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Classical Music Programming – what’s the message and who’s listening?

From the outset I would like to point out that this essay has come about as a result of a personal quest to find some answers to the question framed above. It is by no means a definitive or comprehensive study of all aspects of classical music or the role of programming within that – it merely seeks to articulate my thought process whilst grappling with the question. During this process I decided it would be more fruitful to take up a definite position and explore that rather than trying to give an overview, in the hope that it would clarify my own thinking and also encourage a response from you, the reader. You might ask why this particular question? The simple answer is that I am currently involved in programming classical music events and in an effort to get away from programming mostly on the basis of available or historical slots – e.g. it’s January so lets have a Viennese Concert, I began to formulate other approaches led by ideas that first of all excited me and which I could, over a period of time, excite other people about. If my initial inspiration was something that either immediately attracted or repelled others then I figured the idea merited further exploration, because it was at the very least engaging. On digging a little deeper into my own motivations for participating in classical music I started to ponder whether there was a core message and if there was how was I articulating that in the way in which I put programmes together. Looking further I wondered if audiences were picking up that message.  Indeed, was that the message audiences were looking for? The essay is informed by internet and book research, interviews with some of the uk’s leading classical music programmers, a qualitative piece of audience research commissioned by BBC NI and an idea generation day. As already stated it is by no means definitive and probably raises more questions than it answers but if you take it in the spirit it is meant we’ll not fall out. 

Broadly speaking the essay first of all describes the current classical music landscape, a potted history of the development of “classical music” as a concept (bonzi-sized) and its historical claim to being autonomous, universal, absolute. What is the role of programming within that and is classical music autonomy the core message that is being projected? From there I look at the idea of intrinsic values in classical music, do they exist? Also what does current classical music programming for live concerts have in common with the expectations and listening habits of the broad spectrum of the classical music audience? To conclude I seek to highlight other ways that we could look at this question with a view to engaging audiences.

The Current Landscape
These days there is no doubt that classical music is a very broad church. The traditional canon of masterworks from Haydn, Beethoven, Mozart, Bach and others is relevant but not the whole picture. We have the explosion of early music, film music, musical theatre, 20th century, current new works and “fringe” influences such as world music, electronica and jazz – all of which can and often are categorised as classical music by audiences. There is also a kaleidoscope of collisions across genres and styles as many artists find new combinations and modes of expression born out of their experiences, training (very often in the classical idiom) and interests. At the same time a blurring of the traditional divide between “serious” music and “popular” music is evident with people participating frequently in both. 

The picture of audiences is equally diverse. You can be a frequent attender, an infrequent attender, a non-attender, be from a variety of social backgrounds and your motivation can range from direct experience of a specific event/art form to having an enjoyable social evening with friends. You will interact with music in the car, on the move, online and on demand, and will most likely have at some stage in your life participated in making music. There is also a growing desire to feel more a part of the creative experience – if you are going to a BBC Proms concert bring your blackberry because the Albert Hall is a big enough space to accommodate hooking into a blog established both during the performance and from within the auditorium.

Does this mean that the “classical music” label is, at least from the simple definition most of us are familiar with, no longer meaningful? Historically speaking the definition of classical music came about from the gradual process of music beginning to define its own identity outside of social function. Up to that point music was bound up in social function and the identities of communities. The portability of music (larger scale pieces where transcribed for forces or instruments that where available in aristocratic homes), contributed to the concept of listening to music on its own, which is thought to have been well established by the sixteenth century in aristocratic circles and becoming widely disseminated from then.  This development of course is shaped strongly by various socio-political climates, none more so than the Enlightenment which, it could be said resulted in a crystallisation of a distinct concept of musical autonomy emerging around 1800. Musical autonomy meaning first of all free from ritual function or an accompanying text or image and then existing in its own right – in purely musical terms. It was after this time that music went from being the most despised of the arts to being the most revered. It became “High Art”. Not only that it became high art that was capable of communicating to everyone through its own universal language.

“What were the features of this peculiar kind of music? What gave it its claim to be simultaneously superior – and therefore by definition apprehensible only by the few – and at the same time universal? To put the question in that way is slightly misleading, in that there was no brand-new repertoire of ‘classical music’ called up to fit the new need and the new description. To begin with, classical music was simply the music people had always enjoyed – or, rather a portion of it – but redescribed, with certain features of the music now highlighted for particular attention. Historically, therefore, ‘classical music’, when it emerged, was tied to the rest of music – social music, folk music – by a thousand threads. But once those features had been highlighted, the repertoire of classical music became self-referential – new pieces were added to the body by self-consciously imitating those qualities. Once that happened the threads that bound classical music to other music began to break – with lamentable results, as we’ll see.” (Ivan Hewett, Music healing the rift) 

Other aspects of Enlightenment thinking are also relevant. As Richard Koch and Chris Smith say in their book – Suicide of the West:

“Enlightenment thinkers in eighteenth-century Europe and America were the greatest exponents of autonomy, human goodness and perfectibility and progress. Immanuel Kant identified the Enlightenment with human autonomy – the courage to use one’s own understanding, alone.

Enlightenment philosophers went event further than Descartes in elevating the human mind, which they saw as separate from and superior to the rest of nature. Denis Diderot (1713-84) highlighted the uniqueness of humankind in giving meaning to life: ‘It is the presence of man which makes the existence of being meaningful.’

Freed from superstition, we could become more knowledgeable, more ethical, more humane and more original. Historian Edward Gibbon declared: ‘We cannot be certain to what height the human species may aspire…We may therefore safely acquiesce in the pleasing conclusion that every age of the world has increased, and still increases, the real wealth, the happiness, and perhaps the virtue of the human race.’”
They go on to say: 
“The Romantic poets and writers of the early nineteenth centeury took an even stronger view of the mind’s potential. They saw it as most powerful in the exercise of imagination, the ability to transform the everyday into something special, to discern beyond the world’s surface level a deeper truth, to ‘see into the life of things’, as Wordsworth wrote in Tintern Abbey. For the Romantices – precursors of modern environmentalists – relationship of human mind and perception to the outside world was utterly transformed by the imagination’s intensity.”

All of these concepts point towards an optimistic outlook of the world and our place in it. They are the very bedrock values that certainly all of us in the West subscribe to or aspire to subscribe to. However, there is often a sizeable gap between the formulating of a concept and the practical delivery of ideas drawn from that concept – put simply we can only deliver on the basis of our own thinking or as Einstein puts it: "We can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them." 

What has tended to become prevalent, I believe, is the notion that the more we understand, dissect and categorise something the more we can control it. If we add in the Greek model of adversarial thinking (the basis of much of Enlightenment thinking) – i.e. new knowledge is proven only through debate and argument we have a way of thinking based on logic and reason which is good at understanding what is already there but poor at generating new possibilities. 
This combined with Classical Music’s “self-referential” stance led to ever sharper definitions of what was classical music and what wasn’t, to the creation of formalised education and performance codes, to the creation of a professional body and to specialisation within that profession, to the creation of an “educated” audience capable of listening to complex musical structures and a value system that puts classical music forward as the benchmark against which all other music must be judged. Its very easy of course to have a bash at this process as being the very anti-christ of musical development but that would denigrate the very many benefits that have accrued through the expansion of classical music as a distinct genre. What would be fair to say in my view is that the concept of a single, unified and non-changing musical voice that is the bastion of good taste, as decided upon by a small group of interested parties, is no longer relevant, sustainable or even desirable. It doesn’t seem to be leading to greater art or greater participation in music – at least not on its own.

To return momentarily to the question of how meaningful the label “classical music” is perhaps it would make sense to distinguish between an historically informed ‘concept’ of classical music as described in the previous paragraph and the ‘category’ of classical music which is so widely used by audiences and promoters alike to describe almost anything that doesn’t conform to that other great musical force – pop/vernacular music. The latter is meaningful as a way to convey general indicators to potential participators and/or consumers. The former is meaningful to those who get it, but of no real meaning to the vast majority who don’t. 

The historical claim of classical music’s autonomy free from attachment to historical and social contexts with its linked requirement that it can only be related to in purely musical terms is a core message that I feel is still being projected either overtly or inadvertently by the classical music profession. Although the viewpoints from the profession are less black and white today than before and classical music’s universality is being reconfigured into a more flexible position as I write, the concept still holds real currency. Practically speaking it has become so a part of the fabric of the classical music live experience that most of the concert formats, styles of venues, programme notes, marketing materials, musicians’ attitudes still support it. It manifests itself in the desire of programmers to balance a programme musically – first the overture, then the concerto, then the interval then the symphony; in the programme notes that assume prior understanding of sonata form; in the musician who announces a work from the stage by saying “this piece begins in a minor…”. So what is the proposition we are putting to our potential audiences? If classical music is only meaningful on its own purely musical terms then audiences are being encouraged to interact with it only on those terms. In other words you’ve got to understand it fully before you can enjoy it. This is fine if you are up for a real challenge as understanding musical syntax and forms takes quite a bit of learning never mind assimilating them into how you listen but it essentially ignores how audiences naturally listen and takes no real account of their many different motivations. That is not to say of course that audiences are actively stopped from listening in different ways and for different reasons its just that the music profession on the whole doesn’t view them as being valid. If you are an uncertain member of the audience checking out this “classical music” thing it must often feel like being ignored.   

So how does programming fit into this? What role does it serve? The good news is that I haven’t come across a “school of programming” or a “classical music programming for dummies” book. It’s a discipline that for good reason usually forms part of a wider role. You have the artistic director of a performing arts group type, or the chief executive of a venue type, or the festival type, or the radio type and the list goes on. The point is, I suppose, that classical music is being programmed by people all over the world with a variety of motivations and levels of musical knowledge. 

To clarify the role of programming in classical music I talked to a number of the leading  programmers in the uk. What I picked up was an openness to other ways of looking at things, a strong focus on audiences and a commitment to excellence and the art form itself. Talking to these highly creative individuals highlighted that although classical music’s autonomy complex is prevalent it is not held in the reverence it once was. On the whole they saw the role of programming as broadly creating a framework for people to share in the art form. Looking a little deeper they are motivated to share their excitement for the music and believe that engagement with the music brings benefits to individual audience members and the wider community. Many believe that classical music touches people on an emotional, intellectual and spiritual level and has the capacity to change someone’s life and/or perspective. This is very often the central reason that motivates them to work in this area. They undoubtedly see programming as a creative act, which they enjoy, but it is the desire to connect with people and provide them with satisfying experiences that matters. 

I talked mostly to people involved in the live classical concert music field and it is this area that I want to focus on but there is also a great deal of programming for other events. Despite the desire to be autonomous classical music very often is still linked to another function i.e. social, celebratory, background to tasks, relaxation/health, national identity, to convey atmosphere in film, to help sell a product – it articulates, enhances and gives added meaning to these functions. It also happens in different non-live ‘spaces’ than concert halls and community venues e.g. TV, CD, Radio and Online. Added to the mix is the explosion of digital content – the reworking of analogue to digital initially makes recorded music more maliable and  because of the handy size of music files it has put music at the vanguard of digital distribution – in one fell swoop redesigning the business model for music. If programming for events such as these the focus from a programmer’s point of view is different. If you are putting together a playlist on radio for a slot that is listened to primarily in the car on the way to work – clearly the balance is different from a live performance in a concert venue or putting together a cd. Having said that, however, it could also be argued that the basic desire is still to connect with people. 

What has convinced me that the idea that the pure unadulterated live classical music experience in a beautifully appointed hall, following a recent trend in concert etiquette proposed as an age-old tradition is not the peak experience of a pyramid of experiences starting with background ‘muzak’ in a lift,  is that audiences don’t obey this construct. Audiences engage in many forms of classical music programming – they may prefer one in particular but they will be receptive to many. In my view one is not better than any of the others, just more appropriate depending on the context and what experience the listener is expecting.  There is a temptation I think to view engagement with classical music as a linear process – wherever you start the goal is to get you to have a transcendent experience in a concert hall through your deep understanding of purely musical forms and until then you, the audience member have not succeeded.  

In any case programming itself always happens within a context. No programmer actually starts with a blank sheet and many factors such as resources, availability of artists, historical time slots, perceived audience tastes and targets for audience numbers impact on what programmes are possible. This often means that programmes can have a “tried and tested” feel and have in some ways become products for consumption. On the face of it this distinction looks small but is quite a long way from the impulse to share an exciting piece of music or to connect with people and provide them with satisfying experiences. The best programmers are most likely to be led by ideas, by excellence and by personal creativity. They will have a clear, usually visionary proposition to put to audiences which they will feel confident that/want an audience will relate to. They will also probably be involved in a collaborative process with artistic and marketing colleagues and be operating within the ethos of the organisation they work in. Their relationship with audiences will be close in an empathetic sense – you might find them sitting strategically at a performance to make sure they can get a sense of the audiences response. They are also very likely to be sympathetic to the desires of the performers themselves with a view to creating challenging and exciting moments for them too. So the programmer now links the aspirations of the artists, the organisation or event and the audience. He or she will have a wide palette of musical styles/colours to choose from and a wide number of media/avenues to use. Research also points to other factors such as the quality of the venue, the artists involved and the social occasion as well as the location of the venue (with many people engaging in the arts in community venues), which would suggest that a programmer should consider more than just the music. The biggest challenge I feel is the mis-match between audience expectation and the prevailing core message. Programming is only a part of the overall picture, so it is difficult to affect major change without wide scale buy in. Classical music’s autonomy is a very powerful and deeply entrenched social construct. We accept it, maybe even admire it whilst at the same time wanting to change it.

Intrinsic or Not Intrinsic

I have come to realise through this research though that many people have transcendent experiences through classical music. I have to include myself in this. These experiences are powerful and life affirming and it is perhaps not surprising that we look for the cause of these in the detail of how the music is put together. What I sometimes forget is that these experiences may not be directly caused by the music on its own nor will they necessarily be repeated with a deeper understanding of the music itself. I can remember experiences listening to an old vinyl recording of Mendlessohn’s violin concerto – I’d never heard it live before that – and playing Sibelius Symphony no. 2 in a local youth orchestra with very little understanding of the music’s form. What is true is that this level of engagement is the product of a long term relationship with the art form. If I take me as an example I have participated in classical music as a performer and listener for most of my life and it is no surprise that I feel this passionately about classical music. It is clear, however, that other people engage with the art form in many different ways and for many different reasons and like anything else the more you participate the deeper your understanding and enjoyment. The temptation is that as a programmer you want people to see what you see and hear what you hear and sometimes forget that the music’s value is in connecting with values that mean something to the individual listener – there is no intrinsic set of values outside of the physical/acoustic ones that apply to all music. What is a value to me might not be a value to someone else

Let me say at this point that I do believe that classical music does produce intrinsic benefits which resonate both for an individual and for society in general, but the notion that there is a set of values that we all must get in order to enjoy classical music is in my view bogus.

For a moment it might be worth looking at the physical/acoustic values of music as I believe they do shed some light on the subject. Take this quote from the spiritual leader Maharishi Mahesh Yogi:

"Every level of creation is a frequency. One frequency melts into the other, and this is how the process of evolution takes place. The night comes to an end and the dawn begins. At dawn, when the darkness and dullness of the night is over, some inspiring freshness comes and there is a different frequency in the whole atmosphere. At midday, there is another big change in frequency; at evening, a different frequency; at midnight, a different frequency. This cycle of change is perpetual, and because everything is a frequency there is sound at every stage.''
If we combine these concepts with our knowledge of the harmonic series – a naturally occurring sequence of frequencies that sound in sympathy when you play a note on any instrument – it is not hard to understand how music engages us, its intrinsic value is that it resonates. It resonates with itself, the participant whether performing or listening and with the environment it occurs in. Resonate is a very apt word I think. When we are listening or participating in music physically that is what is happening – we are resonating. This is undoubtedly true of all music – it is a universal, non-changing characteristic. The beauty of this process is that as human beings we are able to interpret these resonances as meanings or values which are individual and personal to us. A further beauty is that we can share similar values with other people. It is also true, however, that other people can interpret completely different sets of values from the same set of resonances, although these differences will generally fall into a small set of related groupings. Nevertheless, that puts this aspect of the music experience into the field of relativity – it is not absolute. 

Where we can see evidence of intrinsic benefits is through participation in the arts (and by inference classical music). Below is an excerpt from “The Gifts of The Muse” published by the Rand Corporation:

“People are drawn to the arts not for their instrumental effects, but because the arts can provide them with meaning and with a distinctive type of pleasure and emotional stimulation. We contend not only that these intrinsic effects are satisfying in themselves, but that many of them can lead to the development of individual capacities and community cohesiveness that are of benefit to the public sphere. We think that art can best be understood as a communicative cycle in which the artist draws upon two unusual gifts—a capacity for vivid personal experience of the world, and a capacity to express that experience through a particular artistic medium. A work of art is “a bit of ‘frozen’ potential communication” (Taylor, 1989, p. 526) that can be received only through direct personal experience of it. Unlike most communication, which takes place through discourse, art communicates through felt experience, and it is the personal, subjective response to a work of art that imparts intrinsic benefits. We challenge the widely held view that intrinsic benefits are purely of value to the individual, however. We contend that some intrinsic benefits are largely of private value, others are of value to the individual and have valuable public spillover effects, and still others are largely of value to society as a whole (see Figure S.1, below).
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We place the following intrinsic benefits at the primarily private end of the value range:

• Captivation. The initial response of rapt absorption, or captivation, to a work of art can briefly but powerfully move the individual away from habitual, everyday reality and into a state of focused attention. This reaction to a work of art can connect people more deeply to the world and open them to new ways of seeing and experiencing the world.

• Pleasure. The artist provides individuals with an imaginative experience that is often a more intense, revealing, and meaningful version of actual experience. Such an experience can produce pleasure in the sense of deep satisfaction, a category that includes the satisfaction associated with works of art the individual finds deeply unsettling, disorienting, or tragic. Intrinsic benefits in the middle range of private-to-public value have to do with the individual’s capacity to perceive, feel, and interpret the world. The result of recurrent experiences, these benefits spill over into the public realm in the form of individuals who are more empathetic and more discriminating in their judgments of the world around them:

• Expanded capacity for empathy. The arts expand individuals’ capacities for empathy by drawing them into the experiences of people vastly different from them and cultures vastly different from their own. These experiences give individuals new references that can make them more receptive to unfamiliar people, attitudes, and cultures.

• Cognitive growth. The intrinsic benefits described above all have cognitive dimensions.

When individuals focus their attention on a work of art, they are “invited” to make sense of what is before them. Because meanings are embedded in the experience rather than explicitly stated, the individual can gain an entirely new perspective on the world and how he or she perceives it. 

Finally, some intrinsic benefits fall at the public end of the scale. In this case,

the benefits to the public arise from the collective effects that the arts have on individuals:

• Creation of social bonds. When people share the experience of works of art, either by discussing them or by communally experiencing them, one of the intrinsic benefits is the social bonds that are created. This benefit is different from the instrumental social benefits that the arts offer.

• Expression of communal meanings. Intrinsic benefits accrue to the public sphere when works of art convey what whole communities of people yearn to express. Examples of what can produce these benefits are art that commemorates events significant to a nation’s history or a community’s identity, art that provides a voice to communities the culture at large has largely ignored, and art that critiques the culture for the express purpose of changing people’s views

Therefore, to state the obvious classical music engenders a personal response on the level of feeling and its from that that benefits accrue. One observation is that if we accept that proposition then the role of the programmer could be to create the environment that enhances a personal, subjective response. How differently would our programming look both in content and presentation if approached from that angle?    

Listening – a possible key?

The research published by the Rand Corporation gives us a clear picture of what motivates people to engage in the arts – meaning, pleasure and emotional stimulation. When listening to classical music we are looking for the same things. Listening is really a key function, one of the main ways we derive meaning, pleasure and emotional stimulation from music. So how does that work and can it inform the way we look at classical music programming? Setting aside the physical processes when we listen to anything we are using our ears to perceive and interpret sound. Our first impulse is to “work out what sounds are the sound of, and what to do about them” (Eric Clarke, Ways of Listening). We also use the same systems to perceive and interpret music as we do any other sound from a passing car to the rustle of a newspaper. In other word we are naturally inclined when we hear something to try to understand its meaning first – listening is active and is linked strongly to meaning.  To quote further from Eric Clarke’s book, Ways of Listening, an ecological approach to the perception of musical meaning:

When humans and other animals perceive the world, they do so actively. Perception is essentially exploratory, seeking out sources of stimulation in order to discover more about ht environment. This operates in so many ways and so continuously that it is easy to overlook: we detect a sound and turn to it; we catch sight of an object, turn our eyes to it, lean forward and reach out to touch it; we get a whiff of something and deliberately breathe in through the nose to get a better sense of its smell. These and countless other examples illustrate the constant orienting of the organism to its environment, the constant search to optimize and explore the source of stimulation. Actions lead to, enhance, and direct perception, and are in turn the result of, and response to, perception. Resonance is not passive: it is a perceiving organism’s active, exploratory engagement with its environment.

In the circumstances of entertainment and aesthetic engagement, however, overt manifestations of the perception-action cycle are often blocked or transformed, as Windsor (1995; 2000) has also discussed. Watching films and television, looking at paintings or sculpture in a gallery, and listening to music in a concert hall deliberately place perceivers in a relationship with the objects of perception that prevents them from acting upon or exploring those objects in an unhindered fashion. Many of the reactions that people have to these special circumstances (reaching out to touch a sculpture; approaching or standing back from a painting; laughing, crying, or flinching at a film; foot- and finger-tapping in response to music) are a residue of the more usual relationship between perception and action…”

The live classical music experience is a ball of interactions – performers, audiences, musical score, composers’ wishes, remembered contexts, feelings, venue and so on. Not all of the elements are tangible – many are in the realm of peoples’ thoughts, feelings and aspirations – but they all play a part in making the experience what it is. 

This is a more expansive and less static model of the concert than one that focuses mostly on realising the score as the composer wished. The fact is that listening and/or performing music is a much more dynamic process. There is distinct evidence from neuroscience relating to “mirror neurons” in the motor area of the brain that supports the long written about relationship between music and motion – musical sounds jangle our inner ear and motor neurons illicit a response. So we tap our feet, nod our heads and so on. Back to Eric Clarke again (Chapter 3 – Music, Motion and Subjectivity):

“My approach in this chapter is to argue that the sense of motion when listening to music is an inevitable consequence of the event-detecting nature of the human auditory system; that there are some interesting questions about what listeners perceive as being in motion; and that the varieties of motion specified in musical sound together constitute a crucial component of listeners’ perceptions of meaning in music. In short, the relationship between music and motion is a fundamental aspect of music’s impact and meaning; is significantly, but not only, concerned with the perception of self-motion; and should be regarded as a truly perceptual relationship – even thought the perceived motion may be illusory (in the sense of being attributed to virtual, rather than real, objects).”

If we believe Mr Clarke then this sense of motion is a vital component to enabling dynamic engagement from the listener and an essential part of musical meaning. If one of the things that audiences are after is meaning then what price do we pay for restricting this natural sense of motion?

The sense of classical music autonomy raises its head again here. The notion of classical music operating to self–governing internal principles is closely linked to the establishment of the concert as an institution. It’s a strange question to ask myself and may be too direct a thought process but if the concept of classical music autonomy is being questioned, does that put the concert – at least in the format it now operates with an absolute reverence paid to the score by both performers and listeners and the restricted conventions of sitting still and keeping quiet – an institution that should also be questioned? 

Why do they come?

Going a little deeper I looked further into motivations for audiences to attend music events. It probably doesn’t come as a surprise that people attend different types of cultural events for different reasons. Why do they come to music events and what is it about classical music that attracts them? How could more insight into this influence classical music programming? The following diagram is taken from “Motivations Matter” by Francie Ostrower – a piece of research into cultural participation commissioned by the Wallace Foundation. Taking a broad definition of culture the survey asked a random sample of 1,231 Americans about their participation patterns, motivations and experiences
Major Motivations for attending a music event
[image: image2.emf]
Experiences at music events
[image: image3.emf]These tables look at music overall – so are not classical music specific. However, looking across music and the other art forms (the survey covered Art Museum or Gallery, Dance, Play, Arts & Crafts Fair or Festival) it is apparent that the top three motivations are as follows:
For Music, Dance, Play

1. To socialize

2. Emotionally rewarding

3. High-quality art

For Art Museum or Gallery

1. Gain knowledge
2. High-quality art

3. Emotionally rewarding

For Arts & Craft Fair or Festival

1. Socialize

2. Emotionally rewarding

3. Gain knowledge

Focusing on classical music the research tells us that High-quality art is a much stronger motivation for classical music audiences (61 percent). However, if we look at the broad picture for a moment high-quality art is important but not the only reason that motivates people to attend. Looking at the above tables again it is also clear that on the whole audiences’ expectations are being matched with the one exception of having an emotionally rewarding experience. 45.7 percent cite it as a major motivator and yet only 37.2 percent strongly agree that they had that experience. Looking back to the Rand research which again states “People are drawn to the arts not for their instrumental effects, but because the arts can provide them with meaning and with a distinctive type of pleasure and emotional stimulation.”- are we missing a potentially vital ingredient in our programming? Also we are clearly delivering on High-quality art – so if we believe our traditional model that the pathway to an emotionally rewarding experience is through the quality of the music and performance then why is the emotional experience not stronger? Is it possible that our focus has become too narrow?
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During a recent secondment with BBC Northern Ireland I also did a piece of classical music audience research during a series of concerts involving the Ulster Orchestra (both in its full form and with Ulster Orchestra musicians giving chamber music recitals). The findings are from 151 exit surveys from a total audience of 992 at 6 BBC Northern Ireland events between 15th May and 22nd June 2007. The data points to a slightly different perspective and highlights the importance of the relationship between audiences and specific performing groups and institutions. 
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The top three motivations where:

1. The perfomers (in this case the local orchestra)

2. The BBC as an institution

3. The concert was free

What made the experience worthwhile was the quality of the musicians performance – a direct correlation with the desire to see the performers in question. I realise that this in some ways contradicts the assumptions I have just made based on the “Motivations Matter” research – indeed from the BBC research it is clear that the audience for those concerts is not in the least bit interested in socialising. However, this research was commissioned to try to work out ways to make the concerts more accessible to a more diverse audience. In other words this is an accurate picture of BBC Northern Ireland’s current conventional classical music audience. There is a great danger in continually looking into the motivations and needs of the existing audience. What it doesn’t do is articulate how a potentially new audience can engage with classical music or even what the journey has been for the existing audience so that we might replicate this with a new audience member. 
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Another interesting piece of data from the BBC Northern Ireland research is a comparison between the age demographic of regular BBC NI Ulster Orchestra concert attendees and the demographic of a special BBC concert involving the Ulster Orchestra and Duke Special (pop artist)

It is like a mirror image with 75% of the Duke Special/Ulster Orchestra audience under 45 and 75% of the Ulster Orchestra audience over 45. Is this a classical music audience or not?
So what else can we say about the classical music audience in general. Amongst a swathe of socio demographic data three things stick out for me: 
1. “More than 60 percent of Americans have had some connection to classical music broadly defined,, and fully one-third of these individuals fit this music comfortably into their lives at home and in automobiles. Unfortunately, only a small fraction attends orchestra programs in concert halls.”

2. Of those interested in classical music, 78 percent described themselves as casual listeners, undermining further the traditional profile of classical music lovers as seriously involved concertgoers.

3. “In trying to profile the factors that might predict a ticket buyer, one statistic stood out: 74 percent of them had played an instrument or sung in a chorus at some time in their lives.”
The Knight Foundation “Magic of Music” report

So the first myth we can dispel is that the audience for classical music is dying – it is clear that it is a regular part of the majority of people’s lives. Another myth is the traditional profile of the seriously involved concertgoer – my feeling is that we tend to programme for this audience and not the wider casual listener audience. It is perhaps natural for this to happen but if we widen the view slightly is it not reasonable to assume that the already committed concertgoer will still come?  As for the statistic of 74% of audiences having participated in music – its perhaps an obvious relationship but do we exploit it fully? How many people have gone through music education who no longer go to concerts – many where educated in how to play an instrument and pass grade exams (those that stuck with it long enough!) but the connection between that the concert hall was never made strong or interesting enough for them to remain interested in the live concert experience. 
The picture of audience motivations is a complicated one – there is definitely no one size fits all approach and even within classical music there are many variations and nuances depending on type of concert, venue and scale. There is always a temptation to try to fix a point – in a way that is symptomatic of the type of thinking that holds on to the notion of classical music’s self-referential stance. There is no doubt that we need to focus our attention but it is perhaps  more of question of what aspects of the music experience should we stimulate so that a wider audience can engage. Then we can adjust the weighting of these according to different circumstances.
New listening habits

What impact too has the new paradigm of online, digital distribution had on the habits of listeners? First of all there has been an explosion in content and a significant move away from listening to a predetermined programme at a preset time. We no longer huddle around a radio or stereo music system to get our music fix. We can download all or part of the programme to a pc or portable music player and decide ourselves when and where we want to listen to it. We have much more control over the make up of what we listen to and can make our own playlists from an infinite variety of options. This is a personalised and customised music experience – recorded music is clearly more accessible and through car stereos and mp3 players is becoming part of our personal space and life on the go. This is a much lamented process but its perhaps worth remembering that portability has played an important part in the dissemination of music throughout the ages.
When we compare this to the conventional concert format, however, this is a radical shift. Concerts happen at a predetermined time with a preset programme that is not customisable and in fact audiences have no real say in what is delivered never mind when and where. Also once you are there, there are not very many options to switch channels or pause the action while you go and make a cup of tea. Indeed we expect audiences to sit for 45 minutes at a time in silence. That’s fine on the one hand as the live music experience needs to distinguish itself in order to survive but to me it feels a bit like investing in betamax when the whole world is about to order VHS.

On the up side of these trends the instant availability of music is clearly stimulating demand and in other musical genres is stimulating a resurgence of live music events – for example, recorded pop music has become a commodity that is for an increasing part given away, whereas the stadium tours generate significant revenues. There is no doubt that people want to have an inspirational shared experience and are willing to buy into a live event provided it is exciting, engaging and in some way uplifting. There is a certain amount of consumerism in this of course and a splash of lifestyle aspiration but on the whole I think they are an affectation of our times rather than genuine heartfelt motivations. 
Classical music is really able to deliver an inspirational experience provided the environment enhances that possibility, the music/compositions are believable and the performers perform. Classical music has a vast range of colour, dynamic and modes of expression. There is a sense of drama watching the players perform and each performance has the potential for a unique interpretation. And yet I can count on the fingers of one hand how often a classical concert is like that. The truth is that many are dull, average affairs that are adequately programmed and performed to an acceptable if not exciting level. To be honest I have to include many of the concerts I have programmed in this bracket too.
Like any event or genre there is always potential for good and bad but there do seem to be some key obstacles to peak performance within the way in which classical music is structured. These centre around how musicians and ensembles generate revenue, how they are constituted and structured, leadership within the profession, the lack of an entrepreneurial mindset and willingness to change, musicians training, communication skills, lack of audience focus and more. I have already referred to the research of over 10 years into transformational change in orchestras carried out by the Knight Foundation in the USA. This following excerpt focuses on some lessons learned and although it is orchestra focused I think it raises many of the relevant issues that face the whole of the classical music profession.
As we think about the lessons Knight Foundation has learned about our own grant making

during the course of Magic of Music, one of the most important is that we rushed straight

into making grants for activities before we really had a deep and probing conversation

about mission. We have learned other big picture lessons as well:

Lesson 1: Musicians are essential to making the connection with the audience. If orchestras are to raise the level of engagement, musicians must take the lead. And training at skills other than playing their instruments is essential, so they are better prepared for this role. We need to give them a new job description. That also means for the field to change and for musicians to be prepared adequately for their changing roles as ambassadors for classical music, not only orchestras, but also conservatories, must change. Many – Curtis and Juilliard among them – are recognizing the need to rethink training.

Lesson 2: Music directors can be major obstacles to transformational change. In one sense, they are the individual embodiment of the institution from a public perspective and this gives them great power. Yet internally, they often function like absentee landlords. They have many responsibilities and often are not around enough or motivated enough to become members of a team thinking about change.

Lesson 3: Thoughtful, well-crafted programmatic innovation simply cannot happen when an institution is in the midst of a financial crisis. All of its energies are focused on keeping the institution afloat. This was a flaw in Knight’s theory of change. We hoped by stimulating real structural change in unhealthy orchestras, we would make them healthy. I don’t think we had

any idea how close to the edge some of the orchestras were when we started. Orchestras struggling to make payroll can’t take on transformational change. Orchestras in trouble cling to traditional approaches, which is counterintuitive, since if there is ever a time to try something different, it is when you have little to lose.

Lesson 4: Strategic change cannot happen without strong, consistent leadership. Another flaw in our theory of change is that we did not anticipate the huge amount of turnover within the orchestras. Among the 17 orchestras that have participated in the Knight program, there have been 15 executive director changes in the eight years of the program. Music directors have also turned over and trustees, by their very nature, serve limited terms. Ironically, the greatest continuity appears to be among the musicians, but these individuals are often least involved in planning and implementing new strategic directions for the institution.

Lesson 5: If Knight Foundation were embarking on this initiative again, we would try much harder to articulate from the start what we thought the outcomes should be. We never effectively expressed what we meant by “transformational change,” so that orchestras could know when they were hitting the mark. Not wanting to get in the way of good ideas by being too directive, perhaps we erred on the other side by not giving enough guidance.

Lesson 6: Dollars turned out to be only part of what Knight contributed to the orchestras in this venture. All of us take great pride in the ongoing dialogue exemplified by the annual retreats, the convening of so many people willing to think seriously about these issues, the consortium concept that our participating orchestras have taken very seriously, the provision of research capability, evaluation services and general consulting help. These other forms of assistance may have a longer-lasting impact than the dollars themselves. If foundations feel strongly that their dollars should leverage other forms of impact, in this regard the program has been a success.

Lesson 7: And the last lesson I’ll mention, though there are many others, is that we were undoubtedly overly ambitious in expecting change quickly. We expected that with relatively large grants and a three-year time frame, we would be able to see significant change right away. The fact that we didn’t has been a valuable lesson to Knight and has fed our strategic thinking in our other programs. We are making longer commitments and not expecting miracles.

Looking at things from a slightly different perspective another issue with the staging of classical music concerts is the relative cost of putting them on. There is no doubt that many musicians are underpaid and overworked and yet there are also more musicians who cannot get enough work to sustain a living. In a time where I think it would be worth stimulating demand for live classical music events many artists are pricing themselves out of the reach of many promoters – especially those situated outside of the main concert centres. As demand is not being stimulated enough here  – audiences are too low to sustain the costs of running concerts and although we have a funding system that theoretically covers this deficit, that too is unsustainable in the long term. It would be a neat challenge to find a way of putting on a high quality classical music event for under £1000 so that a locally based promoter could potentially break even. Or can we move away from a fee based structure to one of shared risk/shared profit? What would we have to give up to do that? How many more concerts would we have if we did?  

Alongside all of this is the development of new classical music which for the past century or so has been going through a painful and very public deconstruction and reconstruction yet to settle and potentially re-unify itself. In the meantime the world has moved on. We are now in a global soup of musical influences and the conventional notion of classical art music and popular/vernacular music as separate entities is being gradually eroded. It is also highly improbable that we could point out current/new classical music as a wholly distinct genre. In the digital world every piece of data can be transformed or linked to another without regard for accepted norms. Audio files are still the most flexible so can also be linked more easily than ever before to video, film, toy sounds, the spoken word and pretty much anything else. Music is the great connector so why should the classical music profession feel uncomfortable about the ease and speed with which music can be used?
Ivan Hewitt again in his book “Music Healing the Rift” says:
“Alongside, or behind the problems of modern music specifically lies the more general question of whether the catefory of classical music still has value. It may be doubted whether our culture any longer needs the kind of ‘depth’ that classical music gives. Perhaps the locus of value has moved elsewhere. After all, there’s no reason to think the model of musical and human value posited in classical music is eternal. It came into being at a certain historical moment, and tha moment has perhaps now passed.

If that were true, then classical music would in a certain sense be becoming invisible. This sounds an implausible claim when, thanks to movie sound-tracks, commercials and chill-out compilation CDs, we’re more surrounded by classical music than ever. But just because something is all round us doesn’t mean we notice it, or understand its value – rather the reverse. The fact that electronica can now be referred to as symphonic, and that chill-out music can receive a classical CD award, is surely evidence that classical music is in fact becoming foreign and distant. It’s no longer part of people’s lived experience…”
How else?
In short I feel strongly that the conventional way in which we define, programme and present classical music is no longer fit for purpose. I think the weight of research to date bears this out. Also the narrow focus of much of the current programming is not sufficiently outward looking to attract the many people who are interested in Classical Music. This is not to say that programming alone can transform this situation or that there is a quick fix solution, however, without an enhanced live experience the art form becomes less and less relevant to the communities it serves and will continue to broadcast a message that the vast majority of people are disinterested in.
So how else can we look at this? In an attempt to stimulate new thought I held an idea generation day in Derry, Northern Ireland involving practising musicians, promoters and concertgoers asking the simple question:

“How to transform the conventional classical concert experience to make it more engaging for a wider audience in the North West?” (meaning the North West of Northern Ireland)

The day was facilitated by a qualified de Bono trainer – who used the Edward de Bono creative thinking tools – Six Thinking Hats and Lateral Thinking. Simply put we engaged in parallel thinking – everyone using the same thinking processes (basic info needed, pros, cons, alternatives, gut feelings) together one at a time to look at the question above. The day was very productive and we came up with close to 140 ideas. Of course many of these are impractical and would only have a low impact but many have real merit and deserve to be explored further. The company that I am artistic director for, Music55-7, has made a commitment to road test the best of the final ideas in our next season of concerts. At this point I can articulate some of the main concepts explored and some interesting ideas that will still require further refinement to arrive at final ideas able to be roadtested.
The main concepts were arrived at after the ideas day had finished. I looked at all the ideas generated and decided on the following main concepts:

1. Deeper relationship between audience & performer

2. Transforming the concert environment

3. Interactivity & Participation
4. Redefining the institution of the concert

Within each concept there were many interesting ideas:

1. Deeper relationship between audience & performer
· Let audience sit in with orchestra

· Musicians make the experience more personal – talk to audience – share experience, passion, new info that helps their enjoyment of music
· Performers could make a connection with the audience by dressing up and maybe audience could dress up as well

· Open microphone for audience to talk about how the music has affected them during the concert

· Audience requests

· Performers Move

· Train musicians to perform – choreograph entrance & exit etc

· Air orchestra competition

· Audience free to walk around

2. Transforming the concert environment

· Orchestral performance at sports venue
· Music inspired by artists (e.g. impressionists, expressionists) – have exhibition at concert

· Projection of landscapes

· Blindfold audience

· Use ambient lighting to create atmosphere

· No clapping only cheering

· Recreate sense of wind in concert hall

· Interval Entertainment

· Have an announcer for concerts in which performers do not feel comfortable speaking – who can engage in an informative yet friendly/humorous way

· Scents in the air

· Naked Orchestra

· Musicians on stage first before audience

· Stage set up – seating lighting

· Shorter bitesize pieces

· Astro turf concert hall

· Surround sound

· Create semi-circles with comfortable chairs – have blankets, throws, cushions

· Flower show concert – pots of flowers & herbs leading a pathway into concert 

· Concert hall dressed up as a transformational land

· Transport to a different world via music, colour and theatre

· Classical specific amplification

· Dry ice to create atmosphere & drama

· Clap when you like

· Performances in darkness

· Come in from the cold concert – have a real fire

· Interval games

· Interval cooking demos

· Audience suspended in the air

· Make people wear rabbit ears

· Give audience flowers to throw at the performers if they enjoy the concert

3. Interactivity & Participation
· Virtual masks – people can choose to wear these – provide visuals in tandem with the music

· Classical ball with dancing

· Participatory workshop afternoon & join in concert in evening – could be with business

· Wedding Experience, Wedding licence – get married during next concert

· Make families welcome – all ages – choice of music, venue, timing – interactive – even hands on

· Kids concerts – impressionist content – have crayons and paper to draw during
· Conducting Day – members of public to conduct

· Suggestion box at back of next concert to get audiences suggestions on how to get wider audience in

· Roving Microphone

· Audience vote

· Advertising screens in concert hall – with proposals for next events and sponsors

· Learn to conduct day – 1st half listen, 2nd half beat along

· Motion capture pieces involving audience – maybe linked to colour

· Derry guide to audience etiquette

4. Redefining the institution of the concert

· Don’t make music the main event – associate with other products/events

· Fragmented orchestra performance

· Pay as you go concerts

· Alternative to church – 11am concert on a Sunday

· Lie in advertising – don’t advertise it as a classical concert

· Concert in pool hall

· Teach dancing and dance to live orchestra

· Instead of 1 big concert, have 3-4 small in community venues

· Put videos of concerts on you tube

· Raffles – win a concert in your house

· Alex Higgins plays match – music in between frames – play a piece the length of the last frame

· Partner with pop artist for a concert

· Bring in celebrity for younger people

· Music in Hot air balloon festival

· Unusual venues – inspire music

· Be a virtual concert hub

· Repackage content – record footage – audio - & put out as blogs, podcasts

· Streaming of concert to alternative venue

· Second life performance

· Orchestra in middle of River Foyle – audience on banks and related music

· Work sessions – where you provide people with workstations to work at while the music is playing

· Promote Health benefits

· Drop in concerts

· Stop calling it classical music

Now I am not naive enough to imagine that there lies above the one radical idea that is going to transform classical music programming. It is more about the process of defining the challenges more clearly and having the will to engage in solution seeking. The four main concepts identified above are by no means exhaustive but are a start for me and certainly should be looked at. Despite the fact that classical music has become a backwater – a tiny segment of the recorded music market with a greying and shrinking concert hall audience – there is a thread that connects us with our heritage and a set of values at the core of our civilisation. Is it possible that we are going through a transition, just as society is too and that looking forward should be our focus rather than backwards. After all Beethoven’s music was as much a product of his time as it was a product of his imagination. Are we to expect anything else now?
Conclusion

Returning to the original question “Classical Music Programming – what’s the message and who’s listening” I find myself taking a fairly direct route. The message that has been developed and currently being peddled for classical music is the concept of a single, unified and non-changing musical voice that is the benchmark against which all other music must be judged. The music is autonomous and free from attachment to historical and social contexts and can only be related to in purely musical terms. You must understand musical constructs to gain any benefits from it. Even writing those three sentences again is painful. I don’t believe in these statements. Undoubtedly these concepts grew naturally out of the development of music being heard in its own right and the development of concerts and in their time made sense. Perhaps they were even aspirational and drove the development of classical music to a point. However, where have we arrived? That version of classical music is no longer possible to sustain. Audiences don’t relate to it and musicians are no longer ambassadors for it. Does this mean that the music is no longer relevant or that listening to it on its own terms is undesirable? Of course not. Listening and participating in music have many proven benefits both for the individual and society. Historical and current classical music still has something to say and even though music is still tied in many ways to social functions the live concert event is here to stay.

What happens if we retrace our steps a little to look at the origins of the definition of classical music. It came about from the gradual process of music beginning to define its own identity outside of social function. So in reality classical music is any music that is written or presented to be heard in its own right. For me as someone who programmes live concert events this is a liberating statement. I’m not sure I know what to do with it yet but it does widen my possibilities. My reason for programming is to share my passion for music and to help open out access to the benefits of listening and participating in music. Inevitably I will programme subjectively and choose music and create environments that I think will deliver passionate and open events. For me that also means we have to redefine the institution of the concert. I am not clear what the reworked concert will look like but everything is up for grabs – the lay out, presentation style, type of venue, amplification, position of musicians & audience, dress, online/offline… I believe we also have to ask how useful the label “classical music” is anymore. For most people I think it conjures up a traditional concert with historical music. This is particularly useful as a signpost for people who are looking for that experience and should be kept for that reason, however, if we redefine classical music into the broader definition it has now become then that label ceases to be useful as a generic term. 
I am loathe to suggest another as the definition process is not the most important focus right now. How we transform what we do is much more important. Classical Music came about in the optimistic fervour of the Enlightenment. For some time that optimism has been eroding but we now have a lot to look forward to and in an age where creativity is highly valued music can be at the vanguard.
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