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JONATHAN GOVIAS

In “Taking Beethoven to the 
Bank”, the economics of the 
performing arts industry, the 
“rules of the game”, were 
discussed. In this follow-up, the 
emphasis is on the “game plan”, 
the techniques and strategies to 
surmount the economic obstacles.

The previous installment, based 
on the question “Why Music?” 
probably provoked within the 
reader the question “Why foster 
demand?”

A number of musicians will 
doubtlessly dismiss the thought 
as irrelevant to their careers in 
symphony orchestras; after all, 
conventional wisdom suggests that 
that the best way to make a living 
as a classical musician is to be 
employed by someone else.

employee, or rather, as a servant 
at Eszterháza, albeit a high-
ranking one, with privileges 
on par with the head cook. His 
artistic output was automatically 
the intellectual property of his 
patron until much later in his life, 
when his prestige was sufficient to 
warrant a contract renegotiation. 
That being said, in relation to the 
musicians of his orchestra, Haydn 
was quite fortunate: his contract 
omitted additional duties involving 
the stables. (Still preferable to 
body cavity searches). Mozart 
wasn’t as fortunate, labouring 
under musically mind-numbing 
conditions in Salzburg before 
leaving to work freelance in 
Vienna. The move was artistically, 
although not financially, 
rewarding; it’s not a coincidence 
that his relocation coincided with 
the start of his “begging letter” 

certainly doesn’t cost the same 
as said stamp, unless that stamp 
happens to be a mint Penny Black. 
On top of that, most performers 
fail to consider the hundreds of 
hours spent in preparation as a 
real cost to be balanced against 
revenues. Make no mistake: it is a 
real cost. Assuming the presenter 
practiced five hours a day for ten 
weeks before the show, the gross 
revenue would amount to $20 per 
hour of preparation, assuming 
the accompanist, venue and 
advertising are all free, which is 
very unlikely. This isn’t a wise use 
of time if the same presenter can 
get $30 per hour teaching. Also 
to be considered is the fact that 
an audience of 350 and a ticket 
price of $20 are both foolishly 
ambitious for an unknown artist, 
especially if no advertising is 
undertaken. Recourse to grants 
is not usually an option either; 
“self-presentation” is typically 
not funded, and most granting 
agencies require presenters to be 
registered not-for-profits with two 
years of operational history before 
they will accept an application for 
funding.

Franz Liszt essentially 
originated the concept of the 
solo recital, so how he made 
his performances financially 
successful is well worth 
examining. His business model of 
presenting one or two programs 
in multiple smaller centres 
essentially took advantage of 
economies of scale, spreading 
the fixed costs of preparation 
over many revenue-generating 
opportunities. 700 hours of 
preparation against one concert is 
a loss-proposition, but 700 hours 
against the revenue of 10 or 15 
concerts significantly improves 
the return on investment. Liszt 
was also inordinately creative 
at fostering demand: some of 
his marketing strategies were 
centuries ahead of their time. 
He was one of the first pioneers 
of what is now called “viral 
marketing”, the use of non-
traditional (and very low-cost) 
communication techniques to 
create interest and demand. 
Modern companies use the 
internet and digital media to create 
“buzz”: Liszt simply employed 
one or two barkers to ride ahead 
of him and start talking him up to 
the populace of the town at which 
he’d next perform. “Lisztomania” 
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The problem with conventional 
wisdom is that it’s generally no 
wiser than the water coolers from 
which it spawns. Conventional 
wisdom would have us believe that 
the audience for classical music 
is dying (if it’s been “dying” for 
fifty years, it should be dead by 
now); that opera is particularly 
threatened (in fact, it is the only 
performing arts industry segment 
in a growth phase); that there’s no 
money to be made in music (see 
previous installment). And in case 
you missed that last edition, the 
odds of getting hired by a well-
paying symphony orchestra are, in 
the best of scenarios, lousy. Worse, 
despite the relative stability, the 
price of that guaranteed income 
is typically a near-complete loss 
of artistic independence, and with 
it, job satisfaction. According 
to a poll examining degrees of 
fulfillment in different professions, 
orchestral musicians rank just 
above prison guards in terms of 
happiness with their employment. 
Yes, orchestral players are only 
slightly more content than those 
who regularly are obliged to 
conduct body cavity searches.

The employed/self-employed 
question isn’t new. Haydn spent 
the majority of his life as an 

writing period.
In the end, Mozart didn’t do 

too badly. He eked out a decent 
living performing, teaching and 
composing, and was actually fairly 
successful with his “Academies”, 
a series of concerts in which 
he presented his own music, 
particularly piano concertos. 
In many ways he remains the 
prototype of the modern freelance 
musician: part teacher, part 
composer/arranger, part performer, 
and part presenter/impresario. This 
is essentially how the majority of 
musicians today make a living, 
and how most students will make 
careers, so it simply makes sense 
to prepare for the contingency.

One major difference from the 
time of Mozart is that there has 
been a shift of emphasis from 
performing to teaching. There’s 
a good reason this happened; 
the economics of a conventional 
solo recital have become almost 
entirely prohibitive since Mozart’s 
day. The bald figures usually 
sound enticing (“If only 350 
people come and pay $20 each, 
I could make $7000!”) until the 
presenter makes a call to The 
Gazette or La Presse and discovers 
that the cost of an ad larger than 
the proverbial postage stamp 

TADDES KORRIS

On the evening of November 
24, a performance of unparalleled 
power and elegance filled Wilfrid-
Pelletier Hall at Place-des-Arts. 
That night, the great Russian bass-
baritone Dmitri Hvorostovsky and 
the Moscow Chamber Orchestra 
under the baton of Constantine 
Orbelian gave one of the most 
intensely entertaining and gripping 
performances of Russian music.  

The concert began with the 
singing of Russian liturgical 
hymns and chants from the 
Orthodox Church. First, the 
Moscow Chamber Choir came out 
to sing a cherubim hymn a capella. 
This set the stage for the exciting 
entry of Hvorostovsky, all dressed 
in black. Walking onto the stage 
with a look of utmost determina-
tion and control, he took his place 
on the stage, looked up to the 
crowds, and sang. His smooth 
and almost syrupy voice filled the 
hall, with the rich overtones of 
the choir accompanying him. For 
the generally poor acoustics of 
the hall, I have never heard such 
quality and quantity of sound fill 
Wilfrid-Pelletier. It seemed as if 
he knew exactly how to connect 
to his surroundings. What struck 
me was how he would connect 
with the audience after each piece, 
as if each and every person was 
the only person in the room he 
sang for. After a smile, he would 
lose himself in the next piece 
– almost other-worldly. For the 
entire first half, it seemed that 
everyone was held in rapture, 
totally lost in his emotion. Many 
people were in tears, myself 
included, as he sang dour songs 
of hopelessness, looking to the 
guidance of God for safety. 
He was telling the story of the 
Russian people, the story of their 

struggle and hardship. 
Following the choral section, 

the Moscow Chamber Orchestra 
came out to accompany 
Hvorostovsky in famous Russian 
Opera Arias. From scenes of 
Eugene Onegin to the Queen of 
Spades, Hvorostovsky’s superla-
tive interpretations came out in 
full force. Most powerful was 
hearing a real Russian Orchestra 
perform these works, giving them 
an authentic, almost chilling edge. 
This authentic interpretation came 
in most in the second half of the 
concert. Featuring a medley of 
Russian folk songs with authentic 
instruments, Hvorostovsky shone 
as he sang the light-hearted songs 
of peasant life and warm sunsets. 
Later on, songs of lost love and 
intense pain captured the audience 
in remorse. Singing about a lost 
love that now is among the stars, 
his hopelessness, his sadness; it 
was as if he was telling the story 
of his life. The gentle sparkle 
in his eyes and subtle gestures 
never seemed overly dramatic, 
but very natural and human. More 
than anything, Hvorostovsky is 
human. Living and breathing 
his music, singing to him is as 
natural as speech. I have never 
seen such confidence or stage 
presence in any musician. His 
control and assertiveness never 
came off as overpowering, but 
instead were very natural. With 
the final chords of the orchestra at 
the end of a triumphant folk song, 
Hvorostovsky gave two encores 
of the famous Russian Folk Songs 
“Moscow Nights” and “Black 
Eyes,” capturing louder bravos, 
more tears, and greater applause; 
this was a concert without any 
complaints... Everyone was 
so lost in the music, there was 
nothing more to say or think. 

Dmitri Hvorostovsky  
Brings Russia to Montreal

“ Liszt picked his arenas carefully . . . His 
approach makes perfect sense: if the economic 
deck was stacked against a conventional solo 

recital, why play that game? ”
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Well, it is now that time of year 
when everyone’s stress level is 
probably extremely high. Final 
exams are probably weighing heavily 
mind. Like myself, you are probably 
wondering how in God’s name you are 
going to pass the McGill Musicianship 
program, or why you got drunk off 
your ass each weekend and can’t figure 
out why you still have eight papers to 
write, a final exam to prepare for, and 
still can’t speak Italian or French or 
what ever language you are taking… 
but you know what? There’s absolutely 
not one thing you can do about it, 
because this is everyone right now. 
        This past weekend I realized 
something about stress: concerts are 
very stressful. The musician must 
know every note, every feeling of the 
piece. “What if I mess up this note, 
this phrase…God, I still can’t play bar 
42.” Well I have news for you. The 
most stressful job in a concert is not the 
performer’s, but the page-turner’s. Be-
ing a page-turner requires absolutely 
no talent whatsoever. Of course, it 
helps to read music, or even to play the 
piano, but all the page turner has to do 
is wait for the head nod, and quickly 
turn the page. How stressful!! What 
if the page-turner turns two pages, 
or thinks the pianist is nodding his 
or her head? Theoretically, the only 
instrument a person may have ever laid 
his hands on could be his dick, yet he 
could still be a page-turner. This job, 
however, is very important, as it would 
look extremely stupid if the music 
stopped just so the pianist could turn 
his page. 
        Another thing that really confuses 
me is the number of people that smoke 
cigarettes. Of course it is ironic to 
me that some singers, wind and brass 
players smoke, but what is really 
strange are the people that smoke 
when it is –50 Celsius outside. This 
past weekend (Nov. 24) was pretty 
cold. There was snow, which soon 
became a combination of ice and 
slush. And even though it is pretty cold, 
I still see that one 50 year-old woman 
standing outside without her coat on, 
smoking a cigarette. Are you looking 
to warm yourself up? You look like a 
moron. You will also see people not 
wearing gloves, but instead holding 
their cigarettes. Cigarettes do not equal 
heaters in the middle of December, 
and at least if you are going to smoke, 
put your fucking jacket on. You might 
as well not freeze to death while you 
enjoy blackening your lungs. Also in 
regards to temperatures, if it gets to a 
certain point in the negative tempera-
tures, Canada, or any country for that 
matter, should stop using a number 
system to discuss temperature. This 
past weekend was cold, but let’s say it 
reaches –20. The hierarchy of tempera-
ture should go from cold, to damn cold, 

to freezing, to fucking cold, to fucking 
freezing. This would clearly tell you how 
to dress, and for all you Americans out 
there, would create a universal system of 
weather. 
        Has anyone ever wondered why 
all the bathrooms at McGill have room 
numbers? First of all, if anyone didn’t 
already know, there is a bathroom on 
the C wing of the third floor: C320!  I 
first discovered this bathroom while 
looking for a room for my woodwind 
trio rehearsal. Instead, I found a “trio” 
of a different nature clogged up in 
the bathroom stall. Even in other 
buildings, Leacock for example, all the 
bathrooms have room numbers, and 
the boys’ bathrooms are located in the 
staircase. Well that’s a great idea…In 
regards to bathrooms at the wonderful 
Schulich School of Music, there are 
many problems. First, if anyone has 
problems finding a practice room, 
there are a stand and chair located 
conveniently in the stall of the bathroom 
on the 6th floor; so guys, while you 
are taking a dump you can also play 
your major and minor scales. Also, the 
bathroom in the East Lounge is rather 
strange. First of all, there is no garbage 
can, but conveniently there are no paper 
towels! Also, if you are peeing at the last 
urinal in this bathroom, the stall door, 
which opens to a perpendicular angle, 
will hit you directly. I love nothing more 
than to get hit by a stall door when I 
pee… Also, try buying a condom in the 
New Music Building…yeah, that’s what 
I thought, you can’t…’cause they don’t 
work. Great idea, whoever came up with 
that one… 
        Facebook – what a great idea! If it’s 
on Facebook, it’s official. James Bobo is 
in a relationship with Janet Bobo. Well, 
since they are brother and sister, they 
obviously must be in a relationship….
Or the party/event invite. You must get 
so excited when you create an event and 
you see that special someone you like 
confirm their attendance. Then you see 
after four hours that he or she hasn’t 
come…”But it was on Facebook….you 
said you were coming…”  News for 
you buddy…the Facebook confirmation 
doesn’t mean shit. What the hell are all 
these stupid applications? What the hell 
is a Vampire Invitation, or a Zombie 
Invitation? There should be a “Kick Me 
in the Ass” application for the schmuck 
who sends you a Vampire Invitation. 
        I hope you all have a happy 
holiday: Christmas, Chanukkah, 
Kwanzaa or whatever it is that you 
celebrate. Make sure you write a 
full-scale report of what you did and 
put it on Facebook, so you don’t have 
to answer a hundred fucking times what 
you did on your nine-day vacation.

Happy Holidays,
TILDEN

Tilden Marbit’s Perception 
of the Life Around Him

Asher Vijay Yampolsky

Recently I have often found myself using 
the Microtrack recorders from the library, 
and in doing so I have been unhappily 
surprised at what I get. I’m not referring to 
the service from the library or to the devices 
themselves, but to the condition in which 
people return them. All of the components 
were present and in working order, but there 
are two pieces of advice that I would like 
to share with you, because they have come 
to me through unfortunate experiences.

Firstly, please make sure that the device has 
a charged battery when you return it. Many 
people borrow one for a 48-hour loan, in 
which case it is likely that one would be able 
to charge it overnight. I recently borrowed one 
that barely had enough time to last more than 
a few minutes, and my short recording session 
was cut off unfinished. Recharging a recorder 
half-way is insufficient as well – it only gives 
the illusion of having more time than it does.

Secondly, please delete the files you have 
created from the recorder. It doesn’t take long, 
and the benefits are wonderful. If you need to 
keep files, it’s best to ensure that they are in 
a safe place. After all, you cannot know that 

Common but not 
Ubiquitous Courtesy

you’ll be able to get the same Microtrack that 
you previously used, because either someone 
else may be using it, or the library may not be 
lending it out for a technical reason. Moreover, 
I have had to delete files on the recorder I 
used, so they are lost to whoever needed them. 
For our sakes, files can take up a lot of time. 
I know that I have forgotten to delete my files 
after use, and for that I sincerely apologize, 
because I know that many of them were very 
long. I recently recorded the performance of 
some friends of mine, but I’m missing a chunk 
from the middle. I realized too late that the 
device was no longer recording because it 
ran out of time, and I needed to delete all the 
extra files that someone left for me and turn 
the recorder off, and then back on again in 
order to keep recording. I lost even more time 
at the end because of the battery, once again.

For my part, I’ll be sure to get my recorder 
further ahead of the time it’s needed in order 
to ensure that the battery has some charge to 
it and that there aren’t hours of time being 
wasted by old files. Please take the time to 
be considerately courteous! I understand 
that sometimes, adverse situations cannot be 
avoided, or we become forgetful, but we can at 
least minimize these unfortunate occurrences.

didn’t happen on its own: it was Liszt’s 
brilliance as a performer in combination with 
canny publicity strategies.

Liszt picked his arenas carefully: the smaller 
centres in which he presented the majority 
of his performances were artistically under-
served, so the market conditions of high 
demand against low supply made garnering 
publicity significantly easier. His approach 
makes perfect sense: if the economic deck was 
stacked against a conventional solo recital, 
why play that game? Liszt stacked the deck in 
his favour, creating or finding the conditions 
that were optimal for him to make money and 
simultaneously further his career.

Choosing when and where to play the 
game is more than important: it’s critical. 
Take for example the recent attempt to foster 
demand for opera by staging a production in 
a bar. As noble as the motivating sentiment 
may have been, the attempt was doomed to 
failure from the start, and not for reasons of 
quality or publicity. There were two problems: 
complete lack of a model and disastrous 
venue economics. The declared business 
plan of the presenting group (at least when 
recruiting musicians) seemed to be “We’ll see 
if one day we can get grants”, which is a very 
foolish assumption under which to operate. 
As for the venue, there was no way the bar 
could have enough seats to sell (ignoring the 
presenter’s capacity to sell them) in order for 
the presenters to recoup their costs. A much 

more intelligent model would have seen the 
presenters find a warehouse with capacity 
for 2000 people at the harbour, secure a 
liquor license, use viral marketing to build 
interest, charge a $5 cover and encourage 
drink sales throughout the performance. As 
artistically successful as the event might have 
been, without financial success the concept is 
unsustainable, and there was no possibility of 
the latter in the economic confines of a bar.

Returning to Liszt, his business model isn’t 
outdated – just largely forgotten. In fact, it 
would almost certainly be easier to accomplish 
what he did 150 years ago today, given the 
multiple funding agencies eager to sponsor 
concerts in under-served regions. And with a 
significantly more developed media market, 
even in rural areas, quality publicity and 
promotion can be had gratis wherever supply 
of the performing arts is low. This is a major 
benefit of the model: as most experienced arts 
administrators will tell you, the second largest 
cost to any arts enterprise after personnel is 
publicity.

Presenting successfully in a city like 
Montréal isn’t impossible, but achieving 
success requires both thought and, more 
importantly, purpose. It may be time to re-
evaluate the original question of Why Music? 
from the public perspective.

Next Time: Why Music…again?

Send questions or comments to:
jonathan.govias@mail.mcgill.ca

. . . continued from
“TAKING BEETHOVEN 
TO THE BANK”
on page 12.

Borrowing Microtrack Recorders


