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Noteworthy features of the Scherchen – Serly – Oneglia Centered Conducting Method

1. All beats occur at a single centered location, directly in front of the body’s center or median line.

2. The beat-point rises from belt level to chest level as the dynamic decreases.

3. The upper limit of all gestures is along a left-right line opposite the conductor’s forehead.
4. Utilizing gravity to assist in the conducting stroke is a fundamental concept of the method.

5. Describing certain side-to-side gestures as “pendulum-like” adds to the method's “natural motion” philosophy 

of conducting.

6. The process of increasing the depth of a conducting stroke in softer dynamics is mentioned, but does not 


appear to be a primary element of the technique.

7. Subdivisions are treated as internal divisions – not external additions – to the standard conducting 

strokes.
8. Patterns such as the “Expressive Gesture ¾” seem to be a conscious effort to address and alleviate the


physical problem of having the preponderance of conducting gestures in the upper-right quadrant of the 

conducting field.
9. Independent wrist actions do not appear to be a feature of this method. Wrist movements that result from a 

relaxed wrist’s reaction to a beat-point or other change of direction are encouraged since they enhance the 

grace and “floating baton” image of the style.
10. The loops in all subdivided patterns should be implied, but not literally executed.
11. Despite the displaced location of the beat-points in many of the diagrams, all beats should occur at or near 
the same centered location.
12. Printed patterns do not indicate increase or decrease in baton speed as in the Saito patterns. Nevertheless, 


given the influence of gravity, such baton speed fluctuations are definitely present.

[image: image1.png]All expressive gesture exercises, like neutral drills, start with the large gestures and thence progress to the
small and medium-sized gestures. As in neutral drills it is the lower portion of the gesture that is modified,
shortened, or eliminated in the softer dynamic range. The boundaries of the difficult-to-control pianissimo are set
by the median head height, (see Fig. 10). The left hand may be used to support the right hand in pianissimo
practice. When it is used in the resisting gesture the right hand may be lower than the left. This pattern is most
effective when moved further out from the body so that the right arm is almost straight. Do not bend the wrist
except for slight control, but rather propel or undulate the baton from the shoulder.

Practice of varied dynamics provides the conductor with opportunities to use and strengthen left hand
skills. Remember the mezzo forte dimension is bounded by the conductor’s shoulders. Its bottom is raised from
the waist to mid-chest level. To achieve control of this dynamic the wrist needs to be flexible. Controlled flex-
ibility keeps the baton approximately parallel to the floor (horizontal) when moving up-down, and left-right.
Although both mezzo forte and pianissimo gravity centers are somewhat higher, the forehead level remains the
constant top limit.

Subdivision

Subdivision may be defined in general terms as the doubling of the metric pulse. 4/4 becomes 8/8 and is
given eight strokes to the measure; 3/4 becomes 6/8 and is given six strokes to the measure; 2/4 becomes 4/8 and
has four strokes to the measure. However, the basic beat — 4/4, 3/4, or 2/4 — must remain unequivocally clear at
all times. Basic metric shapes and frameworks are adhered to in beating corresponding subdivisions. Physically,
this means that the direction of an afterbeat in subdivision follows through in the same manner of the original
single beat. Thus, when gracefully manipulated, the subdivision beats give an effect of undulation.

Subdivided patterns may be conceived as a series of small loops superimposed on basic metric patterns.
These loops are implied rather than executed, otherwise they tend to distort the basic pattern. The pulse which
sets the preparatory beat is counted in the subdivision and starts from upbeat position (refer to illustrations of
subdivision shown in Fig. 24, Fig. 25, and Fig. 26). Note that the basic beats are indicated by arrows and the
afterbeats by small loops. All beats and afterbeats are centered. They occur at the same center of gravity. A
variation of the baton drop may be used in executing subdivided patterns. A slight drop on the afterbeat: “and”
and diagonal or vertical rebounds assist the centering process. Since all beats are centered. they cannot be
accurately shown in the illustrations; thus they appear to be underneath each other. Remembering that they are
centered, begin subdivision practice after study of the diagrams. This practice will start with subdivided 4/4 in
large gestures and loud dynamics and gradually be reduced. Then practice the subdivided 3/4 and 2/4 in similar
fashion.

Fig. 24 (Subdivided 4/4 Pattern) : start
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[image: image2.png]Fig. 19 (3/4 Expressive
Gesture Components)

upbeat 3 with arc beat 1 with loop going to 2 beat 2 with arc going to 3

2/4 Expressive Gesture

The 2/4 expressive pattern begins with the identical preparatory beat in a drop rise from upbeat position
at the right side. The down motion of beat one ends in a kidney-shaped right loop like the 4/4, after which the
baton is returned up the downbeat railroad track for beat two. Components of this are shown in Fig. 20. Keep the
baton moving smoothly for the 2/4 fortissimo legato with both beats passing through center. Dimensions of this
pattern are from the forehead to belt level. The gravity center is the sternum. Check to see that the baton is level
with the floor (horizontal) and pointing forward.

Fig. 17 (Expressive Gesture 2/4)

start

Fig. 20 (2/4 Expressive
Gesture Components)

5

. upbeat 2 qoing to 1 baat 1 with loop going to 2 beat 2

The two most important strokes in each pattern are the first and last beats. It is pointed out that if the
proper upbeat is given, one hardly needs to give a downbeat, since all preparatory motion occurs slightly in
advance of the performers’ accurate entrance. In fact, Serly favors the student practicing various upbeats without
continuing the downbeat. In practicing, the dimension of the final beat in a pattern should be slightly enlarged
since its stimulus function must be clearly visible to performers. This is especially important wherever a metric
change or change of tempo occurs. The clarity of the loop on beat one, which identifies the metric pattern,
becomes increasingly important in contemporary music which often contains asymmetrical combinations of
binary and ternary, for example: 2/4 + 3/4, 3/4 + 4/4, or 5/8 + 7/8. There is security in the minds of performers
when the conductor clearly delineates both the initial and final beats of each changed meter.
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[image: image3.png]Fig. 18 (4/4 Expressive

beat 1 with loop going to 2
Gesture Components) D going to

upbeat arc,

beat 2 with arc going to 3 beat 3 with arc going to upbeat 4

3/4 Expressive Gesture

Commence the practice of the 3/4 expressive gesture pattern by counting the usual silent measures before
the mirror. Execute the preparatory beat by dropping and raising the baton in an arc to forehead level from upbeat
position. Descend into a loop to the left at belt level and crossing the downbeat line and the center at the sternum,
return diagonally to upbeat position. These motions are indicated separately in Fig. 19.

Due to man’s physiological makeup more effort is needed to maintain the 3/4 expressive pattern in its
proper balance on either side of the body’s gravity center. The result is that often the whole pattern shifts too far
to the right side. Therefore it is advisable to execute the loop in 3/4 further to the left in order to compensate for
this physical deficiency. (Practicing the physical exercises assigned earlier in this book will help correct the body
imbalance).

Repeat the practice of the 3/4 expressive pattern many times at slow speeds for clarity, poise, and relax-
ation. As one becomes more skillful, speeds may be increased gradually. The baton should seem to float in space
in all the large legato expressive gestures. While the whole arm propels it’s movement, the relaxed and supple
wrist “follows through,” controls and balances the baton. As technique is acquired, one develops a certain
amount of resistance or willful pressure against the baton, as if moving through water. This feeling of resistance
greatly enhances expressive gestures when and where needed.

Fig. 17 (Expressive Gesture 3/4)

start
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[image: image4.png]Selected Excerpts from Contemporary Conducting Techniques by Mario F. Oneglia
Expressive Gestures

Expressive gestures modify the linear directions that have been encountered in neutral drill conducting;
thus, expressive gestures are changed into a series of controlled loops and curves consistent with musical expres-
sion. These graceful motions are superimposed on the straight lines of neutral drills with one significant differ-
ence: that each expressive gesture begins and ends at the conductor’s gravity center. The importance of this
concept, vital to understanding expressive conducting, cannot be overly stressed. The two basic conducting
motions -- up and down and side to side -- at their meeting, mark a beat point. This is the gravity center which
will vary with each individual conductor’s median body line which has been shown in Fig. 3.

There is only one loop on the first beat of each expressive pattern. It is the key to the ensemble
performer’s recognition of meter type. If the performer were asked how he identifies the type of meter, he will
probably not be able to explain it, yet an examination of basic expressive patterns reveals a kidney-shaped loop on
the right in 4/4 and 2/4, and a similar loop on the left in 3/4. These are the obvious visual clues upon which the
performer reacts. Both metric clarity and changes of meter — when properly projected — are subconsciously felt
and actively recognized by the orchestral player.

After the loop, which unequivocally marks beat one, there are pendulum-type motions without any loops
for beats two, three, and four in the 4/4 pattern, and beats two and three in 3/4. When the hand retraces a previous
motion it is referred to as a “railroad track” in the studies. This simply means returning along the identical route
just traveled.

Examine the three expressive conducting gestures shown in Fig. 17. Study the relationship of each ex-
pressive gesture to its neutral counterpart. All gestures will be applied and practiced at the large, legato fort-
issimo level at first, with an easy, relaxed, swinging pendulum-like motion. After the patterns have been clearly
defined the conductor can establish other dynamic levels. Remember that the height of all gestures remains
constant as practiced in neutral drills, and that greater depth and width calls for increased volume of sound.

4/4 Expressive Gesture

Begin the practice of the expressive 4/4 gesture by counting a few silent measures of moderately slow
tempo in front of the mirror. From the upbeat position drop and raise the baton in an arc to forehead level for the
preparatory beat. Descend to belt level for beat one and loop to the right. The baton continues to the left marking
beat two at gravity center. Reverse direction on this pendulum ‘railroad track’ marking beat three at center and
return to upbeat position. At this point, repeat the drop-rise ‘railroad track’ of the preparatory beat four, rising to
the forehead to complete the 4/4 expressive gesture. An illustration of expressive 4/4 components is shown in
Fig. 18 so that the conducting student may practice the separate motions involved in shaping the pattern. Repeat
the 4/4 pattern many times in large, loose, quasi-swinging fashion. Strive for clarity in the loop and curves. Note
that there is only one loop and that all beats occur in the center. Loops of expressive gestures may seem contrived
and somewhat awkward at first, but they soon become automatic and will clearly indicate the first beat of each
musical metric type.

Fig. 17 (Expressive Gesture 4/4) start
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[image: image5.png]Semi-subdivision

Of all the gestures used by conductors, semi-subdivision is little known and the least understood. Yet, the
use of semi-subdivision is perhaps the most important (and perhaps the most difficult) to master, for one can learn
to move an orchestra from adagio to presto and vice versa without uttering a word, solely by manual manipula-
tion. This advanced technique of manual conducting is the key to gestural dominance of tempo control. Semi-
subdivision may be classified as the intermediate step between expressive gestures and subdivided gestures. In
addition to mastering control of speed through practice and assimilation of semi-subdivision, conductors will
acquire other valuable “in-between” technical skills.

Semi-subdivision is a combination of neutral and subdivided beats. As such, it uses no loops, but rather
springs or rebounds gesturally precisely on the afterbeat “and”, in an upward diagonal direction. Differently put:
the semi-subdivided gesture “and”, minus the loop, rises to its proper position. Study the semi-subdivided
patterns shown in Fig. 29, Fig. 30 and Fig. 31, then compare the relationship of these figures to their subdivided
counterparts in Figures 24, 25, and 26 respectively. Practice each semi-subdivided gesture pattern slowly and
carefully before attempting to apply them in changing tempos.
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Mario Oneglia/Tibor Serly
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In 1977, Mario Oneglia published Contemporary Conducting Techniques in an effort to document the Scherchen/Serly technique for posterity. Regarding the patterns shown here, he wrote, “All beats and after-beats are centered. They occur at the same center of gravity. . . . Since [they] are centered, they cannot be accurately shown in the illustrations.” The circles seen in Figure 1 are simply points of reference and, “when gracefully manipulated, the subdivision beats give an effect of undulation.” (Oneglia Fig. 25)
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Figure 2 illustrates Oneglia’s introduction of the interesting concept of “semi-subdivision,” which is given much prominence. “Of all the gestures used by conductors,” he writes, “the semi-subdivision is little known and the least understood. Yet, [it] is perhaps the most important if [not] the most difficult to master for one can learn to speed up [and slow down] an orchestra . . . without uttering a word, solely by manual manipulation.” The semi-subdivision “may be classified as the intermediate step between expressive . . . and subdivided gestures. . . . In addition to mastering control of speed [through its use], conductors will acquire other valuable ‘in-between’ technical skills.” (Oneglia Fig. 30)


The front cover of Oneglia’s manual presents tempos from fast to slow (Figure 3): presto (2/4 alla breve) to ritardando (4/4 expressive) to meno (8/8 semi-subdivision) to allargando (8/8 full subdivision). The back cover reverses the order using the terminology tempo largo (8/8 full subdivision) to accelerando (8/8 semi-subdivision) to moderato (4/4 expressive) to alla breve (2/4). The text presents this process as a challenging conducting exercise having multiple benefits.
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In the semi-subdivided two beat, ternary division 6/8, (Figure 4) the three 8th notes within each stroke are given an approximate location. The uneven rebound/ preparation travel speed required for the rhythm can generally be applied to all ternary “in-one” strokes.
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