
Musical Interpretation
A talk by Lesley Neville

Firstly I wish to thank Emmy Simonsen and Helle Larssen and the Danish Kennel Club for inviting 
me to give this talk on Musical Interpretation.

The talk was as a Power Point presentation with just bullet points on the screens, plus several 
videos to illustrate various points as they were made throughout the presentation, so this is a 
brief resume of the things we discussed.

I was invited to look at certain themes but my main brief for this talk was;
 
A “The goal of this is not to teach people how to do Musical Interpretation, but to teach 
them how to judge it.”

“B You can be a fabulous judge without being able to choreograph or make good use of the 
music yourself”

 At the start of preparing this talk I was not sure if I agreed with statement B, so it was 
interesting to see what conclusions we came to.
 
Working from Statement B, I could not help but feel that people do need some knowledge, or 
interest in, music and or dance, but the because they are involved in the sport would indicate 
that they  do, so I took that as fact.
 
So we looked at the necessity to have some clear criteria to be able to judge, and I tried to 
help people to find their own with this talk.
 
I used a lot of my routines as examples, this is not because I think my routines are perfect! But 
because, not only was I happy to have them dissected if necessary, but also I could explain the 
thinking behind them if needed. I also used routines from my good friends as I have worked 
closely with them in their construction, and others from willing volunteers.
 
We looked at how to listen to the music and punctuate the highs, lows, change of pace, 
rhythm, change of phrasing etc.
Using videos especially recorded for the talk, we looked at the Beat of the music in both 
Heelwork and Freestyle, and noted a few points which the judges could look for to help them 
judge.
We looked at the highs and lows.
As music is an emotional and creative medium, as judges we should be able to see if the handler 
has “felt” the music in their choreography.
We looked at change of pace, rhythm, change of phrasing. 
 If the pace of the music changes does the pace of the routine change too?
E.G.
Does the way the handler and dog move suit the rhythm of the music?
 Is it clear that any changes of phrasing have been built into the routine?
 
How to use a theme in the routine –   use of the story behind the music  
Is there a theme or story?
Is the theme made clear?
Is the story being told?



 Costume;
Our sport allows us to dress the human element in costume if we wish to do so, how this is done 
should enhance the routine. 
So, do we recognise how important a costume can be, and should we judge it as;
the handler has put thought and reasons into their choice of costume.
Or perhaps not! 
We noted that there are both positive and negative aspects of costume
This involved some audience participation in a game where they had to match costume to music!

Props;
As well as costume the handler can introduce props into the routine. 
This led to a discussion about the correct and improper use of props, with videos to illustrate 
some of the points. 

 special moves taught to help tell the story. 
We asked the question “Has the handler taught some special moves to help to tell the story?”
Or
“Has the handler used a series of moves just because the dog can do them?”

   Handler’s movements interpreting the music contra dog’s movements.  
Contra meaning 
Against
Opposite
In front of
 
These can be both positive and negative interpretations. As a judge you have to decide whether 
the handler is using “Against, Opposite, In front of” in a positive or a negative way
We used a few examples of moves here backed up with some photographs.

Choice of music suiting the team, when it works and when it does not work
 We decided that there were quite a few things that a Judge must be aware of such as The 
Breed of the Dog, Size of the dog, the dogs (and handler’s) ability to move to the music, age, 
knowledge, progression and enjoyment of both the dog and handler.
We looked at some of the different types of music available to us all nowadays

Is there a difference between use of music in HTM and in Freestyle
I found this an interesting question. As I find myself looking for a “Piece of music for Heelwork” 
or a “Piece of music for Freestyle” so I suppose the answer to the question, in my case, is yes.
 
So we looked at what could these differences be?
 
In HTM the handler should be interpreting the beat of the music accurately, they should be “on 
the beat” of the music at all paces.
 
In Freestyle this will vary as the handler uses different moves but it should still be clear that 
they are “on the beat” where possible, again at all paces
 We looked at how two different handlers had interpreted the same piece of music and 
discussed what we had seen.

We looked at the use of music and the dangers in both disciplines if the use of the music is not 



Judged correctly! For example
(In Freestyle)
The music is being used as a background noise to allow the dog and handler to demonstrate 
moves just because the dog can do them?
 
(In Heelwork)
When the music being used as a background beat to allow the 8 or 10 official positions to be 
used as a form of list. (done that one, done that one, done that one....etc

It is the handler’s responsibility to choose music with changes/a theme to be able to prove 
to the judges that they are able to interpret the music/create a theme. If a handler 
chooses music that does not allow much MI, they can’t get a high mark”! Thoughts on that 
statement???
 
The interesting phrase here was
“If a handler chooses music that does not allow much MI, “
In who’s opinion?
The Judges idea of the interpretation may not be the same as the competitors and therefore 
they could receive a low mark.
This may be because of language differences.
We considered how the importance of MI is considered by some Judges. In my own marking it is 
not uncommon for a low mark in (British rules) Content and Accuracy and a high mark in Musical 
Interpretation because the routine may have gone “pear shaped” on the day but I could clearly 
see the interpretation and considered it to be a good interpretation.

It is important that Musical Interpretation is given a great deal of thought and understanding 
or it could be just an “add on” mark in the same range as the other marks given—in which case 
not much MI could still gain a high mark!

In this sport we can choose our own music, and how we wish to interpret it, I suppose therefore 
that as competitors, the skill is to make that interpretation as clear as we can to the Judges as 
we do not have the luxury of explaining it verbally, and as Judges the skill is to understand what 
we are looking for and how to mark it.
If all that goes to plan, then a genuine low MI will receive a low mark, and a genuine high MI will 
receive a high mark.

Finally we reminded ourselves that as judges we are only human and can only do our best, and as 
long as we judge each competitor in the same fair and proper manner then we have done a good 
job.

Lastly I passed on my thanks to the people who helped me with this talk.
 
 

 

 
 
 


