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Demystifying Dalcroze: Part Four  
Dalcroze and Choral Conducting - an interview with Kristin Bowtell 
 
Interview by Katherine Smith 
 
Kristin Bowtell BMusEd UWA, Cert Dalcroze UK, MMus RWCMD is a conductor, baritone and educator based in 
Perth, Western Australia. He studied at the University of Western Australia, with Simon Halsey for the MMus of the Royal 
Welsh College of Music and Drama, and holds UK Dalcroze and Kodály qualifications. Kris is an Australia Council 
ArtStart recipient and a graduate of the Symphony Services International Conductor Development Program. Recent 
engagements include The Loudspeaker in Lost and Found's The Emperor of Atlantis and conducting Elgar's The Music 
Makers and Poulenc's Gloria for the WA Academy of Performing Arts. Kris is currently Co-Director of the Giovanni  
Consort and will conduct them in the Western Australian premiere of David Lang's haunting Little Match Girl Passion in 
October. www.kristinbowtell.com  
 
KS: In 35 words or less (or more!): what is Dalcroze Eurhythmics? 
 
KB: Dalcroze Eurhythmics is a recognition of three things: that music is executive; that music is creative; and most 
importantly, that although music is an aural art form, that doesn’t mean that it originates in the ears or the mind - it 
originates in our physical experience of the world. 
 
KS: Why did you choose to study Dalcroze Eurhythmics? 
 
KB: I chose to study Dalcroze Eurhythmics because I couldn’t do any of it! When I was studying music education at UWA 
we had one Dalcroze workshop with Joan Pope. She took us through what I now know to be some pretty basic Dalcroze 
exercises, like walking in time to a changing pulse, showing the changing character of the music in our bodies; bouncing 
a ball in different metres; drawing a melody and representing it in different ways on the page - and I couldn’t do any of it! 
I was about 23 and it was all so beyond me, and yet it all seemed so simple and child-like. Unfortunately at the time there 
wasn’t any regular courses available - there was training in Sydney but I didn’t have the money. So I just kept it in mind 
for a few years. When I moved to London four years later I was looking for professional development and came across 
an advertisement for Dalcroze PD, and thought I’d give it another go. And when I did, I realised, “I need this!” 
 
I think the difference between my experience of that first Dalcroze session with Joan Pope, and the experience of some 
of my colleagues in the music education class, was that I looked at the experience and thought, “This is surprisingly 
difficult; but why is it difficult when it is so child-like?” And that made me think there was something missing from me and 
my music training. Whereas I think quite a few of my colleagues thought, “This is surprisingly difficult and it is childish - 
so there must be something wrong with it.”   
 
KS: What is one Dalcroze “myth” you would like to “demystify”?  
 
KB: The Dalcroze approach suffers from a lack of awareness generally. But even amongst people who are aware of 
Dalcroze, there are often serious misconceptions about it that hinder the approach, more so than those that Kodály, Orff 
and other practitioners labour under.  
 
Many people come to a Taster Day or short Dalcroze workshop and leave thinking it is simple or relatively two 
dimensional, but it’s not. It’s very deep and very complicated, and it covers an awful lot of ground.  
 
On the other hand some people get a glimpse of the depth the Dalcroze approach and are overwhelmed; they think, 
“This is too big - there’s no way I can do all this.” I’ve certainly had this feeling! 
 
And the truth lies somewhere in between. Dalcroze is a huge area. But as with all huge areas it is possible for people to 
get a general training and then find how it best suits their practice: how it is best applied with their students, their 
colleagues, and in their community. And I think that’s something that Dalcroze practitioners can communicate much 
better than we currently do.  
 
KS: How does your understanding of the Dalcroze Eurhythmics philosophy influence your approach to 
conducting?  
 



 

 

KB: Conducting comprises three broad areas. There’s the acquisition of the music (getting the score into the head); the 
actual executive skill of communicating non-verbally with people in rehearsal and performance; and there’s the rehearsal 
process. 
 
My experience in the Dalcroze approach affects all of those things. Firstly, it affects the way I learn music. My inner ear is 
much better than it was before I started Dalcroze musicianship classes, so I’m able to get a lot more from the score with 
or without the piano.  
 
But my Dalcroze experience also makes me more playful with the music when I’m learning it. I can knuckle down and 
learn something quickly if I need to, and I often do. But when I have more time I find I learn the music in layers. I might 
improvise and play around with some of the rhythmic and thematic ideas, and think about how those ideas could have 
been developed. I might think, “What would other composers have done with this melodic idea? How would this have 
been different if it had been written by somebody else?” These approaches are not unique to a Dalcroze-trained 
conductor, but they are characteristic of the Dalcroze approach which requires you to think not only an executive 
musician, but as a creative musician. 
 
Then there is that big question of how you come into your own interpretation of the music. With certain periods and types 
of music there are general parameters inside which people operate. And of course, a truly unique interpretation of a 
piece does not necessarily make for a coherent interpretation! But the question remains - how do I as a conductor make 
decisions that are my decisions? 
 
As one example: I might go through a section of the score and walk at different tempi while I sing a part of the music, or 
hear the score play in my head, and physically feel how the music moves at different tempi. Does it feel better or worse 
at different tempi? That’s something I do relatively often.  
 
Dalcroze has changed my physical vocabulary. I’m much more aware of my body than I was previously. This doesn’t 
necessarily mean that some big and explosive movement is going to appear on the podium when I am conducting - that 
isn’t always useful or appropriate! But I have a greater physical freedom through experimenting with movement, and that 
has improved my non-verbal vocabulary when conducting.  
 
When I’m working with instrumentalists, options are limited as to what is possible in a rehearsal situation with stands and 
chairs and so on. But my Dalcroze training certainly changes what I focus on. For example, I feel it’s much more 
important on the first few readings that the group develops a sense of the tempi and character of the music than fussing 
about notes too much. 
 
When I’m working with singers and community groups the Dalcroze training becomes much more apparent, as there is 
generally more space to move. The kinds of physical warm-ups and games you might expect to play in a community 
choir or children’s choir can then lead into things that are more explicitly Dalcroze.  
 
KS: Does your Kodály training support your Dalcroze training in the area of working with choirs? How?  
 
KB: Yes it does. My first real musicianship training came through Kodály training - I did this training before I studied 
Daclroze. When I am explicitly teaching Ear and Voice classes in a Dalcroze context I use a lot of what I picked up in my 
Kodály training. The two approaches are in no way mutually exclusive. I would say the Kodály approach is more tightly 
focussed. It attempts to do fewer things than the Dalcroze approach does - and I say that in no way in a pejorative 
sense. The Kodály approach aims to produce well-rounded musicians who are creative, who are equally at home in a 
variety of styles of music - it’s a really fabulous thing. I certainly know colleagues who are Dalcroze teachers who have 
revisited Kodály training because it is so focussed, so explicit and very efficient.   
 
But there are things that the Kodály approach would like to do but can’t address quite as fundamentally as the Dalcroze 
approach does, such as the expressive aspects of music, concepts of articulation, weight, dynamics and sound quality. 
All these things originate in the physical world and in movement; they don’t simply originate in the brain or the ear, or 
even necessarily in the voice. Some of my colleagues who are Kodály teachers and really exceptional leaders in their 
field have very explicitly taken elements of things they’ve seen done by Dalcroze teachers to address these aspects of 
music.  
 
The two approaches work together wonderfully precisely because they have similar goals but very different approaches.  
 
In terms of ear and voice training, I certainly do take things that I’ve picked up from Kodály teachers into my work as a 
Dalcroze teacher. The difference in approach is that I start from movement. I’m always aiming, wherever possible, for 
gross motor movement to precede fine motor movement. I want people to experience intervals, for example, as not just 
an acoustic phenomenon but a physical feeling. Chords, likewise; modulation, likewise. When people are learning to take 
melodic dictation in a Dalcroze setting, we are physically experiencing the length of phrases and the feeling of when the 
phrase is cadencing and where it is cadencing to. And all of those physical experiences feed into being able to sit down 
with pencil and paper and write down what you hear accurately.  
 
KS: The Dalcroze approach uses physical movement extensively. How can Dalcroze be utilized when you are 
working in a small rehearsal space, or with a very large group of children or adults? 
 



 

 

KB: Every context changes the way you choose to, or have to, work. And in a sense, saying that the Dalcroze approach 
is about movement is an over-generalisation. More precisely, the Dalcroze approach is about the physical experience of 
being in the world. I’m constantly being reminded of this with my daughter who is 9 months old. Physical interactions - 
movement - is really fundamental, and something that goes through all Dalcroze practice all the time.  
 
But movement - displacement in space - doesn’t have to mean locomotion (walking running, skipping and so on). There 
are countless other ways in which we move through space. There are smaller versions of movements that can allow us 
to experience tempi, for example, without actually travelling - writing very fast can be akin to running. 
 
Rather than getting a large group to move around a small space, which can get awkward (people bump into each other, 
or you get the “vortex of death”!) there are all sorts of things you can do in a circle or in pairs or in your own personal 
kinesphere. This is one of the reasons why there aren’t “How To” books on Dalcroze, because its practice is so context-
dependent. The philosophy and basic framework of creativity, ear and voice and movement remain core to the approach, 
but how you execute that remains completely dependent on the situation.  
 
It becomes a creative task for the teacher. Take relative tempo as an example: I want to express the difference between 
walking and running with a group of children. We don’t have space to walk or run. What other known experiences are 
akin? Pretending to write a letter to Grandma slowly and neatly. And then scribbling a quick imaginary note to mum so 
say, “I didn’t get time to do that chore-sorry-Mum-BYE!” 
 
Fundamentally, large movements in space always work best, but it’s easy to get stuck on that. Anyone who’s witnessed 
a lesson with Joan Pope will know we are only limited by our creativity! 
 
KS: What is a typical Dalcroze exercise you might use when introducing a choir to a new piece of repertoire? 
 
KB: This depends on the musical requirements of the piece! At the Dalcroze Sydney Summer Course in January we 
learnt a modal piece about spiders. It was constructed of ostinati. So my approach as we learnt the piece was to get 
people to invent a different gesture for each phrase, and then put these gestures on three different levels corresponding 
to the register of each phrase (there was clearly a lower, middle and higher part). This was about being able to visually 
and physically comprehend the way the music was put together, and to support the participants’ polyphonic hearing as 
we learnt the music.  
 
There’s a difference for me between when I’m running a Dalcroze session which is choral (as in the Sydney Summer 
Course example above), and when I’m doing a choral session in which I will call on my Dalcroze training. During most of 
my work with choirs - regardless of whether I’m working with children, community choirs, amateurs, vocal students at 
WAAPA, or a semi professional chamber choir - my approach is usually to sing the music and see what happens and 
what needs to be worked on. The choral experience comes first and the Dalcroze works helps to support that. There is 
an expectation from the participants that what they’ve come to do is sing; they’re willing to be on board with things that 
feel a bit experimental if they trust you and understand why you are asking them to do something. The further up the 
professional tree you get, people expect more and more that rehearsal time will be very targeted and efficient, and that 
they can understand what you are trying to achieve. 
 
KS: What is a typical Dalcroze exercise you might use when working with a choir on a difficult rhythmic or 
melodic passage? 
 
KB: In a situation where space is limited - which is usual! - then one of my go-to exercises for rhythmic issues is to get 
people to put the pulse somewhere on their body. It’s not just to help people experience the pulse in a physical way, it 
also helps me to see who is struggling. One thing you find a lot in Dalcroze lessons - and it is true of good teaching 
generally - is that Dalcroze teachers are always aware that we need repetition to learn good motor skills, but we also 
need variation. This is one of the reasons that Dalcroze teachers improvise music during lessons. So with that simple 
pulse exercise, we then put the pulse on our knees, on our head, on our neighbour’s shoulder - it’s repetition with 
variation. This type of exercise is by no means exclusive to Dalcroze. However, many choral conductors will say, “Let’s 
walk the pulse,” and that is all they will ever do. The Dalcroze approach acknowledges that different movements give a 
different feeling of the pulse (try walking, tapping or jumping the pulse!), and that we can experience the pulse within a 
musical context  - a strong tap on the chest or light tap with the fingers convey different musical characters. Dalcroze is 
good at addressing multiple things at once. In that simple pulse exercise we can address pulse to help us to sort out 
rhythm, and at the same time address dynamics and style through the type of movement we are making. 
 
If I have a choir and there are issues with phrasing, I might ask them to show me with a gesture where the biggest 
moment of the phrase is. That kind of thing is really revealing - some people will stick their hand in the air every time they 
breathe, others will actually comprehend the direction of the phrase. I ask people to make their own expressive 
decisions: “How could we show this phrase?” or, “Show me a movement that matches the music in this phrase.” Rather 
than always dictating to the students, this hands over an element of decision-making. It doesn’t need to be a hugely 
creative experience but it does allow people to make interpretative decisions.  
 
KS: What are some of the challenges in using Dalcroze as a choral conductor? 
 
KB: The challenge is acceptance. If you are doing something that is a bit outside what people expect, you get a certain 
amount of resistance or unwillingness to engage in things that “feel like dance”. So many people in our culture, and 
particularly teenagers, can feel inherently challenged by movement. Even when teachers voluntarily come to a Dalcroze 



 

 

training session for the first time they may think they know what to expect, and it doesn’t always match up. Part of the 
solution to this is to pick the things that are not so threatening and build up trust over time.  In most high school situations 
there are real limitations to the kinds of activities that you can do. But it’s good to think about the Dalcroze approach in 
terms of the analogies between music and a lived experience of the world, rather than just thinking about it as 
movement. Because there are all sorts of things that teenagers will be happy to do that can help them to experience, for 
example, differences in rhythmic patterns or other aspects of music. Over time, as you build trust, you can include more 
movement activities.  
 
KS: What would you say to a music teacher who feels skeptical or unsure about undertaking Dalcroze training?  
 
KB: You’ve really got to try it in order to judge whether or not it is something for you. I would also say that it is normal in a 
Dalcroze class to experience some feelings of being challenged. That’s really normal. Because the Dalcroze approach 
endeavors to address the musician in all available ways - we try to help people hear better, sing better, move better, play 
better, be more creative, be better teachers - invariably this means everybody comes across something that they’re not 
very good at! The thing to do is to embrace the parts that you find difficult, because that’s where the learning is. We all 
go for what is most comfortable, thinking that we’re building on our strengths - and yes that is important. However we all 
need to address weaknesses too. Strengths and weaknesses are different for each person. When I was doing my 
Dalcroze Certificate training some of my colleagues were experienced musicians who’d been professional musicians for 
30 plus years, so there were all kinds of things that I felt deficient about next to them, but that was great because I was 
pushed to learn! It turns your concept of yourself on its head, and that’s positive. The short message is try it, and 
embrace the challenges! 
 
KS: What is it about Dalcroze that inspires you to teach through this approach? 
 
KB: To me, Dalcroze just makes really good sense. When I think about the context of Western Classical music, the great 
musicians who we look up to from the 16th century through to the 21st century were all outstanding composers, excellent 
performers, and great improvisers. Do we want students to aspire to be someone who plays Bach, or to be a musician 
like Bach? (Maybe without the 18 children!) By focussing on “only” being a performer or “only” a teacher or a “only” a 
composer we set our sights too low. Dalcroze inspires me because it has really raised my musical standards. It’s also 
inspiring because it’s as creative for the teacher as it is for the student. It’s not an approach where you write a lesson for 
a particular concept and then trot that lesson out every time you teach that concept. And it’s not just the planning that is 
creative - because the teacher is improvising in a variety of ways within a class, I am constantly presenting my own 
musicianship as a jumping-off point for the students. 


