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Warsaw exhibit showcases collection 

 

WARSAW 'Dirigentis Instrumentum." The Latin phrase sounds a bit like a spell from a Harry Potter book, but it has nothing to do with Hogwarts. 

.

It is, however, the title of a curious and charming exhibition that for fans of J.K. Rowling's teenaged wizard may be the next best thing to browsing for magic supplies in mythical Diagon Alley. 

.

"Dirigentis Instrumentum" can be translated as "Means of Directing" or "Tool for Directing." The exhibit, which opened last week at the Historical Museum of Warsaw, showcases a collection of orchestra batons that was amassed over the past 40 years by the Polish conductor Tadeusz Strugala. It is the only such collection in Poland, and one of the few in Europe. 

.

As a fan of the Harry Potter books, I felt as if I had been transported into Ollivander's wizard wand shop. There, displayed in a series of glass cases in the exhibition room, were more than 60 batons. Each seemed just waiting to be picked up and waved purposefully in the air. 

.

In Harry Potter's world, magic wands are used to cast spells, and each is unique to its owner. According to the books, wands are usually made of wood, and each has a core of a magical object or substance. 

.

Orchestra batons are used to cast a different type of spell, as conductors employ them to create and control a real-life form of magic - the ensemble performance of music. 

.

Batons resemble magic wands in size and shape, and many of them, too, are precious personal possessions that only feel right in the hands of their owner. Indeed, in a 1942 book called "The Art of Conducting," the British conductor Rudolph Dolmetch presented an analysis of how each conductor must personally select his own baton. 

.

In Dolmetch's opinion, states the exhibition catalogue, "The proper baton for a conductor was as essential as a good bow for a violin player. He strongly recommended personal adjustments analogous to an oboist's adjustment of the reed." 

.

The antique batons in Stugala's collection date to the mid-19th century and come from a number of countries, including England, Belgium, Austria, Germany and what are now the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Poland and Russia. Like the magic wands in the Harry Potter books, most of them are made of ebony or other precious wood. They may not have cores of some esoteric magical substance, but many are chased with gold or silver, inlaid with tortoise shell or mother of pearl, or decorated with ivory, quartz stone or engraved inscriptions. 

.

Older batons, from the mid-19th century, are generally thicker, heavier and slightly shorter than later models. Many are cylindrical in shape, but others, particularly from the end of the 19th century onward, had a longer, tapered form. 

.

Some of those on display are extremely beautiful examples of craftsmanship. One, for example, is a gracefully tapering stick 310 millimeters, or about 12 inches, long, that is covered with tortoise shell and fitted with a decorative silver tip and ornamented silver handle that has a knob of clear, pink quartz inserted in its end. This baton has its own case, with a label indicating it was made by a well-known Krakow jeweler of the time named Wladyslaw Glixelli. 

.

Another example is a simple wand of ivory, 355 millimeters long, that has brass tips on both ends and bears the carving of a lyre and the date, 1886. 

.

Stugala found his batons in antique stores, junk shops and flea markets in cities scattered across Europe. He also purchased or was given a number of modern batons, which are mainly thin, utilitarian sticks that have little of the magical sense or decorative elegance of the earlier models. 

.

Few of the antique batons provide any information about who used them or where. But the origins of several are known, and the fragmentary stories they tell offer a fascinating glimpse at musical style and history. 

.

One, a cylindrical baton made of varnished wood and decorated with an elaborately carved tip and handle made of ox bone, was owned by Ludmilla Suoch Gehrecker, a 19th-century German conductor. Advertised as "the female version of Strauss," Gehrecker led an ensemble called the Wiener Walzer and also performed with other orchestras in England and South Africa. An engraved silver plate affixed to the baton says it was presented to her as a gift after a concert in Hamburg in 1898. 

.

Another, an elegantly tapering wand of carved ivory decorated with three silver rings, was presented to William Dobbs, the organist of a church choir in Cardiff, Wales, in 1901. 

.

The exhibition, which runs until the end of May, was mounted as part of Warsaw's Easter Beethoven festival. The labyrinthine Historical Museum occupies more than 65 rooms and halls in nearly a dozen interconnected buildings lining one side of the Rynek Starego Miasta, or Old Town Square. 

.

Like most of Warsaw, the square was virtually obliterated during World War II. It was rebuilt using photographs and even paintings by Caneletto as models after the war. 

.

Photographs taken in 1945, some of which can be seen in the Historical Museum, show Warsaw as a "deathscape." Almost no building stands; almost no living people are to be seen. 

.

When I was in Warsaw two and a half years ago, posters hung around town evoked the devastation. Advertising Roman Polanski's film "The Pianist," they showed a small human figure, dwarfed amid the city's ruins. 

.

The contrast between that image and the bustling Warsaw of today almost smacks of a magical transformation. 

.

So it was fitting, perhaps, that Strugala conducted the music for "The Pianist." He appeared in the last scene of the film, directing an orchestra. In his hand is an ebony wand with ivory tips from his collection. 

.

.

.
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