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Jonathan Govias 

Yes, this is another article about 
economics. For the average music 
student, the topic probably brings to 
mind the image of actor Ben Stein 
droning to Ferris Bueller’s comatose 
class on the “Hawley-Smoot Tariff 
Act” of the Great Depression (It’s more 
commonly known as the Smoot-Hawley 
Tariff Act, to be strictly accurate), but 
hopefully this column has a record of 
being a little more topical. This one in 
particular is about the cost of education, 
and since anyone taking private lessons 
is shelling out an extra $1000 for the 
joy and privilege of studying at McGill, 
perhaps s/he at least will find it more 
interesting than a monotone lecture on 
protectionist US trade policies from the 
1930s.

The best way to start might be to 
paraphrase a definition of economics: 
things cost money, and since we never 
have enough of it, we have to make 
choices as to what to spend it on. 
Economics is the attempt to understand, 
if not model mathematically, those 
choices and their consequences. It’s 
more art than science: the broad 
definition of economics is applicable 
across all levels, but specific industries 
have manifested their own economic 
substructures. The one that has been 
mentioned repeatedly in this forum is 
cost disease, the ever-expanding gap 
between costs and revenues that occurs 
when efficiency or output gains cannot 
at least grow in parallel to inflation. 
This concept was first identified in a 
study of the performing arts by William 
Baumol, but has since been applied to 
other sectors, principally health care, 
and you guessed it, education.

Why does the government invest 
in education to begin with? For the 
same reason they invest in health care 
– there’s a real financial and social 
return. Healthy, well-educated people 
earn more money both for themselves 
and their employers, thus propelling the 
economy, generating tax revenues, and 
increasing employment. This specific 
rationale for subsidizing education was 
first formally articulated in a report 
to the British Parliament in 1963 by a 
committee under the direction of the 
prominent economist and peer Lionel 
Robbins. (The document should be 
required reading for all university 
administrators and politicians today.) 
The one failing of the report is its 
projections of future cost: these were 
severely underestimated since Baumol 
(Robbins’ student) wouldn’t publish his 
study on cost disease for another three 
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years. 
Cost disease essentially turns 

education and health into financial 
sinkholes demanding more and more 
money at every turn, and only the 
government is able to mitigate, but 
not eliminate, the spiraling costs 
through market regulation. Health 
care is particularly problematic, since 
growth in productivity or efficiency 
is actually negative, not merely static. 
One hundred years ago, if you had 
an ailment you went to your local 
sawbones; after a fifteen minute 
consultation, either he could help, or 
you put your affairs in order. Today you 
can be referred to specialists, sent for 
diagnostic testing or imaging, or have 
exploratory surgeries all for the same 
complaint. The issue that was treated in 
fifteen minutes before can now consume 
dozens of man-hours. 

That time is expensive. Frankly, time 
with a human being is expensive – this 
is the central idea of cost disease, and 
the underlying problem in the three 
sectors most affected by it. You can’t 
replace musicians of an orchestra with 
machines, nor would you be interested 
in getting your education – or your 
diagnosis – from a computer, no matter 
how sophisticated. The three industries 
at their highest level demand people 
with imagination, creativity, intuition, 
and instinct – qualities that machines 
will never have. 

When you consider that the quality 
of an education is distinguished in large 
part by the amount of direct interaction 
with qualified faculty, there’s clearly 
a real premium on that time. Most 
academic departments can deal with this 
by the simple expedient of increasing 
class size, allowing a teacher to interact 
with many more students at the same 
time, but at the cost of lower levels of 
individual attention. Conversely, music 
schools are painted into a corner with 
private lessons. The real options for 
reducing costs are to increase class 
size, negating the concept of a private 
lesson, or to reduce the amount of time 
allotted for the session. Both these 
options are distinctly unpalatable.  If the 
cost can’t be reduced realistically, more 
income needs to be generated, which, at 
McGill, manifests as the $1000 private 
lesson “fee”.

I had the opportunity to sit with Dean 
McLean for an hour and discuss this 
issue in some detail over what was a 
wide-ranging interview. It’s not feasible 
to reproduce the bulk of the discussion 
in this forum for obvious reasons, but 
the conversation left me with mixed 
feelings. Dean McLean left no doubt 

that the fee has significantly helped 
the school both within and beyond 
the performance area, but it was clear 
from the interview that the actual costs 
associated with private lessons aren’t 
well defined. This relates primarily to 
the accounting structure in use, but the 
consequence of this imprecision is that 
the real cost can’t be measured, which 
means, as Peter Drucker reportedly 
said, it can’t be managed. With this 
lump sum infusion in hand,  the school 
seems to be taking the approach of 
“problem solved,” since they seemingly 
lack the ability to track the cost and, 
more importantly, the rate of increase 
in relation to other music academic 
departments. The problem may be 
mitigated temporarily, but the basic 
economics state that within a few years, 
the fee as it stands will be insufficient.

Which means: if this is your first 
year, prepare for increases in your 
fourth.

Of course, there is a larger 
philosophical perspective to the fee that 
relates to the school’s competitiveness 
in attracting top talent, and to the idea 
of accessibility of education. Although 
Dean McLean made the excellent 
point that cost is not always the 
primary deciding factor for a student 
considering an offer of admission, it 
can’t be said to be entirely irrelevant. 
Prominent US schools are now waiving 
graduate tuition entirely in order to 
attract high-level talent. This process 
started after Yale and Indiana both 
received large donations, roughly $100 
and $60 million respectively, but other 
institutions, like Northwestern, followed 
suit in offering doctoral degrees tuition-
free out of basic competitive necessity. 

Accessibility is a much larger 
question, of course, and sits in much 
more volatile territory. Robbins’ 
position on schooling costs was 
that state funding should be made 
available for all those who cannot 
afford education, with levels of 
support determined in relation to the 
student’s existing financial resources 
and future earning potential. McGill 
can reasonably charge Executive MBA 
students $50,000 a year since entry- continued on page 16 . . .

level salaries for recipients of the degree 
are often double that sum. Conversely, 
over the course of a B.Mus, the total 
amount paid in lesson fees will now 
be nearly equal to another full year of 
tuition, which seems difficult to justify 
given the earning prospects of the 
students. Job opportunities are scarce, 
and current data suggests that the 
median starting salary for performance 
majors is $19,000 USD a year. Most 
public institutions have already 
abandoned the concept of fee equity and 
charge more for degrees in Medicine, 
Dentistry or Business. Expanding this 
concept within the music school might 
help mitigate the cost:  the obvious 
candidates for increased fees are not 
the performers but the audio engineers, 
who have a median salary of $54,000, 
very good employment prospects 

(Data on this and performance major 
salaries from www.collegeboard.com), 
and high programme capital costs. 
(Sorry guys, nothing personal…) Dean 
McLean’s response to this suggestion 
was: “I always question that equation 
per se […] but the issue is for us not 
exactly that kind of rationale, it’s a 
social policy issue. […] The issue is 
a cross-subsidization one too – if the 
argument is we should be charging our 
sound recording students three times 
the tuition.” But it isn’t necessarily 
about robbing Peter to pay Paul; as 
Dean McLean pointed out in relation 
to the lesson fee, although the revenues 
generated are applied directly against 
the area costs, this does mean more 
resources become available for use 
in other departments. Granted, a fee 
similar to the private lesson surcharge 
applied to sound recording students 
might free up only another $30,000 or 
so a year (based on current enrolment) 
but is the school in a position to decline 
those monies? 

When in doubt, blame the 
government… or maybe not. On the 
surface, the legislated tuition freeze 
might seem like the cause of many 
problems, but it does serve a very 
practical function: it places the onus 
upon the institutions to find solutions 

Cost disease essentially turns education and health into 
financial sinkholes demanding more and more 

money at every turn, and only the government is 
able to mitigate, but not eliminate, the 

spiraling costs through market regulation.
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and reduce costs without 
placing additional burden on 
the students. (That’s the spirit, 
anyway, as music majors 
will ruefully note.) It’s fairly 
safe to say that without this 
motivation, most of the Québec 
universities would continue to 
operate as before and expect 
the provincial government to 
make up budgetary shortfalls. 
That’s what happened twelve 
years ago when the provincial 
government commissioned a 
number of reports through the 
Commission des universités sur 
les programmes, one of which 
made specific recommendations 
relating to post-secondary 
music (Download the full 
report at www.crepuq.qc.ca/
spip.php?article120&lang=fr). 
To be fair, very few of the 
recommendations involved 
McGill, but the report noted 
that there were five separate 
music institutions in Montréal, 
of which only McGill might 
be said to be relatively 
self-sufficient, programme-
wise. Of the remainder, the 
francophone institutions in 
particular (the Conservatoire, 
UdeM and UQAM) were 
advised to share resources and 
aggressively search out areas of 
collaboration. 

That hasn’t really happened, 
of course, and the fiscal 
situation has only deteriorated 
further since 1997. There are 
some notable collaborative 
successes, like CIRMMT, but 
that success itself begs the 
question of why there aren’t 
other partnerships in more 
conventional areas, like Early 
Music, or even Opera. As the 
Schulich school continues to 
branch out into areas of music 
marketing, the new digital 
landscape or video, it should 
consider whether this further 
programme fragmentation 
supports or runs counter to the 
larger post-secondary economic 
climate. I’m very much in 
favour of relevant, practical 
education, but university 
doesn’t have to be a “one-stop 
shopping” experience. Music 
students have to face a new 
reality, but music schools do 
too.

. . . continued from
“LESSON FEE” 
on page 14. 

Brian McMillan 

Can I see an 18th-Century Handel 
edition? What “secret programme” is 
written in Berg’s “Lyrische Suite?” Is 
it true the Library has an electronic 
stuffed tiger?...????  

Who knew the Library could 
handle such questions? A theme of 
these regular Phonograph columns 
has been the wide variety of 
materials the Music Library makes 
accessible for the research of McGill 
students, faculty, staff, and the wider 
community of Montreal and beyond. 
In the past, we’ve concentrated on the 
public collections – the vast majority 
of the Music Library’s holdings – 
which are available on the shelves for 
you to browse and borrow. However, 
there are a number of items that for 
several reasons – rarity, age, monetary 
value, historical significance – are 
maintained in special storage. They 
are available for research purposes 
but protected from potential loss or 
damage. These are the Music Library’s 
special collections.

Special collections form a small 
but important core of the Library’s 
mission and work. They represent 
those unique and rare materials that, 
to a certain extent, define a Library. 
The Music Library’s rare items reflect 
the historical research strengths of 
the university and, more generally, 
help preserve the musical history of 
Montreal.  And they aren’t necessarily 
the same kinds of items you find in 
the public stacks. Among the Music 
Library’s Special Collections, you’ll 
find diaries, letters, annotated scores, 
t-shirts, buttons, and – yes – even a 
tiger or two. 

Many of the most unusual items 
in the Music Library’s collection are 
also the rarest items. Old editions, 
manuscript papers, highly expensive 
materials – all these are kept in the 
Library’s Special Collections Room, 
located at the back of the third 
floor. This room is kept at a cool 
temperature and moderate humidity 
to protect the valuable materials 
inside. While the room is not open 
to the general public, it is possible 
to virtually “scan” the shelves, so to 
speak.  First visit the online Library 
catalogue, under “Subcatalogues” 
choose “Marvin Duchow Music 
Library,” then choose “Rare” under 
“Collection”: over 2000 items appear. 
Many more items may also be located 
in the Scores card catalogue on the 

Books Ahoy! . . . continued from 
“HAIR” 
on page 11.

finale showed his skills to best advantage.
On the opposite end of the spectrum, three 

cast members stood out for their excellence 
in the slower, more contemplative moments: 
Lexy Campbell, whose earnest interpretation 
of Sheila was at its best in the plaintive 
song, “Easy to Be Hard”; Allison Hess, who, 
as Chrissy, gave a charming rendition of 
the ballad “Frank Mills”; and Daniel Mills, 
whose brief appearance in drag as Margaret 
Mead nearly stole the show.

Unfortunately, there simply isn’t room 
to do justice to every member of this fine 
cast, who not only shone individually but 
made an impressive ensemble. Some of 
my favourite moments were those when 
the entire cast was together on stage; their 
chemistry was simply magnetic. As they 
jumped, writhed, wiggled, and slid to Claire 
Hughes’ well-conceived and well-executed 
choreography, it was all too easy to imagine 
that this passionate group could change the 
outcome of a war and the course of history 
through the force of their convictions.

Even as the cast was energizing the stage 
with its passion, other forces were at work to 
create the musical theatre magic audiences 
experienced at Hair. The orchestra, led by 
musical director Jennifer Yang, also did a 
commendable job, though it was clear that 
they were less familiar with the show’s 
nuances. There were a few (forgive the pun) 
hairy moments from the pit, but their overall 
sound was energetic and well-suited to the 
genre.

Design elements were also generally 
impressive and well-integrated with the 
show’s overall aesthetic. Though I would 
have appreciated a grittier version of New 
York City, the graffiti, scaffolding, and 
chain-link fence that adorned Ryan Kichler 
and Meaghan Davis’ set design were 
effective, even as they were over-powered 
by flowers and bursts of colour. Lighting, 
designed by Eric Weiss, showed off the 
groovy costumes and was used effectively 
to isolate and unify the characters at various 
points in the drama. Particularly moving was 
the red lighting that flooded the stage during 
the finale, as Claude is enlisted to fight in 
Vietnam.

Despite the harsh realities underlying 
much of Hair’s subject matter, its overall 
impact is overwhelmingly positive. Though 
many audience members resisted the call to 
join the “tribe” for a final dance on stage, the 
murmurs that rose with the house lights were 
unanimously enthusiastic. The show may 
be a little dated, a little controversial, and 
even a little careless, but it was so so full 
of love, audacity, joy, energy, excitement, 
conviction, and flower-power that no one 
in the audience could stay discontented for 
long.

third floor. If you wish to view an 
item from this Collection, come to the 
Information desk between nine and 
five, Monday to Friday.

Over the years, the Music Library 
staff has developed web pages to 
highlight several major donations. 
These can be explored from the 
Library’s “Special Collections” page, 
which is linked from the homepage. 
The David Edelberg Handel collection, 
for example, includes a complete set 
of the earliest attempt at a Handel 
complete works edition, the Arnold 
Collection published between 1787 
and 1797. And this isn’t the earliest 
item in the Library. A ten volume 
set of Metastasio’s works, Poesie 
del Signor Abate Pietro Metastasio, 
was published in 1757. Just last 
semester, the Music Librarian from 
Scotland’s National Library visited 
to consult McGill’s copy of Calliope, 
a beautifully engraved English and 
Scottish song book from 1739.

The Music Library’s special 
collections also include archives of 
various musical figures: the Montreal 
music critic Eric McLean, Quebec 
soprano Pauline Donalda, and 
Austrian composer Julius Schloss. 
Among Schloss’ papers can be 
found an annotated score of Berg’s 
“Lyrische Suite,” which adds more 
fuel to the controversy surrounding the 
programmatic nature of this seminal 
20th-century work. 

The Music Library staff has also 
begun digitizing the unique items 
held here. Special collections are 
prime candidates for digitization 
since this process simultaneously 
increases (virtual) access to an item 
and preserves it in multiple formats 
(digital and “analog”) for future 
generations. Already, a German 
arrangement for flute or violin of 
John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera has 
been prepared (Visit http://music.
library.mcgill.ca/scores/pepusch/
pepusch_airs.html). Likewise, the 
date book of Hugh Poynter Bell, Eric 
McLean’s predecessor at the Montreal 
Daily Star, has been scanned and will 
be available to give historians a new 
glimpse into Montreal’s concert life in 
the 1930s and 1940s. Watch the Music 
Library website for these and more 
new sites in the coming months.

 Oh… and about the tigers. A 
donation from Eric McLean, they’re 
sitting atop a shelf in the Special 
Collection room protecting the 
documents!


