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Arts 
& ENTERTAINMENT

 David Grandis is something of a polymath. So
much so, that it’s difficult to assign him a label. 
He’s a man who loves his family and his home. 
He loves music. He loves history, and he loves 
literature and poetry. Tease apart any aspect of 
his life, and one of these threads will be running
through the weave.
 He serves as Director of Orchestras at William
& Mary, Music Director of the Virginia Cham-
ber Orchestra and Music Director of the Wil-
liamsburg Youth Orchestra. His distinction 
in the field sets him apart, and he’s conducted 
world-famous orchestras. During a performance,
he has a knack for serving up lesser-known com-
posers to game new audiences, using his influ-
ence to restore the sonic presence of musicians at
the edges of obscurity.
 David is a native of France, where his life’s 
core passions were seeded. During his youth in 
France, family lore would nurture a fascination 
with history. His connection to World War II 
is rich with admiration. “My grandfather was 
a general in the French Army, and I was raised 
with a sense of gratitude for the Americans in 
the second World War. My grandfather was in 
the second World War himself. I had a great big 
American flag in my bedroom growing up. I still
have it, actually. It’s a flag that my great grand-  
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mother had to welcome the American troops in
Alsace. It has never left me.”
 In his youth, a twin passion for music grew 
alongside his respect for the Allies. This connec-
tion was a deeply personal one, formed instan-
taneously during a chance childhood encounter
with an organ playing at a Catholic chapel called
The Church of Joan of Arc. “The organ was a 
fantastic tool of propaganda, because I had faith 
instantly,” he says with a laugh. “I had a kind of 
epiphany through the music, and I have linked 
music with spirituality ever since.”
 In his work as a teacher and a musician, David
is purposeful in his choice to program scores that

exist on the fringes. “With the students, when 
you select a piece that they absolutely don’t know,
they might not be motivated at first. It’s fantastic
to play Beethoven’s Symphony, and it’s fantastic 
to play Mozart and Dvořák, but the repertoire is
so huge. There are so many other things, maybe 
not at the same levels as these absolute master-
pieces, but these things are enjoyable and people
would love to hear,” he says.
 This habit of favoring lesser-known composers
has its roots in David’s youth, as well. Looking 
back, he says, “It was a personal trait. When I 
was a kid, and I started to discover classical mu-
sic, I was using all my pocket money to buy CDs, 
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recordings. And when I was looking on the shelf, and I saw an obscure 
French composer that nobody knew or everybody had forgotten, I had the
curiosity to say, ‘Why is it not performed?’”
 Young David would snatch up these wallflowers from their racks before 
they disappeared altogether, reasoning, he says, “It had still been recorded, 
so there might be some value. So, I bought all these things before I had a 
full version of ‘Carmen,’ for example. Because I know I can listen to ‘Car-
men’ whenever I want: it’s always going to be available. But an obscure 
composer? I should get it now, because it might be difficult to get it later.”  
 This early, earnest drive to rescue art from a purgatory of silence echoes 
even now throughout his professional endeavors. “There was always this 
intellectual curiosity regarding the quality of the piece: has history made a 
fair decision? You hear so many times that masterpieces from Beethoven, 
from Schumann, from Tchaikovsky, were not necessarily well-received at 
their premiere. And now we consider they were masterpieces.”
 A dread of discarding something of value in haste has haunted David’s 
steps since those early days when he debated whose discs to redeem from 
the dusty shelves. “I’m always thinking about these things. We might have
a change of mind for these other pieces. To be fair; it’s quite rare to find 
something that is an absolute masterpiece that has been completely forgot-
ten and never played again. But very good pieces? That’s very frequent,” 
David says.
 In proof of this truth stands the work of Max d’Ollone, a composer of 
whom David has made a special study. A romantic musician and contem-
porary of Maurice Ravel, Max d’Ollone enjoyed some prominence in his 
lifetime but was largely forgotten after his death in 1959. Scant recordings
of his works survive, and performances are rare. With the rediscovery of 
Max d’Ollone’s body of work came a real opportunity to rescue an endan-
gered legacy.
 If there is an element of magic in conjuring combinations of sounds that
have not disturbed the air for one hundred years or more, so too, there is 
a suggestion of the fantastic in the channeling of their deceased composer. 
To conduct a symphony conceived in the past is to will back into existence
an era that has faded, with all the social, political and personal nuance of 
longing and struggle in whose influence it was born.
 The conductor must set the rhythm of a piece, and from his central perch
he or she can experience the totality of the performance, where a single 
musician might be mired in the sounds of their section. That is the more 
prosaic aspect of the conductor’s job. The poetry comes in the interpreta-
tion. David says, “You have to set yourself in the composer’s shoes and un-
derstand how life was at that time and why this melody meant something 
at that time, and why it is expressing this particular thing. Germany in 
the 1800s, France in the 1900s: you have all these different societies and 
cultures.”
 At the heart of the job is the duty to express the meaning of a piece as its
composer understood it. “It’s why, for a conductor, it’s important to read 
a lot, and go see exhibitions and museums, and be very versatile and open 
your mind and be interested in everything,” David says. It is only by under-
standing the full context of a piece that the conductor can truly deliver the
soul of a composition to an audience.
 David Grandis has found the perfect axis of all of his passions. A self-
described history buff, he finds ample material to feed his fascination with 
the American Civil War and the broader field of Virginia’s historic legacies.
His wife and son share his love of the region’s beauty and temperate climate,
and with engagement in music ranging from the Williamsburg Youth Or-
chestra all the way up to professional musicians, he shepherds music at 
every stage, doing his best to make sure none of it is forgotten.
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