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Jaap van Zweden 

Music is food for 
the soul, and that's 
more important 
now than ever 

THE BBC MUSIC MAGAZINE INTERVIEW 

Jaap van Zweden 
BBC Radio 4'sJames Naughtie 
flies to Hong Kong to meet 
conductor Jaap van Zweden and 
to witness the completion of his 
Ring cycle recordings with the 
Hong Kong Philharmonic 
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'A musician has to wake up every
morning and ask a question. What 
can I learn today? Not what can I 

do better, but what can I learn?' 
I meet Jaap van Zweden in Hong Kong, 

the morning after Gotterdiimmerung, 
the conclusion ofhis Wagner Ring cycle 
recorded by N axos in concert performances 
by the Hong Kong Philharmonic. And he 
appears restless. 

In fact, restlessness is his signature as 
a conductor. It's probably why he's 
renowned as a hard taskmaster by his 
musicians, but perhaps also explains 
why he's starting his first season as music 
director of the New York Philharmonic 
while keeping one foot in Hong Kong, an 
orchestra that, over the last eight years, he's 
taken to a whole new level. 

Van Zweden talks about energy a good 
deal. It pulses around him. 'I'm tough on 
myself. I really am,' he says. It's a sentence 
that seems to ring true as he begins to 
explain the discipline he expects from 
an orchestra. 

'Yes, you have to be tough. If something's 
not working well, I want to know why it is 
not working. That search is the keystone 
of my life. I always want to know why, and 
then how to fix it. Something terrible that 
you see - especially, I think, with young 
conductors - is when a conductor just stops 
the orchestra and says "play it again". And 
that's it! Without asking why and then 
fixing it. That's not right. When a phrase is 
not working with the cellos or the violins, 
it's our responsibility to know why. So I 
like to find out why certain things are not 
working. Then we have to discuss why. If 
you can't do that, then the orchestra will be 
thinking about you: "there we are, we've got 
another one!"' 

And so witnessing his Wagner is 
to realise the extent to which he's 
made himself a master of detail. 
Gotterdiimmerung showed his textures 
to be meticulously layered, and at 0 
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