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Orchestra Conductor George Mathew’s journey in music
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If one were to tell a young George Mathew that he would grow up to collaborate with and
conduct artistes from across the globe, he would have scoffed. He was the church organist
and helped form the church choir in his neighbourhood church
in Thiruvananthapuram. And while he did fill in the shoes of conductor for his alma
mater, St Thomas Residential School’s choir for two years, he was not “presumptuous
enough” to dream that big.”
Music was a constant in his household, he recalls. “My parents, PS Mathew and Esther
Mathew, and my three elder brothers, had an eclectic taste in music. There was always one
genre of music or the other playing at home. Even now, at the age of 95, my mum listens to
and hums various tunes,” says Mathew, conductor and founding Artistic Director of Music
For Life International, an organisation that presents global humanitarian concerts.
A member of Jerusalem Mar Thoma Church, Nanthencode, Mathew religiously tuned into a
BBC Radio programme on Saturdays. He would tape the various choral pieces played on the

programme and would later transcribe them. “As I was the only one in church who had
some training in music, I was appointed the choirmaster and church organist.”
Although a life in music was what he dreamt of, Mathew says he never thought he would
make it big, growing up in a small town. A scholarship took Mathew from Rishi Valley
School to Brockwood Park Krishnamurti Educational Centre in England, where he took
piano lessons with a professor at the Royal College of Music, London “and realised that I
was not so far behind in music as I had originally thought.”
He then went to Amherst College in Massachusetts where he pursued music on the side. It
was his undergraduate advisor at Amherst, Professor Jenny Kallick, who suggested he train
to become a conductor.
“That was when I started dreaming big: Leonard Bernstein, during a summer workshop I
attended, saying that I had it in me to become a good conductor, reaffirmed my ambition.”
He picked up the baton after the devastating Kashmir earthquake of October 2005 by
organising a Beethoven 9th Concert for Kashmir at Carnegie Hall in New York, to support
victims and survivors of the disaster. A year later, he created and conducted the Requiem
For Darfur to highlight the plight of the Sudanese communities affected by the civil conflict
in Darfur. When supporters suggested he create a non-profit organisation to present such
humanitarian concerts, Music For Life International was born in 2008.
Mathew admits that while, as in most other profession, influential mentors who can help
open doors are needed in the music professions, one’s musical ability and capacity to
present and promote oneself is important.
Asked if classical music is still relevant in this day and age, Mathew says, “Classical music
is always relevant. That is what by definition makes it “classical”. There is absolutely no
need to “water down” the music to suit generational needs. The current generation is as
capable as any other to understand and engage in all kinds of musics. The music simply
needs to be presented in such a way that it is accessible, not diluted or simplified. This is
music of the ages and belongs to all humanity whether in Neyattinkara or Brooklyn or
Vienna.
So what next?
“Music For Life International is launching a chamber music concert series in New Jersey.
Our mission is to create social impact through music. We are also planning a permanent
music education programme in a Syrian refugee camp in the Middle East. I have started
working on a book about our work and our journey over the past decade. I am planning a
tour with up-and-coming pianist Julian Clef later this year. It should be fun for us as two
Thiruvananthapuram natives to perform together in several cities in India,” says Mathew,
who resides in New Jersey with his wife, Reverend Bowie Snodgrass, and son, Akbar Jacob.
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