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The first issue of the 
Phonograph in the current 
academic year posed the question 
Why Music? to the students 
of the Schulich School. The 
topic provoked a fascinating 
variety of reactions, but 
uncovered a common theme in 
many respondents: the sincere 
belief that there was nothing 
else they’d rather be doing.

context, a one-time performance 
is an unworkable business model, 
which is why there’s not a single 
successful performing arts organi-
zation that operates in that manner. 
The preferred method of operation 
is a “continuity model”, the sale of 
multiple tickets for multiple events 
in one transaction: aka subscrip-
tions. The organizers incentivize 
the purchase by offering discounts 
and additional benefits, essentially 
trading some potential (but 

It’s not enough, however, to offer 
to present a benefit concert for a 
charitable organization and expect 
their full cooperation. It requires a 
well-conceived and well-presented 
business model on the part of the 
performer, otherwise the response 
from the proposed beneficiary will 
be “Thank you, mail us a cheque 
when you’re done.” Revenue 
and cost estimates have to be 
realistic and well-researched, 
and risk shared proportionally 

Why Music? ... revisited

technically unearned) revenue for 
cash up front and a guarantee of a 
certain number of seats filled. But 
ticket sales alone aren’t enough 
to break even. Most arts organiza-
tions only earn one third to one 
half of their revenue through sales, 
and have to pursue government 
funding, donations and corporate 
sponsorship aggressively in 
order to balance the books.

The implications of this morass 
of challenges for a self-presenter 
are very clear: collaborate or die. 
The very adventurous might try 
to organize a small concert series 
with some colleagues, but will 
soon discover that as unknown 
musical entities attempting to 
present in a competitive market 
without having any existing 
resources, they will encounter 
high startup costs and discourag-
ing initial returns. The simplest 
way for a performer to reduce 
the risk and compensate for 
lack of resources is to partner 
with organizations that already 
have an existing marketing or 
development infrastructure. 

The key to any partnership 
is to create a powerful value 
proposition for all involved; 
to demonstrate that the results 
achieved through collaboration 
would be greater than those 
any one party could achieve 
individually. From a musician’s 
perspective, this generally rules 
out working with major perform-
ing arts organizations like the 
OSM or similar, who have the 
capacity to undertake all but the 
largest-scale projects independ-
ently. Conversely, it includes many 
not-for-profits who aren’t involved 
in music at all, but who frequently 
engage in fundraising activities. 

between the partners.  
There are countless examples 

in history of famous musicians 
or composers creating perform-
ance opportunities by aligning 
with current causes or events. 
Handel’s Messiah was originally 
premiered as a fundraiser, and 
Liszt (yes, him again) presented 
recitals for victims of flooding. 
This kind of approach can 
succeed because it addresses 
the question Why music? in a 
manner that takes most musical 
considerations (reputation of 
performer, repertoire, etc.) largely 
out of the equation by providing 
some degree of social relevance.

“Relevance”, unfortunately, 
has become a new buzzword, 
the current holy grail for the 
performing arts, and is most 
frequently defined in musical 
circles as “playing music that has 
some thematic or chronological 
association with current issues” 
– or worse: “playing music that 
people want to hear.” Not a 
thought is spared for the larger 
social relevance of the arts, 
because it means first acknowledg-
ing some ugly truths about the 
role of western art music in most 
people’s lives. Classical music 
speaks to very few people, most 
of whom are generally middle or 
upper class, and is thus perceived 
as an elitist, archaic art form. 
Most performing arts groups 
have attempted to counter this 
perception through education 
and outreach activity, although 
this typically consists of concerts 
for school-aged children and 
nothing more. Were this sufficient 
social engagement, it would 
have resolved questions relating 
to the relative worthiness of the 

arts to receive public money.
The question then is – could 

more be done than just educational 
concerts? Without a doubt. We’re 
only just now starting to under-
stand how music can be an agent 
of tremendous social change. After 
several decades of operations, el 
sistema in Venezuela, the state-
funded network of youth orches-
tras, has amply demonstrated its 
ability to produce world-class 
musicians and to transform the 
fabric of society. The orchestras 
are a source of national pride, and 
its alumni, who come from very 
diverse economic backgrounds, 
are sought-after in all areas of 
industry, not just music. Similar 
work in Calcutta in the late ‘90s 
(Strad Magazine, January 1999) 
showed how rapidly social change 
could be effected even under the 
most economically-challenging 
of situations. In both Venezuela 
and India, music took on the role 
of “Midnight Basketball”, the 
late-night sports programs set up 
in major American cities to give 
disadvantaged, high-risk youth 
an alternative to the streets.

Both the Indian and Venezuelan 
projects received significant 
funding from national or interna-
tional sources almost entirely for 
their social, and not artistic, merit. 
There are sound economic reasons 
for this, grounded in the concept 
of a “non-user benefit”. Such 
benefits are most often defined in 
financial terms, via the quantifica-
tion of the ancillary money and 
employment indirectly generated 
by the presence of an industry. 
The idea of “Midnight Basketball” 
looks at the “non-user” benefit 
purely from a social perspective. 
Think of it this way: you may not 
play midnight basketball, you may 
not know anyone who does, but 
if the program means you don’t 
get mugged by a junkie desperate 
for his next fix, you might just 
write the league a cheque.

Scale is not an issue. Bigger 
is not better. What counts is 
finding partnerships and creating 
opportunities that answer the 
question Why Music? in as many 
ways and for as many people as 
possible, opportunities that engage 
the community and engender 
support for as many reasons 
as are imaginable. Sir Simon 
Rattle described the Venezuelan 
initiative as “the future of classical 
music.” More significantly: it’s 
a future made by musicians. 
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“ Scale is not an issue. Bigger is not better. What counts is 
finding partnerships and creating opportunities that answer 
the question Why Music? in as many ways and for as many 

people as possible, opportunities that engage the community and 
engender support for as many reasons as are imaginable. ”

This is the greatest strength of 
most musicians, and simultane-
ously the greatest weakness: the 
incredible passion that musicians 
have for what they do makes them 
generally incapable of viewing 
their own activity objectively 
in a larger economic or social 
context. For most musicians, 
music is a condition of life, not 
an embellishment of it. That’s 
how it should be, but it seems 
almost superfluous to say that 
the general public can feel quite 
differently. In 2001 the Symphony 
Orchestra League conducted a 
major survey of regular classical 
concert-goers - a very biased 
sample group - essentially asking 
the question Why Music? The 
responses to this initiative were 
unexpected, to say the least. The 
research showed that the reasons 
people attend live classical 
music events are extraordinarily 
diverse, and, from a musician’s 
perspective, often quite humbling.

We shouldn’t feel as though 
we have to change this; music can 
and should be enjoyed on multiple 
levels, and not every audience 
member attends in search of 
spiritual transformation. The 
challenge this situation presents 
to a performer when publicizing 
a performance is to speak to 
such diverse audience motivators 
in the broadest possible terms. 
However, as the previous install-
ment noted, selling a ticket for a 
single event is an extraordinarily 
expensive proposition. A small 
or one-time presenter has no 
large-scale purchasing power 
with which to negotiate for more 
favourable advertising rates, and 
no established audience to whom 
to market directly. In almost every 


