

NCMEA CONVENTION, 2011, WINSTON-SALEM
The Orchestra, Its Community, and Technologies: Rediscovering Connections
[bookmark: _GoBack]

SLOW DOWN!

EMPHASIZE POINTS WITH MY INFLECTIONS!
{SLIDE 1}
I wanted to start my presentation with two of the most powerful words that I remember from high school English: “Only Connect”— {SLIDE 2}

—this is from the epigram to a  novel, E.  M.  Forster’s 1910 Howard’s End, which I saw as a movie in 1992.  The story is about the struggle between classes in turn-of-the-century England, but those two little words have inspired thinkers for generations.  “Only Connect”: what could those words mean to us, as musicians, as educators, and as students?

I want to bring to your attention a great essay by William Cronon, a Rhodes Scholar, MacArthur Genius Award, and Professor of History, Geography, and Environmental Studies, at University of Wisconsin, entitled, {SLIDE 3}

 “ ‘Only Connect…’: The Goals of  a Liberal Education,” published in 1998 by The American Scholar.  In his brief essay, Cronon outlines what a “liberal” education means.  He makes it clear that it has nothing to do with “liberalism,” or any other political connotation—something that is important to remember especially in these politically charged times.  Instead, liberal education is a course of study that means {SLIDE 3: Click 1}
 “to nurture the growth of human talent in the service of human freedom.” 

Here, Cronon understands  the Latin “liber,” to mean “free.  Cronon goes on to explain what he believes a liberal education should comprise: the ability to listen, to hear, to read, to understand, to communicate, to analyze and synthesize information, to practice tolerance and self-criticism, to get things done.  In the end, he finishes his list with these two words: “Only Connect.” Because, {SLIDE 3: Click 2} 

“being an educated person means being able to see connections that allow one to make sense of the world and act within it in creative ways.  A liberal education is about gaining the power and the wisdom, the generosity and the freedom to connect.”

As we are currently struggling to reform our education system, we now hear the clamor for more emphasis placed on the hard sciences—engineering, math, chemistry, physics, biology.  Some aspects of educational reform seem focused on getting more information into the students’ heads.  But I think Cronon’s essay, and Forster’s epigram, clearly suggest that this is not enough.  Education is not a data dump on our students, but really about forming connections and understanding disciplines.

Here’s where the humanities come in—students have to understand another point of view.  {SLIDE 4} 

When we read Hamlet, aren’t we asked to ponder, why does he hesitate? When we study the world’s religions, aren’t we asked to consider the manifold aspects of divinity? 

{SLIDE 5} What does Velazquez’s Las meninas, a portrait of Spanish royalty, tell us about the artist’s role in his society? 

{SLIDE 6} And, when we perform Beethoven Fifth Symphony, don’t we challenge ourselves to understand his own struggles, as well as those of his revolutionary contemporaries?

This idea of connecting, then, is critical to our mission as teachers, as musicians, as students, as listeners, and as human beings.  This is why I insist that my conducting students understand that our primary duty, first and foremost, is to connect with, to understand the composer; we are the creators of another person’s world.  A mezzoforte is not “medium loud;” it has a specific meaning to that composer, in the context of that piece.  As conductors, we have to connect to the musicians in our ensemble; I often say to my students: “Don’t conduct the music—conduct the musicians.” And finally, as performers, we have to connect to the audience.  

{SLIDE 7} This triangular web must have all three sides to hold; this is also why I insist that even in an “educational” orchestra, such as my university ensemble, audience development is just as critical as the education of the students.  
____________________
It’s ironic, then, that in the last twenty years, and especially the last ten, we’ve become more technologically “connected”—and yet, some fear, less connected to our surroundings.  The immediacy of the internet and wireless capabilities have all but eliminated factual ignorance.  For example, when I was studying for my Master’s at the University of Michigan, I remember when translating a Mahler score could take an entire weekend, my Oxford bilingual dictionary, and a few desperate calls to my German major friends.  Now, Google Translate does that in seconds.  I’ll risk invoking the ridicule and ire of my colleagues here by saying that when I counsel my conducting students about where to start in researching music, I tell them to start (not end!) with Wikipedia.  And, if I have any questions about the score, I can simply post it on a discussion board.  The Conductors’ Guild has a Google Guildlist Discussion Board.

But again, these are facts; they do not, in themselves, promote a liberal education, or a freer way of thinking.  In fact, technology may actually impede a liberal education.  

{SLIDE 8} Let me explain how by bringing up a wonderful lecture by Ben Cameron, Program Director of the Arts, at the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation in New York, where he supervises a $13 million grants program aimed at the theatre, contemporary dance, jazz and presenting fields.  This is a lecture from the TED series, which is a conference series, put online, dedicated to disseminating ideas from the technology, entertainment, design, and now many other fields.  Here, he speaks about exactly this topic: technology and the performing arts.  His impassioned presentation is so moving, and so to the point, that I’m tempted to play the entire talk.{Hyperlink; 0-2.09 min.}



{SLIDE 9} Ben’s thesis is twofold: {SLIDE 9, Click 1} First, that the technological revolution we witness today is similar in scope to the Gutenberg printing press.  After 1436, no longer was information sequestered away in ivory towers and abbey libraries, covetously sequestered by an elite and laboriously copied by hand; in 1437, it was theoretically possible to go out and get your own copy! In 2011, we may not even need a library—or Borders Bookstore—when we can find it either online, or order it from Amazon, or download it to our Kindle.  In other words, this technological innovation has and will continue to revolutionize how, and importantly, who, has access to information.

{SLIDE 9, Click 2} His second thesis seems more pessimistic, and relates specifically to the performing arts: with more immediate access to resources, we are becoming more used to immediate consumption.  In other words, why would anyone go to a symphony orchestra concert, if they could simply download a performance, or see it on youtube? Why would they even go to a record store? Look at Tower records, or again, at Borders.  

But, there’s another aspect to this: as people begin to realize that their consumption of the arts can be fulfilled by a simple click, they are realizing that something is missing—the connection part.  So, we see amateur directors uploading their own minifilms onto youtube, and we see startup bands forgo a record label in order to self-produce.  Therefore, Ben’s position is that the live performing arts are moving away from a “consumer”-oriented experience, to a participatory one.  A perfect example is a flash mob—which to me, seems like a guerrilla  attempt of artistic expression, of wanting to connect in public way.  {SLIDE 10} I am guessing all of us have heard of Eric Whitacre’s Virtual Choir? {Hyperlink; 31s-1.22}

{SLIDE 11} I particularly liked this quote from his blog: “When I saw the finished video for the first time I actually teared up.  The intimacy of all the faces, the sound of the singing, the obvious poetic symbolism about our shared humanity and our need to connect; all of it completely overwhelmed me.” 

Of course, there is a problem: in the performing arts, we need years if not decades of practice in honing our craft—isn’t that a barrier to participation? Yes—so therefore, there must still have a place for the traditional training of the craft, and there must still be some preservation of the “us” performers and the “them” audience.  But just because this dichotomy must necessarily exist does not mean that we must forgo attempts at connecting.  Returning to Ben Cameron, he has a few solutions to recognize and harness this participatory idea of the performing arts.  He mentions hybrid collaborations between arts organizations and other interests, such as women’s groups or human rights.  

{SLIDE 12}A great example is the Longwood Symphony Orchestra, a nonprofit, amateur ensemble consisting of Boston-area physicians.  Each of their concerts is dedicated to a health cause.  

I wanted to take Ben’s ideas and extrapolate it further, finding concrete, “shovel-ready” ideas that can take what we do into this new technological generation.  

First of all, we have to acknowledge that there are no simple solutions—if there were, we would all be doing it today.  Importantly, we have to acknowledge, too, that we will have to take risks, and to take risks means that there is the chance of failure.  It is so important, that we recognize that, and not be afraid to fail—this is something that we need to emphasize with our students, but it is also something that we have to continue to remind ourselves, too.

{SLIDE 13}Second of all, and perhaps just as important, is that every community has its own, unique solution.  An arts community in downtown Manhattan will have a different arts demand and need, than one in Wiston-Salem, or Athens, Ohio.  Perhaps the most challenging aspect of our job is to know what is our community about, and how to develop it.  

{SLIDE 13, Click 1}In New York City, the Brooklyn Philharmonic, for example, is a great example of an established, world class ensemble that continues to break through the old business model. {Hyperlink}  If you look at their website, notice how they have different program for different communities of Brooklyn—the Brighton Beach, which has a large Russian Jewish population; the Bedford-Stuyvesant series, which recognizes the African-American community; and the traditional downtown series—which, if you know the Brooklyn Phil, is not so traditional at all.  Note the community-centeredness of its events—family events, sing-alongs, local composers, interdisciplinary collaborations, and thoughtful guest artists.  In as diverse a community as Brooklyn, this organization is doing a great job at recognizing this diversity, and serving its diverse needs.

Of course, not all of us have the resources to do what the Brooklyn Phil does.  But, that doesn’t mean that we can’t also be just as creative, as innovative, and as thoughtful, in our artistic planning.  As I said, each community will have its own set of solutions, so let me bring up the situation in Athens Ohio. {SLIDE 14}

Athens is a college community in SE Ohio, with about 20,000 permanent inhabitants, and another 20,000 or so in season inhabitants—college students.  {SLIDE 15}Founded in 1804, the University, which was the first university founded in the Northwest Territories and the 9th oldest public university in the United States, was originally established there because of its proximity to the Ohio River and the old capital, Chillicothe.  {SLIDE 16} With the capital relocated to Columbus, this has posed significant challenges for our large university: we don’t have the natural “revenue stream” of local students, that an Ohio State University might.  Many of our individual departments often feel like we are in competition for recognition, and also funding.  Finally, we must also acknowledge that SE Ohio has historically been one of the poorest regions in the state, if not the nation; median household income is $27,000, about $14,000 less than the national average, although that is unclear whether that includes students.

What is Athens and Ohio University known for? Well, it holds the dubious distinction of the number one party school in the nation, determined by the Princeton Review; students line the bars along our main drag, Court Street.  {SLIDE 17} Large block parties are held during the spring, and our largest citywide party is at Halloween, where another 30,000 visitors make it the reportedly the largest block party in the country.  

{SLIDE 18}So, for the last four years, the OU Symphony Orchestra has put on a Halloween concert; the concert is actually a collage event, in which different ensembles participate, ranging from the trombone ensemble performing “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” to a tuba rendition of “Danse Macabre.”  We play a morning show to about 1,300 schoolchildren, bussed in from Athens and surrounding counties; and an evening show, which last year had an attendance count of 666.  The repertoire for the orchestra ranges from the serious—this year we did the Overture to Die Fledermaus, and Pines of Rome—to the pops—film music from Harry Potter and Willy Wonka.  The concert is short—1 hour long—and of course, musicians are in costume.  We incorporate sing-alongs—last year we did a “Sound of Music” medley with lyrics altered to include Athens-specific jokes—to other broad shtick and gimmicks.  While we have no pretense that this is of the highest artistic or pedagogic caliber, it does help our students to understand the deeper lesson—that we, as artists, need to respect and acknowledge who our audience is.

Athens is also known for its scenery.  At the foothill of the Appalachians, it is blessed with remarkable natural beauty.  There is a strong commitment to local farming and green consumption.  {SLIDE 19}We have one of the nation’s finest outdoor farmer’s markets, according to Audubon Magazine; and we have one of the best college towns in the nation, according to MSN.com, with a small downtown filled with independent stores, restaurants, bars, and vendors.

{SLIDE 20}Therefore, last August, I founded a chamber music festival and academy, Mozart on the Green.  This is a one-week event; high school and college musicians are coached in separate chamber music groups throughout the day by guest artists and faculty, and in the evenings, 

{SLIDE 21}we have 1-hour performances, free, in various locations throughout the town—local churches, the public library, coffee houses, as well as the farmer’s market.  We were overwhelmed and surprised by the community’s interest, and had packed houses every night, as we were able to raise over $1500 in private donations for the festival—we changed our business paradigm, instead of charging admission, we had donation stations at each event.

The festival’s focus is all about making connections: 

{SLIDE 22}our artistic mission is to rediscover the idea of “play” in chamber music, using Mozart as focus, but including crossover, nontraditional, and folk music as well.  It’s about connecting with the composers, to folk traditions, connecting with the community, and of course, connecting with other musicians in chamber groups.

{SLIDE 23}This model of chamber music is often unfairly ignored when we think about training young musicians, in favor of larger ensembles and private lessons.  But, the chamber music model is probably the most effective model, with several advantages: 

• it trains independence, as each musician performs one to part, and also unconducted
• it is much more flexible and mobile than large ensembles, with less need for percussion
• it teaches students about communication, diplomacy, both in musical and other fields
• it creates an intimacy, both among the musicians, but also between the performers and the audience


{SLIDE 24}The other point here that I want to emphasize is the importance of physical location; we have to understand that there is something special about the act of gathering together, of making a physical location into a “gathering place.” Why is Starbucks so popular? We can all drink coffee at home; Starbucks instead represents a gathering space of people in search of a community.

The arts can do the same thing.  In Athens, we were committed to bringing arts to various venues, to get out from the sterile walls of our music building, and into where the people actually congregate.  One of our challenges, in my opinion, is to try to find that physical space as an artistic center.

{SLIDE 25}Many organizations already realize this—the Milwaukee Youth Symphony is located in the Milwaukee Youth Arts Center, 

{HYPERLINK}which is a gathering place with space not only for ensemble rehearsals, but also spaces for acting workshops, dance, visual arts workspace—but also, importantly, a play area for young children, and a cafeteria.


{SLIDE 26}Probably my favorite example is the newly opened New World Symphony Center, in Miami Beach.  It has the latest technological advancements, such as Internet 2, but it is more the smaller, innovative things that are amazing: practice rooms that have glass doors, so that visitors can see artists preparing; {SLIDE 27}an outdoor live broadcast of their concerts, so that families can bring a picnic and watch; {SLIDE 28}a reinvention of the concert hall, to allow for musicians to be scattered throughout, creating an immersive experience.

[And, consider the movie theater: which we used to believe that the cinema would signal the death of the live performing arts.  It, too, is now undergoing the same challenges.  We have live streaming, on-demand content; and some studios are now even releasing content concurrently with cinema releases, and sometimes even before! This is very eloquently commented in a recent New Yorker article by their film critic Anthony Lane:

“There’s only one problem with home cinema: it doesn’t exist.  The very phrase is an oxymoron.  As you pause your film to answer the door or fetch a Coke, the experience ceases to be cinema.  Even the act of choosing when to watch means you are no longer at the movies.  Choice—preferably an exhaustive menu of it—pretty much defines our status as consumers, and has long been an unquestioned tenet of the capitalist feast, but in fact carte blanche is no way to run a cultural life (or any kind of life, for that matter), and one thing that has nourished the theatrical experience[…]is the element of compulsion.  Someone else decides when the show will start; we may decide whether to attend, but, once we take our seats, we join the ride and surrender our will.  The same goes for the folks around us, whom we do not know, and whom we resemble only in our private desire to know more of what will unfold in public, on the stage or screen.  We are strangers in communion, and, once that pact of the intimate and the populous is snapped, the charm is gone.  Our revels now are ended.”]

But, like Ben Cameron, I prefer to stay optimistic; after all, we need remember that classical music has never been static as well, and it has the resiliency to change with the times. 

 {SLIDE 29}Beethoven’s 5th symphony was premiered in 1808, on a concert that included the following:

1. The Sixth Symphony
2. Aria: "Ah, perfido", Op.  65
3. The Gloria movement of the Mass in C major
4. The Fourth Piano Concerto (played by Beethoven himself)
5. (Intermission)
6. The Fifth Symphony
7. The Sanctus and Benedictus movements of the C major Mass
8. A solo piano improvisation played by Beethoven
9. The Choral Fantasy
Change is nothing new, even in the seemingly tradition-bound field of classical music.  Our new 21st century technology may have given us instant access, instant gratification, and instant consumption; it is, principally, a tool for the dissemination and sharing of information; but, it still cannot supplant a fundamental need that we all possess but sometimes forget to acknowledge: a need for community, of connection, to a place, a family, a friend, a composer.  

{SLIDE 30}As long was we remember this fundamental need—to “only connect”—as our guiding light, the performing arts will not only survive, but flourish.
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