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Acclaimed conductor Robert Moody made it to Carnegie Hall as 
the indirect result of a childhood prank. Moody would probably 
never have picked up a baton if not for a pretty nine-year-old girl.

In a fourth-grade classroom in Greenville, South Carolina, a music in-
structor demonstrating strings instruments asked for volunteers to sign 
up to learn to play the violin, viola, or cello.
“I did not sign it, but a girl in our class, she signed it with my name,” 
Moody says. “Sherry Bednar, my little fourth-grade girlfriend. She 
thought that’d be funny.”
When the music teacher returned to the class for his new students, 
Moody had no idea why the teacher called his name.
“I’m too shy of a little nine-year-old kid to explain that,” Moody says. 
“So, I just trundled off to the class.”
Thirty years later, Moody’s career has an impressive catalog, including 
conducting the Phoenix Symphony, Detroit Symphony, Buffalo 
Philharmonic, Tucson Symphony, Minnesota Orchestra, Santa Fe Opera, 
and the Spoleto Festival Orchestra in Charleston, South Carolina. Moody 
also conducted both the San Francisco and New World Symphonies.
In 1999 he led the New England Symphonic Ensemble and a chorus of 
180 in Carnegie Hall. Amidst the ghosts of Mahler, Tchaikovsky, and 
Rachmaninoff, Moody conducted twentieth-century English composer 
Ralph Vaughan Williams’ “Dona Nobis Pacem,” a powerful fifty-minute 
piece that uses Walt Whitman’s writings to impeach the horrors of war.
“I’ve always said sometimes I have to pinch myself,” Moody says. “I’m 
doing exactly what I dreamed of doing when I was fifteen. And, some-
body pays me money for it.”
Moody spent eight years with the Phoenix Symphony Orchestra 
as an associate conductor and resident conductor, and founded the 
Phoenix Symphony Chorus in 2001. He said farewell for awhile to 
his Arizona friends in April when he took the helm of the Winston-
Salem Symphony Orchestra in North Carolina as music director. A fan 
of sports analogies, Moody likened getting the top post at a regional 
orchestra to getting tapped for head coach of a football team.
“That’s how you grow up,” Moody says. “I wanted to stop being the 
assistant coach.”

From the Desert to the East Coast, and Back
Valley symphony fans do not need to travel to North Carolina to see 
the conductor who brought them such lauded performances as the 
music of John Williams and Bach’s “St. Matthew Passion.” Moody’s 
mastery made the Phoenix Symphony’s annual performance of Handel’s 
“Messiah” a must-hear for Christmastide. Before leaving the subtle 
hues of the Sonoran desert for the dark green fir-blanketed Blue Ridge 
Mountains, Moody replaced retired Arizona Musicfest founding artistic 
director Paul Perry.
“It means I get to come back every February,” Moody says. “I love the 
Valley. Phoenix is the longest place I’ve lived as an adult so it will always 
be in my blood.”
In February 2007 Moody will not only conduct The Festival Orchestra 
but will also lend his baritone pipes to a performance of the off-Broadway 
hit musical The Last Five Years opposite Broadway leading lady Jan Hor-
vath, who will be doing a number of appearances at Arizona Musicfest.
Moody’s job as artistic director does not mean that he gets to dictate the 
program for Musicfest, “but I have a seat at the table,” he says. “I get to 
say ‘let’s make sure we have a nice mix of jazz, Broadway, popular music, 
and classical music.”

Looking at the lineup, it would seem that Moody’s vision for Musicfest 
will become reality. The festival, in its sixteenth year, has an impressive and 
diverse schedule of performances, including jazz, opera, Broadway, blues 
and, of course, classical music.
Like a new coach recruiting the best athletes for the team, Moody called 
on some big names to play in the thirty-eight-piece festival orchestra, 
including violin virtuoso Nadja Salerno-Sonnenberg and the Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra’s Brant Taylor.
“We have some really some of the top players in the country, sort of the 
cream of the crop, come together,” Moody says.

The Best of the Best
Moody enjoys playing with top-ranked musicians. One of his most 
poignant memories of his career happened in the Valley two days after 
September 11, 2001. World-renowned cellist Yo-Yo Ma was scheduled to 
solo Hayden’s “Cello Concerto in C Major” and in Tchaikovsky’s “Rococo 
Variations with the Phoenix Symphony.” With commercial air travel at 
a halt, Ma drove all night from Denver to make the concert at Phoenix 
Symphony Hall. Because of the terrorist attacks, Moody added a memorial 
piece to the start of the concert, “Adagio for Strings” by Samuel Barber.
“A piece that’s really come to be associated with memorial services,” 
Moody says of the composition. “It was used at John F. Kennedy’s funeral 
and the Orchestra of St Luke’s played it at ground zero, at the first official 
service a month after [the September 11 attacks].”

A cellist of such stature as Ma usually performs at the front of an orchestra. 
However, two minutes before the performance, he knocked on Moody’s 
dressing-room with a request. “He said that he hated not being out on 
stage for the memorial piece,’ Moody says.
Ma asked the conductor if he could sit in the back of the cello section 
and play along.
“I thought, ‘would I mind?’” Moody says. “The hall was completely 
packed—you could tell that the audience was just so numb from, you 
know. They needed to be there desperately, because after having been 
sitting for forty-eight hours with mouths open watching the TV, as we all 
were, I think they needed that cathartic experience.”
Moody said that it was a memorable concert and conducting Ma was one 
of the peak experiences in his life.
“I don’t remember the solos nearly as well as I remember him sitting last 
chair of the cello section pouring his heart out into the group pieces—that 
was really amazing,” Moody says. “Conducting Yo-Yo Ma—I could have 
quit the next day.”

Coach, Director, Maestro
Conducting to Moody is like being a movie director, having a prefect 
vision of what a piece will sound like before rehearsals even begin. Moody 
says conductors spend weeks and even months studying complicated 
scores. He grows excited while explaining his craft.
“You have to know the score, if we’re talking about a Mahler symphony—
a piece of music ninety minutes long, 1,234 measures of music, a book 
200 pages thick—and you are just trying to figure out how do you get all 
of this in your head and really know it.”
Moody said his job is getting the orchestra to come closer and closer 
to that perfect soundtrack he hears in his head. “That’s the genesis of a 
conductor’s job,” he says.
While, conductors do not need to know how to play all twenty-
plus instruments in their orchestras, they do need to know how each 
instrument is played.
“You have to know the language they use,” Moody says. “The technical 
terms a clarinetist uses to talk about what they do that are very different 
from what a bassist would use.”
Could an orchestra play without a conductor? “To a great extent yes,” 
Moody says. “but the conductor enables an orchestra to play better than 
they could alone. A conductor helps and shows that the whole is much 
greater than the sum of the parts. That’s really our job.”

The Next Generation
Moody does not forget the little boy who begrudgingly picked up the cello 
that changed the course of his life. He is active with music education of youth.
“Study after study after study reinforces that kids who study music have 
higher SAT scores, higher GPAs on average, a higher level of acceptance 
into college,” Moody says. “[They are] more apt to be involved in 
extracurricular activities like student government, on and on and on.”
The conductor visit schools as part of music outreach programs. Arizona 
Musicfest also has a youth education and initiatives program that aims to 
counter cutbacks in musical arts programs in public schools.
Moody does not believe teaching groups of children about different types 
of music and instruments will result in the next Mozart or Beethoven—
quite the contrary.
“Somebody is only going become a professional musician if they have a 
burning desire to do it and nothing is going to stop them,” Moody says. 
“What you are really doing is trying to just create more well-rounded 
humans. That’s the goal.”
So if the music instructor had not presented to Moody’s class, who knows 
what the maestro would be doing today. Many would say the classical 
music world owes Miss Bednar a thank-you. Moody does. “I credit her, 
and she knows it,” he says.  
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