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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the contemporary newspaper music
critic. Much of the information it contains was gathered through
a series of live interviews and written correspondence with
critics. This material was then cross-referenced with material
derived from other critical readings listed in the bibliography.
The preliminary chapters provide a brief history of North
American criticism. The second chapter is two-fold; the first
part examining critics' responses to the questionnaire and the
second part examining their critical writings. Subsequent
chapters look at the critics' approaches to reviewing new music,
and possible future directions for music criticism. The final
chapter also touches on the sociological position of the media in
the classical music world. During the course of the study my
perceptions on the validity and nature of music newspaper
criticism changed drastically. I did not embark on the study with
the same scepticism of opinion with which I finished it. The
formation of the questionnaire and the live interviews were
therefore carried out as objectively as is possible and without

the sceptical frame of mind with which I concluded this study.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

OF NORTH AMERICAN CRITICISM

Why music criticism? What is in musical performance
that necessitates and inspires critical commentary? The
Random House College Dictionary defines criticism as ''the
act or art of analyzing and judging the quality of
something."'! The second offered definition expands to
include '"the act of passing severe judgment; censure;
faultfinding," a definition perhaps more indicative of the
subject in question, newspaper music criticism. Since early
antiquity criticism has functioned as a catalyst of
enlightenment, making intuitive knowledge concrete. From
Thomas Morley's attacks on John Dunstable's improper
division of text and words, through Giovanni Maria Artusi's
savage comments on Monteverdi's ''seconda prattica,'? which

made the words the mistress of the harmony, to Hanslick's

Jess Stein, ed. The Random House College Dictionary (New
York: Random House, Inc., 1969), p. 317.

Norman Demuth, ed., An Anthology of Music Criticism from
the 15th to the 20th Century (London: Eyre &
Spottiswoode, 1947), p. 3.
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infamous remarks on Wagner, the polemics of criticism have
reflected the battle between the old and the new, the
understood and the misunderstood.

How does one define Canadian music criticism? In order
to begin to understand its many facets, it is helpful to
briefly examine the past history of North American criticism
and trace its development to the present day.

The mainstream of North American criticism uses as its
voice the medium of the daily press. One of the first
documented written musical opinions in newsprint appeared in
1767 in Philadelphia. The subject was Thomas Arne's opera
"LLove in a Village,'" and it appeared in the form of a letter
written to the paper. For the most part these 'musical
opinions' were rarely signed or initialed. The first
instance of an autographed review was in 1839, an article

appearing in the Boston Daily Evening Transcript under the

name of Burchall.
More extensively annotated material is left behind by
critics such as William Henry Fry, who joined the staff of

his father's paper, the National Gazette, when he was only

twenty-three writing there for five years (1836-41).
Englishman Henry C. Watson also worked actively as a critic
and music promoter, eventually founding the New York

Philharmonic Orchestra and contributed criticisms to The

Albion.
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Newspaper criticism's expansion parallelled that of the
press. The surge of new dailies created a demand for more
musical and social commentary. It was between 1850 and the
begining of World War 1 that this rush of critical activity

was felt. The inception of magazines such as Harper's New

Monthly Magazine, and the Atlantic Monthly, both national

magazines, along with the backing of such critics as Richard
Grant White and the aforementioned Henry William Fry,
crusaded for music as an important and newsworthy event.

New programs in universities and colleges also
resulted in further critical development. Since Boston was
the home of the prestigious Harvard University among others,
many of the freshman years of American music criticism are
rooted in Boston. This city's history, rich in musical
pursuits such as the 1815 Handel and Haydn Society, lent
itself well to rapid musical development.

One person active in Boston's musical life was John
Sullivan Dwight (1813-93). He began publishing Dwight's

Journal of Music in 1851. The journal's credo was 'to point

out steadfastly the models of the True, the ever Beautiful,
the Divine.'"3 It reflected transcendentalist values which
"exalted ethical, intellectual, and critical concepts

derived as much from New England puritanism as from Plato,

3 Max Graf, Composer and Critic: Two Hundred Years of
Musical Criticism, (London: Chapman & Hall, 1947), p. 307.




Kant and Ralph Waldo Emerson." 4 Although conservative in
nature, the journal succeeded in reaching a wide spectrum of
readers from the layman to the professional. His successors
were William Foster Apthorp and Philip Hale. Apthorp was a
natural writer: clear and to the point, yet he viewed the
critic's role quite differently from that of his
predecessor. He adopted a less dogmatic approach, striving
to be a mediator between the performer and the public. His
goal as a writer was to provoke people into thinking about
the music, leaving the final decision up to them.

Hale studied in Berlin, Munich and Paris and adopted
the French qualities of readability and wit in his writings.
He claimed to favour neither the old nor the new, but
preferred to draw out the 'truth' in music.>

During the period of growth set off by the industrial
revolution, New York was transformed. One of the outcomes
was the expansion of the musical community. More space was
allotted in the papers to music criticism, and critics'
voices assumed the role as leaders of the public taste. Much
authority and pride was linked to the printed word, often
resulting in the subsequent success or failure of the

artistic endeavour in question.

4 Edward O. D. Downes, ''Criticism," The New Grove
Dictionary of American Music, p. 538.

5 Graf, Composer and Critic, p. 312.




Yet there were critics who chose a less polemic route,
preferring to be indifferent instead of harsh in their
criticisms. William Henderson (1855-1937) was such a critic.

He wrote for The New York Times and The Sun, believing that

music criticism served to educate and enlighten the
public.6 Another critical bright light was James
Gibbons Huneker (1860-1921). He was perhaps one of the most
fascinating critics. He wrote for both the Sun and the
Times, and his training as a musician, novelist and painter
gave him a broader musical perspective.7 Educated in
Philadelphia and Paris, he wrote for the New York dailies
between 1891 and 1921. He championed the development of
contemporary music with a claim to fame as having recognized
Richard Strauss as 'the living issue in music today; no
other master has his stature.'8

Criticism underwent drastic changes between the two
World Wars. Aside from the revolutions in musical style,
scarcity in supplies and personnel reduced both the quantity
of criticisms and the numbers of papers in print. The

personnel of criticism was also changing. Within the span of

6 Edward O. Downes and John Rockwell,'Criticism,'" in The

New American Grove Dictionary of American Music, ed. H. Wiley

Hitchcock and Stanley Sadie, (London: Macmillan, 1986), vol 1.
p.540.

7 Graf, p. 316.

8 Downes, New American Grove Dictionary, p. 541.
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a few years many of the icons of New York criticism, such as
Richard Aldrich, Henry Krehbiel, and William James
Henderson, either retired or died. They were succeeded by
the likes of Deems Taylor, Lawrence Gilman, and Olin Downes.
This new group thrived on divergences of opinion. Gilman
maintained that there can be

...no such things as ascertainable standards of

judgment; no such things as recognized conceptions

of ideal excellence; no such things as

touchstones: and, indeed, in relation to the art

of music, there obviously are not.

Upon the death of Gilman in 1939, Virgil Thomson was
appointed to replace him. Thomson's witty, simple, if
sometime patronizing style, along with his deep knowledge
and love of music earned him many faithful readers. Other
luminary critics of the time were Claudia Cassidy and John
Rosenfeld.

More recently, critics such as Paul Henry Lang and
Howard Taubman took up the literary pen. Lang was one of the
first American critics to bring academic scholarship to
daily criticism for he was at the same time a professor of
musicology at Columbia University. With the growing
expansion of the popular press came a larger audience which

commercialized the musical world. Managers sought ever more

publicity for their performers and critics were faced with a

Downes, New American Grove, p. 541.




new musical language upon which they were expected to write
knowledgably. The role of the critic tipped the balance
between the scholarly academic and the promoter and
unabashed music lover.

In Canada the earliest examples of musical criticism

began to appear with the first newspapers. The Halifax

Gazette (1752), La Gazette de Quebec (1764), and La Gazette

du Commerce et literature de Montreal (1778) are but a few

examples.10 These early articles focused on reporting
musical events as social events within the community.
Comments on the performer's dress, the audience response,
and the intermission refreshments were noted with careful
detail. The following example appeared in the Winnipeg

Manitoba Daily Free Press on January 14, 1885.

The programme throughout was well given and was
received with much applause. Miss Cambourne, in
response to a hearty encore sang sweetly 'Turnham
Toll.' A vote of thanks was tendered the ladies at
the close for the excellent tea and
entertainment.’’

Canadian journals were often nationalistic in flavour.

Helmut Kallmann later described the Music Journal (1887), as

"a first class musical monthly which shall be purely

10 John Beckwith, '"Criticism," Encyclopedia of Music in

Canada, ed. by Kallmann, Potvin, and Winters (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1981, p. 243.

" Ibid.



Canadian in its every department."'? The Canadian Musician

(1889) was another early periodical but differed from its
counterparts by directing its articles towards the educated
musician rather than the music lover.'3

One of the more interesting critics was Guillame

Couture. He wrote extensively in both English and French,

publishing articles in La Minerve (1875), La Patrie, and

later, in the Montreal Star under the pseudonym 'Symphony.'

His writings possess authority and conviction as evidenced
in the following review of the soprano Christine Nilsson.
...she sang the aria from 'Judas Maccabeus'...in
an impossible, unbelievable way, making constant
errors in both notes and time-values, changing the

text, breathing in the middle of words,

introducing into Handel's cadenzas the style of
Bellini! (June 1884)'4

Another notable personality was composer Léo-pol Morin.
He wrote reviews, essays and program notes, still finding
time to compose, teach, and perform as a pianist. He left

behind two collections of writings, Papiers de musique

(1930) and Musique (1944), both discussing a wide range of

musical topics from Canadian composers, the classics,

12 Dean, New Grove, p. 39.

13 Gordon P. Howell, '"The Development of Music in Canada,"

Ph. D. dissertation, Eastman School of Music of the
University of Rochester, 1959, p. 101.

14 Beckwith, "Criticism,'" p. 243.



current European music to folklore and jazz.15
Although newspaper criticism fared quite well, few
periodicals were able to sustain a life of longer than a few

years. The heartiest periodical, Le Canada Musical, only

lasted for seven years.16 In order to stay alive, many
journals underwent continuous change. Int 1906 the first

issue of Musical Canada appeared under the title The Violin.

By the next year the title was changed to the more universal

Musical Canada and in successive years the periodical grew

and absorbed various other small, struggling

periodicals.17

A decidedly nationalistic periodical was the Canadian

Journal of Music, edited by Luigi von Kunits. It examined

the activities of Canadian musicians both at home and
abroad. Continuing until 1919, the journal was paralleled by

the French magazine Le Canada Musical which was similar in

form and content, being published bi-monthly from May 1917

until April 1924.18

Other active Canadian periodicals include Curtain Call

(1933-39) which was the official publication of the Dominion

15

Ibid.
15 Ibid.
e Ibid.
18

Ibid.
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Drama festival. It contained many articles on the historical
development of Canada's symphony orchestras and thus serves

as valuable reference material.19

An alternative magazine was the Canadian Forum which

continued to be printed into the 1940s and 1950s. It did not
have the same commercial pressures as larger publications of
its kind and subsequently its articles are illuminating in
showing how musicians of the time viewed their world.

The first nationwide magazine was The Canadian Review

of Music and Art (1940). Published in Toronto, it reflected

the bilingual culture by containing articles in both English
and French.?? This nationalism was also reflected by the

CBC Times/ La Semaine a Radio-Canada which emerged with the

creation of the CBC and provided important critical
information on music in Canada viewed from a broadcasting
perspective. Perhaps the evolution of this idea developed

from Dr. Eugene Lapierre's La Quinzaine musicale, which

printed actual sheet music supplements and L'Action
musicale, whose format followed that of a newspaper and

which also printed radio schedules.?!

With the rise of broadcasting, new national interest

19 Tbid.

20 Ibid.

21 Howell, p. 113.
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was taken in the works of Canadian composers. The Canadian

Review of Music and Art (1942-1947) sparked a new era in

journals by shifting the interest from the performer to the
composer. One of the goals of the journal was to gain enough
support to form a national school of composition.22 The
journal provided country-wide coverage with articles in both
French and English. It pushed for government support of the
arts which eventually paved the way for organizations such
as the Canada Council.

Two peridicals made their priority the education of the

younger generation. Musique et Musiciens (1952) was directed

towards the youth of Quebec. The articles were designed to
impart basic knowledge of musical theory and history while
at the same time, appeal to the interests of the youth of
the day. Biographies and interviews with famous musicians
and composers were also printed.23

Le Journal musical canadien boasted a circulation of

35,000 and followed a newspaper-like format. Biographies and
sketches helped promote Canadian composers and their
achievments. The Montreal based magazine Qui? also helped to
educate Canadians about musicians and composers working in

Canada. Edited by Romain Gour, it contained reviews of

42 Howell, '"The Development of Music in Canada,'" p. 201.

23 Beckwith, p. 243.
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important performances in Canada and biographical sketches

on Canadian artists.

Later periodicals such as the Canadian Music Journal, a

quarterly publication of the Canadian Music Council,
surveyed Canadian music by reviewing new music publications,
recent record releases, and books, along with articles on
the lives and works of Canadian composers.24

Despite the developing musical environment in Canada,
after the 1950's the production of periodicals was generally
in decline. The exchange and debate of ideas which had
flourished in the earlier part of the century had fallen
away to mere reporting and publicity. The following remarks
of Helmut Kallmann sum up the situation at the time.

The chronicler will find it easy to discover what

Canada's musicians were doing in 1968, but the

future historian and biographer will be hard put

to discover what our musicians were thinking about

their art and what kind of people they were .2

Newspapers could not help in filling this void.
Limitations of space, deadlines, and conflicting priorities
plagued the music critic and forced him/her to simply

describe the events of the concert. Leslie Bell's musical

column in The Toronto Daily Star was an exception to this

rule. His column was printed for sixteen years (1946-1962)

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid.
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and covered a large range of topics written from the
perspective of a music appreciation enthusiast.2®

Since then, new magazines such as Music Canada and

Orchestra Canada have emerged serving predominently as trade

magazines that document the current musical scene and
mentioning important accomplishments of Canadian artists.
Increasingly, the field of musical criticism has been given
a greater voice in Canada. The conference on criticism in
1973, the annual Canadian Music Conference, and the 1974
winter arts festival in Victoria along with the recent
November 1991 conference at McMaster university have all

encouraged exploration into the present state of music

criticism.27

Radio and television have also taken on significant
roles through their critical choices of documentaries and
commentaries, subsequently reaching a larger public and in
turn expanding the critical approach to music in Canada.
Presently there are critics in every major Canadian city.
They predominently work for the larger newspapers, although
free-lance critics do exist in the larger cities. There are

surprisingly few women critics, an imbalance which, in time,

26 Ibid.

21 Ibid.
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will hopefully be rectified.?8

28 See Appendix for a complete 1listing of currently

practicing Canadian critics. The list was taken from the
1990 edition of Editor and Publisher.




CHAPTER TWO: THE PROFESSION OF CRITICISM

AS VIEWED BY PRACTISING CRITICS.

What is music newspaper criticism? Who are Canadian
critics and what do they do? What qualifications do they
have? In order to attempt to answer these questions I
conducted a series of interviews throughout Canada during
1990-91. Critics working in the larger cities were all
approached, along with their counterparts in some of the
smaller Canadian centres. In the event that an interview was
unobtainable, a questionnaire was sent to the critic.’

Although not all of the contacts agreed to participate,
the responses obtained provide a representation from areas
throughout Canada. Approximately two-thirds of the critics
contacted agreed to participate. The responses of the
critics which follow were not manipulated to fit into a
preconcieved view of criticism. They are the direct comments

made in response to a set questionaire. Although the live

A sample copy of the questions asked in both the
interviews and the questionnaires is found in Appendix
Two.

15
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interviews were not so rigid, all of the same questions were
asked. The questions arose from various readings on
criticism and were derived to approach the practice of
criticism in as factual a way as is possible. They were not
constructed to ilicit a controlled response. Naturally some
of the comments uttered by the critics were statements of
the obvious. The truistic approach in which many critics
view their profession is perhaps indicative of the
uncertainty and precarious nature of the whole art of
newspaper criticism.

HOW DID YOU BECOME INVOLVED IN MUSIC CRITICISM?

To begin assessing the modern-day newspaper critic, it
is first necessary to examine who the critics are. How did
these Canadian critics become involved in music criticism?
The interviews revealed that a number of contemporary
critics did not necessarily evolve from performing or other
musical roots. Rather they emerged from a variety of
backgrounds, including anthropology, journalism and
teaching. Many started writing criticism as a means of
earning extra money while in college. Michael Scott remarked
that it seemed like an ideal option for a music lover, the
task of writing the review but a small price to pay for
hearing a free concert. Others such as Adrian Chamberlain
took the more traditional pathway of journalism school and

began not as a music critic, but as a general entertainment
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writer. James Manishen of the Winnipeg Free Press recounts

his dive into the throes of music criticism by writing that,

the Winnipeg Free Press was looking for someone to
do classical reviews--and someone casually

suggested they contact me, and just as casually as
that I started.?

It must be added that Manishen was no stranger to working in
the musical arena, possessing a background in jazz and
musical theatre, and working as an active composer for
films, television, choirs, and even symphony orchestras.

Pauline Durichen of the Kitchener-Waterloo Record also

confesses to becoming involved in newspaper criticism more
by accident than by design. During her university years she

occasionally reviewed for the college paper, The Imprint,

yet one specific incident catapulted her into the mainstream
of newspapers. After the amateur university orchestra,
designed specifically for non-music majors, was cut out of
the budget, she, along with a few other incensed colleagues,
wrote to the local paper in protest. Her letter was
published and a few weeks later, while interviewing for a
position as a night copy editor, she was asked if she had
ever done any other writing on music. It turned out that The
Record's music critic had retired nine months ago and the
paper was still looking for someone to fill his shoes. She

began as a free-lance writer describing her full time

James Manishen.
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appointment as follows,

Sometime during the Christmas holidays I was

called and offered full time work: not knowing any

better, I accepted and have been there ever since.
Very few critics seemed to have deliberately entered
criticism as a lifetime vocation. Educationally speaking,
most possess journalism or English related degrees. Pauline
Durichen seemed to be the most extensively educated from a
university standpoint, having earned a BA degree, two MA
degrees, a partial Mphil, and a soon-to-be-completed
doctorate. What appeared to be the most distantly related
degree was one in anthropology. Although only very few
possessed professional or even amateur training in music,
all seemed to have a love and curiosity towards music. Many
continue to play as amateurs or take lessons for their own
enjoyment. Despite these divergent beginnings, the critics
could be divided into two main groups: either musicians with
abilities as writers, or writers with an acceptable
knowledge of music.

WHAT COMPRISES A TYPICAL DAY FOR THE CRITIC?

On the whole, the schedules of most Canadian critics
could hardly be described as regular. Since much of their
job revolves around two set deadlines over which the critic
has little control (the concert date and the paper's
deadline) the word '"typical' doesn't seem to apply. However,

critics seemed to have predictable duties. Aside from



19

attending and reviewing concerts, other responsibilities
often include collating weekly concert calenders, special
interviews or feature stories. A few critics such as Pauline
Durichen also do a fair bit of proof-reading. In terms of
regularity of schedule James Manishen writes,

I am a free-lancer writer so my typical day is

vastly varied. I do write a classical music column

once a week on Tuesday mornings for Friday's

paper. On Wednesday I phone the assignment editor

to get my reviewing assignment for the week.
Due to the inevitable variability of her days Pauline
Durichen believes it is perhaps more appropriate to look at
a typical week.

In a typical week I may easily work six days

rather than five. During that time I can expect to

do two or three reviews (on a wide variety of

entertainment, not just classical), at least one

informational advance/feature, a number of quick

news briefs, a personality feature, a book review

and perhaps a page of record reviews as well.

Generally I average one by-lined piece every

working day, although I may not be published every

working day.
Hugh Fraser also mentioned that the character of the job
demands that he be at it seven days a week. It quickly
became apparent that critics considered their job to be no
easy one. Since concerts are not confined to the hours of
nine to five, the critic operates very different and erratic
hours. Weekends and holidays are prime working times since

concerts are scheduled for the general public. On the

average, most critics tended to work a six-day week, for the
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nature of the job is all-consuming. Moreover, the next day's
publication may result in letters and calls of protest or
support, all of which need to be addressed.

In many papers the job of a critic is often not
exclusive to music, but may extend to drama and ballet as
well. Interestingly, the only music critic interviewed whose
duties were purely musical was Hugh Fraser of the Hamilton
Sgectator3. Upon reflection, it seems odd that in the three
largest Canadian cities (Vancouver, Toronto and Montreal)
the critic's coverage is not exclusive to music. This
obligation to cover other artistic endeavours is not wholly
without value. Chamberlain remarked that this cross-
fertilization of artistic fields can enhance the critic's
writings on music, and help place new musical events within
the whole spectrum of the artistic scene.

WHAT QUANTITY OF NEWSPRINT SPACE DO MOST CRITICS
RECEIVE?

Manishen writes that it averages between 10 and 12
inches per review, and he adds '"not enough of course."
Durichen writes that the length of her pieces varies with
the perceived status of the material, with 'status' being

defined by her editor. She laments that

Since this study was done, economic pressures have
made it impossible for Hugh Fraser to continue as solely

a music reportere, he now covers other arts as well as
regular city stories.
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If I were a film or rock reviewer, I would have

section fronts most times and could write anywhere

from 15" to 25", have photo art included, and have

a picture logo with my name on it. Instead, I am

mostly 'inside' and have more than 16" or so only

when they're desperate to fill space.

This type of sentiment was echoed by many other reviewers
who did not enjoy finding their work regularily sandwiched
between glossy advertisements or tucked in the back of the
section.

WHAT CHOICE DO YOU HAVE IN YOUR CONCERT COVERAGE?

On the brighter side, most reviewers have complete
autonomy over what they choose to review. Often this is due
to the fact that the classical reviewer is the only one who
knows enough about the field to be able to judge what is
worthy of attention. The concert coverage ranges anywhere
from Kiwanis winners to international visiting artists.

Durichen admits to having '"a perverse delight (and genuine

interest) in covering avant-garde and experimental new

chamber music.'" All reviewers cover the traditional outlets

such as the local symphony, choir, and chamber ensembles but
generally only in the smaller cities do amateur groups get
any sort of extended coverage. Hugh Fraser's coverage
includes all levels of musical performance. He believes that
responsible coverage ''must nurture the child, and get people
to go hear Valerie Tryon.'" Yet in the setting of larger

musical environments even concerts by the local university
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may overextend the time available to the critic. Concerts at
the University of Toronto are often overlooked by critics

who are already swamped in the very fertile musical climate
of Toronto.

WHAT READERSHIP DO YOU AIM AT?

With the premise that critics, on the whole, choose
what is to be reviewed, it is interesting to discover for
whom they think they are writing.|Critics uphold that it is
their intended audience who determine the style and content
of the reviews, not the paper and its policies. Many
insisted that they write not for the artist, nor the
composer or musicologist, but solely for the reader; Hugh
Fraser says that he '"looks around at intermission-and writes
for the people he sees there.'" Adrian Chamberlain believes
that it is important to write for the average person who has
not attended the concert. It is his goal to reach a wide
audience and interest the average person in the music.
Perhaps more realistically, Pauline Durichen responds that
her readers are probably within the musical community and
tend to be middle-aged or older. She also brings up what in
newspaper thinking is a more important issue, the size of
her readership. She candidly remarks that,

I would like to think a lot of people read my

material, but in reality, I'm probably read far

less than the others in our department.

Although it is virtually impossible to determine the
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exact readership of Canadian critics, many critics mentioned
their intent to provoke interest in all potential readers,
not just those who have attended the concert under review.
Dealing with the physical facts of music at the layman's
level is a fundamental part of newspaper music reviewing.
The ideal balance most critics strive for is a review that
is understood by the layman and musically educated alike, in
other words a review which is useful to them both.\ Manishen

directs his reviews towards,

The average newspaper reader who takes the time to

be interested in something other than the sports

page or the business section. I do not aim at

music specialists.

Chamberlain makes an important point when he says that one
is "writing at a level that is simple, but perhaps not
writing about simple things.'" It is a very precarious
balance, for while trying neither to belittle, nor to
insult, the critic is also writing for 'the art form
itself."

The critics are also concerned with offending or
polarizing the reader. Patronizing or criticising the
reader's taste does nothing to help win the reader over to
the critic's point of view.lCritics realized the importance
of subtly persuading the reader by including some 'human

understanding' in the review. Although the temptation to

write clever and biting comments always exists, most critics
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refrain from doing so except when they can support these
statements with specific citations and examples. Critics
talked about the importance of constantly reasoning with the
reader, re-creating the event to such an extent that the
reader can come to a conclusion on the concert, whether
having attended or not.

HOW DO YOU APPROACH WRITING A REVIEW?

Papers often prefer the critic to adopt the pyramid
approach to review writing. Having a strong opener is
crucial to the success of the review. Pauline Durichen

asserts that,

..a lead is not just an easy springboard into the
piece, but in fact encompasses an atmosphere, an
attitude, something that has hit me strongly
enough to pervade the tone of the event as I see

it.;

Although this approach may take away some of the suspense of
the review, a good lead is supposed to entice the reader to
read further. Clarity and precision are highly valued by
papers, especially in music criticism which is often treated
as extraneous news and therefore not allotted a large amount
of space. Manishen maintains that he is

...basically an informed reporter, thus his task

is to report the facts of the concert, who, what,

where, when, why, and then express my view of the

success in achieving what I consider to be the aim

of the concert, with a reporting of how the
audience reacted.

WHAT KIND OF PREPARATION DO YOU UNDERTAKE BEFORE A
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CONCERT?

In order to write informed reviews the critic would
need to undergo some form of preparation. Obviously studying
scores helps facilitate the ease with which the review is
written. The responses of the critics were fairly
predictable, citing logical choices such as attending
rehearsals and contacting composers and organizations like
the CMC in order to preview new and unfamiliar scores.
Interviews with performers and composers were also mentioned
as being useful in preparing for the performance, though
critics cautioned against becoming too sympathetic with the
artists to be reviewed. Although a given to many, critics
reiterated the fact that pre-concert preparation is
essential and is practised extensively by most of them.
Michael Scott admitted to doing four or five hours of
research before a concert. He also stressed the importance
of being rested, his rationale being that whenever he has
found himself overtired or emotionally overwrought he has
failed to produce what he considers to be a successful
review. Hugh Fraser firmly advocates knowing the music and
having done background research. He notes that there is ''no
excuse to go in [the concert hall] ignorant, come out
ignorant, and write ignorantly about a piece."

With the hectic lifestyle of most critics, these last

remarks struck me as being an unobtainable ideal. The



26
comments of Pauline Durichen were more genuine and probably
a little more honest. She admitted that often she has little
time for a lot of pre-concert preparation, especially for
new music concerts for which no score or recordings exist.
James Manishen also did not profess to always entering the
hall completely prepared. He writes,

I will sometimes try to get the score for new

original works to be performed, and occasionally

will go to a rehearsal of a new work.
In many cases, it appeared that the critic most strongly
relied on the accumulation of knowledge acquired throughout
a lifetime. Few critics enter the concert hall completely
uninformed, just as few critics enter with all-encompassing
knowledge.

In terms of practical techniques, most critics
mentioned taking notes throughout the concert. This involved
jotting down specific music success or failures to
formulating specific literary phrases evoked by the music.
Durichen remarks that,

I think the key to writing a review fluently,

without taking all night about it, is to

concentrate on the event as fully as possible and

not wait until it's over to begin serious thought.

It was generally agreed that following scores while
listening does not always aid in the 'justness' and ease of

the review. Hugh Fraser admits that while following scores

may be beneficial and productive for critics like Harold
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Schonberg, he personally finds the danger of mentally
filling-in the music to be too great. The temptation to re-
create the score within one's mind poses problems, as it may
not equate with what is actually being heard in the concert
hall. Practical concerns such as the dimly 1lit atmosphere of
the concert hall also impede score consultation. Many
critics mentioned that the process of writing the review is
much easier if they work out the angle from which they are
to approach the review while still within the concert hall
instead of waiting until they return to their computer
terminal.

DOES THE OBLIGATION TO WRITE IMPATR THE CONCERT
ENJOYMENT?

Adrian Chamberlain says that having to write about a
concert actually amplifies his appreciation as he is forced
to think carefully about what he is hearing. Pauline
Durichen believes that "it's often a question of liking the
work [reviewing concerts] but not always being able to like
the job.'" There is no question that most critics enjoy
concerts, but they are often so used to taking an active
part in them that not writing a review later is unnatural
and less satisfying. External pressures such as being well-
known within a community also impede the possibility for
critics to enjoy concerts on their own time. Perhaps more

openly, James Manishen admits that yes, his enjoyment of
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concerts has diminished since he started reviewing. He

writes,

Yes. I seldom enjoy concerts as I once did. I am

too concerned with what the hell I will say in the

45 minutes I will have to write the review.

DO PERSONAL PREFERENCES PLAY A PART IN THE REVIEW?
Most critics that were asked attempted to minimalize biases
to the extent that they enter the hall in a neutral state of
mind. Yet Adrian Chamberlain professes that this does not
mean drifting off into ambivalent accounts of the concert.
He says that one has to give a point of view, and that
"obviously you are writing some sort of opinion.'" Michael
Scott confesses that you would have nothing to write about,
were you entirely objective. James Manishen admits that his
preferences come through in his writing and that he usually
tries to state his biases if they are an issue. Pauline
Durichen does not mind expressing personal preferences as
long as she can put them in a context. This may mean an open
explanation of her musical prejudices so that her readers
can see how her opinions influence her subjective
judgements. She does, however, believe that:"if personal
preferences become one's substitute for general aesthetic
standards, that can be very dangerous and limiting."
Although no critics intentionally let their biases influence
their opinions, it is often easy to spot certain biases. For

example, the writings of Tamara Bernstein, who writes for
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The Globe and Mail, seem to favour early music performance

groups and the works of women composers. This becomes
apparent through the frequency that reviews of this nature
appear. This is not to say that all women composers or early
music performances are favourably reviewed, or that
Bernstein focuses on these groups at the expense of other
ensembles, but it does seem that it is almost impossible to
separate the person, the reaction and the review. The three
seem to flow together and if the critic had no opinions, the
review itself would read rather blandly. Thus critics of
critics are misguided if they believe an unbiased review is
possible or even desirable. The more important issue is
whether the reviewer can work through these biases to the
extent of giving the performer a 'just' review.

For instance, a review by Ronald Hambleton, contained
no performance evaluation, aside from a mention in the
headline, "Pianist's premise proved nonsense,' but focused
solely on the pre-concert speech. Hambleton begins,

If pianist Monica Gaylord had talked just a little

less in introducing her recital last night at

Walter Hall, devoted to music of Canadian women

composers, the evening would have been perhaps

what she intended, a genuine tribute to good

composers through their own music.

There is nothing else in the whole review which even

mentions Gaylord's ability, or goes into any in-depth

Ronald Hambleton, The Toronto Star, December 2, 1975.
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examination of the music. The space of the review is instead
used for Hambleton's views on the popularity and exposure of
Canadian women composers. In this instance Hambleton's
personal preferences overshadowed his professional ones,
resulting in a review which neither tells the reader how
successful the concert was, nor anything about the music
itself.

WHAT DOES THE CRITIC INCLUDE IN THE REVIEW?

Since one of the tests of a good critic is to be
readable, critics may be more likely to write interestingly
about what they like. This often means concentrating on what
is new in a performance. Critics expressed a fascination and
enjoyment with new developments in Canadian music. Since
there is no prior performance tradition, the new element in
a concert is also perhaps the most interesting to the
readers. New and different elements about the music are far
more arresting than a simple critique of the success of the
performance execution.

From reading many reviews, it becomes evident that many
critics do not limit the content of their reviews solely to
the music. Columns may include discussions on concert
etiquette, comparisons with recordings, the cost factors of
music, illuminations on different schools of conducting and
performance, personalities, philosophical concepts, etc.

Yet should all of this be included within a review?
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Durichen writes that she '"emphatically avoids personal
gossipy stuff about musicians.'® She also, unlike many of

her male colleagues, avoids

...gratuitous physical descriptions when such
material does not relate naturally to the music;
similarly for matters of colour or race, except

when the performer may verbally address such
issues.

WHAT RESTRICTIONS ARE IMPOSED UPON THE CRITIC BY
EXISTING LIBEL LAWS?

Restrictions imposed upon the reviewer by the paper and
existing libel laws may dictate what can and cannot be said
in the review. Yet, surprisingly, many critics are unaware
and as yet, unaffected by the laws that exist. Durichen, in
company with a few of her colleagues, admits to being a
little vague on libel laws apart from basic legal
commonsense which dictates that you do not indulge in
unsubstantiated accusations or direct personal attacks,
profanity and the like. On the whole she feels that she has
never felt constrained in any manner. The same is true of
Manishen, whose only imposed instruction is to report on the
size of the audience. Only one of the critics interviewed

related an incident involving a libel suit.®

5 Durichen.

6 Hugh Fraser mentioned a pending law suit of 1.1 million
dollars by Boris Brott, the past conductor of the Hamilton
Philharmonic. Fraser was accused of damaging Brott's professional
reputation and influencing the decision of the board for the
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At the 1972 critic's congress in Rotterdam, and at the
recent McMaster conference it was felt that the critics
could write as they wished. It is true that open censorship
rarely plagues the daily music press, yet music politics are
continually at work to sabotage the seeming neutrality of
the critic. Even critics who believe that they enjoy
complete freedom in writing, are often unaware of being
limited by academic or social pressures.

A recent ruling from the U.S. Supreme court has
introduced a new legal element into music criticism. This
ruling denotes that writers or speakers may be sued for
expressing 'opinion.'7 According to Chief Justice William
Rehnquist, the divergence between opinion and fact is one of
an 'artificial dichotomy.' Only statements uttered in
'rhetorical hyperbole' will be outside the jurisdiction of
the new law. This is based on the assumption that no reader
would take this genre of comment literally. This new
precedent replaced the previous one in which a person could
only be sued for false statements of fact. The new law was

prompted by the "opinion'" of Chief Justice Rehnquist who

wrote that the Statement, in my opinion Jones is a liar

can cause as much damage to reputation as the statement

conductor's dismissal.

7 Taken from the Newsletter of the Music Critics

Association, p. 6.
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Jones is a liar."8

These new mandates will change the freedom and
direction of future criticism. Excessive rigidity in
upholding this new law may alter the function of the
critic's review. Instead of offering opinions, the review is
in danger of solely operating as an advertising announcement
board. Editors also may conclude that allotting space to
criticism which is continually subject to libel suits no
longer proves worthwhile. It is not clear of how the gffects
of the Supreme court ruling will affect Canadian criticism
or whether the new ruling will create more difficulties than
it resolves.

HOW DO CRITICS DESCRIBE THEIR OWN PROFESSION?

Most reviewers have come to terms with the fact that
they are not critics in the traditional sense. They are
aware that the limitations of time and space prohibit them
from elucidating at any length on a concert attended. Scott
offers the following definition of a newspaper reviewer,

..an educated, inquisitive, music-loving person

who sits in the theatre focused on the music and

attempts to recreate it afterwards- that's all I
pretend to be.

He continues by saying that in its simplest form, it '"is the
newspaper's coverage of the musical world." But is what is

known as newspaper reviewing the same thing as criticism?

Newsletter, p. 6.
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Victoria critic Adrian Chamberlain thinks not. He asserts
that "criticism and reviewing are completely different."
Hugh Fraser describes himself as '"a reviewer who gives a
notice, not a criticism." He further notes that '"criticism
is a term with dignity," and that he gives '"a judgment, a

f
William Littler writes that [the public often views

review."

critics as music's witnesses who document occurrences which
happen in the musical world.? He says that critics
therefore translate the language of music into the language
of words. He continues by asserting that music critics are
most commonly assumed, by the layperson and professional
alike, to be those who write music reviews for a newspaper.
He believes this is justified since there are no full-time
music critics in Canada who do not fall in this category.@

DOES THE CRITIC FUNCTION AS A REPORTER OR A CRITIC?

Many believe that because reviewers rely heavily on
their emotional stimuli, they are not true critics. It is
evident that there are distinctions between the critic and
reviewer, but in daily newspaper criticism they are often
blurred. Most newspapers regard their music writers as
reporters who happen to write on music. Who do critics think
they are? Michael Scott believes that his is the

responsibility of writing sensitive, provoking articles on

9 William Littler, "Dropsical Drips, or a Higher Calling?,"
Music and Musicians, (1985), p. 17.
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music within the restraints of space and time allotted by
the paper. Yet due to editorial restrictions and pressing
deadlines, critics become locked into the paper's view of
musical events as news. Many critics have worked in other
departments of the paper and are accustomed to being treated
by the paper as reporters. Hugh Fraser adheres to what he
terms the 'Harold Schonberg school of criticism' in which

the critic

...should hit the streets, follow the ambulance,
and write the story of the fire.

WHAT ARE THE EXPECTATIONS OF THE CRITIC?

On the whole the journalistic aims of the paper define
the genre of criticism produced. Essentially the newspapers
are searching for someone who can write in clear, basic
English without confusing the reader with excessive musical
terminology.

Michael Scott speaks of the expectations and
responsibilities of his job as 'crushing.' He further

observes that giving

...an opinion on something that others have spent
hours preparing for in the course of an hour, that
will be read by tens of thousands of people is
very humbling.

Durichen also comments quite candidly on the public and
professional expectations of her job.
That part of the public which finances or promotes

concerts and performers naturally expects glowing
reports to put in their press kit; that's why it's
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so important to work hard at writing balanced
reviews.

She adds,

| “I don't particularly care if I'm liked, but I

should write and think competently enough to be
respected. As you know, respect can be a love-hate
relationship, which keeps everyone sharp. ”

Manishen seconds Durichen's first statement when he writes,

The musical community looks to me for good reviews

and quotable quotes to use in their advertising

i~ and grant applications. The readers, I guess, look

for advice when considering where to spend their
money.

He thus regards honesty as one of the critics' prime
obligations. Adrian Chamberlain distinguishes that his
responsibility is '"'not to support the arts, but to write
about the arts--to be a reflection of what is happening and
not one who actually makes the scene.'" He, along with others
such as Scott, hopes that the critics' job is one of
educating the public and therefore wants to provide them
with some social and historical context to his reviews. Hugh
Fraser is a little more aggressive in his views. He asserts
that aside from getting people to go to concerts, one of the
critic's jobs is to maintain the level of artistic standards
in the community. After pondering the question a bit more,
Chamberlain concluded that, on the whole, perhaps an
observer would be a better judge of the critic's actual role
in society.

HOW IS THE CRITIC USEFUL TO THE GENERAL PUBLIC?
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One of the most common public presumptions is that the
critic functions as a consumer guide who personally filters
through all artistic pursuits, directing the readers only to
that which is worthy. The critic 'shops around' and informs
the public of what is considered, in the critic's opinion,
to be the most valuable entertainment for the money. The
danger in this viewpoint is self-evident. Functioning in
this capacity, the critic loses the position of neutrality,
and assumes the guise of a publicity agent who promotes only
that which has been personally pronounced valuable.
Criticism working in this capacity has a great potential to
dictate the taste of the public. In terms of the influence
on the day-to-day concert attendance, if consumers rely
soley on the printed review to determine what or what not to
attend, the power of the critic becomes omnipotent.

Is this form of propaganda a part of criticism? Most
critics asserted otherwise, steering clear of using their
columns as a viewer-guide, and emphasizing the importance
that the critic stand alone and not become a mouthpiece for
favoured artists or the local symphony orchestra. Littler

writes,

The critic exercises a concerned individual's

conscience, and the fewer strings attached, the
better. !0

10 William Littler, "Dropsical Drips, or a Higher Calling?,"

Music and Musicians, (1985), p. 10.
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Yet there is a certain political element in reviewing,
especially in relation to amateur or new groups. Here, most
critics like to encourage new musical activity. In these
instances, as a cautionary guide, certain critics felt it
was important to identify to one's audience that the review
is of an amateur group, since different criteria are used
when reviewing amateurs and professionals. Previews also
fall under this category, as these are the reviewer's
platform for publicity. Continuing on their mission to widen
the artistic community, some critics prefer to fill these
columns with news of younger, less known groups, and provide
the public with knowledge of new musical happenings. The
irony in the role of criticism in setting artistic standards
is that although most critics feel that it is their
responsibility to uphold artistic standards, they also do
not feel that they have much authority or influence in their
community. The average critic does not want to accept the
responsibility of influencing the readers' tastes. Critics
prefer to regard their work as a stimulus which provokes
musical thought in the reader. Here a problem emerges
because much of the general public accepts what lies in the
printed page as fact and use it as a musical guide. The
critic must accept the fact that the printed column often
becomes an active ingredient in forming public opinion.

HOW MUCH AUTHORITY DO CRITICS FEEL THEY HAVE?
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The majority of critics seem unaware or unwilling to

admit that they may have authority. Michael Scott remarked
that although others consider that he has authority he does
not think that he has. He wishes to make people think and
hopes that he does not have that much of an effect on the
musical scene itself. Durichen prefers to think of gaining
respect rather than authority through her writing. She

notes:

When applied to a newspaper writer, the idea of
authority often gets mixed up with that of power.
Perhaps what I'm looking at instead is the issue
of influence. If I can influence or persuade
people that the music I write about is exciting,
interesting, and a real part of life, then I don't
mind being considered an authority. But it is a

very limited authority by virtue of enforced
eclecticism.

This last remark is important when one considers the amount
of material that the critic is expected to know and expand
upon in the press. Manishen, although recognizing that he
does have influence, suggests that it is probably ''more than
he should have."

How then does this authority originate? Manishen points
out that much of his 'influence' comes from

...my employers, the newspaper assumes I know what
I am writing about, and I am prepared to accept
their judgment.

Hugh Fraser is much more philosophical in his response.
I do not serve you and I also do not serve myself.

I cannot be dishonest. I must tell the truth the
way I see it, for your sake as much as mine.
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Durichen writes that much of her 'authority' is drawn from
every experience that she has had in music.

I realize that my accumulation of exposure to a

wide variety of performing arts (more than 1,200

concert reviews to date, plus more than 1,000

other byline musical articles) has given me a

perspective from which to see things in a fairly

representative way.
Perhaps most universally, the critic's authority derives
from the importance that the artists themselves have vested
in critical opinion. William Littler told a story in which a
New York manager was willing to change the concert date to
suit Mr. Littler rather than forgo the opportunity to use a
portion of the future critique as publicity. Showered with
such respect, the critic would have to be inhuman not to
feel an obligation to the artist in question.

WHAT DIFFICULTIES FACE THE MUSIC CRITIC?

One of the most pressing limitations is that of the
overnight deadline. Critics are forced to accept the
overnight deadline as part of the job. This deadline usually
occurs a few hours after the concert. Very few have the
luxury of being able to 'sleep' on it and reexamine their
opinions in the morning. Although this immediacy flavours
the review with a freshness it may otherwise not have, one
must question the desirability of the practice. The deadline

may encourage critics to offer hasty opinions which not only

do a disservice to artists, but also the critics themselves.
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One of the outcomes of pressing deadlines is the temptation
to oversimplify and offer easy solutions.!'! Often these
solutions manifest themselves in the form of labelling the
music instead of describing it. It is far simpler to coin a
work 'neo-classic,' or 'post-serial,' instead of attempting
an accurate description.12 Is the outcome of a concert
really ''mews'" in the sense that the review must appear the
next day? Apart from its effects on the musical community,
what effects does this pressure assert on the daily lives of
the critics?

"Writers block' was mentioned by many critics as an
occupational hazard for anyone involved extensively in
writing. It affects critics a little more acutely since they
also have immovable deadlines. In these instances, most
critics blame themselves and not the performance. Critics
agree that there is always some aspect of the performance to
comment upon. Michael Scott says that

If I were to find myself at the end of the hour

really blank, I would feel that I had failed in

some way. It would be my fault and not the
artist's fault.

Irregular work and sleep, 'feast and famine'" work
loads, and many last minute assignments demand a person who

has a flexible personal life. Perhaps the problem stems from

1 Littler, '"Changing critic,'" p. 158.

e Ibid., p. 161.
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the fact that most editors have regular working shifts and
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