The Sky is not the Limit: An Exploration of Leadership


By Benjamin Zander





“There is no difference between leadership and relationship,” says Benjamin Zander, conductor of the Boston Philharmonic. “The conductor makes other people powerful.”





For two hours the maestro engaged, amused and enlightened the PMSEP delegates with music, song and storytelling. Few will soon forget his Rule #6: “Don’t take yourself so goddamn seriously.” He adds: “Do not confuse games with life itself . . . It’s all invented,” even the A’s his students strive for in music school, and the C-’s they dread. As for Rule #6, it’s the only rule; there are no others.





Zander clearly tries to get his varied audiences of scientists, engineers, CEO’s, soldiers and actuaries to think “out of the box.” To visualize this, he asks them to connect a square box of three rows of three dots each with four straight lines. To do this, you need to start upper left, go down vertically beyond the rows; make a right diagonal through the middle two dots on the bottom row and right side, again going outside the box; then a left horizontal line through the top three dots; and then a descending diagonal from the starting point upper left, through the middle dot and the lower right dot.





Figure 1. Out-of-the-box Thinking





“Creativity,” he said, “is breaking our assumptions.” Too many people assume you have to stay inside the box to connect the dots. Staid and conventional thinking does not fit the vision of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra: “Passionate music-making without boundaries.” To encourage his musicians to shine, Zander gives them blank sheets of paper and asks: “Is there anything you can tell me that can enable me to help you to play more beautifully and express the music more completely?”





Zander began and closed his presentation on leadership with a statement about having a compelling interest in being front and center with life: “Where we sit says a lot,” he said to those sitting in the back of the room. “Like sitting in the front row of your life.”





However, the highlight of his presentation was a reading from essays that six of his teenage music students wrote, comparing NASA to music. PMSEP delegates responded by composing thank-you notes to the students, and PMSEP coordinator Ed Hoffman showed the essays to a senior Space Station manager who decided to place them on a CD-ROM for the builders and inhabitants of Space Station. Hoffman wrote: “Your students’ words will continue to inspire our explorers, especially during the long and isolated times when they will face their greatest challenges in space.”





____________________





Benjamin Zander has been the conductor of the Boston Philharmonic Orchestra since its formation 20 years ago. He is also the conductor of Boston’s Youth Philharmonic Orchestra, with which, he has made eleven international tours to Russia, Europe, the Middle East, Asia and South America, and in June this year to Mexico and Cuba. For the past thirty-one years, Mr. Zander has been a professor of Music at New England Conservatory, and he is the Artistic Director of the New England Conservatory music program at Walnut Hill, a boarding school for the training of highly accomplished young performing artists. He has taught master classes all over the world, and is a Visiting Professor at the Royal College of Music in London. In recent years, Mr. Zander has become a much sought-after speaker, bringing to business leaders and executives throughout the world a conductor’s insight into leadership, creativity, teamwork, and the transformational power of music. His partner Rosamund Zander, a leading psychotherapist, is currently producing a book on their joint work in this field called Bridges to Possibility, which will be published by Harvard Business School Press this year. He can be reached at the Boston Philharmonic, 194 Brattle Street, Cambridge, MA  02138. (617) 864-7634. < zanderbpo@aol.com >
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Sidebar


NASA and Music


by Students of the Walnut Hill School Masterclass





“NASA exists because someone decided one day that there should be no limits. In a world that was once ‘flat’ someone started NASA by sheer possibility . . .”


“‘The sky is the limit.’ No! The mind is the limit. It creates the limits. Fear is the limit. The sky is the opportunity to live without these limits. The sky has existed for billions of years and has NO LIMITS. Why should we?”


Amy D’Auria, age 15





“. . .Space exploration is what reminds us that there are no limits. . . In the same way NASA uses mathematics and machinery, we musicians must use sound. Sound can explore the soul, coax out dreams and possibilities that before were lost in inky blackness. A beautiful sonata escapes gravity. We are not very different, you and I. We remind others of the infinity of possibility. . . (I)n the span of possibility, our minute individual persons are small, but our life-journeys can span galaxies. NASA is granted billions of dollars, and for the insistence of possibility it bestows on the world, it’s worth every penny.”


Amanda Burr, age 16





“The world counts on you to open up new possibilities and discover what we humans can do. . . The only time when music or space have boundaries is when humans create them. Thank you for keeping the possibilities alive.”


Ashley Liberty, age 14





“Playing an instrument is like going into space. . . You’re playing the music with all your heart and you forget about the world around you, you enter into another world of just emotions. It’s like entering into a trance. It’s wonderful! Just like when one goes higher into space you start to float around, when on enters into the world of music, it’s like you’re floating also.”


Tina Green, age 15


“You are representing us. You are explorers of possibility. We are the same. . . We discover another world by playing music.”


Seong-Eun Kim, age 17





“You are the diplomats, the representatives of the world over here. You are going into the nowhere to search, examine a possibility, to be intrigued at the smallest inkling of discovery. You are representing us to discover, explore, and find the possibility for the future, for new experiences, the possibility to escape the box known as earth, and go as far as possible. You have the responsibility to push thinking and ideas beyond limits, into the ethers, through the nothing into the something, to search for possibility in the largest planets and the smallest meteorites. You can look at what’s out there, not seeing but examining, not seeing a planet as red, but as millions of kilograms of unknown, of possibility!


Music is similar to space; it is an exploration, a responsibility to push through the confines of pages of music, to go as far and as fast as the mind will work. The mind is the highest power, and the highest user will go beyond, and examine, discover, look at the broad view and hence have access to the worldly possibilities not contained in one’s self.”


Dave Lanstein, age 16





