
The Phonograph 17  April 2009

Taking Beethoven to the Bank 
(While Leaving Berio Behind):
The Marketing of Contemporary Music

Jonathan Govias

I wanted to begin this final instalment 
with one of those clever bon mots from a 
famous musician or critic denigrating mod-
ern music, only to find that there are simply 
too many pages of lovely insults from 
which to choose. Some of the less witty but 
more concise offerings include the substitu-
tion of “contemptible” for “contemporary” 
or the separation of the latter into “con” 
and “temporary” to suggest the audience is 
the victim of a fraud, and that the music in 
question will have but a moment’s existence 
in the repertory (premieritis, they call it) be-
fore being relegated to the back of a library 
shelf to gather dust, finally being recycled 
into something more useful, like Kleenex.

Premieritis isn’t a recent phenomenon: 
as history demonstrates, it’s a tried and true 
tradition of music making. A brief survey 
of concert programmes from across the 
19th century reveals a plethora of unknown, 
unpublished, or unstudied composers and 
works. That’s not to suggest that the music 
wasn’t appreciated or respected in its time; 
composers such as Rubinstein or Busoni 
were extremely popular one hundred years 
ago but are virtually forgotten today.

Change is, of course, the only constant 
in any industry, and the above situation 
reflects how dynamic the preferences of 
both performers and audiences can be; 
composers and their music come in and out 
of fashion as their work is recontextualized 
by transformations in musical tastes and 
social movements. But while there may be 
a natural ebb and flow of musical prefer-
ence, that doesn’t quite explain the radical 
shift in recent years of audiences away from 
contemporary music in any shape or form. 
Although most composers and new music 
advocates would point to and bemoan a 
growing conservative trend in the audience, 
much of the responsibility in fact lies with 
the creators and performers themselves, 
beyond all issues relating to the dissolution 
of the tonal musical idiom and concomitant 
forms.

It doesn’t help that many of the advo-
cates of modern music present perform-
ances of it in ways that serve to reinforce 
the separation from what’s considered the 
mainstream repertory. The most common 

and yet wholly inexplicable step is the 
“ghetto-ization” of the genre into specific 
concerts or worse, new music festivals. 
It’s part of a larger shift in the practice of 
performers to segregate music chronologi-
cally and specialize in the presentation of 
the music of specific eras. There might be 
some logic to this on the surface: Vancouver 
Symphony music director Bramwell Tovey 
once decried the practice of mixing musi-
cal eras as equivalent to placing a Damien 
Hirst sculpture next to a Michelangelo. Bad 
example, Bramwell. What about putting 
Warhol’s silkscreen of Marilyn Monroe next 
to the Mona Lisa?  Or a painting by Dali 

next to one by Jeroen van Aken (Hierony-
mos Bosch)? Contemporary music often 
(not always) has a historical root or context 
that when presented in conjunction can illu-
minate it in new and meaningful ways.  This 
isn’t the old “relevance” argument habitu-
ally trotted out by modern music proponents 
bankrupt of meaningful ideas; this is about 
seeing art as progression through its histori-
cal roots, acknowledging the habitual debt 
of the artist today to the artist of yesterday.

If festivals represent excess, then the 
opposite, defect, must be the practice of 
acknowledging the obligation to contem-
porary music by allocating the smallest 
portion of a programme to it. This custom 
actually found musical expression in R. 
Murray Schafer’s work “No Longer than 
Ten Minutes,” so named to express his 
dissatisfaction with the Toronto Symphony 
Orchestra’s conservative commissioning 
policy of the 1970s; modern music was the 
bitter pill, the spoonful of nasty medicine 
that was mitigated only by the sugar of 
brevity.

The challenge of modern music lies not 
so much in the idiom itself (I forbear to use 

the word “language”) but in the failure of 
the industry to address the perceptions of 
the public in an intelligent and scientific 
way. In the most plebeian and commercial 
of terms, the problem is one of risk manage-
ment and branding. The level of musical 
knowledge in the general population is very 
low, as most of us know, so when a person 
makes decision to invest money in a concert 
ticket, the primary concern is whether or 
not the experience will be enjoyable. In this 
context, the names of very famous compos-
ers such as Beethoven or Tchaikovsky serve 
as “brands”: an assurance of some degree of 
quality or familiarity, even if the most ob-

scure works of either are being performed. 
The situation is analogous to a person being 
offered two sealed boxes, one of which 
says “Wal-Mart” on top, the other “Prada.” 
Despite not knowing what is in either box, 
most people would take the Prada; they’re 
probably thinking that even if it’s a thong 
bikini, they can get in-store credit. That’s 
the logic of risk management.

It stands to reason then that if an audi-
ence were to have repeated exposure to a 
single composer’s works over a period of 
time, the audience would eventually form 
some association with the name that would 
make the decision to attend more informed. 
This phenomenon was actually observed 
empirically in a comparison of Edmonton 
Symphony attendance records between 
1991 and 2001. Originally, programmes 
featuring the music of local composer 
Malcolm Forsyth suffered from sub-aver-
age attendance. By the end of the decade, 
there was no negative effect discernable; 
audiences grew to know and trust his music, 
although music by unfamiliar composers 
still depressed box office returns. Part of the 
reason for Forsyth’s success, of course, is 

that he wrote excellent music that balanced 
originality with accessibility, so his music 
was easy to programme often.

As performers, we have to have the cour-
age to admit to that not everything that we 
perform is excellent; in fact, as composer 
Gary Kulesha noted, most Canadian music 
is “crap” and worthy only of that single 
hearing. As true as that may be, that “crap” 
is absolutely essential. We tend to forget 
that the vast majority of music now per-
formed was written between 1750 and 1900 
as the product of an incredibly rich and di-
verse music industry in which hundreds, if 
not thousands, of composers were actively 
creating and presenting new musical ideas, 
as those concert programmes from the 19th-
century show. In hindsight, we can see how 
from this critical mass of thousands came 
perhaps one or two dozen composers whose 
works are now recognized as the pinnacle 
of artistic achievement. As the economics of 
music-creation changed, that critical mass 
disintegrated, and what we call “genius” has 
since surfaced much less often.

So notwithstanding the imposition of any 
value judgment, the performance of modern 
music has never been so important. Most of 
it isn’t good, most of it won’t be liked, and 
most of it will be immediately forgotten, 
but all of it contributes to a critical mass 
that will one day produce an Eroica for our 
time. Eroica is actually a good example: 
the symphony’s initial negative reception 
but later universal acceptance serves as a 
nice reminder that most composers now 
canonized by history and society had their 
detractors, and that the tradition of classical 
music is dependent on those who, by push-
ing forward the boundaries of sound, make 
music a living and not merely commemora-
tive art. 

[Contributor’s note: Thus concludes what 
will most likely be my final instalment for 
The Phonograph. Thanks to Ed, Jake, Asher 
and Andrea for being supportive and intel-
ligent editors, to CW for advice on jour-
nalistic ethics, and to the two people who 
actually read the column. It’s been grand.]
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