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Woman to watch
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I
t’s the weekend and Sydney-born 
maestra Simone Young is in 
lockdown in Vienna. Her family is 
in the south of England but she 
can’t get to them and the ink has 

just dried on a ground-breaking 
appointment that will bring her back 
to Australia to become Sydney 
Symphony Orchestra’s first-ever 
female conductor. Simone’s 
extraordinary career has taken her all 
over the world. She’s not used to 
sitting still and I have a mental picture 
of her striding around her apartment, 
baton in hand, strains of Mozart 
harmonising in her head. 

In fact, she’s batch cooking. 
“I’ve made a huge pot of 
pumpkin soup and roasted a 
boneless leg of lamb so I’ve got 
cold cuts for the week. I feel like 
a student again,” she laughs.

“This is very strange for me 
because normally I would fly 
back to England for the weekend 
if I didn’t have performances, or 
my husband would fly here but 
that’s not possible because 
there’s quarantine.”

Simone’s home base is in Sussex  
in the UK, close to the airport for  
a quick getaway. “The usual thing is  
a late-night flight out of Vienna or 
Munich or Berlin or Zurich on a 
Friday, flying back Sunday evening to 
fall into bed around 11pm and start 
the week. It’s an easy rhythm normally 
but the new circumstances have 
changed all that.” What sounds 
exhausting to mere mortals Simone 
brushes off with a flick of her baton.

She has lived more than half her life 
in Europe, seamlessly combining 
parenthood with the thrills of being 
one of the world’s finest conductors. 
Simone’s rise to the top is singular and 
while she doesn’t like to shout about 
the fact that she’s a woman forging 
her path in a male-dominated 
profession she’s well aware she has 
shaken up a very traditional industry.

“I think it would be disingenuous of 
me to say it was not a challenge. On 
the other hand, what was I ever going 
to do about it? This was what I 
wanted to do. This was what I felt 
called to do. I didn’t actually see it as 

a problem and if other people did that 
was their problem, not mine. That was 
very much my attitude towards it all, 
particularly as a young musician.”

Young talent
Simone Young was raised in Manly 
and both her daughters – Yvann and 
Lucie – were born overseas, but  
she still calls Australia home. Her 
grandparents on both sides came to 
Australia as immigrants so perhaps 
that sense of being connected to other 
nations is in her blood. “Mum moved 
to Australia with her parents when  
she was five. She was of the class of 
Croatian immigrants who really 
struggled. She’s 96 now and lives  
in care in Seaforth [in Sydney].” 

Simone was named after her mother 
and despite the distance, mother and 
daughter are extremely close. “We 
speak every morning on Facetime,” 
she says.

Her father’s side of the family is also 
grounded in hard yakka. “Dad’s father 
was an Irish immigrant, again from a 
very simple background. Dad (who 

became a lawyer) passed away 
in 2016 at the grand age of 94.” 

Simone’s interest in music 
started when she was five years 
old, playing her grandmother’s 
piano. Money was tight and 

Simone’s dad – Harry – kept the piano 
on the proviso his daughter would  
use it. “That was always the deal. As 
long as I wanted to keep playing and 
having lessons and practising.”

It was certainly worth it. Simone’s 
talent was obvious. Classical music 
quickly became her passion but it 
wasn’t until she was sitting for her 
HSC that she seriously considered it 
as a career. “Of course, I had no idea 
what a career in music meant. I didn’t 
know anybody from that milieu. 
When I first came to Europe I looked 
with such admiration – and I have to 
admit a certain amount of envy – at 
my colleagues who came from musical 
dynasties where it was considered 
absolutely normal that everybody in 
the family played instruments. That 
was not the world in which I grew up. 

“Initially I thought I was going to 
be a composer and that was what  
I started my studies as. It turned out 
to be very serendipitous because 
composition analysis, instrumentation, 
orchestration, these are all things that 
conductors need to know.” ➝

QUEEN
of the baton

Shattering glass ceilings is all in a day’s work for Simone Young and as she 
prepares to come home for an exciting new role, the brilliant Aussie 

conductor talks exclusively to Juliet Rieden about her passionate life. 

Above: Simone rehearsing with 
Frankfurt’s symphony orchestra 
in Germany. Left: The maestra 
takes a curtain call in Sydney. 
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Simone studied at Sydney’s 
prestigious Conservatorium of Music, 
majoring in composition in 1979 and 
returning in 1981 to take a post-grad 
diploma. “Again, most of my fellow 
students came from traditionally 
musical families, and I did feel out of 
place for quite some time there. Also, 
in the composition faculty, I was the 
only girl in my year.” 

But it was here that Simone also 
glimpsed her future. “If you wanted  
to make music and you weren’t yet at 
the level to be doing it professionally, 
there was an extremely active pro-am 
musical world in Sydney and as a 
19-year-old, the one thing I could do 
to earn money was to play the piano 
for these groups. Invariably there 
would be a day when the conductor 
didn’t get there and I would have to 
conduct from the piano. Very soon  
I was doing it myself.” 

In 1983 Simone joined Opera 
Australia as what’s called ‘a 
répétiteur’. “Good répétiteurs are 
unbelievably valued because not only 
do they have to be very fine pianists, 
they have to be able to make the piano 
sound like the orchestra. It’s your job 
not to play a Chopin étude; it’s your 
job basically to be the orchestra 
during the staging rehearsals,” 
explains Simone. “And when I joined 
the opera company as the répétiteur it 
was at a time when I was already 
conducting at Mackellar Theatrical 
Society and Lane Cove Light Opera. 

“I used to get in conversation with 
conductor Richard Bonynge about my 
conducting. It’s been the traditional path 
for people to be répétiteurs and then 
become assistant conductors and then 
conductors. That’s the way [Herbert 
von] Karajan went and [Georg] Solti.  
So that was exactly what I did … It’s 
just I was the first girl to be doing it.”

Simone was not at all phased to  
be shattering glass ceilings. “People 
would say, you’re going to have to  
be so much better than all the men.  
A young man has 10 minutes in front of 
an orchestra to prove himself; a young 
woman has two. They were trying to 
be kind and put me off this crazy 
ambition to be a conductor, which 
they felt was going to end in tears.” 

Simone made her debut as a 
professional conductor in 1985 at  
the Sydney Opera House for Opera 
Australia. “It was all in rather 
dramatic circumstances,” she says 
laughing. “I went into work that 
morning and was told ‘oh, I believe 
you’re conducting tonight’. The 
conductor had fallen ill. I was very 
nervous and there was a moment 
when I was standing outside the pit 
when I did think, I’ve got my passport 
in my handbag, I could just make a 
run for the airport. But the thing was, 
of course, it is my natural place.

“Musicians say this about their 
instrument – that they might play  
one instrument and then switch to 
something else and find they’ve found 
their voice. Well, I found my voice on 
the podium. I am a conductor. I don’t 

quite know how or why but it is the 
most natural place for me to make 
music. I still play the piano a lot but 
the place I am most at home making 
music is when I’m conducting and 
that’s been the case since 1985.”

Family too
Simone won a Churchill Fellowship 
and a small award from the Wagner 
Society to study and work in Germany 
and France, where she battled more 
stereotypes. “I knew I was going to 
have to start from the bottom because 
in 1986 in Germany, they thought 
Australia was somewhere that great 
sports people came from; they  
didn’t know about our arts scene – 
everybody thought [Joan] Sutherland 
was English. I took great delight in 
putting them right. Then I was a 

Chief Conductor starting in 2022 she 
didn’t hesitate. She will be the first 
Australian-born conductor to hold  
the position since 1991, and the first 
woman. Her opening season will 
coincide with the reopening of the 
Sydney Opera House Concert Hall.

“I feel very privileged. I have loved 
conducting this orchestra since the 
mid-’90s and our relationship has 
grown warmer and more fruitful.  
I think a lot of people see the role of 
the conductor as somebody who’s in 
charge, who’s saying how things have 
to be, and yes, it is that to a certain 
extent. But what you don’t see is the 
work that happens in rehearsals. 
When you’re lucky, when everything is 
in the right place, something magical 
happens in performance.

“As a conductor the orchestra is 
your instrument. I’m turning 60 in 
March and for a conductor this is 
when you’re coming into your prime. 
Conductors don’t retire, they keel over 
on the podium some time in their 
mid-80s usually.” AWW

 
Simone Young conducts violinist Ray 
Chen performing Tchaikovsky at Sydney’s 
Town Hall from February 10-13. For 
tickets visit sydneysymphony.com 

woman and only 25. So there 
were lots of strikes against me. 
But the strike for me was that  
I was so passionate and devoted 
and I never shirked hard work.  
I learned German fluently and 
improved my French and Italian 
and I never stopped working on 
scores. And that meant sooner or 
later I got opportunities.” In 1987 
she was hired by the prestigious 
Cologne Opera.

Simone has left out the fact 
that she was also pregnant when 
she and husband Greg Condon 
– a language teacher – arrived  
in Cologne. The couple had met 
“across a crowded staffroom at 
Sydney’s Riverview College,” she 
explains. “I was teaching piano. 
Greg was head of the modern 
languages department. We 
married very young [Simone  
was 20].”

Simone thought nothing of 
conducting at five months pregnant. 
“The travel was challenging but if 
you’re in a pit you can sit down,” she 
adds nonchalantly. The real struggle 
was being away from family. “It’s a 
very long way and the early years 
were tough on our own with a baby  
in a foreign country.”

As her career flourished Simone 
became known for her glamorous 
high heels which she says are a little 
less vertiginous today. “I’ve got knee 
problems which most people are 
saying is the revenge for all the years 
in high heels. I do still wear heels on 
occasion but I used to conduct in 
five-inch stilettos and they’ve shrunk 
to about an inch-and-a-half now!”

In 1997 Simone’s second daughter, 
Lucie, was born. “The girls mark the 
two stages in my career,” she says. 
“When I had Yvann I was a pianist,  
a répétiteur and an assistant. I was an 
employee at other people’s beck and 
call. By the time Lucie came along I 
had been working internationally for 
four years in Vienna, Paris, London, 
New York, Berlin, Munich, Australia, 
and I could dictate the terms of my 
engagements. When I needed to take a 
break to feed the baby I could simply 
say, ‘it’s the break’. 

“Lucie and the nanny and I travelled 
the globe for the first three years of 
her life and Greg and Yvann would 
join us wherever we were, because we 
couldn’t interrupt her schooling.”

Today Yvann is 33. “How is that 
possible?” opines Simone. “She is the 
mother of two beautiful little girls who 
are the joys of our life.” Both daughters 
have proved as high-flying as their 
mum. “Yvann read physics at Oxford 
University and played cricket for the 
Oxford ladies team and also for her 
college’s 2nd men’s team. Now she is 
deputy director of finances for Lord’s 
Cricket Ground. Lucie has just started a 
master’s degree in music therapy. She has 
a music degree from King’s in London. 
She’s a harpist. I had a calling to perform; 
she has a calling to help people. We’re 
immensely proud of her,” says Simone, 
admitting, “Yes. We’re all a bit alpha!” 

In 2000 Simone played in her mum’s 
homeland. “I was invited to conduct 
the Zagreb Philharmonic at the 
Dubrovnik Festival. I flew Mum and 
Dad over from Australia. We were all 
there, our kids who were respectively 
13 and three at the time. My mother 
sat in the front row and cried. It was 
70 years almost to the day since she 
had left. That was a very beautiful 
moment for us all to share.” 

When the call came for Simone to 
be Sydney Symphony Orchestra’s 

“I used to 
conduct in five-
inch stilettos ...
they’ve shrunk 
to an inch-and-

a-half now!”

Clockwise from right: Simone was hired 
by the Cologne Opera; conducting her 
first philharmonic as Hamburg state 
orchestra director; Simone in 1994. 
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