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Ladies and Gentlemen:

I bring you warm greetings from the other side of the planet—at least that’s how many in our field tend to view San Francisco. I’m astounded at how many critics, when writing about a performance by the San Francisco Symphony in their home venues, refer to our musicians as the “tanned Californians,” who have obviously come off of the beach long enough to practice.  Those of you who have visited San Francisco know that our weather doesn’t usually lend itself to sun tans, and that the musical life there is rich and varied.  When you come to visit, bring warm clothes, especially in the summer.
It is a tremendous honor to participate in your 17th annual conference and to speak with you about the future of the art form to which we have devoted our professional and personal lives.  I think it’s vital that all of us have opportunities to discuss the important issues affecting the broader field.  

I was asked to speak today about finding our future audiences, and what we need to do today that will ensure our audience in 50 years.  At first, I thought the topic seemed a bit tired.  Haven’t we already covered this ground, over and over again?  Then I ran across a fascinating story in Doris Kearns Goodwin’s recent book about Abraham Lincoln.  In Team of Rivals, Goodwin describes a speech that the celebrated orator and former slave, Frederick Douglass, gave when dedicating a monument in Washington DC, erected by black Americans to honor Lincoln.  Douglass told his audience that “there is little necessity to speak at length of this great and good man, and of his high mission in the world.  That ground has been fully occupied…The whole field of fact and fancy has been gleaned and garnered.  Any man can say things that are true of Abraham Lincoln, but no man can say anything that is new of Abraham Lincoln.”  This was in 1876, 11 years after Lincoln’s death.

The years, and hundreds of subsequent biographies, have proven Douglass wrong.  And I realized I was approaching our subject from the same perspective.  What could I possibly say on this topic that hasn’t already been stated?  Although countless books and articles have been written on the subject of audiences for the performing arts over the years, there is always something new, always something to discover, always some new insights that can be brought forward.  After all, our topic—live classical music—is at least as rich and as varied and as complex as was the 16th President of the United States.
So, let’s dive in.  Where is our audience today, and where will it be in the future?  Let me state my conclusion early on.  We already know what we need to do in order to safeguard audiences for the future.  But we seem to lack the will or focus to do so.  Instead we’re listening to the voices out there that espouse conventional wisdom and who instill fear and, worse, cause us to grasp at the latest fads or trends, or to experiment without knowing what the expected outcomes will be.  Today, I’d like to outline three points of conventional wisdom, and identify how and why some of our responses can be so muddled.  And we’ll use these three points to outline a few specific tactics that we can employ to make sure our audience is around in 50 years.
Conventional Wisdom Point #1:  Our audiences are going to dwindle away to nothing because there’s no music education in the schools.  
It seems to me that our responses tend to be one of three types:
The first is a kind of evangelistic zeal.  We develop kids concerts—docents visit the schools in advance of the concert, materials about the orchestra and the upcoming program are distributed, and the kids come to the hall for an age-appropriate concert of 45 minutes duration, and they leave.  Occasionally, the teachers ask the students to draw pictures of their experiences, and those pictures are sent to the musicians.  It’s all very valuable, donors love it, Board members love it, and the sense of “we’re doing good” pervades the entire building.  Consider that the San Francisco Symphony began these concerts in 1919, 8 years after our founding, and the program today serves 45,000 students annually.  Some of our Board members still fondly recall their school visits to the Symphony’s Concerts for Kids.  The motivation for these concerts was basically to offer some type of exposure to classical music, even if it took place only once a year.
Our second response tends to be more community-based.  Again, I’m going to use San Francisco as an example.  When Proposition 13 knocked the bottom out of school funding in California in 1978, music programs gradually began to disappear.  In 1987, after many discussions with the San Francisco Unified School District, the San Francisco Symphony launched Adventures in Music.  This program also includes a concert in Davies Symphony Hall, but this is preceded by intensive teacher training on how to incorporate musical principles into all areas of study, four ensemble classroom visits, CD listening, and rhythm instruments.  The program is in every elementary school in San Francisco, serving 20,000 students in grades 1-5.  An important element of the ensemble visits is that the music they perform may or may not be classical—it could be salsa, or jazz.  The ensembles are all carefully trained on how to teach, and many have been participating in the program since its inception.  The program is provided free of charge to all schools.

Our third response, and the one that most clearly address the audience of the future question is to get musical instruments in the hands of young people.  For decades, the same statistic has held true of the audiences of the San Francisco Symphony and, indeed, of most orchestras across the US:  65-70% of our subscribers have played a musical instrument or sang in a choir as a child.  This is a powerful statistic.  And, yet, many of our orchestras don’t seem to make the development of such programs a high priority.  Let’s use my own orchestra as an example.
We have an outstanding Youth Orchestra that is celebrating its 25th year this season.  We are using this anniversary as a reason to learn more about the alumni of this tuition-free pre-professional experience.  The average tenure of a musician in the Youth Orchestra is three years.  We believe that about 40% of the alumni are involved in making music in some way, including several who have moved on to professional orchestra positions in the San Francisco Symphony, Boston Symphony, and Metropolitan Opera, among others.  But we don’t know how many of them are supporting their local orchestras as audience members.  Wouldn’t it be powerful if there were a national or even an international network of youth orchestra alumni?  They could be given regular updates on the experiences of the orchestra in which they spent some very formative years.  And, yes, they could be marketed to, and could be tracked as they moved from one city to another so that the home orchestra of that city could attract them into their audience. We need to make this a higher priority.
We also need to pay close attention to those children who are not skilled enough, or trained early enough, to make it into a youth orchestra.  In San Francisco, we’re developing a middle-school program to support the orchestra and band teachers in those schools, and to provide them with equipment, music stands, and music—and connections to the Symphony.  This program is designed to expand exponentially in the years ahead.  

Many of your artists now engage in master classes or connect with young musicians in our communities in other ways.  Much more can be done.  Our orchestras could be the connectors between parents and instrumental teachers in our communities.  We should provide opportunities for recitals by young musicians, and we could do much more to partner with you in connecting your artists with young aspiring musicians in your communities.  No one appreciates what your artists do in a concert more than those in the hall who have encountered the joys and challenges of music-making themselves.  Increasing partnerships with local music schools and conservatories—all of this work is vitally important to safeguard the audiences for the future.

The other education programs of our orchestras provide a community service of great value.  But there is no better way to build our audiences than to get young hands playing the piano or holding a violin, or a trumpet.  Let’s keep on our eye on that prize.

Let’s move on to the second point of Conventional Wisdom:  Our audiences are going to dwindle away because of the proliferation of electronic media.  Before we look at how we’ve responded to this, let’s look at three reasons that this point is often made:
1. There’s no classical music on the radio anymore, and the music that IS broadcast is background, easy-listening, inoffensive music.  San Francisco, for example, has one classical music radio station left.  It’s commercial, and boasts one of the largest audiences of any radio station in the Bay Area.  Its taglines include:  “The Island of Sanity (complete with lapping waves and seagulls),” and “It’s Different Here.”  Its music is likely to be played in dentist offices, in shopping malls, and even at bus shelters to keep people from loitering.
2. CD’s have all but disappeared, and have been replaced with downloads.  Now everyone is listening to their own playlists on their iPods, with those little white buds in their ears.  They’re probably not going to download entire symphonies.

3. The biggest villain of all:  TV.  TV has turned us into a visual generation; we need that type of stimulus.  We must have something interesting on a screen in front of us at all times.  We can even TiVo past the commercials.  We can watch TV shows on our phones.  We can play video games.  We can be visually stimulated and engaged now wherever we go, and the multitasking opportunities have multiplied exponentially, just as the duration of our attention spans has diminished.  

There are multiple issues to consider behind this point.  One is that the mass availability of our music electronically means people don’t have to come to concerts.  Another is that people come to our performances because they encounter our music on the radio dial, or in the record shop.  As those opportunities disappear, so do our audiences.  I sometimes wonder how true that is.  Common sense might tell us that it actually happens the other way around.  The listeners of classical radio, and the purchasers of recordings, are those people who already attend our concerts and are thus smitten by the music.  When orchestras record or broadcast, they are providing a service to those people who are already in the symphony family.  That, in and of itself, is a valid reason for us to keep up the good fight to keep classical music on our radio stations, to produce and market CD’s.  But if it all disappeared, would our audiences follow suit?  

I refer you to a 2002 study by Audience Insights, commissioned by the Knight Foundation, that examined classical music consumer segmentation in 15 American communities.  According to this study, “Radio is the dominant mode of consumption of classical music, followed by recordings and then live concerts.  Six in 10 orchestra ticket buyers listen to classical music on the radio daily or several times a week.  The typical orchestra subscriber owns 105 records, tapes, and CDs, compared to 63 for single-ticket buyers.  While some consumers think of classical radio programming as a substitute for live concerts, most do not.  Generally, classical consumers sustain and enhance their interest in the art form through radio and recordings.”

Let’s take a closer look at downloading.  This has real potential to expose the uninitiated to our music.  The walls between the sections of the store are present at iTunes, but it is becoming much more popular to fill up your playlist with all different types of music, and then to listen to your tracks in a random order.  “O Fortuna” from Carmina Burana might follow something by Sarah Vaughn, and precede the latest from Coldplay.  For these reasons, our orchestras need to stay in the fray, and provide the opportunities on the web—not only for our loyal audience members who want to experience again that magical moment from the concert hall last week, but also to provide those chance encounters for people who really like to mix it up.

But our organizations tend to go off track when they allow this incredibly dynamic area of modern life to invade the live performances.  Society’s attention span is shortened we say, so we play movements of symphonies or provide shorter concerts.  I vividly recall a point made by a committee member during a recent Symphony Marketing Committee meeting.  We were discussing ticket prices for the upcoming year, and he said he would pay significantly more for his tickets if we would only cut the concert duration in half.  And he was sure many of his friends would do exactly the same thing.  And this comment was from one of our long term subscribers.  We avoid dissonance, or make apologies for it when it appears.  People need visual stimulation so we provide them with screens above the orchestra.  People need to multi-task so we provide them with PDA’s.  

Does the expansion of electronic media into the hall really help us build audiences for the future?  I doubt it.
When I look at our audience at any given performance, I see people who do come to be lulled and relaxed.  But I also see people who come to have a private experience, shared with a couple thousand total strangers.  They come to see engaged musicians onstage, and to marvel at their technical abilities.  They come to have a nice night out in an elegant setting.  They come to have something to talk about at the office the next day.  And they come because there’s nothing like our music.
Let’s be sure we’re giving them something they can’t get anywhere else.  Let’s be the last bastion where you need to listen, not just to hear.  Where you train your mind to process information in the absence of visual stimulation.  Where you might actually engage a stranger in conversation about a shared experience, without having to remove headphones from your ears first.

Instead of bringing electronic media into our concerts, we need to invest in efforts that strengthen the relationship between performer and audience.  Our orchestras and artists need to remember just how important that audience member’s first encounter with say, the Emperor Piano Concerto really is.  Our performers need to demonstrate the excitement and privilege of playing this great music.  I recall my first orchestra subscription, as a graduate student, to the orchestra of my community.  This orchestra was one of the leading orchestras in the United States.  But I did not renew my subscription after my first year.  The musicians’ boredom was contagious.
I think this is more of a problem in the States than in Europe.  When a program is repeated four or five times in a week, even the most professional of musicians can start feeling that the performance has an aura of predictability about it.  How many of us have been inspired by Yo-Yo Ma, whose technique and musicianship are unparalleled, but whose real gift to the musical world is his sheer delight in playing the Tchaikovsky Rococo Variations for the 432nd time.  Our artists need to convey a palpable sense of excitement about the music they are about to perform.

Michael Tilson Thomas has a deserved reputation as someone who gets this point.  But the common assumption is that MTT connects with our audiences because he talks to them.  In fact, MTT does not talk to our audiences any more than many conductors, and probably less than most.  But he manages to convey to the audience that he’s delighted they’re in the hall, and he has also encouraged our musicians to play FOR the audience.  That may seem obvious, but, in fact, many orchestral musicians play for (or to) the conductor, or for each other, or for themselves.  What an enormous difference this mindset makes when it is consistently applied.

Let’s make ourselves available in the wild world of electronic media, but let’s stop the noise at the doors of our concert halls.  Let’s make certain that each live encounter with this powerful music is cloaked with as much excitement as we can muster, reflecting the investments we have made in musician training, in ambiance, in acoustics, and in the artistic quality of the performers.

The third, and final piece of conventional wisdom tells us that our audience is dwindling because we simply are not relevant.  

What does the music of a deaf and angry 19th century resident of Vienna have to do with me?  And what’s with the white tie and tails?  And all those instruments?  And all the etiquette of concerts?  And the cost of the tickets?  And the impossibly dense program notes?

Orchestras have responded in a variety of ways.  We have used the economic impact argument.  Look at how many people we bring to your restaurants and bars, we say.  Look at how much these people spend on babysitters.  Look at how many people we employ, and how much THEY spend.  In San Francisco’s case, we would point to a recent study that showed that we ranked 7th highest in the region’s tourist attractions by paid attendance, drawing 600,000 people.  Last year, we outranked several of the area’s professional sports teams, but, unfortunately, still have a long way to go to catch the cable cars, which were #1 at 7,000,000.  We certainly must be relevant, we say.

Well, the economic impact argument doesn’t seem to work very well.  The San Francisco Symphony gets $150,000 per year from the federal government and $0 from the State of California.  Our state, with 38 million people, and the world’s fifth largest economy, allocates less than $5 million per year to its Arts Council, thus ranking us 50th out of the 50 states on a per capita basis.  Clearly, the collective economic impact arguments of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, the San Francisco Symphony, our opera companies, theatre companies, dance troupes, science museums, art museums, and even Hollywood, had little impact in 2003 when the legislature significantly cut funding to the arts council.

Here’s another argument.  It’s good for you.  Our music matters because listening to Mozart raises one’s IQ.  Every time a new study comes out that purports to prove this, we see orchestras using this in their communities, or programming more Mozart.  Then the study is decried as flawed, and the matter quietly goes away for awhile.

So, we respond in other ways.  We book crossover artists.  We experiment with lighting, with concert dress.  We play music from video games.  This all may have its place.  But we are deceiving ourselves if we think we’re building audiences for the future by proving how cool we are.
We are not cool.  We are not relevant.  We never have been.  Even when the “popular” music was what is now termed “classical” music, it was only available to those with significant means, or royal title, or those who encountered liturgical music in places of worship.  And there’s always been that pesky parallel rail to our music—whether it’s folk songs, or band music, or drinking songs, or punk, or hip hop.  

We do our music a vast disservice by trying to wrap it up in a package of extra-musical relevance or meaning.  We weaken our places in our communities whenever we use that as the primary reason for our existence.  And we certainly don’t build future audiences by being apologetic for our art form.  What does relevance mean anyway?  Each day the headlines reinforce our sense that civility is on the decline and greed on the upswing, that respect for intelligence and human life itself are on shaky ground.  We may be naïve if we believe that our music can change this, but our music is one positive force that can help counterbalance the negatives, connecting us to a heritage and a sense of our own emotional life that we ignore at our peril.  What could, in fact, be more relevant?
Thus far, I’ve characterized our situation as reactionary and negative to those people who challenge us on the viability of our art form.  Let’s conclude by reviewing the positive steps we need to challenge each other to take to ensure there will be an audience for the future:
First, begin with the premise that our music matters, and that it still speaks eloquently to people today.  Sometimes its message may be received differently than we intended.  Last fall, I was sitting in the main floor of our hall, listening to the world premiere of a work the San Francisco Symphony had commissioned.  At the conclusion of the performance, during the applause, a very tall gentleman near me got to his feet, cupped his mouth with his hands, and proceeded to boo loudly.  Very loudly.  Then he got out to the aisle, booed again, and stormed out, shouting “What a piece of (expletive deleted).”  

Music still conjures up the same emotions it did a few centuries ago, when Berlioz was seen weeping openly in his seat during a concert.  A gentleman beside him kindly inquired whether he ought not withdraw to the lobby.  Berlioz’s astonished reply was:  “What?  Do you think I come here for pleasure?”  It’s a great story, probably apocryphal, but it reminds us that our music speaks to people in many different ways.

What draws 10,000 people per week to Davies Symphony Hall in San Francisco?  What causes, on average, 120 people per night to come to our hall for the very first time?  It’s the power of the music, played by 100 committed musicians, in a superior acoustical environment, led by an inspiring conductor.  

Believe in this music, remind yourself what it was like to hear Beethoven Symphony No. 5 live for the first time, and find ways to surround yourself with people who are just discovering this experience for the first time.  It is incredibly invigorating.

Second, do everything you can to provide opportunities for young people to play instruments or to sing.  Youth orchestras, choruses, in-home music lessons, school music performances—are all vital to the future functioning of our art form.  Let’s strengthen and build relationships with those people who are the front lines of delivering such opportunities to our young people.
Third, strengthen the relationship between audience and performer.  Let’s find ways for connectivity so that the passion the musicians feel for the music does get transmitted across the footlights.  A number of years ago, the San Francisco Symphony presented the Berlin Philharmonic for the first time in 50 years.  The performances were superb, but what had our audiences sitting up and taking notice was the incredible sense of joy in the music-making and the high level of interaction among the performers.  Passion and boredom are both contagious.

I hope you are all aware of the San Francisco Symphony’s multi-media effort named Keeping Score, a five-year program to use TV, radio, the web, and education programs to acquaint people with classical music.  This enormous effort includes three series of three TV shows, the first of which was broadcast across the US last fall.  Thus far, almost 4 million people have seen the first series, which featured Michael Tilson Thomas and members of the Symphony talking about seminal works in the repertoire:  Beethoven’s Eroica, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, and various works by Copland including Appalachian Spring.  The major reason for this program is related to the evangelistic zeal I was referring to earlier.  We believe so much in this music that we want to use every opportunity to provide high quality encounters with it.  

But I thought I’d bring this up in the context of the audience and performer relationship because it shows how we can use electronic media also to build connections.  Our musicians have been recognized by total strangers in places as diverse as a grocery store in Lucerne and the airport in Frankfurt because those strangers had seen them in the Keeping Score DVD’s.  That impact is multiplied exponentially by the fact that our audiences now know, for example, how our bass clarinet player approaches Rite of Spring.  We hope to provide many opportunities in the future for post-concert interactions between our musicians, many of whom are eloquent spokesmen in their own right, and our audiences. 
Fourth, and finally, invest in artistic ambition.  Let’s be sure that everything we put onstage is of the highest possible quality we can muster.  This also needs to extend to everything surrounding the performance.  Instead of allocating scarce resources to a one-time experiment that has little hope attracting audiences in the future, shouldn’t we invest in the basics—improving the acoustics of our venues, retaining the best writer on music we can find for our program notes, providing our musicians with the best instruments, our soloists with the best warm-up spaces, our audience with the best ambiance?  
In 1935, Fortune magazine decried the fact that the New York Philharmonic, with a budget of $686,000, lost $150,000 a year without half trying.  In 1923, the great impresario, Sol Hurok, bemoaned the lack of music education in the schools in an article for the New York Times.  Conventional wisdom has been writing our obituaries for decades.  
Let’s continue to prove it wrong.  
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