So much to learn
Before taking up full-time teaching, 
Justin worked for nearly seven years as
bass trombonist with the Cape Town
Philharmonic Orchestra. He recalls that 
he had no idea what to expect from the
Centenary Travel Grant programme. 
‘I thought let’s go along and see what
happens. I’m so glad I did.’ He admits that
after four years away from the orchestral
workplace, his own playing skills had grown
rusty. Individual lessons and a place in the
RNCM Big Band rapidly revived Justin’s
enthusiasm for practice and appetite for
improving his performance. 

‘After holding down an orchestral job in

Cape Town, I thought I could play trombone,’
Justin observes. ‘And then I came here and
realised how much there was still to learn!
The approach to playing and teaching the
instrument is different to what I’ve
experienced in South Africa. Things which
seemed impossible, like lip-slurring
between first and fourth or fifth position,
turn out to be very possible indeed, as the
lessons I’ve received here have shown.’

New approaches to improvisation
Justin has also learnt much about how to
introduce beginners to jazz improvisation.
Above all, the experience highlighted the
importance of associating improvisatory
music-making with fun and enjoyment. ‘I
was brought up on various very technical
approaches which, to the beginner, read like
rocket science! Coming here, I’ve discovered
a more straightforward method for teaching
the beginner improviser and I’ll be taking
that home with me.’

As part of their studies, the CTG 
scholars travelled to Scotland to explore jazz
teaching with renowned jazz educators
Richard and Morag Michael. Justin notes
that he was initially sceptical about aspects
of Richard’s methods before meeting him,
but then became a convert to his approach.
‘I couldn’t imagine how I might teach a kid to
improvise on just three notes,’ he recalls.
‘But Richard showed us how you can give
three notes to a child and invite them to
have fun making music. And then you give
them another three notes and let them have

fun with those before combining all six notes
in the last four bars of a Blues. It works so
much better than saying “these are the
chords, these are the scales, here’s the
chord-scale relationship and I’d like to see
this chord here, that chord there”. Richard’s
approach immediately makes more sense to
beginners and I’m really looking forward to
trying it out in the classroom.’

Tools for teaching
Ilke Lea Alexander, the youngest of the 
2012 CTG recipients, has clearly been
inspired by the Michaels and by her
pedagogy and teaching studies at the
RNCM. She graduated in music from 
the University of the Witwatersrand in
Johannesburg in 2011 and has since been
teaching in schools and private practice.
Ilke began teaching private pupils a year
before starting her university studies and
had never been trained as a teacher. ‘I
didn’t think teaching was something that
you could learn – that’s not the idea I was
exposed to in Johannesburg. All my friends
teach part-time but none of them studied
music teaching. I’ll take back tools from the
Royal Northern to be better able to teach
my kids. I’ve also learned how to make
lessons more creative and interactive. This
experience has opened my eyes to how
much there is to learn and how much
further I can take my teaching studies.
Teaching music well and being proud of 
it, I think, are extremely important.’

Creative thinking
Studying at the RNCM, says Ilke, has helped
her recognise the need for the teacher-pupil
relationship to be dynamic and alive, with
stimulation and creative thinking on both

A journey 
of discovery

At the end of last year three teachers from South Africa seized the
opportunity of a lifetime to travel to the UK and study at the Royal
Northern College of Music, as Andrew Stewart found out.
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sides. She points to lessons learned from
Dalcroze classes and is eager to apply them
when she returns to Johannesburg. ‘It’s
easy to separate yourself as a musician
from your body, to focus on the music and
your instrument in isolation. Once you find
your awareness and expand it throughout
the body, so many good things can happen
in your playing. There’s just so much for me
to take back. Since I finished my degree, I’ve
missed learning new things and was already
feeling a little uninspired. This opportunity
has given me clear direction about the
future. Returning to student life has woken
me up, which was just what I needed.’

Stimulating and demanding
Hayley White’s Manchester experience 
has been both stimulating and demanding.
Although many of her pupils at a school
outside Richards Bay in KwaZulu-Natal 
had expressed interest in learning jazz, 
she was unsure about how to teach them to
improvise. Individual lessons and classes 
at the RNCM helped her demystify
improvisation and acquire the skills to 
teach it. ‘The learning experience here has
been challenging and even humbling at
times,’ recalls Hayley. ‘I found it hard to 
get my head round jazz harmonies, chord

extensions and voicings on the piano, for
example. But I really have made progress.’

Being a student again
Hayley speaks of the personal benefits of
taking a complete break from work to return
to full-time study after more than 20 years as
a teacher. She last took time out from the
classroom more than 10 years ago to travel
around Africa. ‘It’s amazing to be a student
again! My experience in Manchester has been
totally refreshing. I’ve never done anything like
this before. What I’ve learned from the various
tutors has given me so many new ideas.’ 

ABRSM’s support, she continues, has
allowed her to reconnect with the
fundamental values of teaching and think
about the future evolution of her own
teaching practice. ‘There are times when
you’re sitting in the classroom and thinking
what is this all about,’ says Hayley. ‘Being a
student again, receiving lessons, being
nervous before lessons and having to prepare
for them, being in a group and feeling that
everyone is better than you – all those
experiences are invaluable as a teacher. 
I can go back now and tell my pupils how I
felt. This experience has given me so many
opportunities to see things from their
perspective again.’

Lessons for life
Each of ABRSM’s CTG scholars believes that
lessons learned at the RNCM will inform
their thinking for years to come. Hayley
recalls a masterclass given at the college 
by acclaimed mezzo-soprano Ann Murray,
one of many highlights of her term in
Manchester. The session allowed her to
discover aspects of music-making that had
barely registered an interest in the past. 
‘I’m not a singer by any description,’ she
observes with a laugh. ‘But I gained 
so much from Ann Murray’s amazing
masterclass. This kind of input has
expanded my knowledge and appreciation,
and that has to infiltrate my teaching, even
if only indirectly. And I feel sure that it will
support the things we’ve learned here about
improvisation, teaching practice and so
many other fascinating subjects. ABRSM
has looked after us so well and I feel
incredibly grateful for the opportunities
we’ve received because of their support.’ ■

Andrew Stewart is a music journalist 
and critic.

Do you have any memorable professional
development experiences? To share them,
email libretto@abrsm.ac.uk. 

13Supporting teachers

Justin Sasman, Hayley White and Ilke Lea Alexander visiting ABRSM’s offices 
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From Bonn to Vienna
Beethoven’s journey from Bonn to Vienna
was not without incident. The French had
already invaded the Rhineland, capturing
Mainz in October 1792, and Beethoven
therefore had to travel through a war zone
to reach southern Germany and Austria. He
kept a little memorandum book, known as
his Jugendtagebuch, during the journey and
for the next year or two, and this records
that he gave the driver a tip ‘because the
fellow drove us at the risk of a cudgelling
right through the Hessian army driving like
the devil’. Nevertheless he arrived safely in
Vienna in November 1792, and promptly set
about equipping himself with necessities
that he had not brought with him. He first
noted down ‘wood, wig-maker, coffee’, and
then a longer list including ‘overcoat, boots,
shoes, piano desk, seal … writing desk …
dancing-master’. He also copied down in his
Jugendtagebuch an advertisement for
pianos that was published on 10 November,
which suggests he arrived in Vienna about
that date. Later he confirmed, ‘I have to
equip myself completely anew.’

Daily life
Beethoven’s shopping list tells us much
about his daily life shortly after his arrival.
His rooms were evidently heated by a wood
stove, and he would need plenty of wood in
winter, since Vienna has a continental
climate that tends to be much colder in
winter than the Atlantic climate of Bonn; he
occasionally commented on the difference.
He needed to buy a good overcoat and
footwear, having presumably travelled with
only the minimum of these. The piano desk
and writing desk were essential for
someone studying composition, and he
always kept a desk beside his piano, so that
he could quickly write down any interesting
ideas that he happened to discover while
extemporizing. Coffee was something of a
luxury but was a drink that Beethoven
enjoyed throughout his life in Vienna. The
seal was a standard piece of equipment for
sealing letters and documents at the time. A

visit to a wig-maker was
considered necessary, since
wigs were still common,
though they had all but
disappeared within a few years;
later portraits of Beethoven
show him without a wig, unlike
portraits of Haydn and Mozart.
Dancing was an essential
social accomplishment, and he
noted down the name and
address of a dancing-master,
Andreas Lindner, whom he
presumably visited. Ferdinand
Ries, however, reports that
Beethoven ‘never learned to
dance in time with the music’
and was generally clumsy.
Ries’s account of Beethoven’s
manner is clearly exaggerated
(‘He rarely picked up anything
without dropping or breaking
it’), but it makes the point that
Beethoven lacked refinement
of movement. Beethoven would
surely have stood out in
aristocratic Viennese circles,
with his rough and
unrestrained mannerisms, his
strikingly regional accent, and
his dark, swarthy complexion that gave him
a Mediterranean appearance. Nevertheless,
he was quickly welcomed by the aristocracy,
particularly Prince Lichnowsky, in whose
house he resided for two years or more.
Since Count Waldstein was a distant relative
of Lichnowsky, and Elector Maximilian
Franz was related to the new Emperor
Franz, the enthusiastic testimonials that
they would surely have written enabled
Beethoven to gain immediate acceptance by
the music-loving aristocracy of Vienna, who
were no doubt duly impressed by his
abilities as soon as they heard him at 
first hand.

Lessons with Haydn
Since Beethoven had come to Vienna for the
specific purpose of studying composition

with Haydn, it was not long before lessons
were under way, and they continued for
about fourteen months. Little is known
about the course of these lessons, but there
is no firm evidence to suggest, as
sometimes claimed, that they did not go
well or that the two composers did not get
on together. Haydn helped Beethoven in
numerous ways during the latter’s first year
in Vienna, lending him money when his
allowance from Bonn did not arrive, and
inviting him to Eisenstadt (where his patron
Prince Esterházy resided) during the
summer; Haydn went there in May and
Beethoven followed on 19 June. Other
indications of the warmth of their friendship
come from the Jugendtagebuch, where
Beethoven records having paid 22 kreuzer
for (drinking) chocolate for Haydn and

Extraordinary Lives14

Beethoven: a student
in Vienna

In this extract from his new book, renowned Beethoven
scholar Barry Cooper reveals what life was like for the young
composer as a student in eighteenth-century Vienna.
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himself, and on another occasion 6 kreuzer
for coffee for them. As for the lessons
themselves, Haydn generally preferred to
teach composition by studying scores
informally with his pupils, and probably did
so with Beethoven too during most of the
course of lessons. In addition, Beethoven
wrote a batch of about 300 exercises in
strict elementary counterpoint, of which 245
still survive. The uniformity of both ink and
paper type, however, suggests that these
exercises were not spread over a year but
concentrated into quite a short span of time,
perhaps as little as four to six weeks (his
other music manuscripts from 1793 show a
variety of ink and paper types). Haydn wrote
corrections on some of the exercises, but
left many mistakes uncorrected. Some
writers have criticized him for adopting
such a slack attitude; but this was not a
correspondence course: Haydn and
Beethoven were meeting regularly, perhaps
three times a week, and there was no need
to annotate all the errors, since they could
be discussed verbally. What is more
interesting is that Beethoven was making so
many ‘mistakes’. The rules of counterpoint
were in some cases unnecessarily strict,
and Beethoven was finding ideas that were
satisfactory musically but in some way did
not quite conform. He preferred to seek out
rules for himself, which might not always
coincide with traditional ones, and his
tendency to strain the boundaries of
acceptability formed an essential ingredient
of his style throughout his life.

Latest works
Haydn also oversaw Beethoven’s latest
efforts in composition during 1793, which
included a set of variations for piano and
violin (on ‘Se vuol ballare’ from Mozart’s 
Le nozze di Figaro), an oboe concerto, a
wind octet, and a wind quintet, plus a
revision of the piano concerto in B flat that
had probably been originally composed in
Bonn a few years earlier. The oboe concerto
is now lost, apart from its main themes and
extensive sketches for the slow movement;
the quintet also survives only incomplete.
But the manuscript material that is known
from these works is almost all on Viennese
paper, confirming that all of them were
written or at least completed after
Beethoven had arrived there. Together the
works are a major achievement, and Haydn
was duly impressed. He sent a copy of the
first four of them, plus an unidentified
fugue, back to Maximilian Franz in

November, along with a letter concluding
that Beethoven would become ‘one of the
greatest musical artists in Europe, and I
shall be proud to call myself his teacher’.
The elector’s reply, that all these works
except the fugue had already been heard in
Bonn before Beethoven left, is clearly based
on misinformation. It is of course possible
that earlier versions had been heard in
Bonn and that the works were merely
revised in Vienna, but even this is unlikely,
for if Beethoven were putting newly revised
works in his package he would surely have
included the B flat piano concerto. Thus
suggestions in many biographies that
Beethoven deceived Haydn, perhaps causing
a rift between them, are mistaken.

According to Ries, Beethoven once
claimed that he had ‘never learned
anything’ from Haydn; but this seems like
another exaggeration, when one recalls
Ries’s claim that Beethoven ‘never’ learnt to
dance in time and ‘rarely’ picked something
up without dropping it. Beethoven clearly
learnt an enormous amount from Haydn,
even if the works he composed under
Haydn’s immediate tutelage show little or
no direct benefit from the actual instruction.
The course of lessons came to an end in
January 1794, when Haydn left Vienna for
his second and final visit to London. 

This would have been an appropriate
time for Beethoven to return to Bonn, but
the political situation there was increasingly
unstable, and by the end of the year the
elector had been driven out by the French.
Meanwhile Beethoven was allowed to
remain in Vienna, though without any
further salary from the elector. Beethoven’s
brother Carl moved to Vienna in 1794, and
his other brother Johann joined them a year
later, their father having died shortly after
Beethoven’s own move in 1792. Thus from
1795 onwards there was no family reason
for any return to Bonn, and so Beethoven
continued to reside in Vienna for the rest of
his life, apart from short spells in the
countryside most summers, usually in a
village near Vienna; the most favoured
villages were Baden, Mödling, Heiligenstadt,
and Hetzendorf.

A new teacher
Instead of returning to Bonn, Beethoven
continued his composition studies 
in a series of lessons with Johann Georg
Albrechtsberger (1736–1809) that lasted
over a year. Albrechtsberger had just
become organist at St Stephen’s Cathedral

in Vienna and was thus effectively the
foremost church musician in the land. He
had also recently published a treatise 
on composition (Gründliche Anweisung 
zur Composition, 1790) as well as one 
on figured bass, and was a renowned
composer of counterpoint. His instruction of
Beethoven was extraordinarily skilled and
thorough, as can be seen from nearly 200
pages of exercises by Beethoven that still
survive. They consist mainly of exercises 
in specialized techniques (such as species
counterpoint, fugue, and invertible
counterpoint), gradually increasing in
difficulty and complexity, and based on the
old modes rather than the more modern
system of keys. The fugues could be
regarded as actual compositions, and they
compare favourably with fugues written by
many minor eighteenth-century composers.
Albrechtsberger was nevertheless able to
make quite a few improvements to these
exercises, despite Beethoven’s extensive
previous training and his innate ability.
Beethoven was kept so busy with this work
that he composed very little other music
during 1794, although he was beginning to
prepare a set of piano trios and piano
sonatas that would eventually emerge as 
his Opp. 1 and 2.

The rigorous tuition certainly left a mark
on Beethoven’s style, for his music tends to
show more contrapuntal awareness of the
movement of individual parts in 1795 than it
had done in 1792–3. The differences are 
not conspicuous, however, and imitative
counterpoint remained fairly uncommon 
in Beethoven’s music until his late period.
Conversely there are examples of it even 
in the music he wrote in Bonn, since he 
had absorbed many of the principles of 
fugue-writing by learning Bach’s Das
wohltemperirte Clavier with Neefe. 
Thus it is difficult to identify individual
passages in his works of the late 1790s 
that would have turned out differently
without Albrechtsberger’s instruction. 
The techniques learnt were nevertheless
important in the long term. �

Barry Cooper edited ABRSM’s edition 
of The 35 Piano Sonatas (Beethoven) 
and is Professor of Music at 
Manchester University.

You can buy this book from retailers
worldwide and from www.abrsm.org/shop.
An ebook edition will be available in
February from www.amazon.co.uk.

15Extraordinary Lives
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ABRSM’s International Sponsorship Fund,
launched in 2011, enhances music training
and development in many ways around the
world. ‘ABRSM is an international
organisation,’ says Chief Executive Guy
Perricone, ‘and this fund is all about
strengthening our engagement with the
international music education community.
After just one year we’ve been delighted by
the difference this funding has already
made to all those involved.’

Education in Uganda
In Uganda the fund has provided support for
the Tender Talents Magnet School (TTMS).
Since 1999 the school has taught some 450
students at Kasangati, near Kampala,
thanks to the vision of its founder Frank
Katoola and his wife Brenda. Dependent
entirely on donations, the school teaches
young people up to the age of 20 from the
most deprived parts of the community. Many
have lost parents to AIDS. Others are
refugees. Some have no homes to go to.

Developing the musical dimension to the
TTMS curriculum was the first project
tackled by UK-based charity, Musequality,
after its launch in 2007 by violinist David
Juritz. He set off from home with just a
rucksack and violin to raise money and
awareness of how music can enhance 
young people’s lives round the world.
‘Having funded the music programme at
TTMS for five years,’ says Musequality’s
Executive Director, Jeremy Bradshaw, ‘we
felt it was time to look for partners. We
applied to ABRSM and were delighted to
receive £2,000, which goes a very long 
way in Uganda.’

‘We urgently needed funds to continue
with our music education programme,’ says
Frank, himself a choir trainer at the school.
‘With ABRSM’s help we’ve been able to
support the music teachers who come 
to us from Kampala Music School and 
pay for a piano we’d been renting. 

‘The school has shot up the table of
academic achievement in Uganda,’ says

Jeremy, ‘and we believe music has been a
key element in promoting that. Learning a
musical instrument or to sing provides 
the discipline, practicality and sense of
personal responsibility that then spins off
into academic subjects.’

Singing in the Philippines
That accent on music playing a part in
improving lives is a recurring theme. In the
Philippines, funding from ABRSM is
assisting the work of the Mandaluyong
Children’s Choir, which gives special
attention to talented young people from
deprived backgrounds.

The sponsorship has gone towards
everything from the choir’s annual summer
outreach programme, choral competitions
and concerts, to seminars for teachers and
a Choral Fiesta in Mandaluyong City. Above
all, funding from ABRSM has meant that the
choir can now invite more young people to
take part in its many activities and reap 
the musical and wider benefits.

International sponsorship16

Supporting tomorrow’s     
For many, the name ABRSM brings to mind scales, aural tests, sight-reading and set pieces but, as
Andrew Green finds out, ABRSM is about much more than just exams.
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Instruments for Jamaica
In Jamaica, ABRSM is helping to meet the
most basic of musical needs – instruments
– for the Providence Heights Community 
& Marching Band. The band works with ‘at
risk adolescents and young adults from 
the Providence Heights National Housing
Trust development, near Montego Bay, who
have the determination to be successful 
in life,’ explains Music Director Dwayne
Haughton. ‘Before receiving the grant it 
was challenging to conduct a rehearsal. 
Our instruments were second-hand 
and donated, and their condition had
deteriorated. We had no funding to repair
them or buy new ones. ABRSM support
made this possible. It also meant that some
of our students could take part in seminars
and local programmes. Our grant from
ABRSM has changed the future of the band.’

Inspiring musicians in Malaysia
ABRSM sponsorship is also finding its 
way to Malaysia, helping to finance an
orchestral training event run by Musica
Sinfonietta. Formed in 2010 by a group 
of music educators and performers, the

Sinfonietta promotes both
music-making and the arts in
Penang and across the wider
Malaysian community.

‘Students, from all parts of
society, form the majority of
our musicians,’ explains June
Ong, the Sinfonietta’s
President. ‘We present two
major concerts a year and
stage an annual music
camp, alongside other events.
The training orchestra
features around 20 players,
while the main orchestra
includes around 50 musicians,
aged from 9 to 55. This
number grows to 100 at 
music camp.’

It’s the music camp 
that was helped by 
ABRSM's donation. ‘As 
a non-governmental
organisation,’ says June,
‘we’re always looking for
sponsorship. So we took the
opportunity to apply for
ABRSM's help. Now we can
afford what we need to make a
better camp, with more tutors
and better facilities.’

India’s new orchestra
The India National Youth Orchestra (INYO)
was launched in 2010 as a pioneering
musical initiative in the sub-continent.
Some 150 musicians representing 12
different states have become involved,
demonstrating ‘unity in the cultural 
diversity of our country,’ says Sonia Khan,
INYO Managing Director.

The diversity extends to social and
professional backgrounds. Alongside
engineers, students and doctors, the 
INYO also collaborates with the Oxford
Mission in Kolkata and the Gandhi Ashram
School in Kalimpong to offer openings for
underprivileged young people. 

Training and development
Key to the development of the orchestra is
both training for players but also ongoing
professional development for teachers.
Already the INYO yearly schedule embraces
a 10- to 15-day workshop, which this year
was held at Bangalore in southern India.
‘We received enough assistance from
ABRSM to get our musicians from Kolkata
and Kalimpong to Bangalore and also to pay

for their accommodation. Without ABRSM's
help, some of our most talented musicians
would have missed the workshop.’

'Intensive training has meant rapidly
improving standards,' says Sonia, which 
in turn have widened horizons. ‘We’ve
given our musicians the opportunity to
play at various international concerts –
they’ve rehearsed and performed 
with German, Austrian, Italian and
Canadian orchestras.’

Through playing in this orchestra young
people are gaining much more than just
musical knowledge and skills. ‘Travelling,
staying together and playing music in the
company of other young musicians from
around the world has been such fun,’
explains 15-year-old violinist Jasiel Peter. 
‘I feel the INYO is family!’

‘The INYO has given me opportunities 
I could never have dreamt of,' adds 
16-year-old Divya Raghunathan.

Working with teachers
Finally, back in Uganda, ABRSM funding has
been helping the Kampala Music School
(KMS) to develop its support for teachers –
both at the school and elsewhere in the
region. Regular workshops have been
taking place in term time on instrumental
technique, musicianship, sight-reading and
aural skills, expanding material, exam
preparation and performance practice. 

‘We also hope to organise training from
beyond Uganda for our teachers,‘ explains
Natasha Chong, Deputy Director at KMS.
‘The teachers here have so much drive 
and commitment and long to have the
opportunity to progress,’ she adds, ‘but 
until now neither KMS nor the teachers
themselves have been in a position to pay
for such development. We hope that in the
long term this funding will help the school
to grow, providing more work for teachers
and new musical learning opportunities for
young people in Uganda.’ In short,
supporting and encouraging music 
making and learning at all levels and in all
settings – just what ABRSM’s International
Sponsorship Fund is all about. �

Andrew Green is a writer, broadcaster,
producer and reviewer, and Senior Visiting
Research Fellow at the University of
Hertfordshire.

You can find our more about our
International Sponsorship Fund at
www.abrsm.org/engagement.

  musicians

17International sponsorship
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“What amazing service!! The music arrived this morning. Thank you SO much, 
Takes away a bit of stress from this week’s teaching.” (FG, Wiltshire)

“The order came today - well done! Fantastic service as always - I don’t know 
what I’d do without you.” (SC, Paris)

“Thank you so much for your excellent service every time, I recommend you to 
just about everyone.” (BM, Leicestershire)
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Iam still astonished by my good
fortune in being the first to write a
history of ABRSM. Perhaps this is

another way of saying I am amazed that
others before me had not realised just
how significant ABRSM’s role has 
been in British music. But it is only
fairly recently that music history 
has expanded much beyond the
traditional ‘life and works’ treatment 
of composers. 

Newer historical writing emphasises
the importance of the social, cultural
and economic context in shaping the
ways that people use, learn, perform
and understand music. And few things
have been more influential on the
musical taste and development of
millions of people than graded 
music exams.

My interest in ABRSM’s history
resulted from researching the
foundation of the Royal College of Music
(RCM). I was intrigued by significant
differences between the documentary
evidence and false assumptions
historians have endlessly recycled. It
struck me that no one had attempted
any satisfactory explanation as to why the
British had embraced music exams on such
a massive scale. Writers frequently mocked
the proliferation of exam boards and
diplomas without probing the phenomenon
itself. So in the first part of the history I
explain how music exams helped transform
the status of music teachers from social
pariahs to diploma-bearing professionals.

The founding of ABRSM itself was an
attempt to end the enmity between the 
Royal College of Music and the Royal
Academy of Music (RAM) and to establish
these two royal schools as Britain’s
unquestioned musical authority. 

There were some early ABRSM heroes
whose names have long since been
forgotten. One was George Watson, its first
Secretary, who set up the ‘Board’ in 1889
with amazing speed and efficiency, just as
he had helped George Grove establish the
RCM on a sound footing. Another was the
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intrepid Frederic Cliffe, an early examiner
set adrift in Australia and New Zealand to
make the best of uncertain communications
and hazardous travel over extremely long
distances. ABRSM examiners were
important cultural ambassadors between
Britain and the British Empire countries, and
ABRSM made a significant contribution to
the cultural glue of empire, with its early
overseas exams running often at a
significant financial loss.

There were also some unexpected
discoveries to be explained. For example, 
in the whole 1930s, only six clarinettists 
took ABRSM grades as against 20,468 in
1980 alone. Until the rise of county music 
centres after the second world war, very 
few brass or woodwind players (flute
excepted) took graded exams – the majority
of candidates were for keyboard, strings 
and singing. Brass and woodwind players
learned through local bands – graded 

exams were irrelevant for them. The
flourishing of school instrumental teaching
after the war generated huge growth in 
the numbers taking orchestral grades and
ABRSM had to adapt to this change in the
musical landscape.

There is not the space here to tell of
ABRSM’s resistance to women examiners
until 1956. Nor of the difficulties faced by
examiners as they endured dangerous
wartime conditions. Nor even of many other
fascinating aspects including some 
heart-warming stories. The history of
ABRSM is about so much more than just the
process of examining, as the perennially
changing relationship between teacher,
pupil and examiner illustrates.

My research on the book was supported
by a British Academy grant, and in carrying
it out much kindness was shown me by all at
ABRSM. From the beginning it was
understood that this history should be an
independent academic study, with no
constraints put on my research or on what I
could write, and published by a leading
scholarly publisher, Boydell & Brewer.

As a history, rather than an educational
study, the book is ‘agnostic’ about the
educational value or otherwise of graded
music exams. But I must declare my
position in one important respect. Writing
this book has linked me back into my 
own early days teaching music to young
learners. That grounding convinced me 
just how important it is to give children the
opportunity to experience music through
learning to play or to sing, and the book’s
cover wonderfully captures the absorption
and pleasure of doing so. �

David Wright was formerly Reader in the
Social History of Music at the Royal College
of Music.

The Associated Board of the Royal Schools
of Music: A Social and Cultural History is
published by Boydell & Brewer and will be
available in paperback and hardback
editions from February. The paperback will
be available from retailers worldwide and
from www.abrsm.org/shop. To order the
hardback, contact Boydell & Brewer
directly: +44 (0)1394 610 600,
trading@boydell.co.uk. 

ABRSM, culture and society
As publisher Boydell & Brewer brings out the first ever history of
ABRSM, author David Wright explains the thinking behind the book.
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that my students would disagree!
Over the years I have had quite a
few students referred to me for
theory. I encourage these students
to bring their instruments with
them occasionally so that we can
try some of this sort of activity to
reinforce certain subjects and to
bridge the gap between the
reading/writing/rules and the
perceived 'fun' part of music. 

These 'outside the box' ideas help
tremendously with the learning
process and are great fun for
student and teacher alike.

SALLY NUTT

Gorgeous Grade 7
How I agree with Anthony
Williams on the joys of the List C
selection at Piano Grade 7
(Piano delight, Libretto 2012:3).
We are totally spoilt for choice
and I imagine that students 
will want to learn more than 
one of these gorgeous pieces. I
certainly do!

HELEN MCANDREWS
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to trying out some improvisation
and composition during the
coming weeks.
JO FRASER

Fun for student and teacher
I read the article by Richard
Smith (Outside the box, Libretto
2012:3) with great interest. 

I already use many of these
techniques not only in
instrumental lessons but also
when teaching Grade 5 Theory.
For example, playing a simple
piece by ear in several keys
promotes an understanding of
what is entailed in transposition
and key signature work. The home
composition exercise can be taken
further too by working out a basic
piano accompaniment (it has to
be basic – I’m a woodwind player
not a pianist); playing around
with chords helps with harmony,
as well as learning how 
arpeggios work.

Theory is often seen as being the
'boring' part of music – I hope

Inbox is the place to share
your views and feedback on
Libretto, ABRSM and music
education in general. We want
to find out what you think on 
a range of music education
topics, from exam tips and
experiences to ideas on teaching,
resources and professional
development. Please get in touch!

Thanks for the ideas
Thank you for the useful and
constructive ideas on widening
the scope of a piano lesson
(Outside the box, Libretto
2012:3). 

One of my teenage pupils learnt
to play the guitar by ear and
was very insistent at first that he
did not want to use music when
learning to play the piano. This
presented me with a challenge
as I have never taught without
using a music book. Since then
he has changed his mind, as he
could not remember what I had
taught him from one week to the
next, and is now progressing
well with note reading. However,
it is good to have some ideas to
help him develop his ability to
play by ear, and I look forward

INBOX
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Grade 1 baking!
An adult pupil of mine is
preparing to take her first ever
music exam and we were
discussing possible pieces. ‘Choose
ones which you will enjoy playing
and will reflect your strengths,’ I
suggested. ‘What do you think
your strengths are?’ She paused
before answering: ‘Cooking, I
shall bake the examiner a cake!’

JULIA HERRICK

Duets for all stages
I agree that duets are a valuable
teaching tool (A history in four
hands, Libretto 2012:3). 

Duets are helpful for improving
fluency and provide opportunities
to make music with others, which
is such an enjoyable experience. 

For young pianists in the early
stages I like the duets in Me and
My Piano in the Waterman
Harewood Piano Series. My other
favourite collection is the Easy
Dances by Matyas Seiber. These
have enormous appeal – really
good examples of various dance
styles and great fun to play. 
The difficulty range is quite
broad, so they can be used 
across the grades.
CATHY COOPER

The pleasure of duets
The following duets – all for
competent pianists – have given
me pleasure over the years: 
Bach's Brandenburg Concertos
(transcribed by Reger) are great
fun, but some more manageable
than others; Mozart's Fantasia
K. 608; Schubert's Grand Rondeau
in A, D. 951 is a simply wonderful
piece, although tricky for the
primo part; the Brahms Waltzes,
Op. 39 – not too hard and
eminently enjoyable; Dvor̆ák’s
Slavonic Dances – a perennial
delight of the repertoire; Debussy's

Petite Suite – an all-time
favourite; and Poulenc's Sonata
for piano duet – riotous fun for
players and audiences.

As a pupil many decades ago I
also had great fun playing 
two-piano repertoire with my
teacher and others. Where
facilities for this exist it should 
be encouraged. I still get much
pleasure from the occasional 
two-piano session, and the
repertoire of original and
arranged material is vast 
and varied.
ANDREW MITCHELL

Your views2222

Write to Lucy North, Editor, 
Libretto, with your views. Email
libretto@abrsm.ac.uk or send letters 
to Lucy North, Libretto, ABRSM, 
24 Portland Place, London W1B 1LU,
UK. Letters and emails may be edited 
for publication.

Correction

In the last issue of Libretto we made a
mistake when editing Robert Parker’s
letter. We printed a version which
claimed that Norman Del Mar was
‘arguably the world’s greatest horn
player’. The original letter actually gave
this accolade to Dennis Brain, referring
to ‘Norman Del Mar, who played the
horn professionally, including as second
horn to Dennis Brain, arguably the
world's greatest horn player ever!’ Our
apologies to Robert Parker for
misrepresenting his views.
Lucy North

Libretto Editor, ABRSM
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